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Teaching Context

Omar Rugerio teaches at the No. 0112 ‘Profra. Laura
Méndez de Cuenca’ Secondary School in a small semi-
urban municipality, Tlalmanalco in the State of Mexico.
This school is relatively small; there are nine classes
of around 25 students, who are 11 to 15 years old.
Students are mostly kind, respectful and well-behaved
and fortunately, Omar hasn't had any problems with
his students, although there are some who find it more
difficult to pay attention. However, he can't complain —
it's his job to do his best to help them learn, and more
importantly, he enjoys doing so.

As an English teacher, Omar dreamt of having his own
classroom (his own space where he could arrange the
furniture and display on the walls as he liked) and being
able to do everything he wanted to encourage students
to learn and empower them, too. Fortunately, that dream
came true, together with another one — becoming part
of the Exploratory Action Research programmel
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The puzzle

Omar decided to focus on speaking skills and his 3
grade (of secondary) group ‘A" — a group of 21 students
aged 14 to 15 and at beginner level (CEFR A1). This
group had three 50-minute English lessons per week.
It seemed that no matter how many times he went over
classroom language at the beginning of the academic
year, or how many mini-conversation activities he
implemented in class, or how much effort he put into
using English in the classroom, his students insisted
on speaking in Spanish. That was puzzling him, and he
started to feel frustrated — it was as if his teaching skills
and constant work were getting him nowhere.

Exploratory questions

He decided to grasp the nettle and do something
to get his students to speak in English. To begin with, he
came up with a series of questions to get to the crux of the
matter and to find evidence of what was really happening
in his classroom. He came up with four questions:

1. How do students feel about speaking in English
during the lesson?

2. How do students prefer to interact during speaking
activities?

3. What kind of support do | provide when working
with speaking activities?

4. What kind of language do students use in the
classroom (target language, classroom language,
or L1, i.e. Spanish)?

Data Collection

Once Omar was clear about what he wanted to explore,
he considered which tools to use. First, he designed
a student questionnaire to get to know how students felt
during speaking activities, the support they thought they
needed, and when they used English in the classroom.
Second, he asked three colleagues to independently
observe three of his lessons. Questions focused on the
same areas as the questionnaire but also included a
question focused on interaction patterns (see Q6). Finally,
he used a journal to note down what was happening.

Observation questions

. At which moments of the lesson does the

teacher ask students to speak?

. Which speaking activities does the teacher

carry out during the lesson?

. What kind of support does the teacher give

students before the speaking activity/ies?

. What does the teacher do during the speaking

activities?

. How does the teacher provide feedback?
. How are students organised during speaking

activities (in pairs, small groups or as a whole
class)?

. How is students’ participation during the

speaking activities? Do they participate more
in one activity? Which one?

. When students speak in the lesson, what kind

of language do they use?

Omar Rugerio Pineda
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Findings from the exploration phase
Omar analysed students’ and colleagues’ responses
as well as his journal notes, and found some answers

to his four questions:

. Nine students have negative feelings about speaking

English because they are afraid of mispronouncing
words, or nervous about making mistakes and not
being understood by others.

. Omar was already providing a lot of support, e.g.
referring to previous knowledge, giving clues
to remind them of useful language, and giving
examples.

. Students mainly used the target language,
sometimes used classroom language and
sometimes used Spanish too.

How do you feel when you get involved
in a speaking activity in class?

7 students

A Motivated

5 students

B Con.fident

2. 16 prefer whole-group and team activities. This was

surprising because Omar thought they preferred
pair work.

C Unsure

2 students

E Other

D Frustrated

How do you prefer to interact when speaking
English in class?

9 students

4 students

AAsa whole group
(Whole class)

°
B In pairs

7 students

I 1 student

Cin teams

(of 3, 4 or 5 members)

D Other
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Action

Based on the results of the exploration, Omar came up with ideas to help students speak in the classroom.
He implemented these changes over the course of ten lessons.

The first action he implemented was to pre-teach five expressions which
students would use during the core speaking activity of the lesson.
For example, to begin with he would get them to match pictures and words
or order the words of a phrase. Then to practise the pronunciation of those
phrases, he used choral repetition, back chaining drills, and sometimes
individual drills. Finally, he adapted activities, e.g. broken telephone,
dictation and speed writing by making them interactive and competitive
to check that the students had learnt the phrases and could use them
meaningfully. Students recorded all these expressions in their mini-books
(see below).

Omar's second action was related to working in small groups.
He got students to make presentations about familiar topics, e.g.
their New Year resolutions, perform role plays in which they acted
out feelings of famous people, and have conversations related
to lesson topics such as discussing past experiences and future plans.

For more demanding tasks that required more confidence, i.e. presentations
and role plays, Omar let students choose their own partners to ensure they
felt relaxed and comfortable enough to express themselves in English. With
conversation activities, he used a variety of ways to pair/group students.
For example, playing music while students walked around the room, and
when the music stopped students conversed with those nearest to them.
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3. Mini-book of classroom language

to them during speaking activities.

N

Omar also wanted to give the students more language support so that
they would speak in English as much as possible and be able to keep
a conversation going. So what he did was produce a mini-book for classroom
language and questions. He pre-taught these using the activities described
in Five expressions above, students noted them down and could then refer

J

Collecting evidence of impact

To evaluate the impact of the actions, Omar designed
another questionnaire which he applied twice — once
in the middle of the implementation phase, and again at
the end of the final lesson. This questionnaire aimed to
provide information about:

« the effectiveness of the pre-teaching of phrases and
their pronunciation;

« students’ feelings and their willingness to participate
in speaking activities;

« their favourite speaking activities;

* how they preferred to interact with their peers;

* how useful the mini-book was in supporting them to
speak in English.

He had three colleagues peer observe too — during the
first, third and tenth (final) lesson of the implementation
phase. The purpose of these observations was to get

his colleagues’ views on whether the actions he had
planned were being applied and, more importantly,
to know how effectively they were being applied in
terms of.

* the teaching of pronunciation as preparation for the
core speaking activities;

« the way students interacted during the core speaking
activities;

« and how students were using the mini-book (and
expressions) during the speaking activities.

Finally, Omar also decided to interview six students
individually to get their opinions of the activities and
actions, and to find out to what extent these had helped
them to express themselves in English.
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Omar selected the students based on their speaking
performance; he chose three very good students and
three who had not performed well at the start of the
project, but who had demonstrated some improvement.
He prepared nine questions focused on a) students’
own perceptions of their pronunciation, speaking level,
and feelings during speaking and b) how useful they
found the mini-book, how they preferred to interact,
and whether they wanted to continue to improve their
speaking skills. The interviews were then conducted
in Spanish, recorded and summarised.

Impact

Positive feedback from students

Omar was happy to learn that all the learners found the
pre-teaching of phrases with their pronunciation useful.
What is more, 17 of them experienced positive feelings
during those activities.

The majority of students (13) felt that role plays were
the most beneficial speaking activity, and most (14)
also thought that working in small groups was the best
way to interact in English. Omar had never used role
plays before, and admits that his assumptions about
what he deemed ‘appropriate’ activities were wrong.

Lastly, 12 students considered the mini-book useful,
although some felt that it didn't contain enough
phrases, and others didn't feel the need to use it all
the time.

Omar Rugerio Pineda
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Encouraging feedback from colleagues

Omar's colleagues’ observations confirmed that he had
focused on pronunciation in the way that he had planned
and used a range of activities to practise the phrases in
motivating and engaging ways:
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His peers also observed that students used the mini-book
to find examples of questions to ask during activities,
but also to interact with their classmates and Omar!
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/ The students used their inventories
to register the examples of the questions that
they had to ask to get information about
personal experiences.
| The students used the classroom language
to understand the teacher's instructions.
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Reflections

“What | learned from this experience is that | will
make teaching decisions based on evidence.
| will more carefully select strategies to truly
benefit my students’ learning. | will consider
my students’ opinions and preferences as
essential to finding ways to improve their
learning, and at the same time, my teaching.

In terms of speaking, which was the main focus
of this EAR project, | will continue to find ways
to focus on pronunciation skills so that my
students can take part in speaking tasks more
easily and with confidence; and use tasks that
they find motivating either because they like
acting out or working in groups to share their
ideas with their peers.

| must say that as a result of this experience,
| have learned to believe more in my students
and their abilities. | have learned to take
their ‘voices’ into account and turn these
into opportunities for all of us to change for
the good. | got to know that when students
realise they are important to you, they become

intrinsically committed to participating and
getting better and better every lesson. | learned
that students can experience negative feelings
that affect their language performance but
those feelings can be turned into positive ones
if the teacher implements appropriate actions;
it is just a matter of believing in them.

| would also like to say that being involved in
this type of research helped me to learn that |
can come up with my own ideas and solutions
to my context; and that an issue can generate
a fruitful process of coming up with practical
ideas to find solutions based on evidence.

Thanks to this experience | can say that my
students have now become the centre of my
teaching; and that Exploratory Action Research
has allowed me to value the importance of
teamwork, as it required the participation of
my students, their parents, my colleagues and
my online tutor, whose feedback was always
welcome and helpful to my personal and
professional growth.”

1. As a result of his findings, Omar introduced several actions to encourage
and support his students to speak English. Do you think any of these — five
expressions, small group activities and a mini-book of classroom language —
could help your students to speak more confidently and willingly in English?

2. Omar was surprised to find that students enjoyed role-plays, an activity he
hadn't previously considered appropriate for his students. What activities
do you use with your learners? Are there some that you avoid because you
assume they won't work? How could you test your assumptions are correct?
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