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Abstract: Multi-word expressions make up a large proportion of the English language and particularly
spoken language. Using multi-word expressions can assist with the impression of fluency, making
them useful for language learners to know and use. However, proven methods for teaching this
language phenomenon are required, so that learners can easily use multi-word expressions in their
conversations. The purpose of the study was to examine the efficacy of a fluency workshop focused
on multi-word expression use in conversation and to determine the most appropriate implementation
for the Japanese context. An action research structure was used over three iterations of the fluency
workshop, learner feedback and teacher observations were used to make improvements. Learner
feedback regarding the usefulness of each activity for learning English was compared between
the original cohort and subsequent cohorts. The results showed significant differences in levels
of perceived usefulness for activities where improvements were made, but also for some activities
where no specific improvement was made, suggesting that teaching improves through practice.
Pedagogical implications include maximising the time on task via clear instructions, providing visual
time constraints, and offering scaffolding to support the use of multi-word expressions when recall
seems beyond a learner.

Keywords: multi-word expressions; conversational fluency; action research; role play; dictogloss;
time on task

1. Introduction

The ubiquitous presence of multi-word expressions in English, especially in spoken
language, suggests that language learners need to learn and know these common sequences
(Vilkaitė 2016). The term, “multi-word expression”, refers to word sequences that are often
formulaic including “. . .(semi-) fixed recurrent phrases, . . . multi-word verbs (put up
with), . . .speech formulae (What’s up), lexical bundles (in the middle of), and other types”
(Siyanova-Chanturia and Martinez 2015, p. 549). Multi-word expression use has been
increasingly linked to speaking fluency in recent years (Boers et al. 2006; Tavakoli and
Uchihara 2020), suggesting that the use of frequent multi-word expressions offers a boost
to fluency for second-language and foreign-language learners (Wulff 2019). In search of
an effective classroom approach to teach multi-word expressions, this paper will review
the literature regarding how multi-word expressions can be learned. A classroom-based
approach to learning multi-word expressions (e.g., I think I will, would you like to), is then
reviewed and set up as an action research investigation, informed by learner feedback and
teacher observations to suggest improvements for the learning of multi-word expressions
in the EFL classroom in Japan.

Frequency of encounter is key to learning new vocabulary items (Webb 2007), and
this is similar for multi-word expressions (Peters et al. 2023; Webb et al. 2013). Many
English-language learners in Japan have limited exposure to the language in their daily
life, and although English is taught in schools, the proficiency in Japan is low, ranking
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87 out of 113 countries (EF English Proficiency Index 2023). The opportunities to speak
are limited, even within the English classroom in Japan (Koizumi et al. 2022). Therefore,
without intentional and repeated exposure to multi-word expressions, learners are unlikely
to have enough encounters with the new language items to remember them for future use.
Furthermore, the individual words that make up multi-word expressions are often already
known by learners thanks to their high frequency, with many comprising multiple-function
words, for example “is on the right”. As a consequence, learners may fail to notice
a multi-word expression as a new item to learn due to the non-salient nature of the
component words (Jiang 2009). The noticing hypothesis (Schmidt 2001; Schmidt 1990)
proposes that language items must be consciously noticed in order to be learnt, while the
weaker version states that more noticing leads to more learning. There is also evidence
to suggest that explicit noticing may not be required in the acquisition of transparent
multi-word expressions (see Szcześniak 2024).

Textbooks often present exercises to raise learners’ awareness of multi-word expressions
without prior modeling of correct usage. Typical exercises include gap-fill, multi-choice
exercises, and matching the parts of the expression together. Strong and Boers (2019) found
that learning phrasal verbs is more successful when correct usage examples are given,
and the exercises are used for retrieval. In 25% of cases, where correct usage was not
modelled, learners were repeating their errors one week later despite receiving corrective
feedback. Toomer and Elgort (2019) found that for advanced learners, bolding collocations
within a 500-word text where the collocation appears three times can enhance explicit
knowledge, while reading the same text with no bolding can improve implicit knowledge
of the collocations.

Previous research suggests that the active noticing of multi-word expressions in class
leads to greater recycling of multi-word expressions from a test prompt (Boers et al. 2006).
However, in a similar study (Stengers et al. 2010), when the test prompt was offered only in
the L1, the participants did not use more multi-word expressions than the control group,
suggestive that the noticing strategies used in class had not resulted in the ability to use any
more multi-word expressions. In light of this, Boers and Lindstromberg (2012) argue that
mere noticing or awareness raising is not enough if encounters are few and far between,
leaving little or no memory trace. A more recent study (Boers et al. 2023) again drew
learners attention to the phenomenon of multi-word expressions within classroom texts
with additional guidance on how to use dictionaries and corpora to determine whether
a string of words were indeed a multi-word expression, after 11-weeks the experimental
group were writing essays using more accurate and wide-ranging multi-word expressions
than the control group.

Lin (2019) argues that to learn multi-word expressions through reading alone would
be to miss important features of their spoken prosody. Most of the multi-word expressions
that L1 speakers know are likely learnt through hearing them in conversations. Young L1
learners will pick up the melody of expressions before the specific words and often use
them with the correct prosody, even when they have yet to form the words (Peters 1983).
Multi-word expressions can have specific prosodic rhythms which set them apart, so it
seems important for L2 learners to hear multi-word expressions and learn their prosody
when they learn them (Lin 2019). One way to learn, which involves hearing the prosody, is
through watching online videos. Majuddin et al. (2021) found that learners in Malaysia
could recall multi-word expressions better when they watched a 20 min video with captions
in English twice, suggestive that incidental learning can occur if there is repetition.

Repetition is golden when it comes to language learning. However, repetition without
variation becomes difficult to sustain, especially in a classroom. Some successful examples
include Wray (2004) where one motivated TV presenter memorised the script to present
a cooking programme on TV in the Welsh language (which was relatively new to her). Another
relatively successful example was Wray and Fitzpatrick (2010) where learners chose utterances
that they anticipated would be useful and had to memorise them. They then tried having
conversations where they relied on these utterances and, depending on the learner, found
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them confidence instilling and helpful for sustaining their conversations while also feeling the
constraints of not knowing more. It therefore seems reasonable to expect that learning will be
expediated by deliberate noticing accompanied by practice using the multi-word expression (to
create and consolidate strong memory traces), particularly when learners have limited exposure
to the foreign language, as is the case for learners of English in rural Japan.

In light of the potential for improved speaking fluency, classroom models for teaching
multi-word expressions to low proficiency EFL learners are needed. Wood (2009), reported
a promising model, when he reported a “fluency workshop” which gave learners multiple
and varied activities to notice and repeatedly use multi-word expressions in the classroom.
The intervention was reported to increase fluency, however only at a case-study level
in Canada with a Japanese learner of English. The fluency workshop activities were
well-known activities staged from input to automatisation. The workshop included activities
such as shadowing, dictogloss (Wajnryb 1990) (text reconstruction from audio), and mingle
jigsaw (Wood 1998) (which involves memorising and sharing multi-word expressions). After
these activities came practice and production, with activities such as 4/3/2 decreasing the
time speaking on a topic with alternating partners (Arevart and Nation 1991; Boers and Thai
2017; Maurice 1983), and a free stage of speaking using the newly learnt expressions. The
logical flow from input to practice building up to freer production with a variety of activities
using the same multi-word expressions appealed to me as it is very reminiscent of Nation’s
(2007) four strands approach to fluency. The four strands start with meaning-focused input,
moving to meaning-focused output, language-focused learning, and finally fluency activities.
The progression provides learners with the opportunity to speak at a higher level of fluency
due to the progression from preceding activities where they have built familiarity with the
language. This progression, therefore, is likely to tap into the learners’ proximal zone of
development (Vygotsky 1978), a concept where tasks that are just outside of a learner’s
independent abilities are made possible through support. The interactive nature of the
activities also align with the socio-cultural theory that we learn language better when we
use it to interact with each other (Vygotsky 1978).

The fluency workshop “floods” the learner with multi-word expressions much like the
graded readers in the research by Webb et al. (2013) and Peters et al. (2023) where graded
readers were “flooded” with particular multi-word expressions, and more encounters were
associated with greater incidental learning. What is different here, however, is that learners
are given multiple activities flooded with prompts to use the multi-word expressions (find
them, repeat them, say them, recall them, roleplay with them etc.) rather than simply hear
them while reading. From a teacher’s point of view the fluency workshop seemed practical
and versatile. It also appears able to be adapted to any conversation context that is desired
because once there is a conversation with the multi-word expressions, the activities can
easily be created to go with it. Therefore, I adapted the fluency workshop to use in my EFL
classes in Japan, with a focus on conversational interaction in travel-themed scenarios. The
travel theme was selected since previous cohorts of students had responded to surveys
about what they thought would be useful to learn in class, and using English for travel
was a prominent response. The adaption into a dialogue version for English learners in
Japan was new. I therefore sought to collect evidence through action research regarding
the efficacy and appropriateness of the intervention in this form and whether it could be
improved for the specific learning context in Japan.

In action research, the researcher is often also the teacher, who identifies a classroom
problem and then experiments with interventions to solve the problem (Burns 2010). In this
case, I was the researcher and teacher, and I wanted to develop an intervention to address
the lack of speaking fluency that my university-level learners of English displayed. The
standard teaching practice was to use a textbook and work through each unit with limited
opportunity for repeated practice with multi-word expressions. However, due to the links
made in the research between the use of multi-word expressions and fluency, I felt that
helping learners to use common multi-word expressions might help boost their speaking
fluency. Action research follows an iterative cycle of question, intervention, and reflection
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leading to the next cycle. Following this cycle is known to lead to improved teaching
practice and is used by many research-orientated teaching practitioners to improve their
teaching. The research questions were therefore as follows:

Research question 1: To what extent is a dialogue version of the fluency workshop effective
for learning multi-word expressions?
Research question 2: What aspects of the classroom experience of the fluency workshop
can be improved/made more appropriate for the Japanese context?

2. Materials and Methods

The specific action research cycle deployed here was to determine whether the fluency
workshop intervention was effective and appropriate, and whether it could be improved
for the Japanese context. The fluency workshop was run with three different cohorts of
students over three semesters. I collected feedback from the participants regarding their
experience of the activities via surveys and focus group interviews. I also took note of my
teacher/researcher observations and reflections about whether improvements could be
made to the classroom intervention. This feedback was then used to make improvements
to the fluency workshop activities, and then the fluency workshop would be run with
the second cohort of students. Feedback would then again be collected and reflected on,
resulting in further improvements if required before running the fluency workshop again
with the third cohort of students. The multi-word expressions, intervention activities, tests,
and feedback surveys used will be described next.

In order to determine whether the fluency workshop intervention was effective, learner
knowledge, use, and fluency with 30 multi-word expressions were measured using tests
before and after the intervention. To measure knowledge, a cued recall test with the
first letters of the words for the multi-word expressions included in a context sentence
was administered via Moodle on the computers in the classroom. Then, in partners,
the participants roleplayed a conversation which was recorded on the computers using
Audacity in order to measure their use of the multi-word expressions in conversations
along with fluency. The interactions during the activities in the fluency workshop were
observed by the teacher/researcher and also reflected on by the student participants via
surveys and focus group interviews after completing the fluency workshop. Feedback
from the participants and teacher observations were used to make improvements to the
classroom activities during a second and third iteration of the intervention with fresh
participants/students experiencing the workshop each time.

Ethics approvals were applied for and granted at the research and teaching institutions.
The students were informed about the nature of the research and asked to complete consent
forms at the beginning of each study. The data reported are only from those who gave their
informed consent. The participants were recruited from intact EFL classes (convenience
samples) in an engineering university in Japan. The participants were only required to take
two English courses as part of their degree. Self-reported TOEIC scores ranged from 255 to
600, equivalent to a false beginner to low intermediate A2-B1 CEFR range, there was no
significant difference in this proficiency measure between the three cohorts of experimental
groups according to the non-parametric Kruskal–Wallis test: H(2) = 1.573, p = 0.455.

Each fluency workshop was conducted over six 90 min class sessions using three units,
intended to raise awareness, knowledge, use, and fluency with 30 multi-word expressions
of four words. The materials for the experimental condition had travel-related themes that
the students might experience and therefore consider useful (ordering food at a cafe, asking
for directions on the street, and booking a hotel room). Each unit was built around a model
dialogue developed by the researcher containing ten common multi-word expressions
(transparent in nature). A list of the specific MWEs used along with frequency information
can be seen in Appendix A. The multi-word expressions were checked against the spoken
sub-corpus of COCA (Davies 2013) to confirm their common usage. The learners were
familiarised with one round of the fluency workshop activities in class using different
multi-word expressions before the study began.
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The experimental group participated in the following fluency workshop activities
based on the Wood (2009) model but adapted to a dialogue model. The activities started
with input and progressively built knowledge and practice with support, leading to fluency
activities where the multi-word expressions were used in roleplay conversations. The
concept behind this progression is that after noticing the multi-word expressions in the
context of the model dialogue, practising the pronunciation and rhythm, trying to recall the
multi-word expressions from memory and using them in roleplay, that the learners would
become familiar with the multi-word expressions and then try to use them in their own
conversations. The activities were as follows:

(1) Listening to the dialogue as a class and answering gist questions in pairs;
(2) Marking pauses—the students listened to the audio as a class and marked pauses on

the transcript (this activity was removed for the second and third cohorts);
(3) Phrase instruction—the teacher showed the multi-word expression on the class screen

and explained the meaning and function, and the students then found and marked
the multi-word expression in their transcript and were encouraged to take notes;

(4) Shadowing—the students listened to the audio on computer headsets repeating the
words just after the speaker four times to learn the pronunciation and prosody/rhythm;

(5) Dictogloss (Wajnryb 1990) (text reconstruction from audio)—the students covered
their transcripts and listened to the audio once as a class without taking notes, then
listened a second time while taking notes and sharing with a partner, after which
they listened again and shared, and listened a fourth time before sharing notes with
a small group and attempting to reconstruct the dialogue together;

(6) Mingle jigsaw (Wood 1998)—the students were each given a multi-word expression on
a piece of paper to memorise; they had to write it down and cover it so others could
not see it. Papers were collected and then the students exchanged their multi-word
expressions orally with others; they walked around sharing their multi-word expressions
and returned to their desks to write down each multi-word expression. They were
not permitted to write while listening to a speaker, and the goal was to find all
10 multi-word expressions;

(7) Roleplay with notes—the students lined up facing a partner and roleplayed the
dialogue while referring to notes; they rotated with partners three times and then
switched roles and rotated with another three partners;

(8) Decreasing-time roleplay without notes (based on 4/3/2 (Arevart and Nation 1991;
Boers and Thai 2017; Maurice 1983)—the students roleplayed with a time limit that
decreased with each partner change. They roleplayed with three different partners
and then switched roles and rotated with another three partners;

(9) Role-play recording—the students sat with a partner in front of a computer and audio
recorded their roleplay without looking at notes. The students listened back to their
recording and reflected with a worksheet on their speaking fluency (added from the
second cohort onwards);

(10) A related situation roleplay—the students chose a situation from several options that
were similar to the model and then roleplayed ad lib with the encouragement to use
the multi-word expressions if they could.

Participant feedback from the surveys and focus groups along with the teacher
observations were considered and adjustments/improvements were made to the activities
for the second and third cohorts as shown in Table 1.

One unit took about 160 min to complete. All three units along with pre- and
post-testing were completed within six class sessions. During the final unit, the students
were surveyed about their experience with each activity after they completed it. A control
group which received no manipulation was included with the first and third cohorts in
order to provide a baseline to consider whether any improvement within the experimental
groups was due to the treatment or some other reason (see Loewen and Plonsky (2016,
p. 34) for the definition of a control group). The control group was not deliberately exposed
to the multi-word expressions (other than during the pre-test). They learned English for
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the same number and length of class sessions; however, they continued with their usual
focus on engineering topics through linked skill activities intended to improve their fluency
progressively through listening, reading, writing, and finally speaking on each topic.

Table 1. Adjustments made to the fluency workshop activities after the first cohort.

Activity Improvement

Shadowing Added an explicit instruction to pause/replay as desired

Dictogloss Changed to a small-group activity from the start with a visible countdown timer
and a simplified worksheet

Mingle jigsaw Added a visible countdown timer

Decreasing-time roleplay with no notes Added a display of multi-word expressions, adjusted the timings, and added
scaffolding for the hotel unit

Recording the roleplay Added time and structure to listen to and reflect on the recording

Related situation roleplay Reduced the scenario choices, displayed images, and added planning time in L1

In order to collect feedback from the participants about their experience with the
classroom activities, a Likert scale survey was used. The survey asked the participants about
how useful they perceived the activity to be for learning. The Likert scale for the first cohort
had five response options: strongly disagree, disagree, neither disagree nor agree, agree,
and strongly agree. For the second and third cohorts, the Likert scale was extended from five
to six response options, replacing the neutral [neither agree nor disagree] with a choice of
[slightly disagree] or [slightly agree]. In the first cohort, the tendency to choose the neutral
response was strong, so extending to a six-point scale was intended to push the participants
to show a preference. In order to compare their responses with those of the first cohort,
the responses were analysed as a binary of either agree or disagree, and neutral responses
were not included. The participants could also write comments about their experience
with the activity. Furthermore, focus group interviews were conducted with several
self-selected participants; these were audio recorded, and informative comments were
noted to help further understand the learner experience of the activities. Additionally, the
researcher/teacher made observations about how effective the learning activities seemed
to be during the class sessions and how they could be improved going forward. The notes
from both the focus groups and the teacher observations were used to complement the
activity feedback survey results with more in-depth qualitative explanation.

The second cohort had fewer participants and lacked a control group; it served as the
testing ground for the changes to the intervention based on the feedback from the first
cohort using the action research feedback cycle. The third cohort of participants essentially
experienced the same as the second cohort with minor improvements. Therefore, the survey
responses regarding the intervention from the second and third cohorts were grouped
together for the analysis resulting in two groups: first cohort, and second and third cohorts.
I hypothesised that the responses from the participants from the latter cohorts would be
more favourable for the activities where the changes had been made as part of the action
research because in theory, the changes would improve the learning experience.

3. Results

In order to answer the first research question regarding whether a dialogue version
of the fluency workshop is effective for learning multi-word expressions, the learning
results from the intervention, such as multi-word expressions knowledge, use, and fluency
were measured with pre- and post-intervention testing. When the results are compared
between the first and third cohorts, it is clear that the results were better for the third
cohort, which is likely due to the improvements made to the implementation as part of
the action research cycle. The results from the first and third cohorts have previously been
published (see Thomson 2018; Thomson et al. 2023); therefore comparisons will be made
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between these two cohorts using Cohen’s d effect size measure. For the first cohort, the
quantitative results showed “. . .productive knowledge of target expressions had increased
significantly more for the experimental group (n = 44) M = 7.63, SD = 4.12, than for the
control group (n = 29) M = 2.55, SD = 3.01, t(71) = −5.71, p = 0.000, d = 1.41” (Thomson 2018,
p. 39). However, there was no significant increase in the use of the multi-word expressions
in conversations or fluency when compared with the control group. The results for the
third cohort were reported in Thomson et al. (2023) and showed a stronger increase in
multi-word expression knowledge for the experimental group (n = 65) M = 8.71, SD = 3.64,
than for the control group (n = 51) M = 2.50, SD = 2.92, t(114) = 9.93, p < 0.001, d = 1.88. The
third cohort also showed a significant increase in the use of the multi-word expressions
when compared to the control group, which was not present for the first cohort (Thomson
et al. 2023). These results suggest that the changes made to the activities in response to
the student feedback and teacher observations improved the learning outcomes for the
multi-word expressions between the first and third cohorts. These comparisons with the
control group suggest that the dialogue version of the fluency workshop is effective for
learning multi-word expressions.

To answer the second research question about what aspects of the fluency workshop
can be improved/made more appropriate for the Japanese context, the learners’ feedback
via the activity feedback surveys and focus group interviews, along with the teacher/researcher
observations are considered. The learners’ response to the introduction activity of listening
to the audio and answering the gist questions were not surveyed as it was a fairly standard
classroom activity setting the scene for the following activities. Additionally, marking
pauses was removed after the first cohort because the dialogue short turn format meant
that pauses were few and hard to notice. The focus group participants from the first cohort
reported marking pauses where they thought that they would go since they could not
distinguish many. Pearson chi-square and Fishers exact test (when numbers were below
the expected limits for chi-square) were used to compare the learner activity feedback
responses between the first cohort and latter cohorts (second and third cohorts). The
participants responded in the fifth and sixth class sessions, after completing three units,
so they had experienced each activity type three times before completing the survey (the
numbers vary due to the variations in attendance and completion of the surveys). The
comparisons between the responses from the first cohort and the latter cohorts regarding
the remaining activities are reported below. Reference is made to the participant comments
where relevant from the focus group interviews and comment sections of the survey.

The phrase instruction was not altered between the first and latter cohorts as 91.2% of
the participants from the first cohort responded that it was a useful activity. Table 2 shows
the response numbers and percentages for the phrase instruction. As expected, Fisher’s
exact test showed no significant difference between the first and latter cohort responses
with both groups generally agreeing that the phrase instruction was useful for learning
English (two-tailed p = 0.755).

Table 2. Comparison of the participant responses for the phrase instruction.

Phrase Instruction Not Useful Useful

First cohort 3 (8.8%) 31 (91.2%)
Second and third cohorts 11 (12.6%) 76 (87.4%)

For the shadowing activity, some focus group interview participants shared that
they had not realised that they could stop and replay the audio as they liked; therefore,
an explicit instruction was added for the latter cohorts to stop, start, and replay the audio
as they needed. Initially, I had doubted the usefulness of shadowing, but the feedback
from the focus group interview participants convinced me that the activity was appreciated
by the students for learning the pronunciation and rhythm of the dialogue. It is therefore
possible that I gave more confident and knowledgeable instructions in the latter iterations



Languages 2024, 9, 336 8 of 15

of the workshop, which may have also improved the activity. Table 3 shows that 85.7%
of the latter cohort agreed that shadowing was useful for learning English, and this was
significantly more than the original cohort according to a Pearson chi-square analysis X2
(1, N = 122) = 4.94, p = 0.026.

Table 3. Comparison of the participant responses for shadowing.

Shadowing Not Useful Useful

First cohort 14 (31.1%) 31 (68.9%)
Second and third cohorts 11 (14.3%) 66 (85.7%)

Dictogloss was changed in response to feedback and observations from the first cohort.
In particular, I observed that the small groups were not sharing well, and I attributed
this to the initial work performed in pairs, which seemed to lead to uncomfortableness
when expanding into a group of four for the final reconstruction. There also appeared to
be hesitation to be the first to start sharing. Therefore, for the latter cohorts, the learners
worked in small groups of four from the beginning of the activity to compare notes and
reconstruct the text, with a five-minute timer for the final reconstruction. The students
appeared more willing to share openly when having this arrangement from the beginning
and worked to complete the task faster under the time pressure. The dictogloss worksheet
was also simplified with numbers added to the instructions and also to the dialogue lines
for reconstruction, providing the learners with a short reference system for comparing
and sharing in their groups. Table 4 shows that 76.4% of the latter group agreed that the
dictogloss activity was useful for learning English, and this was significantly more than of
the original group: X2 (1, N = 117) = 5.39, p = 0.020.

Table 4. Comparison of the participant responses for dictogloss.

Dictogloss Not Useful Useful

First cohort 13 (46.4%) 15 (53.6%)
Second and third cohorts 21 (23.6%) 68 (76.4%)

Regarding the mingle jigsaw activity, the participants in the focus group interviews
from the first cohort commented that it was hard to approach others in the class whom they
were unfamiliar with, and some people did not seem interested in sharing. In the latter
cohorts, a five-minute countdown timer was therefore displayed to motivate the action
to collect all ten expressions within the time limit, much like a race. Table 5 shows that
79.1% of the participants from the latter studies agreed that the mingle jigsaw was useful
for learning English. The Pearsons chi-square test showed that this was a statistical increase
from the first cohort X2 (1, N = 119) = 8.87, p = 0.003.

Table 5. Comparison of the participant responses for the mingle jigsaw.

Mingle Jigsaw Not Useful Useful

First cohort 16 (48.5%) 17 (51.5%)
Second and third cohorts 18 (20.9%) 68 (79.1%)

There were no changes made to the roleplay activity because 72.5% of the first cohort
responded that the roleplay was useful for learning English; furthermore, the focus group
interview participants were satisfied with the roleplay as it was. Table 6 shows that 89.1% of
the responses for the latter cohorts perceived the roleplay to be useful for learning English,
which is statistically more than of the first cohort: X2 (1, N = 132) = 5.74, p = 0.016. Despite
making no changes to the activity, it is entirely possible that, as the teacher, my instructions
and confidence had improved with the experience and practice from the first cohort which
therefore improved the learners’ perception about how useful the roleplay was.
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Table 6. Comparison of the participant responses for the roleplay.

Roleplay Not Useful Useful

First cohort 11 (27.5%) 29 (72.5%)
Second and third cohorts 10 (10.9%) 82 (89.1%)

The decreasing-time roleplay was intended to encourage the learners to feel time
pressure and speak faster. In the first cohort, the time increments for the decreasing-time
roleplay started at 120 s, decreasing to 90 s, and finally 60 s. The feedback from the focus
group participants revealed that 120 s and also 90 s were longer than necessary. Therefore,
the time increments were shortened to 100, 80, and 60 s for the café and directions roleplay.
However, the focus group participants pointed out that the model dialogue for the hotel
unit was longer and more challenging, and they struggled to finish this one within the time
constraints. Therefore, I shortened the model dialogue for the hotel unit and added a realia
booking form to remind the learners about the details that they had to request from their
conversation partner. The time increments for the hotel unit were set longer at 120, 100, and
80 s for the third cohort. As the teacher, I also observed the learners substituting words and
phrases when they could not recall the multi-word expressions, since they had no notes to
refer to. In order not to lose the opportunity to use the multi-word expressions during this
activity, I decided to display the multi-word expressions on the class screen for reference
for the second and third cohorts. Table 7 shows that 86% of the participants in the latter
cohorts (significantly more than of the first cohort) responded that the decreasing-time
roleplay was useful for learning English; X2 (1, N = 121) = 10.00, p = 0.002.

Table 7. Comparison of the participant responses for the decreasing-time roleplay.

Decreasing-Time Roleplay Not Useful Useful

First cohort 14 (40.0%) 21 (60.0%)
Second and third cohorts 12 (14.0%) 74 (86.0%)

The purpose of recording audio is usually so that you can listen back to it. In the
first cohort, the learners recorded their roleplays but were not given time in class to listen
back to the complete recording. As the teacher, I assumed (incorrectly) that the students
would listen back to the recordings after class. Without listening back to your recording,
this activity lacks usefulness for learning. The feedback from the focus group interviews
revealed that few students listened back to their recordings despite having access. Therefore,
I created a worksheet for the participants in the latter cohorts to report their reflections
on their fluency while listening back to their recordings during class time. Table 8 shows
that 86.4% of the respondents from the latter cohorts found the roleplay recording activity
useful for learning English, statistically, more than of the first cohort; X2 (1, N = 125) = 13.14,
p < 0.001.

Table 8. Comparison of the participant responses for the roleplay recording activity.

Roleplay Recording Not Useful Useful

First cohort 16 (43.2%) 21 (56.8%)
Second and third cohorts 12 (13.6%) 76 (86.4%)

In the first cohort, for the related situation roleplay activity, I observed the participants
taking a disproportionate amount of time deliberating with their partner about which
scenario to roleplay, leaving almost no time to roleplay. Therefore, I reduced the scenario
options from four to two, and added photos on the class screen as scaffolding to help
the learners imagine the scenario and start the roleplay faster. Also, I added one minute
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of planning time so that the learners could discuss their intentions using their L1 before
starting the roleplay. Table 9 shows that 86% of the respondents from the latter cohorts
considered the related situation roleplay activity to be useful for learning English. Again,
statistically, this was significantly more than the first cohort; X2 (1, N = 124) = 10.08, p = 0.002.
In the next section, these results will be discussed in relation to previous research and
teaching implications.

Table 9. Comparison of the participant responses for the related situation roleplay activity.

Related Situation Roleplay Not Useful Useful

First cohort 15 (39.5%) 23 (60.5%)
Second and third cohorts 12 (14.0%) 74 (86.0%)

4. Discussion

The first research question asked to what extent a dialogue version of the fluency
workshop (inspired by Wood 2009) would be effective for learning multi-word expressions.
The adaption and modification of the fluency workshop to a dialogue model for a Japanese
EFL learning context, based on the results from this series of studies appear to increase
learners’ knowledge of multi-word expressions and use of multi-word expressions (Thomson
2018; Thomson et al. 2023). Another fluency-workshop-inspired study (McGuire and
Larson-Hall 2018) also using a dialogue format reported fluency increases. However, in
the current research, fluency did not appear to increase when compared with a control
group. The difference between an increase or not in fluency could be related to the
pre- and post-intervention speaking prompt; in the current set of studies, the learners
were roleplaying a scenario, whereas in the McGuire and Larson-Hall (2018) study, the
participants spoke about their personal likes and dislikes for the fluency measurement,
which may have been easier to speak about versus an imagined scenario. Additionally,
their participants had higher proficiency and were studying in the US, so they would likely
have had more exposure to English use outside of the classroom than the EFL learners
based in Japan in these studies. Perhaps using a monologue speaking task to measure
fluency might give more insightful results in regard to fluency. Additionally, it could be
argued that fluency in a conversation and fluency in a monologue are two different types
of fluency as the conversational version requires some social skills to understand your
interlocuter and respond appropriately while also encouraging continued dialogue. In
any case, it would be interesting to test speech fluency via a single-person speaking task
to ensure that increases in fluency are not missed due to the social dynamics involved
in conversations.

The fluency workshop activities began with guided noticing of the multi-word expressions
within the context of hearing and reading a model dialogue. The necessity of noticing
transparent multi-word expressions has been questioned in the European context (Szcześniak
2024). While I would argue that these multi-word expressions are indeed transparent or
fairly transparent, the activities in the fluency workshop preclude incidental learning and
fairly explicitly draw attention to the multi-word expressions. Perhaps these particular
multi-word expressions could be learnt simply through incidental encounters; however, the
control group presents the result of leaving learning up to chance in the Japanese context,
and the encounters with English are too few and far between to provide any guarantee
of the learning of even fairly common multi-word expressions. Previous studies (Boers
et al. 2006; Stengers et al. 2010) have found that noticing alone is unlikely to result in strong
enough memory traces for learners to later recall the multi-word expressions without
support. The fluency workshop intervention has gone beyond simply noticing and created
stronger memory traces through practice as suggested by Boers and Lindstromberg (2012).

The fluency workshop activities included shadowing, which to some may seem like
an unnecessary activity. However, the Japanese participants, with their L1, which sounds
very different to English, insisted that shadowing was important because it helped them
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to practise how to pronounce and say the multi-word expressions. The usefulness that
the learners perceived for this activity supports the assertation that Lin (2019) makes for
learning prosody when learning multi-word expressions.

The second research question asked what aspects of the classroom experience of the
fluency workshop can be improved/made more appropriate for the Japanese context. The
learners found the dictogloss (Wajnryb 1990) challenging but were helped by working to
reconstruct the text in small groups of four people. The grouping was beneficial because
if one person had not been able to take notes, someone else in the group would have
taken some notes. Sharing in the group from the start worked better than changing from
pairs to groups part way through. Also, the addition of a visible countdown timer for the
final time to share and reconstruct the text appeared to help the learners overcome their
fears about being the first to speak in their group. Similarly, the mingle jigsaw activity
was difficult for the students to start as they had to decide whom to approach, and for
some this resulted in holding back and not being as active as they had the potential to be.
Simply displaying a visible five-minute countdown timer for the dictogloss and mingle
jigsaw activities visibly sped up the initial interactions between the students as they were
aware that they had limited time to complete a task. Raising the learners’ awareness of the
limited time available appeared to motivate the learners to interact with more vigour. It
is possible that time pressure is more helpful with introverted learners, or those who are
not so confident socially to approach others. I would also argue that the visual countdown
keeps the task at the forefront, and conversations will be less likely to go off topic.

The time constraint also added a game-like element to the tasks, with some perhaps
even seeing it as a race. This gamification of the activity appeared to speed up the students’
activity, helping the students to increase their time on task (a concept which is generally
associated with better learning outcomes) (Godwin et al. 2021). The visible time limit
appeared to move the focus onto completing the task rather than feeling the fear of initiating
a conversation. The use of a classroom timer to speed up the students’ activity is not a new
idea, and Wurtele and Drabman (1984) reported preschoolers speeding up their actions
to tidy up their classroom after “beat the buzzer” was introduced. Using countdown
timers has been credited with creating a sense of urgency in students to put in more effort
and complete the task assigned (Olipas and Luciano 2020). Based on this experience, I
would recommend using a countdown timer where teachers want to speed up student
engagement and intensify engagement with the task.

Simplicity and the clarity of instructions and tasks was very important for quick
transitions into each learning activity. For example, the instructions for the dictogloss
were simplified from the original, and numbers were added on the worksheet to help
the learners focus on what to do next. These number references likely also assisted with
the communication between small-group members. During the reconstruction process,
the learners could state a number reference to describe which part of the dialogue that
they were talking about. Reducing the choice is another form of simplification to help the
learners quickly move into the activity. For example, the related situation roleplay choices
were reduced which led to faster decisions being made by students and likely resulted in
more time interacting with the multi-word expressions. Simplifying the instructions or task
helped the learners to spend more time using the multi-word expressions.

The provision of appropriate scaffolding helped the learners to activate their knowledge
to use in interactions. For example, the related situation roleplay was not only simplified by
reducing the scenario options, but photos aimed at activating the imagination, knowledge,
and vocabulary for the scenario options were shown for the latter cohorts. The visual
scaffolding appeared to help the learners imagine the scenario, remember the related
words, and roleplay with more confidence. Both simplification and scaffolding helped
to speed up the interaction and time on task, thereby increasing the time spent using the
multi-word expressions for communication.

Further to the scaffolding point, an additional exposure to the multi-word expressions
was added during the decreasing-time roleplay. Notes were hidden during this activity,



Languages 2024, 9, 336 12 of 15

so if the learners were unable to recall the multi-word expressions, they would need to
use other words to complete the roleplay. As the teacher, I observed the learners using
alternative words during the original intervention when the multi-word expressions could
not be quickly recalled. While trying to recall is part of the learning process, failure to recall
and use of alternatives results in foregoing a chance to speak and communicate using the
multi-word expressions. Therefore, in the latter interventions with the decreasing-time
roleplay, multi-word expressions for the conversations were displayed on the class screen
to help the learners recall and use them in their conversations. This additional opportunity
to refer to the expressions would have increased the use of the expressions during the
decreasing-time roleplay activity. The implication here is that if the goal of an activity is
to use certain expressions, ensuring a reference point for those who are struggling will
support greater use. The display of the expressions also raises the awareness of learners to
try to use the expressions, rather than reverting to the path of least resistance, and using
different words and expressions.

The perceptions of activity usefulness overall appeared to increase from the first
cohort to the latter cohorts. The only activity that did not significantly change in terms of
learner response to usefulness was phrase instruction. All others (including those where
no substantial changes were made) showed significant improvements in the perception of
usefulness between the first cohort and the latter cohorts. We can expect that, like many
things in life, teaching improves with practice. In the latter iterations, I was more familiar
with the activities, and with how the students were likely to respond based on the original
intervention experience. The focus on learner feedback and teacher reflection resulted in
greater improvements than would have been realised through simple repetition. The action
research cycle provided structure to observe and actively seek feedback on my practice.
Student feedback raised my awareness of the learner experience and thereby helped me to
improve my instructions and the learning environment for the students.

In summary, the fluency workshop model using a dialogue format can improve
learners’ knowledge and use of multi-word expressions. The intense focus and time spent
on learning and using multi-word expressions in this classroom model comes at the expense
of other types of learning (such as wider vocabulary etc.). If learning goals are to improve
use of common multi-word expressions and speaking confidence for particular situations
then introducing this approach is likely to be beneficial. This research has provided evidence
that action research can help teachers to improve the outcomes for learning multi-word
expressions in the classroom. Implications for teaching multi-word expressions reported
here may also apply to teaching English as a foreign or additional language more generally.
Teaching is likely to improve with practice, especially if a conscious effort is made to observe
and reflect on the classroom dynamic and feedback from learners. Overall, the time spent
encountering and using the multi-word expressions can be maximised by reducing the
time spent introducing or starting an activity. To this end, teachers may consider displaying
a countdown timer and providing scaffolding assistance such as pictures to set a scenario
or reference points to prompt the use of target multi-word expressions.

Of course, there are limitations which should be considered when interpreting the
results of this report. As already mentioned, the original study had a five-point Likert
scale while the improved studies had a six-point Likert scale, and the responses were
classified as binary in order to make comparisons between the two scales. The original
study participants were not forced to choose between [agree] and [disagree], and we cannot
know how they would have chosen if they were. For example, there may have been more
agreement or more disagreement, changing the comparison with the improved studies.
Ideally, the studies should have had the same Likert scale to make the comparison more
direct. Secondly, individual learning preferences may have influenced the responses in
different ways compared to if the original respondents were to experience and respond to
the improved activities.
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Appendix A

Frequency Profiles of the Multi-Word Expressions Used in the Fluency Workshop

Unit Target Multi-Word Expression
Frequency Profile of

Vocabulary
Occurrences per
Million (COCA)

Function

Café We have about an K1 0.62 Information

Café I usually only have K1
0 (COCA), 1.2B
(Google Search)

Information

Café Have on the menu Have on (K1), menu (K2) 0.05 Information
Café What would you like K1 3.30 Question
Café But so does the K1 0.07 Comparison
Café What are you going K1 11.25 Question
Café I think I will K1 0.71 Information
Café I will have the K1 0.13 Information
Café Are you going to K1 44.02 Question
Café To get a drink K1 0.19 Question

Directions How do I get K1 0.82 Question
Directions Can you tell me K1 5.03 Question
Directions When you get to K1 2.76 Instruction
Directions Turn left at the K1 0.03 Instruction
Directions Until you get to K1 0.35 Instruction
Directions You should see the K1 0.33 Instruction
Directions Right-hand side of K1 0.07 Information
Directions Until I get to K1 0.10 Information
Directions Is on the right K1 0.70 Information
Directions Have a good day K1 1.56 Greeting

Hotel How many are in K1 0.09 Question
Hotel Could you repeat that Could you (K1), repeat (K2) 0.15 Question
Hotel How do you spell How do you (K1), spell (K2) 0.14 Question
Hotel How will you be K1 0.12 Question
Hotel That will be fine K1 0.07 Information
Hotel It is an extra K1 0.03 Information
Hotel Would you like to K1 11.98 Question
Hotel Let me think about K1 0.22 Response
Hotel The details are in The, are, in (K1), details (K2) 0.03 Information
Hotel Thank you very much. K1 124.09 Response

https://osf.io/bvk8r/?view_only=c87b36efc09a412aa38e78762024ffd7
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