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1. Title of case study: The Three First Steps of Action Research in the Foreign Language Classroom: identification of research topic, design and implementation of plan of action, analysis of results and changes in teaching practice.
Keywords: Spanish, Speaking, Practice-based research

2. Contact details 

	Name and address:
Noelia Alcarazo
Senior Language Tutor in Spanish

School of Languages, Linguistics and Cultures

The University of Manchester

Oxford Road

Manchester    M13 9PL

Nuria López

62 Valley Drive

Low Fell, Gateshead NE9 5DH
	Tel: 01612758045
Fax:
Email: 
Noelia.Alcarazo@manchester.ac.uk nuria.lopez@yahoo.co.uk



3.  Classification Category:  (Please choose one or more of the classifications above which best reflects your example – e.g. develop student appreciation)

3, 6
4. Context:


Course/unit/module title:

Spanish Language Course

Course title:

Oral Spanish

Level:

Any level
5.  What does the teacher do? (e.g. content, teaching and learning methods, assessment etc).  Please ensure this section is written such that staff elsewhere can take the central elements from your practice.  Write it like a ‘good’ cook book!). (minimum 500 words).
a. In general: identify an aspect of your teaching or your students’ learning which you think needs improving. It has to be something specific that you can try to change by making changes in your teaching practice (e. g. need of more oral practice, problems understanding a difficult grammar structure, corrections and feedback are not working as they should). 

Our case study: we (two language tutors working in different institutions, both teaching Oral Spanish) focussed on how to help students to reflect on their speaking skills. We wanted them to think about how they like practising speaking (e.g. which type of activities they prefer, do they like speaking in pairs/groups/doing presentation), what aspects they find more difficult when speaking in the foreign language (e.g. is it the grammar?, is it the lack of vocabulary?, is it pronunciation?), what they think they need to improve and most importantly, how they can do it. How did we identify this problem?: we realised students hoped to improve their speaking skills by practising but they had not thought about what they found difficult when speaking in Spanish or even how to improve it. There was no awareness about how they were learning or how they could learn better. 
b. In general: think what you can do in the classroom to tackle that problem (e.g. change of materials, teaching methods or assessment system) and design a plan of action specifying your objectives, the changes you are going to introduce to achieve them, time sequencing, etc.

Our case study: the first step was to make them aware of what they actually did when practising their speaking and the second step was to get them to identify problems and think about how they could solve them. The final outcome was to help students to become active and independent learners. The plan of action consisted of a self-assessment questionnaire (see section 9), to be used by students at the end of a one-hour-long oral lesson, could help students to reflect upon the oral activities they had just done, the difficulties they had encountered and the best ways of overcoming those difficulties. 

c. In general: implement the plan of action in the classroom.

Our case study: the self-assessment questionnaire was used by students at the end of a one-hour-long oral lesson, which roughly involved working in pairs (asking and answering questions) and working in a group of eight people: role play where students are asked to discuss and find a solution for a situation they were given, they have to give and defend their opinion and support their arguments (to see the whole class go to http://www.mec.es/redele/PREMIOS/AlcarazoUni.pdf). We need to point out that the collection of these questionnaires was made in two different ways based on the dynamics of the class: in the first one the questionnaires were collected by the tutor who read them and prepared a feedback for the next class, and in the second case the time allowed the tutor and students to discuss the feedback in class; students presented some positive aspects, problems and difficulties and the tutor together with other students provided advise to solve the problems, reinforce the positive aspects, etc. 
d. In general: analyse the results. Check if the aspect identified in 1 has improved in any way. If it has, think how you can improve it even further. If it has not, think a new plan of action.
Our case study: we could see immediately that the whole lesson seemed to be much more complete by using this questionnaire, which was a perfect way of rounding off the lesson. For us, it was very rewarding to see that there was some reflection going on, and some movement towards a more active and independent learning.

Second, students gave very sensible answers and they all said the questionnaire was really helpful to identify strengths and weaknesses in their oral skills and to think about specific ways of improving. It was encouraging for them to identify strengths, things that they had done well, and it was useful and challenging to identify weaknesses, things that they could do better. Third, by introducing the self-assessment questionnaire in oral lessons as often as possible, students began to become more independent learners, focussing on those sub-skills they could improve and applying the strategies suggested by the tutor or fellow students.
However, this is not the end of the project. The cycle continues with adaptations and improvements of the questionnaire and new implementations and analysis of results. Also, the questionnaire should be followed by a plan of action for each student, where they specify which weaknesses they are going to work on and how they are going to do it.
6. Hot tips and things to look out for: (What is the key advice you would give someone who has decided to adapt this method?)

- Start small, with easy projects which do not take long to implement and which deal with very specific problems. 
- Make sure you analyse the results thoroughly after your plan of action has been implemented, it is normally the case that things can be improved even further or that something in the plan of action did not work as well as we expected. 
- If appropriate, let students know what you are doing, explain why and ask them their opinion at different stages of the process.
7. Does it work? (Student, employer, peer review/response/reaction?  What does evaluation and /or research reveal as to its impact?)

Yes, it certainly does work. In our experience, action research: is efficient solving identified problems, makes teaching more rewarding AND makes learning more active and meaningful.

8. What problems/issues have arisen?

It takes a considerable amount of time to introduce this type of activity in an already very busy curriculum. 
9. Details of support material/course work/assessment methods (perhaps attach as a separate file any details that you think would help others; e.g. the detailed instructions you give students) 

	Cuestionario de auto-evaluación

Self-assessment questionnaire

1. ¿Cómo defines tu actuación en las siguientes etapas: trabajo en parejas, preparación, reunión?
How well did you do in the following parts of the lesson: work in pairs, preparation for the role play, work in group?
Sobre el trabajo en grupo, ¿cuáles son las ventajas? ¿Hay alguna desventaja? ¿Se te ocurre alguna solución?
As for the group work, which are the advantages of working in a group? Are there any disadvantages? And can you think of solutions to those problems?
2. ¿Qué has aprendido y qué eres capaz de hacer como resultado de esta clase?
What have you learnt and what are you capable of doing as a result of this lesson?

3. ¿Qué te ha resultado más difícil al tener que hablar en español?
What did you find more difficult when having to speak in Spanish?
a) lograr una pronunciación cercana a la nativa

achieve a pronunciation close to the pronunciation of native speakers

b) usar vocabulario y expresiones adecuadas al contexto

use vocabulary and expressions appropriate to the context

c) utilizar vocabulario y expresiones variadas

use a wide range of vocabulary and expressions

d) hablar con fluidez 

be fluent

e) formar estructuras gramaticalmente correctas

form grammatically correct structures

f) vencer la vergüenza y los nervios 
      overcome shyness and nervousness 

g)  otros aspectos (especifica cuáles)

other aspects (specify)

4. ¿Cómo crees que podrías mejorar en cada uno de los aspectos que te han resultado difíciles?
How do you think you can improve in those aspects you found more difficult?




__________________________________________________________________________
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