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Teaching context
Rosa Nelly teaches English at a public sector primary 
school, Prof Luis Tijerina Almaguer, in an urban area in 
the south of the city of Monterrey in the state of Nuevo 
León. She teaches Grades 4, 5 and 6, but for this project 
she decided to focus on a Grade 6 class of 27 students 
(13 girls and 14 boys) aged 11 to 12. The children came 
from a middle-class background and had been studying 
English since Grade 1. The class was mixed-level since 
some were taking private English classes after school 
or came from private primary schools where they were 
more exposed to English; others used to have English 
classes after school, but stopped; and most had never 
had after-school English classes. Additionally, while their 
general attitude to learning was good, some were more 
enthusiastic about English than others but they all liked 
English songs and video games so that helped them to 
want to know more about English. 

Focus of the research
Rosa Nelly decided to focus on instruction-giving. 
She was becoming frustrated because it seemed her 
students never understood what they were supposed 
to do. She thought about this and wondered whether it 
was because she gave instructions orally – perhaps she 
needed to find a different way to help them understand. 
She decided to explore further.

Exploring the problem
After some reflection, Rosa Nelly came up with four 
exploratory questions to focus her investigation:

• What do my students think about the way I give 
instructions?

• How do my students feel when I give instructions? 
• What do my students do when I give instructions?
• What do I do when my students misunderstand 

instructions?

To find answers to these, she designed a student 
questionnaire. She tried to make this as simple as 
possible and included emoticons to make it attractive 
and easy to understand. Questions were written in 
Spanish and English.

EXPLORATION QUESTIONNAIRE
1. ¿Cómo te sientes cuando la maestra te da instrucciones en Inglés? 
 (How do you feel when the teacher gives you instructions in English?)

   a) excelente (excellent)

  b) confundido (confused)

   c) frustado (frustrated)

2. ¿Qué tan claras son las instrucciones de la maestra? 
 (How clear are the teachers’ instructions?) 

   a) muy claras (very clear)

   b) claras (clear)

  c) nada claras (not at all clear)  
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3. ¿Qué haces cuando no entiendes las instrucciones de la maestra?
 (What do you do when you don’t understand the teacher’s instructions?)
a) Preguntas al maestro que te aclare las instrucciones. (Ask the teacher for clarification.)

b) Preguntas a un compañero que es lo que dijo la maestra. (Ask a classmate what the tea-
cher said.)

c) No hago nada porque no entiendo nada. (I don’t do anything because I don’t understand 
anything.) 

4. ¿Qué piensas que puede ser útil para entender mejor las instrucciones en clase de Inglés?
 (What do you think could be useful to better understand the instructions in English class?)
a) escribir las instrucciones en el pizarrón (write the instructions on the board) 

b) usar imágenes (use images) 

c) repetir después de la maestra las instrucciones con mímica (repeat the instructions after 
the teacher, miming)

Rosa Nelly also decided to keep a reflection journal 
so she could reflect on how students reacted to oral and 
written instructions and if there were any differences. 
She also made notes on what happened when students 
misunderstood. 

And finally, Rosa Nelly invited three colleagues to 
peer observe three separate lessons. Questions 
she asked them focused on the same areas as her 
journal – reactions to oral and written instructions and 
what happened when students misunderstood – but 
Rosa Nelly felt that it would be useful to have others’ 
perspectives to compare with her own observations. 

What Rosa Nelly found
Observations
From her journal notes, Rosa Nelly realised that there 
were real problems with instructions because students 
kept coming to her to ask what to do or they asked 
their classmates for clarification. Rosa Nelly found this 
frustrating because she put time and effort into preparing 
and planning her lessons and having to explain over and 
over what to do was disappointing and disruptive. She 
did notice, however, that students seemed to respond 
better to written instructions than oral:

I think that the oral instructions are hard to 
understand for my students because I have 
to repeat the instructions several times with 

movements so that they can understand a few 
more. Even some students have asked me to say 
the instructions in Spanish... When I give written 
instructions, I feel that my students understand 
the instructions more. In one of my classes a 
student asked me for written instructions.

Journal entry

Rosa Nelly’s colleagues’ observations supported 
these findings; they also noted how Rosa Nelly had to 
constantly repeat instructions and explain in different 
ways – repeating more slowly, using actions or mime, 
writing them on the board and reading them out or 
repeating orally until everyone understood.

Ss misunderstand the instructions but she 
explained writing on the board. She moves her 
hands and gives more examples.
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Student responses
Surprisingly, the majority of Rosa Nelly’s students 
thought her instructions were ‘clear’ or ‘very clear’; only 
two students chose the ‘not at all clear’ option. However, 
when asked about how they feel when they hear 
instructions, half responded ‘confused’ and two 
students said ‘frustrated’.  This didn’t surprise Rosa 
Nelly – she’d also noted in her journal that the classroom 
atmosphere was restless, she could feel the confusion 
and as a consequence, there was a lack of engagement. 
She also noticed how this led to many being unable to 
finish activities because they had spent too much time 
thinking about what they should be doing. 

Interestingly, before she had the data, Rosa Nelly 
had already started thinking about how to address 
this problem, and had more or less decided to use 
actions and movements to support her oral or written 
instructions and get her students to mimic her. However, 
that is not what her students thought would help – 19 
students believed that instructions should be written on 
the board and six felt she should use images; only two 
students were in favour of ‘repeating the instructions 
after the teacher, miming’. Rosa Nelly was very surprised 
because she thought written instructions were boring 
and that moving and miming would be much more fun 

for them, but it turned out that the reason they were 
restless wasn’t because they were bored, but rather 
because they didn’t know what to do. 

Action plan
Rosa Nelly thought about her findings and came up with 
a planned approach to instruction-giving to address the 
issues she had discovered. She decided to give oral 
instructions followed by instruction-checking questions 
(ICQs), to write instructions on the board and hand out 
instructions for each activity on pieces of paper. She 
implemented these strategies over the course of six 
weeks.

Evaluating the impact of the actions
To evaluate the impact of her actions, Rosa Nelly used 
the same instruments: a student questionnaire, her 
reflection journal and peer observations. This time 
she also focused her own and the peer observations on 
how students responded to the instructions and sought 
for evidence that they had understood what to do. 

The student questionnaire again focused on students’ 
feelings but also sought to find out which instruction-
giving method worked best for them. This was 
administered at the end of the implementation period.

EVALUATION QUESTIONNAIRE
1. ¿Últimamente como te sientes cuando la maestra te explica las instrucciones? 
 (How do you feel when the teacher explains the instructions now?)

   a) excelente (excellent)

  b) confundido (confused)

   c) frustado (frustrated)

2. ¿Puedes entender mejor las instrucciones con la nueva forma que la maestra está utilizando? 
 (Do you understand the instructions better now?) 

   a) totalmente de acuerdo (totally agree)

   b) de acuerdo (agree)

   c) medianamente de acuerdo (moderately agree)

   d) nada de acuerdo (disagree)
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3. ¿Cuál de las instrucciones te ayuda a entender mejor la clase?
 (Which instructions help you to understand better?)
a) orales (oral)

b) escritas en el pizarrón (written on the board)

c) escritas en una hoja (written on a piece of paper) 

¿Por qué? (Why?) 

What Rosa Nelly discovered
Observations
From her journal reflections, Rosa Nelly noted that the 
restlessness and misbehaviour became less. She felt the 
students seemed concentrated on what they were doing 
and they were able to finish their work in the time. The 
lesson ran more smoothly and they stopped repeatedly 
asking, ‘What should we do?’ Sometimes she needed to 
give examples, but nobody said they didn’t understand. 

Rosa Nelly also noted that when the instructions were 
written on the board, students began to think and reflect 
on the way they would work, e.g. if the instruction was, 
‘Work in pairs’, they immediately started looking for a 
partner. Having the instructions on pieces of paper 
was useful too because they could refer to them often 
and check whenever they wanted. Where possible, the 
students stuck the instructions in their notebooks and 
did the activity below the written instructions.

Rosa Nelly’s colleagues also observed that the 
instructions were clearer and more concise and that the 
students were able to finish the activities:

The students are happy to follow the teacher’s 
instructions. The teacher is kind and motivates the 
students to take advantage of the time, doing the 
activities. 

Student responses
Student responses were positive and encouraging. 
All of the students either ‘totally agreed’, ‘agreed’  or 
‘moderately agreed’ that the new ways of giving 
instructions were better – not one ‘disagreed’!  

As to which method of instruction-giving they found 
the most helpful, there were some surprises. During the 
exploratory phase, the majority of Rosa Nelly’s students 
had indicated that they preferred instructions to be 
written on the board, but now the majority said that oral 
instructions were most helpful, and while some found 
the pieces of paper useful, only two now preferred 
instructions on the board. 

Which instruction helps you to 
understand better the class?
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The situation had definitely changed and when Rosa Nelly 
thought about it she wondered whether it was because 
of the ICQs, which she had noticed they were eager to 
answer, especially multiple-choice questions like, ‘Are you 
going to work in teams, pairs or individually?’ Students 
gave various reasons for their preferences, and their 
reasons for choosing oral questions did seem to indicate 
that the introduction of ICQs had made this method fun. 

Oral instructions 
are fun!

Honestly, I liked all the ways the 
teacher gave instructions and all 
the ways of giving instructions 
helped me to understand but 
I prefer the oral way with the 

questions.

I like the instructions written in a 
piece of paper because I can check 

them all the time.

I feel excellent with the results obtained 
because I improved my teaching practice and 

my students improved the process of learning a 
second language. I have learned how to carry out 
exploratory action research and I have no doubts 

about using this research approach to explore 
other issues that may arise in my classes.

I like the written 
instructions on the board 
because I can see them.

All the instructions are 
useful, but I like more 
the oral instructions.

If I have the 
instructions 
on a piece of 
paper in my 
notebook, I 

will not forget 
them.

What Rosa Nelly learned
Rosa Nelly will continue to give instructions orally and 
use ICQs along with written instructions because these 
methods worked for her and her students.

Rosa Nelly also realised the importance of teamwork 
when it is done properly – her students, her colleagues, 
her tutor – all their feedback helped her to reflect on and 
improve an important aspect of her teaching practice. 

Final reflections
Rosa Nelly learned that with a few simple changes she 
could make a big difference in her class.

What I learned from this experience is that EAR 
is a useful way to know what works and what 

doesn’t work for me and my students. Colleagues 
can suggest strategies to try to solve issues in your 
classroom but you don’t really know for sure if they 
will work until you explore and ask your students. I 
learned to take my students’ opinions into account 

and to rely on data and evidence, and not just 
adopt some strategy because it seemed ‘nice’.
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Reflection
Rosa Nelly knew she had a problem with giving 
instructions and thought she had the solution 
until she asked her students what they thought. 
She finally realised that only by taking her 
students’ opinions into account and relying on 
data and evidence, could she make effective 
changes; “not just adopt some strategy because 
it seemed ‘nice’.” On what basis do you make 
changes to the way you teach? Do you tend 
to adopt strategies that seem ‘nice’ or ‘fun’? 
How could you collect evidence to support the 
changes you make to your classroom teaching?


