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My teaching context

| work in Al Amal primary school located in Sudan, western Kordofan state. There, | teach
Grade 6 students who are about 12 years old. They take six hours of English weekly. The
school is a private one with limited resources and, because it is in a rural area, electricity
is only available for four hours a day, so the technology available to help with the teaching
process is limited and the materials used are mostly provided by the teachers. Teaching
English in particular is quite a challenge in my region for a number of reasons. First of all,
the students started learning English just three years ago, when they were in Grade 3,
following a reform in the education system in my country.

Therefore, they are still struggling with the basics. In this context, students learn English
as a foreign language, with very limited exposure to the language outside the English
lesson and school. Hence, they feel unmotivated to learn a new language. Additionally,
with limited modern and technological resources, English teachers find themselves bea-
ring the brunt of adapting to the limited environment and creating solutions to overcome
these challenges.

My research topic

| chose to explore the difficulties and challenges of speaking English faced by my
students. This is because | noticed that my students’ participation in speaking
activities is very low, and when they do participate, they make a lot of mistakes in
pronunciation and grammar or they speak their mother language, Arabic. | decided to
explore this issue by finding out my students’ perspectives on speaking activities, my
own teaching style and the materials that | use. | applied exploratory action research
methodology and designed my research project.

This topic is important to me because, as a language teacher, oral communication
between the teacher and students or among the students is very important and plays
a vital role in any educational process. Therefore, the lack of speaking definitely affects
teaching negatively. Moreover, it has a negative effect on my students’ perception of the
language and also on their performance during the lessons and exams. Since they are
in a transitional stage, as next year they will move from primary school to middle school,
they are in great need of speaking skills in order to face the next level.



To answer these questions, | carried out focus group discussions and lesson observations
and had my students keep a reflective journal. For the focus group, | chose eight students
randomly. The discussion was carried out in Arabic to make the students feel encouraged
to participate. Six questions were designed to address the exploratory questions about
the students’ perception of speaking activities.

As for lesson observation, three lessons were observed by my colleague. |
designed eight questions to be answered in order to address Question 4, which sought
to understand how | teach speaking in the classroom. In their journals, students wrote
about the challenges they face when they speak, what they think of the speaking
activities, their preferred activities, as well as their perception of collaborative work.

The answers to my exploratory questions

In terms of students’ speaking difficulties and preferred activities (Questions 1 and 2),
the results were that students think positively of pair-work speaking activities. They
claimed that their peers help and support them, so they were not afraid of making
mistakes. One of my students said, ‘| feel unconfident and frustrated when | speak to
the whole class. The student explained that she felt like this because they had
challenges in grammar, lacked vocabulary and also had difficulties in pronunciation.

When | asked them in what way | could help them to speak more in the class, they
proposed that they be given pre-speaking activities and some related vocabulary in
order to be well prepared for the lessons and they also indicated that they needed more
speaking activities. In addition to that, they expressed their need for more visual aids to
help them with vocabulary. One student said,

We want to be divided into groups, and in each group there
should be strong and weak students. In this way, we can help
each other. And the activity should be dialogues. We love
dialogues because we feel as if we are in a real situation and
we speak with confidence.



This would solve the issue | had noted in the past that the students’ oral interaction in
the class was very low, whether they were nominated to participate or were given the
freedom to participate voluntarily.

In terms of how | teach speaking (Question 4), my fellow teacher who observed me
reflected,

Although you support your students during the lesson by giving
them clear instructions and helping them with some related
vocabulary, some students still didn’t participate. You need to
give them more support by giving them more time to prepare
their answers and perhaps giving them extra activities.

My observer also commented on the way | correct my students’ mistakes when they are
speaking. He indicated that it was too much and that | needed to reduce the correction
because it interrupted them and affected their speech negatively.

It can be concluded that my students like pair activities. They also like to be given
pre-speaking activities and more activities to practise. Moreover, my students expressed
their need for visual aids and more speaking activities. The results also revealed that
my students had difficulties in grammar and pronunciation and they lacked vocabulary.
Therefore, | had to teach those areas more precisely. Furthermore, | needed to
reduce the correction of mistakes during speaking and give extra support to weaker
students.

My action plan

Based on the findings above, | created an action plan to address the issues identified.
The action plan included strategies to develop more effective speaking skills, and this
was carried out for almost a month and in eight lessons.

| provided students with leaflets of the related vocabulary task before each lesson
and also taught grammar implicitly. This is where | taught grammar in a communicative
manner by providing my students with authentic contexts and communication-based
activities, such as role play and oral group pattern games, which facilitate learners’ oral
production. | also conducted pre-speaking activities such as information gaps,
reading something relevant to the topic, jotting down ideas and reviewing vocabulary
necessary for the to-pic. Likewise, | used visual stimuli such as pictures, drawings and
cartoons to pre-teach vocabulary and pronunciation. | also conducted pair- and group-
work activities.

To evaluate the effects of the strategies included in the action plan, | used a
questionnaire, another lesson observation and a reflective journal. Three classroom
observations were carried out, using an observation instrument and an observer,



one at the beginning of implementation, another during and the last classroom
observation taking place at the end of the intervention. The observer was instructed
to focus his attention on the activities | implemented to teach speaking and whether |
provided students with enough grammatical explanation, vocabulary and
pronunciation. Additionally, he observed how | supported my students before, during
and after speaking lessons, how | promoted collaborative work and also the way
| provided feedback to my students. The questionnaire was designed containing
12 questions aimed at gathering students’ opinions regarding the actions that
were implemented. The reflective journal was designed with eight questions to
guide my reflections on my own teaching and to obtain more information about the
impact of the action plan.

The impact of my action plan

After analysing the results from the different tools applied, | was able to conclude that
the effects of my action plan were positive. Learners were more involved in the speaking
tasks, particularly when the speaking activity was part of their grammar lesson. This could
be due to the fact that the lesson provided the content for speaking. Learners were
able to use the new vocabulary in practice tasks, where visual aids and pre-teaching
vocabulary were of great help. In addition, they appeared at ease and capable of using
correct grammatical language in speaking activities. Furthermore, pronunciation
improved, but only slightly. It seems improving this may need more time and a more
focused approach. However, pronunciation lessons and activities gave my students a
lot of confidence to carry out speaking tasks. The consistent practice carried out in
the class was useful in improving their confidence. Learners are now more confident
to speak in pairs, groups and to the whole class. In terms of my teaching, | became
more flexible and patient with weaker students and provided them with more support.

My reflections

In conclusion, the actions | implemented improved my students’ speaking and had a
positive impact on my students’ performance. Furthermore, this exploratory action
research helped me to develop positive interactions with my students through all the
stages of my research, whether by exploring their points of view about their learning
and my teaching or by talking to them to find out the problems they faced. This gave
me the opportunity to know their learning needs, which is something | had never done
before. In addition, this action research made me aware of the importance of
collaboration with my colleagues. Through peer observation, we exchanged ideas
and we had long discussions on the topic of my research. This helped me a lot and
enlightened my insights. With follow-up, guidance and advice from my mentors, | was
able to find answers to the problem that | had identified for my study. | am grateful for
this opportunity.



