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Teaching writing in
large classes

Natia Katamadze
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In this research, Natia explains

how she started her research
wanting to know the reasons for
her students’ lack of motivation and
low performance in writing. Thanks
to her findings she discovered that
her students lacked knowledge

of grammar and vocabulary, and
that she supported their writing
effectively but did not provide
enough encouragement. Therefore,
she learned that the origin of the
problem was more complex than
originally presumed.




Teaching context

| teach at Batumi Public School No.14 in Batumi,
Georgia. It’'s an urban school but lots of students
come from the countryside and nearby villages;
therefore, it's one of the biggest schools in the city
with about 2,000 students ranging from elementary
to secondary levels. Most parents work full-time, and
some of them are immigrants living in different
countries so they are rarely involved in the school
life of their children.

| teach students of different levels. This particular
research was conducted in the ninth class which has
27 students who are 14-15 years of age. They have
English classes twice a week and have been learning
English as a second language from first grade. Their
level of English proficiency can be placed at an
intermediate level. The class is mixed-ability and while
most of them are good at reading and listening, they
struggle with speaking and writing.
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Research focus

After a long observation, | found out that students
lacked motivation in writing and had difficulties during
writing tasks. They had problems with accuracy and
fluency, lacked a clear structure, had poor vocabulary
and half of them avoided writing at all.

This topic is relevant to my teaching because
writing skills are essential for composing diaries,
essays, formal and informal emails, research

papers and other texts that demonstrate students’
understanding of a subject. Good writing skills allow
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students to record and communicate their thoughts,
emotions and experiences which is essential for
communicating effectively.

To understand this situation | created three
exploratory questions:

1. What do my learners find hard about writing?

2. How do | provide my learners with writing
structures and relevant feedback about their
writing?

3. What do | do to engage all the students during
the writing activity?

To answer these questions, | used and collected
data from the following tools: questionnaires for
students, a reflective journal and observation notes
from my colleague. For students’ questionnaires,

| created different kinds of questions to explore
their perceptions about writing lessons, explain
their feelings about writing and ask for their
suggestions about improving writing classes.
Besides, for classroom observation, | asked one

of my colleagues to observe three of my writing
lessons. Finally, | kept a reflective journal for myself
for 4 weeks to reflect on my writing lessons. The
focus of the reflection was on how | supported and
engaged my students during the writing tasks and
how | provided my students with writing structures
and gave them relevant feedback.

Findings

After analysing all the data obtained, in terms

of students’ feelings regarding writing and their
difficulties, the questionnaire revealed that most
students (17 out of 26) felt motivated while doing
writing tasks, but had difficulties because of lack of
grammar, organising thoughts, and getting started
on writing assignments. Six students mentioned

a lack of vocabulary. Six respondents mentioned
getting distracted. 18 learners indicated that the
most difficult writing activity for them was argument
essays. Half of the students tended to avoid doing
writing activities. In my journal, | wrote that some of
them started writing but it seemed that they didn’t
know how to continue, 'They either don’t know what
and how to write or just don’'t want to write.
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From the observation notes, | found out that,
although the teacher indicated target vocabulary in
the student textbook and wrote grammar structures
on the board, only half of the learners did the task.
Also, according to my colleague’s observation
notes, written feedback and support were given to
some students, who managed to finish writing in
time. The feedback was not given to students who
didn’t manage to finish writing. My colleague wrote,
'The teacher looks and assists at some students’
work, but doesn’t try to encourage those students
who are not writing’.

Most students (22 out of 26) indicated they enjoyed
the fill in the story’ writing activity. As for writing
strategies, most students (21) found the following
strategies useful: seeing modelling text, writing
topic sentences, showing the text to somebody

and asking for opinions. During the observation,

my colleague wrote, 'The teacher walks around the
class, looks at some students’ work, and assists them
in case of necessity. She doesn’t try to encourage
those students who are not writing.’ This evidenced
a lack of encouragement on my part to get students
to work on their writing tasks. However, | did support
them by providing writing structures and examples,
and indicating relevant vocabulary before any
writing activity.

In summary, my colleague’s comments and the
analysis of other data persuaded me that despite
using and offering different writing strategies,
students had difficulties writing because they lacked
knowledge of grammar and vocabulary. Some
students struggled with starting to write and they
needed further feedback, practice

and encouragement.

Proposed action plan

The findings above indicated that my learners’
reluctance to participate in writing tasks is due to
their lack of knowledge of grammar and vocabulary.
Therefore, they need further feedback, practice and
support.

To address the issues identified, | plan to include
different writing strategies to develop their writing
skills, focus on grammar and vocabulary, and give
students more opportunities to practice. Besides,
| will provide them with more tips and constructive
feedback to inspire them to write more skillfully.

Final reflections

This research process helped me gain a better
understanding of my classroom dynamics, teaching
methods and strategies. It helped me to realise

the kind of difficulties and challenges that can

be a trigger for their reluctance to write. Also, |
concluded that since the class is heterogeneous
with mixed-ability students, they need individual
attention and more support to enhance their writing
skills. Besides, through this research, learners were
able to identify their own weaknesses and strengths
during writing lessons and made judgments about
their learning in order to improve their performance,
knowledge and skills.

This year, | have started carrying out my action
plan and as a result, my learners have made great
progress with their writing skills. Although few of
them are still reluctant, their involvement during
the writing lesson has increased. Consequently, |
am going to continue the implementation of my
action plan in light of the positive results | have
observed so far.
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The author

"This research process helped me gain a better
understanding of my classroom dynamics, teaching
methods and strategies.’

| am Natia Katamadze, a high school English
language teacher, mentor and teacher trainer. | hold
a master’s degree in English Language Teaching
and Literature and a doctoral degree (PhD) in
Slavic Philology. | have been teaching English for
24 years and | have experience teaching English
to all ages, from primary learners to adults. | am an
enthusiastic, dedicated and determined teacher. |
am inspired to further my continuous professional
development, explore various perspectives of
teaching and contribute to the development of the
local community.




