
Action Research in ELICOS Program

Research Summaries 2017

The 2016 Action Research Program Participants

Teaching,  learning and assessing l istening
Action Research in ELICOS Program

This is the eighth year that English Australia, in partnership 
with Cambridge Assessment English and with the support 
of Professor Anne Burns, has implemented a program of 
classroom-based action research.

The Action Research in ELICOS Program is an award-winning 
initiative that, to date, has supported seventy-five teachers 
from around Australia in intensive professional development.

Action research gives teachers the opportunity to investigate 
and explore their teaching practices within their own 
classrooms. Their research centres on a concern or challenge 
that they may have with their own teaching or their students’ 
learning.

The Action Research in ELICOS Program also encourages 
teachers to share their findings through presentations and 
publications to stimulate further discussion or investigation in 
institutions around Australia – and the world. We’re pleased 
to report that the Program has inspired other action research 
initiatives within some English Australia member centres 
and that English UK has recently launched a similar program 
inspired by our model.
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Projects

This year, nine teachers from around Australia worked on 
seven projects related to the theme ‘teaching, learning and 
assessing listening.’ 

We encourage you to read about the researchers’ experiences 
and get in touch with them if you have any questions about 
their projects. We hope some of you will consider participating 
in next year’s program. 

Anne Burns – Professor of TESOL, School of Education, University of NSW

Sophie O’Keefe – Professional Development Manager, English Australia

Sophie 
O’Keefe

Professor 
Anne Burns

Geoff 
Larsen

Keren 
Stead Bomfim

2017 Action Research Program Participants

An 
Sneyers

Ashley 
Carmody

Julia 
Gibbons

Ramesh 
Presser

Penny 
Podimatopoulos

Sharn 
Hammond

Melissa 
Oldroyd



2  ❘  2017 English Australia Action Research in ELICOS Program Research Summaries

Background to the Action Research Program

In 2010, in partnership with Cambridge Assessment English, 
English Australia piloted a program of six small scale classroom 
practitioner research projects. The program was modelled on 
a successful program for adult migrants involving Anne Burns 
and run by the Australian government.

Following this successful trial, programs have been 
implemented every year since 2010, the outcomes of which 
have been shared with all in the field on the English Australia 
website and through the publication of a detailed project 
report written by each researcher in a dedicated action 
research volume of Cambridge Research Notes each year. 

Involvement in the program

Teachers from around Australia can submit expressions 
of interest to participate in the program each year. Final 
participants are chosen by a small Reference Group comprising 
two senior representatives from Cambridge Assessment 
English and two English Australia Committee members 
together with Professor Anne Burns.

Anne Burns, Professor of TESOL at the School of Education, 
University of New South Wales and Professor in Language 
Education, School of Languages and Social Sciences, Aston 
University, Birmingham, UK is the key reference person 
for the program. Anne has had considerable experience in 
planning, implementing and reporting on action research 
programs, has published and presented widely on the topic 
and is acknowledged internationally as an expert in the area of 
action research. 

In the program teachers are given guidance by Anne Burns on 
how to set up an action research project in their own class, 

“ Great professional development and a 
springboard for further opportunities.”
“ I have learnt a great deal about myself 
as a teacher, as a researcher and as part 
of the team I work with. Many valuable 
lessons were learnt. I ‘notice’ much more 
in my professional life.”
(Quotes from researchers involved in 
the Action Research Program)

and are supported to implement that project over six months. 
They attend workshops and communicate with the program 
leaders throughout that time. At the end of the program 
they present the outcomes of their research in a number of 
ways, including a presentation at the annual English Australia 
Conference.

Impact of the program and its value  
for the ELICOS sector

The Action Research program aims to raise levels of teacher 
professionalism through:

• direct development of teachers involved;

• development of teacher peer networks;

• increased teacher engagement with research;

• the sharing of action research outcomes.

To date, seventy-five teachers from around Australia have 
participated in the program and have benefitted personally 
and professionally through the opportunities offered. Both 
participants and facilitators have gone on to present at 
international conferences such as IATEFL, AILA, CamTESOL 
and the Intensive Reading Conference. Various articles have 
been published by teachers and facilitators in books and 
journals. The research conducted by some of the participants 
has recently been collected into a book, Second language 
assessment and action research (edited by Anne Burns 
and Hanan Khalifa, 2017), and published as a number 48 in 
the Studies in Language Testing (SiLT) Series produced by 
Cambridge University Press/UCLES.

In 2013 English Australia won an IEAA Award for Best Practice/
Innovation in International Education for the Program. 

http://www.ieaa.org.au/what-we-do/best-practice-winners-2013
http://www.ieaa.org.au/what-we-do/best-practice-winners-2013
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What is Action Research?

Anne Burns, Professor of TESOL, School of Education, University of New South Wales

Although these stages 
look as though they are 
done in a sequence, 
actually they are much 
more dynamic, and 
interact flexibly as your 
project progresses. 
Also, at the end of a 
first cycle, sometimes 
as an action researcher 
you feel you are only 
just beginning to 
understand what is 
happening. In that 
case, you may want 
to do further cycles 
to look into what 
is happening more 
deeply. 

Individualised professional development 

As the teachers writing in this summary show, a major 
advantage of action research is that you get to understand 
your classrooms and your own teaching in much richer ways. 
Although the idea of doing research can seem daunting for 
busy teachers, action research is different as it is small-scale, 
practical and manageable.

Teachers I’ve worked with in Australia and elsewhere say how 
valuable this experience is. Some go so far as to say they will 
never look at their teaching in the same way again!

“ Its value is that it connects 
directly with your own 
workplace situation, your 
students and your teaching 
and revitalises life in the 
classroom. ” (Anne)

For more information please contact  
anne.burns@unsw.edu.au

Investigate your own classroom 

As professional teachers, we are always trying out different 
approaches, to improve our understanding of students and  
the teaching/learning process. 

Action research brings together two key ideas: action, which 
is at the heart of what teachers do every day in classrooms 
and research, which most people think of as experimenting 
or investigating something systematically. Together these 
two things are what teachers bring together when they get 
involved in action research. 

The process usually begins when a teacher working in their 
classrooms notices a ‘critical gap’ of some sort in their current 
classroom practices and/or understanding. The gap may be 
about something you have been dissatisfied with for a while; it 
could be a ‘burning question’ about something you’ve always 
wanted to understand more, or a change you would like to see 
happening in yourself or your students. 

The action research cycle 

Once the general idea for the research has been selected, 
teacher action researchers involve themselves in a cycle of 
different steps to delve more deeply into their issue. A process 
that is often followed is the one below suggested by Kemmis 
and McTaggart (1988).1

Anne Burns

Plan:  The planning stage is about refining the ideas 
you want to investigate, perhaps developing 
some particular questions about them. You 
then decide on some teaching strategies to 
try out.

Act:  The action is about putting your plans in place 
so you can see what happens as a result.

Observe:  This stage involves collecting information (or 
data) on what happens when you introduce 
new approaches. Depending on what you 
want to investigate you can (for example) 
survey or interview students, observe or 
record them or get examples of their work.

Reflect:  This part of the process involves making 
sense of it all as you go along. You look at the 
information to see the main messages coming 
out of it. Were your strategies successful?

1 Kemmis, S. & McTaggart, R. (1988) The action research reader. 3rd Edition. 
Geelong: Deakin University Press.

mailto:anne.burns@unsw.edu.au
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How mobile based technologies influence the teaching  
of listening and student engagement in listening tasks

Ashley Carmody & Ramesh Presser, La Trobe, Melbourne   

Our context

Our action research 
project learners are 
studying in the ELICOS 
program at La Trobe 
Melbourne. Most of 
our learners are in the 
EFS (English for Further 
Studies) program on 
pathways to university 
study in Australia where 
there is an emphasis on 
listening and note taking 
skills. The English levels of 
learners is intermediate, 
ranging from (CEFR) 
B1 to B2. 75 learners 
have participated so far, 
spanning 7 classes over 
the last four five-week 
periods.

Teaching challenge

In our classroom experience, we have noted that learner 
engagement in the listening parts of our lessons is a significant 
issue. Learners often find it difficult to concentrate during 
listening tasks, often becoming distracted especially with 
the presence of smart devices in the classroom. In addition, 
difficulties with monitoring and providing individualised, 
prompt feedback on learner progress was a teaching deficit 
we experienced.

Research goals

In response to these observations, we were interested to 
investigate whether introducing mobile technology as a 
method of delivering listening lessons could improve learner 
engagement, while at the same time improving monitoring 
and feedback opportunities for teachers. Specifically, we 
formulated the following two questions to focus our action 
research:

1. To what extent does delivering listening lessons via 
a mobile platform such as Nearpod increase student 
engagement during lessons?

2. To what extent does delivering listening lessons via a 
mobile platform such as Nearpod enhance the perceived 
quality of monitoring and feedback received by learners 
during lessons?

Our project

Nearpod is a mobile based interactive platform for the 
delivery of learning materials. In our action research project, 
we used Nearpod to deliver listening materials, monitor 
learner progress and as a vehicle for feedback in real time. 
We started by creating a series of Nearpod lessons specifically 
aimed at developing listening and note taking skills. Each 
group of learners enrolled in our Nearpod sessions on their 
mobile device via a specific class code. Once the whole class 
was enrolled the learners took notes while listening to the 
embedded sound/video file. Learners then responded to a 
series of questions which appeared on their personal mobile 
devices. Using Nearpod learner responses can be actively 
monitored from one central screen. This allows teachers to 
select and share specific responses with all learners instantly 
and learners to receive and utilise both individual and group 
feedback throughout the listening lesson in real time.

Findings so far based on 75 learners

• Our key finding is that 93% of learners agree or strongly 
agree that Nearpod listening lesson are more engaging.

• Nearpod is being very well received by learners in all 
other areas such enhanced learning, perceived feedback 
and monitoring with over 85% of respondents reacting 
positively in these areas.

• Our case study interviews and reflective learner journals 
have provided more in-depth insights into trends and 
anomalies in our data.

“ I prefer the way of getting feedback 
through the smart phone. I think it 
is peer to peer way, so that is good 
to see the other answers and see 
advantages and disadvantages of my 
answer.” (student comment)

“ In my opinion in terms of the new 
style of listening lessons, every student 
is interested in it, more concentration 
on it, even higher speed of answering 
questions by hand, touching the 
mobile.” (student comment)

For more information please contact
ashley.carmody@learning.latrobemelbourne.edu.au
ramesh.presser@learning.latrobemelbourne.edu.au

Ashley CarmodyRamesh Presser
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Comparing the outcomes of student controlled  
and teacher controlled micro-listening tasks

Julia Gibbons, UTS:INSEARCH

My context and goals 

Teaching listening is a 
balancing act; some 
learners complete a task 
on the first or second play 
of the recording whereas 
others need further replays. 
It is necessary for the 
teacher to try to find the 
middle ground. To avoid 
disengaging both stronger 
and weaker listeners and 
limiting the development 
of their listening skills, I 
wanted to give learners 
control over replaying the 
recording. The aim of my 
research was to explore 
how giving learners this 
control affected the learners 
and the learning experience. 

My action research project was conducted at UTS:INSEARCH, 
a university pathway provider in Sydney, where students study 
English for Academic Purposes (EAP) in five-week terms. My 
project involved intermediate students studying the AE4b 
course, successful completion of which is equivalent to an 
overall IELTS score of 6.0. 

My project 

My research was conducted over three five-week cycles with 
a total of 42 students. The activities I designed aimed to 
develop bottom-up listening skills, which I felt would be most 
beneficial for the students. This is different from the approach 
taken in many EAP materials, and my background reading 
suggested that hearing the recording multiple times was 
useful for bottom-up activities. 

Julia Gibbons

Each week, learners listened to and transcribed a short 
passage of speech, and then analysed the transcript focusing 
on decoding connected speech. In the first two weeks, I 
controlled the recording and in the second two weeks, I 
provided a QR code for the students to access the recording 
and listen independently using their mobile phones and 
headphones. There were also follow-up activities which aimed 
to develop students’ abilities to diagnose their own listening 
weaknesses. 

The students completed questionnaires at the beginning and 
end of the course as well as after selected listening activities. 
I also conducted focus groups, which proved to be a rich 
source of data, with students having clear opinions about their 
learning preferences. 

My findings 

My assumption was that students would prefer controlling 
the recording themselves. While this proved to be correct, 
the results were more nuanced than I expected. Two thirds 
of the students expressed a preference for controlling the 
recording themselves, with their main reasons being that they 
were able to replay specific sections of their choosing, and 
they felt more relaxed and in control of the speed of playback. 
However, other students worried they were pausing the 
recording too frequently, and had trouble understanding the 
meaning of the words in context. These students also felt they 
could concentrate more if the teacher was in control, and that 
limiting the number of plays was better practice for the exam. 
The teacher could also help by answering their questions and 
by playing the recording in more meaningful chunks. 

I plan to continue integrating student-controlled recording 
into listening lessons as a tool for developing listening skills. 
My research shows that it has the potential to create a 
more relaxed learning environment and give learners the 
opportunity to develop their listening skills at their own pace 
regardless of their current level. 

For more information please contact
Julia.Gibbons@insearch.edu.au

“ If I can use my phone, I feel relaxed. There’s 
no stress, you feel really relaxed.” (student comment)

“ I know where I cannot follow… I replay the 
place I need to hear.” (student comment)
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SIP and Listen: How does raising awareness of stress and 
intonation, and pausing, affect students’ listening skills?

Sharn Hammond & Penny Podimatopoulos, UOW College, Wollongong University

Our context and goals 

Our Action Research 
project was conducted at 
UOW College, part of the 
University of Wollongong. 
Our focus was two different 
EAP courses, one group 
at pre-intermediate level 
(Academic Skills) and one 
at advanced level (English 
for Tertiary Studies). The 
students came from China, 
India, Nepal, Pakistan, 
Saudi Arabia, Oman, Russia 
and Japan. As teachers, 
we often face the question 
from students, “How can I 
improve my listening?” 
English courses tend to focus on top down teaching and 
practice of listening, listening for general meaning, with 
little attention paid to bottom up processing, listening at the 
word or sound level. We wanted to investigate the effect on 
students’ listening skills of raising awareness of elements 
of pronunciation, specifically stress and intonation, and 
pausing (SIP). 

Our project 

Our project was carried out in 2 cycles. Each cycle ran for 
6 weeks and we conducted research for 11 weeks in total. 
Our plan was to give the students various discrete listening 
activities which focused on SIP, as well as general listening 
activities, which were part of the standard College courses. 
The students were exposed to a mixture of scripted, academic 
texts, and authentic, general texts. The discrete SIP activities 
included various forms of dictation, dictogloss, mimicking 
authentic speech for SIP, marking SIP on listening texts, 

Sharn Hammond

listening to differentiate meaning based on SIP and reading 
aloud in chunks. We gave the students a questionnaire at the 
beginning of each cycle (only the new students in cycle 2) 
to gauge their knowledge and understanding of SIP. We also 
gave questionnaires during the course to gauge students’ 
perception of their improvement in listening and the effect 
of understanding more about SIP. In cycle 1, we gave the 
students several listening comprehension tests which were 
standard tests for their courses but we discontinued this 
in cycle 2. Instead, we gave the students a self-assessment 
checklist to focus more on listening strategies than test 
outcomes. Several students were also interviewed at the end 
of their course to find out the effect of raising awareness of 
SIP on their listening. 

Our findings 

Our research shows that the students have learnt to identify 
SIP while listening and to allow it to guide their understanding. 
They now recognise that the stream of speech can be broken 
into manageable, comprehensible chunks. Although the initial 
questionnaire revealed that the more advanced ETS students 
began the course with a greater knowledge and understanding 
of SIP than the Academic Skills students, all the students 
reported becoming more confident in their recognition of 
SIP and its role in assisting listening comprehension. The 
students were actually excited to have learnt to identify the 
connection between SIP and listening, and reported that the 
concept had never been presented to them before. While 
students’ comprehension test scores did not always reflect 
this improvement in listening, the self-assessment checklist 
revealed that they had become more aware of the role of SIP 
in assisting listening. 

“ You can understand when 
someone moves to other point,  
key words and details. It’s so useful 
for listening.” (student comment)

“ One sentence can have different 
meaning. It’s not just about knowing 
the vocab. Intonation can help you 
with meaning and so we become 
good listener.” (student comment)

For more information please contact
sharn@uow.edu.au
pennypod@uow.edu.au

Penny Podimatopoulos
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Exploring the effects of raising metacognitive and grammatical 
awareness on students’ listening of short bursts of speech

Geoff Larsen, Kaplan International English, Sydney

My context and goals

While able to understand the graded speech of their teachers, 
many students at Kaplan International English have difficulties 
understanding short instructions given by native speakers 
outside class.

Generally as a student progresses, they are given longer and 
more complicated texts to deconstruct. Amongst other things, 
this helps their ability to determine meaning and specific 
information; however, this may not be training them to 
understand short spoken utterances delivered quickly without 
a great deal of context, a form they will frequently encounter 
outside the classroom.

To attempt to address this, my research focuses on 
determining how gradually exposing students to short, 
quick utterances in class can help them comprehend speech 
delivered at near native speed.

As a way a way of exposing them to these text types, 
I’ve provided students with gap fill dictations using short 
utterances. To supplement this exposure, students have been 
given a greater awareness of where meaning falls in the clause 
as a way to help them identify meaning when listening.

My project

The project is being run with two separate groups of students: 
a First Certificate of English (FCE) class and an intermediate 
General English class. Within each group there are 
15 participants from countries in South America, Europe and 
Asia. The project is still in progress at time of writing.

At the commencement of each course, a diagnostic test was 
run to determine initial student performance. Then, over 
the duration of their course, students were exposed to quick 
dictated utterances they would likely encounter in real life; 
students were given a partial transcription and were required 
to fill in gaps that contained the meaning in the clause.

To supplement this exposure, I provided students with 
scaffolded tasks designed to help them deconstruct a clause 
and identify where meaning lies. Additionally, students were 
given weekly gap-fill listening tasks to help students target 
words missed due to their native language. This was to ensure 
students wouldn’t miss important information encoded into 
word classes they were unfamiliar with, such as articles.

Once the course concluded, students were given a final 
assessment in the same form as the exposure as a way to 
determine growth.

My findings

Overall, performance 
increased over the duration 
of the cycle. By the final 
assessment, all students 
showed improvement 
compared to the original 
diagnostic. The students who 
achieved the lowest results 
on the diagnostic also showed 
the greatest growth.

Furthermore, the initial 
diagnostic allowed me to 
see that the major issue in 
comprehension seemed to be 
stemming from words missed 
due to the students’ L1. In 
other words, students were completely omitting word 
classes that were foreign to them. For instance, Brazilian 
students would completely omit or replace prepositions 
and thus misinterpret meaning. Once scaffolded tasks 
aiming to raise awareness of these words were added, 
performance improved.

After the first course concluded, students reported feeling 
confident dealing with native speakers, but still had 
difficulty in the real world because of slang and unknown 
vocabulary. It is my hope that this project will encourage 
other teachers to consider the importance of developing 
listening exercises that are relevant, engaging and 
empowering.

“ The first time was very 
difficult but this time feels 
better.” (student comment)

“ I still can’t understand the 
Australians because of the slang, 
but I know pay attention to the 
words (sic).” (student comment)

For more information please contact
Geoff.Larsen@kicteachers.com

Geoff Larsen
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Using active listening skills to improve listening 
comprehension in expository discussions

An Sneyers and Melissa Oldroyd, Monash College

Our context and goals 

To prepare students at Monash College for participation 
in university tutorials, opinion-based discussion practice 
is integrated into the 10-week Upper-Intermediate 
curriculum. In our experience we had often observed 
students not engaging well in such discussions, not with 
what was said nor with each other. We were curious to 
find out if familiarising students with discussion discourse 
strategies by teaching active listening skills (ALS), a 
communication technique often used in counselling and 
conflict resolution, would encourage better listening 
attention and comprehension, and hence more authentic 
communication in this context. Our class consisted 
predominantly of Chinese students aged 17 to 26 on 
pathways to graduate degrees in various fields at Monash 
University.   

Our project  

The ALS program we designed consisted of 6 input 
lessons (weeks 1-3 & weeks 6-8) followed by a midcourse 
and end-of-course assessment in weeks 4 and 9, as 
well as revision lessons in week 5 and 10 to solidify 
learnings. Throughout the program we measured how 
ALS instruction impacted students’ ability to listen to 
each other and respond appropriately in expository 
discussions. 

Two-hour lessons scaffolded the learning of ALS by 
focusing on the following sub-skills: 

1. Introduction to active listening skills 

2. Use of non-verbal signs and back-channelling  
(brief verbal / semi-verbal signs) 

3. Echoing – remembering and restating key words 

4. Clarifying – paraphrasing to check meaning 

5. Reflecting – paraphrasing meaning and emotion to 
build rapport / empathy 

6. Questioning and commenting to build on the speaker’s 
idea and drive talk. 

Lessons involved interactive activities for students to play 
with and explore the various sub-skills and then integrate 
them into regular discussion practice. Whenever students 
were asked to discuss things with each other in class, we 
encouraged them to apply the skills they were learning. 

Revision lessons included: 

Week 5: Students self-assessing a video recorded discussion 
for ALS 

Week 9: Students transcribing an audio recorded discussion 
and self-assessing for ALS 

Week 10: Students creating a movie to explain ALS to peers in 
other classes.  

Melissa Oldroyd An Sneyers
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“ Ten weeks ago, I felt nervous 
when I talked to the people 
who I was not familiar with. But 
now, I can be a confident person 
to communicate with other 
people.” (student comment) 

“ [Using active listening 
skills] you can feel that the 
listener is really interest in your 
speak. Then, the speaker want 
to say more or share more 
information.” (student comment)  

“ Active listening skills can … 
let me focus on one thing which 
my partner is talking about. 
We can talk with other more 
deeply.” (student comment) 

For more information please contact
an.sneyers@monashcollege.edu.au
melissa.oldroyd@monashcollege.edu.au 

Our findings 

Preliminary findings so far from survey results show a 
significant increase in students’ confidence in their listening 
comprehension, and in handling comprehension breakdowns, 
which many associated with the ALS they were equipped with. 

What’s more is that students are starting to see the 
language skills we teach as more integrated, commenting: 
“They [listening and speaking] will affect each other, when 
listener got a good listening and give a feedback of good 
understanding and interests the speaker will perform well and 
vice versa.” It has been very rewarding to see our students 
make this connection, and to see them empowered to build 
deep friendships using the skills we have taught them. 

Moreover, in their end-of-course speaking assessments 
students were more engaged and they performed better 
overall with roughly half the students from our class scoring 
80% or higher. This was notably better than in other classes, 
despite lower midcourse results than their counterparts. 

Further research will indicate whether any differences can 
be observed between weaker and stronger students in the 
course.

Transcript of students: 

S: Do you have any vacation plan?

M: Yeah, During the two weeks break, I plan to go to New Zealand

Mu: New Zealand? It’s an amazing place. Why choose New Zealand?

Mu: En, yeah

S: yep

M: yeah, to do sky-drive, maybe. Because the queen town is famous for the sky-dive 

and beautiful view

S: wa, so exciting

Mu: Have you tried to make a plan for sky jump before?

M: sorry?

Mu: Have you tried to sky jump before?

M: no, i am afraid of height, but i would like to try for it.

Mu: Ok,

S: yep

S: which other sites do you want to visit in the NZ during this trip?

M: the queen town.

S: queen town, yep

Mu: Queen town, enh,

M: I know the town is famous for the fairy story. I would like to go sightseeing.

S: fairy story?

Mu: Yeah, I remember there had a movie which names The king of ring in New Zealand.

M: yeah yeah yeah, the king of ring.
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How can teaching phonemic awareness impact on 
students’ listening (& note-taking) skills? 

Keren Stead Bomfim, Centre for English Teaching, University of Sydney 

My context 

At the Centre for English 
Teaching, the longest 
Direct Entry Course 
(DEC) runs for 36 weeks. 
Students on DEC36 
enter with a minimum 
IELTS score of 5 or 5.5 
and are predominantly 
Chinese. The DEC Listening 
Assessment primarily 
involves listening and 
note-taking to a lecture, 
and then answering 
questions on it. This task 
can be very challenging and 
the current DEC curriculum 
addresses this by primarily 
focussing on note-taking 
strategies and top-down 
approaches to listening. 

In my classroom practice, I have often observed that students 
who have difficulty pronouncing words when reading 
aloud also have difficulty listening and taking notes. These 
difficulties are both connected to the bottom-up skill of 
decoding. Several years ago, I completed a Masters Degree 
in Speech Language Pathology and a Literacy course called 
Spalding. The aim of this research was to use knowledge from 
these courses to teach students phonological awareness skills 
and then assess if this improved their listening (and note-
taking) skills. 

My project 

Due to timetabling issues, the research was conducted as an 
extra 10-hour program called ‘Learning to Listen to Sounds’ 
with 28 student volunteers from DEC36. There were two 
cycles, each consisting of a pre-course assessment session, 
ten 1-hour classes and a post-course assessment and 
feedback session.  

The assessment tested listening abilities at sound, word and 
sentence level. 17 DEC36 students who were not participating 
in the research also took this assessment. Results from the 
DEC36 Listening Assessment were also analysed. 

Each class consisted of two sections; ‘Focus on Sounds’ and 
‘Focus on Letter-Sound Relationships’. 

The former consisted of systematically teaching the following: 

• The sounds of English (phonemic chart) 

• Rhyming 

• Syllables 

• Word stress 

• Consonant clusters 

• Linking sounds between words 

• Contractions 

• Sentence stress and weak sounds 

The latter consisted of the following: 

• Phonics  

• 7 Spelling-Sound Rules  

Keren Stead Bomfim
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My findings 

At the time of writing, cycle 2 is still in progress, but the 
quantitative results from cycle 1 are very promising. In 
terms of the Research Program assessment, cycle 1 students 
improved by 16.39%, whilst students who had not done the 
course improved by only 11.16%. In the DEC36 Listening test, 
the equivalent figures were 29.86% and 19.11% respectively. 
This contrasted with the DEC36 Reading test results in which 
cycle 1 students improved by a lower percentage than the 
non-research students. 

Student feedback was also very positive, with 37.5% of 
students reporting that their Listening skills had improved a 
lot as a result of the program, and half the students reporting 
some improvement. Perceptions of confidence in their own 
listening skills also rose significantly, with the percentage 
of students reporting that they were either ‘somewhat 
confident’, ‘confident’ or ‘very confident’ in their own listening 
skills increasing from 12.5% before the course to 75% after it. 
While not the focus of the research, participation in the 
program also led to perceived improvements in spelling, 
reading aloud and, most significantly, pronunciation skills.    

“ I had a lot of improvement after 
the course. I am more sensitive 
about the sounds of different letters. 
Furthermore, I know about the letter-
sound relationships. It could help me to 
spell English words more accurately than 
before.” (student comment)

“ I have benefitted a lot from the course, 
especially the word stress and sentence 
stress, because when I read a paragraph 
in the past, I had no stress and it sounded 
so boring.” (student comment)  

“ Studying about pronunciation makes it 
easier to understand what others said.” (student comment)  

For more information please contact
keren.steadbomfim@sydney.edu.au

The Academic Word list was used to practise skills and 
students were encouraged to complete self-study outside 
class using recordings, websites and apps, including the 
flashcard tool Quizlet. 

In response to feedback given at the end of cycle 1, 
changes to the balance of skills, materials and homework 
tasks were implemented in cycle 2. 

Examples:
2-consonant
Word initial

3-consonant
Word initial

2-consonant
Word initial

3-consonant
Word initial

2-consonant
Word initial

Glass
/ gl /

Splash
/ spl /

Called
/ ld /

Helped
/ lpt /

Prompts
/ mpts /

Queen
/ kw /

Straw
/ str /

Jump
/ mp /

Next
/ kst /

Glimpsed
/mpst /

Crime
/ kr /

Squeak
/ skw /

Wrapped
/ pt /

Crisps
/ sps /

Texts
/ksts /
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More about the program

The Action Research in ELICOS Program was set up to further 
the English Australia strategic goal of facilitating higher levels 
of professional practice in ELICOS. The program has two main 
goals:

• to equip teachers with the skills to enable them to 
explore and address identified teaching challenges in the 
context of Australian ELICOS; and

• to share outcomes of this research in the form of 
presentations at local events and at the English Australia 
conference, as well as through publications.

Action Research in ELICOS Program 2018

A call for expressions of interest in the 2018 program will be 
issued at the end of 2017 and teachers on any ELICOS program 
in Australia are welcome to express interest.

English Australia represents 
over 120 members 
throughout Australia that 
provide quality English 
language programs to 
students and professionals 
from around the world.

As an association, English 
Australia has a focus on 
representing colleges 
whose core business is 
English language teaching, 
providing best practice 
support and expertise 
to member colleges and 
promoting the English 
language sector with global 
leadership.

Find out more

To find out more about the program and about action 
research please visit:  
www.englishaustralia.com.au/action-research-program

You will find details of previous programs together with 
links to research articles published in:  
www.cambridgeenglish.org/research-notes/  
Research Notes 44, 48, 53,56, 60, 64 and 67.

For more information contact the English Australia 
Professional Development Manager at: 
easec@englishaustralia.com.au  
or Professor Anne Burns at:  
anne.burns@unsw.edu.au

English Australia wishes to acknowledge the invaluable contribution of 
Anne Burns and the generous support of Cambridge Assessment English, 
without which the program would not take place.

http://www.englishaustralia.com.au/action-research-program
http://www.cambridgeenglish.org/research-and-validation/published-research/research-notes/
http://www.cambridgeenglish.org/research-and-validation/published-research/research-notes/
http://www.cambridgeenglish.org/research-and-validation/published-research/research-notes/
mailto:kathbrandon@englishaustralia.com.au
mailto:anne.burns@unsw.edu.au

