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Series Editors’ Preface

The RELC Portfolio Series consists of short practical resource
booklets for ESL/EFL teachers. Booklets in the series have the
following characteristics:

They are practical and techniques-oriented.
They are written in an accessible, non-academic style.
They focus on both principles and procedures.

Titles in the series provide teachers with practical ways of
applying new ideas in their own teaching. In addition, they could
be used as the basis for workshops and in-service courses and
can also be combined in different ways according to needs.

Action Research in‘Action is about classroom-oriented re-
search conducted by classroom teachers. This booklet comple-
ments an earlier title in the series by Sandra Lee McKay The
Reflective Teacher: A Guide to Classroom Research. The eight
action research reports in this booklet reflect the principles, meth-
odology and philosophy for doing action research as discussed
in McKay’s book. The booklet is a valuable resource for teachers,
teacher trainers and other language professionals who wish to
develop a better understanding of how classroom-based research
can be successfully implemented in the classroom.

We are grateful to the contributors to the RELC Portfolios
Series for sharing their expertise with other teachers and teach-
ers in training. Their willingness to do so without compensation
has made it possible to publish these booklets at a price that is
affordable to language teachers in the SEAMEO countries.

Willy A. Renandya
Jack C. Richards
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Introduction

Ten years ago, I was employed at a declining English language
school in an obscure city on Japan’s northwestern coast. Isolated
both professionally and technologically, most of my colleagues
were more concerned with surviving the murderous class loads
imposed by management than with the niceties of any form of
teacher development. Access to resource materials was either
limited or expensive to the point of becoming prohibitive, and
the Internet was still largely unavailable. Students and teachers
alike were demotivated. I wanted to gain greater insight into
ways to successfully reach my learners and deal proactively with
the problems I regularly faced at school, but I was unsure about
how and where to start my search. Soon afterwards, I heard about
something known as action research.

The term action research first appeared almost 60 years ago
when social psychologist Kurt Levin (Levin, 1946) proposed
that it could be used to solve the problems that can surface in
groups that rely on successful communication and positive social
interaction in order to reach their goals. Teachers of English to
Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) began to take interest in
action research in the late 1970s and since then, a number of
books have been published to help language teachers understand
its nature and purpose (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988; Nunan,
1991; Griffee and Nunan, 1997; Wallace, 1998).

As it relates to TESOL, Kemmis and McTaggart (1988)
describe action research as a systematic and collaborative effort
aimed at solving classroom problems. This has been a surprisingly
durable definition that has stood the test of time, even though some
recently (Edge, 2000) prefer to downplay the element of problem
solving in action research in order to emphasize the importance
of teacher reflection for understanding their students’ culture of



learning. In my opinion, reflective teaching need not be seen as
an alternative to problem-solving, and can only aid those teachers
who are already deeply invested in finding answers to the issues
affecting the quality of their learners’ language education. Action
research is the reflective language teacher’s organized and
ongoing search for classroom solutions and proféssional insight.
It is, as the title of this book implies, research-in-action.
Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) also understand action
research as a collaborative practice. While not every institution
and working environment will allow for language teachers to
work together, by publishing their work they can still enter a
larger community of shared professional concerns. In this book,
Action Research in Action, you will discover the work of
language teachers from around the world, who have joined
together to share the experiences and new realizations gained
from the action research projects conducted with their learners.
In Chapter 1, Sabrina Almeida Ribeiro shows how her cycle of
reflective practice helped to raise her learners’ awareness of the
weaknesses in their oral communication skills. Thomas Farrell
and Lee Fong Ting (Chapter 2) make it possible for their
colleagues to realize how the contradiction between their stated
beliefs and their actual teaching practices was affecting the
quality of their learners’ language education. The findings of
David Mayo’s action research project (Chapter 3) lead him to
completely reconsider groupwork in his classes, and discover
alternative ways for classroom communication that better comple-
mented the educational practices of his learners. Nicola Helen
Green (Chapter 4) explores ways to improve the pragmatic

competence of her learners. In Chapter 5, Matthew Warwick

and David Jeffrey find out about their learners’ perceptions of
homework and draw upon their findings to develop future
teaching strategies. Isabel Pefianco Martin (Chapter 6) learns to
respect the needs of her learners and begins to see the effect of
her instructional feedback in a new light. In a similar manner,
Richard Watson Todd’s action research project (Chapter 7)
caused a paradigm shift in his perception of his learners. In
Chapter 8, my work with a group of Asian students at a British
university helped them to discover how the academic strategies

vii
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they used to secure the opportunity for overseas study would
ironically likely lead to failure in their graduate programs.

Action research is a systematic process of teacher inquiry.
All of the contributors to this collection follow the same action
research cycle. In the introduction of each chapter, there is a
description of the teaching environment in which the action
research takes place. The specific focus of the project, where
the observation of a problem or the realization of a need for
greater insight, is expanded upon. A description of how the
investigation takes place, and is followed by the teachers’
response to their findings. As the teachers consider the
importance of their research to themselves and others, reflective
tasks have been provided at the end of each chapter to suggest
possible applications to interested readers. Because resources
and time dedicated to action research will vary, none of the
contributors have used computers, complicated techniques or
specialized materials. The goal is to make this volume accessible
to language educators in a wide variety of teaching environments,
and with the hope that their stories will inspire you to consider
using action research the next time you-encounter a challenge in
your classroom.

In reading this book, I believe that you will have joined the
community of collaboration that helped to create this volume,
and even now is continuing its search for solutions and greater
insight. On behalf of the contributing authors, it is my sincere
hope that you will find Action Research in Action to be both
informative and motivational as you consider the potential of
action research for your classes.

Gregory Hadley
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e Reflective Cycle

Sabrina Almeida Ribeiro

SETTING

Most language teachers would agree that the communicative
approach' emphasizes fluency, and minor inaccuracies should
be overlooked. This, however, is only the first step of an approach
that is truly communicative: once students have reached a
satisfactory level of fluency, what was once overlooked should
be reconsidered so that communication can become even more
effective. For this reason, not even the most “communicative”
teacher should neglect accuracy, or forget to raise their students’
awareness about their “growth edges” as language learners.
Having been a teacher for ten years in Brazil, I frequently
encounter the problem of the “intermediate plateau®” in many
of my learners. It seems that even though students visibly
improve their rate of delivery, mistakes keep recurring in the
same basic structures. Furthermore, most of the new vocabulary
presented at their level becomes passive, and learners continue
using words of Latin origin that resemble Portuguese. I decided
to investigate this problem, and reflect upon how my teaching
could motivate my learners to improve their language skills.

FOCUS

A lot has been written on the topic of striking a balance between
fluency and accuracy in second language learning. It is not
difficult to find books or articles full of enlightened ideas and
practical procedures to be carried out in the classroom. I decided
to follow the hints given in a number of books at my disposal,
and to monitor the performance of the students in an intermediate
group at CEL-LEP, a language school in Sao Paulo.

When I started teaching this group, my expectations about
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their English were quite high, as they were in the last stage of
the intermediate course. What I found out, however, was that
despite their openness and enthusiasm for learning, they were
careless when speaking and unwilling to try new discussion
topics that contained unlearned lexis. Once on task, most were
blithely inaccurate in their communicative strategies', once they
were able to figure out the aim and focus of the tasks in class. I
did not want to tell them to feel ashamed about their level of
English proficiency, but I wanted to find a way to encourage
accuracy as well as fluency.

INVESTIGATION

The tools aiding my research were audio recordings of my classes
and feedback questionnaires from students. The first issue to be
investigated was my teaching. For that, the plan was to make an
audio recording of one of my lessons. The aim was to look at
my attitude towards error correction, teacher and students, talking
time, pace, rapport and to analyze the quality of the learners’
language production, as well as their most frequent mistakes.
After all the data was collected, the next step would be to establish
action plans for any area that I felt needed improvement.
Listening to the recording, I found out that my error correction
was not as effective as I hoped it to be. The reason for that was
that many times students were so engaged in what they wanted
to say that they either did not pay attention, or were unaware of
my corrections, It became clear that I needed to prepare my class
to be more open and receptive to correction, because no matter
how much I could improve my methods for offering instruction
to learners, if they were not open to it, intake would be minimal.
During the following class, I took the recorder again. This
time, I told them the focus would be on their English. A new
recording was made for each communicative activity in class. I
listened to the recordings at home, and made a list of some of
the mistakes they had made. In the beginning of the following
class, I showed them the list, and asked them to correct it in
pairs. After we had gone over all the utterances, I asked them to
spot the mistakes on the list they thought they had made. Then I

2 Action Research in Action



asked them to choose one error they did not want to make again
in that week, circle it and return the list to me (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Learning Diary A

Name: _

In pairs, correct these mistakes. Then spot the ones you have
made, and choose ONE mistake you don’t want to make
again.

Mistake i Correct Form
1. There is a lot of bizarre. ‘ '
2. T've got to take my grandmother to bingo.
3. When I don’t want do something I gave
the person a lot of excuses, but not strange
excuses.
You don’t need to be on a diet.
I stopped to eat a lot.
I changed my mind to loose welght
I have a strong hurt in my back.
I arrived to the doctor crying.
I never know say this word.
. We bring to class with another ideas.
If I had started more serious in the past,
study English, Iwouldbemabetterposmon
. A head Ferrari.
. I know her since seven grade. Six years.
. She has eyes of Japanese.

CEY®uo L

- 0

ok ko
A W

That week, I paid a lot of attention to what the learners said.
The following week, I gave each of them the sheets back, with a
little feedback note that either offered praise or my observations
of how many times the wrong form had come up.

This new procedure served its purpose, not only of the
correction itself, but also of showing the students some strategies
that they could use independent of the teacher.

The Reflective Cycle 3
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RESPONSE

Geared to reach my goal of learner training, I prepared a form
(Figure 2) where learners could keep weekly records of their
mistakes and the correct forms. I encouraged them to choose
only one form for each lesson. In that way, learning would be
focused, personal and meaningful.

Figure 2. Learning Diary B

Date What I said(or wrote) Best form

Some time later, I made the recordings again. This time, I
asked the students to listen to the recordings and prepare a list
of mistakes the class had made. They would then select the errors
on which they wanted to focus. We recorded a fluency activity
that was part of the planned lesson and listened to it during the
last fifteen minutes of class. Students had to raise their hands
every time they thought they had heard a mistake, and then
discuss the most suitable correction. At the start, they were
embarrassed to point out other students’ errors, but by the end
of the activity, students were pleased, as there was no atmosphere
of criticism or judgment.

I used the audio recording once more, but later on during the
course so that it did not become repetitive, and with a slightly
different purpose. Students were recorded giving simple
directions to each other, and then they participated in a
vocabulary expansion activity. At the end of the activity, they
were recorded giving directions again. Without focusing on
correction, their final task was to listen for changes and for richer
vocabulary.

At the end of this cycle of action research, I developed a
feedback questionnaire to discover the students’ impressions of

4 Action Research in Action



