Sample Reviews

Review: 00100

Classroom Research Projects in Pre-Service Teacher Education:

Trainee and Trainer Concerns

( Request Revision

The article is interesting in that it identifies student teachers’ concerns in pre-service education on the basis of their choice of topics for their classroom research projects. It emphasises trainees concerns on classroom management issues at an early stage of their professional development on the basis of a comprehensive data base (all the classroom research projects that have been done during 7 years, 533 in all).

Comments

1. The author establishes her theoretical framework by referring to a teacher development model that depicts student teachers’ development in “naturally occurring stages” (Kagan 1992, 129). This model – even though it is based on a comparative study of 40 learning-to-teach studies – is only of relative value because it does not take into account relevant other variables that influence development, i.e. the nature of teacher education as a form of intervention, the social context of the school in which they do their teaching practice or student teachers previous experiences with structurally related situations. The processes of learning-to-teach are more complex than that and there are enormous inter-individual variances if research takes account of them. 

2. The classroom research projects that are the data basis of this study require student teachers to “investigate a problem they confronted at the beginning of their teaching experience” (p. 5). If classroom research explicitly focuses on ‘problems’ as a starting point for a student teacher’s research (as opposed to ‘something I want to understand in more detail’ or ‘something that I would like to experiment with’) it is no wonder that – as a result of the topic review – it is ‘problems’ that you get. This may still be a valid piece of research but the author needs to be aware of that and needs to address this issue explicitly.

3. The author seems to be pleased that her findings correspond to the model of teacher development she referred to earlier on, “It is reassuring finding that the rank order of topics fully coincides with the chronological order of Kagan’s stages.” (p. 9) Research that takes ‘the voices’ of those concerned serious “seeks to describe the set of understandings and specific knowledge shared among participants that guide their behaviour in that specific context, that is to describe the culture of that community, classroom, event, or program.“ (Hornberger 1994, 688). It cares about local, contextual validity of its results and is not so much interested in the generalizability of its results. 

If the author addresses these issues explicitly and uses them to re-interpret his / her findings, the study may well be an interesting contribution to the question of teacher development.

Comment for new reviewers:  This is helpful because it identifies the strengths of the article, but also sets out clearly a number of areas where changes would need to be made before we can consider it further.

Review of  00048  Comparative research on learning styles

To Keith: The style, presentation, and content of this ms gives me no confidence at all that the results are reliable and the discussion is also pretty weak.  Outright reject – 4, 5, 7.

To the author: You have obviously put a great deal of time and effort into your study, but I don’t believe that the manuscript you submitted can be published by ELTJ.  Some of the problems I see include:

1. There is no referencing at all.  Studies in our field build upon previous research and thinking.  How does your research advance what we already know?

2. Where did the survey questions and interview questions come from?  Is there any rationale behind them, or are they based solely on ‘common sense’?

3. You mention that “to date” you have done this research.  Is there more that is not reported here?

4. The statistics you use are unclear, as you used an ANOVA but no post-hoc test like a Scheffe to disambiguate results.  In addition, the way the results are reported, it is unclear how the conclusions and interpretations stem from the statistical results.

5.  You sometimes make assumptions that are not backed by evidence.  For example, the first sentence of the INDICATIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS section seems unsubstantiated to me, or at least the argument supporting this assertion is unclear.

6.  You discuss the finding from Thai students, but with only “several” students.  This does not seem like enough subjects to make generalizable conclusions from.

In short, I think it would benefit you to have a good look at the literature and see how your research fits in, and to see how other researchers have approached the problems inherent in researching learner styles.

Comment:  This gives me a clear verdict but then contains a number of useful indicators and suggestions that I can pass on to the author.

Article no. 00080 Error Analysis and Fields of Study

Recommendation: Reject

Reasons: 4, 6

The opening sections of the article read like a generally accurate but very conventional (and rather outdated) undergraduate essay on CA and EA. 

While the article dwells on the drawbacks of CA, it does not mention those of EA, some of which it exemplifies:


- Failure to distinguish errors from slips and mistakes

- Failure to account for avoidance strategies

- Failure to recognise positive evidence (i.e. accurate morphology etc)

- Failure to take account of variation in the extent to which an error occurs within the performance of a particular learner

- A focus on accuracy with no attention paid to communicative competence. Result: a very prescriptive approach to learners’ writing

In addition 

a. the system of classification used is unsound: it is so broad (and archaic- based on Krashen et al., 1982) that, within each group, there must be quite a range of error types.  This is shown by variations within the kinds of example given.

b. The background to the study is out-of-date and (specifically) doe not take account of current theories involving transfer from L1. The importance of transfer is effectively dismissed in the account of Contrastive Analysis – but is then invoked to explain many of the errors in the data.

c. The errors reported are relatively trivial and unlikely to compromise communication. They take no account of the more important types of error at discourse level

d.. No clear case is made for distinguishing between the two groups of subjects; no details are given of the subject-areas they studied. 

e. The explanations given for possible differences in the way they performed amount to some enormous generalisations, which represent easy (and sometimes highly tendentious) conclusions unsupported by any clear evidence. e.g. ‘social science students have a higher percentage of errors than physical science students [because of] physical; science students grasping grammatical rules better than social science students’

f. The description of the study states that a single essay title was set – yet a number of the errors quoted seem to relate to a very different topic (namely: driving)

In addition, for all its evaluation of orthographic errors, the article contains quite a large number of literals.

Suggested comment for author: Your study was an interesting one but focused rather heavily upon your own teaching situation.  It might have been helpful if you had drawn generalisations from it which would have provided insights for a more international readership. The reviewer also felt that the categories used in classifying errors were not very precise; and that some of your conclusions were not sufficiently substantiated. He also commented that the relationship between Transfer and Error Analysis was not made entirely clear and that Errors Analysis as a tool has considerable drawbacks (not least, a tendency to focus on small-scale errors at the expense of problems at discourse level).

Comment: The summarising paragraph for the author by this reviewer is rather idiosyncratic but is sometimes helpful.  On balance I prefer the style of the previous review with extended comments to the author and a brief summary for me.  Both of these "reject" reviews are at the upper limits of what is necessary in terms of length / amount of feedback for rejections. While authors no doubt welcome it, do not feel obliged to give more than this. There are other things in life!!

Sample of comments forwarded to author:  Conditional Accept

Comments from Reviewers

Reviewer 1


This is a very elegant and lucid argumentative essay in favour of teaching grammar in EFL composition classes. The paper could as well be published in its present form; my comments are of minor importance. 

I particularly like the fact that the author's criticism is levelled against the pre-occupation of current methodologies with ESL rather than EFL backgrounds. I agree with all the arguments the author forwards, and in fact I would have been far less tentative in offering guidelines.


Quibbles:


Introduction / penult.sentence.: "the stress in modern ELT is very much against grammar" - This is no longer true if standard coursebooks are included in the concept of modern ELT; grammar is definitely back in coursebooks, largely due to student demands (a point the author addresses later on).


Process and genre approaches / last sentence.: "This serves to remedy..." - Messy.


Issues surrounding grammar instruction / penult.sent.: "Krashen declares that..." - A sloppy sentence. Can "use" operate? The second part of the sentence isn't much better either.


Issues surrounding grammar instruction/  par.1/ last sent.: "Krashen

concludes that..." - This is a repetition of "peripheral and fragile" above, thus superfluous.


Issues surrounding grammar instruction / par.2: "editing a piece of written work is not something which can BE left..."


Issues surrounding grammar instruction/par.3/sent 1: "It is possible to

find even greater support..." - "even" could be deleted. 


Issues surrounding grammar instruction/par.3/towards end: "(although of

course,...) - I suggest cutting "of course".


Issues surrounding grammar instruction/par.4/sent 1: "This theory..." -

Which one?


Other factors/par.2: "could affect students' credibility..." - Wouldn't

"trust" be a better word than "credibility" here?


Guidelines: "there is some justification..." - In light of the above arguments it's not simply "some" but "strong justification".


Guidelines: "Grammar correction in teacher feedback should be avoided;" - But why? What invalidates grammar correction?


Guidelines: "linked to the editing process" - This seems to contradict what the author said earlier as regards writing not being a linear process.


Guidelines/last bullet: I don't understand.


Applying the guidelines/last sent.: "who otherwise might not be able to reach the editing stage without paying attention to the grammar they are using." - I don't understand.

Reviewer 2

You give a good summary of process and genre writing, but I feel that your discussion of grammar as regards to writing lacks punch.  I'm a bit surprised that you highlight Krashen's position so strongly, and fail to mention more common current approaches such as Focus on Forms vs. Focus on Form, e.g. Doughty and Long.  I also fail to find your guidelines for the inclusion of grammar in a composition classes or your suggestions for applying the guidelines very inspiring.  In short, I am a little lukewarm whether the potential of the original manuscript has been realized.  I think that there is value in your paper, but I also wonder whether there is enough that is new, original, and practical to justify publication in its current form.

Editor

As you will see, reviewer 2 (who saw the original article) is rather less enthusiastic than reviewer 1.  However, I agree with reviewer 1 that this is almost ready for publication.  Could you please make the changes suggested by reviewer 1 (as far as you think they are appropriate), but also give some thought to the points made by reviewer 2, particularly as regards Krashen and other approaches to grammar.

This was a revised article which had been sent blind to Reviewer 1 but where reviewer 2 had seen it the first time round.

