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Language program evaluation: 
Quantitative or qualitative approach?
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Tóm u t. As in many other disciplines, rcscarch m ethodo logy  in language p r o g r a m  evaluation is 
c lassified  in to  d iffe re n t p a ra d ig m s  by  d if fe re n t sc h o la rs . N o  m a tte r  w h a t  d a ss if ic a tio n  cach  
researcher follows, research m language program evaluation can be conductcd according to two 
genera] approaches: positivistic/quanUtdtive and ndturalistic/qualitaHvc. This article wilt ottcmpi lo 
rev iew  these  tw o m ajor p a rad ig m s by (i) g iv m g  th e  defin ition  OÍ cach  p a ra d ig m  and  p re se n tin g  its 
logic OÍ ịusUíicâỉion; (ii) o u tlin in g  th e  m ajor r&search m eth o d s cmployỉKỈ in  each  parad igm ; an d  (iv) 
critically evaluating each pdradigm. The article will argue that program evaiuaiors should 
a p p ro p r ia te ly  c o m b in e  th e  tw o  a p p ro a c h e s  to  m a x im iz e  th e  e ffe c tiv en e ss  o f  th e ir  e v a lu a tio n .

1. In troduction

To precisely measure ửie outcome of a 
language program  is the purpose that any 
program evaluators want to adiieve ứì úie 
evaluation process. However, evaluators have to 
rely on eiứìcr quantitative or qualitative 
approach which has its ow n strengths and 
weaknesses. The researchers accordmgly need to 
appropriately apply the two approaches to 
minimize* their limitations m order to bring 
about the accurate evaluative resutls.

2. Posỉtív istỉc  approach

This paradigm  stem s from natural 
sciences in w hich researchers a ttem pt to find
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reality by d o ing  experim ents. It has been 
gready  favoured by applied linguists as well 
as language p rog ram  evaluators.

2.1. Definition

There are a large num ber of definitions of 
positivistic research either general or 
descriptive, bu t it seems that defining the 
paradigm  is not an easy task. Of all the 
definitions^ the following appears to be the 
most com prehensive one. According to N unan 
[1Ị, " ... quantitative research is obtrusive and 
controlled, objective, generalisable, outcome 
oriented, and assum es the existence of 'facts' 
which are som ehow  external to and 
independent o f Uie observer of researcher".

This definition presents clearly the 
ontological an d  epistem ological bases for the 
paradigm , Ontologically, positivistic
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researchers hold the belief that there is a 
reality existing independently  of researchers' 
m inds an d  in terpretation  (Lynch (2Ị). The 
reality is objective and value-free. The 
researchers' task  is to discover this reality by 
do ing  experim ents to elim inate alternative 
explanations (Reichart and  Rallis, cited m 
M ertens [3]) on  the bi»sis o f the belief that 
there is a causal relationship betw een 
independen t and d ep en d en t variables. This 
on(ology decides the epistem ological basis 
for posiiivistic research, w hich requires 
researchers to be outsiders to m aintain the 
objectivity o f the tru ths, an d  to preven t any 
biases from  influencing iheir w ork  (M ertens
[3]). Therefore, researchers have to set u p  a 
“control" condition to observe the causality 
relationship am ong variables (Burns Ị4)) and 
rigorously follow the prescribed procedures 
{Mertens (3J).

2.2. Research methods

The positivistic logic of justification is 
reflected in the research m ethods choscn bv 
language program  evaluators that hold this
v i e w ,  n o j n c l y  C A p c i i i u c i i l ,  p u i t i L u t a i l y

experim ental design, and  large-scale survey. 
Thai is, positivistic evaluators often design 
research w ith a "control" condition before 
coming to the site, d iv id ing  s tuden ts inlo 
control an d  experim cni g roups. They use 
quantitative m ethods such as tests (pretests 
and posttests) to m easure the  effectiveness of 
language program s. A lternatively, they can 
obtain data  from  a large representative 
sample by  using large-scale surveys. As the 
data collected are num erical, they use well- 
established staHstical procedures to analyse 
the dâtâ and give evaluative claim s 0 Í the 
program s by  in terpreting  statistics. They 
consider the extrem e cases as dev ian t cases or 
"outliers", so there is no  need  to investigate 
the cases.

In the history of language program  
evaluation, the positivistic parad igm  have 
been  em ployed in a num ber of studies for 
sum m ative purposes by K eating [5], Smith
[6] and  G enessee [7], to nam e a few. in  tìie 
Pennsylvania Project (Smith [6]) the evaluators 
chose the quasi-experimental design to compare 
the effectiveness of three teaching methods: the 
ữaditíonal m ethod, Une audio lingual methods 
and the method combming functional skills with 
grammar. The traditiona] meUiod group was the 
conừol group and the other two groups were 
experimental ones. The researchers collected 
numerical data by administering the M odem 
Language Aptitude Test to students at the 
begừưúng, m the m iddle and at the end  of the 
experiment. After four years investigating the 
programs, researchers concluded that the audio- 
lingual methods, the ủìen greatly favoured 
m ethods by language teachers and 
methodologists, did noi excel the traditional 
method.

2.3. Critical evaluation

Of coursc, tho positivishc paradigm  has 
p roved  its strong points such as objectivity, 
replicability and  generalizability, As the 
u ltim ate  aim  in positivistic research is to 
discover the objective tru ths, researchers can 
m inim ize their biases in in terpreting  the 
research rcsuUs and can lim it their 
interference in the setting and  subjects. Also, 
researchers conduct experim ents in 
controlled  conditions, so it is easier to 
replicate and  generalize their findings into 
settings w ith  sim ilar conditions.

H ow ever, m any researchers w ho are 
critical 0 Í positivism  argue thât there are 
m any flaw s to this paradigm . First, positivists 
seem  to be oversim plified w hen  claừning that 
the reality is objecHve and detached  from the 
observers, and  that this reality can be
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discovered íhrough controlled experim ents. 
A ssum ing that roscarchcrs can control the 
ex traneous variables affecting Ihcir 
experim ents, w hen thcv analyse the  data, 
Ihcy still hnvo to subjectively inlcrpret 
statistics (Smith ịS]). Sccond, Long [9] 
criticizes thdt as the positiv istic  experim ental 
evaluato rs only focus on product o r outcom e 
of ỉhe program s, they will fail to take  into 
account the process of how the p rogram  was 
being carried out. H e argued  ỉhaỉ w ithou l a 
descrip tion and clear understand ing  of w hal 
actually happened  in the program , Ihere 
w ould be m any plausible explanations for 
Ihe outcom es of product evaluaHon. Finally, 
ihere are threats to tho relitibility and  validity 
of tests • D com m on research tool in 
positivistic stud ies “ such as the  construct 
validity, validity  in scoring, face validity  and 
raters reliability (Bachman [10], H ughes [11]).

progrnm  that exist independen t of 
researchers' a ttem p ts  to perceive, interprcl 
and  un d erstan d  Iheso phenom ena. M erions 
[3Ị ad d s  ihM  according to naturalistic 
ontology, reality is sociíỉlly con.sim eted, so it 
m ay change th rough  the* process 0 Í 
i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  r e s e a r c h e r s .  C o n t r a r y  ÍO 

positiv ists, n ah jrn lis tic  oViilualors pay  m oro 
attenHon to w hat dctuallv h ap p en s in th f 
program s an d  view  program s ms live entities 
w ith  con tinuous changes ftither than  fixed in 
invariant control led treatm ent. In o rder to 
achieve Ihe thorough  understand ing  of the 
program s, invcstigaiors turn them selves into 
insiders in the program  by exploiting  emic 
approach, This cm ic view also enables 
researchers to confirm  their in terpretation  as 
C uba an d  Lincoln [12] (hat in
naturalistic paradigm , íhư concept of 
objectivUy is replaced by confirm nbility.

3. N atu ra listic  resedrch

The critics against positivistic paradigm  
created the prem ises for the developm ent of 
naiurdlibllc paradigm . Dccauoc of its 
im provem ent o f w eaknesses of positivism , 
the naturalistic  approach  has been em ployed 
by a great num ber of language program  
ovaiuators.

3.1. Definition

N u n an  [1Ị defines that "(qlualitative 
research ... assum es that all know ledge is 
relative, that there is a subjective elem ent lo 
all know ledge an d  research, and  that holistic, 
ungeneralisabic stud ies arc justifiable It 
is app aren t that naturalistic  researchers 
believe that tru th s are value-laden and 
subjective (Lynch [2]). That is, there is no 
objectivity in the sense of tru ths about a

3.2. Research mclhoiis

Tho m ajor rcscarch m eihods em ployed in 
naturalistic approach  are in-dcpih  interview.^ 
observation, questionnaires and  docum ent 
review s (2,3Ị. To giiin emic undorstand ing  of 
the program s, cvnlUiitors norm ally  observe 
the actions and participants in natural 
occurring settings. Then they can conduct in- 
dcp lh  in terv iew s w ith some participants to 
get fu rther understand ing . Accordingly, 
naturalistic evaluative reports include thick 
descrip tion  of delta. In dntn analvsis, 
researchers focus on calcgorizing data  3nd 
take d ev ian t cases into account bccause they 
argue th a t dev ian t cases still have some 
values w hich  should  be considered and 
discussed.

In language program  evaluation, 
naturalistic  approach  is often used  for 
form ative purposes to recom nvnd
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chânges/ừnpro'cm cnt.s to the progmm s. Many 
program  evaluitors such as M arottoli [13j, 
Schotta [14], anỉ Aldcrson and Scotl [15] apply 
this approach n  thoir evaluative research, In 
these studieS; tie m ain research m ethods used 
w ere partidpm l obsc^rvations, interviews, 
questionnaires; :tudL»nt journnls analysis.

3.3. Critical evaiuition

Although ilcannol achieve the dominance 
in program  evduation research ils posiHvishc 
paradigm^ nahralistic approach does have 
som e strengths Most importanUv. it improves 
the serious failirc of pcisitivism to investigate 
the process of vhat happens in the program. 
The emic approach of naluralistic evalualors 
enables them tcdeepen their understanding of 
the program, this accounting m ore thoroughly 
for ihe outcomes of iho program  (Lynch [3]). 
Becauso of the ibsc'rvnlions of actions in thoir 
natiiral contc^J and interviews with
participants, nauralisHc evaluators can adjust 
their assumptiois nnd design according to the 
da ỉa (Goelz ani LoComple |16Ị), and verify 
their hypothese: (Kirk nnd Miller Ị17Ị). Wilson 
[18 | adds (hot patlieipvini
researchers c»n choosc the necessary
informants and decide on the suitable way to 
get the neccssar' informdtion.

H ow ever, níìỉuralislic oppronch also 
receives a grc<t deal of crilicism s on their 
m elhods an< retiabiliỉy. Employing
observation, recarchcrs hi!VC to experience 
the observer [aradox" (Lnbov [19]), i.e, the 
influence of rseiirchcrs' presence on the 
naturalness of participnnts' behnviour. The 
em ic approach ilso pu ts invesiigalors in the 
dilem m a of att*mpHng to be an insider but 
not losing thei professional distance. More 
im portantly, criics question  the reliability of 
the data  and researchers' in terpretation 
(Ham m ersley, 992, cited in S ilverm an (20)).

As rcscarchors arc q u ite  subjeclive in their 
observation and  in terpretation , critics cast 
d oub t on the consiiitency in Iheir description 
and w hether they in te rp re t correctly w hat 
they are observing in the p rogram s. This 
entails another w eakness of naturalistic 
approach, which is the nnnecdotalism  
(Silverman [20|). In reports, som etim es 
researchers spend m ore on describ ing som e 
apparen t phenom enon w ith o u t a ttcm pling  to 
give less clear or controdictory instances. This 
lack crcates threats Ì0 the valid ity  of 
researchers' explanations bccause Ihey are 
siỉuation-speciíic rather than  reporting  the 
whole picture w ilh  opposite  cases. 
Furlherm ore, the long-lerm  exposure  in the 
field to gain emic view s o f the p rogram  can 
m ake investigators m isin terp re t data  or 
overlook the typical situntions (Taft [21Ị). 
Finally, the stale o f researchers being 
situation-specific with thick descrip tion of a 
program  limits Ihi* gcncrtilizability of iho 
evaluation study.

4. C onclusion

T llC  i c v i c w  <jf i h f  I w o  L ip p lU i i c h o  ỉrllUVVb 

that they both hdvc sircnglhs and 
w eaknesses; Ihcroiore, evaluato rs should  
com bine the tw o to cnhance Ihe effectiveness 
of Iheir invcsligủtion. In íủcl, language 
program  evaluators rcccntly  have exploited 
Ihe m clhods from bcilh parnd igm s in their 
research, for exam ple Lynch [22Ị, Brown [23], 
and Lighlbow n and liJiltcr Ị24Ị. M oreover, 
C uba and Lincoln [12Ị cirgue that today is 
time ior the fourth generation  evaluation 
adopting  constructivist m ethodology. Lynch 
[3j also argues that tw o pciradigm s should  be 
used com plcm entarily to im prove Ihe 
w eaknesses of the m ethods, and  to a d ap t to 
the d ifferent inquiries o f d ifferent p rogram  
evaluation studies.
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Đánh giá chương trình giảng dạy ngôn ngữ: 
Đường hướng định lượng hay định tính?

T r ẩ n  T h ị T h a n h  V â n

Khoa NỊỊÔn ngữ và Văn hóa A nh  - M ỹ, Trường Dại học Ngoại ngữ,
Dại học QuôcịỊÌa Ị là Nội, Dườĩỉg Phạm Vãn Diĩrig, Cau Giăỳ, Hà Nội, Việt Nam

G iống như  trong nhiểu lĩnh vực khác, phương p h áp  ngh iên  cử u  trong đ án h  g iá  chương trinh 
g iản g  d ạy  ngôn ngữ  được nhiẽu học giả khảc nhau p h ân  loại theo  những đưÒTtg hướng khác 
n h au . N h ư n g  tựu chung lại các phương pháp  nghiên cứ u  d ó  đi theo haí hướng cơ  bản  là thực 
ch ừ n g /đ ịn h  tính và tự  nh iên /đ ịnh  lưọng. Bài báo nàỵ  néu  lên nh ữ n g  đánh  giá vẽ hai đường 
h ư ó n g  nghiên cửu đ ó  thõng qua (i) nêu  lẽn đ ịnh nghĩa và  logic thự c  hiện; (íi) phác thào  nhửng 
p h ư ơ n g  p h áp  nghiên  cứu cơ bản  được d ùng  trong m ỗi đ ư ờ n g  hướng; và (iii) đánh  giá vể  ưu 
kh u y ế t điếm  của từ n g  đư ờng  hướng, D ựa trên nhữ ng  đ án h  giả chúng  tôi cho rằng  khi dánh  giá 
ch irơng trình  giảng d ạy  ngoại ngữ, nghiên cứu viên nên  kêt h ợ p  phư ơng  pháp  của cả hai đường 
h ư o n g  đ ế  đạ t được k ê \  quả đ án h  giá tôì ưu.
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