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Teaching context
This story focuses on speaking and is set at the Escuela 
Normal de Tejupilco, a school located in Tejupilco, a 
municipality to the south of the State of Mexico. The 
students who participated in Priscilla’s Exploratory 
Action Research project were 2nd-grade trainees in 
the third semester of Kindergarten and Elementary 
education programmes. There were 19 students (16 
women and 2 men) in the group with an elementary 
level of English and aiming to reach CEFR A2 level. 

A reluctance to speak
Although the students were hardworking and progressing 
well with English skills and language, Priscilla noticed 
that when it came to speaking they seemed shy or 
nervous; they preferred not to speak and couldn’t 
seem to express their ideas when they did. Priscilla was 
aware that speaking in English was a necessary skill and 
requirement of the course and felt she needed to do 
something about it. She felt disappointed that she hadn’t 
been able to address this problem, and decided she 
should try to get to the root of it even though it seemed 
a big challenge to start with.

I had to know if my teaching 
approach was useful to my students 

and whether the materials and 
strategies I was using were effective.

Exploration
Having identified the focus of her study as how she could 
encourage her students to speak, Priscilla came up with 
four exploratory questions to guide her research. These 
focused on her approach to speaking and how her 
students felt about it. 

• EQ1. What do my students feel and think about the 
speaking activities?

• EQ2. How often do my students practise speaking in 
the class?

• EQ3. What strategies do I currently use to develop 
speaking?

• EQ4. What do my students think about the materials 
used during speaking activities in the class?

Then in order to collect information which could help 
to answer these questions, Priscilla thought about 
what methods she could most usefully employ. After 
some thought she decided on a student questionnaire, 
reflective writing, peer observation and materials 
analysis.

Data collection methods
Student questionnaire. Priscilla designed a questionnaire 
in Spanish which contained 20 multiple-choice 
questions and some space to justify answers. Students 
were asked to give their opinions on the activities and 
resources Priscilla used, to indicate how motivated they 
were to speak, to state which interaction patterns they 
preferred, to comment on the frequency of speaking 
practice, to suggest topics they were interested in, and 
finally, to respond to a number of questions focused on 
the speaking activities included in the textbook (cf. EQs 
1, 3 and 4).



Pr
isc

illa
 J

an
et

 L
óp

ez
 V

al
de

z 

63

Reflective writing. Then, in addition to the questionnaire, Priscilla asked her students to remember and write about a 
particular situation where they had had difficulty expressing themselves in English (cf. EQs 1 and 4). This was done 
in Spanish and each section was scaffolded with questions. Students worked on this in class for an hour to give them 
time to fully express their thoughts. Priscilla based the template on Gibbs’ Reflective Model1.

REFLECTIVE WRITING

1. Description: Think of a situation where you had some difficulty expressing yourself orally in 
English while doing an activity in your class. What happened? Describe the activity and the 
materials you used.

2 Feelings: At this stage you are going to describe the emotional response you had to this 
experience. Consider what you felt, how your body felt, what you did, and how others reacted 
to your actions. What were your reactions and feelings when you expressed yourself in English 
during the speaking activity?

3. Evaluation: At this stage you will consider the situation and your reactions objectively. You 
should consider the experience from the perspective of other people besides your own. This 
will help you understand if the situation was bad just for you or for others as well. Do you 
consider that the materials used to work on the speaking activity were according to your level 
of English and that of your classmates? Did the materials used allow you and your classmates to 
feel comfortable and more confident expressing yourself in English?

4. Analysis: Once you have considered the situation in an evaluative way, you can begin to 
analyse it in detail by considering the following questions: What sense can you give to this 
situation? What was really happening? Were other people’s experiences similar or different? 
Why do you think you had these feelings when you described the activities and materials? Were 
your classmates’ feelings similar to yours?

5. Conclusions: When drawing your conclusions you should consider the general application and 
your specific situation. Think about what your conclusions mean for you, your context and for 
others as well. What can you conclude from the experience of expressing yourself in English 
and from the materials used in class? What can you conclude from your personal situation and 
your way of working with oral expression activities and materials in English?

6. Personal action plan: Think, what can be different to improve your oral expression? What 
materials and activities can be different to improve your oral expression in English in class? How 
do you think you will know that you have improved your oral expression after a certain period of 
work in which you are given the necessary support?

Reflective writing template questions (translated from Spanish)

1. Gibbs, G. (1998) Learning by doing: A guide to teaching and learning methods. Further Education Unit, Oxford Brookes University, Oxford.
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Peer observation. Priscilla also arranged for two colleagues 
to observe her lessons on two separate occasions. Priscilla 
felt that maybe there were aspects she was not taking 
into account and she hoped that her colleagues would 
be able to help her identify these. For this she created an 
observation protocol to focus them on specific aspects 
of the lessons (cf. EQs 2 and 3). This was written and 
completed in Spanish too.

PEER OBSERVATION QUESTIONS
1. At what moments during the lesson were 

speaking activities implemented? What type 
of interaction was worked on in the speaking 
activity? What activities were carried out? 
Describe.

2 How much time of the lesson was devoted to 
speaking activities? 

3. What digital resources, prints or materials were 
used to support speaking activities? Describe 
how they were used.

4. What instructions did the teacher give to carry 
out the speaking? What did the students do?

5. In addition to the speaking activities, did the 
students produce the language orally at some 
other time? What happened?

(translated from Spanish)

Lesson plans and materials. Finally, Priscilla decided to 
analyse her plans and materials from five lessons too, 
as she felt this would help her find some answers to EQs 
2 and 3, i.e. how often students practised speaking and 
what strategies she used to develop this.

Findings
Priscilla was able to get a lot of useful information from 
this initial data collection, which she then analysed and 
organised, and there were several important findings 
which provided her with answers to each of her 
exploratory questions, and ideas of what she could do 
to improve the situation. 

EQ1. What do my students feel and think 
about the speaking activities?
At the start of this project Priscilla had thought that 
the students did not want to speak, or were reluctant 
to speak because they were shy or nervous, but this 
assumption was only partially correct. Students indicated 
that the reason they didn’t speak was not because they 
didn’t want to, they did, but they felt nervous. 14 of the 
19 students reported feeling nervous during speaking 
activities and seven of these explained that this was 
because they were ‘afraid of making a mistake’. However, 
when they worked in pairs, they reported feeling more 
confident and motivated: questionnaire responses 
indicated that 19 students felt positive about pair work.  

In response to Priscilla’s question about being corrected, 
14 students reported feeling ‘good’ and stated that they 
wanted to be corrected, e.g.

I felt good because this helps me improve 
my pronunciation.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

I felt good and con!dent, it was useful.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

Moreover, 20 students argued that immediate correction 
was very useful, and five students also mentioned that 
immediate correction helped them, especially with 
pronunciation.
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It helps me improve my pronunciation. 
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

As a result of these findings, Priscilla recognised 
that she should promote pair work more, 
and in response to students’ suggestions, 
provide immediate correction, particularly of 
pronunciation, where appropriate.

Priscilla needed to focus on reducing her 
teacher talk time, and provide students with 
more speaking practice by supplementing the 
textbook with other dynamic and fun activities.

Priscilla felt she should start to vary speaking 
activities, and not work only to the book. She 
would need to find and use supplementary 
materials.

EQ2. How often do my students 
practise speaking in the class?
Priscilla discovered that students practised speaking 
with their partners and with her for an average of 20 
minutes per lesson. This estimate was based on her 
lesson plan analysis, the speaking activities planned 
using the textbook and peer feedback. However, one 
colleague wrote that perhaps Priscilla spent too much 
time speaking when giving instructions.

Students’ opinions on how much time was spent on 
speaking differed: some felt it was ‘OK’ and others felt 
it wasn’t enough.

EQ3. What strategies do I currently use to 
develop speaking?
Priscilla found that the strategies she applied were 
based solely on the textbook activities: dialogues in 
pairs, interviews and questionnaires. 16 students said 
they found these ‘interesting’, two found them ‘not 
interesting’ and one was indifferent. 12 students said 
that the speaking activities in the textbook motivated 
them to learn English whereas seven were ‘not sure’.

EQ4. What do my students think about  
the materials used during speaking 
activities in the class?
Students considered the textbook and audio-visual 
resources suitable; they felt confident and motivated 
by them because they were appropriate to their English 
level, and this made them easy to work with. 15 felt 
that the activities in the book helped them to improve 
their speaking. Additionally, most of the students (16) 
liked the textbook activities but some felt they needed 
something else related to their age and interests. And 
some felt that some of the activities were repetitive, 
boring or not related to their interests, e.g.

Some activities where we don’t use the 
book could help us.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

Sometimes they bore me.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

Not all of them are of interest.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

Students suggested a number of different activities 
that they would like, such as: ‘performing karaoke on 
computers to improve pronunciation’, ‘karaoke with 
Spanish subtitles’, ‘role plays’, ‘audio-visuals’, ‘more fun 
activities’, ‘games’, etc. They also suggested topics of 
interest, e.g. hobbies, friends, music, artists, experiences, 
places, etc.

Priscilla recognised she needed to introduce 
speaking activities based on topics of interest 
with audio-visual resources to complement 
the textbook.

Time for action
Priscilla organised her initial responses to what she had 
found from her exploration and came up with a three-
point action plan which she would implement over the 
course of six lessons. 
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Pair work activities
Because students had expressed feeling more comfortable speaking with a partner, Priscilla decided to include pair 
work during supplementary activities, such as ‘create and continue the story using images’ and jigsaw/information-
gap activities to build confidence. She also planned opportunities for students to express themselves freely during 
the warm-up stage and during the main activity of the lesson.

Varied speaking activities
During every lesson Priscilla introduced at least one 
speaking activity in which students worked in pairs 
using different supplementary resources, e.g. bingo 
cards, fairy tale images, pictures and karaoke. For each 
of these activities Priscilla chose authentic material, 
such as videos and songs from the Internet, which she 
adapted for the classroom and which would appeal to 
her students’ interests. 

Error correction
In response to her students’ need for immediate error 
correction, particularly of pronunciation, Priscilla 
implemented correction techniques during the main 
independent speaking practice activity of the lesson. 
She was careful to do this without disturbing the flow 
of communication and encouraged students to self-
correct if they repeated the same mistake. 

Using fairy tale imagesError correction
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Using pictures Using karaoke

Time to evaluate
Priscilla decided to use the same three tools to evaluate 
the impact of her actions – a questionnaire, reflective 
writing and peer observation – since she had found 
them so useful during the initial exploration.

Data collection methods
The peer observations were conducted by the same 
colleagues and took place three times during the 
implementation phase. The protocol Priscilla designed 
focused on how well students participated during pair 
work, how they used the materials and whether these 
effectively promoted speaking in addition to how 
Priscilla corrected oral errors and whether students 
took the correction on board. This time the questions 
were written and answered in English.

The student questionnaire Priscilla designed focused 
more on students’ feelings and opinions about working 
in pairs, the supplementary materials and the error 
correction techniques. Priscilla was interested to know 
whether these strategies had proved useful in reducing 
students’ feelings of nervousness and promoting and 
developing speaking skills. This was administered at the 
end of the sixth lesson and this time in English. Most 
responded in Spanish (13) although six answered in 
English.

The reflective writing task for this phase was much 
simpler and less scaffolded than it was for the exploratory 
phase (but still structured) and this time it was presented 
in English. Basically, students were guided to comment 

on how they had felt during the past two weeks during 
speaking activities and how useful they had found these, 
the pair work and the error correction. Again, Priscilla 
got her students to write this in the classroom. Most 
of the students answered in Spanish, some used a mix 
of English and Spanish and two responded entirely in 
English. 

Once Priscilla had collected, analysed and organised all 
the data from these three tools, she set about identifying 
key findings.

Some positive findings
How do students feel  
about speaking now?
Priscilla got a lot of positive feedback on her actions 
and she was happy to learn that all 19 of her students 
reported experiencing positive feelings when speaking 
and that they felt motivated to do so. Even more 
encouraging was that none of her students reported 
feeling ‘nervous’ or ‘stressed’ during pair work; all of 
them reported feeling either ‘confident’ or ‘optimistic’, 
and considered this an easier and more enjoyable way 
to learn and speak because they were able to practise 
pronunciation, learn vocabulary from each other 
and support each other. In the reflective writing they 
expanded more on this, for example:

I like the way I work.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)
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QUESTIONNAIRE

1. How do you feel now when doing speaking work in pairs?
  a) confident

 b) optimistic
 c) nervous
 d) stressed

 e) other_________

2. How useful is speaking in pairs for you to improve your language?
  a) very useful

 b) useful
 c) partly useful
 d) not useful

3. To what extent did the pair work activities in class promote speaking?
  a) quite a lot

 b) a lot
 c) a bit
 d) none

4. How did you feel when being corrected immediately by the teacher during speaking? 
Did it help you to correct your utterances?

 

5. How useful did you find the teacher’s immediate corrections when speaking?

 

6. What strategy did you find more useful when you were given feedback immediately?

 

7. Do you think correcting you immediately interrupted your communication when doing 
speaking work? In what way?

  a) yes  b) no

8. What did the teacher correct most?
  a) pronunciation

 b) fluency
 c) accuracy
 d) none

9. From the list below, what materials did you find more effective when  
doing speaking work?

  a) cultural activities
 b) videos

 c) playing bingo
 d) karaoke

 e) fairy tales
 f) presentations

10. Which one did you enjoy working with most? Why?

 

11. Do you consider that practising speaking in pairs during the lesson could be applied 
continuously for your improvement? Why?

 

12. What do you think the teacher should continue correcting when doing speaking work?
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I felt comfortable.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

I felt more con!dent.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

Yes, because practising in pairs  
bene!ts our speaking since I feel that  
I learn better. 
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

Yes because you lose your fear.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

Yes, I like it because I learn from  
my partner.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

Yes, because talking or interacting with 
another partner makes me feel con!dent.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

Moreover, students considered that practising speaking 
in pairs should happen regularly and continuously 
throughout the course for their continued improvement. 
19 students considered that speaking in pairs was 
helpful for their development and improvement and 
commented on why, e.g.

How do students feel about  
the correction techniques?
Priscilla had asked her colleague to observe how she 
corrected students and feedback indicated that she used 
both immediate and delayed correction techniques:

Teacher made the corrections after finishing singing 
in order to not interrupt.

Teacher corrected students immediately, students 
made the correction during the speaking.

Teacher corrected students during the presentation.

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

A. Confident 10

B. Optimistic 9

C. Nervous 0

D. Stressed 0

E. Other 0

10 9

0 0 0

QUESTION 1
How do you feel now 
when doing speaking 
work in pairs?

When students were asked which they preferred, 
the majority (15) expressed a preference for being 
corrected immediately, during the activity. However, 
six wanted to be corrected at the end together with 
the whole class, and one felt that individual correction 
at the end of the class would be better. Interestingly 
though, when asked which error correction technique 
they preferred, all students felt it was most useful to be 
corrected immediately as this made them ‘feel good’ 
and gave them ‘more confidence’, so there was some 
contradiction in the findings.
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How do students feel about the materials 
and activities?
Students appreciated working with different resources – 
photos, karaoke, pictures, and stories – in addition to the 
textbook. In the reflective writing students were asked 
about the activities and all of them (19) had positive 
comments about these:

I consider that all the activities help to 
improve my speaking.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

I liked these activities because I had  
fun and I learned.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

I really liked these activities because 
they got us out of the routine while at the 
same time continuing to practice.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

These activities motivate me  
to continue learning English.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

I found the classes interesting.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

The activities are a fun way to learn English.
(Student response, translated from Spanish)

And, Priscilla noticed that they especially liked the 
karaoke:

Feedback from the peer observations was also 
positive. Priscilla’s colleague noticed how in spite of the 
students’ level, they had no difficulty understanding the 
instructions, participated actively in pair work in English, 
and that the activities were varied. 

Conclusion
Overall, Priscilla felt that the activities and the materials 
introduced to develop speaking had been effective (to 
the extent that the textbook was used as a supplement!) 
and as a result students were more confident and their 
talk time had increased.

Finally, Priscilla also got some constructive feedback 
from her colleagues on other aspects of her teaching:

• Provide students with more vocabulary so they can 
converse even more fluently.

• Give shorter instructions.

• Reduce teacher talking time a bit more.

And Priscilla agrees with her colleagues:

It was fantastic, they enjoyed it a 
lot. They could sing in English!

Sometimes we don’t realise some aspects of 
our teaching so peer observation is a good 

way to improve our practice and teamwork. 
Naturally, I’m interested in being a better 
teacher, so I’m working on the suggestions 

my colleagues gave me.

Final reflections
As a result of Priscilla’s experience of this EAR project, 
she has learned that being an English teacher is a big 
challenge and there are a lot of aspects to consider. 
Even though she loves working with students and has 
always tried to do her best, this was not enough; she 
recognises that there were many things she was taking 
for granted and reflecting on her teaching was missing. 

Priscilla acknowledges that her students had needs 
she was unaware of but by doing exploratory action 
research she was able to listen and make changes to her 
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Taking part in this EAR project has helped me 
to reflect on my teaching practice. I learnt 

that there are many things to take into 
account to plan and teach well. From now on I 
will continue working with pair work activities 
to help students overcome their nervousness 
and reluctance to speak; I will make use of 

other kinds of activities, not only those in the 
textbook; and most importantly, I will listen 
and pay attention to my students’ interests, 
feelings and suggestions to know what they 
need to learn and how to help them learn. It 

has been a memorable experience!

approach to help them improve their speaking ability. 
For this reason, she now understands how important it 
is to be in touch, to research areas where she is missing 
something, to reflect on her teaching constantly and 
look for new, interesting and useful ways to support her 
students.
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Reflection

Priscilla started her EAR thinking that her 
students did not want to speak in class and 
later found out that in fact they were interested 
but were too nervous to do so. This insight, 
along with other important information she got, 
allowed her to understand the value of involving 
her students in her decision-making process. 
What do you think about this? How important 
is for you to plan your lessons based on your 
students’ suggestions? What tools could you 
use to collect this information? 


