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Context

| work in a private school named Ethio Parents School (EPS). The school was set up
in 1995 and is administered by volunteer Ethiopian parents who have a strong
commitment to their children’s future careers. The school has four branches across the
country. Three branches are found in the capital city, Addis Ababa, and the last branch
is found in Hawassa, located 278 kilometres south of Addis Ababa. The school has more
than 2,000 students at the main branch located at Gerji, and this is where | am working.

| teach Grade 11 students, whose ages are between 16 and 17 years old. | teach 96
students in three sections. Each section has approximately 29-37 students. | teach
each section for 270 minutes per week. They are preparatory students who are going
to join the university in a year's time. The learners have a good background in English
since they started learning when they were in kindergarten.

Focus of exploration

The school has a reading and writing programme for students in Grades 5-12. Every
week, students take a writing exam that is believed to improve their writing skills, but they
always make grammatical mistakes in their written work. One thing | have noticed from
the students’ exam papers is the presence of grammar mistakes such as verb patterns,
sentence structures, subject—verb agreements and connecting words or sentences. As
a result, | decided to explore the situation by developing a research project. Some of the
reasons why | decided to carry out this research are to help my students make writing
the centre of their learning, to enable them to complete their written assignments on time
and to get good grades at high school and university levels.

To carry out this study, the following questions were prepared:

. How do my colleagues support students to use grammar properly?

. What do my students feel when they make grammatical mistakes in
their writing?

. What grammar activities do my students engage in in the classroom?

. What do my students do to avoid grammatical mistakes in their written
work?

To answer these questions, | used a questionnaire that 36 students completed (18 boys
and 18 girls). The questionnaire was meant to obtain information from students about the
activities they engage in to develop proper grammar. Ten students also kept journals for
reflection to get their thoughts on the activities | organise or should organise in order to
improve their grammar. Four colleagues who are teachers of English shared with me their
reflections about the way they support students to use grammar properly.



Findings

To answer Question 1 (How do my colleagues support students to use grammar
properly?), my colleagues indicated that they use a variety of written work that
focuses on real-life situations, like letters, invitations, complaints and requests, with
guided writing, which allowed students to use grammar correctly. They also said that
they refrain from correcting students who make grammar errors in their work and
instead allow students to spot these errors on their own and share peer corrections in
the class. They continued by saying that each student indirectly taught grammar by
correcting their own or their friends’ errors.

Regarding Question 2 (What do my students feel when they make grammatical mistakes in
their writing?), ten pupils expressed their unease, disappointment, discomfort and shame
as the result of their inability to correct their grammatical errors. They felt embarrassed
when their grammatical errors were corrected in public by the teachers.

In relation to Question 3 (What grammar activities do my students engage in in the
classroom?), all students preferred more than one activity. Twenty-nine students
frequently preferred gap-filling exercises that were useful for developing proper
grammar. Of those, 23 students said that learning grammar rules was useful frequently
for developing their grammar. Nine of the students from each group preferred
problem-solving frequently, using text and text-analysis activities. The majority of the
students cited gap-filling exercises, grammatical correction and learning grammar
through stories as the most beneficial activities. These activities helped them to focus
on grammar and to sustain their interest.

As for Question 4 (What do my students do to avoid grammatical mistakes in their
written work?), of the 36 students, 24 said that they corrected their grammar mistakes
themselves and sometimes asked their peers to help them; 17 of the learners indicated
that they did not ask their teacher to help them correct their grammatical mistakes in
their written work. The teachers’ reflections also showed that students correct their
grammar mistakes in different ways, such as referencing in grammar textbooks, asking
their teachers and friends for help and by themselves. Teachers suggested that to
avoid grammatical mistakes, students should be paired with students to collaboratively
correct their mistakes. They also suggested that the teacher should indicate the
errors and write the correct answers instead of marking them with a red pen.
Additionally, students emphasised that to avoid grammatical mistakes in their work,
they should be given more written assignments and the teachers should recommend
grammar textbooks or online materials that will help them develop their grammar skills.
Generally, students indicated that they corrected their grammatical errors by referring
to different grammar texts that have been published locally.

In summary, the exploratory stage showed that the support given by my colleagues
involved giving writing tasks that focus on real-life situations, like letters, invitations,
complaints and requests. It was clear that my students felt disappointed when they
made grammatical mistakes in their written work and had difficulties correcting these
mistakes. However, they used different strategies to correct their mistakes. Gap-filling
exercises, learning grammar rules, text substitutions and text-analysis grammar



activities were most preferred by students to learn grammar.

Action plan

As a result of the findings above, | developed an action plan. | used four grammar
lessons to teach connecting devices, fundamental sentence structures, ordering
adjectives and relative pronouns. Students then worked on gap-filling exercises,
constructed a variety of phrases out of jumbled words, linked sentences together
using a variety of linking technigues, and edited and arranged the given sentences.

To evaluate the effects of the intervention in the action plan, I selected ten students
to reflect on the implemented activities, guided by guestions which | developed for this
purpose. | also came up with a questionnaire that was completed by 32 students. The
focus of both the questionnaire and reflective writing by students was to obtain their
perceptions and opinions on the changes done in class regarding developing proper
grammar.

Results

Results from both the questionnaire and the reflective journal suggested that
students got better in their use of grammar due to the variety of grammar activities |
had introduced in the lessons. All the students indicated in the questionnaire that they
had some changes in their grammar in the weeks following the introduction of the
action plan. One student wrote in their journal, ‘| now enjoy learning grammar because
the teacher gives us fun activities, like where we fill in gaps and do substitution of texts,
which are challenging tasks but also enjoyable. This seems to suggest that learning
grammar in the normal way using notes in grammar textbooks and class exercises may
have become boring, and learners needed change. | guess this was the greatest
discovery of this project!

For the second key finding, the students were able to develop the art of giving
feedback to each other, and this made them write better sentences. Almost all the
students who responded to the questionnaire indicated that they do not mind being
corrected by their peers, since they do this in the group and not in front of many
students. The students seem uneasy with public correction and are willing to try other
avenues of getting feed-back. While they are used to the teacher giving
them feedback because the teacher is the expert, they felt that the teacher
corrected every single error, and this was discou-raging. They also seemed to suggest
that they should be allowed to work with peers to discuss and work on their
grammar. However, one student had a contrary opinion and wrote, ‘If everyone is
talking in class and trying to help their friend, the class will be very noisy. The best is for
the teacher to write the feedback on the blackboard.

For the third finding, students are now engaged in collaborative learning in the
classroom. They shared their grammar points and corrected their peers  mistakes
by providing editorial remarks. All the students agreed to the questionnaire item
about working collabo-ratively to improve their grammar. This was captured
when one student said, ‘I prefer to discuss the exercises with my group members
because it makes the work easy, and | now understand more than what | could get
if | worked alone!



Reflection

The most important aspect of education is instilling in students a strong desire to learn.
This is the reason | participated in the workshop on exploratory action research. The
process of this research examines my students’ behaviours, interests, skills and learning
styles. These were the most important factors in my teaching and learning process. In
addition to this, it indicated to me how, why, when and what | taught my students to teach
both my grammar lessons and the English language in general. The things | learned from
my mentor were my role, my purpose, my situation and the issues | faced in carrying out
the exploratory action research. This led me to enhance working with my colleagues and
to create a discussion that bound us with some issues about the research points.
The major gain point from this research was that | got to know my students’ feelings
and opinions on my teaching techniques. It also helped me to carry out my own action
research to further my professional development in the future.



