Teaching English with Technology, 12 (1), 20-37http://www.tewtjournal.org 20

APILOT STUDY ON THE POTENTIAL USE OF TOMATIS METHO D
TO IMPROVE L2 READING FLUENCY
by Peter Tze-Ming Chou
Wenzao Ursuline College of Languages,
Kaohsiung, Taiwan

chou_peter @ hotmail.com

Abstract
This was a pilot study that used the Tomatis Metiwosee the effects it had on L2 reading fluency
in a group of Taiwanese learners. Eight volunt@anicipated in this study undertaking 40-hours
of before-and-after-experimental treatments. Thsulte from the analysis showed that the
participants had significant improvements in theaarof fluency, tone, stress, and intelligibility.
However, there was not a significant improvemenprionunciation. This study concludes that the
Tomatis Method seemed to help participants imptbed reading fluency as well as increase the

levels of confidence and motivation when learnimg target language.

1. Introduction

Oral fluency is an important skill and a major goélforeign language learning. With the
popularity of Communicative Language Teaching (GLiBaching and learning focuses in
second language (L2) have shifted toward commureEaiompetence and oral proficiency.
Although English in Taiwan is studied as a requisedbject from the third grade, many
students have problems in speaking when they aeesituation that needs spoken English.
Hsieh (2006), for instance, gave a good examptmpfestants who stood speechless on stage
during an impromptu speech contest. Wang (2003jluwcted a survey of Taiwanese college
students in freshman English classes and foundsihedking ability was the skill that the

students thought they should improve the most 83. Many students in Taiwan may be
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deficient in oral skills since most of them lackgmkaking practice in the target language both
inside and outside of the classroom. Since much.2fteaching in Taiwan is mainly
teacher-centered, learners can master most langladge being taught from instructions,
however, they often cannot communicate fluently aoclrately (Hinkel, 2001).

One strategy for individuals to improve oral flagns the practice of reading aloud. In
language learning, reading fluency often equatatflurency in speaking. However, without
assistance, poor readers in L2 may read with masytdtions and mispronunciations when
they are reading aloud. Therefore, this study ewmamithe potential use of the Tomatis
Method to help L2 learners improve oral fluency ibhgreasing their ability to read aloud

fluently.

2. Literature review

Reading fluency is an important area of study ithlimst language (L1) and second language
(L2). Fluent readers can comprehend the meaningxtd effortlessly at an appropriate rate. A
characteristic of poor readers is one that ofteadravith a lot of hesitations and
mispronunciations. Most research in reading fluemay focused on word reading fluency, the
ability to accurately and efficiently read wordg oficontext (Crosson & Lesaux, 2009). As a
result, studies have shown a correlation betweadimg fluency and reading comprehension
(Rasinski & Hoffman, 2003; Rasinski, Homan & Bigg609; Riedel, 2007; Wiley and Deno,
2005). Kuhn and Stahl (2004) identified three commomponents of reading fluency: “(a)
accuracy in decoding, (b) automaticity in word mguition, and (c) the appropriate use of
prosodic features such as stress, pitch, and apat®pext phrasing” (p. 416). Accuracy in
decoding and automaticity in word recognition aated to vocabulary knowledge while the
appropriate use of prosodic features is relateghonological awareness, all of which are
important elements in reading fluency and readmgpmrehension.

Studies have showed that there is a strong rakttip between vocabulary knowledge
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and reading comprehension (Joshi & Aaron, 2000hiJ&005; Manyak & Bauer, 2009;
Martin-Chang & Gould, 2008; Ricketts, Nation, & Bap, 2007). The more vocabulary a
person knows, the easier it is for them to decedést Qian (2002) found that breadth and
depth of vocabulary knowledge facilitates decodingreading comprehension because a
larger database gives the learner a better changeetss the meaning of the unknown words
while deeper vocabulary knowledge improves theltesaf the guessing work. Vocabulary
knowledge not only refers to knowledge in the dabn of the words, but also the ability to
recognize and read the word aloud. This is why bolzay knowledge is an important part of
reading fluency.

To be able to read a word aloud accurately alsolves phonological awareness.
Phonological awareness is an understanding of la@ability to manipulate different sound
units of the words, such as syllable, phoneme agdhe (Kang, 2009). Research has shown
that phonological awareness is a significant ptediof children’s early reading acquisition
(Stanovich, 1992, Vellutino & Scanlon, 2001) anatthhonological processing skill in a
person’s L1 and L2 are related (Durgunoglu, 2002,gdnoglu, Nagy, & Hancin-Bhatt, 1993;
Geva & Wang, 2001). Students struggling with regdimy also struggle with the ability to
recognize and produce accurate sounds. For theskernss, there are ways to improve
phonological awareness, mainly through explicitringion focusing on phonemic awareness
(McQuiston, O’Shea, & McCollin, 2008). Some of tleéassroom activities that foster
phonemic awareness may include word games, pagtgyen use of music (such as singing
or studying rhymes in hip-hop music). The use dfimuy and articulatory training was also
found to have significantly improved phonologicaffidit in children with dyslexia from six
weeks of intensive training. (Joly-Pottuz, Merclegynaud, & Habib, 2008).

In summary, to expand on Kuhn and Stahl’'s (20@&findion, components of reading
fluency should not only include accuracy in decgdiautomaticity in word recognition and

the appropriate use of prosodic features. On theroband, reading fluency should also
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include/require vocabulary knowledge and phonolalgiawareness as these skills are
inter-related in reading fluency. Vocabulary knogige can be increased from explicit
instruction and study, however, improvement in giogical awareness is not something that
can be easily done without aid. As is the case VWistiening comprehension, phonological
awareness may be practiced from repeated listeoingudio recordings but a new (and
different) way of improving phonological awarenesay be through the use of the Tomatis

Method.

2.1. A brief description of the Tomatis Method

The Tomatis Method (TM) was developed by Dr. AlfiedTomatis, a French ear, nose, and
throat doctor. Dr. Tomatis was one of the firstiscover the role of the ear and voice and its
effects on our behavior and abilities. It was disred that the ear and the larynx are part of
the same neurological loop. As a result, any chamgehe quality of the ear’s listening will
immediately affect the quality of voice and speeatd vice versa (Thompson and Andrews,
2001). From this, the “Tomatis Laws” were identifigoverning the ear and voice and their
effect on our behavior and abilities. First, it visieved that the larynx can only produce the
harmonics that the ear hears. Second, if we cdoresthe frequencies lost in our hearing,
then these frequencies are instantaneously anchscicaisly restored in the vocal emission.
Finally, stimulation of the ear over certain pesodf time can permanently modify the
subject’s hearing and their phonation (du Pledigger, Munro, Wissing, and Nel, 2001;
Weeks, 1988).

The Tomatis Method had various applications arayes. It was believed that with a
sufficient amount of sound stimulation the ear d¢an retrained to listen, thus improve
communication and social behavior for people suftefrom auditory processing problems
such as dyslexia, attention deficit disorder antiseu Dr. Tomatis believed that disorders are

caused by a sensory regulation problem in theather than viewing them as a disorder itself.
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Past studies involving the Tomatis Method in theatiment of disorders include learning
difficulties (Gilmore, 1999; Ross-Swain, 2007; $tut983), anxiety (du Plessis and Van
Jaarsveld, 1988), disabled children (Kershner, Cungsp Clarke, Hadfield, and Kershner,
1990), children with autism (Neysmith-Roy, 20013 anusic (du Plessist al., 2001).

There are three important stages in the Tomatithdde The first stage is called
“Filtered Sound”, where the participants listenedgvely to recording of classical music and
Gregorian chants that were filtered to exclude destgies under 8,000 Hz. In this stage,
“Tomatis believes that this experience is a dugibcaand a psychodynamic recapitulation of
what the child hears and feels before birth” (Kaest Cummings, Clarke, Hadfield, and
Kershner, 1990, p.45). The second stage is caeait Birth”. In this stage, the participants
become “reborn” into the acoustic world by reintwoohg frequencies between 125 and
8,000Hz heard through a liquid environment simitathe sounds heard by fetuses when they
were still in the womb. In the final stage, whichcialled the “Active Phase”, the participants
respond orally by repeating sounds heard in tapedsages, and practiced reading and
speaking aloud into the ear through a microphone.

One important feature of the Tomatis Method isEhextronic Ear (EE). This is a tool
used in the first stage of the Tomatis Method. impée terms, the Electronic Ear was
developed in order to retrain the human ear téultgpotential through listening to music that
had been specially altered. There are four impbements to the Electronic Ear. First, the
EE includes a set of filters that regulate soundhst the information is altered to focus
evenly on the specific frequency of a good fundgtignear. Second, an electronic gating
mechanism (either to relax or tense the muscleshles the ear to attune itself automatically
and spontaneously for listening. Third, the EE puatand varies the balance of sound
between the left and the right ear. And finallg thming of sound reception can be changed to
slow down the processing of information internalyd awaken the individual to attend to

incoming information (Thompson and Andrews, 2001).



Teaching English with Technology, 12 (1), 20-37http://www.tewtjournal.org 25

The training process in the Tomatis Method inctutlee Audio-Psycho- Phonology
Test, administered at the beginning and at theoémice Tomatis Listening Training Program.
The Audio-Psycho-Phonology Listening Test meastinesability of the ear to listen and
respond consciously to sound. This is differentfrauditory tests which measure hearing.
There are six different measurements in the AudigcRo-Phonology Listening Test: (1) The
air conduction curve, (2) The bone conduction cu(8g Active Selective Listening, (4) The
localization of the direction that the sound sigsadent from, (5) Audio-vocal control, and (6)
Auditory lateralization (right or left). At the endf the listening assessment, a graph is
produced in which how the left and the right eatelns are shown as a curve. The ideal
listening curve is the one that rises between 1I#b B000Hz, flattens between 1,000 and
3,000 Hz, and finally falls off between 3,000 an@®Hz. Any deviations from the ideal
listening curve reveal neurosensory defenses tleatept the ear from receiving information
from the cortex. The principal means of interprgtinthe results of the
Audio-Psycho-Phonology Listening Test is that theedine (the potential ability to listen) is

over the red line (the effort used to listen).

2.2. How the Tomatis Method would help reading fluecy

The Tomatis Method is a way of training and re+gnihe ear to listen. It has been used to
treat people suffering from auditory processingbpgms such as dyslexia, attention deficit
disorder, and autism. But this application can deoused in language learning to help
develop reading fluency because the learner woeltirdined to listen more actively to the

different features of speech such as pronunciatmme, and stress. During the Active Phase
of the Tomatis Listening Training Program, the sgbjmay be able to emulate the speech
habits of native-speakers by being able to heastitie differences in phonemes, tone, and
stress in their speech. The “Tomatis Laws” woulthednto effect because the stimulation of

the ear allows the subject to recognize and proguerbaps new sounds that they were
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unaware of before. The result would be a more flilerd native-like speech. Of course,
vocabulary knowledge and the ability to instantgagnize and produce words read from a

text would have to be taken into account in ordefflient reading to occur.

3. The study
3.1. Purpose of study
This study takes a look at the possible applicabbrthe Tomatis Method to improve L2
reading fluency (particularly in reading Englistowadl) in a small sample of students from
Taiwan. There are two major research questionsisnstudy:

1. Which areas in English reading fluency can be impdowith the Tomatis Method?

2. How might the Tomatis Method be used in the edonati setting and who might

benefit the most from its implementation?

3.2. Participants

The participants in the study consisted of eightdke students from various departments in a
college in Southern Taiwan. Their majors includegligm (2), Spanish (1), Japanese (1),

French (1), International Business Administrati@y, @nd Foreign Language Instruction (2).

Participation in the study was voluntary.

3.3. Instrument

The main instrument used in this study consisted i@&ading fluency test that was conducted
at the beginning and at the end of the traininggram. This test was administered by the
researchers of the study in which the participaats to read aloud into an audio recorder and
record two short passages randomly selected fro@EC (Test of English for International
Communication) preparation manual. After all thertipgppants had finished, the audio

recordings were made into electronic files and serthree teachers from the Department of
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English for scoring.

A holistic rating scale based on Shohamy (19853 wsed to assess the speaking
ability of the participants (see Appendix 1). Thartgipants were assessed according to
different criteria during the reading of the twospages which include fluency, tone, stress,
pronunciation, and intelligibility. Once all theatshers have finished scoring the reading
passages, their scores were collected and the stead for each of the different criteria was
calculated for each participant. The results of pine-test and post-test scores were then

analyzed for statistical significance.

3.4. Design and procedure — the Tomatis Listeningrdining Program

The participants all volunteered to participatehis study. The participants were required to
attend a total of 40 hours of training in the Tomaistening Training Program, which took
place during the weekends on campus for five canisecweeks in the fall semester. There
were a total of 20 different training sessions (taurs each) arranged into morning and
afternoon session each day (Saturday and Sunday).

During the first week (four sessions), the papirits took part in the first stage of the
Tomatis Method, the Filtered Sound stage. Thewnstl to the specially prepared music
through EE headphones connected to an audio machmeparticipants were divided into
two groups and they listened to the music in one¢heftwo prearranged listening rooms.
During the listening the participants were allowddo homework, play cards or board
games. They were not encouraged to talk to eadr bcause talking produces sounds that
can be picked up in the ear, lessening the effettteoFiltered Sound.

Then in the next six sessions (week 2 and firgt afaveek 3), the participants took
part in the second stage of the Tomatis MethodedaBonic Birth. Again, the participants
listened passively to the specially prepared mtigicugh the EE headphones in one of the

two listening rooms.
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Finally, the last 10 sessions of the Tomatis lnstg Training Program constituted the
Active Phase. In this stage, the participants taoks going into a prearranged individual
room for oral practice. Each session of the oratfice was only 30 minutes long and the
participants worked on one of two things. Firste fharticipants listened to and repeated
various English words and phrases through the miwoe and the EE headphones. The
second activity included reading textbook passag&nglish aloud into the microphone and
listening to it though the EE headphones. Thesgites allow the ear to be more aware in
the listening of the sounds in their speeches witgeeloping more native-like fluency. For
the participants who were waiting for their turnthre Active Phase, they remained in the
listening rooms listening to the music. In all, th&rticipants took part in 8 hours of Filtered
Sound listening, 29.5 hours of Sonic Birth listepimnd 2.5 hours of oral practice in the

Active Phase.

3.5. Analysis

A paired T-test of the pretest and posttest wasl tigseevaluate whether the participant’s
speaking ability had significantly improved aftdretr training in the Tomatis Listening
Training Program. A paired T-test analysis was dfwreeach of the categories that were
observed in the reading aloud test; these inclidenty, tone, stress, pronunciation, and
intelligibility.

Five paired T-tests were used to analyze theguaamts’ English reading fluency. A
paired T-test was used for each category in thdigfngeading fluency test assessed when the
participants were asked to read aloud two shodingapassages randomly selected from a
TOIEC preparation manual. The categories includieenty, tone, stress, pronunciation, and
intelligibility. In each category, the participantgere scored based on a holistic scale that
ranges from 1 to 7. This was done by three teadhmrsthe Department of English.

One possible weakness in the study was the intea/rater reliability, which was not
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tested for the study. This could result in the pmesinconsistencies in the scoring of the
participants’ speaking ability. However, to alloar the consistency in scoring, two measures
were taken in this study. First, all the raterseveriefed about the ratings and the criteria in
the holistic scale by Shohamy (1985). This allows more inter-rater consistency in the
scoring. Second, the raters chosen for this stuelyath from the Department of English with
at least three years of English teaching experieHe®ing experienced English teachers in

this study to judge the pre-test and post-testescallows for intra-rater consistency.

4. Results

When comparing the means of each category in tdinrg fluency test, it was observed that
the mean score was higher in the post-test thémeipre-test in every category (see Table 1).
The categories with the biggest increases includenty, stress, and intelligibility, which all
had an increase of 0.75 points in the post-test theemean score in the pre-test score. The
category of tone had an increase of 0.63 while ymoration had an increase of 0.50 over the

pretest score.

Table 1. Results of Paired Satistics

Mean N Std. Deviation | Std. Error Mean
Pair 1 Fluency Pre-test 2.63 8 .518 .183
Fluency Post-test 3.38 8 .518 .183
Pair 2 Tone Pre-test 2.13 8 .354 125
Tone Post-test 2.75 8 463 .164
Pair 3  Stress Pre-test 2.13 8 .354 125
Stress Post-test 2.88 8 .354 125
Pair 4  Pronunciation Pre-test 2.63 8 518 .183
Pronunciation Post-tes 3.13 8 .354 125
Pair 5 Intelligibility Pre-test 2.50 8 .535 .189
Intelligibility Post-test 3.25 8 463 .164
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Paired T-tests were conducted to evaluate whélleeparticipants’ L2 reading fluency
ability improved after learning with the Tomatis tled. In the first pair (fluency), the mean
score between the pre-te$fi£2.63, 99=0.518) and the post-tedt1€£3.38, 39=0.518) was
statistically significant,t(7) = -4.583, p<0.05. In the second pair (toneg thean score
between the pre-tesME2.13, =0.354) and the post-tedi€2.75, SD=0.463) yielded a
statistical significance(7) = -3.416, p<0.05. In the third pair (streskg thean score between
the pre-testNI=2.13,SD=0.354) and the post-tedt1€£2.88, 3D=0.354) yielded a statistical
significancet(7) = -4.583, p<0.05. In the fourth pair (pronuricia), the mean score between
the pre-test NI=2.63, SD=0.518) and the post-tesM€3.13, SD=0.354) failed to yield a
statistical significance(7) = -1.871, p>0.05. In the final pair (intelligiby), the mean score
between the pre-tesME2.50, D=0.535) and the post-tedi€3.25, SD=0.463) yielded a
statistical significance(7) = -3.000, p<0.05. The results of the paire@dt-are summarized

in Table 2 below.

Table 2. Results of Paired T-test

Paired Differences
95% Confidence
Interval of the
Difference
Std.
Std. Error Sig.
Mean |Deviation| Mean | Lower Upper t df | (2-tailed)

Fluency -.750 463 164 | -1.137 -.363 -4.583| 7 .003
Tone -.625 .518 .183 | -1.058 -.192 -3.416| 7 .011
Stress -.750 463 164 | -1.137 -.363 -4.583| 7 .003
Pronunciation | -.500 .756 267 | -1.132 132 -1.871( 7 .104
Intelligibility -.750 707 250 | -1.341 -.159 -3.000| 7 .020
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5. Discussion

The Tomatis Method can be used to help learnersmbedetter tuned and more receptive to
language listening. Although the training programovides practice for both listening and
speaking, this study mainly focused on the effeftthe Tomatis Method on L2 fluency in
reading aloud. As evidenced by the results of #sling fluency pre-test and post-test, the
Tomatis Method had a significant effect on the ipgrants’ ability to read aloud fluently,
especially on fluency, tone, stress, and inteliidyb

However, we failed to find a significant effect fime participants’ pronunciation. One
reason for this might be because individual promation is not something that can be easily
corrected through computers or a machine in a glewiod of time. Corrections of differences
in individual pronunciation need individual attemti by a trained teacher and constant
guidance is needed in order for the new changbsdome a habit.

Thus, as we can see from the results of the gteated post-test, the Tomatis Method
could be used to help the learner read aloud nioeatly, with better tone and stress, which
in turns increases intelligibility. According to matis theory, the improvements in these areas
were the results of an enhanced listening abiMyich allowed the learner to improve their
vocal ability. It was believed that a better commgation skill can be developed through the
ear. Based on these preliminary findings it carctvecluded that the Tomatis Method has a
huge potential for regular use in language learrogvever, the following suggestions should
be considered.

First of all, the Tomatis Method is not a methddeaching, but rather it is a method
of training of the ear. We must understand thatsthges of training in the Tomatis Method do
not provide any explicit teachings or instructidosthe English language study. It is simply a
process which the students go through to help apenheir ears for better reception of

language learning. Although the students have amwaletice in speaking during the “active
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phase”, the activities are not meant to corredr f®nunciation, but instead, to make them

more aware of their flaws so that they can hearcamcect their own mistakes when speaking.

Therefore, the goal of the program is on activietisig and listening awareness. One cannot
expect to become fluent in English simply by goitgough the stages of the Tomatis

Listening Training Program.

Second, the Tomatis Method is ideal for those \Watiguage difficulties, especially
those who have high anxieties when it comes taniegra foreign language. Even though the
Tomatis Method is commonly used to treat peoplehwdifferent disorders, in language
learning, the Audio-Psycho-Listening Test can rév@dden emotional or psychological
barriers in students that prevent them from maximgiztheir language learning ability.
Through these diagnostics the learner will bettedenstand their learning difficulties and
overcome them for more efficient learning. However,more advanced learners or learners
with low affective filters, the Tomatis Method manpt be suitable for them as they are
already capable of learning the language well eir thwn. Therefore, if the Tomatis Method
is to be implemented in schools or universitieshibuld be done on a small scale, helping
those who struggle the most in language learning.

Third, if the Tomatis Listening Training Progranasvto be adopted in schools, we
may be able to extend the training to 50 hours ¢etnthe requirements of individuals. Many
of the participants in the study expressed that #igoyed the Active Phase the most since
they felt like they are working on improving thearal fluency. However, nearly all
participants also wished they could have more m@aaessions with the microphone. The
current study was unable to provide more practicthe Active Phase due to limited space
and resources available. If the Tomatis Listenimgining Program was to be adopted and
implemented in schools, then arrangements coulthdude to allow the learner to do up to 20
hours of oral practice (rather than 2.5 hours athis study). If this was the case, the end

result may probably be even better than the resblined in this study.
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If the three issues mentioned above were metgtiera strong potential that the
Tomatis Method can be used successfully in languairiction. This will benefit those who
have the greatest language difficulties by trairiimgr ear for more effective listening as well
as lowering their anxiety in language learninghat $ame time. The Tomatis Method can be
used with many languages so this would be somethizigcould potentially benefit an entire

school program with students from other languagmdments.

6. Concluding remarks and suggestions for future sidy

The initial findings in this pilot study on the effts of Tomatis Method on L2 reading fluency
in Taiwanese college students showed positive teeslihere was a significant improvement
in the participants’ speaking ability, especially the areas of fluency, tone, stress, and
intelligibility. In addition, the participants alsteveloped better listening skills in which the
ear was enhanced for better sound reception. It bmarhypothesized that the increased
listening and speaking ability may be due to theeiong of the Affective Filter. By going
through the training program the participants phbbpafelt more confident in language
learning. According to Tomatis Theory, the part@is had enhanced their ear and listening
ability which allowed other parts of the body to b®re receptive to communication.
Whatever the reasons are, the participants arertheless more confident in their English
ability.

One of the limitations of the study was the smalhple (8 participants). Even though
the students came from different departments ardbied different English proficiency
levels, it is recommended that future studies shda implemented with a larger group of
participants to better represent the general ptipalain addition to the small sample in the
study, the time involved in the training was alsswshort (40 hours), which may affect the
accuracy of the data that were collected. Perhafisel future a longitudinal study is required

where we observe the participants for a year #ftey have completed the Tomatis Method.
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Appendix 1. Holistic Rating Scale for Speaking TestShohamy, 1985)

Rating Interpretation
1 Unintelligible; No language Produced; No intei@ttpossible
2 Hardly intelligible; Very poor language produc@hly simplest, fragmentary
interaction possible
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Clearly intelligible; Simple language producedteraction possible; Not articulate

Responsive in interaction; Slightly more sophetitd language produced;
Consistent errors: but do not interfere with flugrgtrong MT interference

(translated patterns, etc.)

Almost effortless in expression; Adequate inriatgion; Errors: NOT consistent

Facility of expression; Comfortable, initiatinginteraction; Sporadic mistakes

No limitation whatsoever; Near-native
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