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Abstract

This research paper is purely exploratory as it attempts to investigate the
efficiency of the English Access Microscholarship Program two-year intensive
classes in terms of language teaching and specifically English oral proficiency
enhancement. It also captures an overview of the Program implementation
process, characteristics As well as specificities, objectives, and weaknesses. Data
was collected through audio-recorded interviews of Access participants who
completed a two-year instruction period at Avicenna School of Bechar that were
analyzed and graded by two Teachers at the English Department of Tahri
Mohamed University. The obtained results have shown that the English Access
Microscholarship Program provides effective English teaching and that the
teaching methods used throughout the Program in addition to the enhancement
activities ensured noticeable results in terms of English fluency and accuracy.
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Introduction:

Over the years and around the globe, the field of Teaching English as a Foreign
Language commonly referred to as TEFL has seen drastic changes that aimed at
keeping up with the needs of modern time development as well as the learners’ needs
and interests. Therefore, teaching English went beyond the traditional classroom
setting, outdated teaching methods, and limited teacher-student rapport. This new
wave of modern education opened new doors for English learners to study outside
regular state institutions and provided different options for them to reinforce their
learning of the language. Hence, one of the most popular alternatives to learn English
are language programs hosted by private schools known as extracurricular or co-
curricular activities.

Algeria, like other countries, is hosting an important number of language
programs in different cities. One example of such programs is the English Access
Microscholarship Program sponsored by the U.S Embassy in coordination with the
U.S. Department of States' Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs (ECA). The
Program aims at providing free intensive English classes to disadvantaged Algerian
students within private schools across the country. The specificity of the Access
Program lies in its combination of new and more or less interesting methods of
teaching English that break the traditional norms of classroom education, and
provide an atmosphere that is similar to the U.S schooling system, in addition to
introducing the American culture to the students through regular classroom
activities.

This research work attempts to shed light on the English Access
Microscholarship Program in the Algerian south-western province of Bechar with
emphasis on investigating the efficiency of the teaching approaches and activities
used during what will be referred to as Access classes for the sake of concision on
enhancing students’ oral proficiency. Within the same line of thought, this research
paper aims at answering two questions:

Y- What is the Access Program and what are its specificities?
Y- Does the Access Program enable students’ to enhance their English Oral
Proficiency?

Furthermore, this research raises one hypothesis on the inquiry, which is:
the English Access Microscholarship Program provides effective English
teaching which guarantees students’ oral proficiency enhancement at the end of
the two-year intensive classes.

This paper is divided into three sections. The first section is the literature
review, which provides a detailed overview of the Program, its teaching methods,
specificities and objectives. The second section covers the research methodology and
the methodological framework used in this exploratory study. Finally, the third
section is devoted to data analyzis in which the data gathered is illustrated
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numerically to ensure easy analyzis of the results and thus provide valid conclusions
on the topic.

Y- LITERATURE REVIEW
¥,V- Extracurricular Activities and Intensive Language Programs

Extracurricular activities are considered as “external to the core curriculum”
(Shulruf, Y+Y+ p. @4£) which refers to sports, arts, joining clubs, subscribing in
intensive language programs etc. Hence, the extracurricular activities experience is
seen as an important element of many students’ school lives today (Feldman &
Matjasko, Y+ +o/Y+\Y). Lewis’ (Y++¢£) analyzed extracurricular participation with
regard to students’ academic achievement and came with a conclusion that the best
academic and social outcomes for students are gained through specific and well-
designed activities; however, these studies are unable to identify exact characteristics
that contribute to these outcomes.

One of the main objectives of extracurricular activity programs is to assist
schools in meeting their final goals. Such programs should be designed to go hand
in hand with the official-curriculum and complement it. The social, emotional, and
recreational needs of student should be the focus of these activities (Fretwell, Y3YV).
However, many scholars such as Coleman () 42 4) criticized extracurricular programs
and activities. He criticized the idea that time and energy devoted to extracurricular
activities will negatively affect students and distract them from their initial
educational duties.

Nevertheless, it has been noticed that more learners are leaning towards
learning foreign languages in very short periods through intensive language
programs, these programs are commonly characterized by being accelerated, time-
shortened, compressed, flexible and alternative (Scott & Conrad, ) 43Y). Hence, the
length of sessions timing as well as the number of classes are reduced compared to
non-intensive courses.

As any teaching method, intensive education has both positive and negative
implications on the learners’ education. On a more positive note, Hong-Name and
Leavell (Y++1) argue that Intensive English Programs (IEP) enable the learner to
develop Basic Interpersonal Communications Skill (BICS) as well as their Cognitive
Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). Moreover, it has been claimed that
enrolling in an intensive language program results in boosting LY learners’
motivation, commitment and engagement, because they find such courses more
challenging, stimulating, effective, exciting and enjoyable. (Burton & Nesible,
Y.+Y; Scott and Conrad, Y34Y)

In contrast, Henbery (Y44Y) argued that psychologically speaking, learners
face difficulties to grasp compressed materials and condensed knowledge; they are
usually in a state of fatigue, stress, and frustration. Literature on intensive language
programs suggests inconsistencies in the effectiveness of such courses; hence,
further research in this area is needed.
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Y,¥- The English Access Microscholarship Program and its Specificities

The English Access Microscholarship Program also shortened as Access,
refers to a global two-year program launched in Y-+ ¢ by the U.S. Department of
State and hosted by private schools. These afterschool classes and intensive sessions
of English are intended to talented YY-Y . years old students from economically
disadvantaged families. Access students also gain a series of soft skills such as public
speaking, leadership, and civic engagement through interactive and outdoor
activities and workshops. The main goal of Access is to provide alumni (as they are
referred to in this context) with strong English language skills that can lead to better
career options, educational opportunities, and allow them to apply for future
exchanges and study in the United States. The Program is fully funded and all
services are free of charge to the students selected. Furthermore, the American
Embassy ensures the availability of materials (books, paper, markers, etc.)
throughout the Program. (Access Program Provider Handbook, Y+ V)

The English Access Program was officially launched in Algeria back in
Y.+ ¢ by the U.S department of State. Such Program was a first in Algeria, and local
private schools hosted it. The Program was first implemented in Oran at Sibawaih
School followed by Constantine at Universal Learning Center (ULC). Soon after,
other provinces benefited from the Program namely Annaba, Algiers, Batna, Bechar,
Blida, Bouira, EI Oued, Jijel, Laghouat, Mascara, Médea, Mostaganem, Ouargla,
Setif, Skikda, Tamanrasset, Adrar, and Tizi Ouzou. In Y+ 4,V Access schools served
YYe secondary school students around Algeria from which Y £Y alumni completed
all requirements and graduated in September Y+)4. According to World Learning
annual reports, Access graduates improved their English scores by Y Y47 on average,
compared to initial scores. (World Learning Algeria, Y+ %)

As far as the Access Program implementation in southern Algeria is
concerned, Bechar was one the first provinces in which the English Access
Microsholarship Program was successfully implemented in Y-+ 2. It allowed pupils
whose families are economically disadvantaged, and who would never have had a
fully funded opportunity to improve their English language, develop new soft skills
in an enjoyable way. However, Avicenne School in Bechar was the only provider
and the official host of the Program in the whole province. Since its implementation,
the school started to promote for the Program in different high and middle schools
so that students can have the chance to be part of the Program. Throughout the years,
hundreds of alumni have been given the chance to benefit from the two-year
intensive classes until Y+«YA, Each year, the American Ambassador or one of his
representatives would visit Bechar to attend the graduation of over Y+ alumni, during
which the participants presented role-plays, songs, and speeches prepared under the
assistance of their teachers. After the close out ceremony, alumni remain in contact
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with the school. They are often invited to share their experience with other
participants and create an alumni network. (L. Lachtar, personal communication,
August +3, YY),

In Y+YA and after 'Y years of the Program’s official launch, the Access
Program is no longer operational in Bechar. This decision was taken due to the U.S
Embassy policy that seeks to give the chance to other Algerian provinces to benefit
from this microscholarship. (L. Lachtar, personal communication, August +4, Y+ Y ),

The primary goal of the Access Program is to enable participants to improve
their English language skills through meaningful interaction, cooperative learning,
interest-appropriate activities and real life contexts. The focus of the Program is to
allow Access students to communicate effectively and make possible the opportunity
of meeting with native or non-native speakers of American English. (Access
Program Provider Handbook, Y+ V)

The minimum length of the overall Program is Y7 + instruction hours that are
distributed on the two-year duration Program. In other words, one academic year
should not contain fewer than YA+ hours. Each class is of one to three hours per
session without interfering with students’ regular schooling schedules. (Access
Program Provider Handbook, Y+ V)

The Program includes teaching the four language skills: reading, writing,
speaking and listening. Teachers should rely on communicative teaching methods,
and make a balance between giving attention to accuracy (grammar) as well as
fluency. Moreover, teachers are encouraged to be creative and think outside the
textbook by including games, audio-visuals, interactive workshops, and outdoor
activities of their choice or their own design. (Access Program Provider Handbook,
YOy

Apart from after school sessions, teachers should also plan intensive
sessions during holidays. Usually, sessions last from one to four weeks and should
not exceed ¢+ hours per week. Intensive sessions should include English language
lessons as well as enhancement activities to familiarize students with important
features of U.S. culture and values. Outdoor activities are also an optimal option to
practice English in real life contexts, such as community service, trips, camping,
sports etc. (Access Program Provider Handbook, Y+ V)

Textbooks used during the Program differ from one country to another or
according to the teacher’s preference, but it is mostly based on availability. One of
the textbooks used in Algeria is The American Headway. Textbooks are provided by
the U.S Embassy for each student. After the end of the Program, the books remain
the property of the students. However, Access teachers are strongly encouraged to
incorporate supplementary materials such as texts from the internet, American songs,
movies etc. (Access Program Provider Handbook, Y+ V)

The Access Program differs from other educational programs not only in its
objectives but also in the teaching methods and approaches. One of the main
characteristics of the Program is that it allows the participants to learn American
English through exposure to the American culture and lifestyle. Another specificity
of the Program is that the courses are designed in a way that breaks out the traditional
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norms of the classroom. Teachers as well as students are encouraged to use ICT’s
(Information and Communication Technology) during the session such as
computers, internet, DVD’s, CD ROMS etc. to ensure a successful and enjoyable
teaching learning process. Finally, the oral based approach is adopted during Access
classes as it is meant to allow students to talk and practice the English language as
much as possible. (Access Program Provider Handbook, Y+ V)

The Access Program puts emphasis on incorporating the American culture
while teaching English. Teachers with the help of the Access staff try to create an
atmosphere that makes it easier for learners to get familiar with the culture of the
American peoples, in real-life situations. (Access Program Provider Handbook,
YOIy,

Culture and social behavior are considered as essential elements in language teaching
and communication. Nowadays, language is no longer seen as a simple means of
exchanging verbal messages. It functions and refers to different social behaviors in
given cultural contexts or societies. In addition, language learners usually face
difficulties to understand a foreign language, as when identifying the required
context is required, without a prior insight on culture. (Emitt & Komesaroff, Y« +¥).

According to Lustig & Koester (Y+)+), communication and culture are
interrelated elements in language. Individuals with different cultural backgrounds
would face intercultural communication difficulties in interpreting concepts. Having
an overview about a certain culture goes beyond the transmission of basic cultural
facts; it requires having certain attitudes during a cross-cultural encounter.
Therefore, language programs should give more importance to the integration of
culture in second language learning to enable the students to be familiar with the
major differences of cultural patterns, attitudes and behaviors (Schmidt, Y« +).

While teaching English as a foreign language, teachers automatically teach
some cultural features along the way. The forms of address, greetings, formulas, and
other utterances found in the dialogues students are exposed to foster their cultural
insight. Students’ cultural curiosity is satisfied when they are exposed to new ways
to expressing feelings, wants, needs, and ideas when they read literature of the
foreign country. To reach in-depth cultural understanding, it is mandatory to analyze
the relationship between patterns within the cultural system (Seelye, Y41A).

One important element in Access Classes is ICT. Teachers as well as
students find it very helpful to use technological tools in the teaching learning
process. While planning the lesson, Access teachers always incorporate the use of
ICT in their plan. (Access Program Provider Handbook, Y +1V)

The incorporation of ICT in education refers to the use of communication
technology that is integrated into the teaching learning process. It also includes
preparing students for the current digital era; teachers are seen as the key players in
using ICT in their classrooms. This is due to the capability of ICT in providing
dynamic and a proactive teaching-learning environment (Arnseth & Hatlevik, Y+ 1Y)

The incorporation of ICT in the classroom usually leads to satisfying results.
As Lowther et al. (Y++A) put it; there are three main conditions to ensure the
successful incorporation of ICT in the teaching learning process: autonomy,
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capability, and creativity. This means that students master the use of ICT tools
without instruction and are capable of applying and transferring knowledge while
using new technology effectively. It is also important to mention that teachers learn
how to exploit the available technological tools and break the usual classroom
atmosphere. It is further concluded that ICT allows teachers to be creative and create
their own material.

However, the use of ICT while teaching might raise some challenges. One
of these is that time is usually insufficient to master new software or integrate ICT
during a class period, (Almekhlafi and Almeqgdadi Y+ +). According to Lim (Y + +V),
the integration of ICT in lectures results to switching focus from course content to
teaching technical skills to students which is not the initial aim of the class. Finally,
teachers would face major difficulties in managing large class sizes while using
different technological tools. (Tezci Y+))).

One prominent feature of the Access Program classes is the use of the oral
Approach and Situational Language Teaching methods. (Access Program Provider
Handbook, Y:VV). These two methods are based on speech and structure is
considered as the heart of the speaking skill. (Pittman, Y41Y). The Oral based
Approach teacher uses the inductive way to teach grammar through teaching the rule
followed by practice. The meaning of a word or sentence is derived through context,
and not through translation. This enables the learners to do some cognition effort to
deduce meanings on their own. This results into better and meaningful learning of
the language (Billows, Y31Y).

This approach also concentrates on textual factors and situational language
use. Texts used during the lesson as well as structures should be related to a context
that would be used for oral practice. As Billow (Y341):1V) claims, ‘the material of
the language lesson is not the language, but life itself, the language is the instrument
we use to deal with the material, slices of experience’.

¥ - METHODOLOGY
¥, Y- Target Population

The investigation was conducted on Access Program participants, referred to as
Access alumni. An Access Alumnus or Alumna is a participant who successfully
completed the two-year Program, and was officially certified by the U.S Embassy.
The sample referred to in this research are Access alumni from Bechar. All of them
have participated in Access classes at Avicenna School in Bechar. Participants
involved in the research did not graduate in the same year. They studied in different
Access sections and were taught by different teachers. Yet, they took part of the same
Access sessions, and followed the same curriculum. Collecting information from
students who took part in the Program was meant to ensure as concrete, detailed, and
valid data as possible on the Program and its efficiency.

¥,Y- Research Tools
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Table 1. Scoring Grid

Participants information Scoring criteria /5

Full Name Field of Access Fluency & | Lexical | Grammatical | Pronunciation
Education Graduation | coherence | resource range &
year accuracy
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them back to the researcher or interviewer. Sending the recordings right away was a
mandatory condition to ensure valid results.

The participants chose interview appointments according to their
availability, and were sent an Audio recording via WhatsApp. The audio recording
contained Y different questions from which they should choose only one and send
their answer right away. The three questions were “what did you learn from the
Access Program as an experience?” The second question was “Do you think that
extracurricular activities are important in a student’s life?”” with justifying, and the
last question was “In your opinion, what’s the best way to learn a foreign language?”’

However, it was mentioned that answers recorded should be between + Y to
« £ minutes maximum. After that, recordings were saved and classified in files to be
sent to two English teachers at the English Department at Tahri Mohamed University
who were requested to listen to each participant with the purpose of judging their
English skills based on a scoring scale (See Table V).

The aim behind using audio recordings was not to collect data on the Program
itself nor to judge the participants answers on the questions. The main reason behind
collecting recordings was to see to what extent the participants are good at English
and if the Program really helps them acquire the necessary English skills, they need
to communicate successfully, namely fluency and coherence, lexical resource,
grammatical range and accuracy, and pronunciation.

¥,¥- Scoring Scale and Criteria

The process of judging someone’s language skills can easily get disorganized
and results turn invalid if it does not follow certain criteria. In this research, teachers
used a scoring grid that was divided into two main sections: Participants information
and scoring criteria. The first section contained the participant’s name (with respect
of confidentiality), field of education, and their Access graduation year. The second
section, however, contained four columns, one for each criterion; fluency and
coherence, lexical resource, grammatical range & accuracy, and pronunciation. Each
element is marked on five so that the overall mark equals twenty.
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It is worth mentioning that the participants’ names were only used to classify
files correctly and they remained confidential. The researchers also found it
important to include the participants’ field of education to emphasize the fact that
the Access training is at the origin of the scores obtained, and hence confirm the
hypothesis of the efficiency and importance of the Access Program. The greatest
majority did not specialize in English during their graduation.

£, DATA ANALYSIS

The following bar charts illustrate the marks given to the alumni by the two
English teachers after listening to their audio-recordings. They scored them based on
(@) their fluency and coherence, (b) lexical resource, (c) grammatical range and
accuracy, and (c) pronunciation.

Fig.1. Access Alumni Fluency & Coherence Scores
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Fig.2 Access Alumni Lexical Resource Scores
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Figure Y illustrates alumni lexical resource scores in which teacher ) attributed
between + Y and +¥,° points to VY alumni. The other YV scored between + ¢ and +©
points. In contrast, teacher Y gave the vast majority of Y4 participants between - Y

and + Y, points and the remaining ) © participants between + £ and - © points.

Fig.3 Access Alumni Grammatical Range & Accuracy
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Figure ¢ represents the Access alumni pronunciation marks in which Teacher )
gave between +Y and +Y¥,° points to ) ¢ alumni and between - ¢ and + © points to the
vast majority of Y+ participants. In contrast, Teacher Y scored Y% alumni between Y
and +Y,° points and the remaining YA obtained between « ¢ and + ° points.

¢, RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Audio-recordings were scored in terms of fluency & coherence, lexical
resource, grammatical range & accuracy, and pronunciation by two English teachers.
As an overview, it was noticed that marks varied between « Y and « ¢ in all the criteria.
The majority of the alumni were scored between +¢ and +© on their fluency &
coherence as well as their pronunciation. This can be explained by the fact that the
Program focuses mostly time on incorporating both speaking and listening during the
sessions as mentioned by the alumni. In addition, participants were often given the
chance to practice the language as often as possible in addition to constant exposure
to authentic materials and several meetings with native speakers. In contrast, marks
were lower for the majority in terms of lexical resource, in which scores were
between + Y and - Y,°. However, balance was seen in the alumni grammatical range
and accuracy in which half of the participants achieved between + Y and + ¥,° and the
others scored between + £ and +©. One can notice that the alumni scored well as far
as the skills that do not require prior preparations. Nevertheless, they did not score
well in the lexical resource skill. Hence, it can be deduced that the lack of preparation
played a role in the participants’ rather low scores since they were asked to answer
the questions right away for the sake of data validity. In fact, providing students with
questions before the test would have enabled them to seek information and
vocabulary, which is obviously contrary to the purpose of this research, i.e. their
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actual level. The scores obtained provide clear evidence about the efficiency of the
program, with Y/¢ i.e. round ¢+ % of the score being the lowest.

1. CONCLUSION:

As any other field, teaching/learning requires continuous updates, regular
adjustments, and a sense of new breath to keep up with the needs and demands of the
learners. One example of modern teaching/learning is the English Access Program.
The program aims at providing efficient language teaching through a variety of
modern teaching approaches and an emphasis on oral and listening skills by means
of extracurricular activities.

In summary, this research argues that The English Access Program truly
provided effective English teaching through the two-year intensive classes and
enabled its participants to acquire excellent speaking skills and oral proficiency.

Through this exploratory research, it was possible to come up with a series
of conclusions concerning the Program. First, the Program is considered to be an
innovative opportunity not only to acquire English skills learners need to
communicate successfully namely fluency and coherence, lexical resource,
grammatical range and accuracy, and pronunciation, but also to enhance their social
and leadership skills through very interesting enhancement activities. Second, the
use of ICT has, along with the oral based approach, and the incorporation of culture
within the teaching process proved to be efficient and enjoyable for the alumni.

In closing, the English Access Program was indeed a very interesting topic
to investigate. It enabled the exploration of the Program’s innovative features and
characteristics. However, no teaching approach in the history of TEFL proved to be
perfect from the grammar translation method to the eclectic approach or the post-
method. The access program is no exception to the rule. Hence, few inconsistencies
were highlighted within the Program that can serve as a good starting point for
further investigation and hopefully, future adjustments to be suggested.
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A. APPENDICES:

Appendix + V: Access Alumni Audio Recorded Interview questions

V/- Can you introduce yourself please? (Optional)

Y/- Choose one of the following questions to answer:

- What did you learn from the Access Program as an experience?

- Do you think that extracurricular activities are important in a student’s life? If
yes, how?
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- In your opinion, what is the best way to learn a foreign language?



