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Implementing Choice Boards with Cooperative
Learning to Serve Mixed-Level Elementary
School EFL Learners

Chin-Wen Chien”

Abstract

This study discusses an English as a foreign language (EFL) teacher’s
implementation of choice boards with cooperative learning as a strategy for achieving
differentiated instruction among fourth through sixth graders in a rural elementary
school in Taiwan. Its data include student responses to a questionnaire, the teacher’s
reflective journal, and student self-evaluation forms. It found that students tend to
report positive attitudes towards such instructional strategies and cooperative learning.
Their reported preferences with regard to testing their partners is thru English related
activities. The implementation of choice boards should have an emphasis on student
accountability. In general, Taiwanese students showed discomfort with the practice of
complimenting. This study provides three suggestions for successfully implementing
such a strategy in elementary-school EFL classrooms in Taiwan. These are to
(a) integrate technology, other methodologies, or both, (b) adopt flexible grouping, and

(c) emphasize the habitual practice of complimenting.
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Introduction

The teaching of English to fifth and sixth graders in Taiwan elementary schools
became compulsory in the fall semester of 2001 and this was extended to include
third and fourth graders in 2005 (Ministry of Education, 2001, 2005). Differences in
elementary-age children’s economic, social, and cultural backgrounds have resulted
in a two-peak phenomenon characterized by a bimodal distribution of the country’s
elementary-school English education. Teachers have classes of students with such
differing levels of English proficiency from having no experience of English to having
already read Harry Potter in English (Chen, 2008).

Elementary school English teachers in Taiwan rely on peer assistance and
classroom management strategies for teaching mixed-level classes rather than on
modifying the curriculum to improve their students’ learning (Chan, 2008; Chiu,
2008; Hsu, 2009; Liu, 2008). Successful teachers recognize that diversity may affect
learning and work toward creating classroom settings that value it (Tileston, 2004).
Differentiated instruction is one way to meet the needs of diverse students (Thousand,
Villa & Nevin, 2007).

This article discusses an English as a foreign language (EFL) teacher’s
implementation of choice boards as a strategy for achieving differentiated instruction
among fourth through sixth graders in a rural elementary school in Taiwan. Its data
include student responses to a questionnaire, the teacher’s reflective journal, and
student self-evaluation forms. I analyzed these data and concluded with suggestions for

implementing choice boards into EFL classrooms as a differentiated-instruction strategy.

Literature Review

Ward first used the term differentiated instruction in regard to gifted and talented
students when describing instruction modified to meet the needs of individual students
by focusing on who they are and what they know rather than on whom teachers wish
they were (cited in Bravmann, 2004). Renzulli and Reis (1997) identified the content,
process, product, classroom, and teacher as the dimensions of differentiated instruction.

Differentiated instruction also relies on the three components of content, process,
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and product (Tomlinson, 2001). For content, teachers can use a variety of texts that may
be either materials from English-language media or simple materials written for student
use. Teachers can also give students choices among such types of instruction as direct
instruction, concrete examples, worksheet practice, online work, and more complex
activities. The differentiating process means selecting a variety of learning activities
or strategies to explore the concepts in a unit based upon the students’ interests,
cognitive capacities, and learning styles. Differentiating the product involves varying
the complexity of the work that students create in order to demonstrate their level of
mastery of a unit’s content (Blaz, 2006; Tomlinson, 1999; Tomlinson, 2001; Tomlinson
& McTighe, 2006; Thousand et al, 2007).

Cooperative learning has been the trend in the English as a foreign language
(EFL) classroom and it can be carried out during the differentiating process. Allen
(2006) defines cooperative learning as “a variety of teaching methods characterized by
positive interdependence and individual accountability among students working together
to achieve a common goal. Cooperative learning is beneficial in language learning,
because McGroarty (1993) claims that cooperative learning “provides a powerful tool
for language acquisition because it establishes an instructional context that supports
many of the aspects of language development taken as central by theories” (p. 20).
Language learners are provided with opportunities for increased language production
through cooperative learning and they can negotiate meaning in natural and low-
anxiety environment (Bailey, Daley & Onwuegbuzie, 1999). Cooperative learning also
encourages the accommodation of cultural and individual differences and orientations
(Brown, 2000).

Differentiated instruction has created a specialized concept of choices (Heacox,
2002; Tomlinson, 1999), using such specific terms as choice menus (Heacox, 2002;
Kryza, Duncan & Stephens, 2009), choice lists (Kryza et al., 2009), and choice boards
(Chapman & King, 2005, 2008, 2009; Gregory, 2007; Tomlinson, 1999; Turville, 2008).
Choice menus and choice boards are numbered lists of assignments that teachers can
use for a variety of purposes in differentiated classrooms. Asking students to select
what work they do enables teachers to target work toward those students’ needs while
allowing them to make choices (Heacox, 2002; Tomlinson, 1999). Table 1 illustrates
some choices with which teachers can provide students to enable them to show what they

have learned.
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Table 1 Choice Boards on Reading

Design a game based on the
subject’s facts and trivia.

Write a song that includes the

important information

Create raps, rhymes, or riddles
using the vocabulary terms

Write and illustrate a mini
book based on the facts

Write a front-page news article
that includes important facts

Dramatize the procedures,

stages, steps, or events in a

and details of an event passage

Heacox (2002) suggested a series of procedures for differentiated instruction.
Teachers should first talk with their students about how people all learn differently.
They should then set up behavior guidelines, post them, discuss them, and enforce them
consistently. Since they should also develop students’ skills involving independence in
group activities, they should then discuss the behaviors they expect during collaborative
work, such as staying on tasks, participating, listening carefully, sharing ideas, and
supporting each other’s contributions. They then need to provide the students with
guidelines for sound levels during work time, including providing a signal for keeping
quiet. The next step is to arrange the classroom for group work, putting materials or
supplies at workstations to limit the students’ need to move around to get what they
need. Finally, they need to establish routines so the students know what to do when they
finish a task early.

Numerous studies have provided instructions for designing and implementing
choice boards for differentiated instruction (Chapman & King, 2003, 2005, 2008, 2009;
Gregory, 2007; Heacox, 2002; Kryza et al, 2009; Tomlinson, 1999; Turville, 2008). The
literature, however, includes no studies addressing the implementations of choice boards
in EFL contexts and their influence on EFL learners’ learning attitudes. This case study
addresses an EFL teacher’s implementation of choice boards with cooperative learning
into her classroom practice and her students’ attitudes toward that implementation.
This study aims to discuss the following issues. First, what kinds of choice boards were
designed and how were choice boards carried out in the classroom? Second, how did
students respond to the choice boards? Third, what problems occurred when this EFL

teacher implemented choice boards with cooperative learning?
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Method

Participants

This study’s subjects were 36 fourth grade, 50 fifth grade, and 46 sixth grade EFL
learners, or 132 in all, in one rural elementary school in Taiwan. Seventy of them were
boys and 62 were girls. They had received formal English education from the first grade.
They had had three 40-minute English classes weekly in the first and second grade and

four 40-minute English classes weekly after that.
Activities

The English teacher in this study, here called Gloria, is a qualified elementary
school English teacher who passed the Ministry of Education’s 1999 Elementary School
English Teacher Qualification Exam. On the first day of the school she reviewed such
sentence patterns as, ‘How are you?” ‘How’s the weather?’ and ‘What time is it?” and
asked the students to find their clock partners. Appendix I explains this.

The students asked their classmates questions in English and signed their names
under each clock. Gloria explained to the students that they would have 10 minutes with
their chosen exercise during each class. She then asked them to work with their clock
partners after teaching vocabulary, sentence patterns, phonics, or dialogues from each
unit, with the choice of practicing one of these areas. She also explained what their
four choices were. Table 2 details these. For those who have fallen behind the rest of
the class, Gloria provided them with “Choice 1: pull out remedial instruction” and gave
these students additional and repeated instruction in words, phonics, sentence structures,
and dialogues. While those who like to test their clock partners, they can choose
“Choice 2,” those who like to play games can choose “Choice 3.” Gloria thought that
learners need to be challenged, so learners with higher English proficiency levels can
choose “Choice 4: advanced activities.” During this exercise time the students practiced
with their partners and wrote down what they learned on their self-evaluation sheets.
Appendix II presents one of these.

The students stopped their chosen exercises when a timer beeped. Gloria randomly
called on students to give their partners such compliments as, ‘Helen did a great job

because she could sound out the phonics words.” After three students complimented their
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partners Gloria also randomly called on each pair to share what they had practiced, as

they had entered it in their self-evaluation forms.

Table 2 Implementation of Choices

Instruction Vocabulary Sentence . )
. . ) ) : Phonics Dialogue
Choices instruction instruction
Pull-out remedial | Pull-out remedial | Pull-out remedial | Pull-out remedial
! education education education education
Work in pairs and | Work in pairs and | Work in pairs and | Work in pairs
test each other to | put words into test each other and practice the
2 spell out the words. | sentences to sound out the dialogue.
words.
Work in pairs and | Work in pairs. One | Work in pairs and | Work in pairs and
use the word cards | reads the sentence | complete phonics | complete dialogue
3 to complete word | and the other writes | activities. activities.
activities. down the sentences
Make word cards | Use words to make | Brainstorm related | Rewrite the
on related words. | new sentences. words. Use these | dialogue. Put the
4 words to write a dialogue into a
chant. short paragraph.

Data Collection

This study’s data came from a student questionnaire, the teacher’s reflective
journal, and the students’ self-evaluation forms. The data collection lasted for 15 weeks,
starting in September 2011. Appendix III shows the questionnaire, which I wrote in
Chinese (Appendix IV). I designed the questionnaire to discover the students’ attitudes
toward their teacher’s implementing of choices for them in their English class exercises.
They answered the first 16 items on a 5-point Likert scale that ranged from 1= totally
disagree to 5= totally agree. The last item’s purpose was to find why they did not choose
advanced activities.

Gloria wrote down her reflections after each class. Such data are ideal because
they focus on the participant’s inner perspectives (Bartels, 2005). This study used these

notes to explore her reflections on her students’ learning and growth after implementing
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choice boards in order to achieve differentiated instruction.

Documents enable researchers to collect informants’ language and words. They
can be an unobtrusive source of information and researchers can access them when it is
convenient for them to do so (Creswell, 1994). I therefore collected and analyzed copies

of the students’ self-evaluation forms.

Results

Questionnaire

Almost 89% of the students responded that they had never experienced making
choices as a way of receiving differentiated instruction before. Most of them reported
positive attitudes toward this instructional strategy, with about 68% and 70% responding
that it gave them more chances to practice English and provided them with more
accountability for learning English. They apparently tended to be unsure about what
autonomy means, with only 55% of them responding that making choices gave them
more autonomy in learning English.

About 81% of the students responded that they felt that the directions for making
their choices were clear. About 51% reported that they felt that 5 to 10 minutes of choice
time was sufficient, with 17% disagreeing. About 79% of them responded that they liked
working with their clock partners, but 89% responded that they would prefer to choose
their own partners.

About 72% of the students responded that they thought that they stayed on task
during choice time and 5% responded that they did not work hard then. About 70% and
84% of them responded that the teacher’s follow-up checking and the writing of their
self-reports ensured their engagement and demonstrated their learning. They tended to
report liking activities and games, followed by testing partners and advanced activities.
Only 54% reported liking remedial instruction, but 66% of them responded that it helped
them to learn more English. Forty-six percent of them responded that they did not choose
advanced activities because “My English was not good enough,” 31% claimed “The

class material is at my level,” and 20% stated because “I did not want to show off.”
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Student Self-evaluation Forms

During choice exercise time most of the students chose such test-each-other options
as ‘work in pairs and test each other to spell out the words’, ‘work in pairs and put words
into sentences’, ‘work in pairs and test each other to sound out the words’, and ‘work in
pairs and practice the dialogue’. Gloria eventually asked from 12% to 17% of these to
pull out and receive remedial education because they had fallen behind the others.

From 16% to 22% of the students chose such activities as ‘work in pairs and use the
word cards to complete word activities’. Gloria had presented such activities in class as
concentration, bingo, message sender, and go fishing.

Fewer than 5% of the students chose such advanced activities as ‘make word cards
on related words’, ‘use words to make new sentences’, ‘brainstorm related words and use
these words to write a chant’, and ‘rewrite the dialogue and put the dialogue into a short

paragraph’.

Table 3 Results of Students’ Choices in Self-Evaluation Forms

Instruction Choices Vocabulary Sentence Phonics Dialogue
1 14% 17% 12% 14%
2 62% 66% 67% 66%
3 22% 17% 18% 19%
4 2% 0% 3% 1%

The students wrote down what they learned on the self-evaluation forms. They
chose to work in pairs and to complete phonics activities. One student wrote down such
words that she and her partner practiced during the exercise as ‘drink’ and ‘blue’. Figure

1 is a photocopy of this.
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Fhonics D] Instruction Self-Evaluation Form F-##E M/ Lata A ER
MName Signature ¢ 5:

My Chojces fi &) 8 ¥ My achieverment £ &) 4 B
0O Pull-out remedial education vk §

| e
O Wark in pabrs and test esch oiher lo sound

oul the worde, X o BEfod] §

E Work in pairs und complete phonics

activities, TSEM SR

O Brainstorm related words, Use thess words

to writea chant, M MMAFEAMRLERE | Dot & uer
il =

Figure 1. Students’ self-evaluation form on phonics

Vivian chose to work in a pair with Amy and practice the dialogue. She wrote down
the dialogue she practiced during the exercise. Figure 2 is a photocopy of this.

Dialogus D Instruction Self-Evaluation Form #4% & 816204 A #.04 # ¥

I Name: N Signature ¥ £ I
.M;-_{“I.;;.-.':g iR i | My achievemen: 51;;‘;}__ = Tl S - B
| O Pull-out remedial education de 340 B Il'll I.' .',':l_-._.f_ o fary _-I
B Work in pairs and practice the dinlogue, 5 | 22 Rk ",
TS g
(O Work in pairs and complele  dinlogus
activities. # T i B oy B
O Rewrite the dinlogue. Put the dialogue inton | (alpatd o bHee <

| short paeagraph #9080 0 & R IR N - |

Figure 2. Students’ self-evaluation form on dialogue

Teacher’s Reflective Journal Entries

Gloria’s reflective journal noted major problems in regard to complimenting,
remedial education, and accountability. In regard to complimenting, some students could

follow Gloria’s instructions and compliment their clock partners. She noted that:

Today was the first time I implemented choice boards on vocabulary. By the
end I asked the students to compliment their partners. Wendy said, ‘Bell did
a great job because he said the words fluently.” Wendy followed my sentence
pattern, which was, ‘[Someone] did a great job because ...."

Some of the students; however, were not used to complimenting each other. Gloria

noted that, “After implementing choice boards on dialogue instruction I asked the
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sixth graders to compliment one another. They were shy and they did not volunteer to
compliment their partners until I called on them to do so.”

Gloria designed the remedial instruction for those who fell behind. Some students,
however, had insufficient self-confidence and came to her seeking help when she

thought they should still try without her help. She noted that:

Today I implemented the choice board for vocabulary and explained how
it should work. I asked the students to come to me if they needed my help.
If not, they could work with their clock partners. Fanny came to me twice
immediately and clearly lacked self-confidence. How should I encourage her
to work with her partner instead of relying on me?

A few students, furthermore, were lazy and needed her to monitor and push them
or they would go off task during choice time. Gloria noted that, ‘Today Jerry and Leo
were off task. They did not work with each other during the 10-minute choice time for
vocabulary. They began to work when I called their names and reminded them to be on

task.’

Discussion

The discussion focuses on the implementations of choice boards in English

classroom in terms of choice design, monitoring, grouping, and complimenting.

Choice Design

The students tended to report positive attitudes toward the implementation of
choices as a strategy for differentiated instruction and to consider Gloria’s directions for
engaging in the choice exercises to be clear. Most of the students responded that they
preferred testing their clock partners or engaging in games and activities during their
choice exercises. Although 65% of them responded that they liked advanced activities,
fewer than 5% of them actually did them. They did not choose advanced activities
because “My English was not good enough.” About 54% of them reported liking
remedial education, but only 12% to 17% actually received it.

No empirical studies have focused on the implementations of choice boards in EFL
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contexts and can be used to explain why learners in this study barely chose advanced
activities and very few learners received pull-out remedial instruction. However, the
majority of the learners in this study preferred testing their clock partners or playing
games. Young learners tend to enjoy constructive play and games, because games lighten
formal teaching and can help renew young learners’ energy. Moreover, young learners
are more willing to participate and even shy learners can be motivated to speak and
participate in the fun atmosphere (Brewster & Ellis, 2002).

Games, activities, manipulations, and hands-on experience can provide hidden
practice for specific language patterns and vocabulary for younger learners (Brewster
& Ellis, 2002; Decure, 2000; Deesri, 2002; Garris, Ahlers & Driskell, 2002). Such
activities should be based on the learners’ English proficiency levels, with the activities
for learners with higher proficiency levels focusing on higher cognitive levels by having
students perform such tasks as considering reasons, comparing alternatives, finding
similarities and differences, forming opinions, and analyzing evidence.

Computers provide ready access to written, audio, and visual materials relevant
to the language and culture being studied (Kern, 2006). Computers and tapes are great
supplementary teaching materials because students have the chance to listen to reading
materials or to learn from the many online interactive websites. Learners can listen to
the CDs provided by textbook publishers in order to review lessons or do interactive

computer exercises.
Monitoring

Monitoring students during the 10-minute choice exercises was a challenge because
Gloria was the only teacher in the classroom. About 72% of the students claimed that
they were always on task during the choice exercises, and only a few actually were not.
The students tended to recognize the importance of using their self-evaluation forms
and their teacher’s follow-up checking in order to monitor their learning. Teachers
should provide students with performance checklists, or rubrics, so they can evaluate
themselves, thereby empowering them to take accountability for their own learning
and to develop a sense of ownership and control over their personal learning progress
(Chapman & King, 2008; Gregory, 2007; Kryza et al., 2009).
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Grouping

The students tended to respond that they liked to work with their clock partners
but that they preferred to choose their own partners. Inflexible, limited approaches to
grouping can seriously limit students’ academic, linguistic, and even social development
by limiting their opportunities. Teachers should therefore practice flexible grouping
when preparing choice exercises. This means allowing their students to form their
own pairs for some activities while the teachers form them for others (Johnson, 1994).
Flexible grouping patterns for cooperative learning in the EFL classroom allows learners
to exchange information and use different patterns of interaction (Rico, 2008).

Teachers can, furthermore, pair students according to their ability in order to enable
them to work with personally challenging and stimulating materials and information, and
they can also pair them for peer-to-peer tutoring. Enabling students to assist each other
with specific needs is a way to give them responsibilities for understanding what they

know and how they can use the information (Gregory, 2007).
Complimenting

After reflecting on her implementation of choice boards as a strategy for achieving
differentiated instruction, Gloria encouraged her students to compliment their partners
for their learning and behavior. She also provided students with the sentence pattern,
“[Name] did a great job because -7 Many students; however, were unaccustomed to
complimenting their partners, particularly the sixth graders.

The act of giving a compliment is intrinsically courteous and makes an opportunity
available to express an interest in the hearer (Olshtain & Cohen, 1991). Complimenting
can be characteristically distinct across different cultures. Making compliments is one of
the language functions that Taiwan’s Ministry of Education has mandated to be taught in
elementary school English education (Ministry of Education, 2001, 2005).

English compliments either focus on appearance or on ability (Manes & Wolfson,
1981). Learning a language involves much more than memorizing forms. It also
involves learning special pragmatic features that play a crucial role in communication.
Teachers should therefore instruct EFL learners in how to compliment others in order to
equip them with the communicative competence necessary to perform and understand

intentionality under contextual and discourse constraints (Farerch & Kasper, 1984).
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Conclusion

Elementary school English teachers in Taiwan have classes of students with
different levels of English proficiency. This study focuses on a case study of an EFL
teacher’s implementation of student choices as a strategy for providing differentiated
instruction. It has found that the students tended to report positive attitudes toward such
instructional strategies and cooperative learning, what their reported preferences were
in regard to English-related activities and testing their partners, what the effects of an
emphasis on student accountability are, and the students’ discomfort with the practice of
complimenting.

This study has made three suggestions for successfully implementing such a
strategy in elementary-school EFL classrooms in Taiwan. These are to (a) integrate
technology, other methodologies, or both, (b) adopt flexible grouping, and (c) emphasize
the habitual practice of complimenting.

This case study involved only 132 young EFL learners. This small number of
participants limits its findings by preventing them from being generalisable in regard
to larger English learner populations. Based on the teacher’s reflective journal, the
student questionnaire, and the students’ self-evaluation forms; however, the instructional
procedure and suggestions for implementing it do provide practical implications for EFL
classroom practice.

Textbooks are required teaching materials in elementary schools in Taiwan. This
article focuses on the implementation of the use of choices for learning the vocabulary,
sentence structures, phonics, and dialogue that these textbooks cover. It suggests the
supplementary use of English picture books and other learning materials.

A future study should focus on the implementing of a choice-based strategy for
achieving differentiated instruction with picture books. Another study should address
how to implement a similar strategy to stimulate the students’ interest in learning
English, increase their cultural awareness, and improve their reading comprehension

strategies.
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Appendix I: Clock Partner

Directions: The “clock partner” is used to put students into pairs. On the first day
of school, an English teacher can review the sentence patterns that were taught before.
Student A asks Student B, “What’s your name?” and student B answers, “I’'m Kathy.”
Student A writes his name under “One o’clock™ on Student B’s worksheet. Student B
writes her name “Kathy” under “One o’clock™ on Student A’s worksheet. Student A and
Student B become “one o’clock™ partners. While carrying out class activities or tasks,
the English teacher says, “Find your one o’clock partner and work on this activity.”

Student A and Student B work together and complete the assigned activity.

Name: Class: Number:
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Appendix II:
Vocabulary DI Instruction Self-Evaluation Form

Vocabulary DI Instruction Self-Evaluation Form

Name: Signature:

My Choices My achievement

] Pull-out remedial education

[ ] Work in pairs and test each other to spell out the
words from word cards.

] Work in pairs and use the word cards to complete
word activities.

[ 1 Make word cards on related words or make

sentences.
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Appendix IlI:
English Questionnaire on Choice Boards

Dear students,

We use choice boards in English classes. I want to know your opinions about using
choice boards in English classes. Read the following sixteen sentences and choose from
1 to 5 (L1 totally disagree [ 12 disagree [ 13 OK [[]4 agree [ 15 totally agree). The last
question has four choices and you can have multiple choices.

L1 totally disagree [ 12 disagree [ 13 OK [ 14 agree [ ]5 totally agree

1 | Choices as DI instruction gives me more chance to practice English.

2 | Choices as DI instruction gives me autonomy to learn English.

3 | Choices as DI instruction gives me accountability in learning English.

4 | I like to work with my clock partner.

5 | I like to choose my own partner.

6 | 5-10 minutes of choices as DI instruction is sufficient.

7 | Teachers’ follow-up check makes sure I am engaged in class.

8 | Writing the achievement is a way to show my learning.

9 | I like pull-out remedial instruction.

10 | Ilike to test my classmates.

11 | I like to do activities or play games.

12 | I like to do advanced activities.

13 | I learn more English when the teacher gives me pull-out instruction.

14 | The direction on choices as DI instruction is clear.

15 | I'm on the task during the choices as DI instruction.

16 | I’ve never tried choices as DI instruction before.

17 I don’t choose advanced activities, because [ ] I do not like to show off. [ ] My English is not
good enough. [_] The class material is at my level. [_] Others
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Appendix IV:

Chinese Questionnaire on Choice Boards
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