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Sarah
Balogun

is a teacher-trainer who majors in English language and
literature. Sarah holds a master’s degree in the English
language and a National Certificate in Education in
English and social studies. She has more than 12 years
of experience as a teacher in secondary schools
(private sector) and 11 years training teachers-to-be in
tertiary institutions.




My context

| work in the Department of English, School of Secondary Education (Languages),
Federal College of Education, Zaria, Kaduna State, Nigeria. It is a teacher-training
institution where teachers-to-be get their minimum teaching certificates before they
can become qualified teachers. | teach English and literature courses to Year 1 to
Year 3 students. The students used for this research are 50 Year 2 (NCE II) students
studying English language as a single major, who are between the ages of 18 and 20
years. Most of these students attend public secondary schools (high school), are not
really exposed to the use of technology and are not fluent in the English language.
They are mostly from mid-low socio-economic backgrounds, and the majority of them
are from homes with uneducated parents, hence do not have encouragement to study
at home.

My research focus

| chose to explore the students’ lack of motivation and interest in reading
recommended literary texts. As English language students, they are expected to take
literature courses that demand the reading of literary texts in all genres (drama, prose
and poetry). Be that as it may, these students do not like to read the texts that are
recommended. They would rather fail their courses than read the texts.

| decided to tackle this problem by finding out the immediate and remote causes of
their lack of interest and to find out if this is caused by the teachers’ methods of
instruction or if the recommended books were to blame.

This topic is very relevant to my teaching because it is such a herculean task teaching
a literary text to a group of students who have not read the text you are talking about.
They just cannot grasp what you are explaining. They cannot follow your line of thought
as well as the discourse. It is a very relevant topic to explore for my students’ learning
because, every semester, they have courses that require them to read recommended
literary texts. Besides this the curriculum demands that, as a language and literature
teacher, | teach courses that warrant the reading of literary texts. Therefore, finding a
solution to the lin-gering problem of not reading recommended texts is not just
beneficial to the students alone, it is also of benefit to me as well.

To explore this problem, | used four questions:

. What do my students think about reading recommended literary
texts?

. What kinds of texts are recommended for literary courses?

. How do my colleagues teach literary-based courses that warrant
recommended texts?

. What are the benefits of reading recommended literary texts for my
students?




To collect my initial data, | used a reflective journal, focus group and questionnaire. A
personal reflective journal helped me collect my thoughts. | wrote down all my thoughts
concerning this problem and the motivation for me to continue with the research and
see it to the end. The focus group comprised all the teachers teaching literature-based
courses in the department. We scheduled three times a week to meet to discuss ways
in which we can motivate our learners to develop an interest in reading literary texts. A
questionnaire was given to the students to elicit answers about their thoughts on the
literary texts recommended for them.

My exploration findings

After the collection of the data, | found that my students know the importance of reading
recommended texts. However, they feel that the texts were boring, they are stressed
from their schoolwork and so do not have the time to read and they also feel that some
of the texts are complex to understand and the language used is complex. They also feel
that the texts recommended are sometimes too bulky and focus on issues that are
not contemporary, like romance and thrillers. This is evident from the responses in the
questionnaire, where 20 per cent (n=10 out of 50) of the learners felt that the
recommended texts are too complex and archaic, 12.5 per cent (n=6) felt that the
texts were imposed on them and that puts them off reading, another 12.5 per cent also
felt that the texts are boring, five students were of the opinion that the recommended
texts are often too bulky, three students thought that reading these texts is time-
wasting, while two out of 50 felt that the texts are stressful to read.

The students outlined various ways that they benefit from reading recommended literary
texts. Almost half (45 per cent; 23 out of 50) believed that reading recommended
literary texts improves vocabulary, another 23 also thought that reading recommended
texts impacts their overall knowledge and education, and 30 per cent (n=15) of learners
thought that reading these texts opens their eyes to the cultures of people around
the world. Twelve students believed that reading recommended texts improves
language usage, another 12 also felt that reading these texts improved reading and
writing skills, six believed that recommended texts improve critical thinking, five felt
that reading texts boosts memory, while three were of the opinion that it improves
imagination and creativity, and another three out of 50 felt that it helps them with
conflict resolution.

My intervention

Considering the findings above, that they felt they had no time after the stress of
other lectures, that the language used in the texts is complex and that the storylines
in the text are not contemporary, | decided to involve them in activities that would
turn these negativities around. Hence, | came up with an intervention that included
the following activities to help my learners develop an interest in reading
recommended texts. The activities were:

1. reading aloud
2. group reading
3. role play.



For reading aloud, | selected a poem (The Solitary Reaper’ by William Wordsworth)
and assigned a few students to read it aloud in the class while others followed. |
thereafter asked the class to discuss the theme, the tone, the rhyming scheme and the
literary devices they could find in the poem.

For group reading, the class was divided into groups of five students, and each group
of students was assigned to read a chapter from a prose (Lord of the Flies by William
Golding). The students were then asked to discuss the thematic focus of the text, the
plot structure, the narrative technique, as well as the characterisation of the text.

For role play, a drama text (Great Expectations by Charles Dickens) was also given to the
students. Students were asked to volunteer to play each character. In order to collect
evidence to evaluate the effects of my intervention, | used the following tools:

A. questionnaire
B. peer observation
C. reflective notes.

Questionnaires were given to the students to ascertain if they felt any impact from the
actions/intervention carried out. A colleague was invited to participate in all the lessons
—six in total — used for the intervention as a third eye for validating the intervention. | also
kept a journal of what | thought about each of the lessons used for the intervention.

My results

My first finding is that the students were able to read aloud the poem assigned to them
with meaning, taking notes of the rhymes and rhythm and identifying the literary devices
there. They were also able to identify the differences between the language of regular



essays and poetic language. One of the students said, ‘| have always hated reading
poetry. | never seem to understand it. But these classes have opened my eyes to the
beauty of poetry. | think | can now read and analyse any poem that comes my way!" This
goes to show that the intervention worked because before now, the students were
simply given a list of literary texts to buy and read, and the majority of them neither
bought nor read them, hence the mass failure in literature courses.

| also found that the students enjoyed reading together and discussing the texts in class.
They were able to answer questions about, for example, the narrative technique used
by the author, the thematic preoccupation of the text, the type of plot and the
characterisation. These are questions that are usually very difficult for them to attempt.
Hence, a good number of the class failed Year 1 first and second semester’s literature
exams.

The discussions were no longer one-sided (the teacher alone doing all the talking).
The students all had something to say based on what they had read and were actually
eager to contribute to the class discussion. Analysing data from the questionnaires
given to them, 70 per cent (35) of the students agreed that group reading helped
them a great deal in completing the portions assigned to them. Eleven of the students
said that group reading reignited their interests in reading literary texts, while nine
promised to continue group reading even after this semester. A student said, ‘I am a
very conservative person in the class, but this group reading has made me social, |
can now relate with my classmates without the inferiority complex:

Again, | found that the students who were assigned to play the role of the characters
in the drama text were delighted to be temporary actors, and they were absolutely
amazed at how interesting the texts were that they initially felt were boring.

They were able to memorise the parts assigned to them and carried out the actions
on the stage. Those who were not acting formed the audience and the critics, and they
were able to point out the areas of strengths and weaknesses in the play by their
classmates. It was fun for all. In filling out their questionnaires, 62 per cent (31) of the
students said they have come to love drama texts as a result of the implementation of
the action plan; 19 are willing to try it out in the subsequent semesters if they are
given drama texts to read again.

My learning

The actions carried out really helped me in motivating my class to develop an interest
in reading recommended literary texts. This experience has been exhilarating and
eventful. It has taught me a lot. It has clearly shown me that the lecture method of
teaching is unproductive. It cannot cater for the needs of the 21st-century classroom. |
have learned the need to be engaging and look for creative ways to engage my
students in fun activities. This exploratory action research has taught me that instead
of feeling frustrated over the challenges | encounter in my classroom, | can always
explore them in order to understand the problem and try to figure out solutions. |
have also learned the impor-tance of having a colleague assist with the research. This
could be during the period of exploration or at the point of action. All in all, | have
learned the value of teamwork.



