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Teaching context 
Socorro Sánchez teaches at Escuela Normal de 
Teotihuacan (ENT) located in the northeast part of the 
State of Mexico. This training college trains teachers for 
primary and middle school education and at the time 
of this project, 2019–2020, there were eight groups 
and around 200 students. The group Socorro carried 
out her EAR project with was in the first semester of 
Spanish for middle school and consisted of 30 students 
(18 women and 12 men) aged 18 to 33 and at CEFR A1 
level. They had three 100-minute classes a week with 
Socorro and particularly enjoyed kinaesthetic activities 
and cooperating in pair and group work. 

Focus of the research
Seeing how well these students performed in lessons 
where they were given the opportunity to interact with 
their peers, and noticing that they seemed more willing 
and confident to speak in English when working this way, 
Socorro was interested to look into this area further. She 
felt that if her students were given enough confidence and 
the basic tools to communicate with others, even at an 
elementary level, they would see that speaking is not so 
difficult since they do it naturally in their mother tongue.

Exploration phase
Having identified an area to explore, Socorro spent 
some time thinking about this and narrowed down the 
topic to focus on interactive activities. What she wanted 
to explore was:
• what she understood by interactive activities;
• the types of activities she did in class; and 
• what her students thought about interactive activities. 

Exploration tools
Then, to gather information on these three areas, she 
decided on three exploration methods.

Background reading
To begin, she decided that it would be useful to read 
about what other English teaching professionals had 
written about interaction and interactive activities to 
compare their ideas with her own and to gain a better 
understanding of what interaction is and what interactive 
activities involve. The book she had access to at the 
time was Teaching by Principles: An Interactive Approach 
to Language Pedagogy by H. D. Brown1, which gave a 
detailed description of what constitutes an ‘interactive 
activity’ and examples of such activities for use in the 
classroom. She also accessed a couple of online sources 
for ideas: www.brown.edu/sheridan/teaching-learning-
resources/teaching-resources/classroom-practices/
active-learning/interactive and www.bookwidgets.com/
blog/2018/06/20-interactive-teaching-activities-for-in-
the-interactive-classroom.

Journal
Socorro also decided that it would be useful to keep 
a journal and note down her reflections on how her 
students interacted with each other during classroom 
activities and the type of interactive activities she was 
using. She did this after each lesson for two weeks.

Questionnaire
And finally to find out how her students felt about 
interacting in the classroom, Socorro designed a student 
questionnaire (cuestionario). She included multiple-
choice questions focused on interaction, activities and 
materials and also invited her students to describe 
their feelings during interactive activities and suggest 
activities they would like to participate in. 

The questionnaire was completed online using Google 
Forms, which was a great help to Socorro since 
percentages were automatically calculated and answers 
were categorised. Students completed it anonymously 
in the English lab at school.

1. Brown, H. D. (2007). Teaching by Principles: An Interactive Approach to Language Pedagogy. New York: Pearson Education.
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Questions included in the online student questionnaire

1. How do you like to work in the English class?
 a) individually
 b) in pairs
 c) in teams
 d) as a whole group 

2. What activity do you like to do the most in English class? 
 a) interview two classmates
 b) answer grammar exercises
 c) write a paragraph about a classmate
 d) complete a chart with information about a classmate
 e) practise using an online platform

3. How do you feel when you have to interact with your other classmates?

4. What kind of material do you like to use the most in English class?
 a) QR codes
 b) grammar exercises from a book
 c) material designed by the teacher 
 d) textbook
 e) puppets
 f) an online platform

5. What types of activities allow you to participate more in class?
 a) interviews with classmates
 b) grammar exercises from a book
 c) material designed by the teacher
 d) practice on an online platform

6. What activities do you think limit your participation in class?
 a) interviews with classmates
 b) grammar exercises from a book
 c) material designed by the teacher
 d) practice on an online platform

7. What percentage of class time do you think you interact with other classmates?
 a) 80%–100%
 b) 60%–80%
 c) 40%–60%
 d) 20%–40%
 e) 0%–20%

8. What type of interactive activities would you like to have in English class?
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Some findings
At the end of the two weeks, Socorro carefully analysed 
and organised the information from the three tools and 
found that she had some useful feedback to consider 
and work with in relation to her exploratory questions. 

What do I understand by  
interactive activities?
From her reading of Brown’s book (p. 53), Socorro 
took away three key ideas about interaction and 
interactive activities that she felt were important. Firstly, 
she understood that it was important for her as the 
teacher to ‘create opportunities for genuine interaction 
in class’. Another key takeaway was that interaction 
is a ‘product of negotiation, of give and take, as 
interlocutors attempt to communicate’. And finally, she 
understood that interaction should involve ‘producing 
language for genuine, meaningful communication; oral 
communication and writing to and for real audiences’.

Socorro reflected on these key ideas and concluded 
that the interactive activities she introduced in class 
should involve genuine communication – spoken or 
written – and that activities such as interviews, role 
plays, discussions, conversations and games could 
prove effective in achieving this.

What type of interactive  
activities do I do in class?
From her journal notes, Socorro was able to see that she 
included many interactive activities in class – interviews as 
suggested by the textbook, controlled and freer dialogues, 
role plays, games, surveys, mingles and pair work. However, 
she concluded that real and meaningful interaction was 
mainly taking place when students used the structures and 
conversation examples from the textbook as a guide, and 
then adapted these to engage in real-life communication 
with others. This is also when she noticed that students 
tried to keep conversations going in English and prompted 
each other when they slipped into L1.

What do my students think and  
feel about interacting?
The majority of students (19) reported that working in 
pairs was how they liked to work best although four 

preferred working in teams and six as a whole group; 
only one student preferred working alone.

Concerning the activities students preferred, 
questionnaire responses showed that 21 students 
favoured interviews, conversations and practice 
dialogues, while three mentioned that they liked working 
on English language platforms. Three students said that 
they liked to complete charts by interviewing their 
classmates and two said they liked writing compositions 
about others. 

21 students also felt that doing interviews in class 
provided them with the most opportunities to interact 
during lessons, while five felt that using the workbook 
afforded more. Three students identified handouts 
designed by the teacher, and one thought working on 
the online platform was best for this purpose.

In response to which activities they would like to have, 
the majority of students (14) said more interviews and 
conversations while two requested games and two, outings. 
Other suggestions included reading aloud, performing 
sketches, watching movies in English, giving presentations, 
doing handicrafts, and working with puppets.

Socorro had also asked them what percentage of class 
time they thought they spent interacting with others 
during the lessons, and the majority thought it was 

3%

63%

20%

13%

How would you like to work  
in the English class?

3%

63%

20%

13%

Alone Pairs

Teams (3-4 people) Whole group
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between 60 and 80 per cent of the time. Some students 
commented on how the ‘time flies’ since the interactive 
activities help to break the monotony. Socorro had also 
noted in her journal that the majority seemed to enjoy 
talking to others since it reduced their affective filter 
and broke up the monotony.

But how did students feel when interacting with 
their classmates? Most felt ‘fine’, a few ‘confident’ or 
‘comfortable’, but three reported feeling ‘nervous’. 

Socorro was satisfied with the data that she had managed 
to obtain from her three instruments and felt that it gave 
her enough information to start thinking about an action 
plan. She was also excited about the next stage of the 
project because her students were enthusiastic about 
doing interactive activities.

Time for action
Having reflected on her findings from her own observations 
and her students’ responses, Socorro decided that she 
would implement one specific interactive activity over the 
course of the next six lessons. Taking into consideration 
what she had learnt about interactive activities and her 
students’ preferences, Socorro planned this with three 
aims in mind:

• to give her students the opportunity to engage in 
meaningful communication – spoken and written; 

• to promote pair work; and 
• to give them the chance to engage with many different 

partners.

Students working in pairs  
using the charts

The activity was based on the topics, vocabulary and 
interview format contained in the textbook, but with the 
addition of a chart which Socorro designed for students 
to complete with information after each activity. 

In total she created six different charts for six different 
lessons based on the lesson topics: 

1. My partner’s name 
2. A new number and email address
3. My favourite actor and actress
4. Who’s that?
5. My family 
6. My favourite colour

‘My partner’s name’ sample chart

First Name Middle Name Last Name Nickname 

Isabel María López Isa

David - Tapia Davo

Rocío Andrea Arias Ro

Ignacio Jesús Moller Nacho

Socorro’s action plan

ACTION 
PLAN

STEP 1
Conversations and 
vocabulary practice 
from the Student's Book.

STEP 2
Handout design 
by the teacher.

STEP 3
Personal information 
exchange. Handout 
completion.

STEP 4
Written report.
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After students had used the interview format to 
exchange personal information about themselves with 
two other partners, and filled in their charts, they used 
the information to write short paragraphs.

Evaluation of the activity
Over the course of the six lessons, Socorro continued to 
write reflection notes in her journal and paid particular 
attention to how students interacted with each other, 
if they succeeded in completing the chart, and if 
comments about their performance arose.

Socorro also invited two colleagues or ‘critical friends’ to 
peer observe her lessons because she was interested 
to know if they could see what she was seeing, i.e. how 
positively her students were reacting to the interactive 
activities. To guide these observations, she prepared 
some questions focused on her own and her students’ 
behaviour during the interactive activities. 

PEER OBSERVATION PROTOCOL

Purpose: This peer observation questionnaire focuses on obtaining data to evaluate my intervention. 
It will also give information for exploratory action research; in no way should this peer observation 
constitute an evaluation of the teacher. No constructive feedback on the lesson is needed. 

OBSERVATION FORM

Instructions: Observe the lesson, focus your attention on interactive activities and pair work. Answer the 
questions. 
1. What happened during the presentation of vocabulary?
2. Describe the strategies the teacher uses when presenting vocabulary. For example: a) context, b) pictures, 

c) translation, etc.
3. What do the students say when the teacher asks them to work in pairs?
4. What support does the teacher provide when students are working in pairs?
5. How do students interact when writing the paragraph?

And finally, at the end of the implementation 
period, Socorro also administered another student 
questionnaire that she had designed to find out how 
her students felt about the activities. Once again this 
was completed online using Google Forms, but this time 
questions focused on:
• how useful the pre-teaching of vocabulary had been;
• how difficult it was for students to use and complete 

the tables;
• to what extent students perceived they interacted 

with others;
• how difficult they found the different parts of the 

activities, e.g. working in pairs, writing, etc. (ranking 
question); and

• to what extent and in what ways students felt the 
activities had helped them to improve their speaking.

Changes as a result of the activity
Socorro noticed a lot of changes during the course of 
the six lessons, and after analysing the data from her 
journal, her peers and her students, she discovered 
that her students’ attitudes, feelings and behaviour had 
changed as a result of the activity she’d introduced.

How did students feel about the activity?
Socorro noticed from her journal notes that the more 
students got used to completing the charts, the more 
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comfortable they felt; they didn’t react negatively 
or complain when they did this or when they wrote 
their short reports. She also observed that they were 
comfortable working with more than two students 
in class and that they were relaxed when asking for 
guidance when they did not know what to do.

In their responses to the questionnaire, the students 
also stated that they felt comfortable using the target 
language when speaking in class because they had the 
tools needed to communicate.

Socorro noted that students used the conversations 
provided in the book as a guide, but felt comfortable 
asking her for prompts whenever they felt they needed 
a different structure or some vocabulary. The students 
also reported that the vocabulary and example 
conversations presented at the beginning of the class 
had helped them a lot.

The vocabulary presented at the 
beginning of the class helped me to 
exchange personal information because 
I improved my pronunciation in English 
and increased the words I know.

(Student response translated from Spanish)

When asked to rank each part of the activity according 
to difficulty, perhaps not surprisingly, most felt that the 
written report was most challenging. 

This visual report generated by Google, numbers the 
different aspects of the interactive activity according to 
difficulty from 1 = easiest to 4 = most difficult. Hence, 
according to students’ ranking, vocabulary presentation 
was the easiest (1) and the written report was the most 
difficult (4).

5. Rank the activities from the easiest (1) to the most difficult (4).

0
1 2 3 4

10

20

Vocabulary presentation Pair work Chart completion Written report

Students feel comfortable working with each 
other. It shows because whenever they receive the 
handout, they cut it, paste it and turn to a partner 
in order to gather information from one another 

in the target language.

Journal entry
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How did students behave  
during the activity?
From her own observations, Socorro noted how the 
students seemed to enjoy the activities and work well 
together. She also noticed that if students spoke in 
Spanish, their classmates would push them to keep the 
conversation going in English.

Socorro’s colleagues also noted how eager students 
were to engage and interact in pair work and how well 
they worked together:

Students say ‘yes’ when the teacher asks 
them to work in pairs, and begin working 
with another classmate. Students saw their 
partners as mentors if help was needed.
(Observer 1 comments)

Students are on task practising the 
dialogue, students move around looking 
for partners to work with. Students work 
with each other to write a paragraph, then 
they exchange writings to revise the work. 
(Observer 2 comments)

And Socorro’s students also commented on how 
collaborative and helpful their classmates were:

When I completed the charts, my partners 
helped me a lot. They were a guide.

My classmates help me improve from 
my mistakes. They give me comments 
and then I can practise.

(Student response translated from Spanish)

(Student response translated from Spanish)

I became involved in class by talking  
to my classmates and sharing ideas  
with others.

I improved my pronunciation and 
writing in English with the interactive 
activities we did in class. 

(Student response translated from Spanish)

(Student response translated from Spanish)

How to pronounce the words,  
and how to use them.

Now I am more able to pronounce 
English words.

(Student response translated from Spanish)

(Student response translated from Spanish)

How did students benefit  
from the activity?
In response to question 6 in the questionnaire (Do you 
think that the interactive activities helped you improve 
your oral production (speaking) in English?), all Socorro’s 
students answered ‘Yes’, which was very encouraging.

And in their justifications to this answer, the majority 
felt they had improved their pronunciation, while others 
mentioned vocabulary.

Students also mentioned other benefits – they felt the 
activities were a great way to participate in class, share 
ideas, be active, and work in different ways with different 
partners.

100 20 30 40

Yes

No 0 (0%)

31 (100%)

6. Did the interactive activities help you improve 
your speaking in English?

 31 respuestas
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Overall Socorro was pleased with the impact of her 
actions although she wishes she had had more time 
to implement her Action Plan; it would have been 
interesting to see how her students’ mindset towards 
speaking English changed over a longer period of time.

What Socorro learnt
Undertaking and completing this EAR project helped 
Socorro to take into account students’ opinions and 
perceptions when it came to planning her lessons and 
designing materials for them, and she recognises that 
this was important because it empowered her students 
to give her ideas on what they wanted to do and practise 
in class. Also important is that they felt heard and that 
their opinions mattered. 

Socorro also learned more about how to make interactive 
activities more effective by implementing a simple 
technique that was new to her and which had a real 
impact on her students’ learning in a short period of time. 

And finally, taking part in the EAR project helped her to 
realise that there are some things she needs to improve: 
how to design questionnaires, how to work in an online 
setting (since her mentor was from Chile) and organise 
her time in an efficient way, and how to create an 
informative and attractive poster.

Socorro’s reflections:
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Reflection
Socorro noticed that her students were eager 
to work collaboratively and wondered how she 
could use this to promote interaction in her 
classroom. As many of her colleagues, she asked 
her students about their views about this but 
she also decided to explore what other people 
wrote about this. In order to do this, she came 
up with a question to focus her reading and thus 
find the answers she was looking for. Have you 
done anything similar? What value do you see in 
doing focused reading to inform your teaching? 
What areas of your teaching could you do some 
background reading about? 

As teachers we do not know everything so it 
is important to keep updated, learn from our 

colleagues, and be open to the possibility that our 
students can help us plan lessons if we give them 

the chance to do so. 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.

Finally, as you can see from my story, doing this 
project helped me to realise that my assumptions 
were wrong – my students didn’t see English as a 
threat; they knew they had a low level, however 

they encouraged each other to keep conversations 
going in the target language and realised that 

learning English was not as difficult as they had 
thought it was. I would say these students are 

Champion Students!


