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Lili teaches second-graders at a public primary school
in Acambaro, Guanajuato, Mexico. For this project, she
chose to work with class 2°A. There were 34 learners
(20 boys and 14 girls) aged 7 to 8 and they had three,
50-minute English classes per week.

Lili chose to focus on the topic mentioned above
because it was very difficult to work with class 2°A. The
learners paid no attention to her, and were always busy
talking to each other. To make things worse, the layout
of the classroom meant they were seated in groups of
four or five, schoolbags scattered on the floor, and their
benches were so close together that it was very difficult
for Lili to walk around the classroom to monitor. There
were also some learners that groaned and complained
from the moment she entered the room. Generally, they
didnt work and didn't participate in activities.

Questions
The first thing Lili had to do was to explore the situation
and she came up with some questions:

When does disruptive behaviour happen?

Which learners misbehave the most?



What do | do when learners misbehave?

What strategies does the class teacher use when
learners misbehave?

What do the learners think about the way they behave?

Methods

To find answers, Lili created a questionnaire in Spanish
with 14 multiple-choice questions. Learners responded
by colouring in a face to indicate ‘yes’, ‘sometimes’ or
no’. A few children were learning to read but none were
able to read by themselves so Lili also had to read out
the questions and monitor while they answered.

To get a different view of what was happening in the
classroom, Lili invited an English-teaching colleague to
peer observe twice. However, the experience was not
very useful as the teacher congratulated Lili on her
activities and made a few comments, but did not provide
answers to her questions on managing behaviour. So, she
asked the class teacher to observe her instead since she
was having very similar problems. She also interviewed
the class teacher to find out which strategies she used
to deal with disruptive behaviour in the class.

Observation feedback

The findings were very important and confirmed some
of Lili's suspicions. From her colleague’s observation Lili
learned that:

+ Disruptive behaviour occurred at the beginning and
during the lesson;

» Four or five learners were identified as the main
instigators;

« Warm-up activities had become repetitive so they got
bored and became disruptive.

She also noted that when learners misbehaved, Lili
called out their names to involve them in the activity,
and went to ask them to work or to give personal
attention or help. The most interesting observation she
made was that Lili needed to use different activities to
suit different learning preferences — not just colouring,
cutting and pasting because it was no longer interesting
for them.

Interview findings

During the interview the class teacher informed Lili
that the students misbehaved during her lessons too,
especially when she spoke loudly, used attractive
materials or played games. When this happened, she
explained she would get their attention by either
speaking softly, doing a routine ‘silence’ chant, or simply
stopping the lesson.

Learners’ responses

From her learners’ responses to the questionnaire, Lili

discovered that:

* The children generally consider themselves well-
behaved;

« The classroom layout/seating  arrangement
encouraged them to talk a lot and not pay attention.

Most learners (24) believed they were well-behaved;
eight thought they sometimes behaved well, and just
two believed they behaved badly. More than half said
they liked to chat with their table friends in their groups.
The majority also reported that they paid attention
and had fun — just three learners claimed they weren't
having fun.
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Once Lili had the answers to her questions, she
did some research and planned some actions to
implement over the course of the final six lessons.

Warm-up activities

She searched the internet for attractive warm-up
activities to engage learners and prevent disruptive
behaviour from the start, and found ideas in a video'
where the teacher got the learners moving using
funny voices and invited different learners to lead
the activity to vary the routine.

Displaying lesson objectives

To let learners know what she wanted them to
accomplish by the end of the lesson, Lili wrote the
lesson objectives in English and Spanish, and asked
learners to read them out in Spanish and then in
English. She helped them in this part as some of them
could not read. She then displayed the objective at
the front of the classroom to remind them of what
they would learn that day. She found this idea? on the
internet too.

El alumno
§ Conocera el
Vocabulario

® Trutas”

The student
will Know
Fruit’

Vocabulary

N\

Displaying and chanting classroom rules

Lili felt it was important to set classroom rules, and
display these so the learners could be reminded of
them. She searched the internet for examples and
chose a poster which was attractive and included
short phrases and images to support understanding.
She then adapted this to include ‘cross your arms’
and turned it into a chant (a strategy the class
teacher used to good effect) to make the rules
easier to remember. As soon as learners started to
behave disruptively, she got them to chant the rules.

Cross your
LA

8. How to improve learners’ attention to maximize English learning

1. www.youtube.com/watch?v=A9Vex9CAJVo
/ 2. www.mastermiddleschoolmath.com/
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Changing the classroom layout

Lili read a few articles online e.g. TesolClass.com
about seating arrangements and how these can
influence behaviour and interaction, and as a result
decided to separate out the tables and chairs to
discourage chatting, and also to create space for
monitoring the learners.

Praise and reward

Lili also found out more about the importance of
praising learners from a YouTube video. She made
a conscious effort to say something positive to her
learners every day, e.g. to praise good behaviour
and work, and to also reward them with star stickers
when they behaved well. Some learners collected
these in their notebooks and counted them to see
who had the most, others preferred to stick them on
their foreheads and proudly wear them.

Getting learners’ attention

Lili needed an effective way to get her learners’
attention and she came up with the idea of using
a squeaky toy (a squeezable, plastic duck called
‘Emilio’). She first got the idea as she was watching
the news. After the earthquake in Mexico City when
rescuers were looking for survivors, they used
a signal for everyone to be quiet so they could
listen for signs of life as they searched through the
rubble. Lili trained her learners to respond to Emilio
— whenever they heard him squeak, they stopped
talking and raised their hands to show they were
ready to listen.
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Methods

To evaluate the effects of the action plan, Lili used the
following tools to find out whether the changes had had
any impact:

+ areflective journal

« a different learner questionnaire focused on how
learners felt about the changes

* two peer observations by the class teacher

* a group oral interview with learners.

The group interview was held on the last day of term with
about 15 learners in the classroom and took about seven
minutes. Lili had prepared questions in advance and the
learners expressed their opinions openly and freely.

Peer observation form

Peer Observation Form (5 Dec 2018)

PURPOSE: This form has been created to describe what happens during the
English class with the changes that are being implemented with the second
grade students at ‘Ferrocarriles Nacionales’ school. It is requested to observe in
detail the participation of the students and their attitudes while the teacher
delivers the lesson. It is not about judging how the teacher delivers the lesson.

1. Mention how the children behaved when the teacher entered the classroom.
2. Describe the behaviour of students during introductory activities.

3. Describe the attitude of the students when the teacher is explaining the lesson
objectives.

4. At what point during the lesson was disorderly behaviour observed by children
identified as undisciplined?

. How did the students behave when sitting in rows and working individually?
. How did the students react when asked to chant the classroom rules?
. Describe what happened when the students heard the sound of ‘Emilio’.

. How did students behave when their good behaviour was recognised?

© o ~N o wu

. Mention which teacher’s actions had the greatest impact when there was some
indiscipline in class.




» Peer observation notes and Lili's reflective journal
showed that engaging warm-up activities had a
positive effect because there were fewer groans
and complaints when she entered the room, and
behaviour during the lesson was better because the
children were participating more in the activities.

Responses in the questionnaires revealed that the
children felt more comfortable with the new seating
arrangement, and some learners were behaving better
as a result. Lili and the class teacher also noticed a
positive change in behaviour.

Notes in Lili's journal and observation notes by the
class teacher confirmed that the children’s behaviour
had improved as a result of introducing outdoor
Total Physical Response (TPR) activities (e.g. learners
formed a line and jumped forward if they heard the
word ‘apple” and backward if they heard the word
‘orange’) and engaging games such as bingo, which
they seemed to enjoy.

Using the squeaky toy was very useful as the learners
reacted immediately to the sound by raising their
hands, being quiet and waiting for instructions; they
knew exactly what to do when they heard Emilio.

Journal entry

Today we went ts do an activity related to
fruits outside the classroom and the kids
were excited as it was the first time [ dia
it. [t was very cold so it was very short.
Jome students were running arsund the
yard so | sounded "Emilio’ and they got
together again. It was a fantastic strateqy
to call their attention back on the class.
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» Reading out the lesson objective proved useful not only because learners knew what was expected from them,

but also because they were happy to read in English, as responses during the oral interview showed:
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« Stopping to chant the rules when disruptive behaviour
started was only successful at the beginning of
the implementation. With time learners missed the
instruction to start chanting because they continued
talking. It was more effective to use the squeaky toy.
Lili thought this strategy would work as it did in the
Spanish class, but it didnt — not in English.

Lili saw positive changes as a result of the action she
took, even though this was only implemented over six
lessons. She also learned that this kind of action research
can be very useful in finding solutions to any teaching
problem. She recognises, though, that it was a difficult
journey, and that it hasn't ended — on the contrary, it has
just started!

“I am more committed to my group now
because my research showed me that the main
root of the problem was that the activities | was
doing were not the right ones, and my learners

I
i lcanread more |
', and pay attention )
A

got bored. It's true that second-graders are
very enthusiastic and have a lot of energy, so
this energy has to be focused on productive
activities. However, it’s also true that discipline
at home is something that parents can forget
to teach, and in the classroom learners believe
they can behave as they do at home - as
they like! It is also true that my action plan is
not magic, and there will be times when the
activities are no longer effective, but | will
continue to look for new ones in order to be
successful.

Teaching is hard to do because we are forming
future professionals and we are dealing with
human beings. Even though they are children,
my learners have a lot of problems at home and
this is sometimes reflected in their behaviour,
as in the case of my most disruptive learner,
whose brothers are drug addicts and whose
mother pays him little attention. | am anxious to
return to classes and see my learners again!”



BRITISH
COUNCIL

Reflection questions

1. Do you work with children? Do you sometimes find it difficult to manage
their behaviour and gain their attention? Do you think any of the actions Lili
implemented — changing the classroom layout, displaying the classroom
rules, praising and rewarding, and using a signal — could help?

2. In her final reflections Lili admitted that ‘the main root of the problem was
that the activities | was doing were not the right ones, and my learners got
bored’. How do your learners behave? What does their behaviour tell you?
How do you know that the activities you use are the right” ones for your
learners? How could you find out?

Ana Lilia Rodriguez Zamora
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