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Linguistics and Language Teaching
at Georgetown University:

An Interview with Dr John Norris

Daniel DUNKLEY

DD Dr. Norris, what is your field exactly?

JN  All my research fields have to do with my fundamental interest in language education, and improving
language education in various ways. So I have four or five main areas where I work: Research synthesis,
Task-based language teaching and language pedagogy, language assessment of various kinds, Program
evaluation is a fourth major area. And I also specialize and teach a lot in research methods of all kinds.
DD First of all, what is research synthesis?

JN Research synthesis is a very systematic approach to looking at a body of research that has accumulated
over the years about a particular topic or a particular set of research questions. What we try to do is,
utilizing very specific methods, go back and review all of the studies in a given area to come to some kind
of conclusion about what the findings may tell us. For example, Lourdes Ortega and I conducted one of
the first research syntheses in the area of language instruction, which we published in 2000 in Language
Learning. We surveyed all the studies that had been done to that point in time on what we call effectiveness
of instruction. These are different ways of investigating language teaching approaches at a very micro
level- different kinds of focus on form activities. We looked across that body of research to see to what
extent there was evidence in favor of doing these kinds of language teaching activities. We also considered
to what extent did the findings have something to do with the kinds of measures that were being used to
test the effectiveness of the activities, and to what extent were there indications of the duration of the
effectiveness of a particular teaching technique. So RS is a way of allowing us to go back and learn more
about a particular domain of research than we could learn from any one study. It’s putting all of the studies

together and saying “What is the big answer so far in this domain?” In fact I teach a whole graduate
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research seminar on RS every fall.

DD Are there any objections to RS? It sounds like second hand research, doing the easy bit after others’
hard work.

JN Itisindeed a way of doing secondary research, as opposed to primary studies, where we go and create
a whole new study and collect new data every time. There’s some misunderstanding that it’s recycling
what’s already known. But the truth is that in any single primary study all we can know is what happened
at that particular place and time with those particular research participants. What we are able to do with
RS is to generalize, that is we can look at the same teaching technique or the same tests, the same variable
that has been replicated over and over again across numerous studies. We can come up with ostensibly,
arguably, much firmer conclusions about how does something work, when does it work, when does it not
work, and under what conditions are the effects moderated or increased. I think that’s the real benefit.
And the other thing I would emphasize is that RS is not just doing a good literature review. It’s really a
systematic way of extracting data from a set of primary studies, and treating them as if they were data in a
primary study. For quantitative research we have the whole approach of meta-analysis, which is a type of
RS. We can take primary study data and turn it into a new data set. We can combine all the data and have
a much more robust answer to our research questions than we would have in an individual primary study.
DD So using this method you can come up with “laws of nature” about language teaching?

JN This would be the hope. Unfortunately the secondary review, the RS or meta analysis can only be
as good as the domain is good. So it depends on the number of studies that have accumulated within a
given domain over time. For some kinds of research there just hasn’t been very much done. There isn’t
enough research to produce that law, that truth. But for others where we’ve had studies going on for twenty
or thirty years, in SLA, they’re ripe for this kind of analysis. For example now, contrary to Krashen’s
position, we think we can say that instruction works. There are certain kinds of instruction that make a
difference, and this is good news for language teachers! Let’s move on and do some other kinds of studies,
say what types of instruction, for what learners, under what conditions for what learners. That’s the idea
with this approach.

DD Let’s move on to task based learning. How did you get interested in it?

JN [ started working in task-based language teaching (TBLT) when I was an English language teacher
in Brazil. I was looking for alternatives to boring textbook-based grammar teaching and vocabulary
memorization. I wanted to do something that had application to learners’ real lives, which they would be
motivated by, and so I stumbled on to this idea of TBLT. Later on I got to study TBLT with some of the

founders of the idea like Michael Long at the University of Hawai’i.
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DD Is there a professional organization for TBLT?

JN  Yes. In fact I’ve had the pleasure of being part of the new International Consortium on TBLT, which
is about to become a public association which people can join. There’s a biennial conference series which
we launched in 2005; we had the fifth iteration in Banff Canada in 2013. It’s a vibrant area with teachers
and researchers alike working on this core idea: that using communication tasks in the language classroom
can be beneficial. Beyond that, there are many important questions: how do we design programs, how do
we come up with language tests that are in keeping with task-based ideas, what do the pedagogic tasks
look like, and how do we train teachers? Another question is, how do we do innovation where we go into
settings where teachers may be adopting relatively traditional approaches? There may be a societal need
to make changes according to circumstances.

DD How does your interest in testing relate to TBLT?

JN We’ve been developing task-based language testing. This is the idea of really utilizing language tests
to tap into how well people can perform with the language in a functional sense. There might be a variety
of reasons why we would want to do that. It tells us directly whether our teaching has worked to develop
students’ abilities to use the language. It might have positive washback effects on language education,
on what teachers do in the classroom. So we know if we have a grammar test at the end of the year, and
it’s high-stakes then it’s going to have an effect on what learners pay attention to, and what teachers
emphasize. Whereas if we have a performance test, where students write an essay, give a speech or have a
discussion, that’s going to have a different kind of effect on what happens in the classroom.

DD Task-based tests seem to have become mainstream, if you take the new TOEFL, for example.

JN That’s an interesting case in point, because with the TOEFL 2000 project it shifted from a very
non-task based, discrete-point kind to something closer to English for academic purposes and related to
language use. They did that explicitly and with the advice of a lot of applied linguists around the world.
I think “good on them” to make that big change. Now they have plenty of integrated tasks - mixing
listening, reading and writing- and the addition of the speaking and writing tasks was a major step. In fact
I’'m the chair of the committee of examiners, the outside panel which advises the test producer ETS on
changes in TOEFL.

DD Does this create any difficulty for accuracy and validity?

JN  We think that it all depends on what the test is designed to do, what kinds of information is it supposed
to provide, and who’s going to use the information to make what kinds of decisions. Is it intended to have
some kind of a washback effect. So we have to think about those issues first- intended use, before we

consider how well is the test doing these things. In the case of TOEFL I think the changes have actually
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made it much more accurate as an indicator of English for academic purposes proficiency. That’s why they
engaged in an elaborate process of innovation over the past decade. They continue to innovate, to make
sure that the information that’s provided by this very high stakes test is a good indicator of what people are
able to do with English in the English-medium instructional environments where they are being placed. I
think task-based testing has contributed quite a bit to improving validity along those lines.
DD s task-based learning the same as the communicative approach?
JN TBLT is a much more specific and very particular version of communicative language teaching that
adopts a number of principles and applies them to various aspects of language education. Whereas CLT is
this preceding umbrella idea that marked a major shift in language education.
DD Has TBT has an effect on text book production?
JN It’s an interesting problem. It depends on your particular approach to a definition of TBLT. There are
indeed major well-selling text books that claim to adopt a task-based approach. So there’s the Spanish text
called Sente by Sans Baluenas and Martin Peris. That was a major foreign language text book that was
very explicitly task-based, a huge seller and quite successful. We also have specific purposes text book,
such as the business English text Widgets published in Japan. The flip side of that is that some of us think
that if you really want to do a task-based program in a thorough way probably large-scale production of
materials, that would sell across many contexts, is not very viable. The reason is that you try to align your
materials carefully to a curriculum that’s designed for particular learners and their specific needs. So if
we start with a particular set of learners and their needs, and we work backwards from that, it’s difficult
to produce materials that are equally appropriate for other learners. On the other hand, there a lot of new
things that can be done nowadays. It’s not just the book any more. There are web-based modules that you
can swap out. You can do needs analysis for your students, go the web site and pick the materials that
match the students. So TBLT has certainly had an effect on materials production.
DD What publications can we expect to read from you in the near future?
JN Most of my work is collaborative, with other teachers or students. We have a collection of papers on
program evaluation in college foreign language programs in the US, that just came out “Student learning
outcomes assessment in college foreign language programs” (Norris & Davis, 2015), as well as a book
published by Language Learning on “Improving quantitative reasoning in second language research”
(Norris, Ross, & Schoonen, 2015).

Another major project is the TBLT issues, research and practice series published by John Benjamins.
I’m one of the three editors (along with Martin Bygate and Kris Van den Branden), and we’re very active.

We have three books that came out last year about “Technology-mediated TBLT: Researching technology
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and tasks” (Gonzalez-Lloret & Ortega, 2014), “Task-Based Language Learning—Insights from and for
L2 Writing” (Byrnes & Manchon, 2014), and also a book by Peter Skehan (2014) about “Processing
perspectives on task performance”. That’s a very exciting series.

Most of what I do is in response to what I see as the needs of the language education community. 1
tend to work a lot in higher education with foreign language educators.

DD What do you see as the major issues for language testing in the next few years?

JN In the last few years the issue of the use of language tests has taken the front seat. You have a lot of
high-stakes language tests that were designed for certain purposes that are suddenly being used for other
purposes... For example, immigration, visa-granting, gate-keeping issues. Should language tests be used
for those purposes, and what kind of tests are appropriate?

Another major issue is the huge increase in mobility of students around the world. It’s not just
students moving to where the language of instruction is English such as the US. Now students are moving
in other directions where the language of instruction is English, but it’s not the primary language of
communication in the region. LT suddenly becomes a much bigger and challenging issue in identifying
students who have the competencies to study in these new situations.

A third area is assessment literacy, the idea that language teachers, learners and the public need
a baseline understanding of various aspects of language testing. We want them to understand what is
being done to them, what they are being asked to do. Language teachers need to be able to develop good
assessments. The public needs also to understand how tests are used for political purposes, or with their
children. It’s a critical field of activity these days.

DD Dr. Norris, thank you for your insights.

1. John M. Norris and Lourdes Ortega (2000) Effectiveness of L2 Instruction: A Research Synthesis and Quantitative

Meta-analysis Language Learning 50: 3, 417-528.

This interview was made possible by an AGU research grant in March 2014.
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