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Teaching Context
Angélica works in the centre of Mexico, in the municipality 
Santiago Tianguistenco, about 40 minutes from Mexico 
City. Angélica has lived in Tianguistenco since she was 
a child and although it is now considered a city, it has 
the traditions of a small town and is made up of small 
communities of different cultures and backgrounds. 

Angélica has been a teacher in Tianguistenco since 2018 
at the Escuela Normal de Santiago Tianguistenco – a 
teacher training institution which offers bachelor degrees 
in elementary and junior high education. Angélica 
teaches on the elementary bachelor programme, and 
in line with the national syllabus, her goal is to support 
her students in reaching B1 level in English by the end 
of their studies. During this research project she was 
teaching a group of 25 Grade 2 students aged 19 to 21. 
They had already completed one year of English studies 
and their English level was A1–A2. Angélica had three 
two-hour lessons per week with them and had already 
been teaching them for six months.

Problems with grammar
At the start of this project when she was reflecting on 
her students and their difficulties, Angélica recalled a 
particular lesson in which she was teaching present 
simple question forms. She had written some examples 
on the board, her students had used the examples to 
create their own questions and within minutes they were 
using their questions in speaking and writing activities 
without too much trouble. But at the end of the lesson, 
when she tried to analyse the structure with them, “First 
we need the question word, then we need …” it was a 
complete mess! She clearly remembers one student 
saying:

Teacher, I don’t understand what is 
happening. I was making questions to 
my classmates and it was clear for me 
but now that you explain this, I’m very 
confused, I don’t know what I’m doing!

She felt totally demotivated and that she was the worst 
teacher ever! After that horrible experience, she started 
to reflect and question:

And that is where her journey began… 

Angélica decided to look into this because for her it wasn’t 
logical that her students should have such problems with 
grammar when they were able to use it. She wanted 
to know if the problem lay in her way of teaching, or 
the activities that she used, or something else – it was 
important for her to understand how to teach grammar 
so her students not only memorised rules, but also 
analysed and understood it in addition to communicating 
effectively. She also recognised the issue was relevant 
and important to her students since grammar forms part 
of their final evaluation in becoming certified teachers. 

Time to explore
Angélica came up with three exploratory questions to 
focus her enquiry:  

1. What kind of activities do I use when teaching 
grammar in the classroom?
Angélica realised that her own perceptions could be 
very different from her students’ or other teachers’ 
perceptions so it was important to get their opinions 
about the activities she used to teach grammar. 

2. What do my students think about grammar activities?
Angélica also wanted to know if her students 

Why are my students able to use the 
grammar point in speaking and writing but 

getting so confused every time I try to explain 
grammar in a formal way?
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believed the teaching of grammar was useful for 
learning English or if it was just ‘something difficult’. 
She reasoned that if her students didn’t recognise 
the importance and necessity of grammar, then they 
wouldn’t get good results.

3. What do my students think about how I teach grammar?
Although Angélica felt confident about the way she 
taught grammar, she thought that knowing how her 
students felt about her explanations, examples, etc. 
was a must to be sure she wasn’t doing something 
wrong or being unclear.

Data collection tools
As previously mentioned, Angélica was keen on getting 
others’ perspectives on her approach to teaching 
grammar, so to get an idea of how her lessons looked from 
a different angle, she decided on peer observation. 
She organised for two English teachers to observe three 
of her classes and answer some questions about her 
teaching and her students’ reactions to it. 

Also, to help her become more aware of her teaching 
and her feelings when teaching grammar, she decided 
to write some reflection notes in English guided by 
some questions she had prepared.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

• What kind of language do I use when I 
teach students grammar? 

• Do I use technical language or easy-to-
follow language?

• How many examples do I use to explain 
grammar points? Are they meaningful and 
familiar to them?

• When teaching grammar, what is the most 
common interaction pattern I use and what 
is my students’ reaction to it?

• Do I use Spanish as a tool for my students’ 
understanding or just because it is easier 
for them?

• How do I evaluate the understanding of 
grammar?

• What is my students’ reaction when 
studying grammar?

And last but not least, she organised two focus groups, 
each with five randomly-chosen students, and in 
Spanish so they didn’t feel uncomfortable expressing 
their opinions. Questions focused on students’ opinions 
about grammar – whether they thought it important, 
what difficulties they had, what they liked or disliked 
about the activities, and whether they found her 
grammar explanations easy to understand.

Focus group

Some findings
A change in teaching approach? 
What Angélica found surprised her. Based on the 
evidence there was a lack of variety in the grammar 
activities that she used – she always followed the same 
pattern or approach. In every grammar class, she wrote 
some meaningful examples on the board, her students 
used these to create their own, and finally they had 
some time to practise orally or in writing.

3. What kind of strategies does the teacher 
use to assess the understanding of 
grammar points during class?

Asking students to complete examples and 
group participation, asking students to create 
sentences following a model and asking them 
to share them in group.

Extract from completed 
peer observation form
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Although this worked well, during the focus group 
some students mentioned that they would like different 
activities since the examples were a little bit restrictive 
when they wanted to express something different.

I don’t like that some examples are 
limited  and when I want to express 

something different I can’t do it because 
I didn’t learn how to use the grammar 

point, I just followed the example.

Before getting this feedback, Angélica thought that she 
taught grammar using a variety of strategies so when 
she found out that she always used the same routine, she 
was quite shocked and actually a little bit disappointed.  

A change in interaction patterns?
From her reflection notes, Angélica also noticed that she 
included a lot of group activities and that her students 
worked well in teams, but on reflection she realised from 
her notes that some of the students weren’t benefiting 
from this interaction pattern – they were relying on the 
stronger students and this wasn’t helping to develop 
their confidence or independence. 

A change in activities?
Another notable finding was that students wanted some 
activities in which authentic materials were used in 
order to link grammar with something relevant to them, 
and some activities to recycle previous knowledge. 

Angélica reflected on her findings in order to come up 
with some possible actions to address the issues she’d 
discovered:

Time for action
Angélica decided to take a TBL (Task Based Learning) 
approach to teaching grammar as she thought some of 
the principles of TBL, such as self-evaluation and the 
designing of specific tasks, could help address some of 
the problems and preferences of her students.

First of all, she designed five specific authentic tasks for 
her students to work on together (based on articles or 
videos), each of which focused on a grammatical point, 
and she designed pre-task activities too.

Example of a pre-task activity to 
recycle vocabulary

Example of a task

CHAMPION TEACHERS PROGRAM
TEACHER: ANGÉLICA NAYELI HUERTA PIÑA

WORKSHEET 2: TASK-GRAMMATICAL POINT: HAVE TO

TASK 1
You are teachers in a primary school. In the next teacher's 
meeting (consejo técnico) you will have to make “metas 
compromisos” (which are the obligations that you have to 
set for you class) for each of the following subjects:

• English
• Maths 
• PE
• Science
• Geography

Read the article about problems in each of the subjects.

List at least 3 problems mentioned in the article.

Based on the problems of each subject, write two 
obligations that you have as a teacher so that your 
students learn.

CHAMPION TEACHERS PROGRAM
TEACHER: ANGÉLICA NAYELI HUERTA PIÑA

WORKSHEET 3: ACTIVATE SCHEMATA

Before you start talking about the task, remember all the 
vocabulary and phrases that can be useful to fulfill the 
objective with your team, brainstorm the word or phrases 
that can be useful. Each member of the team has to 
mention 2 at least.

MEMBER 1 MEMBER 2 MEMBER 3 MEMBER 4 MEMBER 5

What strategies can I use to teach 
grammatical points?

What kind of activities can I implement to 
use authentic material?

What kind of activities or projects can I 
design to recycle previous knowledge?
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She also planned group activities, but based on her 
reflection note observations, was careful to assign 
specific roles to each member of the group. And, finally, 
she designed a rubric to support her students with self-
evaluation after the task.

Time to evaluate
To evaluate the effects of her action plan, Angélica again 
decided on peer observation and her reflection journal 
but instead of a focus group, this time she chose to use 
a student questionnaire so that she could get feedback 
from all her students.

Students working on the tasks

Peer observation. She organised for three English 
teachers to observe her grammar lessons and answer 
some questions to find out if the action plan had had 
any impact. Angélica’s questions focused on the clarity 
and effectiveness of her own explanations by asking 
the observers to note how her students reacted and 
behaved, e.g. did they seem confident or puzzled? How 
did they demonstrate they had understood? 

CHAMPION TEACHERS PROGRAM
TEACHER: ANGÉLICA NAYELI HUERTA PIÑA

WORKSHEET 4: EVALUATING AND REPORT YOUR SOLUTION

ASPECT YES NO OBSERVATIONS

1. We totally fulfill the task 
(read, list, solutions)

2. We use appropriate 
vocabulary

3. Our ideas are clear

4. We know how to 
pronounce all the words

5. We participate 
collaboratively

Example of a self-evaluation rubric 
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A questionnaire. To get opinions from her students, Angélica designed a questionnaire. This was in Spanish and included 
questions to elicit opinions about the usefulness of the grammar activities, the materials used and Angélica’s approach.

Instructions: Read each question carefully and select the option that 
best represents your point of view.

1. What is your opinion about the grammar activities that were done in the last five classes? 
Do you think they helped you understand the grammar point to review?

 Easy   Difficult   Very easy

2. The material (the worksheets, the texts and the audio about education in Great Britain) that 
was used in the last classes is:

 Useful for understanding the grammar point

 Not useful for understanding the grammar point  

 Why? 

3. Do you think that the grammar activities that we did in the last classes helped you 
understand the grammar points covered in class? Justify your answer.

  Yes  No

4. Do you consider that the activities to remember previous knowledge were useful to you to 
understand the grammar point of the class? Justify your answer.

  Yes  No

5. Do you consider that the activities (the ‘have to’, ‘must’ exercises and the exercises of 
activities in the classroom) carried out contributed to the practice of the grammar point in 
your oral production? Justify your answer.

  Yes  No

Student questionnaire (translated from Spanish)

REFLECTION QUESTIONS:
• How do students react to the problem I set? 
• How do I feel when giving instructions and what is the students’ reaction?
• How do students behave during the ‘activate schemata’ activity? 
• How do students behave during the grammar activities?
• When working in teams or in pairs, do my students fulfil their roles? Why/Why not?
• How do students behave when evaluating and reporting their results?
• What strategies do I use to make sure students have understood the grammatical point?
• In what ways do I use the layout on the board?

Reflection notes. Again Angélica kept a journal and designed questions to focus and guide her reflections. 
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Findings
How did Angélica’s students  
respond to the changes?
From questionnaire responses, Angélica found that the 
vast majority of her students (20) considered grammar 
activities useful in understanding the grammar points 
because the grammar points were explored more 
deeply and even though some of the activities were 
challenging, students felt they were necessary and a 
good thing.

Students also mentioned that the use of authentic 
materials made the lesson more enjoyable and 
meaningful. Reflecting on her own notes, Angélica noted 
similar findings – her students liked to be challenged 
and needed a variety of activities to take them out 
of their comfort zone. Peer observation feedback 
showed that although students confronted some initial 
difficulties when faced with new challenges or different 
approaches to teaching and learning, they were willing 
to participate and overcome these as long as Angélica 
guided and supported them.

1. What is your opinion about the grammar 
activities that were done in the last !ve 
classes? Do you think they helped you 
understand the grammar point to review?

At the beginning of the class, I had problems 
because it was something new for me but that’s 
a good thing because I learn more and we 
checked the knowledge in more detail.

Student response  
in the questionnaire

With regard to assigning roles in groups, the impact was 
notable and Angélica was pleased to see that those 
students who were reluctant to participate, or who 
considered themselves as weak, started to contribute 
in their groups. It was also encouraging that they came 
to the realisation that they were able to participate and 
contribute with the knowledge that they had.

What Angélica has learnt
After carefully considering the feedback she got from 
students, peers and her own reflections, Angélica drew 
three conclusions.

1. Her key realisation was that grammar teaching 
must be a learner-centred process. The students 
must be the ones who build their own knowledge 
and identify their strengths and difficulties.

Sometimes teachers become the providers of 
all the information because it is easier and 

timesaving. It is comfortable for the teacher 
and the students as well. However, with this 
approach the responsibility of learning lies 
on the teacher and not on the students. By 

getting students to build their own knowledge, 
they gain in confidence and independence and 

the grammar is more meaningful to them.

2. She also understood how it is necessary to 
introduce students to a variety of activities 
so they don’t become ‘used to’ everything or too 
comfortable. Rather, they need to be taken out of 
their comfort zone and challenged – allowed to 
explore all their capabilities, to gain confidence in 
what they know and resolve any doubts they have. 

I noticed that my students were able to use the 
grammatical point in oral and written utterances 
without having lots of problems. Even the students 
that struggle a little bit with English were able to 
fulfil the task.

Journal entry
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3. And finally, grammar shouldn’t be treated in 
isolation; it should be connected with other and 
previous knowledge. As she put it:

I’ll de!nitely teach according to what I 
discovered because it is very important 
to let the students create their own 
knowledge and trust in them. My role 
as a teacher must be a guide and not a 
provider. By doing this, my students will 
feel challenged and they will be actively 
participating in their own knowledge 
building. Even though teaching this way 
takes more time, it enriches my classes 
since the knowledge becomes more long-
lasting. 

I also realise that I tended to 
underestimate what my students are 
capable of. Now I know that with guidance 
and support they are able to learn and 
analyse different grammar structures and 
take the next step of transferring all this 
knowledge to the communicative process, 
which is ultimately the most important 
goal of language.

Angélica’s reflections about EAR

In a nutshell, by doing this research I learnt that as teachers we tend to assume a lot of things 
about our way of teaching and our students without any evidence to support it, and this leads 
us to take actions that don’t necessarily help or improve a situation. Although it was a hard 

process to collect and analyse all the information required, the results have been worth it since I 
truly discovered new answers to the questions that I had. For example, I never imagined that my 
students would like to feel challenged by the activities. I always thought that by giving them the 
information in small chunks, they’d feel more comfortable and less afraid or nervous. However, I 

was totally amazed by the fact that they want to know more and communicate with all that they 
already have.
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Reflection

Angélica learnt how easy it is to assume a lot 
of things about our teaching and our students 
and how these assumptions lead to actions 
that do not necessarily help or improve. What 
assumptions do you have about your students 
or the way you teach? How could you collect 
evidence to check whether your assumptions 
are well-founded? What language area or skill 
would you focus on?


