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Dario works at the Escuela Normal de Amecameca,
which is located in the town of Amecameca de Juarez in
the southeast of the State of Mexico. The Escuela Normal
de Amecameca offers two educational programmes;
the bachelor's degree for preschool education and
the bachelor's degree in ELT for secondary school
education. English courses are organised in terms of the
students’ English level rather than the programme the
students belong to so itis possible to have students from
both programmes on each course. This can become an
issue in terms of students’ interests, needs, the amount
of time they are exposed to the language and even their
motivation to learn.

The group Dario chose for this project consisted of
35 students (23 women and 12 men) from the two
programmes and from different semesters but they
were all at A2 level according to placement test results.
Nevertheless, there were differences in terms of skills
development; the seven students from the bachelor’s
degree for preschool education tended to need more
support than the 28 from the bachelor's degree for
secondary education when working with some tasks
and activities.

At the start of the project, Dario had been an English
teacher for around 19 years and had always tried
to reflect on his teaching to identify weaknesses and
strengths and think of possible ways of improving. From
experience he was aware that one of the main difficulties
he had faced was gaining, and especially maintaining
students’ attention and interest.

Although there were signs during his lessons that
everything was going well, Dario was also pretty sure
there were things he wasnt aware of or considering.
He felt that students expected more from him and
he needed to find a way to ‘listen’, to give them an
opportunity to express their needs and opinions. He
welcomed the chance this EAR project would give him
to get some insight into his students’ perceptions and
needs, and thereby make changes which could lead to
increased interest, enthusiasm and motivation.

Dario decided to explore whether the strategies,
activities and materials he was implementing in his
lessons were interesting enough to promote participation
and engagement, but he was also interested to know
if that interest and engagement had a positive effect
on learning and skills development. To this end, he
thought of some questions which could help him gain
a better insight into what was actually happening in his
classroom:

What activities or strategies do | use to engage my
students in class?

What activities do my students like to do during the
lessons?

What do students think of my current activities and
the resources | use?

To what extent do my students feel the activities | am
using are helping them to improve?

Dario understood that if he wanted accurate and
reliable information, he would need to collect data
using different tools; he decided to use four: a student
questionnaire and reflective writing, notes on lesson
recordings and peer observations.

Data collection tools

The questionnaire Dario designed explored the extent
of his students’ motivation, participation, interests
and preferences — all in relation to the activities and
resources he used. He also asked them to state the
degree to which they felt they had improved their
English level as a result of these classes.

Dario then asked his students to do a reflective writing
task so that they could reflect on their learning and
assess whether they were improving their skills with
the activities which were being implemented in class,
and also whether they considered those activities
motivating. This writing was anonymous and students
did it in Spanish.



ANONYMOUS REFLECTIVE ESSAY

Write a short essay about your language learning
experience during this course. Consider the
following aspects:

a. Explain how much you feel that you are making
progress in developing your English skills from
the classes.

b. Reflect on the way in which the strategies
and resources that the teacher currently uses
in class have motivated or demotivated you,
aroused your interest or not in learning the
language.

c. Describe those aspects of the class that you
would keep, which you would change or which
you would add to make you feel more interested
or more motivated in class.

Reflective writing task translated from Spanish

To observe and analyse student engagement for
himself, Dario also video-recorded five lessons, which
he later viewed and analysed. To focus, he came up
with questions to reflect on. (In fact, doing this was
particularly useful since he learnt many other things
about his teaching that he was not aware of, e.g. his
body language, gestures, talking time, etc.)

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS:

+ Which activities do students seem
to participate in most? What is their
participation like?

+ What interaction patterns are in evidence
in the lesson? When do students seem
to be more motivated to work (in pairs, in
groups of three, in teams of 4 or 5+)? How
do I know? Describe/give details.

+ At what moments of the lesson do students
participate more? How do | know?

+ What are the resources that seem to
promote more participation/attract
students’ attention in class? How do |
know? How do they use them?

» What language or skills work is evidenced
in the lesson? Do students seem to be
engaged (regarding participation and
involvement) when doing that kind of (skill
or language) work? Why? Describe.

Questions used for reflection on video-recordings

Finally, Dario decided to invite five different colleagues
to come and peer observe some of his lessons (five
different lessons in total) since he felt it would be useful
to gain others’ perspectives in addition to his own. The
aims of these observations were to a) identify which
activities and resources students engaged with most/
seemed most enthusiastic about; b) identify which
interaction patterns students seemed to prefer; ©)
identify the resources they found the most interesting;
and d) identify which skills or language areas engaged
them most.

After five lessons, Dario analysed the data he had
gathered from his four research tools, and he found that
what he learned from his students’ responses probably
provided the most reliable information because they
were anonymous and his students weren't afraid to be
honest and express negative opinions.

Generally, Dario was happy to discover that most
students (around 30) felt motivated during his lessons.
However, 15 thought the activities and resources were
not very interactive, interesting or motivating.

Activities, materials and resources

Dario discovered from his notes on lesson recordings
that the activities and strategies he had been
implementing to engage his students in class were
mainly speaking activities such as short conversations
and mini-tasks where learners had to talk about a
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specific topic or issue. Students felt happy working with
those speaking activities and expressed their desire
to continue working with them; nevertheless, around
a quarter of the students did ask for more variety and
creativity in the design of those activities.

Twelve students also reported being interested when
working with listening activities such as songs and
videos, but again they wanted more variety. Nine
students also wanted to play fun language learning
games —something Dario had notincluded in his lessons.
In short, students expressed the same opinions about
most of the activities, materials and resources used — a
lack of creativity and innovation and interaction.

In terms of the resources which the teacher
uses, | believe they are adequate and interesting,
but | believe they could be more entertaining,
motivating, creative and inferactive...

Extract from student’s reflective writing
translated from Spanish

Interaction patterns
Students’ responses  about
supported findings from the peer observations and
Dario’s video recording notes; students enjoyed working
in pairs or teams, but showed greater enthusiasm when
participating in mingle activities — they were very
enthusiastic when speaking with different partners and
sharing their opinions on a range of topics.

interaction  patterns

Students both enjoy pair work and mingling but
seem to enjoy more the latter one. Some students
express some signs of involvement when mingling

- gestures, laughs, smiles.

Peer observation comment

Skills development

Regarding skills development, Dario became aware that
he hadn't achieved a good balance. Most students (23)
thought the activities were useful for developing their
listening and speaking skills, but there were six students
who expressed a lack of improvement in areas such as
reading, writing and grammar.

Something unexpected

And finally, Dario came across an unexpected finding
in his students’ questionnaire responses; he was
completely unaware that some of his students felt
unnoticed and had few opportunities to speak or get
feedback as a result of being part of an overcrowded
classroom.

Maybe you see that there are many
of us and it is difficult to participate
in the class when you so have many
classmates.

(Student response translated from Spanish)

We are many and sometimes there is
not the personalised attention that we
need in certain areas.

(Student response translated from Spanish)

Dario thought about what he had learned from his
exploration and based on his analysis of the feedback,
he came up with an action plan designed to increase
students’ interest and promote their participation and
enthusiasm in class.

First, he designed different activities based on songs
and sitcoms but introduced a variety — not just gap-fill
exercises or watching without doing anything. Instead
he designed integrated-skills activities; for example,
after watching a sitcom, students were given scenes
and asked to describe them, or after listening to a
song, students sang karaoke style or worked on apps
or websites.



Students singing karaoke Unscrambling scenes Completing the lyrics of a song

Dario also introduced more interactive activities — games such as Pictionary or Charades; language competitions;
using interactive websites and apps. These interactive activities were also designed to practise different skills and
language.

Competition: Describing visuals Basketball grammar game Playing Charades to practise modals

Dario’s third action was to design and implement activities where students could mingle and interact in different
ways with different classmates.

Talking about musical preferences Discussing trivia questions Describing pictures

And finally, he implemented some strategies to improve his monitoring and feedback. Since he wasn't able to listen
to and monitor all the students during the lesson, he asked them to record their conversations so he could listen after
the class and provide feedback during the following lesson. This was sometimes done whole class using an error
analysis strategy on the board — students identified and corrected the mistakes; at other times using peer-correction,
and when students were unable to self-correct, he also provided explicit feedback.

Whole-class error analysis Monitoring performance Comparing answers in pairs

87



88

After three weeks (eight lessons) it was time for Dario to
evaluate the effects of his action plan using three of the
same tools he had used during the exploration phase
and a new one.

The student questionnaire focused on students’
perceptions of all the activities implemented. Dario
asked them to state how useful each activity had been
in gaining and maintaining their interest; how effective
each activity had been in helping them to develop and
improve their language and skills; and to state which skill
each activity had helped to develop the most. He also
asked them to rank the activities in order of preference.

The peer observations (four this time) again focused
on the extent of the students’ participation and
enthusiasm during the various activities, but also on
the language work or skills which were being promoted
during these activities and resources used. Dario was
more interested this time to find out which activities and
resources were most effective in generating interest
and developing specific skills. He was also keen to know

Focus group discussion

how he was monitoring and giving feedback and how
students were responding to this.

Dario also video-recorded all eight lessons and made
notes, focusing on the effectiveness of the various
activities and resources used. However, instead of
reflective writing, this time he held a 20-minute focus
group with nine students who had been randomly
selected. This was done in Spanish and Dario was able
to follow up on questionnaire responses and probe for
further information where necessary. He also prepared
tables of activities to help students remember what they
had done during the lessons.

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS

1. How motivated did you feel in the class through the song activities? Why?

2. How motivated did you feel in the class through the activities with TV series? Why?

3. Do you think that working with songs helped you improve your language skills? What skills? Why?

4. Do you think that working with TV series helped you improve your language skills? What skills? Why?

5. What is your opinion about the following activities (see table 1) in which you participated in class?
Why? What was the activity that you liked the most?

6. Do you consider that these activities contributed to the development of your skills in the language?

What skills? Why?

7. How attractive did you find the materials and resources (see table 2) used in the class? Why?

8. How productive or functional did you find the materials and resources used in class to improve your

language skills? Why?

9. How effective did you find the different speaking activities (see table 3) that were carried out in
pairs or small groups to improve your listening comprehension and oral expression? Why? Which

one did you like the most?
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10. Did you feel supported by the teacher during class? Which feedback and support strategy do you

find most useful and why?

Table 1 ‘ Table 2 ‘ Table 3
Pictionary Videos Discussion in pairs (two circles)
Descriptions with cards Songs Discussions in pairs with post-it

notes
Riddles Printed visuals Discussions with visuals
Basketball PowerPoint visuals Discussions with questions on

PowerPoint

I iti o
Kahoot! competition training, etc.)

Online games (Kahoot! lyrics

Discussions in threes with star
scheme

Competitions with visuals

Vocabulary worksheets

Find someone who mingle

Faces and gestures Flashcards

Discussions in teams with
flashcards

Envelopes with pictures to
order

PowerPoint presentations

Worksheets

Encouraging findings
Dario spent a lot of time analysing the data he collected
and made some useful and interesting discoveries.

Dario discovered that students found songs and
sitcoms very useful; 31 students ‘liked” them and
believed they had helped them to develop different
skills and language (not only listening and speaking).
They also added that these resources had helped them
to learn some colloquial expressions, phrasal verbs and
idioms, and had given them a better insight into cultural
aspects of English. During the focus group, students
also added that practising language when working with
songs and sitcoms had motivated them.

| think songs were really nice and fun, |
like music a lot so | get motivated when
working with that. It's very nice when
somebody plays a song and everybody gets
together to sing it

o 64.6

PRONUNCIATION LISTENING

Skills and

language areas
61.7 developed

OCABULARY through the
actions applied

31.4
WRITING

Manuel Dario Acosta Martinez

‘|



While we were watching the sitcom our listening was
improving when trying to understand what they were
saying, and when trying to unscramble the scenes of the
sitcom we were improving our writing since we had to write
them down and at the same time we were improving our
grammar since we had to write them accurately. When we
were watching the sitcoms we also improved our vocabulary
since we learned some expressions native speakers use.

Dario was not surprised by this positive response since
he had also observed how attentive, enthusiastic (smiling
and laughing) and well students had participated during
these activities.

All students were singing the songs, one student
dared to go fo the front of the class and sing with
the microphone. All students clapped when he
finished singing. Then, there was a second song
and several students were asked fo sing passing
the microphone. Everyone seemed to be having
fun, they all sang a5 a group.

Students watched a sitcom called “Two and a half
men’. This activity increased their inferest during
the lesson, they were very attentive, and they
laughed a lot while watching it.

Dario also noticed that by incorporating a variety
of activities, such as games and competitions (e.g.
Charades, basketball grammar game, Pictionary,
etc) and using some websites or apps such as lyrics
training or Kahoot!, he was able to break the routine,
raise students’ interest a bit more and achieve a better
balance in terms of skills and language development.
Students reported enjoying these activities; they felt
they were learning while having fun.

Students playing Pictionary

I Activities were quite entertaining I

and enjoyable; developing our
communicative competence through
games is something which motivates
me to practise the language.

(Student response translated from Spanish)

All the activities in general were very
productive because while we were
playing we had the opportunity to learn
and develop our knowledge of every
topic in class, these activities helped

us to get further practice on different
topics.

(Student response translated from Spanish)

Students also added that playing games lessened their
fear of speaking as they felt less worried about making
mistakes and in the end ‘it was just a game'.

Around 30 students reported that the new materials
and resources implemented during the lessons
helped them to develop their language skills and 26
students thought the materials were attractive and fun
— some students even said they suited their learning
preferences, styles or interests. Dario realised that by
including a greater, well-designed variety of materials
and resources in his class, he was able to create a livelier
and more innovative environment than he could using
traditional materials, such as worksheets and textbooks.

For each one of them helped us a

lot to improve these skills since it is
also attractive to work with materials
that attract our attention and make us
perform the knowledge acquired more.

(Student response translated from Spanish)

The data also showed that introducing more mingle
activities succeeded in making the lessons more
interactive; the fact that students were constantly moving
and working with different partners increased their talking
time and opportunities to learn from each other. Almost all
of the students (33) mentioned the important role mingle



activities played in helping them to develop their speaking
skills and more than half of the group (20 students)
said that mingle activities helped them to improve their
listening, pronunciation and vocabulary. Dario also noted
in his journal how mingle activities promoted interaction.

Both mingling activities implemented during this
lesson promoted student interaction, they were
practising their speaking and listening carefully
with their classmates ...

o p!

Students’ reactions after a mingle activity

Another important finding was that ten students
believed mingle activities created a more equitable (less
threatening) environment , giving them the opportunity
to talk to their peers (equals) and not someone with a
higher level of English (like the teacher). Mingle activities
also allowed them to get positive feedback and support
from their classmates and encouraged those students
who faced difficulties to use the language with more
confidence; for example, their classmates helped them
to pronounce certain words or express their ideas better.

I These activities require the ability to I

speak, sometimes the same partners
can help you to comfortably pronounce
the words or to order the ideas, which
helped me a lot.

(Student response translated from Spanish)

With these activities you practise
pronunciation and dialogue coherence
and you can correct grammatical errors
through the observations that your
classmates notice about you.

(Student response translated from Spanish)

Avery positive finding was that students found correcting
their own or each other’s mistakes very useful — they
considered this approach more meaningful since they
could learn from those mistakes. They also appreciated
that this was done as a whole class because it was less
time-consuming and they felt less exposed — they felt
making mistakes was OK and they were encouraged to
‘lose the fear of speaking” and focus on improving their
language. A good number of students (32) also agreed
that they received appropriate and timely feedback.

I It was easy to ask questions or doubts I

to the teacher since he had a positive
attitude to help us. He did not provide
us with the correct answer right away,
which also helped us to think of the
correct answer and in those cases
where we were not able to come up
with the correct answer, he helped us.

(Student response translated from Spanish)

One of the actions | consider very
useful when we practised speaking,
was that he made some comments
and provided feedback as a whole
class. | enjoyed a lot when he did that,
because every student notices his/her
mistakes and it prevents some others
from making them in the future.

(Student response translated from Spanish)

Finally, Dario found that recording his lessons also
helped greatly with monitoring and feedback. While
he continued to monitor students’ speaking during the
activities, he found that with the recordings he had
much more opportunity to listen to all of his students
and provide feedback.

| consider the recordings are quite useful for
monitoring and providing delayed feedback since
it is impossible for feachers to hear all mistakes
when students are speaking in pairs or small
groups.
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His students also noticed this and commented on it
during the focus group.

We felt supported by the teacher, he was
constantly monitoring the activities so we
felt he was really listening to us instead of
just listening to a couple of students so we

felt more motivated to do it even better.

We do not feel afraid of making mistakes,
we felt encouraged to think of some things

again and correct them again.

Overall, Dario was pleased with the impact of his actions
since students’ perceptions and attitudes had changed
as a result.

From doing this research, there are many things Dario
has learnt and he knows there are aspects of his
teaching that will definitely change.

Teachers know or feel when students are enjoying their
lesson, when they become interested, engaged or even
motivated, but once teachers achieve that, it does not
mean it will always be like that. Every lesson represents a
challenge in terms of doing it better next time and that's
what Dario learned; that's what he had to face every time
he incorporated another song, another sitcom, another
game, etc. He had to look for new and creative ways to
present them, use them and engage students. For this
reason, the project does not finish here — it is a good
starting point in terms of exploring students’ beliefs and
perceptions and adapting teaching to their needs and
interests, and as a consequence, increase the chances
of learning taking place in the classroom.

Dario will definitely include more interactive resources
and activities in his lessons, the kind that promote
participation, interaction and enjoyment of the learning
experience. Before doing this research, he thought he
was already doing this, but he learnt there are ways
to design and include more creative activities and
resources to break the routine and make the lessons
more fun.

He also learned that he needed to design activities that
provide students with more possibilities to improve their
language and skills in a more balanced way.

| learned that one of the most important
things, perhaps the most important thing |
can do as a teacher is to listen to my students,
listen to their needs, their likes, their dislikes,
their learning goals, etc. Once | listen to what
my students really need and like, then, and
only then, can | start planning a lesson because
it might provide me with better chances to
create a more meaningful experience for them.

Dario also now knows that in order to truly engage his
students, he cannot depend only on what literature
suggests or what he thinks will work based on his
academic background or experience. He needs to start
by exploring the situation — his learners’ characteristics,
their needs and interests, strengths and weaknesses,
the possible causes of a problem or situation —and then,
once he has done that, come up with more appropriate
actions to address the situation or improve an aspect of
his teaching.

This research and the changes | implemented helped
me to understand that when | analyse a situation or a
problem in the classroom | cannot think of a single cause
of the problem and a single solution to it; situations or
problems in the classroom are multifactorial and | need
to be able to analyse all the possible causes and look for
appropriate solutions.

“Student engagement’ does not only depend on
organising games or using songs. My findings suggest
that engagement involves designing and implementing
activities and resources based on students” interests and
needs such as games, competitions, outdoor activities,
mingling activities, songs and sitcoms, but those
activities and resources have to be varied, they have to
be implemented creatively and if possible, innovatively.



Students also need to get a sense of achievement by
participating in those activities, they need to feel they
are practising and improving most of their skills, and
last but not least, they need to feel that | am listening
to them — they need to know that | am aware and
interested in their progress and that | will provide the
necessary feedback and support for them to improve.

| would like to express my very great appreciation
to Escuela Normal de Amecameca and the British
Council for giving me the opportunity to work on
this wonderful EAR project; Paula Rebolledo, Omar
Rugerio and Deborah Bullock for their guidance
and encouragement. | would also like to thank my
students whose valuable participation made it
possible to carry out this research and last, but not
least, | wish to thank my family for their endless
support throughout this process.

Reflection

Dario learnt so much from undertaking this EAR
project but the most important lesson was to
listen to his students, listen to their needs, their
likes, their dislikes, their learning goals, etc. And
although he used a variety of tools, he states that
he learnt a lot about his teaching from his own
reflections on his video-recorded lessons. Have
you ever recorded yourself teaching? Would you
like to? What kind of questions could you write to
focus your observations of yourself?
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