CORRELATIONAL
RESEARCH: LANGUAGE
LEARNING/TEACHING
ATTITUDES

Introducing correlational research

Native speakers of English who are learning Czech, Finnish, Spanish, or
Polish are delighted to discover that the pronunciation of a word in these
languages can be predicted with a high degree of accuracy by its spelling.
Unfortunately, in English the correlation between spelling and
pronunciation is not as close.

The American Heritage Book of English Usage: A practical and
authoritative guide to contemporary English, 1996

The most merciful thing in the world ... is the inability of the human
mind to correlate all its contents.

H. P. LOVECRAFT, 1890-1937

American author of horror stories

In our daily lives, all of us think about how things fit together, how things are
related, or in more technical terms, how they are correlated. Questions like
the following come up every day:

1 Are big kids really faster runners?

2 Do blondes really have more fun?

3 Do students who get to school first in the morning get higher grades?
4 Do young males really drive faster than older males?

In each case, we could gather information in the form of numbers and
examine the degree to which those numbers correlate. In the case of the four
questions above, we could:

1 Study the correlation of students’ heights to their times in the 100-meter
dash (perhaps for a group of fifth and sixth graders).

2 Examine the degree to which blondeness (as rated by a panel of experts)
correlates with the amount of fun the participants report having in life , as
measured by a self-report questionnaire in which the respondents rate in a
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variety of ways the amount of fun they have on average. (We could also do
a before-and-after survey of people who dye their hair blonde.)

3 Investigate the relationship between the average number of minutes a
certain group of high school students arrive early (or late) to school and
compare their averages over a semester to their grade point averages (ona
scale of 0 to 4).

4 Explore the relationship berween the number of speeding tickets received
by males in a particular year and the age of the drivers who got them.

Similarly, in formal research, one purpose is often to explore the degree to
which two sets of numbers are related to each other in one way or another. Let’s
say you have developed a test you call the New English Placement Examination
(NEPE) with the purpose of assigning students into the different levels of
study in your ESL program. One interesting research question about the
NEPE might be whether students’ scores on the test are related to their scores
on the Michigan Test of English Language Proficiency(MTELP). To investigate
that question you might use the NEPE for placing students, then administer
the MTELP one week later. To find out how much relationship there is
between these two sets of scores, you could just line up the students’ scores on
the NEPE next to their MTELP scores as shown in Table 6.1.

Table 6.1 Example data comparing two sets of scores for a group of
ESL students (www)

Name NEPE MTELP

Fahtima 100 98
Jose 94 92
Maria 86 89
Jaime 89 86
Abdullah 78 75
Noriko 76 79
Hans 64 69
Tatania 61 54
Jiirgen 55 51
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Clearly, just by examining the scores in Table 6.1, you can see that Fahtima
and Jose have the highest scores on both tests and Tatania and Jiirgen have
the lowest. You can also see that the other students line up pretty much in the
same order on both tests, but not in exactly the same order. In other words,
you can see that the scores are related to some degree, but it is difficult to say
exactly how much they are related. To get more precision, you will need to
find out the CORRELATION, or degree of relationship, between the two sets
of scores. This type of research is generally known as ‘correlational research’

(which we will define later). Js
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