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ABSTRACT 

This thesis draws on a classroom-based empirical study to explore the actual effects that Task-

Based Language Teaching (TBLT) has on students’ performance, when applied to group 

discussions, and the impacts that different forms of Goal-Setting and Feedback (GSF) have on 

their learning. In doing so, it challenges the assumptions in the research literature that TBLT will 

necessarily improve multiple aspects of performance within group discussions with low-level 

students, and reveals that applying GSF can lead to very different outcomes. 

  

A longitudinal mixed-method approach was adopted using surveys and peer-interviews with 10 

teachers, and observations, surveys and peer-interviews with 132 low-level students in a 

Japanese university. Students used product or process GSF alongside TBLT group discussions 

across a semester. Findings showed improvements in fluency and accuracy, positive feelings 

towards learning, and larger improvements for lower performers. Furthermore, product and 

process goals influenced students' focus differently in terms of individual performance, 

collaboration and discussion outcome. These findings create a clearer picture of the impact of 

TBLT, when applied to group discussions, and show how students' focus within learning can be 

greatly influenced by task goals. Resultant recommendations for course design, student and 

teacher training, and implementation of TBLT and GSF are given. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Thesis focus and aims 

This thesis is the third part of a Modular PhD investigating the use of Task Based 

Language Teaching (TBLT) oral group discussion tasks for language learning with low-level 

learners. The overall aim of the PhD is to investigate and report on ways to improve the learning 

for students. This was done by firstly determining key factors affecting low-level Japanese 

university students’ oral participation within discussions in the first module (see Appendix A for 

a summary), and then by examining the short-term effects on participation of pre-discussion 

planning (a significantly reported factor in the first module) with low-level Japanese university 

students in the second module (see Appendix B for a summary). The main finding was that when 

the students undertook such additional planning, they would speak more and with more fluency 

during discussions immediately afterwards.  

Three of the other task design factors reported to potentially improve participation in the 

first module were related to 1) having a scoring system for performance, 2) getting feedback on 

performance, and 3) seeing measurable progress of performance over time. As a result, I decided 

to focus this thesis on these three factors by investigating the effects on TBLT group discussion 

learning of self-regulated performance Goal-Setting and Feedback (GSF) via a semester-long 

classroom-based study. Data in this thesis considers observable changes in performance by 

Japanese university students due to the use of a TBLT approach to group discussions, changes 

observed with the use of two different types of GSF (task product versus process focused), and 

self-reported feelings of the students towards the learning undertaken. The findings contribute to 

TBLT and goal-related research by examining the suitability of TBLT group discussions as an 
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approach to improving language use with low-level learners and how GSF may support the 

learning or not.  

  

1.2 Background and research motivation 

Upon entering university, most Japanese students have studied English since an 

elementary school age, most recently with five years of mainly grammar-focused English 

instruction in Junior and Senior High School involving translating between Japanese and 

English, known as the yakudoku method (Gorsuch, 1998; Nishino, 2008; Nishino & Watanabe, 

2008). Such classes have often not involved Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) 

approaches to second language learning, such as Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT), 

resulting in limited chances for students to interact orally with each other in English. The 

Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) laid out plans 

in 2013 to enable students to hold conversations in English by the time they leave High School in 

preparation for the Olympic Games in Tokyo in 2020 (MEXT, 2013). If such ambitious goals are 

to be met, they require careful consideration with regards to the teaching of conversation skills 

during high school and into courses at the university level. However, because of the pressure 

placed on high school students to pass university entrance exams in Japan (Aspinall, 2005) 

classroom learning focuses mainly on the content of such tests via the yakudoku method. As a 

result, little time is left for orally interactive tasks, resulting in university students' oral English 

communicative competence being often limited to simple exchanges at best (King, 2012, 2013, 

p. 72).  
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I have been teaching English within Japan for ten years at the time of writing this thesis, 

having taught English communication skills at the elementary, high school, university and 

business-level. Of specific relevance to the focus of this thesis, I taught English communication 

courses at Kwansei Gakuin University in Kansai, Japan, between 2013 and 2016, and have been 

teaching similar courses at Hosei University in Tokyo since 2016. From my own experience of 

working within universities in Japan, students undertaking group discussion tasks have seldom 

experienced goal-setting for discussion performance, nor been provided with specific feedback to 

help focus their efforts on improving their performance related to such goals. However, a large 

amount of recent research, including some of my own, suggests that helping students focus on 

specific task performance goals and feedback can improve their motivation, efforts made, 

participation within classwork, and performance across time (Bargh, Gollwitzer, Lee-Chai, 

Barndollar, & Troetschel, 2001; Hart & Albarracín, 2009; Moskowitz & Grant, 2009; Stroud, 

2017). 

The number of choices available to teachers for implementing performance goals and 

feedback for oral tasks are vast (Lai, 2015; Leung, 1999; Leung & Lewkowicz, 2006; Norris, 

2008) and are often subjective scale ratings of measures such as 'fluency', ‘accuracy’ and 

‘complexity’ (such as in the TOEIC, TOEFL and IELTS speaking tests). A focus on such scoring 

can often leave students without an understanding of how to focus their efforts to improve in the 

future (Orsmond, Merry, & Reiling, 1997; Price, Handley, Millar, & O’Donovan, 2010). From 

what I have seen in Japan, feedback on classroom discussions also often comes in the form of 

such subjective, non-specific scale ratings from classmates or the teacher. I do not believe that 

this helps students understand their performance with enough detail, nor provide them with any 
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measurable progress on that performance over time to understand how to focus future efforts to 

improve. If Japanese students are expected to improve their performance across courses, they 

require specific and measurable goals to become motivated to take part in classwork (Moskowitz 

& Grant, 2009), as well as clear, specific, and ongoing feedback which provides them with what 

is called 'assessment for learning' (Dann, 2002) via a 'formative' style of feedback (Black & 

Wiliam, 2009; Harlen & James, 1997; Sadler, 1998; Tunstall & Gipps, 1996; Wiliam, 2018). 

Several challenges exist for the implementation of goals and feedback into classroom 

group discussions. Firstly, it can be unclear for teachers and students how they should focus 

efforts within performance, such as goals related to individual speaking turns, interactions 

between speakers, or the outcome of the discussion itself. Secondly, there may be a lack of time 

for the use of goals or feedback within class. Such extra workload may take away from the time 

required for practising the use of the language. Also, English communication class sizes can 

sometimes be too large for the teacher to be able to spend time observing individual students 

across a course, in order to give them detailed individual feedback. Goals and feedback may 

need to be self-regulated by students themselves to avoid such issues with time. Thirdly, 

individual differences, such as learning preferences and English-speaking ability, can make the 

use of goals and feedback more difficult for some students than others. Lower-level students may 

already be struggling to perform within discussions alongside higher-level English speakers, and 

the additional workload of goals and feedback may actually have negative effects on their 

performance. Therefore, any goals or feedback used should be as quick and simple to use as 

possible. Lastly, any performance feedback provided to students needs to be clear and specific, 

but this may be difficult to do in a limited amount of time within classes.  
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Detailed research projects which investigate the development of student performance and 

feelings towards group discussions across time are scarce, even though this data would prove 

very helpful for teachers who are struggling to improve English oral interactions within their 

classes. Due to the extensive positive research which exists about the use of goals and feedback 

to improve classroom learning (see Chapter Four), as well as my own research and the findings 

in the first module (Appendix A), I decided to focus this study on how combined performance 

GSF might be self-regulated by students in typical English communication courses within 

Japanese universities to improve the learning with TBLT group discussions. I believe that such 

an approach is an important topic of future language learning research, as it can potentially help 

students understand their ability better (as determined by the goals and feedback used) and focus 

more on improving across time.  

 

1.3 Research questions 

The research questions within the study were selected to help improve the understanding 

of the potential effects of using a TBLT approach and GSF to support learning undertaken during 

classroom group discussions. With regards to the GSF used in the study, goals were those 

focused on discussion task performance which were set by students themselves within their 

electronic diaries (Appendices E and F) prior to each classroom discussion. Feedback for 

students referred to that which was provided by 1) audio recordings of group discussions, 2) 

notes which students took on their own discussion sheets and 3) the excel tables showing 

performance over time within the electronic diaries. The main overall RQ addressed was: 



 

6 
 

 Main RQ: ‘What are the effects on learning of using Goal-Setting and Feedback (GSF) with 

TBLT group discussions across a semester?’ 

  

I decided to approach this RQ by breaking it down into three separate RQs. The first RQ 

was used to specify what type of goals should be used with the students in the study. The second 

RQ then addressed observable changes in student performance over time with a TBLT approach, 

as well as with two different types of GSF used, including differences between students who 

spoke less (Low Participators) or more than others in discussions (High Participators) at the start 

of the study. The third RQ addressed self-reported student feelings towards undertaking TBLT 

discussions and the two types of GSF used (ProdS using Product GSF and ProcS using Process 

GSF). Within the study, Product GSF focused on goals related to the outcome at the end of 

discussions (the final group choice, reasons, examples and other possible choices and reasons), 

while Process GSF focused on goals related to the interactions which took place during the 

discussions (the number of opinions, reasons, examples, questions, answers, agreements and 

disagreements). The three RQs were: 

  

RQ1:  What are appropriate discussion performance goals for the Japanese university 

students in this study? 

RQ2:  (a) How does observable discussion task performance change for the students across a 

semester using a TBLT approach (regardless of the type of GSF used)?  

(b) What different effects do Product and Process GSF have on observable 

performance across a semester?  



 

7 
 

(c) Are these effects the same for Low and High Participators?  

RQ3:  (a) How do ProdS and ProcS report feeling about performing in discussions across the 

semester?  

(b) How do they report feeling about the support the two types of GSF provided for 

their learning (or not)?  

  

The findings for these RQs make important contributions to research by providing 

original data on the longitudinal effects which a TBLT approach to group discussions can have 

with low-level learners (in and out of Japan), as well as the impact which the addition of GSF 

has on learning. This is beneficial to both researchers and teachers currently using or wishing to 

apply such approaches to their own language courses.  

 

1.4 Thesis outline 

In line with the RQs above, the theoretical background discussed in this thesis addresses 

three main themes within Chapters Two, Three and Four. Firstly, a background to the current use 

of group discussions within language learning classrooms is examined, with particular attention 

given to the common use of a Task-Based Language Teaching approach. Secondly, a discussion 

of the literature connected to appropriately measuring group discussion performance for students 

is provided. Thirdly, the potential effects on performance and learning of the design of goal-

setting and feedback for group discussions is discussed using current research and theories 

related to goal-setting, formative assessment and performance rubrics.  
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In Chapter Five, the methodology of the semester-long classroom study undertaken is 

explained. This includes a rationale for the mixed-methods approach taken for the data collection 

and analysis, details of the participants and procedures, specific details of the data collection for 

the three separate RQs, and the ethical considerations within the study. 

In Chapter Six, the results, discussion and limitations for all three RQs are given. The first 

part discusses the observational data collected from a classroom pilot, as well as self-reported 

survey and interview data from teachers, which were used to create the two types of GSF in the 

study (RQ1). The second part summarizes the changes in student performance across the 

semester with TBLT groups discussions using the two different types of GSF via classroom 

observations (RQ2). The third part explores reasons for the changes seen in RQ2 by using data 

regarding student feelings towards their performance in discussions over time and the two types 

of GSF used with data from self-reported surveys, interviews and my own observations during 

classes and tests (RQ3). 

In Chapter Seven, conclusions are reached about the use of TBLT group discussions as an 

approach to language learning with low-level learners and the effects of GSF. Based on these 

findings, the contributions made to research, recommendations for language teaching, overall 

limitations for the thesis, as well as recommended future research directions are explained. 
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CHAPTER 2. LANGUAGE LEARNING WITH TBLT DISCUSSIONS 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter is made up of three main sections which gives an overview of TBLT group 

discussions as an approach to the learning and teaching of spoken English. The lack of 

classroom-based research to understand the actual effects of such an approach on student 

performance is highlighted and later analyzed using longitudinal data within the study. This 

chapter is focused mainly on how students and teachers may be benefiting or not from such a 

TBLT approach, and also how it may compare to a more traditional alternative approach called 

Present, Practise, Produce (PPP). The first section discusses relevant literature for understanding 

how students may acquire a second language through oral use of the language during tasks. The 

second section discusses the potential benefits and challenges to both learning and teaching with 

the use of group discussions within English communication courses. The third section gives an 

overview of the Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) approach to classroom group 

discussions, as well as the potential benefits and problems for both students and teachers with 

using it in general and specifically within Japan.  

  

2.2 SLA in English communication classes 

2.2.1 Oral communication and SLA 

The processes through which students may acquire a second language needs careful 

consideration, so that courses can be designed to assist that acquisition. The two main, but 

contrasting, perspectives for this are the nativist and interactionist viewpoints, which will now be 
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discussed. Within this thesis, I do not make any conclusions as to which of these viewpoint is 

more likely to be correct for SLA. I explain how they both relate to orally interactive tasks, as 

well as highlight the lack of empirical data which currently exists to show how language use can 

develop across time within interactive tasks (such as group discussions), which the data in the 

study provides. 

The nativist viewpoint within SLA is that it is the natural internal mechanisms of a student 

working on the language they hear and prepare to say which leads to SLA and resultant 

communicative competence. A specific example is Krashen's (1985) Input Hypothesis, which 

suggests that learning a language is more about acquiring it through input, rather than learning it 

through interacting and responding to others. In addition to this, the Output Hypothesis (Swain, 

1985, 1995) states that it is important for students to orally produce language in order to improve 

at it, because it promotes noticing, experimenting, and becoming more structured and accurate at 

speaking through self-reflection of mistakes made and difficulties experienced. A more in-depth 

discussion of these theories is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, they both suggest that 

improving the oral communicative competence of students is mainly about having them practise 

listening to and understanding the speech of others, as well as producing their own speech by 

going through the internal processes of language production described as conceptualizing, 

formulating and articulating (De Bot, 1992; Levelt, 1989). In a second language communication 

course, this could involve a high focus on listening tasks and monologue speeches for example. 

However, the interactionist viewpoint of SLA is that language acquisition occurs as a result 

of social interactions between speakers, rather than just the internal processing of input or output 

of speech. Sociocultural Theory (Vygotsky, 1978, 1986) highlights the need for speakers to use 
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the language to interact with others in a social context, in order for meaning-negotiation and 

hypothesis-testing to be present and drive SLA. Furthermore, Long (1989) stated that Krashen's 

input hypothesis (discussed above) is only practical for SLA if the input is comprehensible and if 

interactions between learners help clarify misunderstandings. The Interaction Hypothesis (Hatch, 

1978; Long, 1996) states that interaction created by tasks helps students improve their language 

use, as opportunities are provided to attend to problems using the language within specific 

contexts. The modifications which take place in the negotiation of meaning and new utterances 

which are used to clarify meaning between speakers as a result, are believed to lead to SLA. This 

theory of learning has also been referred to as the Interactionist Approach (Gass & Mackey, 

2007), proponents of which hold that learners who use meaningful and functional dialogue in an 

interactive way will be practising a more 'authentic' style of language use than within individual 

tasks and will become better at using the language (Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2013, p. 157; 

Savignon, 2002). Such language practice has been shown in studies to lead to better performance 

in future interactions (Gass & Varonis, 1994; Pica, 1994). In addition, the Socio-Interactionist 

view of SLA (Firth & Wagner, 2007; Sun, 2011) is very similar to the interaction hypothesis 

discussed above, as it suggests that interactions between speakers are key for SLA, not only 

because they practise using the language, but also because it is done within a social context and 

that the social interactions which students have are more supportive of the learning than their 

cognitive processes of producing sentences of speech. More classroom-based research is required 

at this time to see how/if students who practise second-language speaking skills through 

interactive tasks (such as group discussions) will acquire the language, as the above theories 
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suggest, as little empirical evidence exists to show this (Keck, Iberri-Shea, Tracy-Ventura & Wa-

Mbaleka, 2006).  

 

2.2.2 Orally interactive tasks and SLA considerations 

Following on from the section above, and assuming that interaction plays an important role 

in SLA, teachers also need to consider some other important cognitive processes involved in the 

learning. Firstly, the working memory of students is limited and will determine how much pre-

formulated language they can draw upon whilst interacting with others (Baddeley, 1986, 1993; 

Baddeley & Hitch, 1974). Skehan (1996, 1998, p. 97) suggests that students have a limited 

capacity for learning, and that tasks which require attention on certain elements in performance 

leave students without enough 'attention resources' to focus on other elements. However, 

Robinson (2001, 2003, 2007) opposes this belief, saying students can draw on different 'pools' of 

attention at the same time.  For example, students trying to speak with higher accuracy, by 

making less errors in speech, may speak less fluently, by speaking more slowly (or vice-versa). 

Whether students can focus on and improve different aspects of performance at the same time or 

not requires further research, to better understand any cognitive limitations within learning for 

students.  

Secondly, the cognitive load (Candlin, 1987) which orally interactive tasks put on students 

may cause problems with their learning. Asking students to interact in English requires 

consideration of what Skehan (1998, p. 99) describes as 'code complexity' (how difficult the 

language required for the task is), 'cognitive complexity' (how complex the task is to undertake), 

as well as 'cognitive processing' and 'communicative stress' (the amount of organizing and 
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processing of language required within the task time available). Teachers must ensure that these 

demands on students are not so high that they do not prevent interactions between students which 

are expected to lead to SLA.  

Thirdly, there is a clear lack of current research data to link theories of interaction (Section 

2.2.1) to SLA in group discussions across time. The studies mentioned by Gass and Varonis 

(1994) and Pica (1994) were only for pair interactions and only considered improvements in 

language use across very short periods of time. It cannot be assumed that the same effects of 

interactional tasks will occur within larger group sizes or in the longer-term within classes. As 

discussed above, some studies (such as Keck et al., 2006) suggest that there is no proven 

connection between oral interaction and SLA. This study provides more data related to this by 

making connections between the oral interactions which take place during group discussions and 

how performance within those discussions changes over time (Section 6.3). This helps teachers 

see more clearly if time invested in learning through group discussions is in fact leading to 

improvements in language use or not. 

  

2.3 The group discussion approach to language learning  

2.3.1 Potential learning and teaching benefits of group discussions 

Orally interactive tasks, involving two or more students, are a commonly used approach to 

promote language learning, as they are believed to create the interactional setting necessary for 

SLA to occur (Section 2.2). The interactions which occur between multiple students are also 

believed to be of a higher 'quality' than within individual or whole-class tasks because of the 

variation in language use amongst speakers which will lead to comprehensible input necessary 
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for SLA (Long, 1990; Long & Porter, 1985), although more empirical data is needed to show 

this. Through working with other students to practise negotiating meaning by clarifying, 

questioning, responding to questions, disagreeing, and giving opinions, students are more likely 

to become communicatively competent than practising giving opinions through monologue-style 

speeches for instance (Lynch & Anderson, 1992; Rignall & Furneaux, 1997). Also, having two 

or more students discuss topics is believed to be more beneficial for learning than one-to-one 

with a teacher. This is because discussions between peers are more representative of authentic 

communication between speakers of a similar level, compared to discussions which are 

controlled and supported by a teacher (Johnson, 2001).  

Other potential pedagogical benefits exist for the use of groups (involving three or more 

students) rather than individual, pair or whole class tasks. Discussions within groups are 

believed to offer a more positive affective climate than with a teacher or in front of a class for 

example (Long, 1985, 1990; Long & Porter, 1985). They can be a more intimate, private and 

supportive setting for students, where making mistakes and receiving feedback on errors creates 

less anxiety amongst students. Also, group discussions offer students more individualized 

speaking time and feedback compared to whole-class tasks (Foster, 1998; Long, 1977). They 

give students more individual freedom in their choice of speech content and language skills to 

focus on improving, as well as feedback from students within the same group. In addition, if 

students practise in groups of three or more, teachers will be able to watch a larger percentage of 

classroom discussions during classes, as there are fewer discussions taking place at the same 

time (as opposed to a higher number of pair or individual discussions for the same class). This 

more frequent Teacher-Based Assessment style of feedback during class is expected to lead to 
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better learning over time than feedback given on only test performance (Davison & Leung, 

2009). One more pedagogical benefit of group discussions is that they encourage both 

collaboration and cooperation in the learning. Collaborative learning involves students working 

in tandem on shared goals and is believed to enhance social and cognitive skills, as each student 

is an accountable team member (Ahmadian & Tajabadi, 2017; Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 

2013; Oxford, 1997). Cooperative learning requires each team member to work independently 

on their separate role and responsibilities for the group outcome, and encourages support 

between group members to do so (Donato, 1994; Lantolf, 1993). If a discussion task requires 

students to reach an agreed outcome together, such as an action plan related to the topic, both 

collaboration and cooperation would be expected to be present. Furthermore, leadership skills 

may develop among some students, due to the collaboration and cooperation which group 

discussions require (Forsyth, 2000, 2016, p. 255; Hackman & Johnson, 2013, p. 203). Such 

leadership is also viewed as an important part of completing tasks in groups and valuable as a 

learning experience for students (Ehrman & Dörnyei, 1998, p. 154).  

  

2.3.2 Challenges for learning and teaching with group discussions 

Despite the potential benefits of using group discussions, several potential restrictions to 

learning with them also exist. When students are asked to undertake work in groups, factors 

related to the relationships and interactions between speakers can have large influences on the 

learning. Many of these were reported by students as 'barriers to participation' related to group 

set-up within the first module of this PhD (Appendix A), such as the personal relationships and 

differences in language levels between group members. A recently published paper by Poupore 
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(2016) helps add to this discussion by explaining the importance of a positive and comfortable 

feeling amongst a group in order for participation and resultant learning to take place. Poupore 

explains how Group Work Dynamics (GWD) are important to consider if students are learning in 

groups, as the actions of each member can influence the actions of others depending on how 

collaborative or cooperative, and dominant or passive they are (Storch, 2002). For instance, if 

students decide to dominate the discussion in a non-cooperative way, then the others may not 

participate or improve their ability to perform in discussions as a result. The larger the group 

becomes, the more chance there could be of this happening. Also, even though larger groups may 

give a teacher more time to observe a lower number of groups with their available class time (as 

discussed above), larger group sizes may cause two problems. Firstly, the students may find it 

harder to take speaking turns within their groups, as speaking time will be shared between a 

larger number of group members. Secondly, the teacher will then have less chance of seeing all 

of the students speak, as there will be fewer students speaking at the same time within class 

compared to a when there are a larger number of groups. These points may be especially 

important to consider for students with lower speaking abilities within groups, as it is believed 

that having a lower level within a discussion may be enough to prevent students from speaking at 

all (Foster, 1998). If groups within classes contain a variety of speaking abilities, then this may 

be a problem for the use of group discussions. Thus, the learning undertaken and changes in 

performance over time by both low and high performers needs consideration. This is addressed 

in the study in this thesis by categorizing the participants as low and high performers, based on 

the words they say in discussions (Section 5.4.2), and analyzing differences and similarities 

between the performances of the two groups across time.  
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2.4 Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) group discussions  

2.4.1 Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) and TBLT discussions   

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) is an approach to teaching which is focused on 

developing the communicative competence of students within a second language (Hymes, 1972, 

1974) by helping them develop their ability to use the language both ‘interactionally’ 

(establishing and maintaining contact with others) and ‘transactionally’ (using language 

referentially to exchange information) (Brown & Yule, 1983; Ellis, 2003, p. 27). It can be used 

with what are described as a 'weak' or 'strong' approach (Howatt, 1984). The weak approach is 

focused on identifying and teaching specific components of communicative competence. This 

may mean having students learn about the notion and functionality of disagreements before 

actually trying to disagree with each other using a second language in discussion tasks for 

example. The strong approach is focused on the belief that language is acquired through 

communication. For discussions, this would mean that students would learn about disagreements 

within discussions through simply disagreeing with others when opportunities arise to do so.   

Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) is an approach which adheres to the belief of the 

strong approach of CLT discussed above. In particular, it follows the belief that students will 

improve their communication within a second language if they practise completing what are 

called 'tasks'. Research in the last four decades has been unable to agree on precisely what a task 

should involve for students, but does agree on some fundamental points for the learning. In short, 

tasks should be used to promote meaning-focused language use in situations which students 

carry out in the same way as they would in the 'real-world' (Ellis, 2003, p.6; Long, 1985, p.89; 

Nunan, 1989, p. 6; Skehan, 1996). This means that teachers should not interfere with the 
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'authenticity' of a task by focusing on or planning specific forms of language (such as lexical 

items or sentence grammar) before or during students undertaking them, but only after the task 

has been completed. For group discussions, this would mean that students do not focus on any 

specific language points or discussion skills beforehand, but only after they have used them with 

others to communicate within a meaningful discussion involving processes, interactions and 

outcomes similar to a discussion held outside of a language classroom.  

  

2.4.2 TBLT versus Present-Practise-Produce (PPP) for group discussions 

Using a TBLT approach of focusing on negotiating through the 'meaning', rather than the 

'form', of the language during tasks is promoted as an effective way to nurture SLA (Bygate, 

Skehan & Swain, 2013; Ellis, 2003; Littlewood, 2004; Long, 2014; Robinson 2007, 2011; 

Thomas & Reinders, 2015; Willis & Willis, 2008). However, more traditional communicative 

approaches to language teaching are often preferred by teachers in Asia (Iwashita & Li, 2012). 

The most common of these is the Present-Practise-Produce (PPP) approach. The important 

difference with PPP is that students begin practices by being introduced to specific language 

forms (Present), practise them in specific contexts chosen by the teacher (Practise) and are then 

asked to use them within a final practice stage designed by the teacher (Produce) (Gower & 

Walters, 1983). Such practices are believed to help students improve their ability to use specific 

language forms more than with TBLT, as the language which is practised can be controlled more 

by the teacher and matched up more closely with the assessment performed later on, compared to 

the more ‘open choice’ use of language with TBLT. This has been recognized as a useful routine 

for practising important parts of speech (Swan, 2005), but although the practising of such 
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language points may be expected to improve the ability of students to say them in class, no 

evidence exists to show that a PPP approach can improve language use during a group 

discussion. 

Thus, TBLT may be a preferred approach to PPP for discussion tasks, because if students 

use language to undertake communication with much less external direction or restrictions on the 

language they must use within PPP, they will be able to notice the difference between their own 

ability and that of grammatical rules being used more (Batstone, 1996, p. 273). This is because 

the freedom of language use which TBLT gives students makes them more aware of what they 

can and cannot communicate, rather than just repeating language points already provided to them 

by PPP, and be able to focus more on improving those gaps in their abilities afterwards. This 

stage in learning is called Consciousness-Raising (CR) and helps students internalize grammar 

structures in language by drawing their attention to it (Ellis, 2002, p. 168). It is argued that other 

more form-focused approaches to learning, such as PPP, cannot raise the awareness of students’ 

own language gaps which need improving in this way, but only the awareness of specific forms 

which have been selected by a teacher and practised beforehand (Ellis, 2003, p. 29). For 

classroom group discussions, the vast number of language points which may be required for 

students to exchange ideas and possibly reach decisions together may make PPP style practices 

impractical. It is my belief as a teacher that identifying gaps in ability and improving those 

weaknesses in language use for many different students within the time available in language 

courses requires the freedom of TBLT to do so.  

Despite all of these potential benefits for learning of using a TBLT approach to group 

discussions, little evidence exists of the actual improvements in performance which it may result 
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in within classrooms. Thus, the study in this thesis addresses this using an analysis of discussion 

recordings across a semester to see how performance actually changes to help researchers and 

teachers better understand the effects which TBLT has. 

 

2.4.3 Challenges for learning and teaching with TBLT group discussions 

One of the potential problems with the freedom in language use discussed above in relation 

to TBLT is that it creates a large amount of possible focuses for students within discussion tasks. 

Although such freedom in language use may promote noticing, consciousness raising, and 

resultant SLA (Section 2.4.2), it may also leave students confused about what content, actions or 

language they should focus on within tasks (Burrows, 2008). It is clearly expressed in the 

literature that for improved language use to occur with a TBLT approach, students must reach an 

'outcome' (Prabhu, 1987, Skehan 1998) or obtain an 'objective' (Bygate et al., 2013, p. 19) for the 

task. Ellis (2003, p. 8) helps clarify what this means for tasks by describing an outcome as 

something that students arrive at after completing a task, such as a story or a list of differences. 

He compares this to the aim, described as the pedagogical purpose of the task, which is eliciting 

receptive and productive meaning-focused language use. However, without any outside guidance 

or influence on what language students should be using or how they should interact with the 

language (which PPP can provide), teachers cannot be certain that students will undertake the 

processes which TBLT expects to lead to such SLA. For oral tasks, students can decide which 

performances to focus on or ignore, such as 'sacrificing' accuracy in oral tasks for fluency, 

(Cuestra, 1995; Foster, 1999), and can even choose to switch to their L1 to complete discussions 

away from the view of a teacher (Carless, 2007a). In such cases, students may still be able to 
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produce the same discussion output (a list or spoken summary of their agreed discussion 

outcome in the L2 for example) as those who did not. In addition, studies analyzing which of 

these focuses will actually result in improvements in oral language use over time are scarce. An 

important question for group discussion tasks is how important is the focus on the outcome (what 

students decide upon) and the aim (the processes of language use they go through during the 

task) for promoting learning? The study in this thesis addresses this question by examining how 

Japanese university students’ focus on either the outcome (product goals) or aim (process goals) 

of their group discussions will improve their task performance over time (Section 2.4.3 and 

RQ2).  

Another potential problem for TBLT group discussions is that some students may benefit 

less than others from this style of learning. Students with a higher proficiency in the L2 have 

been found to benefit more than those with a lower proficiency from a TBLT approach to oral 

tasks (Burrows, 2008; Tseng, 2006). This is believed to be due to the complexity of tasks and the 

freedom of language use required during task time. Therefore, it is important for teachers using 

group discussions with students of mixed levels to consider them on an individual basis for 

learning, performance and progress over time, as the study in this thesis does by looking at 

differences in performance change for low and high participators (Section 5.4.2). With a 

meaning-focused TBLT approach, where students do not receive specific guidance on or support 

with their language use prior to or during discussions, lower-level students may struggle to 

participate in groups with higher-level students. This may lead to motivational issues for those 

students who may require more guidance and support on an individual-basis to improve over 

time. A planning stage has been found to help students improve their overall performance in 
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tasks (Guará-Tavares, 2011, 2013, 2016) with improvements made within oral task participation 

and fluency (as was concluded in the second module, as shown in Appendix B), accuracy 

(Bygate, 1996, 2001; Bygate & Samuda, 2005; Lynch & McClean, 2000, 2001), and complexity 

(see Ellis, 2009 and Javad Ahmadian, Tavakoli, & Vahid Dastjerdi, 2015 for recent summaries 

of related research). By allowing students to plan for discussion tasks, the approach then 

becomes more of a 'Task-Supported Teaching' approach (Ellis, 2003, p. 28), where students can 

practise language items already practised before a task (more of a PPP approach). One concern 

with this is that students may not then interact as much in a meaningful way as the tasks become 

what Long calls 'synthetic', as opposed to 'analytic' in nature (2014, p. 7). This may lead to a 

reduction in 'real-world' interactions which occur, without a prior focus on language forms, 

which is described above as important for the pedagogy of TBLT. 

TBLT also faces challenges with finding the required time to explain and train students and 

teachers, so that is becomes understood, accepted and used in the intended way for learning (Lai 

& Lin, 2015; Waters, 2009). TBLT has been reported as an inappropriate approach to learning on 

a world-wide scale, mainly because of the need for more time for tasks than other approaches 

(such as PPP), and the under-prepared feeling that some teachers report (Ogilvie & Dunn, 2010; 

Sparks, 2010; Van den Branden, 2006, p. 217). The requirement to 'facilitate' discussion tasks, 

by giving students control of the process of discussions, rather than guiding them in the language 

they should be practising, can cause confusion and power-struggles for some teachers (Ellis, 

2003, p. 271; Stroud, 2013). PPP has often been chosen as an approach to teaching over TBLT as 

it offers teachers more control than TBLT, and PPP is believed to have an 'excellent relationship 

with teacher training and teachers' feelings of professionalism', and 'lends itself very neatly to 
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accountability' (Skehan, 1998, p. 94). TBLT often does not get used in classrooms, as the PPP 

approach is believed to create clearer language use goals which better match assessment criteria 

and exam results (Butler, 2011, Thornbury, 1999, p. 64). The study in this thesis uses the 

addition of GSF with discussions to see if it can help with these potential weaknesses of TBLT, 

compared to PPP, by providing more clarity and connections between learning and assessment 

for both students and teachers (Section 4.5). 

A final question for a TBLT approach is can students who practise discussions with such 

freedom of language use then transfer what they learn to new discussions afterwards? In 

general, skills practised in one task (whether it be related to language learning or not) would be 

expected to be transferred to another, if the goals, method and approaches are similar (Blume, 

Ford, Baldwin, & Huang, 2010). Although much discussion of transfer is only theoretical (such 

as Barnett & Ceci, 2002; Haskell, 2001), some transfer has been shown for low-level speakers of 

English from one orally interactive language learning task to another (Benson, 2016). Students 

with lower-speaking abilities within a study group were able to use conversation skills learnt for 

everyday situations (such as giving directions) in subsequent practices. However, no data exists 

to show that such transfer can take place across time for group discussion tasks, involving three 

or more students, especially if the topics are changed each week. The study in this thesis 

addresses this by analyzing performance changes across time (using different weekly topics), 

which is crucial for teachers who use such an approach to understand what improvements may or 

may not be occurring in performance. 
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2.4.4 Challenges in Japan for TBLT group discussions 

As discussed in the introduction, the overall intent of communication courses within Japan 

is to educate a generation of students who can exchange their thoughts and feelings through 

using the English language (MEXT, 2009, 2013). The use of a TBLT approach to improving the 

oral communicative competence of students can be argued as an appropriate approach, due to the 

expectation that students will ‘notice’ gaps in their language use and improve upon them with a 

higher understanding of their own ability (Section 2.4.2). However, for Asian students, TBLT 

faces not only the difficulties mentioned above (Section 2.4.3), but additional challenges related 

to expectations for learning from students, teachers and institutions (Carless, 2004; Lai, 2015; 

Littlewood, 2007).  

The Japanese students within the first module of this PhD reported many 'barriers' to 

participating within TBLT-style discussions (Appendix A), including a 'fear of making a mistake' 

during speech which can cause students to feel anxious and remain silent (Chang, 2011; Tsui, 

2001; Williams & Andrade, 2008; Woodrow, 2006). Such problems with participation are not 

uncommon among students in other Asian countries. Asian students often report feeling 

underprepared to talk within TBLT tasks and switching to using their first language to avoid 

making mistakes (Burrows, 2008; Carless, 2007a). Because TBLT is an unfamiliar approach for 

Asian students, studies have shown that they often prefer to practise the language forms before 

oral tasks (with a PPP-style approach), so that they will be more accurate in their language use 

(Lai, Zhao & Wang, 2011), rather than being concerned with learning through interactions, 

noticing and consciousness-raising, as TBLT is designed to promote. Therefore, an important 

challenge for the use of TBLT discussions within Japanese classrooms is to make students feel 
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relaxed and confident to undertake discussions through being aware of what is expected in terms 

of interactions and/or outcome of tasks (which may not always be recognized as the same by 

teacher and their students), as well as feeling prepared to interact with others in the L2 to do so. 

This was a benefit I expected to come from students using the GSF in the study and is analyzed 

for its specific effects on performance and learning (RQ2 and RQ3). 

As discussed in the previous section, TBLT is often rejected as a teaching methodology, 

due to a lack of clear connections between the learning undertaken and the assessment criteria 

which most students are focused upon. This has also been reported as a problem in Asia, (Deng 

& Carless, 2009; Lai, 2015), where students, such as Japanese, are often asked to undertake 

knowledge-based, summative, vocabulary and grammar based practices which teachers feel will 

prepare them better for their exams. Such a PPP-style approach to learning is often preferred, as 

it directly addresses grammar points which are tested at the end of courses and teachers report 

feeling more confident that they can direct the learning of the students to pass such tests (Carless, 

2007b). One other problem for TBLT is that teachers in Japan often report not being comfortable 

or clear about their own role within the learning, and become uncomfortable with the power-shift 

from a 'teacher', who may control the language being practised, to a 'facilitator', who leaves the 

contents and outcome of tasks up to the students (Stroud, 2013). Thus, if TBLT discussions are 

to be used within language courses in Japan, it is important that teachers can see clear 

connections between 1) the processes and outcomes of discussions, and 2) the assessment criteria 

for the course (Butler, 2011). This would help them understand how they should (or should not) 

direct student behavior and language use to nurture improvements in test-related performance 

over time. I believe that the GSF used in the study can help teachers in this way by providing 
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important feedback across time (Section 4.3) which can be used by teachers to support the 

learning (see Section 7.2 for recommendations). 

  

2.5 Chapter summary 

This chapter explored the potential benefits and challenges of a TBLT group discussion 

approach to language learning and teaching, and also highlighted the lack of current classroom-

based research data within this area. According to the theories and research discussed, TBLT 

group discussions may be an appropriate approach to the learning of a second language for 

several reasons. Firstly, the interactions taking place between students may support more SLA 

than non-interactive tasks (such as monologue speeches) due to the need to contextualize and use 

the language to react to others. Secondly, learning as a group was discussed as preferred to 

learning as individuals, in pairs or as a whole-class, because it provides the greatest opportunity 

for a variety of language use, individualized speaking time and feedback from others, positive 

and motivating environments, as well as the practising of collaboration, cooperation and 

leadership skills. Thirdly, a TBLT approach was described as being more appropriate than PPP, 

as the negotiation of meaning with authentic language use among students would be expected to 

encourage higher levels of noticing and consciousness-raising and resultant SLA. However, none 

of these benefits have been proven with research for group discussion tasks. In particular, more 

data is needed to see whether TBLT classroom discussions can actually result in improved 

performance across a course. Also, more data is needed on the effects of having students focus 

on the outcome (final group decisions) versus the aim (language use during the task) of a 

discussion. This chapter highlighted several contradictions between the beliefs of TBLT (that task 
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outcome is essential) and interactionalist beliefs (that language use is more important than the 

task outcome). The study addresses this by analyzing the performance progress and learning of 

two separate groups of students for each of these two focuses. Furthermore, it is important to 

analyze performance for individual students, as this chapter also discussed how group work can 

complicate learning with the added potential barriers of limited speaking time between larger 

numbers of group members, differences in language levels and Group Work Dynamics (GWD) 

making it difficult for some students to speak. The study in this thesis also addresses these 

important points by analyzing changes in group discussion performance across a semester for 

low and high participating Japanese university students with a low-level of English. 
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CHAPTER 3. DETERMINING ORAL GROUP DISCUSSION 

PERFORMANCE 

 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter discusses how group discussion performance may be best judged, using a 

variety of measures, which can then be used to help guide and assess learning (using GSF in the 

study). It specifically addresses observable oral performances (rather than non-verbal 

performance, such as listening skills or body language), which were used to decide measures for 

use within the study in this thesis (Section 5.6.2). The first half of the chapter discusses the use 

of commonly adopted participation and CAF measures for oral group discussions. The second 

half explains other important measures of performance which also need consideration within 

group discussion settings. A discussion of the contradictions between the measures discussed in 

the first and second half of the chapter is then given. The chapter concludes with a summary of 

the use of these measures to evaluate the second language ability of different students within a 

group discussion, as well as the challenges associated with creating a well-balanced picture of 

performance. 

  

3.2 Participation and CAF measures  

Determining student oral performance within language tasks, based on what the teacher 

can observe, is of high importance, but also very difficult (Bonk & Ockey, 2003; Fulcher, 2003; 

Fulcher & Davidson, 2007, p. 24). In addition to student participation measurements, the most 

common three constructs of oral linguistic performance analyzed are Complexity, Accuracy and 

Fluency (collectively known as CAF). Many choices exist for measures to represent these 
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constructs, which creates inconsistencies in both the approaches to measurement and findings for 

research (Housen & Kuiken, 2009). For group discussion tasks, it is important to select 

appropriate measures to represent performance which connect to past research (which have been 

mainly focused on monologue oral tasks), as well as any additional conditions which a group 

discussion set-up may require. These are now explained. 

  

3.2.1 Participation 

The number of words spoken is a quick and easy way to assess the level of participation 

which a student is showing in a discussion which can be counted using recordings and 

transcripts. The number of turns taken is a useful second measure to complement words spoken, 

as it reveals more about the number of times a student decided to participate in a group 

discussion by speaking. These two measures were discussed and selected as appropriate for use 

with low-level Japanese students in Module Two of this PhD (see Appendix B) and will not be 

discussed in any great detail here. However, they reveal nothing about the CAF or content of 

those turns, and so further measures are required to better understand performance. 

  

3.2.2 Fluency 

Oral fluency is said to represent the 'ease' and 'smoothness' of speech (Guillot, 1999, p. 

14; Koponen & Riggenbach, 2000, p. 8; Lennon, 1990) and is commonly split up into 

dimensions of speed, breakdown and repair within applied linguistic research (Skehan, 2009; 

Tavakoli & Skehan, 2005). Firstly, speed is usually measured using speech rates (syllables 

spoken per minute) and shows how quickly a student is able to articulate their speech when they 
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have a speaking turn in a discussion. Measures used for this are usually either Speech Rate A 

(syllables spoken per minute, known as SRA), or Speech Rate B (SRB) after removing the 

repetitions and reformulations to provide perhaps a truer picture of fluency (see Sangarun, 2005; 

Tavakoli & Skehan, 2005; Yuan & Ellis, 2003). Secondly, even if a student can deliver speech at 

a fast rate, breakdowns which occur in speech during speaking turns need to be looked at as 

indicators or fluency. Pauses (more than one second in length) and L1/L2 fillers (such as 'um') 

are such breakdowns, as they show problems with articulation when explaining ideas or 

responding to others (see Mehnert, 1998; Skehan & Foster, 2005). Finally, repairs in speech, 

such as repetitions and reformulations, have generally been perceived negatively in research, as 

signs of a student struggling to deliver speech (see Bygate, 1996; Elder & Iwashita, 2005; Foster 

& Skehan, 1996; Gilabert, 2007; Kawauchi, 2005; Skehan & Foster, 2005; Tavokoli & Skehan, 

2005). As these measures of fluency were already discussed and determined as appropriate for 

low-level Japanese student discussions within Module Two of this PhD (see Appendix B), they 

will not be elaborated on anymore here.  

  

3.2.3 Accuracy 

Accuracy within oral language use refers to how much a speaker deviates from the 

normal usage of that language (Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki & Kim, 1998, p. 62). This is considered 

important for second language tasks, as it shows how 'accurate' the language of a speaker is when 

compared to that of a person performing the same task in their first language. This type of 

analysis seems straight forward, but one large challenge for such assessment is the definition of 

an 'error' for discussions. Within second language use, linguistic errors in speech, such as 
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grammatical ones, are perhaps simple to identify within an analysis of a discussion transcript. 

Linguistic accuracy is often quantified using measures such as errors per 100 words spoken (see 

Mehnert, 1998) or Percentages of Error-Free Clauses (PEFC) within sentences (see Foster & 

Skehan, 1996). However, if group members use the target language in a way which may deviate 

from use by first language speakers, but is understood as normal usage by the group, it is up to 

the teacher to decide if the error is in fact an error (Housen, Kuiken & Vedder, 2012, p. 4; 

Pallotti, 2009). For instance, the use of "don't mind" in Japan is intended to mean "please don't 

worry about that" in English. Although this would be perceived as a type of error in spoken 

English (semantic or pragmatic perhaps), some teachers may decide to not count it as an error, as 

Japanese students would be expected to understand its meaning. 

In addition, spoken errors can also include 'non-appropriate' or 'unacceptable' uses of 

language (Housen & Kuiken, 2009). Within discussions, identifying such cases is of course 

much more difficult, as appropriacy and acceptability of language use require more consideration 

of additional skills beyond linguistic errors. This may refer to 'sociocultural' errors, where 

students do not express messages in the appropriate way to match the social or cultural setting 

(Hymes, 1972, 1974; Leung, 2005a). More specifically, this could include errors with social 

(related to age, gender, status, and social relationship), stylistic (politeness, genre and spoken 

register), and cultural (perhaps against cultural norms within communication between Japanese) 

factors which may be seen to cause communication problems between group members (Celce-

Murcia, 2007, p. 45; Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei & Thurrell, 1995). However, not only are these 

factors very difficult to analyze and assess in terms of 'accuracy', but a non-Japanese teacher may 

not even be aware of these social norms between students.  
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Considering the difficulties discussed here, perhaps the most appropriate way to assess 

accuracy for low-level learners within discussions would be by counting linguistic errors 

(grammatical in nature with measures such as errors per 100 words or error-free clauses), as 

there would be less analysis needed of social, stylistic and cultural appropriateness. This may not 

be an entirely objective approach to assessment, but is appropriate for low-level learners (such as 

those in this study), who often exhibit a high number of grammatical errors in speech, which 

should serve as a starting point for assessing performance in terms of accuracy. Teachers could 

decide to move beyond this simple focus on grammar and assess social, cultural and stylistic 

accuracy if they wished to, but this would require more time, leaving less time to analyze other 

performance measures which may be more fundamental for assessing low-level students. 

  

3.2.4 Complexity 

Complexity is perhaps the most difficult of the CAF measures to understand and 

measure. It is commonly described as the 'size, elaborateness, richness and diversity' of a 

student's L2 system (Housen & Kuiken, 2009; Housen et al., 2012). It is important to see 

students trying to improve such complexity in target language use, as it shows they are taking 

risks in order to improve their ability to use it in a more varied and enriched way (Skehan, 2009). 

Spoken complexity is often classified as 'syntactical' or 'lexical' in nature. Syntactical complexity 

refers to the complexity of grammar usage within 'T-units', which are the shortest grammatically 

allowable sentences during speech (Hunt, 1965). The most common variables used to assess 

syntactic complexity within monologue oral tasks include clauses per t-unit, words per t-unit and 

words per clause (see Norris & Ortega, 2009 for an overview of relevant studies). However, 
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these measures do not give a clear overall picture of how complex speaking turns in discussions 

are.  

For group discussions, where turn-taking has to take place, an analysis of turn 

complexity, using measures such as words per turn (Philp, Oliver & Mackey, 2006), may be an 

important addition to better understand overall syntactical complexity for individual students. 

Students who say more words within speaking turns should be judged to be using the language in 

a more complex way than those who use shorter turns, as they are demonstrating an ability to 

form longer turns to explain their thoughts. However, within group interactions, long speaking 

turns may cause other problems for assessing performance, which are explained later in Section 

3.3.1.  

Lexical complexity refers to the diversity and frequency of use of specific words within 

speech (Norris & Ortega, 2009). Common methods of assessing this type of complexity include 

the use of a type-token ratio (the number of different word types divided by total words) 

(Skehan, 2009; Yu, 2010) and the counting of occurrences of less frequently used words in 

English speech, according to corpus databases (Skehan, 2009). Changes in these measures over 

time show improved/worsened complexity by speakers, as this demonstrates an ability to use a 

larger/smaller variety of words within speech. However, the reliability and validity of this 

measure is questionable for discussions, as the language use of the students depends on the 

learning goals and discussion topic at hand. Students who improve their frequency and variety of 

word usage may not necessary be able to demonstrate this if the discussion topics at hand do not 

require or encourage such words to be used. This needs consideration when using lexical 

complexity to assess discussion performance, and a simpler analysis (such as syntactic 
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complexity) may be adequate and more reliable for representing performance. In the study 

reported in this thesis, an analysis of lexical complexity was not undertaken due to the limitation 

in word count and my belief that the influence of using different topics each week, with different 

vocabulary needs, would distort the data. However, this missing analysis is discussed as one 

possible future research direction in Section 7.3.  

 

3.3 Additional performance considerations 

When determining the performance of students within group discussions, additional 

considerations, which go beyond the CAF measures discussed above, are needed in order to 

determine overall communicative ability (Clapham, 2000; Fengying, 2003). Fulcher (2003, p. 

39) states that speakers of a language might be able to 'use the grammar of a language, 

pronounce the sounds and speak fluently, but this may not mean they can communicate well.' 

This is certainly true, as students who prepare and deliver a speech, for example, are not showing 

their ability to interact with others. Therefore, in order to assess the ability of students to take 

part in discussions, a broader analysis is required. Oral communicative competence has been 

described as a demonstration of grammatical knowledge (linguistic elements discussed above), 

social context knowledge (knowing how to interact appropriately with others in order to 

complete tasks), and discourse functions (how to combine utterances and communicative 

functions with respect to discourse principles) (Canale, 1983; Canale & Swain, 1980). This 

means that in order to understand how well a student can perform in a second language 

discussion, teachers must also look more closely at the content and functions of the turns they 

take. This would mean an analysis of the types of interactions between group members, how 
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students make their messages clear to others, as well as efforts made to complete the task (using 

what are called ‘outcome-promoting turns’ later on in the study). A discussion of these is given 

in the next three sections with important questions summarized for teachers at the end of each 

one. 

  

3.3.1 Group interactions 

Within orally interactive language tasks, a communicatively competent speaker is 

described as someone who can communicate through questioning, responding to questions, 

disagreeing, and giving their own opinions during interaction with others (Lynch & Anderson, 

1992; Rignall & Furneaux, 1997). Such interactions have been described as a part of ‘real world’ 

communication, in which speakers demonstrate their ability within classrooms to use the 

language in similar ways to which first-language speakers do in their daily lives for similar tasks 

(Bachman, 2000; Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Clapham, 2000; Ghaith, 2002). Responding to 

others is viewed as an important demonstration of communicative competence, often called 

Interactional Competence (Celce-Murcia, 2007; Celce-Murcia et al., 1995). This is the belief that 

students who are able to backchannel, ask questions and agree or disagree, show a higher level 

of communication than those who do not. This is because such actions show the ability of 

students to listen to, understand and respond to others in the language, which goes beyond just 

listening to or producing speech as unrelated acts. It demonstrates a higher level of 

communicative competence, as such actions would be required when using the language in a 

classroom discussion or when speaking with others in English away from the classroom.  
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Also, a sub-category of interactional competence is called Conversational Competence 

(Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson, 1974), which refers to the ability of students to work together in a 

group effectively through turn-taking to achieve a conversational goal. In other words, groups 

who are able to work collaboratively to offer and take turns together are more likely to be 

recognized by an observer as communicatively competent than those who lack such 'smoothness' 

and cooperation in changing speakers. An appropriate assessment of ability within group 

discussions should also consider these interactional factors. By only taking CAF measures into 

account when determining performance, it is entirely possible that students could be perceived to 

be performing fluently, accurately and with high complexity, but may not actually be working 

together as a group on the task.  

A significant challenge for determining overall performance within a group discussion is 

the balance between measures of linguistic complexity and interactional competence discussed 

above. Complexity in oral tasks is partly measured by looking at how long the speaking turns are 

by using measures such as words per turn (Section 3.2.4). However, if students speak in very 

long turns to explain their opinions, this leaves less time in a discussion for responses from 

others on those opinions, which as discussed earlier, is also considered important. On the other 

hand, if students show a higher level of interactional competence and turn-taking ability via more 

frequent, but shorter, speaking turns (with high levels of participation represented by lots of very 

short questions and answers for example), the complexity of language use will be viewed as very 

low according to words per turn. This poses an important question for teachers; should complex 

individual speaking turns, or shorter and more frequent interactions between speakers, be 

considered better performance within a group discussion? By answering this question before 
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communication courses are designed and begun, the focus of students towards complexity of 

speech and/or frequent interactions within discussions can be more appropriately directed using 

support (as addressed by the GSF in the next chapter). 

 

3.3.2 Clarity of communication 

Another important way in which students can demonstrate their ability to hold 

discussions is by selecting and sequencing words and utterances within speech in order to make 

clear messages which others can understand. This is often referred to as Discourse Competence 

(Celce-Murcia, 2007; Celce-Murcia et al., 1995). A similarly focused measure of performance, is 

another sub-category of interactional competence (Section 3.3.1) called Actional Competence 

(Celce-Murcia, 2007), which describes the ability of students to express and elaborate on their 

opinions with reasons and examples in an understandable way. It is important within discussions 

that such clarity of opinions exists or other group members may not understand or be able to 

react to those turns with their own thoughts. However, if student opinions are not understood, 

then further efforts made by the same speaker to clarify meaning can also be considered signs of 

communicative competence. This could come in the form of repeating or reformulating speech 

within the same turn, or repeating or paraphrasing a turn to help clarify meaning (Hedge, 1993; 

Hymes, 1972, 1974; Tarone, 1980). Also, other group members could demonstrate 

communicative competence at that point by helping the speaker with language difficulties to aid 

understanding between group members. 

However, several contradictions between CAF measures and the ability to 

communicative clearly within group discussions can be seen in the research literature. With 
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regards to fluency, repairs within speech, such as repetitions and reformulations, are often seen 

as signs of poor fluency (Section 3.2.2). However, these actions, as well as paraphrasing and 

students helping each other in clarifying meaning, were discussed above as important signs of 

discourse competence within group discussions. Also, it is entirely possible that students can 

demonstrate high levels of accuracy and complexity, but with turns which are very difficult for 

other to comprehend. A clear example of this is given by Pallotti (2009, pp. 11-12) using two 

utterances with the same intended meaning. The first utterance is "colorless green ideas sleep 

furiously on the justification where phonemes like to plead vessels for diminishing our 

temperature." This utterance could be considered to have high levels of complexity and accuracy, 

as well as the potential to be said fluently by a speaker, but it is very hard to understand its 

meaning. The second utterance is "No put green thing near bottle. Put under table." Although the 

CAF measures for this utterance are clearly lower than for the first, the intended message is 

arguably much clearer to a listener. Hence, an important question for teachers is should turns 

with high CAF, but problems with clarity in meaning, be considered indicators of higher or 

lower discussion performance than turns with low CAF, but a very clear meaning for listeners? 

Again, by answering this question prior to courses, the focus of students’ performance towards 

linguistic and/or clarity in communication can be more appropriately directed using support 

(such as with GSF in the next chapter). 
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3.3.3 Discussion outcome  

Another important performance consideration is how the speaking turns which students 

undertake in discussions might promote the desired outcome (often an agreed choice or action 

plan related to the topic for example). If a communicative task has a required outcome, then it is 

important that students are not only explaining their opinions on the topic and reacting to each 

other, described as the learning 'aim', but that they use such interactions to achieve the desired 

task 'outcome' (Ellis, 2003, p. 8). Otherwise, a group discussion may be judged to lose an 

important part of its overall communicative purpose, which is achievement of a goal through 

collaboration using the language, although this has not been demonstrated by any research 

findings (Section 2.4.3). Also, it is very hard to assess individual performance based on the 

outcome of an oral task, as it tells us very little about what students said during the task itself 

(Long, 2014, pp. 332-334). However, an analysis of the efforts made by individual students 

within groups to reach the outcome during the discussion time may provide a clearer picture of 

performance. If an outcome is required from a group task, then students who take turns to 

promote that outcome (by checking the final opinions of others or checking a final group 

decision for example) should be considered to have performed better than others in that respect. 

In contrast, students who discuss things completely unrelated to the topic at hand should be 

viewed as working counter-productively to the overall group goal and performing at a lower 

level than others.  

A challenge with assessing performance in this way is the valuing of action related to 

what Ellis (2003, p. 8) called the 'aim' (students expressing and elaborating on opinions, as well 

as responding to each other) and the 'outcome' of the task (final decisions made on the topic via 



 

40 
 

collaborative and cooperative behavior during the task time) (Section 2.4.3). Both can be argued 

to demonstrate ‘good’ performance, but determining how important they both are depends on the 

belief of the teacher. Therefore, an important question is should students demonstrate their 

performance in discussion by interacting with others about individual opinions on the topic, or 

by working collaboratively and cooperatively with others to reach a final decision together (or 

both)? As mentioned within the previous two sections, teachers who answer this important 

question early on, can guide student efforts and focus towards either (or both) individual-style or 

group collaborative-style discussions using external support (such as GSF in the next chapter). 

  

3.4 Chapter summary 

This chapter discussed what the most appropriate methods may be for determining the 

performance of students within classroom group discussions. Firstly, it drew on a variety of 

relevant research to discuss how this should be done using measures of participation and CAF, 

such as words spoken, turns taken, speech rates, breakdowns, repairs, errors, lexical complexity, 

sentence complexity and turn complexity. Secondly, it drew on other studies to explain how 

assessing performance should go beyond these linguistic measures by also analyzing the specific 

interactions between group members (asking questions and disagreeing for instance), how clearly 

students can make their turns understood by other group members, and the degree of focus of 

students to reach a discussion 'outcome' or not. Contradictions in the research literature between 

these linguistic and discussion measures were then highlighted, as well as the resultant 

difficulties which this creates for teachers when trying to categorize what low-level students may 

need to say in a discussion to be considered ‘good’ performers. The main challenge discussed 
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that students who score highly in terms of CAF measures may not necessarily be able to 

demonstrate the ability to interact frequently and clearly with others (and vice versa) because of 

conflicting performance measures (see the final question posed at the end of each section). 

Therefore, it is important to decide how to grade performance using a selection of measures 

which will accurately determine the level of students within group discussions. The study 

addresses this in RQ1 by analyzing teacher opinions of appropriate measures for low-level 

Japanese university students (Section 5.5). The next chapter discusses how measures which are 

selected by teachers may then be incorporated as task performance goals and goal-setting and 

feedback across time to support the learning. 
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CHAPTER 4. GOAL-SETTING AND FEEDBACK (GSF) FOR GROUP 

DISCUSSIONS 

 

4.1 Introduction  

This chapter is made up of four main sections which discuss the possible impacts on task 

performance and learning of integrating Goal-Setting and Feedback (GSF) into classroom group 

discussions, as explored within the study. The first section discusses how goals related to 

language use may or not support learning within classroom oral tasks, such as discussions. The 

second section discusses how feedback on performance across time may be expected to support 

learning and improve oral task performance across a language learning course. The third section 

discusses how task performance scoring rubrics can assist learning and how they might be 

applied to classroom oral tasks. The fourth section uses the research literature from the previous 

sections to discuss how a GSF system for group discussion tasks might be best designed, in 

terms of goal focus and performance scoring, to support learning over time. 

  

4.2 Goal-setting and learning  

4.2.1 Task goal-setting, motivation and engagement 

The setting of goals within learning is an effective way to motivate students to undertake 

classwork (Dörnyei, 2001, p. 29). Goals can provide a framework for students to understand how 

they should interpret and react to tasks, and clearly defined goals should therefore lead to both 

higher levels of motivation (Maehr, 1984) and higher levels of resultant engagement (Klem & 

Connell, 2004). For oral tasks, this refers to students becoming more behaviorally engaged 

(taking actions such as speaking more and taking more turns), emotionally engaged (having more 
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positive feelings towards undertaking the task), and cognitively engaged (investing more mental 

effort to undertake the task, especially by overcoming difficulties negotiating meaning in a 

second language) (Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Philp & Duchesne, 2016).  

The introduction of performance goals has been connected to better task performance in 

recent classroom-based studies. Gardner, Diesen, Hogg and Huerta (2016) found that introducing 

specific goals related to task performance within medical skills training, especially those focused 

on developing strategies and processes for completing the task, resulted in better task 

performance than a task with the same 'do your best' condition. Furthermore, studies have shown 

that the use of goals with just one task can 'prime' students to keep focusing on performing 

towards the same goal in successive tasks across time, consciously or sub-consciously (Hart & 

Albarracín, 2009; Parks-Stamm, Oettingen, & Gollwitzer, 2010; Vohs & Baumeister, 2016).  

For this thesis, the effects of goal-setting on performance needs to be connected more 

specifically to group discussions. Martin, McNally and Taggar (2016) showed that the oral 

behavioral engagement of students within group discussions can be immediately increased by 

introducing a clear task goal. By simply asking for a minimum of 50 items for a list of uses for a 

knife within discussions, rather than a 'do your best' effort, the lists created by groups were much 

longer. Such research shows that the presence of performance goals can push students to perform 

better within oral discussions. However, the study was not within a language learning setting, did 

not analyze the specific interactions which took place within the tasks, and did not consider the 

feelings of the students towards the learning undertaken.  

Although the studies discussed above did not provide any longitudinal data, Goal-Setting 

Theory (GST) suggests that longer-term positive effects of setting task goals on learning are also 
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probable (Locke & Latham, 2002). It states that the presence of a goal not only determines the 

immediate reaction and behavior within tasks (such as higher levels of motivation and 

engagement), but by having students focus on performance goals above their current level across 

time, they will see discrepancies in their ability and continue to be motivated and engaged to try 

and improve. Thus, teachers need to nurture such goals within tasks when possible to keep 

students aiming for better performance from task to task. 

 

4.2.2 Interpersonal and intrapersonal task goals 

Achievement Goal Theory (AGT) helps explain why students may become motivated and 

engaged within classwork because of goals related to their performance (Covington, 2000; Elliot, 

1999). AGT divides goals into 'performance' goals and 'mastery' goals. Performance goals are 

focused on the comparison of scores between different student performances within the same 

task and encouraging students to outperform each other. They encourage students to see success 

as interpersonal, by doing better than others, rather than improving their own performance over 

time. Such goals have been found to result in more effort to reach a higher level of achievement 

in learning (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). However, competition between students does not always 

result in a positive effect on engagement. When directly comparing individual task 

performances, some studies have shown students to avoid taking part in tasks and disrupt them 

(Ryan & Patrick, 2001) and avoid asking for help (Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). Also, such goals are 

also believed to increase anxiety levels among different students, as they feel under more 

pressure to perform in front of others (Covington, 2000). Having to aim for goals, and let others 

around you see you doing so, may have a negative impact on learning, as it can create 'feelings of 
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tension, anxiety or frustration' (Latham, Seijts & Slocum, 2016, p.3). Being under such pressure 

to perform has the potential to make students focus too much on strategies to complete the task, 

and save face, rather than focus on the actual learning intended (Seijts & Latham, 2001). 

Therefore, it is important for teachers to consider these potential learning problems with 

comparative goal-setting among students. Some may enjoy focusing on performing better than 

others, but goals which are set privately and focused more on improvements in individual 

performance over time may sometimes be more appropriate. Mastery goals within AGT are 

those which focus students more on getting better at the necessary skills for improving their 

overall performance from one task to the next. They are believed to encourage students to view 

success as doing better than they did the last time they attempted a task, rather than competing 

with others around them. This longer-term, more intrapersonal view of success has been shown 

to lead to higher achievement (Bong, 2009), increased efforts to undertake classwork (Miller, 

Greene, Montalvo, Ravindran & Nichols, 1996), more attempts to ask for help when it is needed 

(Ryan & Pintrich, 1997), and higher levels of cognitively engagement (Wolters, 2004). Unlike 

with performance goals within AGT, no negative effects on learning have been found in research 

for mastery goals. A longer-term intrapersonal approach to goals is also suggested as important 

for student engagement in learning by Self-Determination Theory (SDT) which states that all 

human beings possess the inherent desire and need for personal growth and wish to have a 

feeling of competence and autonomy to do so (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Reeve, 2012; Reeve, Deci & 

Ryan, 2004; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Thus, students who feel that they are getting better at tasks 

across time, by reaching goals related to mastering the skills necessary to do so, might be 

expected to remain positive about the learning, as well as motivated and engaged. This is 
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examined within this study by seeing whether the use of performance goals for discussions 

results in improved performance across time (RQ2), as well as student reporting of positive 

feelings, improved motivation or engagement as a result of using those goals (RQ3). 

To conclude, what is needed within language learning classes are intrapersonal task goals 

which can meet the individual motivational needs of students to promote positive affect towards 

tasks, as well as higher levels of motivation and engagement in their learning. According to the 

research discussed above, this may require the encouragement of continuous self-setting of 

increasingly difficult, but attainable, goals focused on language use skills by individual students 

over time which lead to improved task performance (addressed by the study, as discussed above). 

Additionally, competition between student scores, through interpersonal goals, should be 

allowed within classes (as knowing the scores of others or directly comparing scores can 

improve performance for some students), but not encouraged by the teacher (and is not within 

the study), as it may lead to anxiety, and/or lower levels of motivation and engagement among 

some students. 

  

4.3 Formative Assessment (FA) 

An important factor for helping students improve their performance within tasks is the 

feedback which they receive on that performance. Feedback which is provided at the end of 

courses, with the purpose of assessing the ability of students to use a language, is called 

Summative Assessment (SA) and is usually focused around what is called an 'exam culture' 

(Butler, 2011; Hamp-Lyons, 2007). This may satisfy testing needs for educational institutes, as 

well as providing students with an understanding of their ability to take tests, but performance 
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feedback which is provided continuously across time, and focused on supporting the learning of 

students, is more likely to help them significantly improve their performance. This type of 

feedback has been referred to as Formative Assessment (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Sadler, 1998; 

Tunstall & Gipps, 1996; Wiliam 2018), Assessment for Learning (Dann, 2002; Harlen & James, 

1997), Teacher-Based Assessment (Davison & Leung, 2009), and Diagnostic Assessment (Huhta, 

2008). All these approaches to learning agree that in order for students to improve at tasks across 

time, they require direct and continuous feedback on their performance. The term Formative 

Assessment (FA) is used from this point on to represent the collective research and beliefs of all 

of these terms to avoid confusion. 

However, within language learning courses, FA is often not utilized as a learning tool and 

student are simply categorized at the end of course using Summative Assessment (SA), usually 

via tests (Leung, 2005b; Weir, 2005, p. 39). This type of feedback alone may not give students 

the support they require to focus on improving their language skills across time. Teachers need to 

ensure that what they are teaching across time within a course matches up well with what they 

are assessing at the end of it, so that students are developing the skills intended (Anderson & 

Krathwohl, 2001). The use of FA is believed to support such learning in three main ways. Firstly, 

it explains more about the current performance of students at different stages across a course 

(Atkin, Black, & Coffey, 2001, p. 26). By knowing this, teachers can give more immediate and 

constructive feedback across time, rather than having to wait until the end of a course to be able 

to do so (Davison & Leung, 2009). This makes students more aware of their abilities to perform 

tasks across time, and gives them the chance to focus their efforts and learning appropriately to 

improve (Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, & Chappuis, 2004, p. 44). Secondly, FA also shows students 
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the expected levels they should reach at different times in comparison to their current levels. This 

may be a comparison of final test scoring systems for courses with the current feedback on 

performance within similar tests. This comparison helps students see and aim for the 

performance standards expected of them every time they receive feedback on performance across 

a course (Assessment Reform Group, 1999, p. 7). Lastly, FA helps students close the gap 

between their current performance and that expected of them by helping them to understand their 

own strengths and weaknesses within test performance (Assessment Reform Group, 1999, p. 7; 

Chappuis, 2005). The study in this thesis examines how relevant these three benefits may be for 

TBLT group discussion tasks (discussed as potential problems with TBLT in Section 2.4.3) by 

analyzing changes in performance across time with the use of FA (RQ2), and by connecting 

those changes to student reports about how FA was useful or not for improving their 

performance (RQ3). 

   

4.4 Task performance scoring rubrics  

To help teachers integrate FA into classes, what is needed is a specific guideline for 

language task performance feedback across time. This will not only help motivate students to 

undertake tasks, but also specify what 'good performance' within tasks is perceived to be within 

that course (Harlen & James, 1997, p. 377). The use of scoring rubrics within feedback is 

expected to help with this for several reasons. Firstly, scoring rubrics can grade specific types of 

performance within a task and highlight what areas students are expected to focus on (Andrade 

and Du, 2005; Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Reynolds- Keefer, 2010; Schamber & Mahoney, 2006). 

For instance, by assigning a higher score for fluency than accuracy within an oral task rubric, 
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students will understand the greater need to focus on speaking fluently, rather than worrying 

about errors in speech, to get a good score. Secondly, students can reflect on their current 

performance with specific scores provided by a rubric and are able to plan specific areas to 

improve within their performance for next time (Andrade and Du, 2005; Panadero, Alonso-Tapia 

& Huertas, 2012). For example, if a student has a much lower score for fluency than accuracy, 

they would be expected to realize the importance of focusing more on improving their fluency 

for their overall score. Thirdly, the improvements in clarity of performance and expected focus in 

learning provided by rubrics should lead to reduced levels of anxiety and stress (Kuhl, 2000; 

Panadero, 2011; Panadero & Jönsson, 2013; Wolters, 2003), as well as improved confidence to 

succeed within tasks (Andrade, Wang, Du & Akawi, 2009; Panadero et al., 2012), which are of 

course desirable for students.  

Despite the benefits discussed, scoring rubrics for oral task performance still bring 

several other considerations. Firstly, most of the research into the effects of scoring rubrics are 

not related to orally interactive language tasks, but more to written tasks or oral monologues 

(such as presentations). Secondly, performance rubrics often use subjective scoring systems 

(Section 4.5.2.1), such as the opinion of a teacher about how 'fluent' a student is on a scale of one 

to five, and may not make it clear how a student can focus on improving. Thirdly, research on 

the effects of scoring rubrics have been mainly focused on test scores and student feelings 

towards learning, rather than how they can affect student behavior and interactions within tasks. 

Fourthly, teachers need to ensure that students do not receive too much feedback at once from a 

rubric, which will confuse them (Wiliam, 2018, p. 131), and that they have enough time to 

understand and apply it to improve future efforts to make the rubric effective (Black, Harrison, 
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Lee, Marshall & Wiliam, 2002, p. 9). Finally, the effects of scoring rubrics on different levels of 

performers within the same classes need to be considered. Lower performers within tasks have 

been found to benefit more than higher performers (Balan, 2012, p. 130; Black & Wiliam, 

1998b), although this has not been proven in a language learning context. This is important for 

teachers to think about, as some rubrics may not be as beneficial for some (perhaps lower-level 

students) within classes. 

A classroom study which I undertook (Stroud, 2017) addressed many of the above 

problems by investigating the effects of self-regulated performance scoring and tracking across 

five classes on student engagement within language use during classroom pair discussions. 

Students used a card game to score and track how often they gave opinions and reasons on 

discussion topics with their partner, receiving specific points for each action which they took 

(one point for one opinion or a reason for example). Students who used the cards and tracked 

their own scores over time with the rubric significantly increased their number of spoken words, 

opinions and reasons in discussions more than those who did not. The study demonstrated the 

ability of a scoring rubric to encourage students to orally participate more within discussions. 

However, it did not consider performance goals other than giving opinions and reasons, effects 

of the rubric on other task performance measures (such as those discussed in Chapter Three), 

student feelings towards the use of the rubric, differences in effects for low and high performers, 

or the potential longer-term effects on learning (such as across a typical 15-week semester). 

These are all important considerations to better understand the effects of task performance 

scoring rubrics on learning within typical language learning courses and are analyzed in this 

thesis. 
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4.5 Group discussion GSF design   

This next section explores support in the research literature for combining goal-setting, 

FA and task performance rubrics, to potentially create an autonomous system for students to use 

to support their second language learning called Goal-Setting and Feedback (GSF). With this 

system, students set specific performance goals before each discussion, based on a scoring 

rubric, and reflect on feedback for that performance after the discussion is completed. The 

process is performed autonomously by students in a cycle across time, with new performance 

scores driving the goals of the next discussion, depending on which scores within the rubric 

students wish to improve at. This type of Self-Regulated Learning (SRL), as it has been known, 

ensures that students autonomously monitor and guide their own learning towards goals 

(Sitzmann & Ely, 2011: Zimmerman & Campillo, 2003; Zimmerman & Moylan, 2009; 

Zimmerman & Schunk, 2011). This kind of GSF cycle is an original approach proposed within 

this thesis to supporting second language learning with oral group discussions and assumes that 

such a system would incorporate all of the benefits discussed above for goal-setting, FA, task 

performance scoring rubrics and SRL. However, the use of GSF would require additional time 

and effort by students within communication classes to ensure that it can be effective for learning 

(Black et al., 2002, p. 9). Also, the focus of the goals and how performance is scored will 

determine how the GSF may affect the learning. These are important points which were 

considered for the GSF used within the study, to make it as supportive as possible for the 

learning, and is now discussed. 
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4.5.1 GSF focus 

A good starting point for integrating GSF into discussions is to decide the focus of the 

goals. Careful consideration is needed for the 'type of information' that assessment and feedback 

on task performance provides to students, so that it can be used in a way to improve the learning 

as intended (Salvisberg, 2011, p. 15). As the goals selected will influence the efforts of students 

to improve at discussions, it is important to choose those which are aligned with what is defined 

as performance within assessment at the end of a course. Furthermore, the goals and feedback 

provided need to cover a variety of measures, as a higher level of detail about performance will 

help students understand it more, rather than a few measures showing them a very narrow 

representation of it (Fengying, 2003). However, teachers also need to be selective about the total 

number of feedback measures and detail that GSF requires, so that it can be easily interpreted 

within the time allowed for feedback, without confusing students (Wiliam, 2018, p. 131). This 

careful balance of focus for GSF for group discussions is now discussed with regards to focusing 

on individual process and/or group product goals. 

  

4.5.1.1 Individual Process GSF 

One way to focus GSF for group discussions is by considering the language use of each 

individual student during discussions. This is referred to as Process GSF within this thesis, 

which is used across the semester by one of the two groups of students. The use of individual 

participation and CAF measures (such as those discussion in Section 3.2) for each student within 

discussions is perhaps the most obvious choice for individual GSF. Such measures match up 

with current individual student oral testing (such as those used in TOEFL, TOEIC and IELTS 
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speaking tests) and teachers and students may already be familiar with and have a general 

understanding of terms such as complexity, accuracy and fluency. However, there are many 

possible choices for GSF focus for individual speech and students may have a limited capacity 

for what they can focus on (Section 2.2.2). For instance, Wang (2014) found that by focusing on 

accuracy within feedback for oral tasks, Chinese students became very nervous about speaking, 

as they were mainly trying to avoid making errors in speech (hence, possibly ‘trading off’ 

participation, fluency and complexity measures to focus more on accuracy). GSF focused on one 

area may result in less attention for others, such as perhaps less participation and fluency when 

accuracy and complexity are assessed in feedback, and vice versa. Also, 'risk-taking', without 

fear of losing face in front of others or losing scores because of CAF-related weaknesses in 

speech, is an important part of learning to speak in a second language (Brown, 2007, p. 149). 

Thus, too much focus on linguistic CAF measures within GSF may actually prohibit such risk-

taking if it makes students too anxious to perform. 

Process GSF for discussions could also focus on more interactional measures for 

students. These would be more representative of interactional competence (Section 3.3.1) and 

discourse competence (Section 3.3.2) and help focus students more on improving their 

interactions with others, and not only the CAF of their individual turns. This could include a 

combination of associated measures, discussed in Chapter Three, such as turn-taking skills, 

asking and answering questions, paraphrasing, agreeing and disagreeing, back-channeling, 

asking for and giving each other help with the language, and promoting a group outcome with 

others. However, which of these would be most 'appropriate' to set goals for and use feedback to 

improve across time is a difficult question, as no research exists to show the long-term effects of 
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such individual process-focused GSF for group discussions (RQ1 addresses this by using teacher 

opinions about appropriate performance measures). In addition, how many and what 

combination of these measures are important to support appropriate learning is unknown. Too 

many may lead to trade-off between performance measures (as mentioned above for CAF), as 

well as too much workload for students, in addition to them trying to listen to, comprehend, and 

react to the turns of others during a discussion (analyzed within RQ2 and RQ3). 

In summary, using a cycle of setting individual performance goals and analyzing feedback on 

performance within a discussion may be expected to lead to better clarity and focus in 

discussions, as well as higher levels of motivation, engagement and achievement in learning 

(Sections 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4). However, making students accountable for their own performance, 

especially by performing in front of others, was also discussed as a possible cause of anxiety, 

demotivation and disengagement with individual GSF (Section 4.2.2) (analyzed using student 

reported feelings in RQ3). These effects are analyzed using data from one group of students who 

undertook this type of GSF within the study (ProcS). Another approach, adopted by the other 

half of students in the study, is undertaking GSF as groups (ProdS), which is now discussed. 

 

4.5.1.2 Group Product GSF 

A different approach to GSF for discussions is considering the shared outcome of groups 

as task performance, called product goals, which were used by one of the two group of students 

in the study. This involves groups focusing on collective goals for the outcome of a discussion, 

rather than the actual language use and interactions during the discussion to achieve this (i.e. 

Process GSF as discussed in the previous section). The two important focuses of product goals 
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for groups are the 'content' (the focus of students on a group result for the task, rather than 

individual performance) and 'specificity' (what exactly that group result should be) of the goals 

(Nahrgang, DeRue, Hollenbeck, Spitzmuller, Jundt, & Ilgen, 2013, p. 13). For group discussions, 

this could mean reaching an agreement on the discussion topic (the ‘content’) and having a list of 

specific points to present to a teacher post-discussion (the ‘specificity’).  

One way in which Product GSF may be more beneficial for performance and learning 

than Process GSF is that groups working together on the same goal can support each other by 

distributing attention, searching for information separately, and by putting together knowledge 

by exchanging ideas (Latham & Locke, 2007). The effects of a group product goal on 

performance for oral tasks has been tested, such as with the group goal of a list of 50 uses for a 

knife discussed earlier for the study by Martin et al. (2016) (Section 4.2.1). The use of the goal 

was shown to result in a better output by groups, in the form of longer lists than a 'do your best' 

condition. This collaboration between students may also lead to better learning (and perhaps task 

performance) for individuals within groups, especially for lower-level students who feel stressed 

when performing in front of others with Process GSF (Section 4.5.1.1). According to the learning 

theories behind TBLT discussions, focusing on the outcome of a discussion as a group may be 

enough to promote learning and improvements in performance, without the need for direct 

feedback on interactions during task time (Sections 2.4.1 and 2.4.2). However, studies such as 

Martin et al. (2016) have not analyzed improvements made in individual second language use as 

a result of group goals.  

On the other hand, the additional collaborative and cooperative communication which 

product goals require between group members, compared to process goals, may also cause 
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problems for learning. Shared goals require students to agree on an outcome and the differing 

motivations and abilities of group members to work collaboratively and cooperatively to reach 

that goal may affect that task outcome (Chen & Kanfer, 2006; Latham & Locke, 2007). This 

needs to be considered on an individual basis for students working in groups. Although students 

with higher-efficacy than others have reported preferring Convergent Assessment for task 

performance (based on agreed group outcomes), Divergent Assessment (based more on 

individual performance than combined group performance) has been reported to be more 

motivating and preferred by lower performers within groups (Huang, 2011). The present study 

discusses the differences in performance changes over time for lower and higher-level group 

members (categorized as LPs/HPs) with both product and process goals, to help better 

understand how they may support the learning of students at different levels (Section 6.3.6.3). 

  In summary, focuses on individual Process GSF (such as participation, CAF and 

interactions measures) and group Product GSF (such as agreed outcomes between group 

members) for group discussion tasks are not understood at this time for their effects on student 

performance and learning. Deciding a balance between these focuses to support learning is 

challenging and requires further investigation for classroom tasks (Long, 2014, pp. 332-334). An 

important question addressed and analyzed using the data from two different groups of students 

in the study (ProdS and ProcS) is to what extent can group product-focused and individual 

process-focused GSF lead to improvements in individual speech (CAF), interactions between 

speakers and the ability of groups to reach an outcome together?  

 

 



 

57 
 

4.5.2 Performance self-scoring method 

In addition to deciding what focus GSF should have for group discussions, it is also 

important to decide how students should score themselves using the chosen performance 

measures, so that the GSF cycle is clear and effective for helping them improve over time, 

without the need for continuous teacher-feedback. This section discusses two possible 

approaches to this; rating scales and counting systems.  

  

4.5.2.1 Performance rating scales 

The most common method for rating oral task performance in language learning courses 

is with rating scales, such as with those used in the TOEIC, TOEFL and IELTS speaking tests. 

In these tests, student performances such as topic development, language use (especially 

vocabulary, grammar and accuracy), and delivery (such as fluency, intonation and pronunciation) 

are usually scored with numbers on scales ranging from 0 to 4 for the TOEFL test, up to 0 to 9 

for the IELTS test for example. The total number awarded to students on these scales represents 

their current performance and can be used as feedback to assist learning. At present, there is no 

standardized assessment guideline for group discussions within Japanese universities. Therefore, 

within classrooms, TBLT group discussion performance goals, assessment and feedback are 

often determined by the teacher using their own choice of rating scales. Adopting existing 

performance rating scales, such as those used within the tests mentioned above, could be 

beneficial for group discussion GSF, as it would keep the focus of learning on improving 

performances which match up to international speaking tests.  
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However, there are several potential drawbacks to using rating scales for self-scoring of 

performance within group discussions. Firstly, because rating scales are vague and subjective 

forms of assessment, they make it difficult for students to know how to set clear language 

performance goals which can then be easily interpreted within feedback and applied to improve 

future attempts (Orsmond et al., 1997; Price et al., 2010). For instance, if a student scores 

themselves with a fluency rating of three, and sets a goal of four for the next discussion, it is very 

difficult for them to know how they should focus their efforts to improve that score, or if they 

have attained that goal, other than by making a subjective decision about their own performance. 

Secondly, raters of oral task performance can vary greatly in the scoring they award (Bachman, 

2000; Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Leung, 1999; Leung & Lewkowicz, 2006), making it 

impossible to create a standardized scoring system for classes which can help categorize student 

levels. Such variation in scoring may also create a sense of unfairness and demotivation among 

classmates, as some students may award themselves higher scores than others for similar 

performances. Thirdly, the use of rating scales requires a high level of comprehension of the 

language, as well as experience or training for assessing performance through scoring measures 

such as CAF on a scale (Bonk & Ockey, 2003, Sook, 2003). Learning how to apply such scoring 

to oral tasks can take a long time for students and they may require time for training and practice 

if it is to be effective (Carless, 2009a). Some language courses may not have time for such 

training and therefore rating scale scoring may not be an effective approach for GSF. Lastly, and 

perhaps most importantly, students are unlikely to be able to rate their own performance with 

rating scales, as they may not be aware of their own problems and errors in language use. It is 

not practical to have students score themselves with linguistic measures (CAF) if they do not 
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know how to improve them by themselves. An alternative approach adopted within the study is 

now discussed. 

  

4.5.2.2 Performance counting systems 

Following on from the above discussion, an important question is what type of 

performance scoring can students use themselves for GSF in discussions which is quick to learn, 

clear in terms of scoring, feedback and future goals, and can avoid inter-rater issues by being 

standardized across a class? A new approach proposed and analyzed within this thesis is to 

count specific performance-related actions by individuals during the discussion time (within a 

process approach), or to count final decisions made as a task outcome (within a product 

approach). What this means is that students count how often they take performance-related 

actions within discussions (those discussed in Chapter Three). With a process approach, this 

could include how many turns, opinions, reasons, examples, agreements, disagreements, and 

questions they ask. With a product approach, it could include how many things groups can agree 

together before the discussion is finished, such as a list of their possible topic choices, reasons, 

and examples. This approach to scoring may make performance feedback and goals more 

specific and measurable compared to subjective rating scales, which should result in higher 

levels of motivation and engagement (Moskowitz & Grant, 2009). In addition, much less training 

and time for analyzing performance and applying feedback would be expected with this simple 

counting system compared to rating scales. For instance, it would be easier for students to know 

how many questions they asked (process), or how many reasons they agreed on for their group 

decision (product), rather than rating how complex, accurate or fluent their own language use 
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was on a scale. If students can assess their own performance during the discussion time using 

simple counting, it would reduce their work load and give them more time to focus on practising 

the actual discussion. 

However, some potential problems exist with this approach. Firstly, this form of scoring 

is not easily connected to formal oral tests, such as TOEIC, TOEFL and IELTS. As discussed in 

the previous section, such tests use rating scales of measures such as CAF for performance. By 

using a counting system for GSF, students (and teachers) may struggle to see the connection 

between the learning undertaken and testing of speaking skills which may be important in the 

future. This may create resistance for its usage and even result in demotivation. Secondly, 

scoring through counting actions and results for discussions can be considered a very 

'mechanistic' approach to assessing performance which overshadows important opinions about 

overall performance (Davison, 2004, p. 324). Students may be able to set and monitor goals and 

performance within discussions based on counting actions/output, but these numbers do not 

specify important details about the quality of language use, interactions or decisions about the 

task which they make as individuals or as a group. More specific elements of performance, such 

as details about CAF of language use, are clearly more difficult using counting, as they require a 

more subjective and qualitative analysis of performance, rather than a simple quantitative-style 

counting one. This shows that counting systems for performance are limited to actions within 

turns which can be quickly counted, but give little information about the ‘deeper quality’ of 

language being used (such as topic development, language use and delivery possible with rating 

scales).   
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In summary, performance counting systems can make group discussion GSF more easily 

self-regulated, standardized, speedy, simple and easier to use for students compared to rating 

scales, and was therefore adopted within the study. However, counting systems are clearly less 

connected to formal oral testing rubrics and are a more mechanical approach which reveal less 

detail within GSF about specific oral performance measures (such as CAF). No research 

currently exists on the effects of such scoring on learning and performance over time. Therefore, 

an important question for teachers (addressed by the study) is can student GSF, based on 

counting task actions/outcomes, significantly improve discussion performance and learning over 

time? 

 

4.6 Chapter summary  

This chapter discussed the potential use of group discussion performance-focused GSF to 

support learning for students within language learning classrooms, as explored within the study. 

It reviewed literature on how goal-setting, Formative Assessment (FA) and task performance 

scoring rubrics could be used over time to motivate students and how this can be expected to 

result in higher levels of task engagement and achievement in learning. The main problems of 

choosing appropriate focuses for measuring performance within GSF was also discussed. For 

group discussions, it may be that the most appropriate and realistic focus for GSF is the self-

counting of individual spoken actions taken during discussions (such as stating opinions, asking 

questions, and agreeing or disagreeing) and/or group outcomes for the discussion (such as a list 

of ideas and reasons), and was therefore the method chosen for the current study. Self-counting 

provides a quick, simple, self-regulated and standardized system for GSF, but one which is likely 
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quite limited in its detail for feedback for learning to students, the implications of which are 

explored as part of this study. Firstly, however, the methodology of the study in this thesis is now 

explained to show how the effects of discussion counting systems with both Product and Process 

GSF were analyzed for Japanese university students across a semester. 
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CHAPTER 5. METHODOLOGY 

 

5.1 Aims of the study 

The main aims of the study were to (1) investigate how group discussion performance 

changes over time for first-year Japanese university students using a TBLT approach and (2) 

how classroom-based Goal-Setting and Feedback (GSF) might be used to support the learning. 

Figure 5.1 shows an overview of the procedure undertaken in the study to answer the research 

questions, which are addressed using data in the next chapter. I did not intend to find out whether 

one single approach to GSF would be better than another, but rather to investigate how two very 

different approaches to GSF may affect students' feelings towards and performance within group 

discussions across time. This was done by using task product orientated GSF (all goals and 

feedback relating to the task outcome) with three classes of students in the study and task process 

orientated GSF (all goals and feedback relating to the content of oral turns taken within the 

discussion time) with three other classes. To triangulate data regarding potential benefits of GSF, 

I used a mixed-methods approach to data collection and analysis within a longitudinal study. By 

doing so, I intended to produce useful data and recommendations for teachers and researchers on 

the combined use of TBLT and GSF to improve English group discussion skills across a 

semester-long communication course. This chapter explains the rationale for the data collection 

methods adopted, details of the study participants, the study procedure, the data collection and 

analysis, and the ethical considerations made for the participants.  
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Conclusions and recommendations for TBLT and GSF

Figure 5.1. Research summary 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Creation, piloting, alterations and finalizing of study Product and Process GSF sheets and diaries (Appendices E and F)

RQ1: What are appropriate discussion performance goals for the Japanese university students in this study?

Teacher surveys (Appendix D)
- Closed-ended Qs

N = 10
(quantitative)

Teacher interviews (Appendix D)
- Open-ended Qs to confirm survey responses

N = 10
(qualitative)

Creation, piloting, alterations and finalizing of teacher surveys and interviews 

Overall Research Question: What are the effects on learning of using Goal-Setting and Feedback 
(GSF) with TBLT group discussions across a semester?

RQ2: (a) How does observable discussion task 
performance change for the students across a 

semester using a TBLT approach (regardless of the 
type of GSF used)? (b) What different effects do 

Product and Process GSF have on observable 
performance across a semester? (c) Are these effects 

the same for Low and High Participators? 

6 X Classroom observations
- Used at the beginning, middle and end of 

semester
N = 24 (6 groups of 4 students)

(quantitative
and qualitative)

Ongoing
Teacher 
journal 

(Appendix C)
(qualitative)

RQ3: (a) How do ProdS and ProcS report feeling 
about performing in discussions across the semester? 
(b) How do they report feeling about the support the 
two types of GSF provided for their learning (or not)? 

3 X Student surveys 
(Appendix I)

- Open and closed-
ended Qs

- Pre, mid and post-
GSF use 
N = 132

(quantitative
and qualitative)

3 X Peer-interviews
(Appendix I)

- Open and closed-
ended Qs

- Pre, mid and post-
GSF use 
N = 18

(quantitative
and qualitative)

Ongoing
Teacher 
journal 

(Appendix C)
(qualitative)
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5.2 Rationale for the research methods 

This section explains the choices made for collecting data within the study in order to 

address the research questions (Section 1.4). It explains the decision to use a mixed-method 

approach, clarification of how this was done, as well as details of each method used.  

 

5.2.1 Mixed-method approach 

Mixed Methods Research (MMR) is often used as a very generic term which requires 

further clarification in terms of the reasons and procedures for triangulating quantitative and 

qualitative data (Angouri, 2010; Creswell, 2009; Greene, 2008; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). 

For this thesis, three different approaches to collecting mixed-method data were used, called data 

triangulation, investigator triangulation and methodology triangulation (Denzin, 1970). By 

using data from different sources of information, different investigators and via different 

methods, findings for the study could be stated with more confidence in order to answer the RQs.  

Firstly, data triangulation and methodological triangulation (Denzin, 1970) was 

undertaken through the collection of qualitative and quantitative data from surveys, observations 

and interviews in order to address all three RQs. This was done because the use of observational 

and self-reported data can complement and expand on each other to produce a clearer overall 

picture of not only what participants are doing, but perhaps why they are doing it (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011; Dörnyei, 2007; Greene, Caracelli & Graham, 1989; Ivankova & Greer; 2015). 

Teachers who can see how students are performing in discussions also need to understand more 

about student feelings if positive alterations are to be made in the future to improve the learning.  
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Secondly, data from teachers within the department was used to guide the development 

(Greene et al., 1989) of GSF undertaken within the study (RQ1) and student data was used to see 

how the GSF used might aid learning or not (RQ2). By doing so, recommendations with regards 

to the use of GSF, which would be relevant for both teachers and students, could be provided.  

Thirdly, data was collected and analyzed by three different researchers (two student 

interviewers and myself). This investigator triangulation (Denzin, 1970), was used to gain a 

wider understanding of student perspectives of the GSF used (RQ3), rather than rely on only 

what students would report only to their teacher, or a single researcher within a study. 

The following sections explore the different elements of the MMR in more depth. 

 

5.2.2 Use of classroom observations 

Observations of students undertaking discussions were used as the primary source or data 

within this thesis to identify the effects of TBLT/GSF on learning over time (RQ2). This was 

done because the most valuable assessment of the effects of TBLT/GSF on discussion 

performance for university teachers are those which they can see themselves and assess within 

their own courses. By better understanding changes in observational performance due to 

TBLT/GSF, teachers could apply such data to their own courses to improve the discussion 

feedback and assessment they provide and see changes in order to see similar performance 

changes among their own students.  

Also, by using observations of the students during class and tests, the data could show 

what they actually did, rather than relying on only what they said they did, which may not be the 

same thing (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 185). Thus, the observational data used in the study was very 
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important, as it could help prevent reliability issues commonly associated with the use of only 

elicited data (see the next section).  

While observing student discussions during the piloting of GSF and across the semester, I 

took notes within an informal journal with regards to any points which I considered to be 

important, but perhaps not captured by the other research methods I used (Appendix C). I used 

these notes to add to the discussion within this thesis where I felt that the observations and 

related opinions of the teacher of the course would be relevant. These points referred mainly to 

student actions during discussions, negative actions or comments by students regarding the GSF, 

the use of GSF within class from a teaching perspective, and additional differences between 

learners which I observed. I did not rely on the observations in the journal notes as much for 

drawing conclusions as my other research methods, but felt that it was an important addition to 

the data which incorporated the perspective of the actual teacher of the courses (myself). 

 

5.2.3 Use of surveys 

Closed-ended surveys were used with the teachers to determine their overall ratings of 

different variables to use for GSF with the students (RQ1). With the students, open- and closed-

ended survey data was used to complement and expand on (Greene et al., 1989) the observational 

data discussed above. By using self-reported data to assess changes in feelings towards the 

learning and GSF (RQ3), possible reasons for changes in discussion performance which were 

observed across the semester could be established. This triangulated data was used to form the 

recommendations for the use of TBLT/GSF for teachers within the conclusion section (Chapter 

Seven). 
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The surveys were a time-efficient way to get direct feedback from 10 teachers before the 

semester began, as well as from 132 students at three different times across the semester. 

However, survey data is often criticized for what Dörnyei (2003, pp. 10-14) lists as reliability 

and validity issues. The first challenge with this type of data is the potential for superficiality and 

unmotivated responses due to the fatigue effect. This was less of an issue for the teachers (who 

only completed one open-ended survey), but by having students complete three similar open- and 

closed-ended surveys, it is possible that their motivation to explain detailed thoughts about their 

learning diminished towards the end of each survey and from one survey to the next. To 

counteract this, the fewest number of survey items possible (to collect adequate data to address 

the RQs) were used, and students were provided with surveys and interviews in their first 

language (Japanese). This was done as it made responses easier to give and surveys seem less of 

a chore each time they were done (compared to doing them in English).  

Another challenge with the data is social desirability bias and self-deception (Dörnyei, 

2003, pp. 12-13). It is possible that participants may have responded in the way which they 

believed I, or anyone else viewing their responses, may expect a student or teacher to do. For the 

teacher surveys, this was perhaps the biggest threat to the reliability of the data, as no 

observational data was collected to confirm any of their self-reported data with their actual 

assessment practices. Items were also worded as neutrally as possible in both student and teacher 

surveys to counter any bias in responses (without any leading questions), and a verbal 

explanation was given to all participants (and in written form for the teachers) that there were no 

'right' answers. 
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5.2.4 Use of peer-interviews 

Interviews were used to collect data from both students (RQ3) and teachers (RQ1), but 

only to clarify survey responses for the teachers. As with the survey data discussed above, this 

was done to build upon the observational data to find reasons for the observed effects of the GSF 

on learning, as well as any effects not captured by the observations undertaken. 

All of the interviewers were performed by what I refer to as ‘peers’ in this thesis, 

although student interviewers were one year older than the student interviewees and whom I 

trained to do the interviews myself (as explained in Section 5.4.1). I decided to user peer-

interviews because the relationship between the interviewer and interviewee can often have a 

significant effect on the empathy, interactions and co-construction of the interview content and 

the responses given (Briggs, 1986; Mann, 2011; Watson 2009). By having myself interview my 

colleagues, and students interview other students, I assumed that interviewees would be more 

comfortable sharing their personal opinions in these situations, as the person they are speaking to 

is in a similar learning or teaching situation to themselves. As a result, reliability issues related to 

this relationship, called the interviewer effect (Denscombe, 2014, p. 189) could be reduced.  

In addition, interviewers sat next to the interviewees, and added an informal introduction 

section to the interviews to try and build rapport and create a relaxed environment before starting 

the interviews (as suggested by Denscombe, 2014, p. 194). It was assumed that this would also 

increase the chances of respondents reacting more informally and giving more open and honest 

responses.   

The use of peer-interviews to collect more reliable data from the participants was also 

based on the beliefs of Community Research, such as those outlined by Goodson and Phillimore 



 

70 
 

(2010, 2012). In their study, researchers with refugee backgrounds were trained to gather data 

from within refugee communities about issues around mental health, education and employment. 

By using people from within a community to gather feedback from that community, it is believed 

that the data collected can be more reliable and revealing about genuine feelings than when 

someone outside of the community collects the data without being able to empathize with the 

community (as advised by Goodson & Phillimore, 2010, 2012). For the student interviews, I 

assumed myself to be the outsider (a non-Japanese, older person, who was the teacher of the 

courses) and student interviewers as members of the 'same community' as the interviewees (both 

Japanese, of similar ages and studying at the same university). Although my research was short-

term, and involved less training of researchers and was less ethnographic in nature than Goodson 

and Phillimore's approach, I hoped to use it to gather fruitful data from within, rather than from 

outside the student ‘community’ in a similar way.   

   

5.3 Participants 

5.3.1 Teachers 

The participants consisted of ten teachers (eight male and two female), excluding myself 

as the eleventh, teaching English communication courses to first-year students at a satellite 

campus of Kwansei Gakuin University. They were all either American, British or Australian 

(with English as their first language) and had between three and ten years of university teaching 

experience in Japan. The teachers and I had all been working together within the same 

department for at least one year and had good rapport and comfortable working relationships. 
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5.3.2 Students 

132 first-year students (89 male and 43 female) from the six English communication 

classes which I was teaching at Kwansei Gakuin University in 2015 agreed to take part in the 

study. These students had all entered the university after passing an entrance exam and were all 

majoring in Science and Technology related fields. They were all studying on mandatory English 

reading, writing and communication courses, with different teachers teaching the three different 

courses to them. At the start of the study, the students generally reported low levels of self-

perceived overall ability to use English in general and to use English within discussions, low 

levels of confidence and high levels of anxiety when speaking in English (Table 6.12). 

Their overall proficiency levels were difficult to assess, as 61 of the students had either 

not yet taken an English proficiency test (such as TOEIC or TOEFL) or did not wish to disclose 

that information. However, 71 students submitted a recent TOEIC score at the start of the study, 

with an average score of 403 (Elementary Plus level). From my own teaching observations and 

direct interactions with the students across the first semester of the year, the majority of them 

found discussing topics in English very difficult and could not maintain a conversation for more 

than one or two simple exchanges. This was typical of classes which I taught and I felt that the 

students in the study were a good representation of the common English oral communication 

ability of first year students entering the university.  
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5.4 Research procedure 

5.4.1 Classroom-based study preparation 

Table 5.1 below shows the preparation undertaken before the start of the classroom-based 

semester-long study to address RQ1 (Section 5.5). Firstly, a pilot for the teacher survey and 

interviews was run with one part-time English teacher from within the same department. The 

teacher had several questions about the exact purpose of the study and clarification of the 

meaning of 'importance' for the factors. The teacher did not feel these points were clear in the 

survey and so I decided to add a face-to-face verbal, as well as a brief written introduction to the 

survey, to better explain them (Appendix D).  

 

Table 5.1 Study preparation   

May 2015 
- Teacher survey and interview piloted, adjusted (verbal and written context clarification 

added) and finalized (Appendix D) 

June 2015 

 

- Teacher surveys completed (within one week) 

- Teacher survey-clarification interviews completed and reviewed (within one week) 

- Survey/Interview data reviewed and follow-up teacher interviews held to clarify 

uncertain responses 

July 2015 
- Interview data reviewed, analyzed and final discussion goal list created 

- GSF sheets and diaries created (using finalized goal list) 

August 2015 
- GSF sheets and diaries piloted, adjusted and finalized (Appendices E and F) 

- Interviewer schedules agreed and interviewers trained using a summer course class 

  

 

The ten teachers completed their surveys and interviews within one week. I used an 

empty classroom on the campus for the interviews, which generally lasted between 25 and 30 

minutes each, but did not have a specific time limit. I also conducted further follow-up 

interviews with the teachers a week later (about five-ten minutes in length each) to clarify 

responses and allow them to change any responses.  
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The survey data was then analyzed (Section 5.5) and used to create a list of countable 

goals for incorporation into the first version of the Process GSF sheet and diary. This was piloted 

across five different classes (within a two-week period) with 28 first-year students undertaking 

an English intensive course with me during the summer break at the campus. Small adjustments 

were made to the sheet and diary following this (Section 6.2.3) and final Product and Process 

GSF versions created for use in the study (Appendices E and F).  

In preparation for the peer-interview data collection, the two student interviewers were 

informed of the study purposes, the learning which the students were going to undertake, and 

were given a chance to use the sheets and diaries themselves to better understand their function. I 

also used the English intensive course discussed above to train the interviewers with three 

different volunteer students each. I gave them training on non-persuasive interviewing skills 

(such as not using leading questions and how to elicit with questions such as 'can you tell me 

more about that?'), rapport-building body language (sitting next to the interviewee rather than 

across from them for example) and note-taking skills (not writing things in full but in short-hand 

to be able to focus on the interview itself rather than writing). I gave them feedback, after 

observing their interviews myself, in terms of interviewing skills, note-taking and translating of 

the recorded interview afterwards. After three rounds of feedback with the interviewers I felt that 

they had learnt a great deal about undertaking interviews and that I had answered all of their 

questions about how to interview in accordance with the goals of the study. 
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5.4.2 Semester-long classroom-based study 

Table 5.2 shows the details of the 15-week classroom-based study undertaken in the 

second semester of 2015 to address RQ2 (Section 5.6) and RQ3 (Section 5.7). 

 

Table 5.2 Study procedure 

Week 1 (Sept 28-

Oct 2, 2015) 

- Course content introduction 

- Assessment criteria explanation (30% total for discussion tests, 50% for attendance 

and participation, and 20% for TOEIC listening test) 

- Recording equipment introduction 

- Ethical consent form explanation and signing (Section 5.8.1 and Appendices G and 

H) 

- Group formation (student choice) and discussion practices 

Week 2 (Oct 5-9) 

- Group finalizing (student choice) 

- 1st recorded classroom group discussion 

- Students volunteered for interviews 

- Initial recording analysis to determine Low (LPs) and High Participators (HPs) to 

be interviewed (Section 5.4.2) 

Week 3 (Oct 12-16) 

- 1st discussion test 

- 1st student attitudinal survey (open and closed-ended) (Appendix I) (N=132) 

- 1st peer-interviews (using survey questions in Appendix I) (N=18) 

Weeks 4-6 (Oct 19- 

Nov 13) (no classes 

held Nov 2-6) 

- 1st meeting with student interviewers (Week 4) 

- Introduction for students to GSF sheets and diaries (Appendices E and F) 

- Setting up of student diary passwords and access 

- Weekly discussion practices with GSF 

Week 7 (Nov 16-20) - 2nd recorded classroom group discussion  

Week 8 (Nov 23-27) 

- 2nd discussion test 

- 2nd student attitudinal survey (closed-ended only) (Appendix I) (N=132) 

- 2nd student peer-interviews (closed-ended only)  

Weeks 9-11 (Nov 

30-Dec 4) 
- Weekly discussion practices with GSF 

Week 12 (Dec 7-11) - 3rd recorded classroom group discussion 

Week 13 (Dec 14-

18) 

- 3rd discussion test  

- 3rd student attitudinal survey (open and closed-ended) (Appendix I) (N=132) 

- 3rd peer-interviews (N=18) 

Week 14 (Dec 21-

22) 
- 2nd meeting with student interviewers 
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In the first week of classes, I explained the outline of the course and my study to the 

students in a verbal and written form in both English and Japanese (Appendix G). This included 

how they would practise discussions within groups each week and their assessment for the 

course. This scoring system was decided and agreed by the English teachers and the head of the 

department at a meeting before the start of the semester. The same scoring guideline and number 

of tests were used for every English communication course within the department. 

The students were then introduced to the classroom recording system and given time to 

use them for a practice discussion. For the final 20 minutes of the first class, students were made 

aware of the study and completed the ethical consent form (Appendix H), and formed groups of 

their choosing for discussions. 

In Week 2, students were given time to change groups if they wished to, so as to reduce 

any problems which group set-up may have for participation for students (such as those shown in 

the findings of Module One in Appendix A). Students then undertook a group discussion which I 

recorded and used for later analysis to determine which half of the students within each class 

spoke the least and which half the most during a discussion as an indication of oral proficiency 

(in a similar way to Wigglesworth, 1997). I then labelled these students as 'Low' (LPs) and 

'High Participators' (HPs). Table 5.3 shows how the six observed groups consisted of a total of 

12 LPs and 12 HPs, with a matching distribution of LPs and HPs among the Product and Process 

groups. 
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Table 5.3 LP and HP group distribution  

Product GSF 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

LP, LP, LP, HP LP, LP, HP, HP LP, HP, HP, HP 

Process GSF 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

LP, LP, LP, HP LP, LP, HP, HP LP, HP, HP, HP 

 

 

I decided to use the words which students spoke in the Week 2 discussion as a measure of 

proficiency (as I did in the second module of this PhD, shown in Appendix B), rather than 

proficiency test scores (such as TOEIC speaking tests), as such tests have no proven correlation 

to group discussion performance. Also, test score data was not available for all of the students at 

the start of the study. Judging student performance based on words spoken alone (and from only 

one discussion) was a limited and perhaps misleading view of proficiency, but the best choice 

which I felt I had with the time available to analyze the performance of the students between 

Weeks 2 and 3. In future, the use of several pre-study discussions to create a clearer picture of 

performance would be preferable (and perhaps additional measures for assessing proficiency) if 

time is available to do so.  

At the end of the Week 2 classes, students who were willing to undertake interviews in 

Weeks 3 and 13 (in exchange for chocolate bars each time) submitted their names to me. I then 

used this list to choose between two and four interviewees from each class, which came to 18 

students in total (seven from Product GSF classes and 11 from Process GSF classes). These 

uneven group sizes are addressed as a limitation within the RQ2 analysis in Section 6.4.8. Only 

one student from each group was chosen and never more than four volunteers from the same 

class (and so all volunteers for interviewers were accepted and decisions did not need to be made 

about how to choose them). 
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In Weeks 3, 8 and 13, groups undertook eight-minute discussion tests, one at a time, in 

the classroom while other groups from the same class waited within a different classroom. 

Another teacher was always present and monitoring the waiting students within that classroom, 

so that they could not communicate with groups who had completed the test to discuss the test 

topic prior to their tests. At the start of each test, groups were presented with the topic, but were 

not given any preparation time for the discussion. I used the same GSF sheet which groups had 

used for themselves during classroom practices to watch and score groups (ProdS with a shared 

group score and ProcS with individual scores). I then used those scores to award a test score 

based on my judgement of their performance compared to the rest of the class (to maintain a 

‘bell-curve’ for all of the scores in each class, as I was instructed to do so by the university 

department). This lack of a precise connection between classroom and test scores might have 

caused motivation problems, as the students may have felt that the assessment of performance by 

the GSF should match the assessment in tests more closely (although I did not hear any students 

mentioned this during the semester). This test scoring system could be improved upon in future 

studies by creating a system which can quickly generate specific grades based on observed 

performance within tests (but this discussion goes beyond the scope of this thesis).  

After the tests, students completed either a survey on a computer in a separate room, or 

had an interview with one of the two student interviewers, while other groups took their test. 

The interviewers transcribed and translated their open-ended interviews in English (in Weeks 3 

and 13) and met with me to discuss them in the following week.  

At the start of Week 4, three classes were introduced to the Product GSF and the other 

three to the Process GSF for use within classroom discussions. Classroom practices were carried 
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out at the same time by all groups within a class and, unlike tests, allowed for a rehearsal stage 

(see the next section). I randomly assigned the six classes to one of the two types of GSF and felt 

confident that I had divided them into two as equal as possible groups in terms of size, gender, 

ability and motivation (although I did have any data regarding group discussions to confirm these 

final two points, but only my intuition about the students at that time). Across Weeks 4-7 and 9-

12, the classes then used one of the two GSF types (consisting of the sheets and diaries in either 

Appendix E or F) to support their learning during discussion practices. The GSF diaries were 

saved and password protected on my online google account, but each student had access to their 

own diary at any time by accessing the system and entering the individual passwords I had 

assigned them.  

 

5.4.3 GSF class procedure (Weeks 4-7 and 9-12) 

Table 5.4 shows the class procedure undertaken by the students when using GSF. 

 

Table 5.4 Class procedure   

5m - Warm up activity (weekend-related questions in pairs) 

5m - Discussion topic introduction (Appendix J) and GSF diary scores/goals review 

10m - Pair discussion rehearsal (same weekly partner from a different group) 

15m 

- Discussion group formation 

- Goal-setting undertaken in GSF diary 

- Eight-minute group discussion (recorded) using GSF sheet 

30m 

- Discussion recording/sheet review with GSF diary note taking 

- Teacher feedback and peer-review of language goals (face-to-face and written on the system) 

- GSF diary scores/goals reflection and updating 

20m - TOEIC test listening practice (unrelated to the study) 
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For the first five minutes of class, students undertook a warm up activity, during which 

they would find a randomly assigned partner in the room and ask each other questions about their 

weekend in English. I walked around during this time and greeted the students while collecting 

their homework (related to TOEIC listening practices).  

After that, students returned to their groups (the same each week) and were introduced to 

the discussion topic for that class. Students then opened their electronic GSF diaries on the 

computers on their desks and reviewed goals and points from the previous week together. 

During this time, I encouraged the students to try to improve their overall score as much as 

possible in that class by considering those points but with no specific guidelines how to do so. 

Next, students sat with the same partner each week (someone outside of their discussion 

group chosen by the students themselves in Week 2) to undertake a ten-minute rehearsal-style 

practice of the discussion. This was done before each discussion following the conclusions from 

Module Two of this PhD. It was found that the addition of such a rehearsal stage improved 

student participation and fluency within a group discussion on the same topic afterwards (see 

Appendix B) and I decided to include it as a way of improving participation within discussions 

across the semester.  

After the rehearsal stage, students returned to their groups and undertook a group 

discussion of the same topic while using their GSF sheet to make notes on content, but not 

language problems to encourage students to focus more on meaning than form within the 

discussions (as expected with a TBLT approach). I recorded and collected the discussions using 

microphones on desks, and sent copies of the recordings of their own discussions to the students’ 

computers after each discussion using a classroom management system. 
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Once the discussions were finished, students used the audio recordings and GSF sheets 

to review the content of their discussions, make notes on the language problems encountered and 

update their scores and notes in their GSF diaries (all for the first time in Week 4 without prior 

training). During the 30 minutes of class time allowed to do this, students raised their hands and 

checked language points with me and practised saying the English sentence corrections I gave 

them with their group. I encouraged students to ask me for as much help as possible during this 

time and many of the students asked me questions about English grammar and vocabulary which 

they were unsure of. I also gave students the option for me to help correct their English notes by 

accessing their diary online if they did not wish to speak to me directly about it in class. Some 

students chose this option and it was a good way for me to give feedback to students indirectly or 

outside of class time if they did not wish to communicate with me during class.  

Students were then given five minutes to discuss their scores for the discussion with their 

group and asked to set goals for the discussion next week (points for each section in the diaries 

shown in Appendices E and F). During this time, I encouraged students to try and perform better 

by getting a higher overall score within the next practice, but did not specify how to do that. 

Students then closed their diaries and were free to access them whenever they wished to outside 

of class. However, data from my google account showed that none of the students in the study 

accessed their diaries at any point outside of class time. 
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5.5 RQ1 data collection and analysis 

The first research question was ‘What are appropriate discussion performance goals for 

the Japanese university students in this study?’ In this section, I give details of the data 

collection and analysis methods used to address this. 

 

5.5.1 Teacher surveys  

The survey given to the teachers was designed to gather and analyze the teacher beliefs 

about the ‘importance’ of different factors for assessing the individual performance of first-year 

students in the department during group discussion tests (Appendix D). Survey items were 

categorized under (1) when speaking, (2) when taking speaking turns, (3) when reacting to 

speaking turns or (4) when problems occur. I chose 21 observable measures in total for the 

survey, based on my experience as a teacher and assessor of group discussion tests, as well as the 

research literature discussed in Chapter Three related to assessing communicative competence 

within interactive settings (Celce-Murcia, 2007; Celce-Murcia et al., 1995; Clapham, 2000; 

Fengying, 2003; Lynch & Anderson, 1992; Rignall & Furneaux, 1997).  

 

5.5.2 Teacher follow-up interviews  

The interviews were done using a semi-structured open-ended approach (Silverman, 

2001) to allow the teachers to clarify any unclear information in the survey and expand upon 

reasons for their answers for each item. However, no survey responses were changed by the 

teachers following these interviews.  
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Upon completion of all ten interviews, I reviewed my notes and audio recordings again to 

help summarize common reasons given for the overall preferences of the teachers to use items in 

the list for assessing students in discussions or not. These were used to further clarify the overall 

choice of items to include in my summary of goals for discussions.  

  

5.6 RQ2 data collection and analysis  

The second research question was ‘(a) How does observable discussion task 

performance change for the students across a semester using a TBLT approach (regardless of 

the type of GSF used)?, (b) What different effects do Product and Process GSF have on 

observable performance across a semester? and (c) Are these effects the same for Low and 

High Participators?’ Details of the methods used to collect and analyze data for this are 

discussed in this section.  

 

5.6.1 Classroom observation data collection 

The recordings of classroom discussions and tests (Section 5.2.2) were used to analyze 

the changes in discussion performance across time. Audio files using microphones on the desks 

and video files using cameras were collected. Recordings were collected simultaneously for 

multiple groups during classroom practices and for one group at a time during tests. After each 

class/test was completed, the matching sound and video files for each group were combined 

using software and a single video then created to use for analysis of performance across time 

using SPSS version 24.  
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5.6.2 Discussion performance measures selection 

Using the literature discussed in Chapter Three, a wide range of measures were selected 

to assess group discussion performance (Table 6.3). Firstly, various measures which have been 

commonly used to assess oral participation, as well as complexity, accuracy and fluency (CAF) 

within oral tasks were chosen. Within Section 3.2, participation within discussions was 

determined to be appropriately measured using words spoken and turns taken and is the approach 

taken in the study. Measuring fluency was described as best represented by measures of speed 

(speech rates), breakdowns (pauses) and repairs (repetitions and reformulations) within speech 

and were therefore also selected. The measurement of accuracy is based on the recommended 

approach in Chapter Three of using errors in speech (via PEFC and errors per 100 words), and 

using an analysis of syntax (clauses per t-unit and words per t-unit) and speaking turns (words 

per turn) for complexity. All of these measures are the same as those used within Module Two of 

this PhD (see Appendix B), which involved the same discussion tasks as this thesis in terms of 

group size, discussion topics, length and goals. The consistency in measures between these two 

modules helps build on the previous findings within this PhD, as Module Two took a cross-

sectional approach to analyzing discussions, which were analyzed longitudinally (across a 

semester) in this thesis.  

  Secondly, discussion performance was analyzed using the measures within the Process 

GSF sheet and diary (Table 6.2). These measures were decided upon using the literature about 

group interactions as a measure of discussion performance within Section 3.3.1 and the opinions 

of the teachers about those measures within RQ1. This analysis was used to see how the ProcS, 

who directly addressed these process-related measures, might be able to improve at them across 



 

84 
 

time. In addition, this could reveal if the ProdS, whom did not address them directly, might 

improve at them by only focusing on the outcome of the task with their GSF.  

 A third approach to the analysis was more qualitative in nature and what I called 

'product-focused' performance, based on the ‘outcome’ of a task being considered an important 

aspect of performance within Section 3.3.3. Some differences were found in the data in the way 

in which ProdS and ProcS had used their spoken turns to finalize the group decision (the output 

goal of the discussions). These differences were demonstrated by classifying student turns as 

either 1) on-task (related to the discussion topic, but not viewed as promoting a discussion 

outcome), 2) off-task (unrelated to the discussion topic or group outcome) or 3) outcome-

promoting (related to the topic and group outcome). The results of RQ2 (Section 6.3.4.1) provide 

more details and examples of these turns. Differences in the occurrences of these types of turn 

between ProdS and ProcS revealed the difference in focus of discussions. For instance, a 

discussion without any outcome-promoting turns and many off-task turns can be said to be less 

focused on an outcome than a discussion with only on-task turns and many outcome-promoting 

turns.  

Finally, an analysis of other performance considerations was undertaken to go beyond the 

linguistic, process and product measures above. This was discussed in Section 3.3 as an 

important way to establish a clearer picture of communicative competence (Clapham, 2000; 

Fengying, 2003) and was also used to look at changes in language use not captured by the other 

measures. This included differences in the use of clarifications, turn-taking strategies and 

possessive pronouns by the ProdS and ProcS (Section 6.3.4). This additional data may help 

reveal more about how the two types of GSF may have aided SLA on the whole (Fulcher, 2003; 
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Ghaith, 2002; Norris, 2008). However, the focus of this thesis was to look at changes to 

measures which both students and teacher could realistically assess using feedback within 

classrooms and tests. I saw this data as more important within the context of the participation 

issues that many teachers find for their TBLT group discussions (Carless, 2009b; Littlewood, 

2007, Thomas & Reinders, 2015), as it attempted to give feedback which was expected to 

directly aid future performance with a formative-style of assessment for learning (as discussed in 

Section 4.3 and recommended by researchers such as Black & Wiliam, 2009; Chappuis, 2005; 

Stiggins et al., 2004). Therefore, I used the limited space of this thesis to focus mainly on this. 

 

5.6.3 Discussion transcript coding and analysis  

Discussion recordings for one group from each of the six classes were selected for 

analysis (three using Product GSF and three using Process GSF). Each group was in a different 

class to reduce the threat of other factors within a class, such as class dynamics or the time of day 

of classes, affecting the perceived impact of the GSF on learning over time. The six groups 

which I chose had all four members present every week of the semester (to avoid smaller group 

sizes in some weeks being unaccounted for in the learning, feedback and assessment). They also 

represented all different possible combinations of LP and HP member mixes (Table 5.3) to try 

and account for various combinations teachers may experience in their classes.  

  For the six groups, the three classroom discussion videos and three test videos were then 

watched, transcribed, and analyzed with various performance measures (see Appendices K, L, M 

and N for examples). This included the words spoken (including repetitions, reformulations 

added in two types of brackets), pauses more than a second in length, sentence breaks (where I 
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considered sentences to start and stop), and turn times for calculating speech rates. I also made 

comments about paralinguistic information and body language which I used to help confirm 

what type of turns were being taken by students if it was not clear (such as head movements or 

hand gestures suggesting that a turn is intended to be a disagreement, an opinion or a question). 

This was a very time-consuming process and a limitation for replication of the study by other 

teachers. Not only is this work load perhaps not practical for some teachers, but another problem 

was that I could only begin answering the second research question a long time after I had 

completed the analysis of the data. Many interesting points arose with regards to the student 

performances across time, but by the time these points were revealed, I was already teaching all 

new students. This gave me little chance to follow up on any points within the findings with 

additional surveys, interviews or discussion data for example. Table 5.5 shows how the 

transcripts were coded in preparation for calculating performance measures with Excel formulae. 

 

Table 5.5 Discussion coding and analysis process  

Transcript version Process Measures calculated 

1. Unpruned 

participation and 

fluency analysis 

Initial transcribing of discussion videos using 

formulated Excel templates, followed by coding of 

repetitions, reformulations, pauses>1s, timing of t-

unit turns (using PRATT software to calculate 

SRA)   

Syllables and words spoken, 

repetitions per minute, 

reformulations per minute, 

pauses>1s per minute, SRA 

2. Pruned fluency, 

accuracy and 

complexity analysis 

Pruning of transcript 2 by removing coded 

repetitions and reformulations. Coding added for 

(non) t-units, (non) t-unit turns, errors, and error 

(free) clauses 

T-unit turns per minute, SRB, 

errors per 100 words, PEFC, 

clauses per t-unit, words per t-unit, 

words per turn 

3. Unpruned 

discussion process 

analysis 

Coding of process measures (opinion, supporting 

reason, example, agreement, disagreement), 

outcome-promoting turns and off-task turns 

Opinions, reasons, examples, 

questions, opinions and 

(dis)agreements, total outcome-

promoting turns and total off-task 

turns 
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5.7 RQ3 data collection and analysis 

The third research question was (a) How do ProdS and ProcS report feeling about 

performing in discussions across the semester? and (b) How do they report feeling about the 

support the two types of GSF provided for their learning (or not)? In this section, I give details 

of the data collection and analysis methods used to address this.  

 

5.7.1 Attitudinal surveys about classroom discussions, tests, goal-setting and feedback 

The first part of the attitudinal survey (Appendix I) contained closed-ended questions 

about student feelings towards undertaking English discussions. Students rated (along a seven-

point Likert scale) their overall enjoyment, motivation, confidence, anxiety, and self-perceived 

ability within discussions and their use of English in general, as well as how much time they felt 

they spent studying for discussions outside of class time. These questions were answered again 

by the students in Weeks 8 and 13 by rating how much each of these variables was perceived to 

have changed since the previous survey (also with a seven-point Likert scale). By doing so, 

changes in self-reported feelings towards studying and doing classroom discussion tasks could be 

measured across time for the two different groups (product and process). Differences between 

changes to these variables over time could then be attributed to which of the two GSF styles 

students undertook during learning.  

The second part of the survey in Weeks 3 and 13 comprised an open-ended question 

about the difficulties students experienced in undertaking the test. Differences between their 

Week 3 and Week 13 answers were compared to see if their opinions about what difficulties they 

reported for performing in discussions had changed across the semester. Also, commonly 
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reported difficulties for tests could help explain any changes (or lack of) in certain performance 

measures within RQ2 (Section 6.3.5). These would be important findings, as they could be used 

to help design less difficult tasks and syllabi for Japanese universities.  

A third part to the survey in Week 13 consisted of questions about how useful the 

students found the (1) GSF sheet and (2) GSF diary to improve their discussion performance 

across time (open-ended), and whether they wished to use them again in future classes (closed-

ended). The purpose of this data was to show how the GSF had been received both positively and 

negatively by the students, how it might be improved in future attempts to support learning, and 

so that connections might be made between reported test difficulties, GSF benefits/problems and 

observed performance changes over time.  

After collecting and transcribing all of the open-ended responses myself, a Japanese 

teacher in the department (who was only shown written responses without student details) 

checked my interpretation of any comments which I was not fully confident about. Due to the 

large amount of responses collected, it was not possible for the teacher to check every response 

and as the surveys were done anonymously, I could not check the intended meaning again with 

the students themselves. However, I felt that I had interpreted and translated them well enough to 

get an overview of the students' perceptions. 

 

 5.7.2 Student peer-interviews 

The peer-interviews were conducted in Japanese immediately after discussion tests in an 

adjacent classroom with no time limit, but usually took about 25-30 minutes each. The 

interviewers sat side by side with the students and spoke in their first language, Japanese. After 
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each class was complete, the interviewers transcribed and translated the interviews (into English) 

in Excel files using the recordings while alone in a classroom on the campus. Within three days 

they met me and we read the transcripts together while highlighting key points mentioned by 

students. I then used these sheets to code points made by students and look for patterns by myself 

(Section 5.7.3). One reliability issue with this was the trust put into the ability of the interviewers 

to transcribe and translate the interviews by themselves. I did not have enough time to check the 

written transcripts against the audio recordings of the interviews while I was running my classes 

and collecting and processing observational, survey and interview data across the semester. Any 

errors made by the interviewers would have gone unseen, but I made it clear to them to check 

their transcripts carefully at least three times before presenting them to me. 

 

5.7.3 Student response coding and analysis 

For all of the (1) attitudinal survey responses and (2) peer-interview transcripts, the 

procedure shown in Table 5.6 was followed, which was similar to that recommended by Ellis 

and Barkhuizen (2005). This approach was also similar to Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2006), in which all of the data gets coded before themes are decided for categorizing responses.   

 

Table 5.6 Survey and interview responses coding and analysis procedure 

Step 1 Read the responses within Excel sheets and highlighted and made notes on any 

points mentioned by the student  

Step 2 Created and refined a list of points after reading the data several times very closely 

Step 3 Created a coding system for each point 

Step 4 Affixed the codes to the responses within the data (sometimes more than one point 

within a response) 

Step 5 Used Excel formulae to count the occurrences of each point with the files 

Step 6 Looked for patterns among the responses, merged repeated points, and created 
summary tables of the responses 
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 I chose this procedure because after reading the responses and making notes on the 

points made by students (Step 1 in Table 5.6), most of the comments made in both surveys and 

interviews were short in nature and simple enough in meaning to immediately list and code 

(Steps 2-4). After that, I counted the occurrences of each coding, and then grouped them together 

in themes as a final stage to the analysis (Steps 5-6). This seemed more appropriate for the kind 

of data I had than to start by creating themes and sub-themes and categorizing each response 

under them, such as with Framework Analysis (Ritchie, Spencer & O’Connor, 2003) and 

Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (Smith & Osborn, 2008). I felt that creating 

themes/categories at an early stage of the analysis generalized the responses too early on and 

would require too many alterations to those themes/categories as the analysis continued (which I 

could just create as a final stage to the coding procedure anyway).  

Despite these choices for the analysis, some problems were encountered with coding 

some responses (see Section 6.4.8 and Appendices O, P and Q for some specific examples). In 

surveys, students sometimes did not clarify the difficulties they had with tests, and did not give 

very clear reasons why they found the GSF useful or not. For the interviews, even though many 

student opinions were explained well, the interviewers did not always succeed at eliciting clear 

reasons for stated opinions. This made some student opinions difficult to confidently interpret. 

To counter any potential debate about the codes I chose to assign such responses, broadly-

worded categories were used to summarize the overall opinions of the students, reducing the 

chance of responses being under the correct category (see the tables in Section 6.4). 
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5.8 Ethical issues 

The guidelines of the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2011) were used 

to ensure that the interests of the students were protected during the study in terms of what are 

described as 'voluntary informed consent', 'openness and disclosure', 'right to withdraw', 

'incentives', 'detriment arising from participation', 'privacy' and 'disclosure' (pp. 5-8). 

  

5.8.1 Data collection 

Informed consent was given in written form by all teacher and student participants before 

any data was collected (Appendix H). All participants were provided with both a written (in 

English, as shown in Appendix G) and verbal (in both English and Japanese for students) 

explanation of the purpose and potential benefits of the study, the way in which data would be 

stored securely and confidentially, how all data would be anonymized, information about the 

right to not take part in the study, and the right to withdraw at any time (Dörnyei, 2007). 

Participants were given the opportunity to ask questions in either Japanese or English to clarify 

any information they wished to during and after class, or by making an appointment to see me. I 

also explained to the students that none of the data collected would affect their treatment on their 

course in any negative way. While it is not possible to ascertain whether some students may have 

felt an undue obligation to participate, I felt that I had done all I could to clarify the situation and 

was also confident that taking part would not be harmful to their studies in any way.  

While completing surveys, students were not observed or pushed to answer more than 

they wished to in open-ended questions. Interviewees had volunteered to undertake interviews 

and it was made clear that they would need to do so three times during the semester (at the start, 
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middle and end). During the collection of survey, interview and observational data, I did not 

apply any pressure to students to give more detail or speak more if they did not wish to. The 

students were free to give as much or as little data as they wished to and were free to choose to 

not give any if they did not want to. To further ensure this, surveys were completed immediately 

after tests in a separate room while I continued to observe tests for other groups. Students were 

free to write as much as they chose to and leave that room without me observing them or 

knowing how much time they spent completing their survey. 

Observational data was initially stored on my cameras (video recordings) and the main 

classroom computer (password protected audio recordings). This was immediately deleted from 

the cameras and classroom computer once transferred to my own computer and was password 

protected for the duration of the study. Once this PhD has been completed, all video and audio 

files are schedule for deletion. Survey and interview responses were also stored and password 

protected on my home computer and are scheduled for deletion after completion of the PhD. All 

hand-written interview notes, audio recordings and transcription files created by the interviewers 

and myself were stored in a locked cabinet within my office when not being analyzed and are 

also to be destroyed upon completion of this PhD.  

  

5.8.2 Teaching considerations 

Consideration was given to the need to ensure that all students in the study received a fair 

and equal education. Regardless of which group they were in for the study, all of the students 

undertook similar classroom practices each week. All of the students also experienced one of two 

kinds of GSF, so no students were used as a 'control' group without this kind of support for 
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learning. Neither GSF approach used (Product or Process) was believed to be 'better' than the 

other and so no clear advantage for learning was given to any students. 

To further ensure equality of learning for all of the students, I made my own feedback 

and support available across the study and took time to help any student who requested support 

from me during class time or outside of class at the campus (by requesting meetings with me via 

email or during class). Although some students may not have had the confidence to utilize this 

support, I felt it was an important message of openness and support from my side, as their 

teacher.   

One possible difference which did arise between the two groups was the self-reported 

anxiety when undertaking discussions. The ProcS reported less of a decrease in anxiety to 

undertake discussions across time than the ProdS. The ProcS also reported more issues in 

surveys and interviews related to trying to gain their individual scores within the discussion time 

allowed, which was not reported as often by the ProdS. The individual accountability of scoring 

placed on students with the Process GSF did appear to be more stressful than for students 

receiving points as a group total (Product GSF). I became aware of this added pressure for the 

ProcS across time and attempted to reduce this pressure by making extra efforts as a teacher to 

give positive feedback on individual performances after tests. It was perhaps unfair that the 

ProdS, unlike the ProcS, did not necessarily have to be an active group member to get a score, as 

their performance was assessed as a combined group effort. However, I decided not to add 

pressure to ProdS participating less than others in their group, as they had the right to participate 

as much as they wanted to.  
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Finally, I designed the peer-interviewing process to be as academically beneficial for the 

two student interviewers as possible, in addition to the pay they received. The benefits I felt that 

they received were learning how to collect research data via interviews, how to design a 

university syllabus, and the overall considerations to be made when undertaking a research 

project. A debriefing session with both interviewers at the end of the semester helped them 

discuss and reflect upon these points with me. 
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CHAPTER 6. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

6.1 Chapter Introduction 

The main RQ to be answered in the study was ‘What are the effects on learning of using 

Goal-Setting and Feedback (GSF) with TBLT group discussions across a semester?’ The first 

part of this chapter explains how process performance measures were decided for the students 

(RQ1), to create the GSF sheets and diaries. This is followed by a discussion of the potential 

problems and limitations to the approach used. The second part discusses the effects of Product 

versus Process GSF on learning for the students across a semester using observations of 

classroom practices and tests (RQ2). Implications for learning are then discussed, as well as 

limitations to the approach used to collect and analyze the data. In the third part, survey and 

interview data from students across the semester are used to better understand student feelings 

towards the learning and GSF with discussions (RQ3), followed by a discussion of implications 

for learning and limitations to the data collection and analysis. Finally, a summary of the results 

gives an overview of the data with regards to the potential effects of the GSF used and overall 

implications for learning. 

 

6.2 RQ1: Appropriate discussion performance goals 

6.2.1 Introduction 

The starting point of data collection was with regards to the first research question ‘What 

are appropriate discussion performance goals for the Japanese university students in this 

study?’ The purpose of RQ1 was to establish both process (based on individual spoken 
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performance and interaction with others during discussions) and product-focused (based on 

agreed group outcomes for discussions) frameworks for GSF for students in the study. I expected 

both types of GSF rubrics to increase transparency of what the teachers wanted students in the 

department to do in class (Reynolds- Keefer, 2010; Schamber & Mahoney, 2006) as well as help 

the students self-regulate their efforts by focusing on improving their performance related to 

those goals in their learning (Andrade & Du, 2005; Panadero et al., 2012).  

I elicited opinions from ten teachers within the department via surveys and interviews, as 

well as drawing on my own opinions filtered through a pilot of the Process GSF and teacher 

journal notes during that time. Many of the teachers in the study reported that they were very 

happy that I was doing this research, as they did not have a set guideline to follow for their 

required assessment of group discussion performance. Results and a discussion of each of these 

are given below. Possible alternatives to the selection of goals made in this section are not 

discussed in great depth, as the focus of the overall study was to analyze the overall effects of 

Process and Product GSF on learning over time, rather than an in-depth analysis of different 

types of goals. However, general recommendations for adapting the GSF used for different 

educational settings are given in Section 7.2. 

 

6.2.2 Teacher survey and interview results 

Table 6.1 shows the results from the teacher survey (Appendix D) regarding opinions of 

the ‘importance’ of different variables to assess student performance within discussion tests (see 

Section 5.5.1 for justifications for this chosen list). 
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Table 6.1. Teacher ratings of individual process measures for individual assessment in discussions 
(not at all important = 0, not very important = 1, slightly unimportant = 2, slightly important = 3, important = 4, very important = 5)   

Category Process performance measure 
Mean 

score 

 

Standard 

deviation 

Teachers 

scoring 4+ 

When 

speaking 

Stating a clear opinion 4.40 0.84 8/10 

Giving a reason to support an opinion 4.60 0.52 10/10 

Giving an example to support an opinion 3.80 0.79 6/10 

Giving several reasons/examples to support an opinion 2.90 1.37 4/10 

Speaking in long sentences 2.10 1.52 2/10 

Speaking in long turns 1.60 1.58 2/10 

When 

taking 

speaking 

turns 

Asking for a turn  1.60 1.58 2/10 

Taking a turn when someone else is speaking 2.10 1.60 3/10 

Keeping a turn when being interrupted  2.20 1.93 4/10 

Giving a turn to someone else  3.40 1.35 5/10 

When 

reacting to 

speaking 

turns 

Answering follow-up questions 3.80 1.14 8/10 

Agreeing with at least one reason 3.10 1.60 5/10 

Disagreeing with at least one reason 3.50 1.43 6/10 

Using several reasons or examples to support (dis)agreements 2.50 1.78 3/10 

Back-channeling 2.90 1.45 4/10 

Asking appropriate follow-up questions 3.70 1.16 7/10 

When 

problems 

occur 

Using English fillers 2.20 1.75 3/10 

Asking for English help with English from other students 3.40 0.97 6/10 

Giving help with English to other students 3.40 0.70 5/10 

Clarifying information well 3.80 0.63 7/10 

Paraphrasing well 3.40 0.97 6/10 

 

 

Variables with a mean score of three or more (being rated on average as ‘slightly 

important’ or more by the teachers), and rated either 4 or 5 by at least half of the teachers, are 

shown in bold. I used this system to assess the perceived importance of the different process 

measures based on the fact that students should only focus on a limited number of performance 

measures during feedback, starting with those most highly rated. It is important to be selective 

about the feedback a teacher gives students during learning, so that students have enough time to 

understand and use that feedback to improve without a teacher providing too much feedback and 

confusing students within the time available (Wiliam, 2018, p. 131). By having the teachers rate 
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the measures for importance, I was able to reduce the list from 22 to 12 appropriate measures for 

assessment, which could also be used to provide continuous feedback to students on their 

performance across the semester. These measures were all related to meaning-based interactions 

within discussions, with performance being viewed by the teachers as the ability to give, explain 

and react to each other’s opinions, rather than the ability to improve one’s own turn fluency and 

complexity by taking and speaking in long turns, using several reasons and examples within the 

same turn, or using fillers or back-channeling. 

 

6.2.2.1 Giving opinions 

The performance variables within the survey rated most highly were stating clear 

opinions (M = 4.40, SD = 0.84) and giving a reason to support opinions (M = 4.60, SD = 0.52). 

In addition, being able to explain opinions by giving examples was reported to be of importance 

(M = 3.80, SD = 0.79). However, there was a lower scoring among the teachers for the students 

to give several reasons to explain their opinions (M = 2.90, SD = 1.37), although the higher 

standard deviation for this measure than for the other two measures suggests a greater difference 

in opinions. Also, speaking in long sentences (M = 2.10, SD = 1.52) and long turns (M = 1.60, 

SD = 1.58) were not rated as highly, or consistently, as the other variables related to speaking 

turns.  

On the whole, the teachers reported in surveys that giving opinions with only one reason, 

as well as perhaps an example, would be an appropriate focus within speaking turns for 

discussion tests for the students at hand. There was a feeling among most of the teachers that the 

students did not need to expand on or increase the complexity of their contributions by trying to 
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give several reasons or examples for opinions, or by using long sentences or turns. The 

interviews which followed the surveys confirmed these beliefs among the teachers. Statements 

included “Just getting them to state a clear opinion with good grammar in their sentences is 

enough for them to focus on. Complete sentences are important”, “They should not be worried 

about long sentences or turns or giving lots of reasons. They should just show us they can give 

an opinion on the topic”, and “Speaking in long turns and sentences isn’t needed as it doesn’t 

improve the quality of what they are saying”. 

 

6.2.2.2 Taking speaking turns 

Giving turns to others within discussions was rated as appropriate for performance (M = 

3.40, SD = 1.35), with half of the teachers reporting it as important or very important (4 or 5). 

However, more direct turn taking skills were not viewed as significant for performance. Asking 

for a turn (M = 1.60, SD = 1.58), taking a turn from someone who is speaking (M = 2.10, SD 

=1.60) and keeping a turn when being interrupted (M = 2.20, SD =1.93) all had a mean score of 

below three in the surveys and were reported to be important or very important by less than half 

of the teachers.  

Although some teachers did report these variables as important for performance (scoring 

it 4 or 5 in the survey), the interviews revealed further doubts among teachers for the use of turn-

taking measures for assessment. Firstly, demonstrating the use of English to take turns was 

viewed as too different from the way in which students would communicate with each other as 

Japanese students. Comments included “Letting them take turns without interrupting each other 

is fine, such as communication is in Japan” and “Taking and offering turns with English is too 
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business like with their friends and not normal for Japanese students”. Secondly, turn-taking 

language was reported to be too difficult to teach to the students at hand and too time consuming 

and confusing as a focus within the time-frame given to improve discussion skills (fifteen ninety-

minute classes in this case). This was shown by interview comments such as “It’s not a good 

focus for a course for the students and shouldn't be assessed. It takes too much time to teach and 

isn't needed” and “It’s too difficult for the students to ask for or give turns or interrupt. They 

should wait for each other’s turns without interrupting, as they could lose their chain of 

thought”.  Finally, the use of English to specifically take turns was described as irrelevant and 

‘unnatural’ with comments such as“That’s not at all important as a focus, as they will take turns 

naturally without words”, “The students don't sound real when they speak like that and they 

shouldn’t practise doing it” and “Expressing their feelings is important and not the negotiation 

of turns they make in English”.  

 

6.2.2.3 Reacting to speaking turns 

In terms of reacting to other speakers, measures rated most highly were asking 

appropriate follow-up questions (M = 3.70, SD = 1.16), answering follow-up questions (M = 

3.80, SD = 1.14), agreeing with at least one reason (M = 3.10, SD = 1.60) and disagreeing with 

at least one reason (M = 3.50, SD = 1.43). All four of these variables had high standard 

deviations, indicating some differences in opinions of the importance of each of these spoken 

acts for performance. Despite this, the fact that so many variables related to reacting to other 

speakers were scored with a mean value of three or more, as well as four or more by at least half 

of the teachers, suggests their perceived importance for assessment. However, giving several 
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reasons or examples to support agreements or disagreements were not rated so highly in the 

surveys (M = 2.50, SD = 1.78). This was similar to the teacher opinions about the need for 

students to only give single reasons and examples for opinions (Section 6.2.2.1).  

Within the follow-up teacher interviews, asking and answering questions was reported as 

relevant because “students should all follow through on opinion giving by asking questions of 

each other. This is 'natural' discussion”. This was also described as “important as it shows they 

are actively listening to each other”. Agreeing and disagreeing with reasons was also explained 

as important, as it shows a teacher that students are considering the points of other group 

members and actively reacting to them with their own opinions. Teachers made statement such 

as “They are not just waiting for others to speak” and “are giving reasons to support what they 

think about what others are saying which shows they are really having a discussion and not just 

speaking separately”.  

 Back-channeling had a lower rating as a performance factor in the surveys (M = 2.90, SD 

= 1.45). This was further explained in the interviews, as it was described as being used 

‘unnaturally’ and ‘unnecessarily’ within interaction. One teacher said “The students will learn 

just one type of back-channel, like 'I see' and use it unnaturally and too much, so shouldn't get a 

score in the test. Just nodding is ok”. Non-verbal back-channeling, such as nodding, was 

reported in the interviews to be enough from the students during interactions, without the need 

for them to verbally back-channel to demonstrate performance.  
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6.2.2.4 Clarifying turns 

Finally, there were several variables related to dealing with discussion problems when 

they occur which were scored with a mean of over three. These were asking for help with 

English (M = 3.40, SD = 0.97), giving help with English (M = 3.40, SD = 0.70), clarifying 

information (M = 3.80, SD = 0.63) and paraphrasing (M = 3.40, SD = 0.97). However, the use of 

fillers to deal with problems in a discussion was rated less highly and more inconsistently (M = 

2.20, SD = 1.75). Thus, ‘problem’ handling which merits assessment within discussions seemed 

to be viewed as mainly clarifying spoken turns during interaction with others, rather than 

addressing fluency within individual speech, such as using fillers.   

 However, the interview responses revealed less certainty about the importance of these 

measures for learning and assessment. Comments included “Helping each other understand is 

more about attitude than ability. Students can solve these kind of problems themselves without 

being made to by the teacher” and “This is too much for covering with the students during the 

course and they need more time to focus on simple exchanges and sentence formulation 

instead”. Fillers were also described as being “too complex” and “unimportant and not worth 

worrying about for performance”.  

 

6.2.3 GSF pilot and teacher journal results 

I ran a pilot for the Process GSF (Section 5.4.1) using the most highly scored measures of 

performance within the teacher surveys (bold in Table 6.1). It is also important to note that none 

of the teachers suggested any additional measures of task performance within their interviews, 
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having been given one week (between the survey and interviews) to consider this. Therefore, no 

additional measures were added. 

 After the pilot, I decided to remove the ‘giving a turn to someone else’ measure. Even 

though it was reported as significant for performance in the teacher survey (M = 3.40, SD = 

1.35), I observed some potential problems with it within my teacher journal (Appendix C, Part 

1). During the pilot, students were recording scores for themselves for saying turns as short as 

‘you?’ or ‘you’re next. Go’. I felt this was too easy for students to use to get points which were 

unrelated to the discussion content. Also, the negative comments made about using turn-taking 

for assessment within the teacher interviews (Section 6.2.2.2) further suggested a need for me to 

delete it.  

 Secondly, I removed all of the variables related to ‘when problems occur’. During the 

pilot, I overheard many of the students commenting to each other that they were too ‘confusing’ 

and ‘distracting’ (Appendix C, Part 1). When using the Process GSF sheets and diaries, students 

often asked me how and when to ask for help, give help, or paraphrase. From my own 

observations, most of these acts were done unnecessarily for clarifying interactions, as the 

teachers had also suggested from experience (Section 6.2.2.4). For instance, students would ask 

for help with English, give each other help with English or paraphrase, in order to show ‘good’ 

performance, even when other group members understood what they had just said.  

 

6.2.4 RQ1 results summary 

Table 6.2 summarizes the performance variables which I decided to adopt as the most 

appropriate measures for process-focused GSF for individual students within discussions. They 
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were the occurrences of (1) giving opinions, reasons and examples, (2) asking and answering 

questions, and (3) agreeing or disagreeing with others with at least one reason. These were 

incorporated into the Process GSF sheets and diaries used by the students in the study (Appendix 

F).  

 

Table 6.2. Finalized individual process measures for students during discussions 

Category Process GSF Measure 

Giving opinions 

Clear opinions 

Clear reasons (following opinions / (dis)agreements) 

Clear examples (following opinions / reasons) 

Understanding 
Follow-up questions 

Follow-up question answers 

Agreeing/Disagreeing  
Agreements with a turn (with at least one reason) 

Disagreements with a turn (with at least one reason) 

  

For the Product-focused group, I decided to use only the measures in Table 6.2 which I 

felt could be applied to an ‘outcome’ of a discussion decided by the group. This was done with 

the intention of using the GSF to focus those students on the product (as opposed to the process) 

of the discussion within their learning. However, the measures in Table 6.2 were created for the 

Process GSF and it is important to note that the Product GSF was created using only my own 

opinions and was not piloted (discussed as a limitation within Section 6.2.6). The product-related 

measures which I chose were 1) the final choice by the group, 2) reasons for that choice, 3) 

examples for that choice, as well as 4) reasons for other ideas which had been suggested during 

the discussion. The first of these measures was unrelated to those in Table 6.2, but the other three 

were created using the reasons and examples measures for the Process GSF. For the Product 
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GSF, there was no direct focus placed on the process of interactions which should occur (with no 

feedback on whether they asked/answered questions or agreed/disagreed with each other). To 

summarize, the Product GSF (Appendix E) was only focused on reaching an outcome together 

for groups, whilst the Process GSF (Appendix F) was only focused on how the group members 

performed as individuals during the discussion time. 

 

6.2.5 RQ1 discussion 

This section discusses the suitability and possible implications for learning of the two 

different types of GSF created (product and process-related) for use in the study.   

 

6.2.5.1 Performance rubric considerations 

The teacher surveys and interviews in this section, as well as the piloting of the Process 

GSF, were effective at creating a clear rubric for discussion performance which represented 

the beliefs of the teachers within the department. Table 6.2 shows how the exchanging, 

explaining, expanding and commenting on opinions by each other during discussions was 

viewed as the most appropriate for individual assessment. The original survey measures which 

were not included in the final list (Table 6.1) related to students speaking in long sentences and 

turns, giving several reasons or examples for opinions, as well as using English for turn-taking, 

asking for help, giving help, clarifying, paraphrasing, and back-channeling. The removal of these 

measures, as well as the lack of suggestions by the teachers for any additional measures, 

indicated that the teachers felt less need to see students focusing on the Complexity (within 

sentences and turns), Accuracy or Fluency (CAF) of their speech. Thus, the focus of individual 
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assessment for process GSF in this study was decided as participating orally as much as possible 

by communicating and responding to others on topics using opinions, reasons, questions, 

agreements and disagreements (Section 3.3.1).  

Despite this, the process measures in Table 6.2 provided quite a limited view of 

performance, and the analysis of how the students communicated needs to go beyond this list to 

get a fuller perspective of oral communicative competence (Clapham, 2000; Fengying, 2003; 

Fulcher, 2003). Although the students did not receive feedback on it, I ran a much broader 

analysis of the observational data within RQ2 (Table 6.3). This data was a central part of my 

study which would provide teachers with specific details of how the Product and Process GSF 

used may affect performance beyond the goals addressed directly within the GSF, as well as 

what they can observe in real time during classes or tests. This included the use of several CAF 

measures, as well as a more qualitative analysis of the discussions (Tables 6.9 and 6.10).  

Another point to consider is that the rubrics created do not directly connect to the 

official language tests which students typically undertake in their time at university in Japan 

(such as TOEIC and TOEFL interview speaking tests). Although this was not the focus of the 

study, connecting the scores which students receive with the two rubrics to such tests is 

important to consider as a factor for student motivation and is recommended in the conclusions 

(Section 7.2). 

 

6.2.5.2 GSF and learning considerations 

As a teacher within the department myself, I believed that the finalized process GSF 

measures (Table 6.2) were suitable for the low-level students in the study (Section 5.3.2). My 
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observations of discussions within the pilot (Appendix C), revealed that these goals focused 

student efforts more on negotiation of meaning, rather than specific linguistic measures (such as 

errors being made with CAF). As a result, the students would be expected to be more confident 

and willing to speak, with less fear of making mistakes, which was discussed in more depth in 

Module One as a reported ’barrier’ to discussion participation among university students in 

Japan (See Appendix A; Chang, 2011; Tsui, 2001; Williams & Andrade, 2008; Woodrow, 2006). 

A common problem for students in the university (which was often discussed by the teachers and 

myself during work), and perhaps in many others in Japan, is the lack of motivation to speak 

within oral discussions. By providing feedback to the students on how they could perform and/or 

complete discussion tasks, rather than pointing out errors in their speech for example, I expected 

both the process and product GSF created in RQ1 to help improve this motivation and increase 

the amount they would speak (Section 4.3) which is analyzed in RQ2 (Section 6.3.3.1). 

However, using only the seven measures chosen for the Process GSF had the risk of 

making students focus on specific interactional elements of discussions too much (such as 

asking a lot of questions to get points) and focus less in their learning on other important areas of 

performance which students without these goals may do (Nahrgang et al., 2013). It may be the 

case that students who are not provided with the individual Process GSF, based on Table 6.2, and 

are only focused on the group outcome, are just as able to develop their oral language use across 

a semester in a similar way and to a similar degree. Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) 

assumes that groups having an ‘output’ focus for an oral task will encourage SLA among 

students (Bygate et al., 2013; Ellis, 2003, p. 8; Skehan; 1998). Observational data in RQ2 and 
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students’ self-reported data in RQ3 analyzed how true this may be for group oral discussions for 

the students in the study. 

Also, in terms of student motivation, it is important to analyze any potential negative 

effects of this very interactional approach to GSF created for ProcS. This may include the added 

pressure of reaching individual goals within a time limit, as opposed to making a group effort (as 

with ProdS). This has been shown to have the negative effect of making individual students 

focus more on finding ways to reach a goal rather than improving their language use (Seijts & 

Latham, 2001). This is discussed using data in the sections for RQ2 and RQ3 in this chapter. 

 

6.2.6 Limitations 

Four main limitations existed for the data collection and analysis in relation to RQ1. Firstly, I 

had to assume that the teachers gave honest responses about their assessment beliefs, but 

problems with social desirability (telling me the answers they thought a teacher should give, 

rather than their own opinion) may have affected reliability (Dörnyei, 2003) (Sections 5.2.3 and 

5.2.4). Secondly, the opinions came from only ten teachers within one Japanese University. A 

larger variation of teacher data from different universities across Japan would be needed to see 

whether the list in Table 6.2 is considered suitable for other university classes. Thirdly, the final 

Process GSF sheet and diary were created using my own interpretation of the teacher data and 

my own observations during the Process GSF pilot, and the Product GSF sheet and diary using 

my own judgement of how an outcome should be assessed. Although the teachers appeared 

pleased with the list when I presented it to them on an unofficial basis, including them in the 

final selection of the measures for both the Process and Product GSF may have produced 
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different versions. The teachers were unfortunately unavailable to help me in such a way because 

of their very busy schedules at that time, which is why I interpreted the data by myself. Finally, 

the interviews did not go far beyond confirming the teacher survey responses, such as learning 

more about what they often described as ‘natural’ English use (Section 6.2.2), or how they 

believed the performance measures might be best implemented into learning. More detailed and 

in-depth discussion may have yielded data that would have been useful for further clarifying 

what ‘good’ discussion performance was perceived as and justifying the selection and 

application of the GSF. However, the lack of time I had to interview the teachers made these 

additional explanations difficult to obtain. Also, even with these more detailed opinions about 

performance, I do not believe that I would have made any further alterations to the measures 

selected, as those which I selected had all been reported to be important by at least half of the 

teachers. 

 

6.3 RQ2: Changes in observable discussion performance 

6.3.1 Introduction 

After process goals were decided in RQ1, I created the GSF sheets and diaries for both 

ProdS and ProcS (Appendices E and F). These were used across a semester to answer RQ2: ‘(a) 

How does observable discussion task performance change for the students across a semester 

using a TBLT approach (regardless of the type of GSF used)? (b) What different effects do 

Product and Process GSF have on observable performance across a semester? and (c) Are 

these effects the same for Low and High Participators?’ The following sections summarize the 

performance changes for selected variables within classroom discussions and tests for students 
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using the Product or Process GSF. Repeated measures ANOVA tests were run with SPSS 

version 24 to see whether performance measures altered with statistical significance between the 

beginning, middle and end of the semester. Follow-up pair-sampled t-tests were then run for all 

of the performance measures between the different classroom tasks and tests to isolate where any 

statistically significant changes had occurred for the two groups between those different time 

periods. Also, results for LPs and HPs within both groups are discussed, although t-tests were not 

performed for these sub-groups due to the lack of reliability for such small group sizes (only six 

LP and six HP students categorized under each group). In summary, I discuss the implications 

for the overall performance measure changes for ProdS and ProcS, other potentially important 

performance changes which I observed, and the differences between LPs and HPs among the 

ProdS and ProcS.  

 

6.3.2 Overview of performance measure changes  

The overall repeated measures ANOVA results are shown below in Table 6.3. 

Statistically significant results (p<0.05) are shown in bold and are used as a point of reference for 

the sections which follow. The analysis revealed significant changes over time within every 

category in the table except for complexity of language use. Using Cohen’s (1988) 

recommendation, the effect size of the GSF on the variables over time was determined using 

partial eta squared ( ) (small at .01, medium at .09 and large at .25). If measures had no 

significant ANOVA result and/or increased and decreased significantly without a clear pattern 

across time within Tables 6.4 - 6.8 in the next section (such as faster speech rates by the middle 

2

p
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of the semester, but then slower again by the end of it), I decided not to try and interpret these 

changes. This is discussed later as a challenge I faced in the analysis (Section 6.3.8).  

I made two alterations to the original Process category of measures in Table 6.3, due to 

problems I had with interpreting the data. Firstly, ‘examples’ given by students were very few in 

number (usually only once or so in a discussion, as evident in Appendices K-N) and did not 

change with any significance across time anyway. Therefore, I decided to not include them in 

Table 6.3, as I did not want to try and draw conclusions from such unclear and insignificant 

changes. Secondly, due to the low number and high standard deviations of turns with opinions, 

agreements and disagreements in them, I combined them in a measure called ‘opinion / 

(dis)agreement turns’. These represented a total of turns which I considered to be very similar in 

content and structure, and allowed me to see clearer and more reliable statistical significance (or 

not) for changes within the data over time. However, it can be argued that giving an opinion, 

agreeing and disagreeing are different skills within discussions, which is a possible limitation to 

the data. 
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Table 6.3. Repeated measures ANOVA results 
   CLASSROOM TASKS TESTS 

Category Variable Group 
Type III 
Sum of 

Squares 

Mean 

Square 

F  

(2, 22) 
Sig.  

Type III 
Sum of 

Squares 

Mean 

Square 

F  

(2, 22) 
Sig.  

Participation 

Words spoken 
Product 15.714 7.857 0.660 0.527 0.057 6.318 3.159 0.201 0.819 0.018 

Process 2736.500 1368.250 0.913 0.416 0.077 5764.389 2882.194 2.356 0.118 0.176 

Turns per min 
Product 0.072 0.036 0.198 0.822 0.018 0.022 0.011 0.193 0.826 0.017 

Process 1.070 0.535 2.800 0.083 0.203 2.154 1.077 7.540 0.003 0.407** 

Fluency 

SRA 
Product 1104.892 552.446 0.454 0.641 0.040 3678.967 1839.483 7.182 0.004 0.395** 

Process 11763.775 5881.888 5.384 0.012 0.329** 7297.662 3648.831 2.511 0.104 0.186 

SRB 
Product 800.296 400.148 0.303 0.742 0.027 3478.497 1739.249 3.885 0.036 0.261** 

Process 11359.226 5679.613 6.067 0.008 0.355** 6361.039 3180.520 1.990 0.161 0.153 

Pauses per min 
Product 10.983 5.492 0.420 0.662 0.037 55.695 27.847 5.695 0.010 0.341** 

Process 121.824 60.912 15.979 0.000 0.592** 37.201 18.600 2.168 0.038 0.165** 

Repetitions per 

min 

Product 22.867 11.434 2.778 0.084 0.202 12.635 6.318 0.761 0.479 0.065 

Process 21.591 10.796 1.389 0.270 0.112 59.548 29.774 5.362 0.013 0.328** 

Reforms per 

min 

Product 5.303 2.651 1.035 0.372 0.086 31.474 15.737 7.904 0.003 0.418** 

Process 0.766 0.383 0.161 0.853 0.014 4.262 2.131 0.914 0.415 0.077 

Accuracy 

Errors per 100 

words 

Product 98.515 49.257 3.948 0.034 0.264** 53.864 26.932 2.973 0.072 0.213 

Process 106.208 53.104 4.213 0.028 0.277** 25.440 12.720 0.328 0.724 0.029 

PEFC 
Product 698.158 349.079 1.726 0.201 0.136 155.793 77.896 0.875 0.431 0.074 

Process 978.874 489.437 3.533 0.047 0.243* 38.936 19.468 0.064 0.938 0.006 

Complexity 

Clauses per t-

unit 

Product 0.023 0.011 0.190 0.828 0.017 0.003 0.001 0.034 0.967 0.003 

Process 0.054 0.027 0.778 0.472 0.066 0.073 0.037 1.228 0.312 0.100 

Words per t-

unit 

Product 16.961 8.481 1.698 0.206 0.134 9.378 4.689 1.784 0.191 0.140 

Process 1.657 0.829 0.491 0.619 0.043 11.821 5.911 2.196 0.135 0.166 

Words per turn 
Product 72.336 36.168 2.380 0.116 0.178 6.712 3.356 0.466 0.634 0.041 

Process 7.491 3.745 1.613 0.222 0.128 124.370 62.185 2.514 0.104 0.186 

Process 

Opinions 
Product 10.500 5.250 1.262 0.303 0.103 7.389 3.694 1.850 0.181 0.144 

Process 24.889 12.444 4.968 0.017 0.311** 28.222 14.111 4.325 0.026 0.282** 

Reasons 
Product 6.222 3.111 0.623 0.545 0.054 11.056 5.528 0.989 0.388 0.083 

Process 9.500 4.750 0.934 0.408 0.078 37.556 18.778 4.779 0.019 0.303** 

Questions 
Product 2.889 1.444 0.087 0.917 0.008 1.167 0.583 0.064 0.938 0.006 

Process 27.056 13.528 1.389 0.270 0.112 87.167 43.583 3.374 0.050 0.235* 

Opinion / 
(dis)agreement 

turns 

Product 31.056 15.528 2.888 0.077 0.208 0.056 0.028 0.009 0.991 0.001 

  Process 7.167 3.583 0.622 0.546 0.053 28.389 14.194 2.957 0.073 0.212 

Notes. Bold text = significant finding, * = sig<0.05 and medium effect size, ** = sig<0.05 and large effect size, Product N = 12, Process N = 12 

2

p
2
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Within class practices, ProdS showed significant changes for accuracy (errors per 100 

words with a large effect size), while ProcS showed changes for fluency (large effect sizes for 

SRA, SRB and pauses per minute), accuracy (a large effect size for errors per 100 words and 

medium effect size for PEFC) and process measures (large effect size for opinions). With tests, 

ProdS showed significant changes for fluency (large effect sizes for SRA, SRB, pauses per 

minute and reformulations per minute), while ProcS showed significant changes for participation 

(large effect size for turns per minute), fluency (large effect size for repetitions per minute) and 

process measures (large effect sizes for opinions and reasons, as well as a medium effect size for 

questions). These findings are further analyzed in the following sections and possible reasons for 

these changes are discussed later (Section 6.3.6). 

 

6.3.3 Specific performance measure changes 

 Although the highlighted measures in Table 6.3 were found to change with 

significance, the ANOVA results do not tell us exactly how performance changed for the 

students, or between which weeks of the semester the changes were most significant. Follow-up 

paired-sample t-test results for each variable within Table 6.3 are now discussed in order to 

clarify this. Changes found to be statistically significant are shown and explained below (using t, 

p, CI and effect size values) and any unclear pattern of changes over time and/or those with no 

ANOVA test significance are shown in red. Effect sizes for significant changes are described 

using Cohen’s (1988) description for paired-sample t-tests (small = 0.2, medium = 0.5 and large 

= 0.8). Each section also discusses differences in performance for LPs and HPs (the students who 
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spoke the least and most words in discussions, as defined in Section 5.4.2) among the ProdS and 

ProcS. 

 

6.3.3.1 Participation 

The overall follow-up paired sample t-test results for words spoken and turns taken are 

summarized in Table 6.4. Within classroom practices and tests, changes to words spoken by 

both ProdS and ProcS were statistically insignificant (Table 6.4). This did not match my 

prediction of increases in words spoken across time with the use of GSF (Section 6.2.5.2), but it 

is worth noting that ProcS did start with a higher mean number of words within classroom 

practices (M = 143.75, SD = 77.39) and tests (M = 141.33, SD = 55.13) than ProdS within 

classroom practices (M = 107.50, SD = 72.69) and tests (M = 116.75, SD = 73.67). This shows 

some non-equivalence between the two groups at the start of the study which is discussed later as 

a limitation to the data (Section 6.3.8). 

Although there were no statistically significant changes to word count across the semester 

for the students, there were clear differences between LP and HP mean words spoken (in eight 

minutes). Within classroom practices, LP ProdS and ProcS increased their mean words 

spoken much more than HPs. LP ProcS increased their mean words spoken by 66.00% from 

82.83 (SD = 41.85) in Week 2 to 137.50 (SD = 33.33) in Week 12, and by 68.33% from 53.17 

(SD = 13.21) in Week 3 to 89.50 (SD = 33.12) in Week 12 for ProdS. Thus, all of the classroom 

group discussion learning undertaken appeared to result in similar increases in words spoken for 

the quieter students in discussions (LPs), but small overall decreases in mean words spoken were 

seen for the students who spoke more at the start of the study (HPs).  



 

1
15 

Table 6.4. Participation paired-sample t-test results 
   CLASSROOM TASKS TESTS 

   Week 2 Week 7 Week 12 Week 3 Week 8 Week 13 

Variable Group Sub-Group Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Words 

spoken 

(8m) 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 107.50 72.69 117.58 63.43 119.58 51.74 116.75 73.67 124.83 71.74 133.08 88.94 

LP 53.17 13.21 78.33 37.87 89.50 33.12 72.33 36.18 72.17 26.58 72.83 28.93 

HP 161.83 66.07 156.83 60.99 149.67 51.18 161.17 76.79 177.50 62.91 193.33 88.63 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 143.75 77.39 149.75 55.09 164.50 43.73 141.33 55.13 170.75 79.93 164.50 58.93 

LP 82.83 41.85 123.83 38.23 137.50 33.33 100.50 29.47 124.17 45.34 136.50 40.00 

HP 204.67 50.19 175.67 60.03 191.50 36.69 182.17 42.61 217.33 82.42 192.50 64.48 

T-unit 

turns / 

minute 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 1.25 0.83 1.17 0.70 1.15 0.49 0.98 0.49 1.03 0.47 0.98 0.61 

LP 0.81 0.49 0.98 0.64 0.90 0.40 0.79 0.43 0.81 0.30 0.67 0.36 

HP 1.69 0.89 1.35 0.76 1.40 0.47 1.17 0.51 1.25 0.52 1.29 0.68 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 1.20 0.59 1.30 0.49 1.60** 0.45 0.88 0.45 1.28** 0.60 1.46* 0.33 

LP 0.79 0.45 1.27 0.41 1.44 0.45 0.56 0.27 1.02 0.29 1.44 0.32 

HP 1.60 0.41 1.33 0.60 1.77 0.41 1.19 0.36 1.54 0.74 1.48 0.37 

Notes. Bold text = significant finding, Red text = unclear pattern of changes over time and/or no ANOVA test significance, * = 10-week sig<0.05, ** = 5-week sig<0.05, 

OVERALL N = 12, Low Participator (LP) N = 6, High Participator (HP) N = 6 
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In tests, HPs among the ProdS increased their words spoken much more than LPs 

from Week 3 (M = 161.17, SD = 76.79) to Week 8 (M = 177.50, SD = 62.91) and again by Week 

13 (M = 193.33, SD = 88.63). However, the LPs among the ProcS accounted for most of the 

increases in words spoken in tests. LPs increased mean words spoken from the Week 3 test (M 

= 100.50, SD = 29.47) to the Week 8 test (M = 124.17, SD = 45.34) and to the final Week 13 test 

(M = 136.50, SD = 40.00). However, HPs had less of an increase than LPs between the first (M 

= 182.17, SD = 42.61) and final test (M = 192.50, SD = 64.48).  

The only statistically significant change found for participation across time for either 

ProdS or ProcS (Table 6.4) was that within classroom practices and tests, ProcS significantly 

increased their number of turns per minute. They increased turns between Week 7 (M = 1.30, 

SD = 0.49) and Week 12 (M = 1.60, SD = 0.45), t (11) = -2.52, p = 0.03, CI = -0.56 to -0.04, d = 

0.64 (medium effect size), as well as between Week 3 (M = 0.88, SD = 0.45) and Week 8 (M = 

1.28, SD = 0.60), t (11) = -2.58, p = 0.02, CI = -0.75 to -0.06, d = 0.75 (medium effect size). 

However, ProdS did not experience any such changes.  

Also, within classroom practices and tests for ProcS, the increases in turns for LPs 

was significantly larger than for HPs (Table 6.4). In the tests for example, LPs almost tripled 

their mean turns taken between the Week 3 test (M = 0.56, SD = 0.27) and the final Week 13 test 

(M = 1.44, SD = 0.32), while HPs increased their number of speaking turns with much less 

significance (from M = 1.19, SD = 0.36 to M = 1.48, SD = 0.37).  

In summary, if we compare the test participation changes for LPs and HPs among the 

ProcS with that among the ProdS, there are large differences. ProdS tests generally became more 

dominated by HPs in terms of words spoken and turns taken. An example of this can be seen 
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with student 3 in Appendix L, who did a larger proportion of the speaking for the group by the 

final test, but not in Week 3 (Appendix K). However, tests with ProcS became much more equal 

in terms of who took a speaking turn and how much each group member said. Appendix N 

shows an example of this with the quite equal spread of speech between the columns for the four 

speakers by the Week 13 test. The significant implications which these two changes over time 

may have for learning are discussed later (Section 6.3.6.3). 

 

6.3.3.2 Fluency 

Changes in the fluency performance measures across the semester are shown by the 

follow-up paired sample t-test results in Table 6.5. Within classroom practices, ProcS 

delivered speech with ever increasing speed across time, but ProdS did not. ProcS 

significantly increased their SRA from Week 2 (M = 139.86, SD = 47.31) to Week 12 (M = 

183.60, SD = 23.53), t (11) = -2.92, p = 0.04, CI = -76.73 to -10.75, d = 1.17 (large effect size), 

as well as their SRB from Week 2 (M = 107.17, SD = 35.52) to Week 12 (M = 149.39, SD = 

27.82), t (11) = -3.26, p = 0.01, CI = -70.74 to -13.70, d = 1.32 (large effect size). However, 

ProdS spoke with almost exactly the same mean SRA in Week 2 (M = 137.94, SD = 25.28) and 

Week 12 (M = 138.64, SD = 38.29) and SRB in Week 2 (M = 114.41, SD = 25.25) and Week 12 

(M = 115.07, SD = 34.27).  
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Table 6.5. Fluency paired-sample t-test results 
   CLASSROOM TASKS TESTS 

   Week 2 Week 7 Week 12 Week 3 Week 8 Week 13 

Variable Group Sub-Group Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Speech Rate A 

(SRA) 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 137.94 25.28 150.03 36.66 138.64 38.29 119.88 21.08 144.57** 21.53 130.58** 27.54 

LP 141.15 32.74 141.87 45.92 131.22 39.87 104.71 13.02 141.01 21.44 117.83 15.62 

HP 134.73 17.57 158.18 26.23 146.06 38.79 135.04 16.00 148.12 23.03 143.33 32.15 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 139.86 47.31 167.69 37.80 183.60* 23.53 154.19 44.19 161.82 38.00 187.48* 39.19 

LP 122.11 46.05 165.96 48.27 177.49 31.24 131.47 36.38 146.33 36.46 194.94 39.74 

HP 157.60 45.25 169.42 28.40 189.70 12.36 176.91 41.64 177.31 35.65 180.01 40.83 

Speech Rate B 

(SRB) 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 114.41 25.25 124.72 47.18 115.07 34.27 97.83 18.96 120.80** 19.90 103.04** 31.11 

LP 114.92 35.26 116.32 62.12 108.94 35.45 82.95 8.35 121.66 23.73 91.30 20.07 

HP 113.90 12.62 133.13 29.48 121.19 35.16 112.71 13.76 119.93 17.51 114.78 37.36 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 107.17 35.52 137.39 35.43 149.39* 27.82 123.57 43.14 128.16 35.33 153.78 46.32 

LP 95.53 37.52 139.70 43.64 141.58 31.13 103.71 39.81 116.67 35.94 163.28 50.81 

HP 118.81 32.30 135.08 29.05 157.20 24.24 143.43 39.54 139.65 33.73 144.29 43.84 

Pauses / min of 

speech 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 13.63 2.88 12.55 5.30 13.01 2.57 15.94 3.10 14.03 3.37 12.92* 3.23 

LP 13.86 4.13 12.51 7.48 13.57 2.94 18.18 2.77 15.86 2.10 13.84 3.86 

HP 13.39 1.01 12.59 2.41 12.45 2.28 13.69 1.17 12.20 3.53 12.01 2.47 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 13.27 2.38 12.25 2.26 8.96** 1.87 13.06 3.49 10.57** 1.75 11.68 3.75 

LP 13.77 2.89 12.17 3.19 10.14 1.34 14.49 3.41 10.80 1.31 12.98 4.54 

HP 12.77 1.87 12.33 0.99 7.78 1.60 11.63 3.21 10.34 2.21 10.38 2.52 

Repetitions / 

min of speech 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 5.65 3.50 4.74 3.06 6.69** 4.11 6.10 6.62 5.15 3.35 4.68 3.11 

LP 6.36 3.60 5.06 3.59 7.95 3.75 7.69 6.87 5.60 3.69 4.33 2.95 

HP 4.94 3.58 4.42 2.72 5.43 4.40 4.52 6.57 4.70 3.24 5.03 3.51 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 7.24 4.74 6.79 3.38 8.61 4.46 4.99 3.11 7.74** 3.97 7.69* 4.95 

LP 6.52 2.51 5.98 2.38 7.04 4.09 4.11 1.89 8.12 3.62 7.30 4.98 

HP 7.97 6.47 7.60 4.22 10.18 4.59 5.86 3.98 7.36 4.61 8.08 5.35 

Reformulations 

/ min of speech 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 1.90 2.10 1.99 1.57 2.75 1.31 2.02 1.62 1.99 1.48 3.99** 2.05 

LP 1.13 1.29 1.03 1.13 2.65 1.15 1.12 1.38 0.96 1.25 4.01 2.30 

HP 2.67 2.56 2.95 1.39 2.86 1.56 2.93 1.37 3.02 0.83 3.97 1.99 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 4.03 2.37 3.68 1.17 3.80 2.09 3.67 1.83 4.28 3.23 3.47 1.67 

LP 2.78 1.03 3.35 0.72 3.59 1.62 3.26 1.74 4.20 2.27 2.65 0.71 

HP 5.29 2.74 4.01 1.50 4.01 2.63 4.07 1.99 4.36 4.22 4.29 2.01 

Notes. Bold text = significant finding, Red text = unclear pattern of changes over time and/or no ANOVA test significance, * = 10-week sig<0.05, ** = 5-week sig<0.05, 

OVERALL N = 12, Low Participator (LP) N = 6, High Participator (HP) N = 6 
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Also within classroom practices, both LPs and HPs among the ProcS increased their 

speech rates (by between 30-50%), but neither LPs nor HPs among the ProdS did. This 

shows that all of the students who undertook Process GSF had the potential to improve their 

fluency in classroom discussions across time, via faster speech, regardless of how much they 

usually spoke in discussions.  

In addition, LPs among the ProcS, but not ProdS, increased their speech rates during 

tests more than HPs. In the Week 3 test, ProdS LPs spoke with a mean SRA of 131.47 (SD = 

36.38) and HPs with a mean of 176.91 (SD = 41.64). However, by the Week 13 test, LPs 

increased their mean SRA to 194.94 (SD = 39.74) and HPs to 180.01 (SD = 40.83). Even though 

LPs started with slower speech in tests than HPs (which may explain why they were categorized 

as LPs, who spoke less during discussions) they accounted for a large amount of the increases in 

speech rates across time for the group. This suggests that Process GSF in discussions may 

encourage students who speak less than others in tests to begin to speak more quickly in 

successive tests. However, it may also mean that students who already speak the most within 

group discussions may not speak any more quickly in tests within that same group.  

In classroom practices, ProcS began to pause less often, but ProdS did not. Their 

number of pauses decreased between Week 7 (M = 12.26, SD = 2.26) and Week 12 (M = 8.96, 

SD = 1.87), t (11) = 4.075, p < 0.01, CI = 1.51 to 4.08, d = 1.59 (large effect size). However, this 

improvement in fluency was not seen for ProdS. Their mean pauses per minute in classroom 

discussions in Week 2 (M = 13.63, SD = 2.88) was almost identical to that in Week 12 (M = 

13.01, SD = 2.57). Also in classroom practices, both LPs and HPs among the ProcS 

decreased pauses. LPs decreased mean pauses per minute from 13.77 (SD = 2.89) in Week 2 to 
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10.14 (SD = 1.34) in Week 12, and HPs from 12.77 (SD = 1.87) in Week 2 to 7.78 (SD = 1.60) 

in Week 12. This suggests that the Process GSF can result in improvements in classroom fluency 

(via less pausing) for both LPs and HPs.  

Within tests, both ProdS and ProcS decreased their pauses, especially LPs. ProdS 

decreased pauses between Week 3 (M = 15.94, SD = 3.10) and Week 13 (M = 12.92, SD = 3.23), 

t (11) = 4.14, p < 0.01, CI = 0.02 to 0.08, d = 0.95 (large effect size). ProcS also decreased 

pauses between Week 3 (M = 13.06, SD = 3.49) and Week 8 (M = 10.57, SD = 1.75), t (11) = 

2.19, p = 0.05, CI = -0.02 to 4.99, d = 0.90 (large effect size).  

Within tests, ProdS increased reformulations and ProcS increased repetitions, but 

neither changed within classroom practices. Specifically, ProdS increased their reformulations 

between Week 8 (M = 1.99, SD = 1.48) and Week 13 (M = 3.99, SD = 2.05), t (11) = -3.35, p = 

0.01, CI = -3.31 to -0.68, d = 1.12 (large effect size) and ProcS increased their repetitions 

between Week 3 (M = 4.99, SD = 3.11) and Week 8 (M = 7.74, SD = 3.97), t (11) = -3.37, p = 

0.01, CI = -4.55 to -0.95, d = 0.77 (medium effect size), as well as across the whole semester 

between Week 3 (M = 4.99, SD = 3.11) and Week 13 (M = 7.69, SD = 4.95), t (11) = -2.94, p = 

0.01, CI = -4.73 to -0.68, d = 0.65 (medium effect size).  

In summary, within classroom practices, the Process GSF, but not Product GSF, 

encouraged both LPs and HPs to speak faster and with fewer pauses. However, within tests, both 

the Process and Product GSF helped reduce pauses (especially LPs), but increased repetitions 

and reformulations, and had very uncertain results for speech rates. These points are discussed 

more in terms of their significance later (Sections 6.3.6.2 and 6.3.6.3).  
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6.3.3.3 Accuracy 

Changes in accuracy across time for both ProdS and ProcS are shown in Table 6.6. 

Within classroom practices, both ProdS and ProcS decreased errors per 100 words 

between the middle and end of the semester. ProdS decreased errors from Week 7 (M = 16.63, 

SD = 5.20) to Week 12 (M = 12.63, SD = 4.62), t (11) = 3.20, p < 0.01, CI = 1.25 to 6.75, d = 

0.81 (large effect size). ProcS also decreased errors from Week 7 (M = 15.06, SD = 4.90) to 

Week 12 (M = 10.90, SD = 4.64), t (11) = 3.74, p < 0.01, CI = 1.71 to 6.60, d = 0.87 (large effect 

size). No significant difference was found between LPs and HPs among the ProdS or ProcS 

for the errors made. Therefore, there was no clear connection between how many words 

students say in discussions and how many errors they make across different discussions. 
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Table 6.6. Accuracy paired-sample t-test results  
   CLASSROOM TASKS TESTS 

   Week 2 Week 7 Week 12 Week 3 Week 8 Week 13 

Variable Group Sub-Group Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Error / 100 
words 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 15.18 5.20 16.63 5.20 12.63** 4.62 15.16 4.39 15.60 3.76 12.82* 4.34 

LP 16.86 6.54 17.28 5.71 13.60 2.27 16.03 5.58 16.18 5.05 12.88 5.40 

HP 13.50 3.13 15.99 5.09 11.67 6.28 14.30 3.07 15.02 2.17 12.76 3.52 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 13.56 5.57 15.06 4.90 10.90** 4.64 14.92 7.04 13.47 4.62 12.93 5.19 

LP 13.45 6.02 13.92 2.21 11.14 4.07 13.93 4.31 15.47 4.31 14.05 6.55 

HP 13.67 5.65 16.20 6.69 10.66 5.53 15.90 9.39 11.47 4.33 11.81 3.67 

Percentage 
of Error-

Free 

Clauses 
(PEFC) 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 43.16 12.92 32.66** 16.45 40.04 26.05 38.13 11.18 39.87 10.24 34.85 15.57 

LP 42.76 16.63 31.30 20.37 29.17 20.24 34.28 8.91 41.89 12.94 31.37 16.86 

HP 43.55 9.51 34.02 13.26 50.91 28.27 41.99 12.65 37.84 7.32 38.33 14.84 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 46.61 17.45 40.79 16.13 53.54** 11.93 46.03 18.78 43.49 16.07 44.90 17.97 

LP 49.33 20.32 41.35 6.01 54.07 9.68 45.08 23.79 36.67 15.73 44.27 20.02 

HP 43.89 15.46 40.23 23.14 53.01 14.79 46.99 14.41 50.31 14.45 45.53 17.57 

Notes. Bold text = significant finding, Red text = unclear pattern of changes over time and/or no ANOVA test significance, * = 10-week sig<0.05, ** = 5-week sig<0.05, 

OVERALL N = 12, Low Participator (LP) N = 6, High Participator (HP) N = 6 
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6.3.3.4 Complexity 

Changes in complexity across time for both groups are shown in Table 6.7. In classroom 

practices and tests, all changes in complexity measures for both ProdS and ProcS were 

insignificant. According to the ANOVA results in Table 6.3, students who undertook process or 

product-related GSF did not speak with statistically more or fewer clauses per t-unit, more words 

per t-unit or words per speaking turn across the semester.  

However, one result which I felt needed highlighting was that between the second and 

final test, ProcS spoke in significantly shorter turns, but ProdS did not. ProcS said a 

statistically lower number of words in each turn from Week 8 (M = 11.08, SD = 4.54) to Week 

13 (M = 8.19, SD = 2.45), t (11) = 2.64, p = 0.02, CI = 0.48 to 5.30, d = 0.79 (medium effect 

size). Although the ANOVA results (Table 6.3) did not find significant changes for the words 

per turn for ProcS, I decided to include this t-test result in my discussion of the results. This was 

firstly because the mean values of the words per turn did decrease across time within tests for 

ProcS (especially for LPs). This is something which I also observed while scoring ProcS tests 

(Appendix C, Part 2), as well as within the transcripts. The shortening of speaking turns between 

Weeks 3 (Appendix M) and Week 13 (Appendix N) gives a clear example of this. ProcS, 

especially LPs, were noticeably taking shorter turns as time went on in order to reach their scores 

during the shared speaking time of tests. This is discussed further as a significant finding for 

Process GSF within this study (Section 6.3.6.2). 
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Table 6.7. Complexity paired-sample t-test results  
   CLASSROOM TASKS TESTS 

   Week 2 Week 7 Week 12 Week 3 Week 8 Week 13 

Variable Group Sub-Group Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Clauses/Pruned 
T-unit 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 1.33 0.44 1.27 0.20 1.30 0.33 1.33 0.29 1.32 0.30 1.31 0.30 

LP 1.38 0.58 1.25 0.22 1.21 0.42 1.27 0.32 1.27 0.40 1.16 0.16 

HIP 1.28 0.28 1.29 0.21 1.38 0.22 1.40 0.27 1.36 0.18 1.47 0.35 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 1.36 0.21 1.28 0.27 1.28 0.16 1.50 0.25 1.40 0.31 1.42 0.20 

LP 1.35 0.23 1.26 0.22 1.35 0.13 1.44 0.18 1.40 0.20 1.34 0.17 

HP 1.37 0.21 1.31 0.33 1.21 0.16 1.57 0.31 1.40 0.41 1.50 0.21 

Words/Pruned 

T-unit 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 8.72 2.85 9.03 1.50 10.31 2.34 9.00 1.61 8.80 1.32 9.97 3.12 

LP 8.47 3.46 8.61 1.07 11.36 2.70 8.53 1.68 8.46 1.57 8.94 1.16 

HP 8.97 2.41 9.46 1.84 9.26 1.46 9.47 1.53 9.14 1.03 11.00 4.19 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 8.49 1.36 9.01 1.81 8.72 1.45 10.57 2.14 9.37 1.31 10.60** 1.81 

LP 7.88 1.17 8.39 1.94 8.44 1.11 11.15 2.49 9.20 0.90 10.10 2.20 

HP 9.10 1.34 9.64 1.58 9.00 1.79 9.99 1.75 9.53 1.70 11.09 1.34 

Words/Pruned 
turn 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 6.06 3.64 9.42 8.26 6.98 3.99 7.94 4.99 8.96 5.14 8.23 4.72 

LP 3.86 1.33 6.56 4.28 4.74 2.06 5.30 1.70 6.13 2.93 5.07 2.17 

HP 8.26 3.97 12.28 10.58 9.23 4.32 10.58 5.92 11.80 5.50 11.39 4.51 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 7.61 2.63 8.60 2.18 7.66 1.26 12.68 9.47 11.08 4.54 8.19** 2.45 

LP 7.50 3.10 8.60 2.47 7.62 1.65 14.90 13.15 10.94 4.92 7.27 1.99 

HP 7.71 2.38 8.60 2.08 7.69 0.89 10.46 3.52 11.22 4.59 9.11 2.68 

Notes. Bold text = significant finding, Red text = unclear pattern of changes over time and/or no ANOVA test significance, * = 10-week sig<0.05, ** = 5-week sig<0.05, 

OVERALL N = 12, Low Participator (LP) N = 6, High Participator (HP) N = 6 
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6.3.3.5 Task process-focused performance 

Changes in process-focused performance across time for both groups are shown in Table 

6.8. These measures were based on the Process GSF variables created using the data in RQ1 

(Table 6.2) which were considered to be important signs of student performance. Changes in 

process-focused measures across time was potentially the clearest difference between ProdS and 

ProcS within the study. For the classroom practices and tests, all of the changes in process 

measures by ProdS were insignificant. In short, ProdS did not increase their opinions, reasons, 

questions, agreements or disagreements during discussions across the semester. However, the t-

test data (Table 6.8) did show for classroom practices that ProdS increased their combined 

opinions, agreements and disagreements with statistical significance between Week 2 (M = 4.42, 

SD = 3.32) and Week 7 (M = 6.50, SD = 4.21), t (11) = -2.70, p = 0.02, CI = -3.79 to -0.38, d = 

0.55 (medium effect size). Despite this, changes in this measure over time were not found to be 

significant with the ANOVA test results (Table 6.3).  
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Table 6.8. Task process-focused paired-sample t-test results  
    CLASSROOM TASKS TESTS 

    Week 2 Week 7 Week 12 Week 3 Week 8 Week 13 

Category Variable Group Sub-Group Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Speaking 

Opinions 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 3.08 1.98 4.08 2.78 4.33 2.23 3.00 1.65 4.08 1.62 3.75 2.09 

LP 1.83 1.47 2.33 1.75 3.67 2.16 1.83 1.33 3.67 1.37 2.67 1.63 

HP 4.33 1.63 5.83 2.56 5.00 2.28 4.17 0.98 4.50 1.87 4.83 2.04 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 2.42 1.24 3.08 1.83 4.42* 1.62 2.50 1.31 3.67 2.23 4.67* 1.44 

LP 1.83 1.17 3.67 1.97 3.83 2.14 2.00 1.10 3.33 2.50 4.83 1.94 

HP 3.00 1.10 2.50 1.64 5.00 0.63 3.00 1.41 4.00 2.10 4.50 0.84 

Reasons 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 3.50 2.24 4.17 2.37 4.50 2.97 4.33 2.46 5.42 2.71 5.58 4.17 

LP 2.33 1.97 3.17 2.40 2.67 1.86 3.00 1.10 3.83 2.71 3.50 2.43 

HP 4.67 1.97 5.17 2.04 6.33 2.80 5.67 2.80 7.00 1.67 7.67 4.68 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 4.42 3.18 5.67 2.74 5.17 1.53 4.50 2.54 5.67 2.53 7.00* 3.30 

LP 2.00 1.26 4.67 1.97 4.83 1.17 3.17 1.60 4.67 1.97 6.00 2.68 

HP 6.83 2.56 6.67 3.20 5.50 1.87 5.83 2.71 6.67 2.80 8.00 3.79 

Understanding Questions 

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 4.50 4.76 4.67 4.48 5.17 4.59 3.75 4.20 3.83 5.64 4.17 4.32 

LP 2.83 1.72 4.00 5.06 4.00 1.55 2.67 2.80 1.17 0.75 2.50 3.02 

HP 6.17 6.34 5.33 4.18 6.33 6.38 4.83 5.31 6.50 7.23 5.83 5.04 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 6.00 4.67 6.17 3.13 7.92 3.23 4.42 3.48 7.33 7.33 8.00* 5.05 

LP 3.33 3.08 4.67 1.86 7.00 3.46 2.50 2.26 4.00 3.03 7.67 4.50 

HP 8.67 4.63 7.67 3.56 8.83 2.99 6.33 3.56 10.67 9.07 8.33 5.96 

Reacting to 

others 

Opinion / 

(dis)agreement 
turns  

PRODUCT 

OVERALL 4.42 3.32 6.50** 4.21 6.25 2.30 6.83 2.48 6.83 2.41 6.92 2.50 

LP 2.17 1.33 3.83 2.32 5.17 1.60 6.00 2.97 5.50 1.76 5.17 1.60 

HP 6.67 3.20 9.17 4.07 7.33 2.50 7.67 1.75 8.17 2.32 8.67 1.97 

PROCESS 

OVERALL 5.92 1.83 6.33 2.39 7.00 2.73 4.92 2.35 6.17 2.37 7.08* 1.88 

LP 4.67 1.21 6.50 2.95 5.67 2.34 4.00 2.10 5.33 1.97 7.00 1.67 

HP 7.17 1.47 6.17 1.94 8.33 2.58 5.83 2.40 7.00 2.61 7.17 2.23 

Notes. Bold text = significant finding, Red text = unclear pattern of changes over time or and/no ANOVA test significance, * = 10-week sig<0.05, ** = 5-week sig<0.05, 

OVERALL N = 12, Low Participator (LP) N = 6, High Participator (HP) N = 6 
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The data in Table 6.8 shows much more positive improvements for the process measures 

across time for ProcS compared to ProdS. Within classroom practices, ProcS significantly 

increased their opinions between Week 2 (M = 2.42, SD = 1.42) and Week 12 (M =4.42, SD = 

1.62), t (11) = -3.46, p = 0.01, CI = -3.27 to -0.73, d = 1.39 (large effect size). Also, within tests, 

ProcS significantly increased (1) opinions between Week 3 (M = 2.50, SD = 1.31) and Week 

13 (M = 4.67, SD = 1.44), t (11) = -4.06, p < 0.01 , CI = -3.34 to -0.99, d = 1.58 (large effect 

size); (2) reasons given between Week 3 (M = 4.50, SD = 2.54) and Week 13 (M = 7.00, SD = 

3.30), t (11) = -2.17, p = 0.05, CI = -5.37 to 0.03, d = 0.85 (large effect size); (3) questions 

between Week 3 (M = 4.42, SD = 3.48) and Week 13 (M = 8.00, SD = 5.05), t (11) = -2.44, p = 

0.03, CI = -6.82 to -0.35, d = 0.83 (large effect size); and (4) combined opinions, agreements 

and disagreements between Week 3 (M = 4.92, SD = 3.25) and Week 13 (M = 7.08, SD = 

1.88), t (11) = -2.63, p = 0.02, CI = -3.98 to -0.35, d = 1.02 (large effect size) (although the 

ANOVA data in Table 6.3 was not significant for this final variable). Therefore, a benefit for the 

students who focused on Process GSF with discussions was that they began to demonstrate more 

of the interactions, related to those goals, which were deemed as important signs of discussion 

performance in RQ1 (Table 6.2).  

Some interesting differences were found between the changes in performances by LPs 

and HPs among the ProdS and ProcS. In classroom practices, LPs and HPs among the ProdS 

showed similar changes in process measures, but LPs among the ProcS increased their 

reasons and questions more than HPs. LPs among the ProcS increased their reasons between 

Week 2 (M = 2.00, SD = 1.26), Week 7 (M = 4.67, SD = 1.97) and Week 12 (M = 4.83, SD = 

1.17). However, HPs actually decreased their reasons between Week 2 (M = 6.83, SD = 2.56), 
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Week 7 (M = 6.67, SD = 3.20) and Week 12 (M = 5.50, SD = 1.87). Also, the same LPs 

increased their mean values for questions between Week 2 (M = 3.33, SD = 3.08), Week 7 (M = 

4.67, SD = 1.86) and Week 12 (M = 7.00, SD = 3.46), while HPs had similar mean values for 

Week 2 (M = 8.67, SD = 4.63), Week 7 (M = 7.67, SD = 3.56) and Week 12 (M = 8.83, SD = 

2.99).  

However, within tests, LPs among the ProdS had consistently lower mean values 

than HPs for every process measure. Even though LPs and HPs had similar changes to mean 

opinions, agreements, disagreements, reasons and questions across time, HPs were always saying 

around twice as many of each as LPs during tests. Meanwhile, the development of LPs and HPs 

within tests for ProcS was very different. Even though LPs among the ProcS started with much 

lower mean values for each measure compared to HPs (similarly to ProdS), by the final test in 

Week 13, LPs and HPs among the ProcS were speaking with a similar number of all of the 

process measures. Therefore, the students in the groups which focused on Process GSF became 

much more equal in terms of the performance measures for assessment in tests (Table 6.2) 

compared to ProdS (where some students had much higher performance measures than others in 

the same group).  

In summary, ProdS showed no significant changes in process measures across the 

semester. In addition, LPs among them were consistently showing less of these measures than 

HPs, especially within the tests. However, ProcS significantly increased their process measures 

over time, with LPs showing larger improvements than HPs, performing at almost the same level 

as them by the final test. The possible implications for learning for all of these differences are 

addressed later (Sections 6.3.6.2 and 6.3.6.3). 
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6.3.4 Additional performance considerations 

This section gives details of additional performance changes which I observed within the 

transcripts for ProdS and ProcS. These additional perceptions of discussion performance are 

included in the discussion of the overall learning with TBLT tasks over time, as well as the 

potential effects of the two types of GSF on learning (Section 6.3.6). By looking at a wider 

variety of changes in speech and interactions between students across time, a clearer picture can 

be created for overall changes in performance. Measures in this section are related to 

collaboration and efforts made by students to understand one another to reach decisions together 

during discussions, which are also considered as important indications of communicative 

competence (Celce-Murcia, 2007; Celce-Murcia et al., 1995; Ellis, 2003, p. 8). On the whole, the 

Product GSF appeared to focus students more on collaborating and understanding each other as a 

group to reach a task outcome (with regards to their turn content, clarifications and word usage), 

while the Process GSF seemed to encourage students to undertake more frequent turn-taking and 

voice their individual opinions. Detailed statistical data and analysis are not used for all of these 

measures. This was because I was not confident to do so with measures which relied heavily on 

my own interpretations of student meaning and intentions and because the occurrences of such 

spoken actions were few in number and difficult to assess for changes over time. 

  

6.3.4.1 Outcome-promoting, on-task and off-task turns 

Within the discourse of discussions across the semester, I made three important 

classifications for turns with regards to task outcome. The first type of turn was labelled as 

outcome-promoting, which I deemed to be taken in order to promote an agreed choice among 
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group members. An example is shown below (see Appendix L, lines 8-12) where a group is 

discussing which part-time job is best for a university student: 

  

1 (Student 4): But I have other idea. I am juggler. I show juggling performance other 

people. If I am park or other event.  It is real. Yes. 

2 (Student 3): Yes. But we cannot do juggling. 

3 (Student 4): I know. 

4 (Student 3): Yes. So what do you think our opinion? I think the best idea is university 

campus. You too? 

5 (Student 1): Okay. 

6 (Student 2): Okay. 

7 (Student 4): Okay. 

  

Student 3 (turn 4) interrupts the discussion of juggling to push students to align around a 

previously mentioned job, one on a university campus. This outcome-promoting turn prompts 

signs of agreement from the other students (‘utterances of ‘okay’). 

The second, and most common, type of turn within discussions were labelled as on-task, 

which were connected to the required outcome of the task, but did not directly promote final 

decisions between group members as outcome-promoting turns were considered to do.  

Lastly, I labelled some turns as off-task, in which I judged the content to be neither 

outcome-promoting or on-task, and have no relevance to achieving an outcome (group decision) 

for the topic. An example of an ‘off-task’ turn is shown in turn 4 below (Appendix N, lines 40-

43), where the students are discussing which country would be best for them to visit together: 
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1 (Student 3): My best choice is America because America has many sightseeing and I like 

baseball so I want to watch the baseball game. For example New York Yankees. 

2 (Student 1): Where do you want to go there? 

3 (Student 3): I want to go New York or Los Angeles. 

4 (Student 2): What is your favorite food in America? 

  

Student 3 (turns 1 and 3) is considering specific cities and reasons to take a trip there. 

However, Student 2 (turn 4) asks a question related to food preferences which I deemed not to be 

connected to the decision the group are trying to make. Also, nobody in the group uses the 

responses to this question to help make their group decision and so I classified the turn by 

Student 2 (turn 4) as ‘off-task’. Differences in the mean number of total off-task and outcome-

promoting turns within discussions can be seen in Table 6.9. 

 

Table 6.9. Mean total group off-task and outcome-promoting turns 
   CLASSROOM TASKS  TESTS 

Variable Group  Week 2 Week 7 Week 12 Week 3 Week 8 Week 13 

Off-task 

turns/minute 

PRODUCT 
Mean 1.25 0.67 0.25 0.50 0.25 0.00 

SD 1.66 1.07 0.45 0.80 0.62 0.00 

PROCESS 
Mean 1.67 2.67 4.00 0.83 4.25 4.00 

SD 1.56 2.27 2.22 0.94 3.89 2.13 

Outcome-
promoting 

turns/minute 

PRODUCT 
Mean 0.67 1.67 1.17 1.08 1.67 0.92 

SD 1.23 1.72 1.03 1.24 1.56 0.79 

PROCESS 
Mean 0.08 0.25 0.33 0.00 0.17 0.17 

SD 0.29 0.45 0.65 0.00 0.39 0.58 

Notes. Means are for the total of all four group members during the six different groups’ discussions (PRODUCT N = 3, 

PROCESS N = 3) 

 

ProdS said fewer and fewer total off-task turns and more total outcome-promoting 

turns across time within classroom discussions and tests. This suggests that students who 

focused on the outcome of their discussions as their goals were less likely to take speaking turns 

which did not help lead to that outcome. On the other hand, ProcS took more total off-task 
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turns and showed no increase in total outcome-promoting turns within classroom 

discussions or tests. Thus, students who focused on Process GSF with discussions did not use 

turns to make final decisions and would instead go 'off-task' and no closer to making those 

decisions together. In fact, ProcS almost never said anything which I perceived in transcripts to 

promote an outcome in such a way. This may not be surprising, as ProcS were not assessed for 

output of their discussions, but demonstrates a clear difference in discussion content to the 

groups of ProdS. 

  

6.3.4.2 Clarifications 

The transcripts also showed that ProdS were generally clarifying each other's turns 

more than ProcS by the end of the semester. After listening to another group member speak, 

ProdS would sometimes take time to clarify the speaker’s opinion by using short clarification 

questions, such as ‘why?’, or by repeating the part of the turn they wished to clarify as a question 

(see Appendix K, Lines 7-12 and Appendix L, Lines 31-36 for examples). However, this was 

almost never seen for ProcS, who by Week 13 would follow other speaking turns with turns 

connected to getting scores within the GSF (asking a follow-up question, or giving their own 

opinion). This was of course to be expected from ProcS, as the GSF guided them to develop their 

responses to each in this way, but the lack of clarifying which occurred between speakers made 

me wonder whether the students actually understood what each other was saying. The teachers in 

the study rated clarifying and paraphrasing as important for assessment (Table 6.1) and my 

decision to remove it from the GSF may have caused ProcS to not develop this skill, while ProdS 

continued to practise it.  
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6.3.4.3 Turn-taking strategies 

Another interesting development within the discussions was that ProdS and ProcS 

developed different turn-taking strategies. ProcS became noticeably faster at switching 

between speakers by Week 13 and, as a result, were able to take more turns within discussions 

across time. This was almost certainly because ProcS knew that the more turns they took, the 

higher scores they could get with the GSF system they were using. Because of this, ProcS 

developed strategies focused on increasing the turns they could take, such as following a similar 

order of speakers and turn content each week. A clear example of this in Week 13 can be seen in 

Appendix N, where student 1 speaks first, answers follow-up questions from the others, other 

group members agree and disagree with the opinion and then the routine is repeated by students 

2, 3 and 4. In addition, the switching of speakers between ProcS was often coordinated by giving 

turns to each other with utterances such as ‘What do you think about my opinion?’ and ‘What is 

your choice?’ (see Appendix N, Lines 15, 19, 35, 39, and 57 for examples). This ‘giving a turn to 

someone else’ was reported by the teachers as being important for assessment (Table 6.1). 

Although it was removed from the GSF, it appears that the Process GSF became better than the 

Product GSF at encouraging it among students.  

  

6.3.4.4 Possessive pronoun usage 

Differences in language use were also apparent between the two groups by the end of the 

semester. One particularly interesting point which I noticed within the transcripts was the use of 

different possessive pronouns by ProdS and ProcS when referring to opinions and group 

choices. By Week 13, ProdS referred to opinions and choices using the word ‘our’ more often 

than ProcS, who used the words ‘my’ and ‘your’ noticeably more. This can be seen by 
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comparing the Week 13 transcripts in Appendix L (ProdS) and Appendix N (ProcS). Within 

these final tests, ProdS said ‘my’ four times, ‘our’ three times, but no one said ‘your’. However, 

ProcS said ‘my’ nine times, ‘your’ 18 times, but no one said ‘our’. This may show the more 

collaborative nature of discussions developed with the use of Product GSF, and a more 

individualized mind-set about performance with the Process GSF, which I address more in the 

discussion (Section 6.3.6.2). 

  

6.3.5 RQ2 results summary 

 Table 6.10 shows a summary of statistically significant changes and effect sizes for 

discussion performance in classroom tasks and tests for both ProdS and ProcS across the 

semester. Increases and decreases detailed in black in the table indicate both a significant 

ANOVA and follow-up t-test changes for the variable. Results in red show uncertain data due to 

significant t-test (but not ANOVA) results, and/or unclear patterns of changes across time. Table 

6.11 also shows a summary of the performance changes for LPs and HPs among the ProdS and 

ProcS. 
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Table 6.10. Summary of significant ANOVA repeated measures and follow-up t-test results 
  CLASSROOM TASKS TESTS 

Variable Sub-variable PRODUCT PROCESS PRODUCT PROCESS 

Participation 
Words spoken (8m)     

Turns/min  
W7 to W12 increase* 

(d = 0.64) 
 

W3 to W8 increase* 

(d = 0.75) 

Fluency 

SRA  
W2 to W12 increase** 

(d = 1.17) 

W3 to W8 increase** 

(d = 1.16) 

W8 to W13 decrease* 
(d = 0.57) 

W3 to W13 increase* 

(d = 0.80) 

SRB  
W2 to W12 increase** 

(d = 1.32) 

W3 to W8 increase** 

(d = 1.18) 
W8 to W13 decrease* 

(d = 0.68) 

 

Pauses/min of speech  
W7 to W12 decrease** 

(d = 1.59) 

W3 toW13 decrease** 

(d = 0.95) 

W3 to W8 decrease** 

(d = 0.90) 

Repetitions/min of speech    

W3 to W8 increase* 

(d = 0.77) 

W3 to W13 increase* 
(d = 0.65) 

Reformulations/min of speech   
W8 to W13 increase** 

(d = 1.12) 
 

Accuracy 
Errors/100 words 

W7 to W12 decrease** 
(d = 0.81) 

W7 to W12 decrease** 
(d = 0.87) 

W3 to W13 decrease* 
(d = 0.54) 

 

PEFC 
W2 to W7 decrease* 

(d = 0.71) 

W7 to W12 increase** 

(d = 0.90) 
  

Complexity 

Clauses/pruned t-unit     

Words/pruned t-unit    
W8 to W13 increase* 

(d = 0.78) 

Length of pruned t-unit turns    
W8 to W13 decrease* 

(d = 0.79) 

Process-

focused 

Opinions  
W2 to W12 increase** 

(d = 1.39) 
 

W3 to W13 increase** 

(d = 1.58) 

Reasons    
W3 to W13 increase** 

(d = 0.85) 

Questions    
W3 to W13 increase** 

(d = 0.83) 

Opinion / (dis)agreement turns 
W2 to W7 increase* 

(d = 0.55) 
  

W3 to W13 increase** 
(d = 1.02) 

Notes. Bold text = significant ANOVA and follow-up t-test finding, Red text = no ANOVA test significance or unclear pattern of changes over time, * = medium t-test 

effect size (Cohen’s d > 0.5), ** = large t-test effect size (Cohen’s d >0.8). 
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Table 6.11. Summary of significant differences between LP and HP performances 
Variable Group Classroom tasks summary Tests summary 

Participation 

Product  Larger increase in words spoken by LPs. Larger increase in words spoken by HPs. 

Process 
Larger increase in words spoken and turns 

taken by LPs. 

Larger increase in words spoken and turns 

taken by LPs. 

Fluency 

Product  

Larger decreases in pauses and repetitions for 

LPs. Larger increases in reformulations for 

LPs. 

Process  

Larger increases in SRA and SRB for LPs. 

Larger decreases in pauses and reformulations 

for LPs.  

Accuracy 
Product   

Process   

Complexity 
Product   

Process  Larger decreases in words per turn for LPs. 

Process-focused 

Product   

Process 
Larger increases in reasons and questions for 

LPs.  

Larger increases in total opinions, agreements 

and disagreements, as well as reasons and 

questions by LPs. 

 

6.3.6 RQ2 discussion 

I now discuss the changes in performance found across the semester for the students. I start 

by addressing part (a) of RQ2, by discussing general changes found for both groups, regardless 

of the GSF undertaken. This evaluates the potential for the use of a TBLT approach for 

improving group discussions performance. Next, I address part (b) of RQ2, by discussing the 

possible effects of the Product and Process GSF on learning and performance across the semester 

by looking at statistically significant performance measure changes (Table 6.10) and other 

performance changes which I observed across time (Sections 6.3.4.1 - 6.3.4.4). After that, I 

address part (c) of RQ2 by discussing differences in performance changes for LPs and HPs 

among the ProdS and ProcS (Table 6.11). Key findings are written in bold and are used to 

discuss what potential TBLT and the two types of GSF may have for helping students of 

different levels improve at group discussions. Finally, I give details of the main limitations I 

encountered within the analysis.  
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6.3.6.1 Overall discussion performance changes with a TBLT approach 

The data showed that the number of words spoken by ProdS and ProcS did not 

change with statistical significance across time within classroom practices or tests (Table 

6.4). I found this to be of surprise, as a lot of the research discussed earlier suggests that the 

presence of focused goals within tasks will increase the degree to which students engage within 

tasks to improve their performance across time (e.g. Miller et al., 1996; Ryan & Deci, 2000; 

Wolters, 2004). This finding shows that it cannot be assumed that TBLT group discussions will 

lead to more speech among groups over time, even when goals are applied. According to the 

several theories discussed in Section 2.2, students who practise listening to, speaking in, and 

interacting with others in a second language will improve their communicative competence in 

that language. However, such improvements do not appear to come in the form of more word 

spoken. This poses a limitation for the use of TBLT with low-level learners if increased 

participation is a goal within the learning. 

 A positive performance change found for classroom discussions was that classroom 

accuracy (errors per 100 words spoken) improved for both ProdS and ProcS with 

statistical significance across the second-half of the semester (Table 6.6). Even with a new 

topic each week, the use of a TBLT-style approach to classroom discussions (with a ten-minute 

pre-discussion pair practice, group discussion and post-discussion language form focus) appears 

to have helped the students make less errors in speech. This is an important finding, as I am 

unaware of the existence of such data proving that classroom TBLT group oral discussions can 

lead to improvements in accuracy over time. Therefore, teachers can expect a TBLT approach to 

group discussions (with pre-task rehearsal, task, and post-task language focus) to improve L2 
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accuracy across classroom practices (via fewer spoken errors), even if they do not have the time 

in class to observe groups to see this happening.  

However, test accuracy did not improve for ProdS or ProcS (Table 6.6), where 

teachers would be able to directly observe groups one at a time and perhaps consider the errors 

being made in speech in their assessment. Exactly why accuracy improved across classes, but not 

between tests, cannot be confirmed with the data available, but has two potential implications for 

TBLT with group discussions. Firstly, a lack of a pre-discussion rehearsal before tests may make 

it too difficult for students to transfer learning and decrease spoken errors across time. Oral task 

repetition has been shown to improve accuracy in follow-up tasks with the same content (Bygate, 

1996, 2001; Bygate & Samuda, 2005; Lynch & McClean, 2000, 2001). It was my impression, as 

the teacher assessing the tests, that the lack of test preparation compared to classroom practices 

was a major factor for this lack of improvement. Students did not have time to practise 

conceptualizing, formulating and articulating (De Bot, 1992; Levelt, 1989) their opinions and 

responses to other opinions on that topic beforehand and could not use their short-term working 

memory (Baddeley, 1986, 1993; Baddeley & Hitch, 1974; Guará-Tavares, 2011, 2013, 2016) to 

retain pre-prepared language. Therefore, during the tests, students clearly experienced more 

cognitive load than in classes (having to undertake the construction of this language on the spot) 

and this was probably the reason they made more errors in speech. This lack of preparation time 

for tests was also reported as a source of difficulty for performance by both groups of students 

within surveys and interviews (Section 6.4.3).  

Secondly, the added pressure of discussion test conditions may make students more 

focused on quickly getting test scores (group decisions for ProdS or delivering opinions, reasons 
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and questions for ProcS), rather than demonstrating other abilities, such as not making spoken 

errors, which had no direct connection with their score (Huang & Hung, 2013). This added 

pressure may also have accounted for why both ProdS and ProcS were able to decrease their 

pauses in tests with significance across time. When students were under pressure to get their test 

scores, they most likely tried to achieve those scores in a quicker time than in classroom 

discussions and, therefore, paused less. Teachers need to consider how students should be 

allowed to prepare for group discussion tests, because if the conditions for practices and tests are 

different (such as the lack of a preparation stage in this study potentially affecting performance), 

the assessment may not show teachers how accurately they are using language in classes, but 

only a faster version of student discussions, with less pauses, but more spoken errors. 

 Another significant finding was that complexity of language use did not improve 

significantly for ProdS or ProcS within classroom practices or tests (Tables 6.3 and 6.7). In 

other studies, TBLT has been found to improve complexity of language use when it was 

combined with pre-task planning stages (see Ellis, 2009 and Javad Ahmadian et al., 2015 for 

recent summaries). This lack of improvement for complexity with TBLT group discussion tasks, 

which included a planning stage, may be a weakness in its ability to improve language use. 

However, complexity of language use may not be a suitable measure of performance for low-

level learners due to its contradiction with other measures (Section 3.3.1), and because it was not 

highlighted by the teachers in the study as an important measure of performance (Table 6.2) and 

was therefore not the focus of either of the GSF approaches (which were based on interactional 

process or task outcome only). If teachers wish to use a TBLT and/or GSF approach to improve 

complexity, they must consider what additional support, or alternative approach to TBLT might 
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be suitable to do so beyond those used in this study. This is discussed more in the conclusions 

(Section 7.2). 

 In summary, if we consider the overall changes in performance measures across time in 

the study, then the use of TBLT for group discussions shows limitations for language 

development for low-level students. Although classroom accuracy (spoken errors) and test 

fluency (pauses) did improve, there were no significant improvements seen for classroom 

participation, repetitions, reformulations or complexity, or for test accuracy or complexity. As 

one focus of this study was to assess the effectiveness of GSF to improve the performance 

measures rated most highly for discussions by the teachers (Table 6.1), the lack of development 

of some common oral task performance measures discussed above is a concern. If teachers wish 

to see improvements which were not seen in this study (such as accuracy and/or complexity in 

tests), then the potential ‘trade-off’ between CAF measures (the Skehan and Robinson debate 

discussed in Section 2.2.2), as well as between rubric scores and other aspects of performances 

(such as measures related to interactions), needs consideration within learning, as well as the 

need for additional support for low-level learners, such as planning stages. These important 

points are discussed further in the conclusions section.  

 

6.3.6.2 Discussion performance changes with Product and Process GSF 

Within classroom practices, only ProcS improved fluency with statistical 

significance (increased speech rates and decreased pauses shown in Table 6.5). Although ProdS 

practised the same style of discussions each week, they did not improve this aspect of their 

performance within classes, which questions whether this style of TBLT and GSF is appropriate 
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for students if a focus of the course is to improve fluency. Students who can learn to deliver 

speech more quickly and with less pauses are considered better language users within research 

(Skehan, 2009; Tavakoli & Skehan, 2005). Although other research (such as Martin et al., 2016) 

has suggested improved discussion task outcome is possible with the inclusion of group goals 

(such a making lists of outcomes), this study shows that urgency to speak, and resultant fluency 

during group discussions, would be more likely to be improved with the motivation provided by 

individual performance goals (Elliot, 1999) rather than group goals. 

Another important finding was that within tests, only ProcS significantly increased 

their number of turns, opinions, reasons and questions (Tables 6.4 and 6.8, and compare 

Appendices M and N for an example). These improvements matched what the teachers had 

reported as important indicators of discussion performance in RQ1 (Table 6.1) and this study has 

shown, for the first time, that by directly addressing these measures with individual goals that 

students can improve at them over time. This increased effort and improvement in performance 

may be expected with the use of such goals (Bong, 2009; Miller et al., 1996), but this study has 

now provided specific observational data to support this claim for group discussions across time.  

In addition, student survey and interview responses in RQ3 also showed that ProcS 

reported their GSF sheet (Appendix F) to be motivating to ‘aim for new targets’ and for making 

them ‘think of a lot of questions for points’ (Table 6.16), but the Product sheet (Appendix E) was 

not reported to be motivating in this way. This further suggests the inclusion of Process GSF, 

unsurprisingly perhaps, encouraged students to focus on process measures (such as interacting as 

much as possible with opinions, reasons and questions), and that they probably increased their 

number of turns, opinions, reasons and questions because of that focus. It is important that 
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teachers consider this positive finding for their own classrooms, if they have groups of students 

who do not speak very often or only with poor fluency during classroom discussion practices. 

The inclusion of immediate feedback on individual student performance with the use of a sheet 

such as the Process sheet has the potential to increase the number of these interactions between 

students in the L2 within discussions.  

On the other hand, the number of turns and process measures for ProdS did not 

change with any significance within classroom practices or tests (see Tables 6.4 and 6.8, and 

compare Appendices K and L for an example). This was perhaps to be expected, as these 

measures of performance were not the focus of the Product GSF. However, the vast amount of 

TBLT literature adheres to the belief that requiring a shared ‘outcome’ for group tasks, as only 

ProdS had in this study, will encourage interaction between students and resultant SLA (Bygate 

et al., 2013; Ellis, 2003, p. 8; Skehan, 1998, p. 101). Although ProdS did interact across the 

semester, with respect to the measures in Table 6.2, only with the presence of Process GSF 

(ProcS) were students able to actually increase these interactions across time. According to many 

years of SLA research, the degree to which students acquire language is directly connected to the 

interactions which students have with each other in that language (Gass & Mackey, 2007; Hatch, 

1978; Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2013; Long, 1996; Pica, 1994; Savignon, 2002). According 

to this interactionist viewpoint (Section 2.2.1), more interaction can be assumed to result in more 

SLA and the lack of increases in interactions for ProdS seems to be a weakness to the Product 

GSF approach compared to the Process GSF. However, deciding how to categorize and count the 

number of occurrences of different types of interactions within discussions, rather than assessing 

the specific content of them, is discussed later as a limitation of the analysis (Section 6.3.8). 
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Another important finding was the increased urgency in turn-taking by ProcS, but not 

ProdS. As discussed in Section 6.3.4.3, ProcS showed more turn-taking 'cues' across time 

(such as 'What do you think?') to give turns to others and began to follow similar speaking orders 

across time. These can be considered important for performance, as research considers turn-

taking abilities to be an indication of communicative competence (Sacks et al., 1974), the 

teachers in the study considered the ability to give turns to others important for assessment 

(Table 6.1 and Section 6.2.2.2), and becoming quicker at switching speaker helped ProcS take 

more turns and get better discussion scores.  

However, within tests, ProcS decreased mean turn length and increased repetitions. 

Although the ANOVA test was not significant for this, I decided to discuss this change, as it 

matches with my teacher journal observations of ProcS taking noticeably shorter turns across 

time (Appendix C, Part 2). This possible trade-off between performances expands upon the long-

standing argument between Skehan and Robinson (Section 2.2.2) about how the focus on one 

measure of linguistic performance may prohibit a focus on another at the same time. For the 

discussion tests, it appears that trade-off may have been shown in this study to apply to other 

performance change, such as between improved elements of participation (turns taken and mean 

words spoken) and worsened elements of fluency (repetitions) and complexity (turn length) for 

ProcS. Therefore, the empirical data in this study has shown that students who are pushed by 

Process GSF to speak as much as they can in group discussion tests may sacrifice other 

performance variables in this way, especially if they are not the focus of the GSF. Choosing the 

focus of GSF within tasks needs careful consideration to support SLA, as it may lead to negative 

effects for language use which was not connected to the goals used (Seijts & Latham, 2001). In 
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the case of ProcS, their GSF led them to focus on gaining scores though taking as many turns as 

possible to demonstrate the process-related acts shown in Table 6.2 of RQ1. There was no direct 

teacher assessment or GSF related to linguistic accuracy or complexity, so any lack of 

improvement or worsening of such measures might be the resultant, but expected, ‘trade-off’ 

between different aspects of performance of using this focus of process goals. The students’ 

survey and interview responses in RQ3 suggested that ProcS felt more ‘pressure’ to speak 

quickly within the discussions than ProdS (Section 6.4.6.3). Problems with delivering as much 

speech in as short a time as possible was reported much more often by ProcS, rather than how to 

improve vocabulary and/or grammar usage by Week 13 (Table 6.13).  

A final important difference found between ProdS and ProcS was the content of the turns 

taken. Within classroom practices and tests, the Product GSF encouraged more 

clarifications, reformulations and ‘outcome-promoting’ turns, as well as less ‘off-task’ 

turns than the Process GSF (Section 6.3.4). I interpreted this as a more ‘collaborative style’ of 

discussions where students were spending more time trying to understand each other's ideas and 

reach an agreed outcome together. This was also demonstrated by the common use of possessive 

pronouns such as 'we' and 'our', when referring to opinions and choices (Section 6.3.4.4). As 

discussed in the literature review (Section 2.3.1), collaboration in learning is believed to be 

beneficial, as students will support each other to improve their social, cognitive and language 

skills (Ahmadian & Tajabadi, 2017; Johnson et al., 2013; Oxford, 1997). However, it is 

important for teachers to determine how important they consider collaboration to be for the 

learning they want students to undertake during classroom practices, as well as during discussion 

tests for assessment. Product GSF, as defined in this study, can help focus students on reaching 
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an agreed group outcome more than Process GSF. However, this may also lead to what I 

observed for ProdS, namely, discussions in which students created an output ‘list’ of ideas with 

little explanation (Appendix C, Part 2). This may be considered a task ‘outcome’, which is often 

stated as essential for SLA within TBLT (Ellis, 2003, p. 8; Prabhua, 1987; Skehan, 1998, p. 101). 

However, the observational data suggested that the freedom of language use for ProdS 

encouraged them to focus more on reaching the task output for points, at the expense of focusing 

on interacting about the details of those ideas, such as asking each other questions.  

Meanwhile, the Process GSF encouraged more ‘off-task’ turns, and less 'outcome-

promoting' turns and clarifications than the Product GSF. Although the overall process-

related performance measures were found to improve across time for ProcS, especially within 

tests, I felt that their discussions adopted a very ‘individual speech style’ over time. This was also 

shown by the increasing use of individually-focused possessive pronouns, such as ‘my’ and 

‘your’, when discussing opinions and choices (Section 6.3.4.4). Although ProcS took more 

speaking turns and showed a higher number of the performance measures than ProdS by the end 

of the semester, ProcS never made final decisions about their choice as a group for the task. 

Reaching such decisions can be argued to be an important outcome of a task for SLA to to occur 

with a TBLT approach to learning (Section 2.4.3). If adopting a Process GSF approach with 

discussions, teachers need to decide whether they consider a concrete outcome to discussions to 

be important for their students’ learning. The different effects of the Product and Process GSF 

discussed here are revisited in the conclusion section to aid with recommendations for teachers 

of discussion courses.  
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In summary, the data showed some important differences in effects of Product versus 

Process GSF on group discussion performance. The Process GSF motivated students to speed up 

their discussions, resulting in faster speech rates, development of faster turn-taking tactics (such 

as more cues) and increases in the process measures used as goals (opinions, reasons and 

questions in this case). However, this came at the sacrifice of other performances, with shorter 

turns, more repetitions, and more ‘individual speech style’ discussions (more ‘off-task’ turns, and 

less 'outcome-promoting' turns and clarifications) emerging. On the other hand, the Product GSF 

motivated students to reach agreed outcomes, resulting in more ‘collaborative style’ discussions 

(more clarifications, reformulations and ‘outcome-promoting’ turns, as well as less ‘off-task’ 

turns), but with no significant improvement in speech rates, turn-taking tactics or process 

measures. These effects of GSF, as well as potential trade-off of performances shown within the 

data, are important new findings in research, as they show how the focus of goals within 

discussions can alter the efforts and behaviors of student during discussions which will affect 

their longer-term learning. The implications of this for language learning in general are discussed 

further in the conclusions section. 

 

6.3.6.3 LP/HP performance changes 

Across both ProdS and ProcS groups, LPs increased classroom words spoken more 

significantly over time than HPs. Although group discussions have been described as having 

many participation-related merits, such as motivating learners to speak, providing more 

individual speaking time and feedback, and increasing opportunities for language use (Foster, 

1998; Long & Porter, 1985), improvements in participation were mainly among LPs (via 
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increases in words spoken and turns taken). This may have been because of LPs benefiting more 

from the GSF rubric used, as lower performers have often been found to benefit more from using 

rubrics than higher performers (Balan, 2012; Black & Wiliam, 1998b). It may have also been due 

to HPs feeling obligated to help LPs in their groups to speak. The observational data analysis I 

undertook could not be used to support this claim, but from my own teaching observations, it did 

appear that some HPs were speaking less than they could because they were supporting LPs with 

their turns (Appendix C, Part 3). Consideration of how different students within the same groups 

may improve their participation and resultant amount of L2 practice is needed, regardless of any 

GSF which may take place. Module One of this PhD summarized key areas related to group set-

up which can affect how much students will speak during group discussions, such as the 

differing proficiency levels among speakers (Appendix A). Further research into the grouping of 

LPs/HPs in classes, such as having LP-only and HP-only groups, may help to increase 

participation across time, but cannot be assumed without more classroom-based research. 

Among the ProdS, LPs improved their classroom discussion participation (words 

spoken and turns taken), but not within tests (Table 6.4). During classroom discussions, LPs 

took on more active participant roles within the discussions in order for their group to reach their 

decided outcome together. However, during tests, HPs were often seen to ‘take control’ of the 

discussions more than LPs, which lead to them having much higher performance measures as 

individuals compared to LPs within all of the tests (Tables 6.4 - 6.8). As a teacher, I was not 

surprised to see this, as within any group task which depends on a shared outcome, students are 

likely to rely on their most capable members in their group to achieve this. This is possibly the 

reason why HPs took more of the speaking role than LPs when it came to tests, as the group 
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members probably wanted to achieve the best score possible using the highest speaking abilities 

within the group. Emergent ‘leaders’ within group work have been found to take control and help 

speed up the process of groups making decisions together in tasks (Forsyth, 2000, 2016. p. 255; 

Hackman & Johnson, 2013, p. 203). This establishment of leaders is a natural part of discussions, 

and one which students may see as essential for being able to complete tasks and enhance the 

learning experience (Ehrman & Dörnyei, 1998, p. 154). During tests, I often saw one or two of 

the four group members take a more ‘dominant’ leader-like role within their group (who always 

turned out to be HPs in the data) and the other students in the group spoke a lot less than them. 

Although this was perhaps an expected establishment of roles within group work, it made it 

much more difficult for me to assess the ‘performance’ of the quieter students (LPs). Although 

the test score was shared between ProdS, based on the group’s combined outcome, if a teacher 

were to assess group members individually in this style of task, it would be very challenging if 

some members do not speak much. Therefore, an important observation made for the Product 

GSF used within this study was that it highlighted the difficulty for a teacher to understand 

individual performance within outcome-focused TBLT group tasks (Long, 2014, pp. 332-334). If 

teachers are to adopt a Product GSF approach to learning, it is harder to establish performance 

rubrics which are fair for speakers within the same group than with an individual approach, such 

as with the Process GSF. This may lead to demotivation from speakers who do most of the 

talking within discussions, but get the same score as those in their group who may not have 

spoken at all. The longer-term impact of such ‘unfair’ scoring for learners could be very 

negative, especially for students who do most of the speaking, and needs further research. 
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Among the ProcS, LPs made larger improvements than HPs in participation, 

fluency and process measures within both classroom practices and tests (Tables 6.4, 6.5 and 

6.8). By using feedback on individual performances within tasks, the students who spoke less in 

discussions at the start of the semester (LPs) improved more than their more ‘talkative’ 

counterparts, and the interactions within groups seemed to be more evenly split between speakers 

by the end of the semester. This was a very different from the tests by ProdS, in which HPs 

continued to take much more of the speaking role than LPs. ProcS LPs seemed to have benefited 

more in terms of performance related to the GSF than HPs, which suggests that such individual 

performance feedback can benefit the more silent students in group discussions, who may also be 

the students with lower proficiency (Balan, 2012; Black & Wiliam, 1998b).  

However, the smaller improvement in performance observed for HPs compared to LPs 

poses a serious problem with using Process GSF within group discussions. By allowing LPs 

within groups to speak more and more across time, HPs among the ProcS may be limited in 

terms of the time they can use to demonstrate increases in their own process-related 

performances. This was possibly the reason why they improved their performance measures less 

across time than LPs, and ended up with similar performance measurements to LPs by the end of 

the semester. As tests were limited to eight-minute discussions within the study, students had to 

share that time to take as many turns as possible to get their four individual scores. This may 

have explained why turns during tests became more frequent and shorter across time for ProcS 

(Section 6.3.6.2), which was especially true for LPs.  

In addition to the key findings above, an important observation which I made during the 

study was that the process goals may have put students (especially LPs) under more stressful 
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conditions within tests than the product goals. During tests, something I noted in my teacher’s 

journal (Appendix C, Part 3) was that when a student was pausing a lot, or speaking at a speech 

rate which was clearly slower than the others (often LPs), other group members (often HPs) 

became quite restless and added pressure to the speaker to finish their turn as quickly as possible. 

They did this using impatient hand gestures, and even seemed to ‘cut off’ students who may not 

have finished their turns. Also, some students looked very stressed before and during tests, as 

well as disappointed in their performance afterwards (often LPs). This was my opinion from 

watching their facial expressions and overhearing them say things such as ‘this is too hard’, ‘I’m 

very stressed’, and ‘That was bad’. This was also shown with slightly less reduction in anxiety 

reported by ProcS compared to ProdS across time in RQ3 (Table 6.12). This new finding shows 

that personal performance goals for group discussions are likely to create more stressful learning 

conditions than goals shared by groups, as suggested in another classroom-based study by Wang 

(2014). Although there are many apparent overall performance improvements across time for 

ProcS, but not for ProdS (see Table 6.10 for a clear comparison), teachers need to consider the 

enjoyment and anxiety of students during their learning. If students are made more accountable 

for their individual performance within discussions, and are clearly feeling more pressure to 

perform, the longer-term implications for intrinsic motivation may be counter-productive. RQ3 

addresses this more using self-reported data (Section 6.4.6.3).   

To sum up, some important differences were found in performance between LPs and 

HPs. Firstly, across both groups, LPs were found to increase their words spoken more than HPs, 

suggesting that the use of GSF with TBLT discussions may be better at improving the spoken 

participation of students who say less than others. Secondly, ProdS LPs only increased their 
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words spoken in class, but not in tests. This suggests the potential for domination of speech by 

ProdS HPs if the discussion goals are shared by the group, which may prohibit the spoken 

participation and learning of LPs. Thirdly, ProcS LPs improved their class and test participation, 

fluency and process measures more than HPs did across time. The performances by LPs and HPs 

became quite even by the final class and test, suggesting significant improvements for LPs, but 

potential limitations to improvements by HPs. Finally, although ProcS LPs showed the most 

improvement in performance across the study, the stress which their individual goals may have 

added to their learning is a serious concern. These key points are revisited in the conclusions 

section to explain their deeper implications for the use of goals within communication courses. 

 

6.3.7 RQ2 key findings summary 

This study has provided new empirical data on the actual learning undertaken by low-

level learners across time with a TBLT approach (RQ2, Part a). Although improvements were 

observed for classroom accuracy and fluency during tests across both ProdS and ProcS groups, 

no significant improvements were seen for classroom participation, repetitions, reformulations or 

complexity, or for test accuracy or complexity. This casts doubt over the use of TBLT with 

group discussions as an approach to learning with low-level learners and consideration of 

additional support (such as pre-task planning stages) may be required. 

Another original finding was the difference in overall effect on performance of Product 

and Process GSF (RQ2, Part b). Observational data showed how product and process-focused 

goals can influence low-level learner behaviors and performances within group discussions, as 

well as how ‘trade-off’ between different aspects of performance may occur, depending on the 
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focus of the goals. This goes beyond the possible trade-off between CAF measures debated by 

Skehan and Robinson (Section 2.2.2) and suggests further trade-off between some other types of 

performance (Seijts & Latham, 2001) which teachers should be aware of when selecting goals 

for discussions. Specifically, process goals resulted in faster speech in classes, fewer pauses in 

classes and tests, more turns taken with more opinions, reasons and questions within them in 

tests, as well as faster turn-taking between speakers (using cues such as 'What do you think?'). 

However, students also developed more 'individual speech style’ discussions, (cutting each other 

off more, clarifying less, using more individualized words such as 'your' and 'my', taking more 

off-task turns and less outcome-promoting turns) using shorter turns with more repetitions in 

them. On the other hand, product goals resulted in more agreed decisions by groups with more 

‘collaborative style’ discussions (more outcome-promoting and less off-task turns, more time 

clarifying checks, more reformulating, and using plural first-person pronouns), but no 

improvements in speech rates, turn-taking speed, or process measures, as with the process goals.  

A final important finding was the difference in performances by LPs and HPs across time 

(RQ2, Part c). LPs improved their participation more than HPs, demonstrating that TBLT, 

combined with GSF, may be more beneficial for lower performers (as suggested with rubrics by 

Balan, 2012; Black & Wiliam, 1998b). This was the first classroom-based study to use 

longitudinal data to show this for group discussions. Furthermore, LPs using Process GSF 

showed more improvement in the performance measures than those using Product GSF. This 

original finding has shown that personal, rather than shared performance-based goals can 

improve the efforts and performance of lower performers (perhaps the more silent students) 
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within groups. The implications and teaching recommendations for all of the above findings are 

further discussed in the conclusions section. 

 

6.3.8 Limitations 

Three main limitations need consideration. Firstly, there was non-equivalency in 

performances between ProdS and ProcS at the start of the study. ProcS said more words 

than ProdS in Weeks 2 and 3 (Table 6.4), and spoke at higher speech rates than ProdS in the 

Week 3 test (Table 6.5). I selected ProdS and ProcS groups with a mixture of LPs and HPs for 

the analysis (Section 5.4.2), but the fact that the mean levels of performance for ProdS and ProcS 

were noticeably different in Weeks 2 and 3 questions the reliability of the comparison of the 

effects of the two types of GSF over time. In future research, the addition of a pre-study test for 

students could enable the researcher to establish group equivalency. 

Secondly, there were some unclear patterns of changes in performance (indicated in 

red in the tables). Some variables increased/decreased with statistical significance between the 

start and middle of the semester, but by the end of semester returned to a level similar to that at 

the start. An example of this was the PEFC values within classroom practices, where both ProdS 

and ProcS exhibited this unclear rising and falling across time (Table 6.7). Also, some of the 

follow-up paired-sample t-test results (Tables 6.4 - 6.8) showed significance in changes which 

the ANOVA tests (Table 3) did not. Examples were words per turn for ProcS (Table 6.7) in tests 

and the errors in tests for ProdS (Table 6.6). Strictly speaking, if an ANOVA test does not reveal 

significance for a variable (establishing if a significant change in the variable occurred across 

time), then follow-up t-test results for the same variable (isolating which time period(s) the 
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significant changes took place in) should not be considered significant. This made it hard for me 

to consider t-test results significant or not, if the initial ANOVA test did not find any significance 

(these results are shown in red within Tables 6.4 - 6.8).  

Thirdly, I experienced several problems with coding speech within the discussion 

transcripts. It was (a) difficult to understand what the students meant sometimes. For instance, 

one student described companies as ‘black’ (Appendix L, Line 5) which seemed to be 

understood by the other students. Another student described an American landmark as ‘Freedom’ 

(Appendix N, Line 50) which I assumed to be the Statue of Liberty, but could not be sure. I made 

the decision to count unclear instances such as this one as reasons within the discussion, even 

though another person watching the discussion may have understood them differently. It was 

also (b) difficult to judge how much a student should say to be awarded a score for one of the 

process measures. For example, students sometimes used single words to represent an opinion, 

reason, or question. One group of students exchanged opinions about what subject they thought 

they should teach during a part-time job using utterances such as ‘student experiments’, 

‘chemistry experiment’ and ‘mathematics’ (Appendix L, Lines 17-22). Compared to other turns 

which included opinions these were very short, but I decided to count them as opinions within 

the discussion. Moreover, (c) some turns were quite repetitive of others within the same 

discussion. An example of this can be seen in Appendix N (Lines 20-28) where a student asks 

another where they want to go for a trip, even though they have already stated that they want to 

go to the ‘Gold Coast’. As an official rule for myself, I decided not to count turns which were 

repeating the exact same question, reason or opinion of a person before them within a discussion, 

or use of the question ‘why’ (as students could just use it in any context without listening to each 
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other). I made the students aware of these rules near the start of the semester after considering 

them following the first test. All three of these coding problems could possibly be reduced in the 

future with the inclusion of other teachers or raters within the coding process. I was unable to 

find anyone available to help with such an extensive analysis for the study, but hope to do so in 

the future. By having different raters independently code the same transcripts I hope to use inter-

rater correlation data and exchanging of opinions about the GSF scoring system to improve the 

reliability of the data and better clarify the GSF scoring for students and teachers. 

 

6.4 RQ3: Student self-reported feelings towards the GSF and discussions 

6.4.1 Introduction 

This section addresses the third RQ, which was ‘(a) How do ProdS and ProcS report 

feeling about performing in discussions across the semester? and (b) How do they report 

feeling about the support the two types of GSF provided for their learning (or not)?’ Student 

feelings towards undertaking discussions were explored using student surveys at the start, middle 

and end of the course. In addition, a second and third part to the surveys and interviews were 

carried out at the beginning and end of the semester regarding student feelings about difficulties 

with test performance and the usefulness of the GSF provided. I first explain the results from the 

surveys and interviews. After that, I discuss the possible implications of these findings, as well as 

the limitations to the analysis.  
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6.4.2 Discussion feelings survey results 

Table 6.12 shows the results for the first part of the survey (Appendix I) regarding 

student self-reported feelings about undertaking English discussions during the semester. As can 

be seen, both ProdS and ProcS showed increases between Weeks 3 and 8, and Weeks 8 and 13, 

for mean reported levels of enjoyment, motivation, confidence, self-perceived discussion and 

overall English abilities and out-of-class discussion study time. Regardless of which GSF was 

undertaken, student self-reported feelings towards discussions became generally more 

positive across the semester. Despite this, some initial non-equivalency did exist between the 

two groups, shown by the different mean scores for measures reported by the two groups in 

Week 3. ProcS reported a lower mean anxiety level and higher means for the other six variables 

compared to ProdS. As students were assigned to one of the two types of GSF based on the 

classes they were in, this was perhaps unavoidable, where one class of students might be more 

motivated to undertake discussions than another. This is an important limitation to the data and is 

discussed more later (Section 6.4.8). 

One significant difference shown in Table 6.12 between ProdS and ProcS was for self-

reported anxiety. ProdS reported larger decreases in anxiety levels across time in discussions 

than ProcS. ProdS reported decreases in anxiety between Week 3 (M = 4.60, SD = 1.16), Week 

8 (M = 3.53, SD = 1.21) and Week 13 (M = 3.40, SD = 1.20). However, ProcS actually reported 

almost exactly the same level of anxiety in Week 3 (M = 3.92, SD = 1.26) and Week 8 (M = 

3.93, SD = 1.56) and eventually a decrease by Week 13 (M = 3.55, SD = 1.53). This difference 

in self-reported responses was perhaps the only clear contrast between ProdS and ProcS revealed 

by the surveys.  
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Table 6.12. Student self-reported feelings towards discussions 
  Group Week 3 SD Week 8 SD Week 13 SD 

Enjoyment Product 3.55 1.20 4.83 1.06 5.21 1.12 

Process 4.12 1.09 4.74 1.31 5.58 1.17 

Motivation Product 4.19 1.11 5.05 1.00 5.35 0.88 

Process 4.57 0.99 5.16 1.03 5.54 1.16 

Confidence Product 2.08 0.95 4.66 1.22 4.85 0.84 

Process 2.92 1.16 4.49 1.53 5.24 1.12 

Anxiety Product 4.60 1.16 3.53 1.21 3.40 1.20 

Process 3.92 1.26 3.93 1.56 3.55 1.53 

Discussion ability Product 2.74 0.97 4.57 1.04 5.00 0.88 

Process 3.17 0.99 4.63 1.17 5.19 1.06 

Overall English 

ability 

Product 2.21 1.14 4.40 0.83 4.85 0.70 

Process 2.70 1.03 4.56 0.97 5.03 0.88 

Out-of-class 

discussion study 

Product 1.87 0.94 4.24 0.60 4.45 0.84 

Process 2.17 1.07 4.39 0.79 4.56 0.79 

Notes. Week 3 scale: 1=very low, 4=normal, 7=very high; Weeks 8 and 13 scale: 1=decreased a lot, 4=no change, 7=increased 

a lot; Product N = 50, Process N = 82 
  

 

6.4.3 Test difficulties survey and peer-interview results 

Table 6.13 shows a summary of responses for the open-ended surveys/interviews (Part 2 

of Appendix I) in Weeks 3 and 13 regarding student perceptions of the most difficult points for 

performing in group discussion tests. Once the written survey responses were collected and 

interviews transcribed and checked with the interviewers, I categorized all of the responses from 

Weeks 3 and 13 regarding difficulties under seven categories and 17 sub-categories. This was 

done after extensively reviewing all of the written and spoken responses from the data for both 

weeks. These were then coded and further categorized under seven main topics shown in Table 

6.13. By doing so, all of the responses in the surveys and interviews which referred to a difficulty 

regarding performance in discussion tests were accounted for in the data.  
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Table 6.13. Initial (W3) and final (W13) self-reported difficulties for discussion tests 
PRODUCT W3 

DIFFICULTIES 
% of students   PROCESS W3 

DIFFICULTIES 
% of students  

Category Surveys Interviews Total  Category Surveys Interviews Total 

L2 Total 42.00 100.00 47.17   L2 Total 51.22 100.00 58.06 

Vocabulary 26.00 100.00 30.19   Vocabulary 30.49 54.55 33.33 

Grammar 10.00 33.33 11.32   Grammar 14.63 36.36 17.20 

Listening comprehension 6.00 0.00 5.66   Listening comprehension 6.10 18.18 7.53 

Delivery Total 44.00 66.67 45.28   Delivery Total 43.90 54.55 45.16 

Expressing ideas in English 44.00 66.67 45.28   Expressing ideas in English 43.90 54.55 45.16 

Structuring speech 0.00 0.00 0.00   Structuring speech 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Time Total 22.00 66.67 24.53   Time Total 17.07 54.55 21.51 

Lack of preparation time 12.00 33.33 13.21   Lack of preparation time 7.32 18.18 8.60 

Short discussion time 10.00 33.33 11.32   Short discussion time 9.76 36.36 12.90 

Delivering speech quickly 0.00 0.00 0.00   Delivering speech quickly 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Using time effectively for points 0.00 0.00 0.00   Using time effectively for points 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Opinions Total 16.00 0.00 15.09   Opinions Total 4.88 27.27 7.53 

Coming up with things to say 8.00 0.00 7.55   Coming up with things to say 2.44 27.27 5.38 

Giving details (reasons/examples) 8.00 0.00 7.55   Giving details (reasons/examples) 2.44 0.00 2.15 

Topic Total 0.00 66.67 3.77   Topic Total 3.66 9.09 4.30 

Difficult topic content 0.00 66.67 3.77   Difficult topic content 3.66 9.09 4.30 

Interaction Total 0.00 0.00 0.00   Interaction Total 1.22 0.00 1.08 

Asking questions 0.00 0.00 0.00   Asking questions 1.22 0.00 1.08 

Answering questions 0.00 0.00 0.00   Answering questions 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Agreeing/Disagreeing 0.00 0.00 0.00   Agreeing/Disagreeing 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Turn-taking 0.00 0.00 0.00   Turn-taking 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Outcome Total 0.00 0.00 0.00   Outcome Total 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Making a group decision 

 

 

 

 
 

0.00 0.00 0.00   Making a group decision 0.00 0.00 0.00 
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PRODUCT W13 

DIFFICULTIES 
% of students    PROCESS W13 

DIFFICULTIES 
% of students  

Category Surveys Interviews Total   Category Surveys Interviews Total 

Delivery Total 44.00 14.29 40.35  Interaction total 31.71 18.18 30.11 

Expressing ideas in English 40.00 0.00 35.09  Asking questions 23.17 9.09 21.51 

Structuring speech 4.00 14.29 5.26  Answering questions 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Opinions Total 40.00 14.29 36.84  Agreeing/Disagreeing 3.66 0.00 3.23 

Coming up with things to say 8.00 0.00 7.02  Turn-taking 4.88 9.09 5.38 

Giving details (reasons/examples) 32.00 14.29 29.82  Opinions Total 30.49 0.00 26.88 

L2 Total 22.00 28.57 22.81  Coming up with things to say 7.32 0.00 6.45 

Vocab 20.00 28.57 21.05  Giving details (reasons/examples) 23.17 0.00 20.43 

Grammar 2.00 0.00 1.75  Time Total 25.61 36.36 26.88 

Listening comprehension 0.00 0.00 0.00  Short preparation time 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Time Total 14.00 14.29 14.04  Short discussion time 2.44 9.09 3.23 

Short preparation time 0.00 0.00 0.00  Delivering speech quickly 18.29 18.18 18.28 

Short discussion time 6.00 14.29 7.02  Using time effectively for points 4.88 9.09 5.38 

Delivering speech quickly 6.00 0.00 5.26  Delivery Total 19.51 9.09 18.28 

Using time effectively for points 2.00 0.00 1.75  Expressing ideas in English 19.51 9.09 18.28 

Topic Total 4.00 57.14 10.53  Structuring speech 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Difficult topic content 4.00 57.14 10.53  L2 Total 14.63 27.27 16.13 

Outcome Total 4.00 14.29 5.26  Vocab 9.76 9.09 9.68 

Making a group decision 4.00 14.29 5.26  Grammar 4.88 18.18 6.45 

Interaction Total 2.00 0.00 1.75  Listening comprehension 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Asking questions 2.00 0.00 1.75  Topic Total 7.32 36.36 10.75 

Answering questions 0.00 0.00 0.00  Difficult topic content 7.32 36.36 10.75 

Agreeing/Disagreeing 0.00 0.00 0.00  Outcome Total 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Turn-taking 0.00 0.00 0.00  Making a group decision 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Notes. Product Survey N = 50; Process Survey N = 82; Product Interview N = 7; Process Interview N = 11 
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The list of categories was sorted from most consistently mentioned to least mentioned by 

students, with most consistently mentioned difficulties at the top of each list of categories in 

Table 6.13. If the list in the Table was ordered using the sub-category totals, rather than the 

overall category totals in bold, the order of some sub-categories would change. For instance, the 

‘structuring speech’ sub-category would be at the bottom of the list in Week 3 for both ProdS 

and ProcS if this was done, but appears near the top in the table. However, I decided to order the 

list using overall category totals, so that a more generalized discussion could be made using 

larger percentages, which I saw as more representative of the overall feelings of the students. 

This may have caused some problems regarding reliability of the data which are discussed later 

(Section 6.4.8). 

 

6.4.3.1 Initial reported discussion test difficulties 

In Week 3, both ProdS and ProcS reported English usage and delivery, as well as 

time limitations, as main difficulties for performance in discussion tests. Firstly, about half 

of the students in both groups reported second language related difficulties (mainly vocabulary 

and grammar problems) as a main difficulty. Comments such as “My vocabulary is limited and 

so I find it very hard to speak in discussions” were common in the open-ended survey questions. 

Secondly, ‘delivering speech’ (specifically, expressing their ideas in English) was also reported 

very often as a problem. Typical survey comments related to this included “I can almost never 

say what I want to in discussion using English” and “It’s too hard for me to explain my thoughts 

to others in English”, although many such statements were fairly vague in explaining why. 

Thirdly, time limitations were also mentioned as a problem (by around 20% of students) by both 
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ProdS and ProcS, specifically regarding the lack of preparation time and actual discussion time 

that students said they had to perform in the tests. Students made statements in surveys such as 

“We need more time to prepare, so that we can get better scores in the discussions” and “The 

discussions are too short because group members take a long time to speak during their turns”, 

highlighting the general feeling of pressure to perform quickly among most students during 

discussion test time.  

Other similarly ranked difficulties, although less significant, were giving opinions 

(coming up with things to say and giving details), the discussion topic at hand, interactional 

problems (asking/answering questions, agreeing/disagreeing, and turn-taking), and making group 

decisions (a form of task outcome). Due to these similarities among ProdS and ProcS regarding 

perceptions of test difficulties, any changes to these reported feelings across time could be 

attributed to the type of GSF that students undertook. 

 

6.4.3.2 Similarities in ProdS and ProcS final reported test difficulties 

By the end of the semester, some similarities were seen in the changes of reported 

difficulties within tests by both groups. Firstly, fewer ProdS and ProcS reported sub-

categories within the ‘L2’ category as difficulties in Week 13 than Week 3. Difficulties 

related mainly to English grammar and vocabulary were main focuses of student responses in 

Week 3 (Section 6.4.3.1), with around half of the students discussing this as a problem for test 

performance. However, only 22.81% of ProdS and 16.13% of ProcS reported these as difficulties 

in Week 13. This decrease does not necessarily mean that fewer students considered vocabulary 

and grammar less of a difficulty by Week 13 (Appendix C, Part 4 explains how I saw many of 
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them still focusing on vocabulary within their diaries until the end of the semester), but that 

within the final surveys and interviews students’ focus in explaining the difficulties they were 

encountering had changed. This may have been due to the GSF used, although the lack of 

evidence in the data to show this is addressed as a potential limitation later on (Section 6.4.8). 

Secondly, more ProdS and ProcS mentioned difficulties under the ‘opinions’ category in 

Week 13 than in Week 3. This was especially so for the sub-category of ‘giving reasons and 

examples’ which had become more of a focus point in student responses. Common statements by 

students included “I still need time to practise giving reasons and examples. I’m not very good at 

explaining my opinions to others” and “It takes me a long time to think of reasons to explain my 

opinion”. Thirdly, more ProdS and ProcS reported the ‘discussion topic’ as a difficulty in 

Week 13 than in Week 3, especially within interviews. Students from both groups made 

comments such as “I need to know the topic a long time before the discussion. Some topics need 

some research, as I don’t know what to say on them” and “Some topics are too hard. How much 

I can speak depends on the topic we are given”.  

In summary, regardless of what kind of GSF students had undertaken across the semester, 

reporting of difficulties in tests had shifted away from a heavy focus on language-related 

problems in Week 3 (mainly grammar and vocabulary) and more towards being able to give 

reasons and examples which depended more on the topic by Week 13.  

  

6.4.3.3 Differences between ProdS and ProcS final reported test difficulties 

There were also some differences between the two groups regarding changes in perceived 

difficulties within tests across the semester. ProdS reported sub-categories under the 
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‘delivery’ category (especially ‘expressing ideas in English’) as their main difficulties 

within tests in Week 13, but ProcS did not. ProdS made vague comments such as “Saying what 

I want is hard if I have to say it in English” and “The conversation becomes very slow because 

no one can say what they want to in English sometimes”. However, although 45.16% of ProcS 

reported this difficulty in Week 3, only 18.28% of them mentioned it in Week 13.  

Meanwhile, more ProcS mentioned difficulties under the ‘interaction’ category in 

Week 13 (30.11%) than in Week 3 (1.08%). This had become the most commonly reported 

difficulty in tests by ProcS, with a heavy focus on problems with asking questions (21.51%), 

agreeing/disagreeing (3.23%) and turn-taking (5.38%). This was emphasized by ProcS with 

comments in surveys such as “It’s hard to keep asking questions with new forms such as ‘how 

much’, because other group members have already asked them” and “I need to practise this 

more because it keeps the discussion flowing. It sometimes becomes silent because I can’t ask a 

question quickly enough”. In contrast, only 1.75% of ProdS reported these interaction-related 

sub-categories as difficulties in Week 13. 

Also, difficulties related to the discussion ‘outcome’ (specifically, ‘making a group 

decision’) were reported by some ProdS (5%) in Week 13, but not by any ProcS. An 

example of a statement within the interviews was “Sometimes it is too hard to make a choice 

together because we all have different opinions and do not agree”. Although only 5% of ProdS 

mentioned the discussion outcome as a problem, their greater focus on group progress, compared 

to individual progress by ProcS, was more evident within the language used in responses. ProdS 

used the first person plural pronoun ‘we’ or possessive adjective ‘our’ to describe 

problems, while ProcS often used first person references such as the personal pronoun ‘I’ 
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and the possessive adjective ‘my’. This lent support to the observational data findings in RQ2 

(Section 6.3.4.4.) that there was more of an orientation to group performance by ProdS and to 

individual performance by ProcS, which was the intended effects of the two different types of 

GSF used. I wanted to further analyze and discuss the use of language in interviews, but was 

unable to do so in this thesis due to limited space.  

Finally, by Week 13, difficulties related to ‘time’ (especially with regards to 

‘delivering speech quickly’) were reported more by ProcS than ProdS. 18.28% of ProcS 

reported this as a difficulty in Week 13, but none of them mentioned it in Week 3. Comments 

which demonstrated a belief in speed of articulation being a problem for the students included “I 

cannot reply quickly enough to the group members. I need more time to think about what to say” 

and “I get frustrated because I cannot say what I want to quickly enough within the time we 

have”. In contrast, fewer ProdS mentioned ‘time’ as a problem for performance in Week 13 

(14.04%) than in Week 3 (24.53%).  

 

6.4.4 GSF survey and peer-interview results 

 The following section summarizes the results from survey and peer-interviews regarding 

the use of Product and Process GSF across the semester. A discussion and possible implications 

of these results are given later (Sections 6.4.6.2 and 6.4.6.3).  
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6.4.4.1 Overall reported feelings about the GSF and performance 

A six-point Likert scale survey given to the students at the end of the semester addressed 

the general feelings students had towards the sheets and diaries used (Part 3 of Appendix I). 

Tables 6.14 and 6.15 show a summary of the results.  

 

Table 6.14. Week 13 student self-reported usefulness of sheet/diary 

  
PRODUCT 

MEAN 
SD 

PROCESS 

MEAN 
SD 

Across the whole course, how helpful was the GROUP DISCUSSION 

SHEET for improving your performance in discussions? 
4.50 0.97 4.74 0.88 

Across the whole course, how helpful was your DIARY for improving 

your performance in discussions? 
4.39 0.90 4.59 0.93 

Notes. Scale: 1 = not at all helpful, 6 = very helpful; Product N = 62; Process N = 93 

 

Table 6.15. Week 13 student self-reported future usage preferences for sheet/diary 

  PRODUCT 

  

PROCESS 

  
  Yes No Yes No 

Would you want to use the SHEET again in the 

future for classroom discussions? 
54 8 80 13 

  Yes No Yes No 

Would you want to use the DIARY again in the 

future for classroom discussions? 
51 11 85 8 

Notes. Product N = 62; Process N = 93 

 

Both ProdS and ProcS generally reported that their sheets (Product M = 4.50, 

Process M = 4.74) and diaries (Product M = 4.39, Process M = 4.59) were helpful for 

improving performance and that most of them wished to use both the sheets (87% of ProdS 

and 86% of ProcS) and diaries (82% of ProdS and 91% of ProcS) again in the future. In 

addition to this positive finding for GSF, there was no clear difference in opinions between 

ProdS and ProcS regarding usefulness of the sheets or diaries. This may have been because both 

types were viewed as positive additions to the learning, and/or that the students did not want to 

offend the person who had created and encouraged the use of the diaries and sheets for learning 
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(myself) and so negative opinions were less commonly reported. The next section adds to the 

survey data here by using more precise reasons given by students. 

 

6.4.4.2 Reported feelings about the GSF sheets 

Following the closed-ended questions about how useful students found the sheets and 

diaries for improving performance (Section 6.4.4.1), open-ended survey questions and interviews 

were used to gather more specific data about why the sheets and diaries were perceived as useful 

or not by the students. I categorized the responses regarding the discussion sheets under eight 

categories and 22 sub-categories (Table 6.16). All of the survey and interview responses which I 

judged to refer to a positive or negative (labelled as a ‘problem’ in the table) point regarding the 

discussion sheets were coded. These codes were then used to create the categories, which were 

then sorted from most consistently mentioned to least mentioned, with most consistently 

mentioned categories (based on percentage of students) at the top of the table.  
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Table 6.16. Final (W13) self-reported helpfulness of discussion sheet 
         PRODUCT GROUP              % of students 

 

 PROCESS GROUP % of students 

Category Surveys Interviews Total  Category Surveys Interviews Total 

Structure Total 28.00 28.57 28.07  Clarity of Performance Total 63.41 81.82 65.59 

Helped us organize our discussion 8.00 28.57 10.53   Could see our strong/weak points 40.24 45.45 40.86 

Good for summarizing content of discussion 14.00 0.00 12.28   Easy to see my performance level each time 15.85 27.27 17.20 

Helped us get many ideas out 6.00 0.00 5.26   Can see our score for each category 7.32 9.09 7.53 

Reviewing Total 26.00 42.86 28.07  Clarity of Focus Total 24.39 27.27 24.73 

Can review the content of the discussion again 26.00 42.86 28.07   Helped me know what to say 23.17 27.27 23.66 

Clarity of Performance Total 24.00 28.57 24.56  Made me consider my sentence structure 1.22 0.00 1.08 

Could see our strong/weak points 18.00 14.29 17.54   Showed how to do well in tests 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Easy to see my performance level each time 4.00 14.29 5.26   Sheet Usage Problems Total 10.98 36.36 13.98 

Can see our score for each category 2.00 0.00 1.75  Do not think paper was necessary 2.44 9.09 3.23 

Clarity of Focus Total 18.00 14.29 17.54  Forgot to add circles to sheet during discussion 2.44 0.00 2.15 

Helped me know what to say 14.00 14.29 14.04   
Writing scores quickly on sheet during discussion 

difficult 
4.88 27.27 7.53 

Made me consider my sentence structure 0.00 0.00 0.00   Boring to fill out each time 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Showed how to do well in tests 4.00 0.00 3.51  Didn't know when to score things (confusing 

system) 
1.22 0.00 1.08 

Transfer Problems Total 6.00 0.00 5.26   Motivation Total 10.98 18.18 11.83 

Never reviewed what was written again 2.00 0.00 1.75   Motivated me to aim for new targets 8.54 18.18 9.68 

Not enough time to review it 2.00 0.00 1.75   Made me think of a lot of questions for points 2.44 0.00 2.15 

Scores depended too much on the topic 2.00 0.00 1.75   Transfer Problems Total 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Hard to remember what you said for one sheet for 
the next time 

0.00 0.00 0.00  Never reviewed what was written again 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Transfer Total 0.00 14.29 1.75   Not enough time to review it 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Good for next time 0.00 14.29 1.75   Scores depended too much on the topic 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Sheet Usage Problems Total 2.00 0.00 1.75   
Hard to remember what you said for one sheet for 
the next time 

0.00 0.00 0.00 

Do not think paper was necessary 0.00 0.00 0.00  Structure Total 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Forgot to add circles to sheet during discussion 0.00 0.00 0.00   Helped us organize our discussion 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Writing scores quickly on sheet during discussion 
difficult 

0.00 0.00 0.00   Good for summarizing content of discussion 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Boring to fill out each time 2.00 0.00 1.75  Helped us get many ideas out 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Didn't know when to score things (confusing 

system) 
0.00 0.00 0.00   Reviewing Total 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Motivation Total 0.00 0.00 0.00   Can review the content of the discussion again 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Motivated me to aim for new targets 0.00 0.00 0.00  Transfer Total 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Made me think of a lot of questions for points 0.00 0.00 0.00   Good for next time 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Notes. Product Survey N = 50; Process Survey N = 82; Product Interview N = 7; Process Interview N = 11  
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Two similar points were reported about the usefulness of the Product and Process sheets. 

Firstly, the GSF sheets were often reported to be helpful for clarifying performance by 

ProdS (24.56%) and especially ProcS (65.69%), mainly with regards to seeing your own 

strong and weak points. Statements by ProdS showing this belief included “The sheet helped 

because we could see what we were good and bad at each time” and “We could understand what 

we did not talk about enough in the discussions”, with similar comments from ProcS, such as 

“The sheet shows me which things I’m not doing well at, such as disagreeing with others 

enough” and “If I forget to ask enough questions in the discussion the sheet helps show me 

that”. Secondly, the GSF sheets were reported to be useful for clarifying what to focus on 

during discussions by ProdS (17.54%) and ProcS (24.73%), especially by helping them 

'know what to say'. Common responses on this included "Before we used the sheet, I could not 

think of things to say. The sheet helped me a lot with this”. Appendix P shows more example 

comments made by ProcS on both of these points above (coded as A and D in the responses). 

The fact that the students reported both of the GSF sheets to help with clarifying focus and 

performance for discussions suggests an advantage of using such an approach in learning. This is 

addressed more in the discussion (Section 6.4.6.2). 

There were also some differences in the self-reported data with regards to the Product and 

Process sheets. On the whole, the Product sheet was reported to help with structuring and 

reviewing discussions, but not with transferring learning from one discussion to the next. 

Firstly, the Product sheet was reported to help students ‘structure’ what they wanted to say 

(28.07%), especially in terms of helping them organize the discussion and summary for its 

content. This was explained with statements such as “The sheet helped structure our ideas 
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together, so it was useful for helping us speak a lot” and “It helped us think about how to do the 

discussion and organize what we said each week”. Secondly, ProdS reported that the Product 

sheet helped them ‘review’ their discussion content well after discussions had been completed 

(28.07%).  An example comment by a student was “The sheet was good for reviewing what we 

had said in the group and remembering it again”. Thirdly, a problem reported (but by only 

5.26%) was that it was difficult to transfer learning from one discussion to the next with the 

Product sheet. Comments by ProdS which demonstrated this were “We never reviewed what was 

written again” and “There wasn’t enough time to review things”. Although these points were 

made, they were individual comments by just two students, and so I did not consider them an 

important focus of discussion in this thesis compared to benefits discussed by more students. 

Therefore, I judged the discussion sheet used by ProdS to not have any significantly reported 

problems for use with classroom discussions. More discussion about the potential implications 

for learning for the three points above about the Product sheet comes later (Section 6.4.6.3). 

 Another reported difference between the GSF sheets was that the Process sheet was 

reported as being more motivating more often than the Product sheet, but also more often 

as being difficult to use. Firstly, 11.83% of ProcS reported that they were more motivated to 

perform in discussions because they had used the Process sheet. Statements showing this belief 

included “It was much better when we used the sheet because we were all aiming for goals 

which were motivating us” and “I felt motivated when I was trying to get a higher score each 

time". In contrast, none of the ProdS mentioned benefits directly related to motivation, such as 

the desire to get higher scores each week, during either the surveys or interviews. Secondly, 

unlike ProdS, 13.98% of ProcS reported problems they experienced with regards to using the 
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discussion sheet. Comments included “The sheet was useful, but too hard to use during the 

discussion. The conversation was too quick to give points on” and “I stopped using it after a few 

weeks. It was stopping me from focusing on what was said, so I just focused on using it after the 

discussion”. More specific details of what the students meant by these comments were not 

available which was a limitation of the data (Section 6.4.8). However, it appears that one concern 

with the use of an individual discussion performance feedback sheet is that the workload put on 

students during task time (monitoring and recording each individual spoken act related to the 

assessment used as with ProcS) is much higher compared to when students assess the joint 

outcome of the group as a whole (as with ProdS). Even though both sheets were used during and 

after the discussions, it appears that more consideration is needed with regards to the challenge 

of gathering process performance feedback for students within discussions with the use of sheets. 

This is addressed more in the discussion (Section 6.4.6.3). 

 

6.4.4.3 Reported feelings about the GSF diaries  

The open-ended survey questions and interview responses regarding the perceived 

usefulness of the diaries used by both groups were also analyzed, coded and categorized. Table 

6.17 shows the overall summary, with the student responses put under 10 categories and 23 sub-

categories which emerged from my analysis. 
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Table 6.17. Final (W13) self-reported helpfulness of discussion diary 

Notes. Product Survey N = 50; Process Survey N = 82; Product Interview N = 7; Process Interview N = 11  

 

PRODUCT GROUP % of students 

 

 

 PROCESS GROUP % of students 

 

 

Category Surveys Interviews Total  Category Surveys Interviews Total 

Clarity of Performance Total 26.00 14.29 24.56   Clarity of Performance Total 34.15 18.18 32.26 

Could see our weak points 10.00 0.00 8.77   Could see our weak points 14.63 9.09 13.98 

Easy to see my performance level each time 14.00 14.29 14.04   Easy to see my performance level each time 9.76 0.00 8.60 

I could understand scores easily with graphs 2.00 0.00 1.75   I could understand scores easily with graphs 9.76 9.09 9.68 

Reviewing Total 24.00 14.29 22.81  Clarity of Progress Total 26.83 27.27 26.88 

Ability to review discussions helped improve areas 6.00 0.00 5.26   Useful to see changes in my scores across weeks 26.83 27.27 26.88 

Helped improve my grammar with written review 18.00 14.29 17.54   Reviewing Total 17.07 45.45 20.43 

Motivation Total 12.00 42.86 15.79  Ability to review discussions helped improve areas 15.85 27.27 17.20 

Goals were motivating to do better each time 8.00 14.29 8.77   Helped improve my grammar with written review 1.22 18.18 3.23 

Seeing improvements made me happy 2.00 28.57 5.26  Motivation Total 18.29 9.09 17.20 

Motivating when you reached a goal 2.00 0.00 1.75  Goals were motivating to do better each time 8.54 9.09 8.60 

Clarity of Focus Total 16.00 14.29 15.79   Seeing improvements made me happy 9.76 0.00 8.60 

Able to practise what to say next time 0.00 0.00 0.00   Motivating when you reached a goal 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Could see goals clearly 6.00 14.29 7.02  Clarity of Focus Total 8.54 18.18 9.68 

Helped me focus on needed points 6.00 0.00 5.26  Able to practise what to say next time 6.10 18.18 7.53 

We could set goals 4.00 0.00 3.51   Could see goals clearly 2.44 0.00 2.15 

L2 Improvements Total 6.00 28.57 8.77   Helped me focus on needed points 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Could correct English mistakes each time 4.00 0.00 3.51   We could set goals 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Improved our English writing skills 2.00 28.57 5.26  Diary Use Problems Total 4.88 9.09 5.38 

Reviewing Problems Total 0.00 42.86 5.26  I was not focusing on the diary's detailed points 
during discussions 

1.22 0.00 1.08 

Not helpful writing things down 0.00 14.29 1.75   Tough writing in the diary every week 1.22 9.09 2.15 

Did not use English I reviewed in future 

discussions 
0.00 28.57 3.51  

I wanted to return to the discussion again when 

reviewing mistakes 
1.22 0.00 1.08 

Clarity of Progress Problems Total 0.00 14.29 1.75   Scoring system hard to understand 1.22 0.00 1.08 

Cannot measure level across time with changing 

topics  
0.00 14.29 1.75   Progress Problems Total 2.44 0.00 2.15 

Clarity of Progress Total 0.00 0.00 0.00   It did not increase my knowledge of English 2.44 0.00 2.15 

Useful to see changes in my scores across weeks 0.00 0.00 0.00  Reviewing Problems Total 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Progress Problems Total 0.00 0.00 0.00   Not helpful writing things down 0.00 0.00 0.00 

It did not increase my knowledge of English 0.00 0.00 0.00  Did not use English I reviewed in future 

discussions 
0.00 0.00 0.00 

Diary Use Problems Total 0.00 0.00 0.00  Clarity of Progress Problems Total 0.00 0.00 0.00 

I was not focusing on the diary's detailed points 

during discussions 
0.00 0.00 0.00   Cannot measure level across time with changing 

topics week 
0.00 0.00 0.00 

Tough writing in the diary every week 0.00 0.00 0.00   L2 Improvements Total 0.00 0.00 0.00 

I wanted to return to the discussion again when 

reviewing mistakes 
0.00 0.00 0.00  Could correct English mistakes each time 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Scoring system hard to understand 0.00 0.00 0.00   Improved our English writing skills 0.00 0.00 0.00 
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Four important similarities emerged from the self-reported data about the diaries. Both 

the Product and Process diaries were reported to be motivating, as well as useful for 

clarifying performance, clarifying focus and reviewing English used in discussions. The 

most commonly reported benefit was that the diaries provided 'clarity of performance' for both 

ProdS (24.56%) and ProcS (32.36%). Comments connected to this by ProdS included “We can 

see our score each time, so I think we can speak more by knowing this” and “It helped when we 

could see with our own eyes how we were doing each week”. ProcS made similar comments and 

also suggested that the use of performance graphs within the diary were helpful also (9.68%). 

These included “I could see my scores clearly with the graphs in the diary and knew how well I 

was doing” and “I could see what I was not good at each time with the graphs and it helped me 

focus more on them next time”. The second most reported benefit was for 'reviewing'. ProdS 

(22.81%) and ProcS (20.43%) made statements which suggested a belief that being able to 

review discussions again with their diary helped improve their performance. One ProdS said in 

their survey that “Reviewing my mistakes each week after the discussion was very useful and 

helped me improve each week”.  An example ProcS interview comment was “I could review my 

weak areas with no time pressure with the diary and this helped me improve for the next time”. 

The third most reported benefit was that the diaries were 'motivating' for ProdS (15.79%) and 

ProcS (17.20%). For ProdS, this was said to be especially so because of having goals to motivate 

them to do better and seeing improvements in performance across time. Example statements in 

the interviews related to this included “It was motivating to see improvements in different areas 

of the diary sections”, “It was nice to see how you were getting better. It motivated me to try 

harder”, and “The scores I could see in my diary motivated me to try and speak more each 
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week”.  ProcS also made statements referring to the motivation which having and reaching goals 

provided. Such survey comments included “The diary helped me aim for targets which I thought 

was very motivating” and “I like seeing the green bars go high when I reach a goal. It makes me 

try harder each time”. A final commonality between the groups was that the diaries were 

reported to improve 'clarity of focus' for both ProdS (15.79%) and ProcS (9.68%), especially 

because of the use of goals. One ProdS stated in their interview that “The diary helps us see our 

goals and makes it easy to focus on them” and an example survey statement by a ProcS was 

“The diary was good for setting goals for next time which I could aim for”. These four overall 

similarities in opinions about the GSF diaries by both ProdS and ProcS are significant findings, 

as they suggest that the use of an electronic diary to record and track performance goals, scores 

and language focuses across time can create a sense of improved clarity of focus and 

performance, motivation and improvement in performance among students. Possible 

implications this may present for learning are discussed later (Section 6.4.6.2). 

Two significant differences between the reported usefulness of the two diaries also arose 

in the data. Firstly, only the Product diary was reported to help with improving English, but 

also to be difficult to use to review English. ProdS stated that the diary helped with ‘L2 

improvements’ (8.77%) with example interview responses such as “We could notice our 

mistakes afterwards, so we could focus on improving for next time. This was very helpful and 

interesting”. However, three of the seven interviewed ProdS reported problems with ‘reviewing’ 

with the diary. Two of the ProdS said “I did not know what to write down or review and was not 

sure about how to improve with the diary” and “I only wrote a few simple sentences each time in 

the diary. I wanted to improve my English more and this didn’t help me”. Secondly, only the 
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Process diary was reported to help clarify progress of performance, but also to be difficult 

to understand how to use. The Process diary was believed to provide ‘clarity of progress’ by 

ProcS (26.88%), but this was never reported in the data for the Product diary. Statements made 

in the interviews by ProcS included “The diary helped me compare my scores across time and 

see what I got better or worse at” and “The diary was good for seeing how I got better or worse 

each week”. However, problems with ‘diary usage’ were mentioned in both surveys and 

interviews (5.38%) for the Process diary. One student stated in their survey that “We spent too 

much time focusing on English corrections afterwards. We needed more time to practise 

speaking with each other”. In summary, an important difference was that many of the problems 

discussed for the ProdS diary related to not being able to improve at language use, while many 

for the ProcS diary were more related to focusing on language improvements as a distraction 

from the learning. This significant difference in focus within learning due to the two types of 

GSF used is discussed again later (Section 6.4.6.3). 

  

6.4.5 RQ3 results summary 

Across the semester, most of the students reported increases in enjoyment, motivation, 

confidence, discussion ability and overall English ability and decreases in anxiety during 

discussions (Table 6.12). This may be very expected with GSF (for reasons explained in Sections 

4.2 - 4.4), but tells us little about the differences between the two GSF approaches used in the 

study. The only significant difference between the groups in Table 6.12 was the fact that ProdS 

reported a greater reduction in anxiety over time than ProcS. Students focusing on individual 

process-focused performance goals may, therefore, feel more anxious whilst undergoing 



 

175 
 

discussions than those who focus on overall shared group goals. This is revisited as an important 

point in the discussion (Section 6.4.6.3). 

Table 6.18 below gives a summary of the difficulties reported by the two groups within 

discussion tests by the end of the semester. Three of the main challenges reported by both ProdS 

and ProcS for discussions was the ability to express their own ideas in English, give reasons and 

examples, and the discussion test topic. However, ProdS were also concerned with their English 

vocabulary, while ProcS reported interacting with others in discourse (via asking questions) and 

delivering speech quickly enough as problems. Possible implications of these reported 

difficulties are discussed in the next section. 

 

Table 6.18. Summary of main final reported difficulties for discussion tests 

Group Main reported difficulties (percentage of students reporting it) 

ProdS 
Expressing ideas in English (35.09%), giving reasons/examples (29.82%), English 

vocabulary (21.05%) and the discussion topic (10.53%) 

ProcS 

Asking questions (21.51%), giving reasons/examples (20.43%), delivering speech 

quickly (18.28%), expressing ideas in English (18.28%) and the discussion topic 

(10.75%). 

 

 

In addition, the sheets and diaries used by both ProdS and ProcS were generally viewed 

as useful for helping with performance and most of the students wished to use them again for 

future classroom discussions (Tables 6.14 and 6.15). Table 6.19 gives a summary of the student 

perceptions of the sheets and diaries used to implement the Product and Process GSF (Tables 

6.16 and 6.17). Differences between ProdS and ProcS in the table are discussed in the next 

section. 
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Table 6.19. Summary of student perceptions of benefits and problems with discussion sheets and diaries 

Group 
GSF 

instrument 
Reported benefits summary Reported problems summary 

ProdS 

Sheet 

Provided clarity of focus and performance, 

help with structuring discussions, and useful 

for reviewing English used in discussions 

Difficult to transfer learning 

from the sheet to next 

discussion 

Diary 

Provided clarity of focus and performance, 

motivated students to perform better, useful 

for reviewing English used in discussions, and 

helped improve spoken English grammar 

Uncertainty in what English to 

review and focus on improving 

in the post-discussion practice 

section  

ProcS 

Sheet 
Provided clarity of focus and performance, 

and motivated students to perform better 

Knowing how to use it and 

filling it out quickly enough 

Diary 

Provided clarity of focus and performance 

(especially through the graphs), motivated 

students to perform better, useful for 

reviewing English used in discussions, and 

made progress in performance clearer 

Knowing how to use it to help 

improve at discussions 

 

 

6.4.6 RQ3 discussion 

I now discuss the results for the student surveys and peer-interviews in more detail, with 

all the key findings for RQ3 shown in bold. I start by addressing the student feelings about 

difficulties undertaking discussions across the semester and make possible connections between 

those difficulties and performance problems observed (RQ2). Next, I discuss the self-reported 

data about the usefulness of the GSF and how it may be connected to observed performance 

changes across the semester (RQ2). After that, I discuss specific differences in the reporting of 

the usefulness of the Product and Process GSF used and highlight potential connections between 

the two types and changes in observed performance across time (RQ2). Finally, I give an 

overview of the limitations to the data analysis. 
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6.4.6.1 Reported feelings about discussion performance 

Across the study, both ProdS and ProcS reported increases in enjoyment, motivation and 

confidence within discussions, as well as increases in self-perceived discussion and overall 

English abilities and out-of-class discussion study time (Table 6.12). Thus, this study has shown 

that low-level students’ self-perceived enjoyment, efforts and performance within group 

discussions will improve across time with a TBLT approach supported by GSF. It was my 

belief that the students were basing these increased ratings of their efforts and performance on 

the scores displayed within their GSF sheets and diaries, as that is how their performance was 

being determined. These positive effects on learning are expected when using clear performance 

rubrics (Andrade et al., 2009; Panadero et al., 2012) with feedback (Chappuis, 2005; Leung, 

2005a; Stiggins et al., 2004) and this study has shown these effects to also be possible with 

TBLT group discussions. However, this is based on self-reported data only and the two separate 

effects of a TBLT approach and the GSF on these self-reported feelings (Table 6.12) cannot be 

determined. This lack of clarity of separate effects of TBLT and GSF within the observational 

and self-reported data is discussed as an overall limitation to the thesis in the conclusions. 

Another important finding was that by Week 13, both ProdS and ProcS mentioned tests 

difficulties related to giving opinions and the discussion topic more, and problems with English 

vocabulary and grammar less than in Week 3 (Section 6.4.3.2). There are several possible 

interpretations of this data. Firstly, the use of TBLT group discussions and the GSF used in 

the study may make students value meaning-focused performance more than form-focused 

performance across time. This is the intended influence of TBLT and may mean that students 

concern themselves more with negotiation of meaning during discussions, rather than specific 
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language forms, ‘notice’ their language gaps as a result (Batstone, 1996, p. 273) and therefore 

improve their performance over time (Ellis, 2003; Littlewood; 2004; Long, 2014; Robinson 

2007, 2011; Willis & Willis, 2008). This may have aided the improvements seen in accuracy 

during classroom discussions (which followed a TBLT pre-task, task and post-task approach) by 

both ProdS and ProcS (Section 6.3.6.1) although this relationship is not shown with any data in 

this study.   

 Secondly, the use of TBLT group discussions and GSF may require additional 

support, such as a pre-test planning stage, to help low-level students prepare their opinions. 

This may have been an ongoing problem for the discussion tests, as considering and preparing to 

exchange opinions for discussion topics can take time, but the tests did not allow the ten-minute 

planning stage which the classroom practices did. I discussed in the literature review how pre-

task planning can generally improve oral performance (Ellis, 2009; Guará-Tavares, 2011, 2013, 

2016; Javad Ahmadian et al., 2015). Also, the results in Module Two of this PhD showed that 

having a ten-minute rehearsal planning stage, for the same group discussion set up used in this 

thesis (in terms of group size, topics and discussion length), can improve how much students 

speak, as well as how many reasons they will give (Appendix B). The lack of such rehearsal for 

the students for tests may have accounted for their inability to improve their accuracy for 

example, as they did improve accuracy (errors in speech) in classroom practices across time 

when they were allowed a planning-stage (Section 6.3.6.1). 

Thirdly, group discussion topics used by low-level students may need to be more 

familiar and easier to discuss than those in the study in order to support transfer of 

learning. In the survey and interviews in Week 13, ProdS and ProcS reported that some of the 
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topics were too hard to discuss and that their performance depended heavily on what the topic 

was. Although I chose topics (Appendix J) which I believed the students had adequate 

knowledge on, did not threaten face, and were simple to discuss, some groups perceived some 

topics to be too difficult for them to discuss. I sometimes heard comments from students such as 

“that topic was too hard” and perhaps the fact that the topic was new each time made it harder 

for the students to transfer the improvements they were seeing in classroom performance (such 

as accuracy for example) to the tests. Although transfer of learning from task-to-task is expected 

for students when the goals, conditions and set-up are the same each time (Barnett & Ceci, 2002; 

Benson, 2016; Blume et al., 2010), some topics may have created a high cognitive load for 

students and prevented such transfer between tasks (Skehan,1998, p. 99). However, it is also 

possible that the students were unaware or unwilling to admit in the self-reported data that 

problems with their test performance were due to factors other than the topic and that they were 

blaming it for whatever test scores they got. More detail about why the students felt the topics 

were too difficult was not revealed in the survey or interview data and would have been very 

useful for better understanding this potential problem.  

  

6.4.6.2 Similarities in the reported effects of Product and Process GSF  

Similar things were reported by both groups with regards to the usefulness of the GSF to 

help with discussion performance. On the whole, all of the Product and Process GSF sheets and 

diaries were reported to be helpful with improving performance (Table 6.19). More specifically, 

using the GSF sheets and diaries was reported to provide clarity of focus and performance, as 

well as with reviewing English. Therefore, this study has shown that the use of GSF with group 
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discussions can help students feel that they understand their performance better and how 

to focus on what they need to improve at. Although the use of goals and feedback were 

discussed earlier to be believed to support learning in this way (Sections 4.2 and 4.3), this study 

has shown this to also be applicable to group discussion tasks. The list of Process GSF which I 

created in RQ1, as well as the lists ProdS used to assess outcome, were short and concise and so 

helped create this focus. This positive finding means that the addition of feedback like this for 

discussions can be implemented as a helpful addition to learning, as students will find it easier to 

know how to perform well and this will increase their chances of improving their performance 

across time (Chappuis, 2005; Leung, 2005a; Stiggins et al., 2004). However, exactly how this 

reported improvement in focus helps, and what performance the students were referring to in the 

data is unclear. I assumed that they were referring to the GSF scores they used, but could not 

prove this. There was also no clear connection between these reports and changes in performance 

in the RQ2 data either, suggesting that reported improvements due to the GSF were more 

motivational in nature, rather than performance-based. 

This study has also shown how electronic performance diaries which support group 

discussion GSF can be used to motivate students to perform. This was reported within both 

groups, and with specific reference among ProcS to graphs showing performance feedback being 

helpful. The application of classroom-based technology to assist formative-assessment and 

feedback on tasks has been shown to motivate students (Irving, 2015; Maier, Wolf & Randler, 

2016) which has been shown to also be the case for group discussions in this study. This is an 

important finding for teachers who do not have time to monitor and analyze performance for 

every student themselves, as the more frequent and immediate feedback which such technology 
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provides would be expected to improve performance over time (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Davison, 

2004; Huhta, 2008; Sadler, 1998; Tunstall & Gipps, 1996; Wiliam, 2018). 

 

6.4.6.3 Differences in the reported effects of Product and Process GSF 

Three important differences were seen in the self-reported data by the Product and 

Process GSF. Firstly, the Process GSF seemed to focus students more on interactional 

performance than the Product GSF (such as asking questions, agreeing and disagreeing). In 

addition to a greater improvement in the interactional performance measures (Table 6.8) and 

more ‘individual speech style’ discussions than ProdS (Section 6.3.6.2), the changes in self-

reported data by ProcS between Week 3 and Week 13 (Table 6.18) suggested that they began to 

see a discussion task more as one which involves interacting in this way. This was also shown in 

the observational data, as ProcS were seen to use language indicating more of a concern for 

individual performance within interactions (Section 6.3.7). This was perhaps unsurprising, as the 

GSF list they were given to use (Table 6.2) was intended to focus them on such goals to 

demonstrate performance. Therefore, process-related goals might be more appropriate for 

language learning with group discussions than product-related goals, as the higher number of 

interactions which they result in are believed to be important for SLA (Firth & Wagner, 2007; 

Gass & Mackey, 2007; Gass & Varonis, 1994; Hatch, 1978; Long, 1996; Pica, 1994; Sun, 2011). 

However, connections between interactive language use and SLA have not been firmly proven in 

research (Keck et al., 2006) and this is discussed more in the conclusions section. 

Secondly, the Process GSF and assessment may have made students feel under more 

pressure to perform than the Product GSF, which was discussed in Chapter 4 as a potential 
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problem with the use of individual performance goals (Section 4.2.2). Within tests, ProcS said 

'delivering speech quickly' was a difficulty (Table 6.18), suggesting they may have felt extra 

pressure to get scores as quickly as possible. This extra pressure to perform for ProcS, but 

perhaps not ProdS, was also discussed in RQ2, where there was a noticeable effort by the 

students to pause less, speak more quickly and take more turns within the group across time with 

more ‘individual speech style’ discussions (Section 6.3.7). Despite this, ProcS did say that the 

sheet (used during classroom discussions) motivated them to perform better and rises in the 

number of turns taken during classes and tests seen within RQ2 (Table 6.4) may be connected to 

this motivation. Therefore, with Process GSF, it is very important to consider the balance 

between pressure on students to perform and improvements in process-measures. It may be 

desirable to ‘push’ students to participate and interact more within discussions using such 

personalized accountability for performance with Process GSF, to ensure that they practise using 

the language as much as possible. This study has shown how such accountability with personal 

goals for group discussions can create a sense of pressure and resultant anxiety among students 

(ProcS reported higher anxiety levels than ProdS by Week 13 in Table 6.12), which may have 

longer-term implications for student motivation. Making performance scores ‘public’ in classes, 

or linked to interpersonal or competitive goals between members, have been shown to create 

problems with motivation and engagement (Covington, 2000; Latham et al., 2016; Ryan & 

Patrick, 2001; Ryan & Pintrich, 1997) and appear to also be a danger for group discussions.  

Thirdly, the cognitive load placed on students during discussions by the Process GSF 

was higher than by the Product GSF. The in-task self-regulated assessment and recording of 

personal performance (ProcS) was clearly more demanding than the post-task overall group 
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performance style (ProdS). The survey/interview responses suggest that ProcS had difficulties 

filling out their sheet quickly enough compared to ProdS (Table 6.19). I also observed ProcS 

forgetting to use the sheet, or even intentionally putting it aside at points, when they seemed very 

focused on their discussions (Appendix C, Part 3). Even with the short list of process goals 

created in this study (Table 6.2) the workload may be too high and distracting from the task 

itself. Other research has suggested that students have limited attention to what they can focus on 

during task time (Skehan, 1996, 1998, p. 97) and that some goals may distract them away from 

what will help them learn or perform well (Seijts & Latham, 2001). This study confirms these 

beliefs and builds on them by using longitudinal data (RQ2 and RQ3) to show that the addition 

of self-regulated performance tracking during group discussions, while perhaps being 

motivating, can also be distracting from the language practice and resultant learning. Listening to 

and responding to others in a discussion, whilst also assessing and recording personal 

performance, may have been a reason for the more ‘individual speech style’ discussions by 

ProcS, as opposed to ‘collaborative style’ discussions by ProdS (who did not need to record 

individual performance during discussions) and the possible ‘trade-off’ of other performance 

such as complexity (shorter turn length) and fluency (more repetitions) (Section 6.3.7). Careful 

thought is needed regarding the design of any GSF applied to group discussion tasks, as well as 

additional support which may be required to reduce cognitive load during discussions (such as 

the planning stage discussed in Section 6.3.7), to ensure that students can focus on improving 

their performance as much as possible. This possible ‘trade-off’ of student focus between in-task 

self-regulated performance tracking and performance development is extremely relevant to the 

application of GSF to group discussions and is discussed further in the conclusions section. 
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6.4.7 RQ3 key findings summary 

The self-reported data collected in RQ3 has revealed some important findings which 

contribute to language teaching research. Firstly, the students in the study reported increasingly 

positive feelings towards engaging in learning through TBLT group discussions across time, as 

well as towards using the GSF provided. This has shown the potential for a combined TBLT and 

GSF approach to positively effect low-level students' attitudes towards second language group 

discussions. Furthermore, the data has shown that feedback provided by GSF can help students 

understand their performance in discussions and how to direct future efforts to improve (Atkin et 

al., 2001; Chappuis, 2005; Leung, 2005a; Stiggins et al., 2004), and that the use of classroom 

technology (such as the automated electronic diaries in the study) can be motivating to improve 

performance (Irving, 2015; Maier et al., 2016). 

Secondly, I believe that the data has shown how the type of performance goals applied to 

group discussions will influence the focus and efforts made by students. Both product and 

process goals appeared to make students value meaning-focused more than form-focused 

performance across time, which would be expected to result in negotiation of meaning and 

improvements in communicative competence (Ellis, 2003; Littlewood, 2004; Long, 2014; 

Robinson, 2011; Willis & Willis, 2008). Also, process goals (focused on individual speech and 

interactions during discussions) seemed to focus students more on interactional performance 

(mainly asking questions and agreeing/disagreeing) than product goals. The use of personal 

performance goals for tasks has been shown to 'push' students to engage more in discussions in 

an interactive way, which supports the literature (Elliot & McGregor, 2001) and discussion of the 

observed effects on performance in RQ2 (Section 6.3.7). However, the stress which individual 
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goals were reported as putting ProcS under to perform, as described in other research (Latham et 

al., 2016, p. 3), may make students focus more on getting task scores than improving their actual 

language use or completing the task as a group (Seijts & Latham, 2001). 

Finally, the data showed that additional support within learning may be required to 

support low-level students using a TBLT approach and GSF with group discussions. Students 

continued to report finding it difficult to give opinions within discussions and that topics were 

sometimes too difficult to discuss. ProcS also reported finding it difficult to use the Process sheet 

to assess and record performance at the same time as having a discussion. The cognitive load 

placed on low-level students undertaking TBLT group discussion, whilst using GSF, should be 

as low as possible to help them focus on using the language and improving over time. 

Suggestions to support this are the use of a pre-discussion planning stage (Ellis, 2009; Javad 

Ahmadian et al., 2015), topics which are as familiar to the students and connected as possible 

(Skehan, 1998, p. 99) and GSF being done outside of the discussion time (by reviewing 

recordings of discussions post-task for example). Implications and recommendations based on all 

of the above findings are discussed further in the conclusions section. 

  

6.4.8 Limitations 

Four main limitations need considering. Firstly, there was some non-equivalency 

between ProdS and ProcS. These were similar to the non-equivalency problem discussed for 

the observational data in Weeks 2 and 3 in RQ2 (Section 6.3.8) and again highlight the problem 

with comparing changes in data between two uneven groups. In RQ3, there were (a) differences 

in self-reported feelings towards discussions in Week 3 (Table 6.12), with ProcS generally 
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giving more positive responses than ProdS. Also, (b) the number of ProdS and ProcS students 

interviewed was both quite small and uneven. Only a total of 18 students (7 ProdS and 11 ProcS) 

were interviewed at both the start and end of the semester. The reliability of the data collected 

would have been better if more ProdS and ProcS had been available for interviews and if more 

students at the university could have been found to do the interviews. In addition, (c) the number 

of survey responses were uneven for the two groups (ProdS N = 50, ProcS N = 82) due to the 

difference in sizes of the classes undertaking the different approaches. This is why I used 

percentages of responses, rather than the number of students, but it means problems such as a 

larger group of students being statistically more likely to mention a wider variety of points than a 

smaller one. 

A second limitation was a lack of detail in responses, especially within peer-

interviews. Understanding exactly what students were referring to was sometimes difficult and 

required my own interpretation of what they meant. Answers given were generally short and 

sometimes not elaborated on (see the coding comments columns in Appendices O, P and Q for 

examples). If using peer-interviews again in the future, I would consider making two main 

changes to tackle this problem. Firstly, student interviews could be trained as interviewers for a 

longer period of time before starting a study. Their lack of ability to elicit more data on occasions 

was apparent to me by the end of the study and was a problem for the quality of data gathered. 

Secondly, student interviewers could socialize more with the students they will interview before 

the first interviews. By doing so they could build better rapport and potentially get more open 

and detailed responses from the interviewees.  
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Thirdly, there were difficulties in coding the responses. The interpretation problems 

discussed above made it hard to form categories and sub-categories for the overall data. With 

regards to reported test difficulties (Appendix O), one problem was with coding the responses 

related to 'expressing ideas in English'. This was a very common response in surveys, but I was 

unsure if it referred to problems with English vocabulary and grammar or delivering speech in 

English. Also, many students stated that their GSF sheet provided 'clarity of performance', but 

not specifically if this meant helping see their weak points or just an overall performance score. 

With regards to the reported usefulness of the GSF diaries, students often reported 'seeing scores' 

or 'having goals' as helpful. However, it was difficult to know sometimes if students meant that 

they were motivated by these scores and goals, or if they simply provided clarity for focus and 

performance. I decided to use broadly worded categories within the data tables to summarize 

such opinions in order to reduce the chance of misinterpreting responses. However, this still 

required my interpretation of short and unclear responses in some cases and also made my 

findings less specific about the student reports of potential problems encountered in tests, as well 

as the potential effects of GSF on learning.   

Finally, there were some challenges with interpreting the data tables. It was (a) 

difficult to interpret the importance of factors based on the percentage of students who 

mentioned them (Tables 6.13, 6.16 and 6.17). I determined all of the points mentioned by any of 

the students as relevant, even though some points were mentioned much more often than others. 

I felt this would capture a full view of potential opinions rather than only the most common. 

However, this lack of accuracy in the potential 'relevance' of factors in the self-reported data was 

a potential weakness of the approach used. By then ordering factors in the tables by percentages, 
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some of them near the bottom of the lists may have appeared less significant than they actually 

were. Using pre-determined rating list surveys would have avoided this problem (rating factors 

from 1 to 6 for relevance for example) by making sure each student responded in some way to 

the same factors at the start and finish of the semester. However, as I previously stated, I did not 

wish to use such a list, as it may not cover potential factors which students would want to report 

as important for their learning. Additionally, (b) it was challenging to interpret discussion test 

difficulties mentioned in Week 3, but not in Week 13. If students described certain factors as 

problems at the start of the semester, but not at the end, this did not necessarily mean that they no 

longer considered those factors as problems. Although the fact that students mentioned certain 

difficulties first may suggest that those were more relevant, the students may have just chosen to 

focus their discussion on other things in their limited time to do the survey or interview on that 

particular day. Rating a set list of potential difficulties in both Weeks 3 and 13 could have 

avoided this problem by ensuring students rate the same set of potential difficulties at the start 

and end of the semester. However, I decided to use the open-ended survey/interview approach to 

gather as much data as possible from students which may be missed by using pre-formulated 

surveys for examples. Another possible explanation is that the students may not have wanted to 

repeat themselves in a second interview. Because they were interviewed twice by the same 

student (with the intent of helping them build rapport and give more open and detailed 

responses), they may have assumed the interviewer already knew the problems they had 

discussed in the first interview and decided not to repeat them. If this was the case, it could be 

avoided by alternating the interviewers in the future, so that a different student is interviewing 

the students each time. Also, students interviewing other students when meeting them for the 
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first time would mean they have less rapport than if they met multiple times to discuss the 

questions. One solution could be to have the interviewers socialize with the interviewees as 

many times as possible before the interviews in order to build rapport, as discussed above. 

 

6.5 Summary of research question findings 

This chapter addressed the overall research question for this thesis, which was ‘What are 

the effects on learning of using Goal-Setting and Feedback (GSF) with TBLT group discussions 

across a semester?’ Table 6.20 summarizes the three RQs addressed within this thesis, as well as 

the overall findings regarding each RQ with the study data.  

Two sets of performance goals were created for use in the study. Process goals were 

related to interactions (opinions, reasons, examples, questions and (dis)agreements), which I also 

adapted to make product goals (group choice, reasons, examples and other choices). The 

combined TBLT and GSF approach used was reported as enjoyable and motivating, as well as 

effective for creating more meaning-focused (rather than form-focused) discussions. Language 

use improvements were also seen for both groups across time (classroom accuracy and test 

fluency), especially for LPs, but lacking in other areas (classroom participation, repetitions, 

reformulations or complexity, or for test accuracy or complexity), suggesting ‘trade-off’ in 

performance due to limitations in focus, and a need for additional support in the learning (such as 

planning time and careful topic choice).  
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Table 6.20. Summary of RQ1-3 findings  
Research question Summary of findings 

RQ1: What are appropriate 

discussion performance goals for 

the Japanese university students 

in this study? 

- Process goals: interactions between students involving giving opinions 

(opinions, reasons, and examples), understanding one another (questions 

and answers), and (dis)agreeing (with at least one reason).  

- Product goals: decisions between students involving an agreed choice, 

reasons and examples for that choice, and other possible choices (with 

reasons). 

RQ2, Part (a): How does 

observable discussion task 

performance change for the 

students across a semester using 

a TBLT approach (regardless of 

the type of GSF used)? 

- Classroom accuracy (spoken errors) and test fluency (pauses) improves. 

- No significant improvements for classroom participation, repetitions, 

reformulations or complexity, or for test accuracy or complexity (due to a 

potential ‘trade-off’ between CAF measures, as well as between rubric 

scores and other aspects of performances, suggesting the need for 

additional support, such as planning stages). 

RQ2, Part (b): What different 

effects do Product and Process 

GSF have on observable 

performance across a semester?   

- Process GSF motivates students to speed up their discussions, resulting in 

faster speech rates, development of faster turn-taking tactics (such as more 

cues) and increases in the process measures used as goals (opinions, 

reasons and questions in this case). However, they also may ‘trade-off’ 

other performance aspects via shorter turns, more repetitions, and more 

‘individual speech style’ discussions (more ‘off-task’ turns, and less 

'outcome-promoting' turns and clarifications). 

- Product GSF motivates students to reach agreed outcomes, resulting in 

more ‘collaborative style’ discussions (more clarifications, reformulations 

and ‘outcome-promoting’ turns, as well as less ‘off-task’ turns), but with 

no significant improvement in speech rates, turn-taking tactics or process 

measures. 

RQ2, Part (c): Are these effects 

the same for Low (LPs) and 

High Participators (HPs)? 

- Spoken participation improves more overall for LPs. 

- ProdS HPs may dominate the speaking role in tests. 

- ProcS LPs are expected to show more improvements in participation, 

fluency and process measures than ProcS HPs. 

- More anxiety is expected in the learning for ProcS (especially LPs) than 

ProdS, due to the pressure of personal (rather than group) goals. 

RQ3, Part (a): How do ProdS 

and ProcS report feeling about 

performing in discussions across 

the semester? 

- Enjoyment, efforts and performance within group discussions are reported 

to improve across time. 

- Students report valuing meaning-focused performance more than form-

focused performance across time. 

- Low-level students using TBLT and GSF with group discussions may 

desire additional support, such as a pre-test planning stage and careful 

topic choice (which are easy to discuss and are connected), to help them 

perform better across time. 

RQ3, Part (b): How do they 

report feeling about the support 

the two types of GSF provided 

for their learning (or not)? 

- GSF with group discussions is reported to help students understand their 

performance better and what to focus on to improve. 

- Electronic performance diaries which support group discussion GSF are 

reported to motivate students to improve performance. 

- Process GSF is reported to focus students more on interactional 

performance than the Product GSF. 

- Individual Process GSF is reported to put students under more pressure 

during performance than group Product GSF. 

- the cognitive load placed on students during discussions by the Process 

GSF is reported to be higher than by the Product GSF. 

 

 



 

191 
 

The GSF used was reported as being helpful to understand discussion performance and 

how to focus efforts to improve, as well as motivating to improve performance when tracked 

using the electronic diaries. The different effects of the two types of GSF used, as well as 

possible trade-off between different aspects of performance created by both, were also shown. 

The Process GSF motivated students to speed up discussions, resulting in improved participation, 

fluency and process measures (especially for the LPs), but came with higher cognitive load and 

stress within performance than Product GSF, encouraging shorter turns and more ‘individual 

speech style’ discussions (more ‘off-task’ turns, and less 'outcome-promoting' turns and 

clarifications). On the other hand, the Product GSF promoted more ‘collaborative style’ 

discussions (more clarifications, reformulations and ‘outcome-promoting’ turns, as well as less 

‘off-task’ turns), but with little improvement in the performance measures. These findings are 

used to draw conclusions for this thesis within the next chapter in terms of their overall 

contributions to and implications for research and language teaching.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

192 
 

CHAPTER 7. CONCLUSIONS  

 

This thesis examined how the use of Goal-Setting and Feedback (GSF) in Task-Based 

Language Teaching (TBLT) group discussions affects learning and task performance for students 

across time. This chapter explains the contributions made to research by the findings summarized 

in Table 6.20, followed by recommendations for language teaching which arise from those 

findings. Finally, the overall limitations of this thesis and suggested future research directions are 

discussed.   

 

7.1 Contributions to research  

Four important contributions to research have been made. Firstly, this is the first study I 

am aware of to use mixed-method longitudinal empirical data to show how a TBLT approach 

affects the learning and performance of low-level students undertaking group discussions across 

time. Although TBLT group discussions are perhaps expected by researchers and teachers to 

result in improved language use across time (as discussed in Chapter 2), there is a clear gap in 

the research to show what changes actually occur. Although the students in the study showed 

some improvements in CAF (accuracy and fluency-related) when a pre-discussion rehearsal 

stage was used in classes, most of the CAF measures did not improve, especially when the 

planning was not present (within testing). This suggests that the improvements in linguistic 

performance which TBLT can nurture within group discussions with low-level learners 

appear to be limited. Although discussions were reported as being enjoyable and motivational, 

the cognitive load placed on the students to improve their performance over time was also clear 

in the data. Thus, low-level learners may struggle to transfer learning across time and improve 
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performance, indicating possible 'trade-off' between CAF measures within group discussions, as 

suggested by Skehan (1998, p. 97) for other task types. This challenges the assumption which 

often appears to be made in the literature (e.g. Ellis, 2003; Long, 2014; Prabhu, 1987; Skehan, 

1998; Willis & Willis, 2008) regarding the suitability of TBLT as a stand-alone approach for 

improving performance with low-level learners, when the focus is on group discussions. The use 

of an alternative approach, or additional supportive learning for TBLT, may be required to 

improve multiple aspects of linguistic performance over time (such as tasks focused on accuracy 

and/or complexity to address the lack of improvements which was evident in the study). 

Recommendations to address this within language teaching are discussed in the next section. 

Secondly, this study contributes important data to goal-setting and feedback research. 

This study has added to the substantial literature on the effects of goal-setting, feedback and 

performance rubrics (see Chapter Four) by showing the impact of Goal-Setting and Feedback 

(GSF) on language learning through group discussions, a neglected aspect of the field. The self-

reported data suggested that the addition of GSF helped clarify performance and motivated 

students to improve, and that the use of goals related to the process and product of discussions, 

as opposed to CAF performances, may have encouraged more meaning-focused (as opposed to 

form-focused) discussions. More significantly, the study showed how different types of goals 

can be used to influence students' focus within, and resultant stress and performance, 

during group discussions. Group product goals motivate students to collaborate more and reach 

goals together, while individual process goals motivate them to interact more often and at a 

greater speed across time, but with higher cognitive load and stress levels than the product goals. 

These findings have shown a deeper level of 'trade-off' occurring within performance, going 
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beyond that between CAF measures discussed above. This is a highly significant finding which 

helps elaborate on what ‘trade-off’ involves when considering the wider range of possible 

performances associated within group discussions. As the application of goals to discussions will 

direct the limited focus which students have towards certain areas of performance, there will 

inevitably be less focus (if any) on other areas. Although this study and other research has shown 

how the use of performance rubrics can help focus students on understanding their ability and 

how to improve it, the lowering of attention on performance which is unrelated to goals may 

result in less improvement in such areas than when GSF is not applied. Recommendations for 

applying GSF to language teaching are discussed in the next section.  

Thirdly, this study has shown important differences in the effects of a combined TBLT 

and GSF approach for different students, based on their level of participation within discussions 

(LPs and HPs). TBLT has been reported as a more beneficial approach for students of a higher 

proficiency (Burrows, 2008; Tseng, 2006) and that having a lower level than others in a group 

task may prevent students from speaking at all (Foster, 1998). This was not the case in the study 

when GSF was applied to TBLT group discussions. LPs showed more improvements in 

participation than HPs and more improvements in fluency and process measures than HPs when 

using process goals. This new data demonstrates that applying individualized GSF to TBLT 

groups discussions can help improve performance for different levels of performers, 

especially those who usually speak less than others within groups. This finding reflects 

findings in the literature related to performance goal rubrics, which suggest that lower 

performers improve performance more than higher performers when using individual 

performance rubrics (Balan, 2012; Black & Wiliam, 1998b). The study has therefore 
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demonstrated, for the first time, how such individual rubrics can be applied to TBLT group 

discussions to support the learning of all students within groups and not just those who usually 

speak the most.  

Finally, this study has shown an efficient and fruitful method of data collection for 

classroom-based oral task research which can be replicated by other studies. Observational 

data of multiple groups within the same classes was collected across time by combining audio 

and video files (Section 5.6.1), and combined with electronic surveys to capture large amounts of 

useful MMR data about student performance. In addition, the community research style peer-

interviewing system used (Section 5.7.2) gathered large amounts of interview data whilst I was 

observing and grading student tests. This study has shown that careful organization of time and 

resources, as well as the inclusion of student interviews in data collection, can create a clearer 

picture of how students are learning. Recommendations for the application of such data 

collection methods within other language learning contexts is discussed in the next section.   

 

7.2 Recommendations for language teaching 

 This section discusses four main recommendations for teachers, institutions and 

governments regarding language teaching, based on the above findings. Firstly, the actual 

effects on learning shown in this study with a TBLT approach to group discussions with 

low-level learners need considering before applying such an approach to communication 

courses. The data has shown that a TBLT approach should not be assumed to result in language 

use improvements (especially CAF measures) among low-level students which the literature and 

past study findings with other types of tasks may suggest (Chapter Two). Specifically, the 
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weekly use of a ten-minute pre-discussion rehearsal stage, an eight-minute discussion, and 30-

minute post-discussion language review stage helped students improve accuracy and fluency 

within those discussions (but not within tests). In order to improve complexity, however, 

teachers may need to combine group discussion tasks with form-focused tasks which enable 

students to focus on using new vocabulary or grammatical forms. For instance, students could 

practice specific grammatical structures with ‘production-practice activities’ (Ellis, 2003, p. 261) 

or set lexical patterns within post-task review (Willis & Willis, 2008, pp. 194-196), with the 

objective of them transferring such learning to performance within future discussion tasks. 

However, the longer-term effects of this additional learning on performance cannot be 

determined from my study, as it did not go beyond the effects of TBLT as an overall approach.  

 Secondly, the findings within the study should be used to help guide the design and 

implementation of GSF into communication courses. Both sets of goal types used (shared 

group product and individual process) were shown to successfully direct students' focuses and 

behaviors towards improving at those specific performances across time. The product goals 

focused students more on collaborating to agree outcomes together, while the process goals 

focused student more on giving opinions and interacting during tasks, which can both be 

replicated for other courses using the sheets and diaries created (Appendices E and F). These 

positive findings for GSF suggest that performance measures for tasks should be determined for 

communication courses (such as by surveying/interviewing teachers, as in this study), and 

rubrics developed for students to use across time to help clarify performance and motivate them 

to improve in the ways intended. Teachers should make a list of what they consider the most 

important performance measures for their students (as done in Table 6.2 for the study) and 
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ensure that rubrics are aligned with those goals, and ideally with course assessment to further 

motivate students to succeed (Assessment Reform Group, 1999, p. 7). Those rubrics should be as 

quick and easy for students to use as possible by keeping the list short and measures easy to 

score (preferably by counting them as in the study). Adequate time should be allocated to using 

the rubrics during classes by teachers carefully organizing and perhaps cutting some of the work 

usually undertaken by students in that time. In addition, the use of individual performance goals, 

as opposed to shared group goals, was shown to improve performance more among students who 

usually spoke less within discussions (LPs), but added more stress to their learning. Thus, 

teachers should consider applying such accountability to each student for their performance 

across time, while remaining aware that it does add pressure and anxiety to the learning. 

Collecting and analyzing feedback from students across courses (such as surveys or observations 

by the teacher) is recommended to ensure such anxiety is not counter-productive to the learning 

(such as students having negative feelings regarding performance or avoiding participating). If 

stress levels are high, then the use of group goals may reduce the pressure felt by students and 

perhaps be more suitable. 

Thirdly, the findings should be used to help train both students and teachers how to 

apply GSF to communicative language courses. This would be especially useful in Japan, 

where the government intends to improve the conversation skills of students at the school and 

university level (MEXT, 2009, 2013), but where TBLT faces challenges such as a lack of teacher 

skills and acceptance of it as an approach by both students and teachers because of its unclear 

connection to progress and testing (Deng & Carless, 2009; Lai, 2015). By showing how GSF 

may be applied to clarify and measure performance in the way found in the study, learning 
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would be expected to improve. At the start of courses, students should be allowed to see and 

discuss the potential benefits and problems associated with the approach (perhaps using the 

summary of findings in Table 6.20) before being asked to undertake it themselves. This greater 

understanding of the expected outcomes from using TBLT/GSF is likely to help students utilize 

it more than within the study, where it was undertaken for the first time. In addition, the same 

findings would be effective at helping train teachers to apply GSF to TBLT group discussions 

within their communication courses. The teaching and data collection methods, sheets and 

diaries used, as well as actual effects on performance found within the study, would help 

teachers understand how to use goals to support learning more and what effects to expect (or 

not). They would then be able to apply such knowledge to their own courses by adapting the 

rubrics to match their own approach to determining performance for different types of tasks with 

different students. 

Finally, an implication for institutions and policy makers is that classrooms should be 

equipped with technology to support GSF within communication courses. Mainly, simple 

technology which allows students to record and assess their own discussions after they have been 

completed (such as the classroom management system and microphones on each desk in the 

study) would make post-task reviewing of performance possible. The study findings suggest that 

it is important to allow students to perform GSF outside of the actual task time with no need to 

track scores at that time, allowing them to focus more on improving their language use. Also, 

such recordings can provide teachers with more feedback on student performance across time 

which they would otherwise not get. In addition, computers, or similar technology, which can 

allow students the ability to track and monitor their GSF across time (such as the diaries in the 



 

199 
 

study) would automate and speed up the ability of students to self-regulate their performance 

tracking across courses, as well as provide another source of feedback for teachers on student 

performance.  

  

7.3 Thesis limitations and future research directions 

Three main limitations and areas of important future research were found for the study. 

Firstly, only ten teachers and 132 low-level students participated in the study and data was only 

collected for group discussions within a single university in Japan. Future research projects 

which use data from a wider variety of institutions and countries, larger groups of participants, 

different levels of learners (perhaps of a higher level), and with task types other than group 

discussions, would shed more light on the overall effects of TBLT and GSF on learning. This 

could then be used to check the above findings on a more universal basis and help guide the 

application of TBLT and GSF to improve language courses. 

Secondly, the view of performance within discussions was limited to the amount of 

discussion which could be made within this thesis, and future studies which analyze different 

aspects of task performance may reveal alternative effects of TBLT and GSF. The analysis in the 

study could not expand further within the wordcount allowed to cover alternative aspects of 

performance, such as lexical complexity, which may reveal changes not discussed in this thesis. 

Such additional analyses of the effects of TBLT and GSF may further broaden the understanding 

of the learning they can achieve. 

Thirdly, the separate effects which TBLT, SRL, goal-setting, Formative Assessment (FA) 

and supportive technology (electronic diaries in the study) had on the performance and self-
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reported feelings by students could not be confidently isolated. For instance, the data did not 

show how using a TBLT approach alone (without the GSF) might affect learning. The study used 

all of these learning factors as a combined approach to providing students with the greatest 

support possible within their learning, based on past literature, but only the self-reported data in 

RQ3 was helpful for distinguishing which of them may have accounted for changes in 

performance seen in RQ2. Although the data provided in this thesis contributed significantly to 

the understanding of the effects of TBLT and GSF, future research projects which isolate and 

examine the separate effects of TBLT and GSF may help to consolidate understandings of how 

to operationalise them more effectively. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A. Summary of Module One findings regarding factors affecting group discussion 

participation for Japanese university students 

 

Category Sub-category 

Mean  

score 

(out of 

five)  

 Recommendations for instructors 

Topic 

(Barrier) 

Discussion topic knowledge 3.48 

D
is

cu
ss

io
n

 t
a

sk
 d

es
ig

n
 

Instructors should choose topics which 

learners have adequate knowledge about and 

interest in to promote participation (Bachman 

& Palmer, 1996; Cao & Philp, 2006; Hann, 

2007). Allow learners to choose the topic to 

increase the chance of their participation (Deci 

& Ryan, 2000). 

Discussion topic interest 3.43 

Relevance of topic to 

learners' majors 
3.14 

Relevance 

(Boost) 

Topics connected to real 

world issues 
3.08 

Choice 

(Boost) 
Learners choosing the topic 3.69 

Support 

(Boost) 

Pre-discussion brainstorming 3.63 Instructors should consider how to allocate 

time prior to discussions for learners to 

prepare with brainstorming and practise 

(Chang, 2011; Hann, 2007; Nakatsuhara, 

2011), and with a clear idea of how to take 

part well in the discussion with a clear scoring 

system for example (Dörnyei, 2001, p. 28; 

Tsuo, 2005). 

Pre-discussion peer practice 3.54 

Seeing a scoring explanation 

for getting discussion points 
3.34 

Support 

(Boost) 

Peer feedback after 

discussions 
3.13 

Instructors should design discussion tasks to 

allow for learners to receive feedback on their 

discussions after they are completed. This 

could be done through peer feedback, self-

recording, or from the instructor for example 

(Chang, 2011; Harumi, 2010). 

Outcome 

(Boost) 

Learners seeing measurable 

progress of their discussion 

skills 

3.53 

Support 

(Boost) 

Repeating task types across 

time 
3.47 

Discussion tasks should be kept uniform in 

design across time (in terms of parameters 

such as time limits, group sizes, outcome 

expectations and member roles), so as to allow 

learners to focus mostly on participating 

orally, rather than understanding the task 

(Ellis, 2003, p. 226; Fushino, 2010). 

Enjoyment 

(Boost) 

Discussions more like games 

and puzzles 
3.59 

Designing a discussion task to be more 

humorous, or more like a game (with game 

parameters such as points being involved) 

may result in learners taking part more 

(Author, 2013a). 

Laughing during the 

discussion 
3.85 

L2 Use 

(Barrier) 
A lack of vocabulary 3.26 

Instructors should ensure that adequate time is 

allocated to learning and retaining relevant 

vocabulary during discussion skills courses, 

so learners can feel they have the language 

necessary to take part in discussions (Ferris, 

1998; Harumi, 2010). 
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Group 

Dynamics 

(Barrier) 

Members being close friends 

or not 
3.59 

G
ro

u
p

 s
et

-u
p
 

Instructors should ensure that group members 

are comfortable with each other in terms of 

familiarity and comfort with each other to 

promote open participation (Cao & Phillip, 

2006; Forsyth, 2006, p. 29; Fushino, 2010; 

Nakatsuhara, 2011; Sugiman, 1997). 

Instructors should change group members (or 

allow learners to choose their own groups) to 

make sure group dynamics do not act as a 

significant barrier for participation in 

discussions (Tsui, 2001; Williams & Andrade, 

2008; Woodrow, 2006). 

Differing English abilities 

amongst members 
3.40 

Culture 

(Barrier) 

A fear of making a mistake 

when speaking 
3.06 

Support 

(Boost) 

Positive feedback or praise 

from the instructor 
3.51 

In
st

ru
ct

o
r 

a
ct

io
n

s 

Instructors should monitor group interaction 

closely during discussions and be ready to 

interact directly with groups (in order to 

improve learner participation) if necessary 

(Cheng & Dörnyei, 2007; Dörnyei, 2001; 

Guilloteaux & Dörnyei, 2008; Williams & 

Andrade, 2008). Asking group members 

questions, giving them help, and praising 

contributions when participation levels are 

low can help boost participation (Harumi, 

2010; Patrick et al., 2000). 

Direct instructor support 

during discussions 
3.30 
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Appendix B. Summary of Module Two findings regarding the effects of group discussion planning for Japanese university 

students 

 

 
LOW 

participators 

(N=12) 

HIGH 

participators 

(N=12) 

OVERALL 

(N=24) 
(N=24) 

95% 

confidence 

interval 

 

 

Measure 

(NONE=no planning 

STR=Strategic 

REH=Rehearsal) 

MEAN SD MEAN SD MEAN SD 
Mean 

change 
t 

Sig. 

(two-

tailed) 

lo
w

er 

u
p

p
e
r 

η2 
Effect 

size 

NONE Words / min 6.85 3.29 16.06 4.97 11.46 6.25        

STR Words / min 10.51 2.55 16.34 5.03 13.43 4.91 1.97 -2.127 0.044 -3.89 -0.05 0.16 large 

REH Words / min 10.13 3.49 18.55 5.25 14.34 6.13 2.88 -3.077 0.005 -4.82 -0.94 0.29 large 

NONE Syllables / 
min 

8.74 4.02 20.56 6.14 14.65 7.89        

STR Syllables / min 13.99 3.49 20.65 7.06 17.32 6.42 2.67 -2.149 0.042 -5.23 -0.10 0.17 large 

REH Syllables / min 13.36 4.41 22.79 6.02 18.08 7.06 3.43 -2.75 0.011 -6.00 -0.85 0.25 large 

NONE Turns / min 0.40 0.30 0.50 0.25 0.45 0.27        

STR Turns / min 0.42 0.33 0.54 0.28 0.48 0.30 0.03 -0.83 0.415 -0.11 0.05 0.03 small 

REH Turns / min 0.36 0.16 0.73 0.45 0.55 0.38 0.10 -1.602 0.123 -0.23 0.03 0.10 medium 

NONE Speech Rate 

A 
67.26 31.24 76.38 19.76 71.82 25.99        

STR Speech Rate A 84.96 20.96 82.15 20.33 83.56 20.24 11.74 -2.263 0.033 -22.46 -1.01 0.18 large 

REH Speech Rate A 84.52 18.09 84.05 16.82 84.29 17.08 12.46 -2.591 0.016 -22.41 -2.51 0.23 large 

NONE Speech Rate 

B 
62.57 30.02 64.93 21.53 63.75 25.58        

STR Speech Rate B 75.92 19.10 73.30 21.01 74.61 19.68 10.86 -2.193 0.039 -21.10 -0.61 0.17 large 

REH Speech Rate B 78.12 21.60 74.53 17.69 76.33 19.39 12.58 -2.616 0.015 -22.52 -2.63 0.23 large 

NONE L1 fillers / 
min speaking 

5.16 4.91 7.53 4.87 6.35 4.93        
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STR L1 fillers / min 

speaking 
5.64 4.78 9.13 6.58 7.39 5.90 1.04 -1.464 0.157 -2.52 0.43 0.09 medium 

REH L1 fillers / min 

speaking 
4.04 2.97 8.52 6.73 6.28 5.58 -0.07 0.084 0.934 -1.55 1.68 0.00 small 

NONE Pauses / min 
speaking 

9.94 4.02 8.83 2.01 9.39 3.16        

STR Pauses / min  

speaking 
8.30 3.01 6.85 2.27 7.58 2.71 -1.81 2.764 0.011 0.45 3.16 0.25 large 

REH Pauses / min  

speaking 
7.50 2.71 6.62 1.91 7.06 2.34 -2.33 3.026 0.006 0.74 3.92 0.28 large 

NONE Repetitions /  

min speaking 
1.12 1.66 3.28 2.72 2.20 2.46        

STR Repetitions /  
min speaking 

2.05 1.56 3.25 3.15 2.65 2.51 0.45 -0.732 0.472 -1.74 0.83 0.02 small 

REH Repetitions /  

min speaking 
1.44 1.76 3.03 3.26 2.23 2.69 0.04 -0.07 0.945 -1.21 1.13 0.00 small 

NONE 
Reformulations / min 

speaking 

1.41 1.14 2.67 1.34 2.04 1.38        

STR Reformulations 

/  
min speaking 

1.53 1.21 1.60 0.88 1.57 1.04 -0.48 1.539 0.137 -0.16 1.11 0.09 medium 

REH Reformulations 

/ min speaking 
1.12 1.36 2.29 0.96 1.70 1.30 -0.34 1.311 0.203 -0.20 0.88 0.07 medium 

NONE Ref clauses /  
100 pruned words  

6.40 4.61 5.60 3.69 6.00 4.10        

STR Ref clauses /  

100 pruned words 
2.66 2.37 4.66 2.44 3.66 2.57 -2.34 2.496 0.02 0.40 4.29 0.21 large 

REH Ref clauses /  

100 pruned words 
5.38 4.88 5.54 2.39 5.46 3.76 -0.54 0.705 0.488 -1.05 2.14 0.02 small 

NONE Number of  

reasons / turn 
0.93 0.57 1.91 1.13 1.42 1.01        

STR Number of  
reasons / turn 

2.32 1.73 1.96 1.30 2.14 1.51 0.73 -2.324 0.029 -1.37 -0.08 0.19 large 

REH Number of  

reasons / turn 
1.77 1.15 1.73 0.93 1.75 1.02 0.33 -1.491 0.15 -0.79 0.13 0.09 medium 
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Appendix O. Student discussion test difficulty open-ended responses coding examples (ProdS – Week 13) 

 

Test difficulty sub-

category 
Code 

Giving details 

(reasons/examples) 
A 

English Vocabulary B 

Expressing ideas in 

English 
C 

Short discussion time D 

Difficult topic content E 

 

Written survey response Code Coding comments 
Spoken interview 

response 
Code Coding comments 

It was hard to think of 

reasons and examplesA to 

match the situation and 

topic. 

A 

Is this about the topic (E) or 

coming up with reasons and 

examples (A)? 

Student: It's difficult to 

think of reasonsA for what 

I say to my group. 

Sometimes it's very 

difficult. 

 

Interviewer: Yes. That's 

right. The English is too 

difficult for you? 

 

Student: Sometimes, but in 

general I can't think of 

reasons or details. I just 

don't have any ideas. 

Maybe it would be the 

A B 

Coming up with 

reasons (A) and 

having a lack of 

vocabulary (B) 

clarified by the 

interviewer as 

difficulties reported 

by the student. 

I'm poor at thinking of 

reasons and examplesA. 
A 

A problem with L2 or 

coming up with reasons and 

examples? 

I found it easy to say my 

opinion, but difficult to 

give reasonsA to support 

it. 

A 

A problem with using 

English or the actual content 

for reasons? 

It was hard to give 

reasonsA for my choices. 
A 

Clearly saying that having 

reasons themselves was hard, 

rather than referring to an 

English problem. 



 

 
 

2
68 

It was hard to come up 

with concrete reasons for 

my opinionsA. 

A 

A clearer example of issues 

reported with coming up 

with reasons, rather than 

English problems. 

same in Japanese. But I 

also don't have a lot of 

English wordsB, so I need 

to practise those more. 

I found it hard to say what 

I wanted to in EnglishC. I 

had a lack of vocabularyB 

and I could not think of 

reasonsA. 

A B 

C 

Student explains A and B as 

reasons for C. This is clearer 

than some other students. 

Student: I can't say what I 

want to in discussions. I 

can't think of what to say.  

 

Interviewer: I see. It's 

difficult to do it isn't it. 

 

Student: Yes. My group 

members can do it, but I 

can't. It's too difficult 

sometimes to say the 

words in EnglishB. 

B 

Interviewer does 

not really helps 

clarify what the 

issue is believed to 

be (coming up with 

reasons (A), 

vocabulary (B) or 

articulating the 

language (C) for 

example). 

My lack of vocabularyB. B 

Clear example of a student 

saying that vocabulary was 

the issue for them 

I could not think of the 

English wordsB to use. 
B 

Do they mean having a lack 

of vocabulary or not being 

able to come up with 

reasons? 

I found it difficult to 

express my thoughts in 

EnglishC, because I have 

limited English 

vocabularyB. I could not 

have a smooth 

conversation like I can in 

Japanese. 

B C 

Clearly referring to a lack of 

vocabulary (B) and 

articulation (C) difficulties. 

It was hard to say want I 

wanted to in EnglishC and 

I had to use gestures, 

because I had a lack of 

English wordsB. 

B C 

Referring to a lack of 

vocabulary (B) as a problem 

and ability to say things in 

English (C), but due to the 

lack of vocabulary or 

something else? 
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I found it difficult to use 

my English to 

communicate my pointsC 

to the other members 

C 
No reasons stated why it was 

difficult. 

Student: I think we need 

more time to speakD. 

 

Interviewer: The time is 

too short? 

 

Student: Yes. If we had a 

little bit more time, we 

could give more opinions, 

so we could get more 

points. 

D 

Interviewer helps 

clarify that the 

length of the 

discussion (D) is 

seen as a difficulty, 

but does get any 

more detail 

afterwards. 

Saying what I wanted to 

in EnglishC in that 

moment was difficult. 

C 

Referring to the ability to 

articulate into L2, or the 

pressure of doing it quickly 

enough? 

I could not say the things I 

wanted to in EnglishC. 
C 

More of a clear example of 

articulation issues? Very 

general comment (used a lot 

in surveys) which did not 

reveal too much about 

student feelings! 

I knew what I wanted to 

say each week, but it was 

difficult to say it well in 

EnglishC. 

C 

Clearer example of 

articulation problems with 

L2 (knew what to say, but 

couldn't in L2, so not a 

reasons problem!) 

The time limit was too 

shortD. 
D 

Made it hard to say things in 

English or come up with 

ideas? 

Some topicsE are much 

harder than others. 
E 

Clearly indicating that 

perceived difficulties were 
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related to the topics 

themselves. 

Student: I can't speak 

sometimes. It's too 

difficult. 

 

Interviewer: Right. I see. 

Why do you think so? 

 

Student: It depends on the 

topic. If it is too hard to 

have an opinion about 

then I just stay quiet. I 

don't think that's my fault. 

I think the topic is too 

hardE. 

E 

Interviewer clarifies 

that the student 

clearly feels their 

performance 

problems are 

sometimes down to 

the topic. 
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Appendix P. Student GSF sheet usefulness open-ended responses coding examples (ProcS – Week 13) 

 

Sheet usefulness sub-category Code 

Could see my weak/strong points A 

Easy to see my performance level 

each time 
B 

Can see our score for each 

category 
C 

Helped me know what to say D 

Motivated me to aim for new 

targets 
E 

 

Written survey 

response 
Code Coding comments Spoken interview response Code Coding comments 

I could see my weak 

and strong pointsA. 
A 

Clearly about seeing own 

strengths / weaknesses. 

Student: I like the sheet 

because you can see what 

you are not good atA. 

 

Interviewer: I see. For 

example? 

 

Student: I could ask a lot of 

questions, but I forgot to 

give reasons. I could see a 

low reasons score, so it was 

very useful. Some areas 

needed practiceCand I could 

see the levels each weekB, 

so I could compare them. 

A B 

C 

Interviewer uses a 

good eliciting 

question to clarify 

that the student 

refers to 

weak/strong 

points, seeing 

performance each 

time and feedback 

on the difference 

categories. 

I understood my 

weaknessesA. 
A 

I could see how well 

I could speak every 

classBby knowing 

my strong and weak 

pointsA. 

A B 

Mentions both seeing ability 

each time and seeing weak and 

strong points. Clearer than the 

two students above. 

It was easy to think 

about what to say 

next timeD, because 

you could see which 

different areasCyou 

were doing well at 

and badly atA. 

A C 

D 

Student reports that knowing 

own weaknesses and knowing 

what to say were difficult. Are 

these the same thing, or are 

they appropriately separated as 

two different points referring 
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It helped me see 

where I was lacking 

pointsA and to know 

what to sayD. 

A D 

to clarity of performance and 

clarity of focus? 

Student: The sheet helped 

me know what I should 

sayDeach time. 

 

Interviewer: What do you 

mean? 

 

Student: I could see the 

things I was bad atA, so it 

was clear that I wasn't 

asking enough questions, or 

giving enough reasons 

sometimes for example. 

A D 

Interviewer uses a 

good eliciting 

question to clarify 

that the student 

refers to 

weak/strong 

points, as well as 

being helped in 

knowing what to 

say by the sheet. 

We were very 

motivated to get our 

next goalsE because 

we could see what 

we were bad atA. 

A E 

About motivation due to 

seeing weak points. Perhaps 

other students are motivated in 

this way, but just do not 

mention it in their responses. 

It was motivatingE 

because you wanted 

to say what the sheet 

showed you that you 

could notA in 

previous 

discussions. 

A E 

I could see my score 

each timeB. 
B 

It is not clear why this was 

helpful. Needed to be 

explained more by the student. 

It was useful for 

reviewing later 

because you could 

see your results 

visually for different 

discussionsB which 

you cannot do while 

you are having a 

discussion. 

B 

Clearly about seeing your 

ability, but do they mean in 

general, or specifically about 

seeing weaknesses? These are 

both under the same category 

in the results tables to 

eliminate doubt. 
It was easy to see 

my scores each 

weekB. 

B 
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I could see how well 

I was performing 

each timeB. 

B 

Student: There were some 

good points for the sheet. 

For example, I could see 

what my scores were for the 

different sectionsC. I felt 

really motivated to try and 

do better at the goals for my 

weak areasE, because I 

could see them on the sheetA 

and my strong areas did not 

need much focus.  

 

Interviewer: I see. 

 

Student: Yes. The sheet was 

good. I think it motivates a 

lot of students because they 

can see their overall score 

each timeB. 

A B 

C E 

The student 

explains multiple 

points and the 

interviewer 

actively listens to 

elicit more detail 

well. 

I could see my score 

on each new sheetB. 

This made me want 

to improve and get 

closer to my 

goalsEeach time. 

B E 

Says that seeing the score 

created motivation. A bit 

clearer than other comments 

above. 

It was useful to see 

what you should be 

sayingD in a 

discussion. 

D 
Do the students mean because 

of the weak points they see for 

themselves or seeing their 

performance each time?  
It helped me 

understand what 

kind of things I 

should sayD. 

D 

It made me try hard 

to reach my goalE 

each time. 

E 
Talk about motivation because 

of the goals, but is it the 

presence of the goal or trying 

to beat it which really 

motivated them? 

When I used the 

sheet, I tried hard to 

beat the score which 

I got last time and 

reach a new targetE. 

E 
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Appendix Q. Student GSF diary usefulness open-ended responses coding examples (ProdS – Week 13) 

 

Diary usefulness sub-category Code 

Easy to see my performance level 

each time 
A 

Goals were motivating to do better 

each time 
B 

Seeing improvements made me 

happy 
C 

Could see goals clearly D 

Did not use English I used in 

future discussions 
E 

 

Written survey response Code Coding comments 
Spoken interview 

response 
Code Coding comments 

We could see our scores each 

timeA. 
A 

Clearly stating that the 

performance feedback is 

the helpful point, but not 

exactly why. 

Student: It was helpful to 

see your overall score 

each weekA. 

 

Interviewer: Why? 

 

Student: Because it was 

easy to see how good our 

group was at the 

discussion. 

A  

Interviewer 

doesn't elicit 

details about 

reasoning very 

well. 

It was easy to see the results 

each weekA. 
A 

We could see how much 

score our group had for each 

discussionA. 

A 

You can see how well you do 

each timeA. 
A 

By setting a goal, I tried 

harderB to reach for higher 

scores. 

B 

Having or setting a goal 

was reported as the clear 

reason for motivation 

Student: I liked having 

goals in the diary. 

 

B C 

D 

Interviewer elicits 

details about the 

goals being 
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All group members were 

motivated by having a goalB 

for next time.  

B 

(B), but is not explained 

any further. 

Interviewer: Really? 

Why? 

 

Student: They motivated 

meB. They made it really 

clear to us what we 

needed to doD and we all 

felt really happy when we 

could see our scores 

getting betterC. 

present and clear, 

as well as seeing 

improvements 

over time as 

sources of 

motivation.  Setting goals for the next 

discussion made us try to get 

themB during that discussion. 

B 

Setting a goal for next time 

motivated meB to try hard. 
B 

Interviewer: Was the 

diary helpful? 

 

Student: Yes, but I 

couldn't see how to use 

the English we were 

practising again in the 

next discussion. It was 

very difficult. 

 

Interview: I see. Why do 

you think so? 

 

Student: I couldn't 

remember it when we 

were talking. It is hard to 

use it in the next 

discussionE. The diary 

wasn't useful for this 

point. 

E 

Interviewer elicits 

a criticism of the 

diary about not 

being able to 

transfer practised 

English to the 

next discussion 

(E). None of the 

students 

mentioned this in 

the surveys, but 

interviewed 

students did. 

It was nice to see your scores 

increasing over timeC. 
C 

Do the other students 

mean this, but did not 

specify motivation? 

It made me feel good when I 

got a better scoreC. 
C Improvement in scores 

overtime reported as the 

main reason for 

satisfaction. 

We were happy when we 

could see points getting 

higherC. 

C 

You can see your future goals 

easilyD. 
D 

Seeing what the goal 

was for next time 

reported as the reason. 

It was easy to see our goalsD 

for next time. 
D 

After seeing our result, we 

could see what our goal wasD 

for next time. 

D 

 

 




