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What was Roxana interested in?

Roxana's research focus was on improving essay-writing
skills, a topic she chose due to students’ difficulties in
organizing their writing properly, something she had
observed when evaluating their assignments.

What she noticed was:

m their writing lacked cohesion and coherence, e.g.
students didn’t use discourse markers

m supporting ideas were disjointed and/or unspecific
m students copied text from the internet.

Roxana decided to undertake exploratory action research to
understand better how her teaching of writing was really
going, how her students perceived her approach, and how
she could improve on it.

She came up with three exploratory research questions to
clarify the situation:

1. What are my objectives when asking students to
construct texts?

2. How do I support my students to write the assignments?

3.  What do my students think about our writing activities?

Collecting and analysing information

To find answers to her first question, Roxana kept a teacher
journal to understand her decision-making. She also analysed
how she was evaluating her students’ essays. She made a list
of the elements she would like to see in a paragraph and in
paragraph organisation, in addition to desirable grammatical,
punctuation and vocabulary features. She turned these
elements and features into a writing rubric, and this helped
her develop her insights further.

To gather information for questions 2 and 3, she analysed her
lesson plans and handouts, and in addition created a short
questionnaire, which consisted of two sections. In the first
section she asked for students’ views on the activities she did
with them to prepare for a writing task. In the second section
she wanted to know how students felt about the writing
topics, instructions, and difficulty level (see Appendix 1).

She gave out this questionnaire after completing one full
writing cycle, i.e. preparation, drafting and writing of an essay.
She did this during lesson time and students responded
anonymously.

Roxana Perca has been teaching English at CEID
Jorge Basadre Grohmann National University -
Language Center (CEID), in Tacna, in the south of
Peru near the Chilean border for around five years.
She teaches students at a range of levels from
basic to upper-intermediate.

For this exploratory action research project Roxana
chose to work with 10 students from different
university faculties and public schools who were
aged 14 to 22 years old. According to the
institution cycle-system, they were placed in the
low-intermediate level class, which follows the
curricular content of the American English File
course book. They attended a 1 hour 40 minute
English class every day from Monday to Friday.
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Some answers
After collecting and analysing the information, Roxana was able to find some answers to her questions:

1. What are my objectives when asking students to construct texts?
The rubric Roxana developed showed her priorities as follows:

I. ARGUMENTATION SEQUENCE

1.1.- Introduction paragraph

1.1.1) ... has a lead sentence that hooks the reader effectively

1.1.2) ... introduces the text giving effective background information

1.1.3)... thesis statement is written correctly and it is the last part of the paragraph

1.2.- Organization

1.2.1)... has a logical order (beginning, middle and end)

1.2.2) ... follows 4 paragraph format

1.2.3) Paper has appropriate paragraph divisions between new thoughts

1.2.4) There is an appropriate amount of details (not too many, not too little)

1.2.5) Paper is appropriate length (not too long, not too short)

1.3.- Supporting paragraph

1.3.1) ... has at least three transition words per paragraph or makes smooth transition

1.3.2) ... has one topic sentences (1 best reasons) for each paragraph 1 and 2

1.3.3) ...includes at least 1 supporting experience/detail/fact for supporting paragraph 1 that is
relevant to the topic

1.3.4) ...includes at least 1 supporting experience/detail/fact for supporting paragraph 2 that is
relevant to the topic

1.3.5) ... includes at least one explanation of how the evidence (details/facts)
support the thesis statement

1.4.- Conclusion paragraph

1.4.1) Thesis statement is restated effectively in the conclusion paragraph

1.4.2) The reasons are summarized effectively in the conclusion paragraph

1.4.3) There is an effective call for action in the conclusion paragraph
Il. GRAMMAR FORMS

2.1) ...has a variety of sentence structures/patterns (complex & compound)

2.2) Consistently correct subject-verb agreement and correct noun, pronoun and verb form

2.3) Paper has correct capitalization, punctuation, and spelling with few errors

2.4) There is at least 1 use of each of the grammar forms studied (second conditional, present
perfect/ for and since, passive voice, used to, might)

2.5) There is a varied used of adjective, nouns and adverbs related to fears
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Creating the writing rubric helped Roxana to realise, more
so than before, that her main overall objective was for
students to learn to communicate through writing, using
appropriate English —taking into account grammatical,
semantic and discursive aspects.

2. How do | support my students to write
the assignments?

Roxana found that she supported students by setting them
different tasks to develop vocabulary, redaction (editing
and publishing), essay organisation and language
awareness.

She attempted to develop vocabulary by means of mind
maps, using words and phrases from texts in the course
book and additional content related to the essay topic.

Vocobulary Mindmap

Redaction (editing and publishing) was developed by
means of group and individual writing activities such as
individual short narratives or collective poems.

Essay organisation was developed using group essay
writing following a four-paragraph essay format, and
following the so-called ‘hamburger’ model (see Francisco’s
story for a brief explanation of this model).

ESSAY PARTS

i aAus an denw urdge
e, i e
B x.mu.d ingormation

Surrounding the topic
Claim: thesis statement

Z Restate
Summarize

Call for nction

During the group writing, students would work on main
ideas together, then take responsibility for developing one
paragraph each, and work alone.

Language awareness was developed using an activity
which required students to order paragraphs of an essay
by paying attention to connectors and transition phrases.

Overall, students had been trained to follow a five-step
writing process: brainstorming, drafting, revision, editing,
and publishing. After going through this process once in
groups, students had been asked to do so individually for a
piece of assessed writing.

3. What do my students think about the

writing activities?
Responses to the questionnaire revealed that of all the
activities, students found essay writing in groups the most
useful; in fact, it was a bit of a shock for Roxana to learn
that four students felt afraid when they were asked to write
individually! The second most useful activity was the
vocabulary mind mapping — and it was interesting that
students considered acquiring vocabulary a priority. What
they found most difficult was drafting and text revision.

From her journal notes, Roxana noted that students found
this first full writing cycle interesting and important.
However, performing the cycle individually was considered
hard work and made them feel stressed. Moreover, she
herself felt that the time given to complete the activities in
class and her guidance and assistance were insufficient.

Drawing conclusions

After the exploratory research stage, Roxana understood
that students enjoyed working on the writing cycle in
groups much more than doing it alone. However, if she was
to increase the amount of writing in groups she felt that
each member of the group would need to take a specific
role to ensure all students fully participated in constructing
the texts. It would be necessary to modify some steps in
the writing process too, in order to give more responsibility
to those students who were more advanced and encourage
them to lead and support the others.

She had also gained a better insight into how students
would need to improve the way they developed and
organized ideas. Specifically, according to her rubric, they
would need to learn better how to give examples, choose a
range of appropriate vocabulary and organise ideas using
correct grammatical structures, as well as achieve
paragraph coherence with the use of discourse markers
such as ‘however,” ‘for instance’, ‘in addition’, and others.
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Implementing an action plan m To encourage peer review and introduce further

Based on her findings, Roxana took the following decisions: re;ources QUrlng revision an<_:l edfqng, e.g. sticky notes
(with questions) and a checklist (with essay elements).
m To continue with vocabulary mind maps for recording

and organising new words. o

-,\

m To continue with the pre-writing activities i.e.
brainstorming using collaborative mind maps, and
drafting paragraphs using templates to support
organisation, because they were working well and the
students reported them as ‘useful’.

Sl RITLHR! {1
A

L1 RELH

Sticky notes (revision stage) Checklist (revision and editing stage)

m To make the group writing process the main activity
instead of the individual writing process.

m To assign roles, for example editor, photographer, scribe,
resource manager and director during group writing
and publishing.

Collaborative mind map (brainstorming stage)

ROLE NAME TASK MATERIALS
Director (1) Organize the activities considering the Cellphone
special skills of his/her colleagues WhatsApp
(2) Supervise the completion of the final
work on time
(3) Edit minimum details in the text
Writer (1) To type the final paper A computer
(2)To edit minimum details Word program
Photographer (1) To take a real picture about the topic A cameraora
(2)To edit the picture cellphone
Proofreader (1) To edit minimum details in the typing A printer
(2)To print and present the paper A computer

Roxana implemented these actions over the course of five lessons and then evaluated the impact.
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Action plan impact

To understand the impact of the action plan, Roxana used
the same tools as during the exploratory phase: a survey,
which included different questions to find out how students
viewed the changes she had implemented (see Appendix
2); notes in her journal; and she also used the rubric she
had produced to analyse the final collaborative essays.

Based on the information from these sources, Roxana was
able to draw some conclusions:

Working in groups

The majority of students (nine) did seem to prefer working
in groups for the writing process because this made them
feel supported, calm, and confident.

Because we support

1
each other! | feel better working in...

Sometimes
| feel that everybody
works but other times
| don’t feel so...

No. Students

1

group
or alone

Because all members
contribute with ideas!

It also helped them work faster, and they could exchange
ideas. Students felt effectively supported not just by their
peers, but also by the teacher, mainly during brainstorming
and drafting. Moreover, the more they came to know
collaboratively about how to deal with the writing process,
the more confident they felt about text construction.
Consequently, Roxana felt she was able to withdraw her
assistance more from the process, and she was able to
assist increasingly with style and format more than
organisation.

.. | was happy that students were
learning to generate ideas in groups,
talking and finding ways to get a topic
sentence or general ideas, however
guidance was necessary every time
since writing takes practice. The
more we write the better we do it.

On the other hand, it has reduced
stress levels in my work and students’
since they support each other and |
have more time to guide better
compositions in less time.

10323333 33333334

Roxana’s journal notes

Strategies

Eight out of ten students thought the group work was most
effective during brainstorming and drafting, and the
strategies applied during these stages, for example the
‘hamburger’ model were valued as ‘very useful’ or ‘useful’
strategies. Opinions on revision strategies (the use of sticky
notes and marking and checklists) were mixed and Roxana
felt she should rethink this stage of the process.

Regarding instructions during the process (brainstorming,
drafting, revision, editing and publishing), six students
thought these were clear and useful, mainly because the
process followed a clear sequence of activities at different
stages and students were scaffolded and supported at
each stage. As students became more familiar with the
process, teacher guidance and instruction were withdrawn.

Participation of group members

Only half of the students felt that everyone was sufficiently
involved in revising the work, and Roxana did note that
those who were more skilful in grammar generally tried to
assume most of the work at that stage. Also, only four
students felt that everyone was sufficiently involved in the
publishing stage. Since this work was done out of class and
shared by email and WhatsApp, Roxana wasn't able to
supervise and moderate this stage. Nevertheless, these
out-of-class activities were perceived as engaging —
students enjoyed taking photographs and adding these to
the essays.
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Finally, Roxana’s analysis of the group essays indicated that
they were well-organised, and the formal aspects of
language were used effectively in communicating
arguments. Main ideas were supported, and although some
elements of the essay, e.g. the hook or the background
were missing, this did not affect the overall meaning at all.

Reflections

As a result of her exploratory action research, Roxana has
understood, developed and learnt more about some
aspects of her teaching of writing. Particularly, she has
become more aware that group writing creates a
conducive environment by reducing stress and
encouraging support as well as sharing of responsibilities
among peers. Consequently, she will continue to focus on
group activities, identifying ‘experts’ and promoting them
to assist less knowledgeable or struggling learners.

And how does she feel about exploratory action
research overall?

“I must say that it was a liberating and challenging
experience. | had experience of doing research as part of
a Master’s Programme before, so | had learnt to use many
scholarly references to support my texts and to justify
every step of the research process. ... At the beginning it
was a little difficult to feel comfortable about writing
outside of academic conventions, and only based on my
own observations and reflections. In the end though, with
the support of my tutor things started to work, this
approach made me feel confident and curious since the
decisions were mine and based on my reflections about
what was happening in my real context. | managed to find
a way to express myself as a teacher and researcher, and
students started to feel involved in the process, mainly
because | considered their views and feelings about what
we were doing.”

Reflection questions

1. Roxana discovered that her students preferred group writing to individual writing, and that this increased interaction.
Do you encourage group writing with your students? Why / why not?

2. Roxana designed a questionnaire to find out how her students felt about the writing activities. What kind of questions
would you ask your students about writing? What would you like to find out?
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Appendix 1 - Survey

Dear student, this questionnaire aims to know your opinions about our writing activities in order to improve
our work in the classroom. Please, answer the following questions.

General information:

Age:

Gender: Male( ) Female( )

Date: / /2017

|.- Before beginning to write our essay, we have done activities such as: (1) vocabulary mind map, (2) readings and

questionnaires on the subject of writing, (3) essay puzzle, (4) sensory detail writing, (5) group essay group work.

1. - Complete the chart about our activities before the writing process.

Very Useful Quite Slightly Not

ACTIVITY useful VEL{T]] useful VEL{T]]

Vocabulary mind map

Readings and questionnaires on the subject of writing

Essay puzzle

Sensory detail writing

Essay group work

Other / Comments:

2. - What do you think you learned from the 5 activities mentioned above?

NE = I did not understand the activity.
NA = | did not attend that class.

ACTIVITY What aspects did you improve during the activity?
Vocabulary mind map vocabulary grammar redaction content NE NA
Readings and questionnaires on )

X . vocabulary grammar redaction content NE NA
the subject of writing
Essay puzzle vocabulary grammar redaction content NE NA
Sensory detail writing vocabulary grammar redaction content NE NA
Essay group work vocabulary grammar redaction content NE NA

Other / Comments:
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Appendix 1 - Survey (contd).

3. - What do you think about the instructions of the activities?
NA = | did not attend that class.

ACTIVITY The instructions for the activity were

Vocabulary mind map clear not very clear unclear NA
fhe:S:Jr;)?Zciné aliﬁ;s;z)nnaires on clear not very clear unclear NA
Essay puzzle clear not very clear unclear NA
Sensory detail writing clear not very clear unclear NA
Essay group work clear not very clear unclear NA

Other / Comments:

4. - What do you think you need to improve your

writing process? List according to the order
of importance.

To know more vocabulary

To know more grammatical structures

To know more connectors

To know more about the text structures

To know about punctuation

To improve redaction

Other:

Comments:
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Appendix 1 - Survey (contd).

Il. During the writing process.

1. - How do you feel when | ask you to write 4. - What part of the writing process did you
an essay in English individually? find most difficult to do?

a) motivated a) brainstorm, skeleton essay

b) quiet b) drafting

¢) confused C) revision

d) frustrated d) editing

e) strange e) publishing:

f) afraid

) afrai Why?

g) other:

2. - What do you feel about the proposed
topic to write the essay?

a) very interesting

5. - What part of the essay did you find most

b) interesting difficult to do?
o) difficult a) introduction

d) boring b) body paragraph
e) other: ¢) conclusion

3. - How understandable were the Why?
instructions of the essay (the prompt)?

X)

a) very understandable

b) understandable

c) regular

d) little understandable

e) confusing

) other:

Thank you very much for your attention.
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Appendix 2 - Survey

Dear student, this questionnaire aims to know your opinions about our writing activities in order to improve
our work in the classroom. Please, answer the following questions.

General information:

Age:
Gender: Male( ) Female( )
Date: / /2017

1. - How do you feel when | ask you to write

2. - | feel better working the text ...

an essay in English in group?

a) motivated a) alone

b) quiet b) in group
¢) confident ¢) both

d) confused Why?

e) frustrated

f) strange

g) afraid

h) others:

3. - | participated giving my ideas and | was

heard during the group work

a) Yes

b) Sometimes

c) No

4. - What do you think about the instructions for group work during the writing process?

Slightly

clear Not clear

PROCESS Very clear clear moderately

Brainstorming

Drafting

Revision

Editing

Publishing
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Appendix 2 - Survey (contd).

How do you evaluate the work of the group members during the writing process?

5. . PROCESS Everybody Only some 6. - | think that the performance of the group
worked students discussion during the brainstorming stage
assumed the job has been
a::;e):r\l,(:;s to motivate creativity during the writing
process
Brainstorming
a) very useful
Drafting
b) useful
Revision
¢) moderately useful
Editing _
d) slightly useful
Publishing
e) not useful

7. - The use of the outline as an essay guide . - The division of work for the realization
was of the paragraphs during the drafting
to organize the group ideas in the stage was
writing process to improve the writing process

a) very useful a) very useful

b) useful b) useful

¢) moderately useful ¢) moderately useful

d) slightly useful d) slightly useful

e) not useful e) not useful

9. - The checklists for the revision
and editing stage were

10. - The assignment of roles (director,
writer, photographer, proofreader)
during the publication stage was

to improve the writing process

to improve the writing process

a) very useful

a) very useful

b) useful

b) useful

¢) moderately useful

¢) moderately useful

d) slightly useful

d) slightly useful

e) not useful

e) not useful

Thank you very much for your attention.
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