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Esteban Lopez Silva teaches in a municipal school in
Santiago. Students begin learning English in grade 5
(10 years old) and Esteban teaches grades 5-8 (10
to 14-year-olds). He decided to conduct his research
with a group of 24 grade 7 learners (13-year-olds).
These learners studied English with him three hours
per week and during that time one hour was
dedicated to using the textbook and two hours were
spent on developing speaking and writing skills.

Despite having studied English in grades 5 and 6, the level of
the students was very low. Apart from those learners who
knew a little English from watching TV shows or playing video
games, most only knew basic greetings such as ‘My name
is..... He felt as if he had been asked to build a castle without
any stones —and there was no foundation to build on.

Initial questions

He needed to find out just how much language his learners
could understand and produce, and came up with three
exploratory questions:

m What is the proficiency level of the students’ listening
comprehension?

m What is the proficiency level of the students’ writing?

m What is the proficiency level of the students’ speaking?

Diagnostic test

To find out, Esteban developed a diagnostic test, since the
Ministry of Education (Mineduc) does not provide one for
English. The same test was conducted twice — once in
writing and once orally — on different days. Students were
asked to give a little information about themselves, e.g.
their name, age, and where they are from. The aim was to
measure their ability to share basic personal information in
writing and speaking, although the oral interview also
aimed to assess listening comprehension and to what
extent the learners were able to respond spontaneously.

About myself

This is Stephen, and he wants to know more about you.
Can you answer his questions?

‘Hi! What is your name?’

‘How old are you?’

‘Me too! Where are you from?’

’'m from New York! Do you like Engllsh? ...................................

‘That is great! Nice to meet you!’

Diagnostic test

The average score was 35 out of 70, but more than 80 per
cent of the learners were not able to use simple
grammatical structures, and 20 per cent of the written
texts were incomprehensible. Their language level was
clearly far below the Mineduc standard for this grade.
Surprisingly, almost 50 per cent of the students could
express information about themselves orally using basic
language, but the language used was still below standard.
For example, 11 students were only capable of giving their
name and age. Although Esteban found the results quite
shocking, he was encouraged by the fact that his students
did have a little language knowledge.

Now that Esteban had the answers to his three exploratory
questions, he could devise a strategy which would help him
to achieve his goal of raising the level of these grade 7
learners nearer to Mineduc’s expected standard.
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Deciding on an approach

Input-based instruction (IBI)

He decided to look into input-based instruction and
discovered that according to Ellis (2006), language
acquisition is driven by input rather than output. He read
more and focused on two ‘noticing’ techniques of form-
focused instruction — enhanced, and structured input
(Lightbown and Spada, 1990). He understood that
enhanced input consists of oral and written examples in
which the target structure has been highlighted in some
way, or given emphasis. Structured input, however, pushes
learners to depend on form to get meaning and requires
that they demonstrate the structure has been processed
with an example. As Esteban’s main focus was to develop
both oral and written skills, he planned activities and
exercises using a combination of these two awareness-
raising techniques, which he thought could be effective
with low-proficiency learners.

The intervention

The intervention consisted of many enhanced input
examples (spoken and written) and also structured input
demonstrations from the students. For example, when
Esteban taught ‘will’ (simple future), he didn’t start by
saying, Today we are going to learn the simple future, he
gave a lot of examples, highlighted the target structure and
got students to create their own sentences to demonstrate
that they could use it. He did, however, find it difficult at
times to make the learning process meaningful. He
observed that with this approach students were less
involved than when they discovered rules for themselves.
He also felt that an input-based strategy sometimes
seemed overwhelming to these learners who had so little
language. And he was concerned that the students still did
not produce as much spontaneous speech as he had
expected. Two new questions arose in Esteban’s mind.

New questions

To answer these questions, Esteban observed his students
for two weeks. He noticed that around two-thirds (16
students) were paying attention when either he or their
classmates were speaking in English, but the others (8

What are the
students doing when
I'm speaking?

What are they doing
when their classmates
are speaking?

students) were busy chatting, drawing or doing homework
related to other subjects. He talked to these 8 students and
asked them why they didn’t pay attention. The most
common response was that they didn’t understand what
was being said, but some also explained that they weren’t
really motivated to learn English and couldn’t see the point
as they didn’t need it or use it outside the classroom. To
address this issue, Esteban started to use more images in
his Prezi presentations when introducing lesson content,
and this seemed to capture the students’ attention.

Was input-based instruction (IBI) working?
Esteban continued to combine enhanced and structured
IBl, and introduced ‘listen-and-do’ activities. For example, if
he asked students about the weather, and they answered in
Spanish, he said the English word and mimed it (if it was hot
he would wipe his forehead with the back of his hand), so
even if they couldn’'t remember the word, they could
respond with the corresponding mime. Students were now
more used to the ‘only-in-English’ classes, and language
learning and production were more evident as they were
better able to understand and answer his questions during
the lessons. IBl seemed to be working, as learners were
identifying the new structures, understanding how to apply
them, and sometimes producing examples, which was
encouraging even though IBI does not push for language
production at an early stage. However, some learners felt
that the process wasn’t meaningful enough. They still asked
themselves why they were learning English and although
some students found IBI easy to follow, they felt it was
sometimes repetitive.

Re-test

One month later Esteban noticed that although speaking
continued to develop at a fairly slow rate, the students’
writing and listening proficiency seemed to be improving.
He decided to administer the written diagnostic test again.
This time the average score was 56 out of 70, a noticeable
improvement. It seemed to Esteban that IBI could be an
appropriate strategy to use in low-level English classrooms
as it provides the learners with the necessary input and
focus on form that they need, in addition to giving them
support in producing language if they wish to do so.

More questions

Esteban continued to focus on developing speaking but a
new concern arose. He noticed that even though he
provided a lot of examples and modelling of target
structures, learners were reverting to L1 patterns. For
example, they would use the auxiliary verb ‘do’ after the
subject when formulating questions, e.g. You do like
football? He wondered to what extent the learners’ L1 was
affecting their English speaking, and formulated two new
questions:
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How much does L1
interfere in L2
acquisition in beginner
to low-level learners?

How does this L1
intrusion affect L2
production?

He felt that after two months of mixed input-based
instruction, students should be better able to differentiate
between L1 and L2. Students had been given a lot of
models of the target language in the belief that this would
give them sufficient support to produce language orally.
However, due to the nature of the approach, he felt it was
necessary to check how much input had actually been
processed by the students.

Progress test

In order to measure this, Esteban conducted a written test.
Students were asked to describe how they spend their
weekends and their plans for the coming weekend. The
results provided by this test indicated that the input-based
instruction strategy was proving effective. Esteban noted
that 87 per cent (20 students) met the standard required

(mark 4.5) while 13 per cent (3 students) did not (see Table).

Marks were based on criteria according to school
regulations and based on the Ministry of Education’s
guidance.

1 34
2 5.2
3 7.0
4 5.0
5 5.0
6 7.0
7 6.4
8 6.6
9 6.8
10 7.0
1 6.5
12 5.9
13 5.3
14 5.5
15 A

16 4.6
17 M

18 3.9
19 37
20 58
21 4.8
22 M

23 4.9
24 57
25 6.2

Table: 7th grade English Test Marks. A = Absent;
M = Moved away from school.

What accounts for the difference in marks?
When looking at the results of this test, Esteban noticed
fewer instances of L1 interference in the texts scoring
above 6.0 and he was curious to find out what those high
achievers do differently. He asked them how they
interacted with English outside the classroom. It turned out
that the high achievers generally spent at least one hour a
day at home interacting with English — listening to music or
playing video games, whereas the low achievers reported
that their only interaction with the English language was at
school - they did not watch, listen to or access any English
language source at home.
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Increase exposure to English

Esteban knew that exposure to English is important, but
this finding motivated him to find ways of increasing his
learners’ access to the language not only in the classroom,
but also in the school. He started by putting up English
signs in different rooms. Then he arranged for two native
speakers to speak with his students during break times.

They also volunteered to assist learners during the lessons.

Being ‘forced’ to rely on English seemed to lessen the need
for L1 and translation.

To Esteban’s surprise, ten months after starting his
research journey, the low achievers in his class began to
produce more written and oral language, while the others
consolidated and polished what they already knew. He
believes that by providing as much input as possible — both
inside and outside the English classroom —it is possible to
develop the speaking skills of even the lowest level
learners. He found input-based instruction to be useful in
his context where there was little previous knowledge of
the language, although he would stress that oral skills take
the longest to develop and improve. Esteban thinks this
could be related to access to English, and believes that it is
essential to take into account the context inside and
outside the school, and not just what is done in the
classroom.

For Esteban, this research journey was just the start.
Reading about and implementing IBI has motivated him to
delve deeper into other methods and approaches to
teaching English as a second language to build on what he
already knows and discover what he is not aware of. He
would also like to do more research into the impact and
importance of English in the context of Chile’s educational
system.
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