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English teachers identifying problems, taking action and assessing results

Teaching experience
10 Years

Area of interest in teaching
Pronunciation Teaching

Introduction

| teach English students in Grades 4 to 6 (10-12 years
old) in a primary school in Wat Pho-Jae School, a rural
school in Samut Sakhon Province, Thailand. There are
on average 30 students in each class. Although

some of them come from other provinces, most

of them live in Samut Sakhon. The students are
well-behaved, respectful, and friendly, and they try
their best to complete the tasks they are given.
However, the students find it difficult to learn

and correctly pronounce the letters of the English
alphabet.

This research was designed to help the students in
bettering their English pronunciation. The students
had difficulty in pronouncing accurate English sounds
due to interference from their mother tongue and the
complex spelling system of English. Communicating
in English with standard pronunciation is important
because non-standard pronunciation can lead to
breakdowns in understanding. This study focused

on minimal pairs, e.g. /tJ/ and // for chair and share.
It also looked at final consonants, e.g. ‘bus’ and ‘with’.
It also included other interesting aspects, i.e. initial
consonants, short and long monophthong vowels,
diphthong vowels, clusters, and blended sounds,
which are all important features.

The students were taught how to pronounce the
letters of the alphabet correctly, including sound
blending. My research findings suggest that the
actions taken were generally successful. The students
were better able to match the letters of the alphabet
with their corresponding sounds more accurately
than they had done before.
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Method

As the researcher, | formulated five questions for
the exploratory phase of the investigation:

1. What do the students think about pronouncing
English letters/sounds accurately?

2. How do the students pronounce English letters/
sounds after | teach them?

3. How do the students review to practise English
alphabetic pronunciations after the class?

4. How do | demonstrate how to pronounce
English letters/sounds?

5. What activities do | use in the class to help
the students to pronounce English letters/
sounds accurately?

To collect information from my students, | created

a focus group schedule which consisted of nine
open-ended questions. To find out what the students
found difficult or easy during a pronunciation lesson,
| arranged four 40-minute focus groups, each with
3-4 students. | asked them how they felt about the
instructions, the lessons, the activities used in the
class, and what problems occurred. These questions
also asked students about their attitudes, confidence
levels, achievement levels, and out of school activities
in relation to pronunciation activities. However, the
students’ responses were quite alarming. They spoke
up and stated that they viewed English pronunciation
as being so difficult that they felt unable to learn and
correctly pronounce any English sounds confidently.
Moreover, they felt unable to pronounce characters
from the English alphabet because they found

it difficult to associate the letters with their
corresponding sounds. Lastly, because they had

just started to learn English formally from Grade 4,
they lacked the belief that they could achieve
anything of importance.
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| invited fellow teachers to observe my classes,
as per the task for colleagues in Table 9.1 below.
The eight questions focused on my activity in relation

Exploratory Action Research in Thai Schools

to creating positive conditions for learning about
pronunciation.

Observation Criteria

What happened

. How does the teacher provide instructions for pronouncing

English letters/sounds during an activity?

. How does the teacher demonstrate pronunciation of

English letters/sounds? For instance, using the mouth, lips,

and tongue.

sounds with confidence?

during an activity/task?

of a word?

sounds?

recording oneself, reading aloud)?

3. How often does the teacher encourage peer support
activities to enhance students’ pronouncing English letters/

4. How does the teacher monitor student engagement in the
preparation and delivery of pronouncing English letters

5. How does the teacher encourage students to practise
unfamiliar English letters/sounds accurately?
6. How does the use of a dictionary in the class enable

students to become aware of the phonetic transcription

7. What kind of websites/mobile apps are used by the teacher
to improve students’ pronunciation of English letters/

8. What kind of opportunities are given by the teacher to
practise pronouncing English letters/sounds (such as

Table 9.1. Observation Schedule

English sounds accurately?’

teaching pronunciation more systematically.
This involved:

teaching.
+ Using flash cards with minimal pairs to

N

chair and share).

The observation confirmed that students found it
difficult to learn and correctly pronounce letters
from the English alphabet. It showed that this was
not because of a lack of attention and participation
in class. Nevertheless, the students were still
unable to pronounce the English letters correctly,
even though | had engaged them in a variety of
pronunciation activities. | reflected on both the
student and teacher feedback by asking, ‘How can
| teach the students to know how to pronounce

My actions to remedy the situation began with

« Teaching pronunciation became a part of
every class and was used as a warm-up
activity in the 10-15 minutes before | began

differentiate between letters (such as /I/
and /r/ alive and arrive and also /tJ/ and /J/

» Teaching pupils how to pronounce specific
alphabet letters by modelling with a focus
on lips, mouth, and breathing.

» Asking students to shadow and mimic
as much as they could.

* Introducing students to important features
such as final consonants, which pose
a particular problem for Thai learners, e.g.
‘bus’ and ‘with’.

« Addressing initial consonants, short and
long monophthong vowels, diphthong vowels,
clusters, and blended sounds.
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Findings

My research findings show that the action research
had a positive impact. From analysis of pronunciation
alphabet worksheets, and records made in my
reflective journal and by my peer observations,

| found that two-thirds of the class could identify

the sounds of the alphabet. Importantly, this also
happened when the letters were jumbled up.

This strongly suggests that the students had truly
learned the sounds (instead of memorising them).
Importantly, almost all of the students (93%) reported
higher levels of satisfaction and belief after more
explicit instruction. For instance, when | wrote

the English alphabet on the whiteboard during

my teaching time, my students were able to identify
the letters and pronounce the sounds more
accurately. Moreover, according to the focus group
feedback, they stated that they are more confident

when pronouncing the sounds of the letters because
their awareness and knowledge has become more
secure through greater teacher support.

Another important point is the value
of a reflective research journal.

This helped me capture my thoughts,
impressions, and observations.

The content included observations
of which students knew how to use
their lips, mouth, and tongue, and
how to breathe during articulating
the sounds of the English alphabet.

[ EXPLORATORY ACTION RESEARCH }

15 grade 4 students of 10 years old from
Wat Pho-Jae School-rural setup

Inability to say the letters of the
alphabet correctly

Tools to
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how the letters of the alphabet are
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Figure 9.1. Poster Presentation

Discussion

This research project has provided many valuable
lessons. It is easy to forget that students, like
teachers, are human beings with opinions and
feelings. Instead of speculating about what is going
on, it is better to ask students directly and find out.
If there is a problem, it is natural for a teacher to
question the content or activities that are used. The
needs and interests of the students must come first.
| am a firm believer that all students can learn,

regardless of where they come from, how they
grew up, or what grade they are in. If we know what
is causing the problem, we can concentrate on that.

As a result, the benefits go not only to students in
helping them to improve their English pronunciation,
but also to their teachers in allowing them to adjust
their lesson plans. This action plan not only helps
students to considerably improve their pronunciation,
it also helps the teacher to better understand how to
teach pronunciation to students in the right way.
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