


98

This article is a brief introduction
to and summary of a research pro-
ject, spanning four years, on how
online testing of vocabulary had an
influence on the use of that vocabu-
lary in a writing task.

Languagelearninginvolves vocabu-
larylearning. How could alearnerin-
deed express herself without those
essential building bricks of the lan-
guage? No wonder that it takes an
important placeinlanguagelessons,
inlearning,and hence testing.

As language learners in a school
context, we may remember having to
studylongvocabularylists,eitherthe-
med (family, hobbies,animals,around
thehouse)orlinkedtoatext/dialogue
/otherpieceoflanguage that was part
of our language course. And we also
probably remember being tested on
that vocabulary,and that testingmay
havebeendonebyhavingustranslate
words(moreoftenthan phrases),from
mothertonguetoforeignlanguage or
the other way around.

That is, of course, an easy and straight-
forward way of testing vocabulary
knowledge, and also of marking it.

You know the word? Good, you get
good marks! You don't? Sorry, but
you fail your test.

But when moving from testing voca-
bulary that way to having students
write an essay, there often was a
huge gap: the results in vocabulary
tests were not a good predictor of
the results in (use of vocabulary in)
essay writing. There seemed to be
a problem of transfer from lists to
text, with aresulting frustration for
the student: why were good marks
in vocabulary tests not matched
by good marks in essay writing?
The same goes for the teacher, who
was confronted with the same
frustration.

In the history of language teaching,
to cut a long story short, a shift oc-
curred somewhere in the middle of
the 20th century from a focus on
language (the grammar-translation
method) to a focus on communica-
tion, with task-based language tea-
ching as aresult’. The focus shifted
to strategies, skills, getting the mes-
sage across "nomatter how" to putit
rather crudely.

Butalas, theresultsinlanguage pro-
ficiency were not as expected?: may-
bethelearner, havingto focusonthe
content of the message less than on
its formulation, did not get enough
explicit teaching?®in ordertoachieve
good results.
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Two major developments / evolu-
tions plead for arenewed interest in
vocabulary drilling.

First of all, there is the dramatically
expanding knowledge on how our
brain works, and in this particular
case, of how vocabulary is stored in
memory and can be retrieved“ In
this scientific area where change
occurs faster than we can report,
there are interesting findings about
"wordsin themind" forthelanguage
teacher. Creating connections, bet-
ter known to neuroscientists as sy-

napses, seems to play an essential
role in the process of learning and
storing. For the teaching and exer-
cising of vocabulary, that means
moving from the classical bilingual
liststo seeingwordsin theirenviron-
ment, with their different forms, col-
locations, derivates, combinations
and more. That way, the words are
connected not only with a transla-
tion, but with a more comprehen-
sive view of their uses and forms,
thus creating the wanted synaptic
connections. This can be seen as a
vocabulary-based application of the
Hebbian law of "what fires together
wires together"s.

These findings can have dramatic
implications on the teaching and
testing of vocabulary: for example,
matching exercises to practice col-
locations, true/false exercises to
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test comprehension of the word (and
reinforcing synaptic links between
the word and its partners), the ob-
vious gap fill exercises, connecting
beginning and ending of sentences,
and more than we can name here.

Putting these findings into practice
however, by creating more exercises,
and testing more and differently,
would require far more time and en-
ergy than the typical language tea-
cher hasat her disposal.
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Fortunately, there seemstobeasolu-
tion at hand, a system that can help
combine findings on those "wordsin
the mind" with limited time for tea-
cher and learner in the classroom,
and for the teacher in time spent
doing correction work.

Indeed, LMS (Learning Management
Systems) offer unseen possibilities
regarding online testing of, among
others, vocabulary. Once questions
are coded in the question bank, the
learning system, in thiscase HELMo
Learn, can create endless variations
of tests, with the possibilities of un-
limited number of attempts to im-
mediate and automated correction
to personalized feedback.

Of course, the busy and lazy teacher
still has a lot of work to do, moving
from the theoretical knowledge
developed on vocabulary structure
and storage to creating numerous
exercises using thisknowledge:if we
want learners to practice until their
vocabulary is safely stored and can
beeasily retrieved, we need to create
a huge database of questions (the
one on which this study is based in-
cludes more than 2500 questions) so
astoavoid toomuch purerepetition®
that would prevent the creation of
more synaptic connections,andins-
tead, making spaced repetition the
norm. But the advantages are nu-
merous and obvious: no more pre-
cious classroom time spent testing,
no more teacher time wasted doing
correction work that doesn't need
the teacher's expertise: the answer
is coded with the question, with va-
rious possibilities of commenting
or guiding. From now on, students
could quit lists and rote learning,
train themselves doing tests, getim-
mediate correction and feedback,
and classroom time could be spent
doing more communicative activi-
ties,which remain the ultimate goal.

It isnow time to go back to the stu-
dy mentioned in the introduction
to this article. To see if online tests
actually had the expected effect of
better storage and better retrieval,
I compared students' dialogues
written for their exam before and af-
terimplementingasystem of online
tests. Studentsare third year foreign
trade, and have had a Dutch course
since their first year in our school.

And the results are encouraging:
the graph below shows the increase
invocabulary use in the written dia-
logue, from an average of 9.5 items
usedin theyearbeforeonlinetesting
was implemented, to 14.7 and 12.6 in
the two subsequent years.

And theresults of the third year are
even more encouraging, and deserve
special attention: the students in
that yearnot only had had the same
system of online testing as those of
the two previous years, but also on-
linetestsin theirsecond year. In this
group, mean deviation islower than
in the other three, meaning even
more online testing seems to have
long-lasting effects.

Another figure deserves our atten-
tion: there was a substantial drop in
the number of students who didn't
even attempt to write the dialogue
in their exam. That figure dropped
from 7 out of 41 students (17 %) in the
year before online testingwasimple-
mented to respectively 0,3 and 1in

thefollowingyears (lessthan 5 % for
each group). Of course, therestillisa
gap between writinga dialogue that
is full of mistakes of any kind and
writing adialogue that can be consi-
dered as matching expectations, but
the gap between not even bothering,
or being able to give it a try and wri-
ting somethingiseven huger.

Alltheseresultsseem toconfirmthat
better knowledge of how vocabulary
works and use of online testing are
definitely a path to explore further.

Pourlirela publication de
Brigitte Plomteux dansle cadre

du colloque Edulearn, scannez

ce QR code ou connectez-vous a

I'adresse - bit.ly/edith2zoplomteux

1. see for example NUNAN, David: Task-Based
Language Teaching, CUP,2004

2.more on communicative language teaching in
ETIENNE, Dany: Enseigner les langues étran-
geres. Quels sont nos objectifs et nos priorités?
De Boeck, 2011

3. http://www.enseignement.be/index.
php?page=27203&id=2468

4. A comprehensive study on this topic is to be
found in AITCHINSON, Jean: Words in the
Mind. An Introduction to the Mental Lexicon,
Wiley-Blackwell, 2012 (4). Another very recom-
mendable reading is TOKOWICZ Natasha: Lexi-
cal Processing and Second Language Acquisition.
Routledge, 2015

5.https://enwikipedia.org/wiki/Hebbian_theory
6. CAREY, Benedict: How We Learn. Throw out

the rule book and unlock your brain's potential.
Pan, 2014

101



