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In this research project, we developed a new kind of assessment for English
email writing, focusing on politeness and formality. The developed computerised assessment
automatically identifies problems in the learner®s email texts, offers immediate feedback, which the

learner uses to improve their email text. The innovative system uses an approach grounded in
sociocultural theory. Feedback is initially highly implicit; if that fails to help the learner
resolve the problem, feedback gradually becomes more explicit, until the problem is resolved. In
this way, the programme both promotes learner development, and allows for assessment as well, as we
can look at the frequency of feedback, and how explicit the feedback needed to be. We found the
system to be effective in leading to sustained improvement in learner performance across time.
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Background at beginning of study

Traditional language assessment focuses on scoring overall learner ability, without analyzing specific
strengths and weaknesses, and so may not be helpful to teachers or students [1]. This issue is addressed
with recent diagnostic language assessment (DLA) methods that implement a 3-stage process: 1)
administration of the assessment; 2) provision of feedback to learners, and 3) further individualized
instruction based on the assessment results. Thus, the purpose of a DLA is to assess learners’ strengths and
weaknesses, and provide tasks to help them improve. Practical DLA implementation faces three key
challenges: 1) designing DLAs suitable for different learner skills; 2) identification of the most effective
types of feedback for learners [2]; and 3) efficient DLA administration [3]. One possible way to achieve
efficiency is through computerization; however, typically this has meant learners receive only generic,
rather than individualized, feedback [4].

A University of Aizu faculty survey has identified English e-mail writing as a key task students should be
able to perform [5]. This skill can also be beneficial for their future careers in a globalizing world. However,
many students struggle with email writing. While there are now various tools available that can help learners
with grammatical difficulties (such as Grammarly or Google translate), there is little help available for the
pragmatic aspect of email communication- understanding how the social context of the communication can
affect language choices when composing an e-mail (such as levels of politeness and formality). This is a
key difficulty for learners.

2. WEOBEM

Research purpose

We suggest focusing on two elements of this problem: 1) identifying precisely which pragmatic aspects of
email writing learners find problematic; and 2) helping the learners improve their performance. Within the
context of classes with large enrollments, the only feasible way to provide assessment and feedback is to
implement a computerized DLA system; further, it should be able to provide individualized, specific
feedback. However, little research has been done on developing a DLA of email writing skills that can help
address problems students have with adapting their language to suit different social situations.

There are three goals of this project: i) Developing and administering a computerized DLA of learners’

English email writing; ii) Evaluating the effectiveness of different types of feedback in the DLA; and iii)
Creating instructional materials and integrating them with the DLA system.

3. WD JiE

Research methods

The phases of the project are shown in Fig. 1.

1. Create & 2. Evaluate task 3. Create corpus of
administer email . data for pragmatic . learner pragmatic

tasks errors errors

6. Evaluate DLA

Ui 6 et 5. Administer DLA 4. Build DLA
instructional

materials

Figure 1: Project phases, from task development to programme evaluation

Phases one-three



In the first phase, we initially create a set of email tasks to elicit email data from L2 English learners, the
analysis of which informed C-DLA development. To create the tasks, we administered a questionnaire to
learners, asking them to identify common requesting situations in their daily and academic lives. Results
were ranked by frequency, and the most frequent scenarios served as templates for task creation. A set of
email task scenarios were then created by the researchers. Each task was assigned either a “+” or “-*“ value

relating to three contextual variables — Power (P), Social distance (D), and Rank of imposition (R) [6).

A set of four tasks were then administered to 426 participants via Google Forms, with the text data then
manually annotated by expert English users for specific instances of perceived pragmatic failure. The
annotators were trained and benchmarked, and 10% of the data were annotated by multiple annotators to
ensure inter-annotator reliability. Analysis of the annotated data allowed the researchers to identify high-
frequency types of pragmatic failure, which then informed C-DLA development.

Phase four: C-DLA development

The purpose of the C-DLA programme is to administer a set of email tasks to learners, check the email
texts for instances of pragmatic failure, and offer immediate feedback that is sensitive to the developmental
needs of each individual learner. To this end, we employed a sociocultural approach to feedback, in which
four levels of feedback can be provided. Initially, highly implicit feedback is initially provided. If this does
not help the learner to successfully resolve the problem, feedback becomes more explicit, until the learner
can resolve the issue and proceed with the task. In this way, feedback is sensitive to a learner’s zone of
proximal development [7]. See Fig. 2 for a visualization of how the programme administers the email task
to users, and Fig. 3 for an example screenshot of the feedback users receive after submitting an email text.
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Figure 2: Diagrammatic representation of C-DLA task procedure for a user



(T1) Is there something missing, before the name?
o (N2) Is the name of the person appropriate?
(B2) Does the receiver of this email know you?
o (H1A) Is your politeness appropriate for this request?
o (C1) Is there something missing here? (after the main body of your email, and before the closing)
o (C4) Is the formality and/or politeness of this part of your email appropriate?

BAE
Dear Bob Tanaka,
Please provide me with a document showing | am a student.
Yuki

Figure 3: Example screenshot showing automated feedback provided to a learner, based on a submitted
email text draft.

In creating the C-DLA, we initially consulted with stakeholders to refine use requirements and use case
scenarios. We then created an initial prototype for usability testing. The software uses natural language
processing technology for automatic detection of learner pragmatic failure and generating feedback. The
initial prototype then underwent multiple rounds of testing and refining, until the accuracy rate for failure
detection was sufficiently high to be useful.

Phase five — C-DLA administration

In order to assess the effectiveness of different types of feedback, three different versions of the programme
were administered to three groups of participants. The experimental group received the full, 4-level
feedback version of the C-DLA; a second group received the final level 4, highly explicit feedback only,
and a third control group completed the email tasks, but received no feedback. Figure 4 shows the timeline
for this phase of the study. A two-week delay was carried out between two rounds of administration, to
investigate the extent to which any pragmatic development among participants was sustained across time.
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Figure 4: C-DLA administration stages and timeline.

4. HFFERE

Research results

We discuss results in relation to the two main phases of the study — email corpus creation and analysis, and
C-DLA task administration and evaluation of feedback effectiveness.

Email corpus analysis

We analysed the created corpus of Japanese university English L2 learners’ request-based email writing for
specific instances of perceived pragmatic failure, as identified by expert English users who were relevant
members of the local community.




Employing a coding scheme specifically created for analysis of learner email texts for types of pragmatic
failure, we found high frequencies of failure across both framing moves in emails (the openings and
closings), and content moves as well (within the request head act).

In terms of openings, across all four email tasks administered to the participants, there were high levels of
failure in relation to greetings and names. This was the case in all scenarios, whether formal or informal in
nature. In terms of closings, we also saw high frequencies of failure, with the absence of pre-closings (“I
look forward to hearing from you...” for example) and the absence of closings highly frequent, across all
four email tasks.

In terms of content moves, we see high frequencies of inappropriate use of imperatives in the request head
act; we also high frequencies of other, relatively direct formulations, such as the use of “want” statements.
Evidence was found that the participants struggled to adapt their language choices to different social
contexts.

C-DLA feedback evaluation

By looking at the frequency of instances of pragmatic failure within and between rounds of administration,
and the level of explicitness of feedback required to resolve problems within and between rounds of
administration, we were able to evaluate the effectiveness of the graduated prompt approach to feedback,
the explicit only approach, and the control group as well.

We found the graduated prompt approach to lead to significantly fewer instances of failure when comparing
later tasks in a round with earlier ones, and also significantly fewer instances of failure in the second round
of administration in comparison with the earlier round. This was the case for all categories of failure,
including openings, closings, and content moves within the head act.

Comparing the groups, both the experimental and explicit-only groups saw a reduction in the frequency of
failure in later tasks of a round, and in the later round of administration of tasks as well. While both saw an
improvement, however, the experimental group such a greater reduction in failure than the explicit-only
group. Both groups began with a similar level of failure frequency at the beginning of the round 1
administration; the experimental group, however, saw a greater reduction in failure than the explicit-only
group. The control group, however, did not see a significant reduction in failure either within or between
rounds.

These results suggest that both the sociocultural and explicit-only approach feedback were effective, but
the sociocultural approach saw greater benefits. This has implications for the L2 language classroom, and
provides evidence to support the employment of developmentally-sensitive feedback to learners. It also
provides support for the use of technology in the classroom to provide individualized feedback to large
groups of learners at the same time.
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