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Abstract

This research examined the relationships between students’ profiles and their
abilities to perform language tasks. Nine hundred and eight ninth graders performed
different language tasks including listening tasks, word analogy, grammar tasks, reading
comprehension tasks, and new word invention tasks. Their profiles included gender,
years of English study, and grade point averages. The data were analyzed by using
descriptive statistics and Pearson Product Moment. The resuits indicated that boys
outperformed girls in doing the new word invention task; the years of English study
and the grade point averages were connected to the ability to complete the grammar,
reading comprehension, and new word invention tasks. At the end some recommendations
and caveats for indicating potential students to participate in gifted language proglams
are presented.
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Reasons for the study

Since 2002, 12 years of free basic education has been made available
to students in Thailand throughout the country for the first time which covers
6 years of primary, 3 years of lower secondary, and 3 years of upper secondary
education. In addition, 9 years of primary and lower secondary levels are
compulsory. The Office of the Education Council (2006) showed that in
2005-2006 there were 5.8 million primary students and 2.6 million lower
secondary students. In other words, by combining these two levels of education,
there were 8.4 million students in compulsory education.

Interestingly enough, the statistics indicate that 3-5% of the population
is gifted (e.g., Colangelo & Davis, 2003; Gallagher & Gallagher, 1994;
Marland, 1972; Samuel & Gallagher, 1986). Based on this statistic, in the
year 2005-2006 there should be 250,000 - 400,000 students in compulsory
education who are gifted in some ways, for instance, in mathematics,
sciences, sports, music, or languages. This number is'significant. Following
the 1999 National Education Act, special education for gifted and talented
students has been offered. The Office of the Education Council (2006, p. 36)
clearly states that “suitable curricula, appropriate means to accelerate growth
and development, a dynamic and vibrant environment, and well~trained
mentors are approaches being implemented to nurture gifted children
talented in science and mathematics, language, sports, music, computing,
visual and performing arts, and many other fields.”

Education for gifted and talented students is essential. The Office of
the National Education Commission has piloted gifted programs and
organized specific domains or aptitudes such as in Thai and English
languages for secondary students (see, for example, Hiranyaburana and
others 2001; Pibulchol, 2003, and Wiriyachitra, 2007). Several secondary
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schools participated in the gifted programs (see www.thaigifted.org). To
run these gifted programs, multiple methods are employed to select the
students, for example, teacher and parent nomination, students’ grades, a
survey of students” interests, and several tests. Some of the tests used to
identify the students are an English proficiency test which is equivalent to
TOEFL and other commercial standardized tests such as the Oxford
Placement Test. However, these tests are not really relevant to the language
gifted programs. TOEFL aims to screen adults for enroliment in graduate
schools in English-speaking countries like the US, UK, Australia, etc. Other
commercial standardized tests have their own ob_;cctwes for example io
place new students into the right groups — glfted groups.

’I‘hcreforc these tests are not appropnatc for the identification of
secondary students as far as gifted education is concemed In addition, we
have minimum empirical data about the relationshlps between Thai students
profiles, that is, gender, years of English study, and their grade point averages
(GPAs) and their abilities to perform the language tasks.

This research project attempts to fill in the gaps by examining the
relationships between the students’ profiles and their abilities to perform the
language tasks. Tt will help us indicate the potential students efficiently and
effectively. The results of this research-based study will be purposeful and
meaningful because we, as language educators and language teachers, are
able to design appropriate language tasks that can best identify potential
Thai students to participate in gifted languages programs. :

Objectives of the study

. This study aims fo examine the relatmnshlps between the students
profiles and their abilities to perform the language tasks.

Definifions of terms

Students are those who are going to finish grade nine in 2007.

Students’ profiles include gender, years of English study, and grade
point averages (GPAs) given by teachers. ' '

Language tasks comprise five tasks: (1) listening tfasks, (2) word
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analogy, (3) grammar tasks, (4) readmg comprehenslon tasks, and (5) new
word invention tasks.

‘Language ability refers to the scores from the five tasks: (1) hstenmg
ablhty, (2) word analogy, (3) grammar, (4) readmg comprehensmn and (5)
new word mventlon e Ced

Lmntatlon of this study

"As the 1elated hterature has shown (e Dc}rnyei 2005; Ellis, 1994;
Skehan, 1991), there are several factors that play a vital role in second
language learning, for example, aptitude, age gender, years of study, and
attitude and motivation. This study focused on three factors—gender, years
of English study, and grade point averages (GPAs)—because this information
is already available to language teachers and administrators. But less is known
about their relat1onsh1p to language Ieammg Thus, the researchers selected
these three factors asa ﬁxst step to investigate a baszc mlderstandmg of these
factors in relation to language ieammg

therature revxew

“This section focuses on two pomts (1) the students’ profiles and
their language abilities, and (2) some language tests that predict students
hkehhood of success and ease of leammg :

(1) The students m‘oﬁles and thelr 1anguage abilities
The students” profiles in this study include gender, years of Enghsh
study, and their grade point averages (GPAs).

Firstly, it’s generally believed that girls do better than boys in terms of
language study, but the evidence is inconclusive in the light of numerous
research studies (Ellis, 1994). However, Nyikos (2008) has recently stated
that the assistance of technology helps us to understand better the
differences between the male and female brain and numerous quantitative
studies demonstrate that boys and girls behave in different ways in relation
to academic matters, Tyre {20035, p.59) confirms that girls have “language
centers” that mature earlier than that.of boys. Nyikos (2008) explains that
because of gender-specific socialization and the expectations of adults, which
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play an important role in shaping gender roles, female brains may be better
stimulated. Therefore, girls seem to be more successful in language learning
than boys. In sum, “gender is a significant, defining dimension of our
humanity and as such has at least some influence on the way we learn”
(Nyikos, 2008, p. 75). : SR R

Secondly, those students who have participated in a foreign language -
program longer period of time tend to have a better attitude and outperform -
those who have just started to learn the foreign language (Donato, Tucker,
Wudthayagorn, & Igarashi, 2000). This factor is in fact related to an “early
start” notion. That is, those who started early and are able to continue studying -
in the foreign language program for longer tend to be more successful.
However, there are several counter examples. Burstall, Jamieson, Cohen,
and Hargreaves (1974) observed that the benefits of early instruction-for -
language development are short-lived. Murioz (2006) summarizes that ‘an -
early start and native-like achievement are not related. In addition, Neufeld -
(1978) found that adult learners could also produce native-like pronunciation.
Munoz (2006, cited Krashen, Long, and Scarcella, 1979) concluded that
“slder learners have a superior learning rate, particularly in the first stages -
of the acquisition of morphosyntactic aspects, while younger learners -are E
slower at first but eventually show a higher level of ultimate attainment.” -

{p. 2).

The last factor in the students’ profiles is their grade point averages
(GPAs). The students who are good learners of any subject can be seen by
their grade point averages given by their teachers. Good learners tend to
possess multiple traits, for example, positive attitude and motivation,
appropriate learning strategies, persistence, and clear goal seftings (Griffiths,
2008). Thus, a strong connection between GPAs and the ability to learn can
be found. The GPAs are often used as one indicator to predict students’ -
success in leamning for the future. '

These three factors have been studied in foreign contexts. Less is known
in the Thai context. From our personal view, these three factors can -be
investigated easily and can be used effectively when making a decision about -
identifying potential students to join a particular kind of program.
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(2) Some language tests that predict students’ likelihood of SUCCess .
and ease of learnmg : . .

- There are some tests used to predict a student’s likelihood of success
and ease in leaming languages. In the US, two well-known tests are the
Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) (Carroll & Sapon, 1958) and the
Pimsleur Language Apt;tude Battery (PLAB) (lesleur Reed & Stansﬁeld
2004) .

The MLAT has initially been used for adults in government langnage
programs and by missionaries, but it is also appropriate for ninth and twelfth
grades as well as college/university students. However, Ranta (2008)
observes that after the emergence of communicative language teaching, the
MLAT has become unpopular because of its association with the audiolingual
method. The other test is the PLAB which is mtended to be used for.
students from grade 7 to Orade 12.

The uses of the MLAT are for the selection, placement and as a
diagnostic of learning ability. Quite similar to the MLAT, the uses of the
PLAB are for program placement, langnage assessment and planning, and
as a diagnostic of leamning abilities.

Grigorengo, Sterberg, and Erhian (2000) propose a new test, the
CANAL-F (Cognitive Ability for Novelty in Acquisition of Language-
Foreign). This test stimulates language learning using an artificial language.
Test takers are asked to demonstrate their ability to acquire vocabulary,
comprehend extended text, extract grammatical rules and make semantic -
inferences. Grigorengo, Sternberg, and Erhman (2000) found that there are
correlations among CANAL-F test scores, MLAT test scores, and instructor
ratings .of the students’communication and writing. skills, knowledge of
vocabulary, overall knowledge and ability to master the target language.

Thus, the purposes of these tests may not be relevant to gifted programs
in the Thai context. The question is what are the language tasks that
can prove to be useful to identify potential Thai students if they want to
participate in the gifted language programs.
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Method of the study

Population and Sample

In the academic year 2007, there were about 870,000 ninth grade
students (Ministry of Education, 2007). The Yamane formula (Yamane, 1967)
was used to determine a sample size for a + 3% precision level, obtaining
908 ninth grade students. After that, a stratified random sampling technique
was employed. As such, six public high schools {two schools in the central
region, three schools in the northern region, and one in the southern region)
participated in this study,

The Instrument :

There were six parts to the instrument, that is, (1) students’ proﬁies
which include gender, years of English study, and grade point averages
{GPAs), (2) listening tasks, (3) word analogy tasks, (4) grammar tasks, (5)
reading comprehension tasks, and (6) new word invention tasks. This
instrurnent was designed for the students to finish within 50 minutes,

For the listening task, the students were asked to listen to 20 sentences
(ten in Thai and another ten in English) and circle the correct word that
corresponded to what they heard. For exampié, the students heard, from the
tape recorder, “I want to go to Austria.” The students then selected the
correct word in the given sentence “l want to go to Austria/Australin.” Thus,
this task aimed to measure if they were able to d&ifferentiate between
minimal pairs in context.

The word analogy part contained ten items. The students analyzed each
given pair of words. They analyzed the relationship between the two words.
Then, from four multiple choices they chose the correct pair of words. This
task, thus measured their analytical thinking.

For the grammar task, the students were given different sets of data
from a variety of languages such as English, Greek, and Arabic. The
students analyzed these data and summarized the grammar rules by
answering short answers in the space provided. There were 20 questions in
this section. This task aimed to measure their ability to summarize the
grammar rules from the given data.
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For the reading comprehension fask, the students read one passage.
containing 250 words. The students answered seven questions by selecting
appropriate answers from four multiple choices. The questions asked the
students to find the main idea, related details, words in context, reference
terms, and the tone of the author. This task focused on their ability to
comprehend the reading passage.

The total score of this test was 57. Additionally, the students had to do
the new word invention task by creating as many new words as possible. .

The word “ESTABLISHMENT” was given in order to examine the
students’ creativity. The students are asked to invent as many new words as
possible from the letters in the word “ESTABLISHMENT.” The new words
were counted and the researchers commented on the students’ creativity.

"'The quality of the instrument was examined in two ways. First, the
content validity was approved by a high school language teacher and a
university professor. They agreed that the content of each item was valid.
Second, the reliability of instrument was calculated and it was found that it
was relatively high. KR-20 was 0.829; KR-21 was 0.697; and Cronbach
Alpha was 0.829. The Standard Errors of Measurement are 2.20, 2.97, and
2.20, respectively.” '

Data Collection

The data were collected from February to March 2007 from 908 ninth
grade students {391 boys and 517 girls) in six public high schools. The first
researcher went to each school to proctor the examination by herself. Thus,
this group of students was considered a primary source of data in this study. -

Data analysis

Descriptive statistics were employed to analyze the test scores. Also,
to understand the relationship between the students™ language ability and
their educational backgrounds, Pearson Product Moment was used to
analyze the data. o
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Results and discussion

The following Table shows the statlstlcal mformatlon from the students
profiles. g :

Table 1. Statistical information from the students® profiles

Students’ profiles Min . - Max Mean . SD -
Years of English Study 5 - 12 9.86 322
GPAs ' 2.11 4 292 154 °

There were 908 students in this study, 391 boys (43.06%) and 517
girls (56.93%). The average number of years of Enghsh study was 9.86
years. The average GPA was 2.92.

Next is the statistical information of the students’ scores,

Table 2. Statistical information of the students’ scores

Statistical fexrms B Values
Mean score 20.86
Standard Deviation 5.32
Mean Standard Error 0.176
Maximum score 31
Minimum score 2
Median score _ 22
Mode score 22

Table 2 demonstrates the statistical information of the students’ scores
for the language tasks, except for the new word invention task. The
mean score was 20.86 (out of 57} with a standard deviation of 5.32. The
maximumn score is 31 and the minimum score is 2.

For the new word invention task, the students created new words by
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using the letters of the word “ESTABLISHMENT.” The maximum number
of words was 52, while the minimum number of words was 4. However, the
ways they created the words are more interesting than the numbers of words
they could produce. They produce pronouns {e.g., I, he, she), verb to be
(e.g, is, am), verbs (e.g., state, establish, shame), nouns (e.g., estate, blast),
prepositions {e.g., at, in), prefixes (c.g., in-, im-=, il-), suffixes (e.g.,- ment,~ isi,
-en), abbreviations (e.g., HITML). In addition, it is interesting to note that
some of the students connected their English language knowledge to
hemistry, that is, they wrote the symbol for chemical elements (e.g. Si, Ni,
Na) and put the full names — Silicon, Nickel, and Sodium — respectively in
parenthesis. By creating words this way, the students could produce a greater
number of words.

The following table illustrates the correlation coefficients between the
students’ language ability and their educational backgrounds.

Table 3. Correlation coefficients between language ability and
educational backgrounds

Listening  Word Grammar Reading = New word

ability analogy comprehension  invention
Gender -278 208 153 .084 363%%
Years 187 104 317 245% 0 685F*

GPA 212 365 A4 J321%* A66%
Note. * is a significant level at .03 '
** is a significant level at .01

Based on the information in Table 3, three major findings are elaborated.

1. Gender is related to the ability to complete the new word invention
task. :

Gender does not show any significant relationship with the language

tasks, except the new word invention tasks. The comrelation coefficient between

gender and the number of invented words in the néw word invention task

was 0.363, and it is significant at 0.01. Tt means that boys outperformed
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girls. Based on the given word “ESTABLISHMENT,” boys used each letter
to create new words better than girls. The boys wrote more content words
(e.g., mint, blame, blast) rather than function words (e.g., is, at, in). Their
words were longer (e.g., estate, state, establish). They wrote abbreviations
(e.g., HTML), prefixes (e.g, in- im-, il), and suffixes (e.g., -ment, -ist, -en).
Also, most male students wrote chemical elements. It seems that the boys
enjoyed playing with words and understood the concept of “word.” They
were also able to connect their English language knowledge with other
subjects. And at this point, boys seem more creative. Ellis (1994) confirms
that although female learners are better at vocabulary ieammg, male learners
do better when they have to perform what they know.

2. The years of English study is connected to the ability to grammar,

' reading comprehension, and new word invention tasks. C

" The number of years of English study of the samples were different.
Some started early at kindergarten, while others started at primary education
(that is, grade 1)."This is because they went to private schools first and then
continued their lower secondary in public high schools. The rest started at
grade 5. Thus, the number of years of English study ranged from 5 years to
12 years. In sum, those who have been exposed to Enghsh longer started
earlier.

The correlation coefficient between the number of years of English
study and the scores in the grammar task was 0.317, and it is significant at
0.05. In addition, the coefficients between the years of English study and the
scores of reading comprehension task and the number of invented new word
invention task was 0.245 and 0 685, and they are s1gn1ﬂcant at 0.05 and
0.01, respectively.

There is now no doubt about the importance of the early start. The
research that was done for about 30 years ago by Krashen, Long, and Scarcella
(1979) states that early language learners show better results than older ones
in the long run. This statement still holds true. A recent research study by
Dominguez and Pessoa {2005) confirms that learners who start early
outperform late learners. Other scholars such as Scovel (1988), De Bot,
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Lowie, and Verspoor (2005), and Uylings {2006) also believe in the notion
“the sooner, the better.” That is, the students will obtain nativelike grammar
and pronunciation. . : -

However, this study shows that years of English study is not connected
to listening ability and word analogy tasks. It is likely that the students have
less practice in listening. They may spend less time in practicing listening.
Also, in the word analogy task, the students must employ analytical skills to
analyze the relationship between the pairs of words. That is to say, the students
need both analytical skills and a knowledge of vocabulary to complete this
task. Or, the students may not be used to this particular task. All these points
deserve further investigation.

3. Grade point averages (GPAs) are connected to the ability to do the
. grammar, reading comprehension, and new word invention tasks.,
The grade point averages are given by the teachers, calculated from the
average scores from the grades of all subjects taken during lower secondary
education (3 years). The GPAs give the whole plcture of the ability to leam
in any subject. :

The correlation coefficients between GPA and the scores of the grammar
tasks, and the scores of the reading comprehension tasks, and the numbers
of new words were 0.441, 0.321, and 0.466 with the significant levels at
0.01, 0.05, and 0.05, respectively, :

- These correlation coefficients show an empirical connection between
GPA and the ability to do some language tasks. In other words, high
achievingstudents as indicated by GPA perform well in grammar, reading
comprehension, and new word invention tasks. Although Carroll (1981,
p. 97) indicates that students “differ widely in their capacity to learn a
foreign language easily,” GPA proves to be useful to identify those who
are capable of language study.

Summary, some recommendations and caveats

This paper examined the relationships between the students’ profiles
as indicated by gender, years of English study, and GPAs and the ability to
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perform language tasks. It can help Thai educators to better understand the
nature of the students, especm]ly of Thai EFL Students n 10wer secondary
education. o R S

If we want to select potential lower secondary students to study.in
English gifted programs, what criteria can be used based on this study? Apart
from other measures (i.e., teacher nomination and parent nomination), some
parts of the student’s profiles, (years of English study and GPAs) and at
least three language tasks (the grammar task, the reading comprehension
task, and the new word invention task) prove to be useful and cffectwe
These tasks belp to identify high ach1ev1ng students

1tis impoﬁant to note that gender seems likely to play a role, but only
in the new word invention task. Therefore, it is too soon to conclude that
one gender is better than the other in studying in a gifted program. This
point needs closer investigation. However, the number of years of Englxsh
study and GPAs may be used in conjunchon Wlth other measures.

The three language tasks, that is, the grammar task, the readmg
comprehension task, and the new word invention task require the students
to use a higher thinking process. In order to complete the grammar and
reading comprehension tasks successfully, the students have to comprehend;
synthesize, and analyze the tasks. On top of that, for the new word mventlon
task, the students have to use words creatively. .

By putting the students’ profiles and their abilities to perform language
tasks together, we have gained insightful information. Language teachers
have already had the students’ personal information like the number of years
of Bnglish study and GPAs. The grammar, reading comprehension, and new
word invention tasks can be done by the language teachers quite easily. In
addition, designing such tasks costs much 1685 than’ usmg commercml
standardized tests.

Teachers and/or administrators can use useful information-~the
students” profile and the scores from certain language tasks—to help
identify potential students to join gifted language programs. However, they
can use this information to identify potential students with the caveats that
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other information should be used as well, for example, parent nomination,
student nomination, and students’attitude toward English study. This
information will help us to make a better decision. Last but not least, once
the selection process is completed the programs of study must be well
monitored and evaluated Th:s pomt is anather issue that deserves further
1nvest1gat10n : R o :
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Part 1: Listening
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10. ﬂi]ﬂu aase / auya i‘lj'l!ﬂ’lﬁiﬂ@ﬂﬁﬂ1iilﬂﬂﬁﬁuu
11.  The rat/ cat is behind the desk.
12. My mother brought / bought me a new carfoon book.
13, It is Dave / Jeff who is coming here.
14.  The Watson / Hudsen shopping mall is closed now.
15, My parents want to go to Austria / Australia.
16.  She forgot/ forgets to call her friend.
17.  The more you earn / learn, the happier you are.
18.  We can/ can’t swim in this river.
19. My father says that she’s / he’s a good person,
20. Is there any wine / vine in that box?
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Part TI: Analogy _:' o
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1. PINK: COLOR

a.
b.
c.
d.

2. MOON:

oo oo

car : van

cat : animal
coin : collection
cup : kitchen

CIRCLE

moss : small
meat : delicious
sea : big

book : rectangle

3. SMELL : COFFEE

a.

b.
C.
d

taste : cake
feel : happy
ook : good
hear : airplane

4. SCHOOL : STUDENT

a.

b.
c.
d

horse : jockey
bus : driver
ship : passenger
book : writer

2. OIL : WATER

e o

computer : heavy
calculator : small
bicycle : material
sugar : salt

angoann

= Y] Yo oo e e o o 1 o cig W

1040 Twuﬂssﬂmmsww1_mm§mwuﬁsmwﬂm°lwu1
o o ow o e

& DINUANHAUNUTHY




20 Students” profiles and language tasks that best predict students’ language ability

6. CONCERT : AUDIENCE
. a. restaurant : waiters

. b. orchestra : musicians
c. game : spectators
d. school : principals

7. MAP: TRIP
a. cookbook : meal
b. wheel: car
¢c. door: house
d. button : shirt

8. SUBMARINE : SHARK
a. sled: dog

b. plow : horse

¢. airplane : hawk

d. caravan : camel

9, PRACTICE : IMPROVEMENT
a. memory : event
b. chaos : arrangement
c. thought : regret
d. polish : sparkie

10. MARATHON : ENDURANCE
race : track

b. sprint ; speed

c. line : length

d. hike : guide

&
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Part II1: Grammar
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Students’ profiles and language tasks that best predict students’ language ability

Part 1V : Reading

M a0 miSesdae 1 ndneudinudon 1-10

1¢

15

It’s Monday, and I'm on my way fo the small town of
Pendleton, Oregon, to interview a sheriff who, like a lot of
Amnericans, is fed up with what he considers this couniry’s broken
borders.

In fact, he’s so frustrated that he has sent a letier to Mexican
President Vicente Fox demanding that the Mexican government
cough up more than $300,000 for the jailing of illegal immigrants
in Umatilla Country, Oregon.

This country has seen its Latino population soar in recent
years. That has meant an increase in illegal immigrants taking up
jail space, according to Umatiila County Sheriff John Trumbo.
And Trumbo thinks the Mexican government should pay.

I’ve never really thought of Oregon as the type of place to
draw a lot of illegal immigrants, but because of its large farms
and agriculture industry, it does.

For tonight’s show, we’ll talk to Trambo about his novel
approach to the immigration issue and ask him what, if anything,
he’s heard from President Fox.

The sheriff’s actions aren’t going to endear him to the Latino
population. According to the Los Angeles Times, many of the
county’s citizens are infuriated with him. We’ll talk to some of
themn as well.

What do you think? Should the Mexican government help
cover the costs of jailing iHlegal immigrants?

1. What is the best topic of this passage?

a. Country’s borders

b. Immigrants in Oregon

¢. Let’s talk to Trumbo

d. Sheriff says you owe us $300,000
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. What is the tone of this passage?
2. angry RE S

b. joyful

C. amazing

d. disbelieved

. The word sear in line 7 means. ..
a. decrease

b. move up

c. stop

d. fluctuate

. The word draw in line 10 means. ..
a. invite

b. deny
c. expel
d. relocate

. The word we in line 12 refers to...
a. lllegal immigrants

b. Sherriff

¢. The author

d. Latinos

. Where may this passage appear?
a. In the textbook

. In the newspaper

In the tourbook

. In the diary

ae o

. Why does the sheriff send the letter to President Fox?

a. He feels that President Fox should be responsible for the expense.
b. He feels that President Fox should understand the immigration

situation.

¢. He thinks that he cannot take care Latinos in Oregon.

d. He thinks that the country’s citizen should understand his feeling.
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Part V : Word Construction

© u'.r ° 1 1 ] - o e oo 9
mis waduminl GlswmnolFnigalasidasnusrmdifidmuald

faetiha 15y
NOODLE : NO, ON, DO, NOD, DONE, DOLE,...

ESTABLISHMENT:

.......................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................................




