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Where I work
I work in Special Education Center Secondary School, located in Cross River State, where 
we teach deaf students. The school is in the southern geographical region of Nigeria 
and depends solely on state government subventions, which have become limited in the 
recent past. I carried out the exploratory action research project with young learners 
ranging between the ages of 15 to 17 years, from low socio-economic status, and taking 
English language as part of their senior secondary school curriculum subjects. 

What I chose to explore
I chose to explore challenges faced by deaf students when reading comprehension 
passages in English language classes. This was because I noticed my students having 
challenges naming letters during their comprehension reading in the afternoon English 
lessons. I decided to tackle this issue using exploratory action research by designing a 
classroom research project.

There were four reasons why I focused on naming letters during comprehension reading:
• I wanted to lessen the anxiety deaf students face in the class when they are not able

to distinguish unfamiliar letter-naming words during their comprehension reading.
• My students were in their senior secondary classes, and I thought this was the right

time for them to improve their word-recognition skills of naming letters during reading
comprehension. These skills are important for their school life and after-school life.

• For school life, word-recognition skills of naming letters are really important for young
learners in promoting their long-term memory of letter-naming words seen after
several exposures from their comprehension reading, because they can remember
quickly the named letter words seen from the comprehension and then link the
words with their meanings. This adds to their vocabulary.

• Word recognition skills are handy for students’ after-school life to enable them to read
fluently and use words confidently that they have encountered in articles or write-ups.

I came up with three research questions that guided the exploratory action 
research. These questions were:

�� What do my students think about letter-naming in reading
comprehension?

�� What do students think of the instructional material used for
reading comprehension?

�� What challenges do my students encounter with naming letters in
comprehension passages?



The tools I used to explore
To answer these questions, six focus group discussions, using American Sign Language 
as a means of communication, were held after each reading session, and these focus 
group discussions were applied six times to collect data in the third term of the academic 
session.

Seven students (one girl and six boys) who participated in the focus group 
discussions were selected randomly from their sitting positions in class. The focus of 
these  discussions was to know the challenges faced by my students when naming 
letters, specifically during their reading comprehension lesson sessions.

Lesson observation was another method I used in collecting data. I had two sessions 
of lesson observation, where a colleague assisted me because I wanted to oversee the 
peer group reading class activities. The focus of these lesson observations was to answer 
Question 3 of the exploratory questions that sought to find out the challenges faced by 
my students specifically during their reading comprehension.

What I found out
For Question 1, the findings showed that my deaf students have challenges with  letter-
naming during the afternoon lessons. My students expressed that they were fatigued 
and not able to focus their attention on naming letters during comprehension reading 
lessons in the afternoon. 

The data collected from Question 2 revealed that the students feel that they 
memorise and remember letter-naming easily when they consistently use visual 
posters to  correspond and match the letter-naming words from the comprehension 
passage. However, they explained that they had reading difficulties using texts with 
no visual pictures because they could not connect the concepts they read from the 
comprehension.

The data collected from Question 3 showed that my deaf students have challenges 
in participating in naming letters involving the letter reversals of letter ‘b’ and letter ‘d’ 
during comprehension reading. In addition, because my students rely on lip reading, 
they could not distinguish unfamiliar words spoken by the teacher when facing away 
from them. They also found difficulty in letter-naming using textbooks with no visuals.

In summary, my deaf students could not focus their attention on naming letters in the 
afternoon lessons. They had challenges naming letters that involved letter reversals 
of letter ‘b’ and letter ‘d’ and were unable to distinguish unfamiliar letter-naming words 
from the English textbooks that had no visual pictures. 



:hat , GeciGeG to change

Based on the above findings, I decided to implement interventions on the action 
plan, which were carried out in six lessons with a duration of almost three weeks.

First, I moved comprehension reading lessons to the morning class, splitting class 
activities to smaller groups, which created an avenue for students to work in pairs in 
sorting corresponding visual pictures or flashcards. Thereafter, the students were 
expected to display the sticky papers around the classroom to enhance their word-
recognition skills in letter-naming.

Furthermore, I allocated more time to peer group reading activities by introducing 
re-peated sessions for students to trace empty dots of letter ‘b’ and letter ‘d’ 
reversals in their handwriting sheets. I gave repeated instructions for the class 
activities, to aid the students in understanding letter-naming.

Last, I faced my deaf students in class, using visual hand gesture cues of ‘thumbs 
up’ and ‘thumbs down’ when naming letters aloud, in order for them to distinguish 
unfamiliar naming letters spoken verbally by the teacher during reading lessons

To evaluate the impact of the strategies implemented in the action plan, I used 
lesson observation and focus group discussions. Two lesson observations were carried 
out with the help of a colleague teacher. The observer was instructed to focus 
attention on the impact of instructional materials that enhance letter-naming skills 
and students’ class activities during comprehension readings.

Six focus group discussions were held after each reading session in order to establish 
the students’ thoughts about the implemented actions. The seven students (one girl 
and six boys) participated in the focus group discussion and were selected randomly 
from their sitting positions in the class. The six focus group discussions were held 
using American Sign Language in order to get information from the students’ insights 
into the impact of the action plan intervention of exploratory action research carried 
out in the classroom.

The effects of the changes applied
Deaf students were able to do peer-assisted group readings of naming letters from 
the comprehension in the morning classes and considered morning classes as a low-
stress time for reducing letter-naming anxiety. My colleague who did the classroom 
observation also noted that the students seemed very active and engaged when 
doing the tasks in smaller groups. Regarding this, one deaf student said:

I like it when I do letter-naming in the morning when I am not 
tired. In the afternoon, I am usually tired because of the other 
lessons. Working with my classmates on class activities has 
made me more confident in sharing ideas easily because I am 
comfortable being with my peer in the class.



Tracing empty dots of letter ‘b’ and letter ‘d’ in the handwriting sheet pads seemed 
to enhance the students’ ability to identify letter ‘b’ and letter ‘d’ in the comprehension 
readings. One deaf student said, ‘I find it easy to do letter-naming with letter ‘b’ and 
letter ‘d’ reversals after tracing the empty dots of letter ‘b’ and letter ‘d’ in the 
handwriting sheets.’

Furthermore, the students were able to distinguish unfamiliar naming letters spoken 
ver-bally by the teacher because the teacher consistently used visual cues of hand 
gestures in supporting students during the comprehension reading. My colleague said 
after the lesson observation: ‘When you used hand gestures while facing the students, 
I noticed that they focused on you and concentrated on what you were sharing with 
them.’
One deaf student agreed with this observation and said:

Giving my students repeated instructions in the activity of tracing empty dots of letter ‘b’ 
and letter ‘d’ reversals in the handwriting sheets improved their understanding and made 
their acquisition of the skill faster. A deaf student expressed:

What I learned and future actions 
From the findings above, I feel that the interventions I applied in my exploratory 
action research project had a positive impact on my deaf students’ mastery skills with 
letter-naming during their comprehension readings and also enhanced self-
confidence among my students in sharing ideas with their peers in the lessons. The 
experience I have gathe-red during this exploratory action research will change my 
teaching as I learn from my teaching and my students. I hope to permanently move 
the letter-naming lessons to the morning time and also introduce more activities that 
involve peer tutoring. 

We are happy with the lessons, which are now more interes-
ting, especially when the teachers use ‘thumbs up’ and ‘thumbs 
down’ hand gesture cues. This makes the lessons more interac-
tive since there is communication between the students and 
the teachers.

I like it when the teacher repeats instructions because this 
made me understand, and what I did not understand the first 
time, I would understand the second time. The teacher gave us 
more time for letter-naming during comprehension reading in 
the morning lesson.



Furthermore, I have established that my students require more visual cues and materials, 
and therefore I will emphasise the use of visual cues alongside verbal information. I 
will allocate extra time to engage students in class activities alongside giving repeated 
instructions. 

Finally, I have realised that teachers can support one another in their classroom practice 
through processes like lesson observation, which can help to show what one is doing 
well or what needs to be corrected. By participating in this exploratory action research, 
I benefited a lot from the support of colleagues. One of my colleagues proposed that I 
should keep the exploratory action research plan I used as a reference document in the 
bank of lessons in the staffroom, to help other teachers. I am eager to encourage and 
support other teachers to try out exploratory action research. I truly feel like a champion 
and a teacher hero in the classroom.
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