International Journal of Foreign Language Teaching

and Research
ISSN: 2322-3898-http//: http://jfl.iaun.ac.ir/journal/about
© 2022- Published by Islamic Azad University, Najafabad Branch

Please cite this paper as follows:

Oliaei, S., Zamanian, M., Mirza Suzani, S., & Afraz, Sh. (2022). Impact of Personal Response System (PRS) on
Iranian EFL Learners’ Performance, Class Communication and Comfort Level. International Journal of Foreign
Language Teaching and Research, 10 (40), 189-198.

Impact of Personal Response System (PRS) on Iranian EFL Learners’
Performance, Class Communication and Comfort Level

Samad Oliaei*, Mostafa Zamanian?*, Samad Mirza Suzani®, Shahram Afraz*

!Ph.D. Candidate, Department of English Language, Qeshm Branch, Islamic Azad University, Qeshm, Iran

Samadoliaei@yahoo.com

2Assistant Professor, Department of English Language, Shiraz Branch, Islamic Azad University, Shiraz, Iran

motafazamanian@yahoo.com
3Assistant Professor, Department of English Language, Marvdasht Branch, Islamic Azad University,
Marvdasht, Iran

smirzasuzani@miau.ac.ir

4Assistant Professor, Department of English Language, Qeshm Branch, Islamic Azad University, Qeshm, Iran

Abstract

The current study aimed at investigating the impact of Personal Response System (PRS) on Iranian EFL learners’
English language performance, class communication, and comfort level. To this purpose, a mixed methods design
was used. The participants comprised 60 male-female Iranian grade eight junior students studying at Bahonar
secondary school, Kazeroon, Iran. They were selected through convenient sampling method from two intact classes
and divided into two experimental and control groups. The needed data was collected using the following
instruments: Oxford Placement Test (OPT), Preliminary English Test (PET), Observation Checklist, and PRS. The
two groups of the participants attended twelve English class sessions of the high school once a week. The only
difference between the two groups was that during the class sessions, the experimental group attended PRS. Data
analysis was conducted through descriptive statistics, independent samples t-tests and qualitative content analysis of
the observation data. The results showed that PRS had a statistically significant impact on English language
performance, class communication, and comfort level of Iranian EFL learners. Accordingly, EFL teachers are
recommended to use this tool in an attempt to enhance EFL learners' general English language performance.
Keywords: Class Communication, Comfort Level, English Language Performance, Personal Response System
(PRS), Technology.
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Introduction

“Technological developments in ubiquitous computing and wireless communication
together with the adoption of mobile multimedia devices and applications have been converted
into huge opportunities for English as a foreign language” (Rodriguez-Arancén, Arls and Calle,
2013, p. 1189). Technology can be used in different forms in different fields. One such
technological tool that can be used for student responses and to provide controlled activities is the
Personal Response System (PRS). Stuart, Brown and Draper (2004) argued that the PRS gets
students’ minds to work and influences their learning and its engagement of students is a pioneer
to student-directed and improves learning because when the teacher engages students in the
classroom, their level of active construction of knowledge increases (Kay, Lesage, and Knaack,
2010). It is suggested that the inherent features of response system technology are well suited for
the instruction of English language learners. It enables learners to respond nonverbally by
pushing a button, and it allows for anonymity that may lower the affective filter (Krashen, 1981).

Moreover, it is believed that language learning is a hard task and requires a lot of time and
effort. One step that can be taken in making this task easy so that learners' English performance is
class communication which is of high importance as a result of globalization. Tomlinson and
Masuhara (2004) consider that teachers should provide engaging materials for their learners so
that they can communicate well in the context of classroom. Scholars believe that
communication in class is a process where motivation and thoughtfulness are merged (Guthrie,
Wigfield, and VVon Secker, 2000). Learner comfort, as a main element of classroom environment
is another affective factor the role of which in language learning cannot be ignored. Comfort
level is affected by several elements among which classroom location, classroom size, classroom
furniture, heat, lighting and indoor air quality can be enumerated (Puteh et al., 2015). Regarding
the importance of the learning environment, it has also been noted that the learning environment
is a pre-requisite for students’ conceptual change, in line with learners’ needs, feelings, and ideas
(Scott, Assoko and Driver, as cited in Wahyudi and Treagust, 2017).

Iranian students begin to study English from junior high school to the end of pre- university
courses in Iran educational system. They study English for 7 years in formal education. In
addition, most learners who are able to register in English language institutes for more practice.
Apparently, these huge amounts of time or budget have not been effective and most Iranian
learners experience different challenges. The problem is more serious in oral skills (Dolati and
Seliman, 2010). In the so-called global village, individuals should learn to enhance their
communication abilities within the socio-cultural environment, better interact in a global setting,
and find new solutions for their communication problems. However, in spite of significance and
inevitability of speaking skill, it is seen that the majority of the students are afraid of speaking.
They are anxious when they were required to speak. It often happened, for example, that the
researcher, as an English language teacher, asked someone to volunteer to speak but nobody
raised their hands, nobody; however, it is true for almost everybody to first reach the proficiency
level before they love speaking. The problem is that, in spite of the proved potentials of
technology in education, it can be seen that in the Iranian educational system, using technological
tools is not common in the academic settings including universities, schools, etc. In other words,
having a glance at Iranian educational system shows that still traditional teaching methods and
techniques are prevalent in many educational settings and just recently some forms of
technological methods including Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) has come to be
applied in some educational environments. But the use of many tools including PRS is not so
popular in Iranian educational systems. Thus, generally, not much research has been conducted in
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this regard. Patry (2009) confirmed that "although much research has been done with audience
response systems, it tends to be focused on its use in specific fields such as science, and more
must be done in other settings to determine its educational value” (p. 2).

Technology and language learning have been touched by some Iranian researchers in
different studies (e.g., Bahojb Jafarian and Shoari, 2017; Ghaemi and Golshan, 2017; Najmi,
2015; Taheri and Davoudi, 2016; Wang, Teng and Chen, 2015), but so far, no Iranian study has
touched the effect of PRS on Iranian EFL learners’ English language performance, class
communication, and comfort level. This is the gap this study aimed to fill. Thus, the following
research questions were addressed:

RQ1. Does the use of PRS increase Iranian EFL learners’ English language performance in
comparison with the use of the traditional lecture method?

RQ2. Does the use of PRS increase learners’ class communication in comparison with the
use of the traditional lecture method?

RQ3. Does the use of PRS increase Iranian EFL learners’ comfort level in comparison with
the use of the traditional lecture method?

Literature Review

The use of technology in language learning and teaching began in the early 1970s and since
then, it has found its way into the field rapidly (Karakash and Ersoy, as cited in Elyasi and
Pourkalhor, 2014). Some scholars (e.g., Agca and Ozdemir, 2012) believe that technology makes
foreign language materials easy to access and use, and makes language learning more meaningful
through personal engagement. As in other fields, the use of technology has become increasingly
widespread in education but selecting the most proper technology tools is controversial because
of such a variety of hardware and applications. An important issue in selecting technology tools
is that the task of acquiring a second language should not be made more difficult by using
unnecessary and complicated tools. Many research studies have been conducted on the use of
technology in the instruction of English language learners (e.g., Dooley, 2009; Narciss and
Koerndle, 2008; Sahin, 2009). Technology skills are identified as critical for professional success
in the 21st century, and English language learners expressed satisfaction about these skills (Ibarz
and Webb, 2007). The use of technology in language learning is commonly manifested by
different methods among which CALL, mobile-assisted language learning (MALL), Modular
Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment (Moodle), Email, blogging, PRS, etc.
Theoretical root of PRS goes back to the attempts made by a group of academics at the
University of Southampton in seeking to encourage active learning in large lectures and tutorials.
To this end, they introduced the use of a PRS wherein each student is equipped with a hand-held
electronic transmitter, similar to a television remote control, called a PRS handset (d’Inverno,
Davis, and White, 2003).

PRS involves equipping students with a handset which allows them to send anonymous
responses to questions sent to them by the lecturer. Titman and Lancaster (2011) believed that the
primary uses of this type of technology is rooted in the 1960s, but in its current form and
application, it has become available in the last 15 years. In the modern systems, radio frequency
transmitters are applied so that students’ answers can be transmitted through their handset to the
lecturer’s computer. Then, the answers are automatically collected by computer software and the
audience can see the frequency of responses (Titman and Lancaster, 2011).

Abrahamson (2006) referred to popularity of PRS in higher, primary and secondary
education in different fields especially in science-based courses in many American educational
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settings including universities. However, the pedagogical practices involved in using PRS may
take different forms in different settings. For instance, in many settings, PRS handsets are used to
run in-class tests with automatic markings. In contrary, in some institutes, course content is not
covered in lectures because the students are asked to read material beforehand and a series of
PRS questions are put to them by lecturers to identify misunderstandings and discuss about the
topic (Abrahamson, 2006). Regarding the reasons behind using PRS, some possible reasons have
been proposed as follows (d’Inverno, Davis, and White, 2003):

- The traditional lecture-based method of course delivery wherein the audience is passive
has been recognized as inefficient;

- Expectations of students, particularly in higher education teaching, have changed
remarkably;

- The use of PRS has turned passive learning in lectures into active learning;

- PRS can stimulate increased student attendance by providing some added value to
attending a lecture or tutorial,

- PRS is user-friendly and this causes students to like it and enjoy a lecture course in
different settings;

- Dialogue between lecturer and student is enjoyable for students, especially in large group
settings wherein lecturer-student dialogue is difficult;

- PRS can provide a natural way of providing breaks within the lecture and provide a way
of emphasizing new topics and consolidating material.

The impact of the use of PRS on students’ attendance rate in the class was studied in a trial
test of this technology by Thornton (2011) on 84 students and 2 tutors of Worcester University.
The majority of the students agreed that the use of the technology significantly and positively
affected their attendance in the class, but the tutors had mixed opinions about the impact of PRS
on students’ attendance. Since students find it difficult to concentrate beyond 20 minutes in the
class, using PRS is sometimes fun and a way of bringing liveliness to the classroom environment.

Method

Design of the Study

The nature of the current study was so that the research questions could not be answered
within just a qualitative or a quantitative design. Thus, the study took advantage of a mixed
methods design. Mixed methods research combines quantitative and qualitative research methods
in different ways, with each approach adding something to the understanding of the phenomenon
(Ary, Jacobs, and Sorensen, 2010, p. 559). In the gquantitative phase of the study, the impact of
PRS on the learners' English language performance, class communication, and comfort level was
investigated using descriptive statistics and independent samples t-test. In the qualitative phase,
the observation data was qualitatively analyzed to explore the impact of PRS on the learners'
performance. PRS served as the independent variable, and English language performance, class
communication, and comfort level as the dependent variables.
Participants

The participants of this study included 60 male-female Iranian grade eight junior students
studying at Bahonar secondary school, Kazeroon, Iran. They were selected through convenience
sampling from two intact classes, and divided into two experimental and control groups.
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Procedures

The needed data was collected using the following instruments: Oxford Placement Test
(OPT), Preliminary English Test (PET), Observation Checklist, and PRS. The two groups of the
participants attended twelve English class sessions of the high school once a week. The only
difference between the two groups was that during the class sessions, the experimental group
attended PRS. Data analysis was conducted through descriptive statistics, independent samples t-
tests and qualitative content analysis of the observation data. PRS was used during the treatment
period in the experimental group. In fact, the researcher borrowed PRS from a non-profit
intelligent institute and equipped the participants with PRS. The Class Communication
Questionnaire, developed and validated by Yusof (1984) was used to measure class
communication of the participants.

Results and Discussion

To answer the first question regarding the impact of PRS on Iranian learners' English
language performance, the mean scores of the two groups were compared with each other in the
pre-test and the post-test. While there was no significant difference between the mean scores of
the participants in the pre-test, their post-test scores were significantly different. This led to the
conclusion that PRS significantly affects Iranian learners' English language performance in a
positive way.

As a justification for this finding, it can be said that since learners has a positive attitude
toward the use of technology in language learning, this has led to improvements in their language
performance (Finkbeiner, 2001; Najmi, 2015). Another justification is that technological ways of
teaching increase learners’ motivation to learn language and this leads to higher levels of
performance among them (Kamalaian and Sayadian, 2014; Radia, 2019). Furthermore, the
researcher believes that another possible justification for the positive impact of PRS on language
achievement of Iranian EFL learners is that this type of instruction increases learners' autonomy
and this in turn leads to their significant improvement in language achievement. Finally, some
opportunities provided by technology use such as simplicity of directed guidelines, active
learning opportunities, and joint learning settings may help achieve English language acquisition
(Gibson, 2008).

Consistent with this study, Clickaya (2005) investigated the impact of technology on
students’ English learning and showed the positive impact of technology on students’ English
learning. Another study whose results support that of the current paper is the one by Greene
(2013) wherein the impact of incorporating technology into the curriculum was examined and it
was revealed that learners' English achievement improved significantly. Some other studies (e.g.,
Ahmad and Al-Khanjari, 2011; Anbarestani, 2009; Fahmi Bataineh and Barjas Mayyas, 2017,
Sidman-Taveau, 2005) also investigated the effectiveness of using technology on learning
English and proved the significance impact of technology on English achievement of EFL
learners. This finding also supports Abu Naba'h, Hussain, Al-Omari, and Shdeifat's (2009) study
which addressed the impact of using technology on the achievement of secondary students and
revealed that technology has had a significant impact on secondary students’ achievement.

Regarding the impact of PRS on Iranian learners' class communication (second research
question), it was revealed by the results of the independent samples t-test that using PRS leads to
significant improvements in the experimental group's communication level in comparison with
the traditional group which was deprived of the PRS. In line with this finding, Francis (2017)
confirmed the significant and positive impact of technology on learners' ability to engage with
learning materials and communicate with their teachers as well as their peers. To justify this
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finding, the researcher tends to refer to the increased motivation level of the participants (as
shown in the current paper) due to using PRS which, as shown by the results of the current study,
has in turn led to the learners' improvement of willingness to communicate in the classroom. This
correlation between willingness to communicate and motivation has been previously documented
in the previous studies. Another argument which can be put forth to justify this finding is that
potentially learners' foreign language anxiety has been decreased as a consequence of their
exposure to PRS and this has caused their tendency to communicate to be significantly increased.
The inverse association between foreign language anxiety and tendency to communicate has also
been reported in the previous studies. As the third justifying argument, it can be said that possibly
the learners' sense of having agency has been increased because of using PRS and this has
encouraged them to communicate more in the classroom. Last but not least, the mediating role of
the affective factors such as learners' self-confidence, self-esteem, autonomy, etc. on which
technology use can have positive effects can also be at hand in the significant impact of PRS on
the participants' class communication. That is, when learners' self-confidence, self-esteem and
autonomy improve, naturally they will be more willing to communicate in the classroom.

As for the third research question concerning the impact of PRS on learners’ comfort level,
the results indicated that after being exposed to PRS, the participants' comfort level significantly
increased in comparison with the control group. No study was found on the impact of technology
on learner comfort in the literature. Therefore, no comparison could be made between this finding
and the findings of the previous similar studies. However, this finding can be justified by saying
that the personalization and individualization created by using PRS may have led to higher
comfort level among the learners. That is, possibly learner anxiety and stress have been reduced
as a result of using PRS and personalization created from using PRS, and this reduced anxiety
and stress has contributed to higher comfort among them. Moreover, lack of face-to-face
interaction due to using PRS may have caused the learners to feel more comfortable in the
classroom. In addition, the learners' increased class communication after using PRS may be
another reason for significant increase in their comfort level. Furthermore, increased motivation
of learners as a result of using PRS can be a determining factor in increasing their comfort level.
Finally, the role of other personal factors including self-esteem, autonomy, independence, self-
confidence, etc. which are heavily under the impact of using technology in the classroom, cannot
be neglected in enhancing their comfort level in the classroom.

Conclusion

The current study will bridge a gap in the literature by investigating the role of PRS tool in
such aspects of language teaching and learning as the Iranian learners’ English language
performance, class communication, and comfort level.

The researcher believes that a possible justification for the positive impact of PRS on
learner participation is that PRS increases learners' autonomy and this in turn leads to their
significant improvement in language performance. It is also possible that the learners' self-
confidence plays a mediating role in the impact of PRS on their class communication. Also,
taking the impact of personal responsibility on language performance into account, it can be
hypothesized that personal responsibility of the learners has increased as a result of the use of
PRS and this has led to higher language performance among them. Interestingly, as mentioned
above, technology can significantly reduce learner shyness (Hughes and Coplan, 2010), and this
can contribute to improving learner language performance.
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Based on the results of this study, it can be concluded there is a need for some changes in
the educational system of Iran so that English teachers and learners can benefit more
technological tools in general, and PRS in particular in English classes. Interestingly, since in the
existing literature, it has been shown that both teachers and learners have a positive attitude
towards such tools and prefer to use them in the English classes, planning and implementing
some measures aimed at using PRS in English classes are not misplaced. Therefore, it seems that
the time has reached for the arrival of more technological instruments including PRS in the
English classes in Iran, as supplementary to traditional methods of ELT. PRS can used to help
students to learn English language more effectively, communicate more easily with their teachers
and peers, and feel more comfortable and less anxious in the classroom. This requires macro-
level strategies through which technological tools can be utilized in the English classes in the
Iranian high schools. The recent revisions and changes made in the English textbooks of the
Education Ministry can be continued so that the need to incorporating technological tools in the
high school English curriculum can be fulfilled.

It can, however, be admitted that given that the structure of the education system of Iran is
oriented towards traditional methods than technological ones, the use of more technological
devices including PRS in the English classes in Iran cannot occur overnight and requires
something like a paradigm shift. It is hoped that authority’s pursuit the affairs so that this idea is
materialized in the shortest time interval with the lowest cost.

In practice, the first pedagogical implication of the study is that EFL teachers can use PRS
as a supplementary tool in their classes in trying to improve their students' class communication,
comfort level and English language performance. The second implication is that EFL learners
should ask their teachers to use PRS in English classes if they seek to be more proficient,
motivated, engaged and comfortable. As the third implication, high school authorities should
equip their schools with PRS so that English teachers do not consider using it as a challenge in
their classes. Fourthly, the Education Ministry should approach towards some conceptual and
practical shifts in its paradigms so that the ground is more paved for using such tools as PRS in
high schools. Finally, material designers should develop the educational materials in a way that
the use of technological tools including PRS is encouraged in the English classes.

All in all, the results of the current paper confirmed that as a result of using PRS, Iranian
EFL learners' performance, class communication, and comfort level, and English language
performance were improved significantly. Accordingly, EFL teachers are recommended to use
this tool in an attempt to make English learning easier for EFL learners. Given that class comfort
and class communication are indispensable parts of English learning, the finding of the current
paper is promising for ELT stakeholders, especially EFL learners.
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