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This article discusses an action research project that took place during the
author's second year of teaching English as a foreign language'. During the
course, the author/teacher was given the responsibility of introducing English
as to a group of beginning young language learners (first graders; ages five to
seven). Following a few months of teaching, the author detected the need to
develop better strategies for the assessment of the pupils’ oral skills. This led
to the subsequent steps of designing and implementing an Action Research
(AR) project the following aims: to find an assessment system that worked
well for the author/teacher, that provided clear evidence of the learners'
improvements in their communicative competence and that matched the
objectives as stated in the national curriculum for foreign language teaching
and learning. This article will describe and discuss the design and outcomes of
the AR.

Introduction

Action research (AR) is a research methodological approach that consists of a cyclical
process initiated by the need to solve a problem, in this case, the need for a more
appropriate method to assess the communicative competence of students (Dick &
Swepson, 1997). AR is mainly a way of understanding and improving one’s own
teaching practices. Put simply, action research is ‘’learning by doing’: a group of
people identify a problem, do something to resolve it, see how successful their efforts
were, and if not satisfied, try again” (O’Brien, 2001, p.2). Even though action
research is currently widely used in education, it was not originally born in this field.
The term ““action research” was introduced by Lewin in 1946: “Lewin is credited with
coining the term ‘action research’ to describe work that did not separate the
investigation from the action needed to solve the problem” (McFarland & Stansell,
1993, p.14). He characterized the action research process as “a spiral of steps, each of
which them is composed of a circle of planning, action, and fact-finding about the
result of the action” (Lewin, 1946, in O’Brien, 2001, p.6). Years later, action research

started to be used in the field of education for its potential to help improving teaching
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practices, and later on Stenhouse (1975) positioned himself as a strong promoter of
action research in education, while affirming: “it is not enough that teacher’s work
should be studied: they need to study it themselves™ (p. 143).

It is very important to notice the reflexive and critical nature of the action
research process. It is only through reflection and criticism that action research can
have rigor and validity: as it is a cyclic process that is constantly revising itself while
put into practice, it assures that the researcher will do better as he or she knows more
about what is being observed (Dick, 2002). Following O’Brien (2001), it can be noted
that there are three important aspects that distinguish action research from other types
of reflexive practice or research:

1. It aims to involve people as researchers, because “people learn best, and more
willingly apply what they have learnt, when they do it themselves” (2001, p.3).

2. It aims to solve real world problems in real world situations (2001, p.3)

3. The researcher makes no effort to remain objective (2001, p.3) as she is an active
part of the analyzed issue.

Of course, it is also necessary to consider the drawbacks of AR in order to be
aware of the weaknesses our research can have and in which way they can be
addressed. One major disadvantage of action research is that it does not normally
allow generalization. It gives answers to particular situations (in this case, the oral
skills of a particular group of first graders) and, therefore, these cannot be applied in
other situations, as they have a different nature. Some other authors also consider the
fact that, as the researcher is an active member of the community of practice that is
being studied; this could lead to some influence in the validity of the results (Cohen,
Manion & Morrison, 2000).

Having acknowledged these limitations, it can be pointed out that this study
aimed to reduce these drawbacks as much as possible by a) making the study results
public by inclusion in a report and subsequent publications and thereby affording
more generalizability, b) through interaction with a study supervisor and other
researchers the study framework is ensured greater validity, and c) rigor in data
analysis is sustained through the same network of participants mentioned in point b,
along with carefully designed criteria for selection and analysis (these will be

discussed in further detail in the article).
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This AR project is rooted in the postulates of the sociocultural perspective,
wherein the idea that learning occurs through interaction emerges. This paradigm
implies that individuals learn while they participate in social activities with other
people; and that learning takes place when people take part in meaningful activities
that require interaction with equals (e.g. peers), experts (e.g. teachers) or novices (e.g.
pupils). Departing from this premise in order to design the AR, two key questions
emerged: what did I" want to achieve? How could I do it? As the main aim was to
modify a problematic issue in my teaching practices (how to best assess young
language learners' oral competence in English as a Foreign Language), an Action
Research project was considered the best option to address it. I wanted to find an
assessment system that provided real and valuable information of my students’
progress regarding their oral skills. I wanted to see and keep track of their evolution,
their attitude and their willingness to learn. I wanted to give them the chance to speak
in English without any assessment pressure, and to use the language in other context
apart from our class. And perhaps most importantly, this needed to take place in class

of very young learners just beginning to be exposed to a foreign language.

Theoretical Background

For many years, both research and teaching trends in the field of second language
acquisition focused on the study of linguistic forms separated from their
communicative function (Masats, 2008), rather than as a global process that implied
using language actively to communicate. More recently, many teachers and
researchers are moving onto new theories, such as the sociocultural perspective, that
fit more current views of what language learning entails (Johnson, 2009). The main
idea of the sociocultural perspective is that learning occurs through interaction, while
learners participate in social activities in particular contexts with a particular goal.
This implies that individuals are an active part of their learning process, not just
receptors of what experts (e.g. teachers) put “in their heads”. The sociocultural
perspective is formed by different theories that interact with each other and that
researchers use in a multimodal way (Masats, 2008). A major contributor to these
ideas is Vygotsky (1978), who developed a huge amount of the concepts that have
influenced in one way or another many aspects of all kinds of social sciences, and

these have, at the same time, been developed by many of his followers who have
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ended up developing their own theories. Vygotsky has been so influential in theories
of learning that the thoughts he expressed are still currently being developed by
contemporary psychologists and educators in different parts of the world
(Koshmanova, 2007).

Following the Vygotksian concept of language, learning a language is, then,
interacting with more skilled speakers engaged in a social activity while learning how
to build up meaningful statements (Masats, 2008). Interaction (amongst equals, with
experts, with novices...) is, then, the key for language (and any kind of) learning. In
particular, it is important to highlight the role that social interaction plays in language
learning, according to the socioconstructivist paradigm (Richards, 2002).

Nonetheless, the best way to assess language learning within a
socioconstructivist paradigm, especially in the case of beginner learners, remains
under debate. In general it is agreed that all teachers need to collect data, either in a
formal or informal way, to determine whether their students are progressing correctly
in their learning process and whether they (the teachers) are doing well in their
teaching practices. Rea-Dickens and Rixon (2000, p.89) place this approach with
continuous assessment, explaining the process as “the collection of data on language
use by pupils in classroom language learning”. Often, the term ‘assessment’ is
confused with the term ‘evaluation’, especially in Spanish-speaking contexts, where
only one word is used to refer to both concepts. As loannou-Georgiou and Pavlou
(2003) highlight, evaluation seeks determining whether a language program meets its
goals, considering exam results, parent’s and teacher’s opinions, while assessment is a
more general term to refer to all methods used by teachers to characterize children’s
performance.

Generally, in language teaching, there are five main reasons why and how
students are assessed (adapted from Cajkler & Addelman, 2000, as cited in Brewster,
Ellis, & Girard, 2002, p. 245):

1. Formative: assessment is part of the continuous learning process.

2. Summative: to give pupils feedback on their progress on a particular moment (often
done through tests).

3. Informative: to give pupils, parents or teachers feedback on the general progress.

4. Diagnostic: to help identify particular needs and strengths (often done at the

beginning of a teaching period).
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5. Evaluative: to identify pupil’s levels of achievement and order them according to
merit, and to check the effectiveness of teaching methods, teachers or materials.

It is the belief of this teacher-researcher that assessment should be integrated
into the learning process. From this point of view, apart from it being fairer to
students to be assessed by taking into account their global performance and not by a
final test, it also helps students be more autonomous with their work and develop
what is known as the “learning to learn competence”, which is strongly promoted by
the Primary Education Curriculum (2007). In this way, teachers can help pupils take
responsibility for their learning process and let them know what it is expected from
their performance, and also expectations about their attitude. Rea-Dickens and Rixon
(2000) found that assessment in language teaching contexts hardly ever takes into
account motivation or attitude, but almost always focuses on language skills. This is
something that has been considered in this study, and also in the teaching practices
that preceded it. If motivation is considered in assessment, this can help plan for more
engaging and meaningful activities, and for a more learner-centered teaching
methodology. Both motivation and assessment are essential parts of the learning
process; through good assessment the learning process can be modified and improved.
This is easier if assessment is considered as a cycle, like the following diagram that

Brewster, Ellis, & Girard (2002) adapted from Cajkler and Addelman (2000):
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Evaluation of Aims &
Results Objectives
Recording of Syllabus &
Results Course
Description
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teaching
and
assessment
Assessment Teaching
Techniques Methodology
Assessment Learning
Criteria Outcomes

Figure 1: The teaching and assessment cycle

Based on these observations, it was decided to employ rubrics as the principal means
of assessment of the students' development. A rubric is a tool for recording students’
performance in particular tasks or also when we observe them from a global
perspective. Rubrics (also known as scoring rubrics) are used when quality in
students’ performances is considered but do not judge whether these are right or
wrong. Instead, when using rubrics, a particular criterion is set for the expectations
and classifies children’s performance according to these criteria. Rubrics can be used
either by the teacher or by the students themselves (adapted depending on their age
and their reading/understanding abilities). In this project, rubrics were chosen for data
collection about students’ performances because they were considered as a tool that
provided a fair and reliable overview of what children could do and how they could
do it, and also because by using them periodically they would provide a global and

realistic view of children’s progress.
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However, there are also a few drawbacks that need to be considered when
trying to use rubrics for classroom purposes. Creating rubrics is a very time-
consuming process: first, you need to decide the items you want to assess and then
establish the achievement levels and the criteria for each level, then you have to field
test the rubric to make sure it accomplishes its goals and then make any modifications
that need to be implemented. This is one of the reasons why generic rubrics are more
efficient for teachers. Once you have found a rubric that works for you, you need to
implement its use in a real classroom task and then (which was the case for this
teacher-researcher) transfer rubric criteria results to school-acceptable results, which
are often numeric and require a conversion from what the criteria have stated, often
making the teacher divide and multiply several times which again, is time-consuming.
The steps taken to design and modify the assessment process form part of the AR

described herein.

Data collection

The context
The collection of this data was carried out during the school year 2011/12 in a public
school from the Metropolitan Area of Barcelona, in the north of the Baix Llobregat
Area. The town where the school is located is characterized by a huge increase in its
population in the last twenty years, doubling the number of inhabitants in the period
comprised between 1991 and 2012. The home language of the majority of the
children and their families is Spanish; Catalan, the language of the school is not the
predominant language of the pupils.

The data collection and the subsequent research were carried out in a research-
friendly context and had the collaboration of other subject teachers and the school’s

government body.
The participants

The students who participated in this research project were 1% grade pupils within an
age range from 5 to 7 years old from a class of 26 students, comprised of 11 girls and
15 boys. Only one of them had special educational needs, but she still participated in

the lessons. In general they were a very participative group, motivated to learn and
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use English, easy to engage in activities, and well behaved. Inevitably, at times there
were minor behavior issues but they could be easily solved.

These children had just started primary education, and as a group, their only
previous contact with the English language had been in some symbolic play™ lessons
in their last year of kindergarten. This was, therefore, the first time they were
receiving formal instruction in English as a Foreign Language (EFL). For the study,
only two out of twenty six students have been selected, according to the following

criteria:
- General performance in all subjects.
- Attitude and participation in class.
- Absence of major learning issues.

Names of students, teachers and other participants have been changed to respect their

privacy and anonymity.

General performance |Attitude & participation| Major learning issues

Very active, engaged,

motivated X

Sara Very high

Participative with minor

. X
behavior issues

Pablo Average level

Figure 2: criteria for selecting the participants
The activities: description

As it is mentioned in the introduction, this research came to life after observing the
teacher-researcher’s own teaching practice in terms of assessment and taking the
decision to change it and improve her teaching praxis, along the lines of Action
Research (see O'Brien, 2001). From there, many activities emerged in the modified
planning, which can be divided into two main sequenced learning events: 1) Mr.
Camera - intended to last for the whole year as a routine in the EFL classes, and 2)
sporadic big events, lasting up to a month (a role play of the Enormous Carrot was
selected for this study). Although these activities were part of the AR, they were
included in the routine operation of the lessons and were not perceived by students as

isolated or out of normal activities.
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Mr. Camera

The implementation of Mr. Camera provided a time and space for
children to speak freely, with no assessment pressure and as a way
Justification of monitoring children's oral progress in a fun, engaging way. It
lalso helped children deal with technology, and stress in front of a
camera.

- To monitor and assess children's oral competence progress
- To obtain real information about children's performance
Aims - To provide a time to use EFL freely

- To increase children's social language repertoire (greetings and
politeness)

- To collect data about children’s oral abilities in a systematic way
Research aim in order to contribute to the creation of a reliable assessment

lsystem.
5 first or last minutes

- Production of basic of class during the

vocabulary of whole year (starting

|greetings in November)
Contents - Speaking ina Timing (fox. this research

|spontancous way. data has been

- Interest in using analyzed from

FLs. November to January

- 3 months)

- The teacher introduces the camera, personifying the object, as
IMr. Camera. It's got a label with a face on it. (See annex for a
picturc)

- She explains that it is a visitor that will be there with them for the
whole year and that they will have to greet him every time they
enter or leave the class (depending on the time of the day).

- The teacher guides a conversation about how the camera could be
Activity rected, and with the contributions of students a few ideas are
development Ei»‘cn: hello, good morning, bye bye, good-bye.

- From that day on, the camera is placed on a tripod on the
teacher's desk and children greet it every time they arrive or leave.

- Once a week, or every time children ask for it, the teacher
devotes a period of time to talk about new greeting formulac or
how oncs can be used in some occasions and others cannot.

- The teacher encourages children to use a wide variety of
|grectings every time the activity is carried out.

Figure 3: Mr. Camera: activity description
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The Enormous Carrot: a theatre play

"The enormous carrot" is an adaptation of the traditional folktale
"The enormous turnip” but includes more chunks of language.
Justification Because it is a repetitive structure the language chunks are casier

o remember and reproduce. It is, therefore, a golden opportunity
[:o promote speaking.

- To monitor and assess children's oral competence progress
- To obtain real information about children's performance
Aims - To provide a time to use EFL in a guided and prepared way

- To provide opportunities for reproducing English pronunciation
jand intonation

- To check whether the assessment system created for Mr. Camera

Research aim lactivity showed proof of working for other activities.

- Production chunks

of language from the .
fstory 4 sessions of 45' for

implicit preparation +
1 for the recording
(January)

Contents - Active participation Timing
in the theatre play

- Interest in using
FLs.

Session 1: the teacher, using six big story cards, tells the story to
the children, placing emphasis on intonation, pronunciation,
chunks of language and gestures.

Secssion 2: the teacher retells the story, now relying on body
language to illustrate the story more than the cards. Children's
interventions or repetitions are welcomed and encouraged.

Secssion 3: the teacher retells the story, but now explicitly
encourages children to tell 1t with her. Actions such as standing up,

Activity moving and making gestures to represent the story are welcomed.

development  [Scssion 4: samc as session 5, but first telling children that, as they
lare doing so well that maybe they could act it out next class.

Session 3: the teacher provides some props such as wigs, ties,
bags, ctc. to let the children dress up as the characters in the story.
[Then, table by table, children decide which character they want to
represent and come to the front of the class. The teacher places the
camera on a tripod and records the play. The teacher plays the role
of the narrator, and the rest of the children can join in if they want.
The actors play their part and apart from speaking, they make
|gestures and support the partners with more difficulties.

Figure 4: The enormous carrot: activity description

Data Collection Procedures

The compiled data formed a total of 26 videos for the Mr. Camera activity and 3 for
the theatre activity. For this project, 16 out of 26 videos about Mr. Camera have been
analyzed, and two for the theatre activity. Data were collected by using a photo

camera, more specifically a Fujifilm Finepix Z camera with video recording options.
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For Mr. Camera activity, the camera stood on a tripod on the teacher's desk and kids

addressed it every time they arrived or left the class. For the theatre activity, the

teacher recorded the play at the same time she took on the role of the narrator. Data

collection was also supported with after-lesson note taking by the teacher, though this

was only done to jot down interesting episodes that occurred during the activities and

has only been used as a reminder for the teacher as a link to specific data sections and

not as a research tool.

Data Presentation and Discussion

Considering the established criteria in the analytical approach section, an initial rubric

was designed in order to categorize students’ performances in the Mr. Camera

activity:
CRITERIA FOR ASSESSING AN ORAL ACTIVITY
PRODUCTION NON LINSUISTIC
POINTS RECEPTION ATTITUDE
{mguage Pronmaiation COMPETENCES
Produces language X
correctly or with Is confident and . obwous.l)f
X X Uses the . prepared activity
few mistokes using o Con understand uses non-linquistic
3 . pronunciation . ond makes an effort
the appropriate I everything competences to help
worked in class o to have a good
languoge & communication
result
structures
Produces lnguage Tries to us: the Uses :on Imgiuusl:mlz Has prepared the
with several corres Needs a little bit of | “OTPETENCES To hep activity well enough
2 . . pronunciation but communication more :
mistakes although it help o to have a pretty nice
. ; makes several than linguistic
is comprehensible X result
mistokes competences
Only uses single Relies on non Has worked only a
Pronounces the Lo . .
words and linguistic little bit before but
1 . . words os they are MNeeds lots of help
sometimes with . competences to not enough for a
: written i
mistokes communicate good result.
. . Isn't able to Has not prepared
Bossn’t dry 1o'speok Dossn’t ey 1o'speok Doesn't understond communicate sven the activity at all
0 or speech is or speech is . . - )
. X . X anything with non linguistic and doesn't care
incomprehensible incomprehensible h
strategies about results
MAXIN UM SCORE: 15 POINTS

Figure 5: Sample of initial rubric

The rubric consisted of different sections:

* Language production: this section was related with the criterion “vocabulary

range” and it was aimed at categorizing students’ use of the vocabulary and

structures introduced in class and their evolution.

* Pronunciation: this section was related with the criterion “fluency” and it was

aimed at categorizing students’ ability to speak accurately according to what

was being worked on in class.
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* Reception: this section was not related to any criterion but it was aimed at
describing students’ understanding of oral instructions.

* Non-linguistic competences: not related to any criterion but aimed at assessing
students’ use of non-linguistic strategies (e.g. gestures, facial expression) to
support oral communication.

* Attitude: related to the criterion “willing to know more formulae”. This item
was aimed at classifying students’ attitude regarding the activity and the

learning of English as a Foreign Language.

As described in figure 4, above, the teacher-researcher introduced the first
activity by presenting “Mr. Camera” as a new visitor to the class that would be there
every day to greet them. The whole class did a small brainstorming session to share
different ways in which they could greet the camera so that they could start using
them right away. Greeting formulae such as “Hello” or “Bye Bye” were the most
commonly proposed by the children, although some others, like “Good morning” or
“Good afternoon” appeared too. In that very same class, students said “goodbye” to

Mr. Camera for the first time.

Transcript 1: Sara and Pablo greeting Mr. Camera for the first time

1.TEA: Say bye bye to Mr. Camera\
Bye bye Mr. Camera / {(tries to pronounce the sound /r/ in an English
2.SAR: way, then looks at the teacher looking for approval))
3.TEA: ((thumbs up, nods her head))
4.5AR: ((smiles and starts packing))
<Bye bye mr.camera::> ((speaks slowly and acts silly in
5.PAB: front of the camera))
6.TEA: lineup/

After watching the videos the first rubric was filled out with the following results:
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ACTIVITY ASSESSMENT

Activity name: Mr, Camera (I) Class: 1B 2011/12
PRODUCTION NON Total score
Student name RECEPTION N ATTITUDE
Language Pranunciation LINGUISTIC /15 Grade

Sara

3

3

3

3

3

EX

Pablo

3

2

2

2

1

B

Figure 6: Rubric 1

In this first rubric, Sara got the maximum qualification (15/15) as she used the
language presented in class (3 points), used extraordinarily good pronunciation (3
points), understood the teacher’s instructions correctly (3 points), used gestures to
support what she was saying (she waved - 3 points) and made an effort to perform
well (3 points). Pablo got an average qualification (10/15) as he used the language
presented in class correctly (3 points), used an acceptable pronunciation (pronounced
several words as they are written - 2 points), understood the instructions correctly but
acted silly in front of the camera, even though the class had been previously warned
about that (2 points), used gestures (waved and danced in front of the camera) and his
attitude needed improvement, as he only wanted to act silly and not to perform
appropriately to the classroom context.

Upon revision of the first rubric and a careful analysis of the transcription of
what actually took place, it became apparent that the students’ attitude during the task
highly influences the teacher’s predisposition to give higher or lower marks when
assessing them. When it came to Sara’s assessment, it was pretty clear that she would
get a high mark because she made an effort to perform well, but with Pablo, as he was
acting silly, the teacher was ready to give him a low mark. Initially, a lower grade was
given in all sections, highly influenced by Pablo’s attitude. It was not until the
teacher-researcher had revised the descriptors in the rubric again that she realized that
she was giving a low mark only because of Pablo’s attitude, although he
accomplished what descriptors stated in all other categories (as can be seen in line 5,
transcript 1). At that point, the teacher-researcher revised Pablo’s marks and changed
them to fit what the criteria stated. Therefore, we can state that, in this case, the use of
rubrics highly supported fair assessment, as students were assessed according to some

criteria previously set to ensure impartiality.
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In the following class, which was the next morning, the teacher placed the
camera on her desk and stood at the door to greet the students as they came in. As

children were entering the class, they greeted Mr. Camera.

Transcript 2: Sara greeting Mr Camera 2nd session. TCH = teacher; SAR = Sara; PPP = pupils; SS1 = Unknown student

1.5AR: Hello/ ({smiling at the teacher))
2.TEA: Hello Sara/
3.5AR: Avui no (XXX) perqué la mama ha arribat tard \
Today no (XXX) because mommy arrived late
Ja ho (XXX) un altre cop _ vale/ {(stroking her hair)) (1.0) Say good morning to Mr.
4.TEA: Camera \
(XXX} do it another time OK?
5.5AR: Qué/
What?
6.TEA: Go/
7.PPP: (2.8)
8.5AR: Good morning Mr. Camera: / ((greeting the camera as she passes by))
S.PPP: (3.1)
10.581: Yo también le he dicho good morning /
i told him good morning too
11.PPP: (4.7) ((background noise, other children speaking))
12.5AR: Good morning es mejor que decir hello /
Good morning'is better than saying 'helio’
13.551: Si_ya
yes, right
14.5AR: (es very good) ({continues speaking to her friend as other children greet the camera))

((begins sentence in Spanish))

Transcript 3: Pablo greeting Mr. Camera the next morning (2nd session); TEA =
teacher; PAB = Pablo

1LTEA:  Good morning /
2.PAB:  Good morning / ((enters the class and goes straight to the camera, then hesitates and asks the teacher)) eh_ estd encendida /
isiton?
3.TEA:  ((nods with her head))
((trying to look through the screen, laughing)) ho::la:: mister
4.PAB:  camera/
5.TEA:  Pablo/(.) Please/

These video recordings were assessed afterwards, with the following results:

ACTIVITY ASSESSMENT
Activity name: Mr. Camera (II) Class: 1B 2011712
PRODUCTION NON Total score
Student name RECEPTION ATTITUDE
Language Pranunciation LINGUISTIC /15 Grade
Sara 3 3 3 3 3 15
Pablo 1 0 1 2 0 4

Figure 7: Rubric 2

As in the previous lesson, Sara made an effort to perform well in terms of
language, pronunciation, attitude and so forth. What made a difference in this case

was how she talked to a friend, verbally expressing that she considered that saying
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“good morning” was better than saying “hello”. We can deduce that she guessed the
structure “good morning” was more complex than “hello” and, therefore, using the
first one instead of the second one would mean she made a bigger effort and
performed better in the activity. This is also related with the sociopragmatic
competence, as Sara showed proof of knowing when to use types of language because
she used ‘good morning’ instead of ‘hello’ first thing in the morning.

In this second rubric, Pablo had a very low mark as he acted silly again, but he
did not use the formulae expected and greeted Mr. Camera using Spanish and not
English. This influenced the categories related to language production, pronunciation,
reception and attitude. He still got a good grade in non-linguistic competences as he
used gestures to support communication. Again, in this case rubrics worked as a
system to ensure fairness, as after a second revision of Pablo’s rubric and
performance, his grades were revised and changed as he actually used the expected

language, not to greet the camera but to greet the teacher instead.

These two rubrics were the first two to be filled in the AR project.
Immediately a major limitation emerged: due to the age and language level of the
learners, the actual target language production is quite short, rendering evidence for
assessment to a minimum. These rubrics were recorded on the first week, and after
they were completed, lots of additional questions appeared regarding diverse issues,

such as:

- Difficulty to fill out a rubric based on a total score over 15 when the grades needed

to be given over 10, which meant an extra effort in calculating the final grades.

- The descriptors in the section “Attitude” appeared to be irrelevant to the purpose of
the rubric, because they were focused more on activity preparation (which was not
needed for this activity) rather than on the criteria previously set, which referred to the

“willingness to know more formulae”.

- Absence of any category in the rubric referred to the third criterion “use of greetings

in foreign language in different situations”.

- Inappropriateness of the section “Reception”, as this rubric was aimed at regarding

students’ speaking competences.
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After these observations, some modifications were made, resulting in the

following rubric:

CRITERIA FOR ASSESSING AN ORAL ACTIVITY

Extraordinary

appropriate vocabulary

worked in chss perfectly

vocobulary and
structures in social

Uses gestures ond focial
expression to support

PRODUCTION
POINTS SOCIAL ENGLISH NON LINGUISTIC ATTITUDE
Languape Pronncialion COMPETENCES
Speaks using the Uses the pronunciation Uses the presented Shows great interest and

makes a great effort to

social situations.

linguistic competences

d struct ithout d tries t d f Il'and to |
: teachers spontaneously ’
Speaks correctly or with Tends t abul Is confident and uses Shows interest ond
Very good few mistakes using the Uses the pronunciation edn : © ;.ISG oo El;:f“_‘y non-linguistic makes on effort to have
ropriate longuage worked in chss e competences to he agood result. Waonts to
) oppropriate lonquage & Ked in che ond structures in EFL in pet to help good It Wants +
social situations. i
structures communication learn more.
. . Sometimes uses Uses non linguistic
th | Tries t th t
Acceptable m?::oikessu:lfhos‘.uef::is r::in:i:?sit:n bz:::;:s vocobulary ond competences to help Shows interest and aims
(2) comprehsnsigble P ceveral mistokes structures inEFL in communicationmore thon | for apretty nice result.

Needs improvement

Only uses single words
and sometimes with

Pronounces the words os

Only uses
vocabdistructures when

Relies on non linguistic
competences to

Effort ond interest were
only enough for a

i requested in the EFL
&y mistakes ey ars written 9 closs communicate passable result.
Nat acceptable Doesn't try to speak or Doesn't try to speak or | Doesn't speak in English Isn't able to Doesn't make any effort
speech is speech is if it's not strictly communicate even with or shows interest in
(0 incomprehensible incomprehensible necessary non linguistic strategies learning or improving.

MAXIMUM SCORE: 20 POTNTS

Figure 8: Sample of the modified rubric

The new features were the following:

- Labeling the levels of achievement from “extraordinary” to “not acceptable”.

- Addition of an extra level of achievement (“extraordinary’) as the maximum grade

for a particular category, for two main reasons:

1. Transforming the maximum score into 20/20 to make calculation easier

(only needing to divide by 2).

2. Slightly modifying the rest of the descriptors to make them adequate for the
reality observed in the first recordings: sometimes grades were given without

being 100% sure they fit how students performed.
- Elimination of the category “Reception”.

- Incorporation of the category “Social English” to refer to the criterion “use of
greetings in foreign language in different situations”.

(13

- Modification of the category “Attitude” to fit the criterion “willingness to know

more formulae” so that it reflected students’ efforts to perform well and learn more.

In the next session, which was the third one, the children and the teacher

talked about some other ways to say ‘good bye’, and the formula ‘see you tomorrow’
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appeared in the conversation. This session was more directed as the teacher called the
children one by one to say goodbye and then start picking up as it was the last session

of the day and children were about to be dismissed to go home.

Transcript 4: Pablo, 3rd session; TEA = teacher; PAB = Pablo

1. PAB: ((rubbing hands in front of the camera, clearly excited))

2. TEA: ((holds his arm and makes him go closer to the camera))

3. PAB: ((is about to speak, but hesitates and asks the teacher)) eh/ como se decia hasta mafiana/
how do you say 'see you tomorrow’

4.TEA: [see you tomorrow)]

5. PAB: see you tomorrow mister camera\,

Transcript 5: Sara, 3rd session; SAR = Sara
bye by {.) ((hesitates)) bye bye mister

1. SAR: camera\

Results in session 3 were compiled by the means of the modified rubric:

ACTIVITY ASSESSMENT

Activity name: Mr. Camera (III) Class: 1B 2011/12
PRODUCTION SOCTAL NON Total score
Student name N N ATTITUDE
Language FPranunciation ENGLISH LINGUISTIC /20 Grade

Sara

3

3

3

2

14

Pablo

3

3

3

3

15

Figure 9: Rubric 3

In this case, Sara performed differently from her norm. She went in front of the
camera very quickly and said the first formula that came to her mind: “bye bye”. She
hesitated for some reason, maybe because she was used to saying the most
complicated formulae from the options presented in class, and in that case she used a
rather simple one. After hesitating she continued using that formula and began to pick
up as rapidly as she could. This makes us think that Sara only wanted to finish quickly
so that she could be the first to line up, something that she normally enjoyed doing.

Although Pablo showed excitement in his facial expression, in this case he
showed great interest in using the new formula just introduced. He hesitated but
instead of using what he already knew, he asked the teacher so he could use the new
option of “see you tomorrow”. This attitude and willingness to learn resulted in a
fairly high mark. A final session was implemented before the teacher/reserach
analysed the effects of the improved rubric to ensure the validity of the consequent
reflections. The next morning; children were recorded and assessed again, using the

new rubric:
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Transcript 6: Sara, 4th session; SAR = Sara
1. SAR: good morni:ng miste:r camera: {(singing))

Transcript 7: Pablo, 4th session; PAB = Pablo; PP1 = unnamed student; PPP = pupils' voices; TEA = teacher

1. PAB: ((walks in the class, clearly excited to know that he has to talk to the camera))
2. PP1: pablo::/ te estoy viendo eh/ ((Pablo's friend is standing behind the camera and looking through the screen))
pablo | see you
3. PAB: oi:/ ((giggles and bends down))
hey
4, PP1: tio pablo/
dude pablo
5. PAB: he:llo mister ca:mera\ ((smiling and making gestures)) (.) ya estd\ ({joins his friend behind the camera)) a ver (.) métete tG/
done your turn
6.551 no (.) yo ya lo he hecho
no, I've already done it
7. PPP: (1.7)
8. PAB: cristina:/ mira/ {(he's seeing a girl through the screen))
cristing, look
S. CRI: ({looks at Pablo and at the camera, surprised))
10. TEA: you two (.) | said don't look\ {.) go and sit down\
11. PAB: vala:/
wow
Their rubrics were scored as follows.
ACTIVITY ASSESSMENT
Activity name: Mr. Camera (IV) Class: 1B 2011/12
PRODUCTION SOCTAL NON Total score
Student name ATTITUDE
Language FPranunciation ENGLISH LINGUISTIC /20 Grade
Sara 4 4 4 4 3 19 EX
Pablo 3 3 3 3 1 13 B

Figure 10: Rubric 4

Sara performed correctly according to the descriptors, using very good pronunciation
and the appropriate formula. In this case, she did not get the highest mark in the
attitude section as she was expected to use a different formula from “good morning”
that had already been introduced in class. Pablo always shows excitement and interest
about speaking in front of the camera. This interest is often transformed into a not-so-
positive attitude, reflected in his silliness in front of the camera. He performed well in
terms of language production or pronunciation but did not show an appropriate
attitude.

Evaluation of Rubric Usefulness

After the second use of the improved rubric, it was time to reflect on how it had

worked and see if it had had the expected effects:

- The transformation of the rubric into a base of 20 clearly helped making the

teacher’s job easier and reduced calculating time.
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- The addition of an extra category (“exceptional”) helped fit performances that were

above expectations into the rubric.

- The modification of the descriptors under the “attitude” category helped classify
attitudes for this particular activity better as they now referred to effort in

performance instead of effort in preparation.

- The addition of the category “social English” helped focus on the use of the
language in social situation, but it also showed a major drawback: as the target
language production was really short it was difficult to state, only considering the
recordings, whether the students were using English in social situations with peers or

other teachers, unless these productions were recorded by chance.

Once the initial rubric was modified and the improved rubric was used and
tested in class, it was decided that this last rubric was appropriate for the research
purposes and it was then used throughout the rest of the project for this particular
activity. Following these four first sessions, this assessment system was established as
a part of the teaching and assessment cycle for this class and activity. Rubrics proved
to be a reliable system which ensured fair and continuous assessment and that showed
proof of students’ performances according to the observations made for this particular
activity. In order to double-check the reliability of the rubric, a complementary
activity was carried out to ensure its validity in activities other than “Mr. Camera”.
This activity was called “The enormous Carrot” and it consisted in a small theatre

play of a story that had been previously worked in class for several sessions (see

figure 2 for more information).

Figure 11. Students represent The Big Carrot

After students’ representation, these were their results:
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ACTIVITY ASSESSMENT

Activity name: The Enormous Carrot Class: 1B 2011712
PRODUCTION SOCTAL NON Total score
Student name ENGLIS LINGUISTIC ATTITUDE
Language Pranunciation H v /20 Grade

Sara

4

4

c<?

4

4

¢?

Pablo

4

3

<?

3

3

<7

EX

Figure 12: rubric for the theatre activity

Sara performed really well in this activity, making a very big effort in aspects such as
language production, pronunciation or non linguistic competences. She made ample
use of gestures and expressions to support what she was saying and was very
engaged, demonstrating a really positive attitude towards the activity. In contrast with
how he normally behaved before the camera, Pablo was shy and not really active in
front of the camera. However, he was engaged in the activity and had an excellent
performance in linguistic terms.

A particular aspect of it did not fit into the aims of the activity was the social
English category. In this case, the use of the language in contexts other from the
interaction with the teacher was not an aim, as it was a rather directed activity that
implied using the structures worked in class. On the other hand, a category that would
have been very helpful when assessing this activity was the one related to “reception”
and that had been previously removed from the original rubric as it did not fit the
aims of Mr. Camera activity. In this case, children had to make some gestures as they
heard their peers and the teacher narrating the story, so this showed proof of
understanding spoken English. These reflections lead to the conclusion that this
particular rubric did not work for all purposes, as it had to be modified in order to fit
the aims of each implemented activity in order to ensure its validity. What was done
afterwards was to modify the rubric by deleting the category ‘“social English” and

incorporating the category “reception” again.
Rubrics as a way of keeping track of students’ progress

In the previous section it has been shown, step by step and illustrated by some
meaningful episodes of children’s interaction, the process followed to create the
appropriate rubrics to work for this research project. What it is aimed in this section is

to analyze how these rubrics helped the teacher to keep track of her students’
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progresses according to the criteria set AR project. The following criteria served as

the basis for the creation of the categories and the descriptors of the rubric.

Criterion Category in the rubric

Vocabulary range (whether it was

; ; Language production
increasing or not). guage p

Fluency (whether they were speaking

Pronunciation
more fluently or not).

Use of greetings in foreign language in
different situations (whether they were
using greetings in other situations apart | Social English
from the activities - e.g. with friends,
other teachers...).

Willingness to know more greeting
formulae (whether they wanted to use
more and different formulae to use in
the activities and in the classroom).

Attitude

Figure 13: analytical criteria and rubric categories

In this case, vocabulary referred to the greeting formulae used by the students (e.g.
hello, good morning). The following chart will show which greeting formulae Pablo
and Sara used in each session to talk to Mr. Camera. It is color-coded so blue stands
for “Hello”, red for “Bye bye”, yellow for “good morning”, green for “see you

tomorrow” and purple for “how are you”.

1 7 |8 |9 |10 |22 |12 [13 |14 |15 |16
P - X
s l

Figure 14. Vocabulary evolution (greeting formulae)

Pablo used a total of 3 different formulae (hello, bye bye and see you tomorrow),
“Hello” being the most common one. Sara, on the other hand, used a total of 5
greeting formulae (hello, good morning, bye bye, see you tomorrow, how are you?),
“good morning” and “see you tomorrow” the most common ones. Both Sara and
Pablo increased their vocabulary range, as they started using “bye bye” and
afterwards used almost exclusively different formulae, as they both only repeated that

one formula (bye bye) once again.

The criterion of 'Fluency' was particularly difficult to assess as the oral

productions made by students were quite short due to their age range and the activity
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design. When considering fluency evolution it was observed how students performed
in front of the camera in terms of doubting and hesitating, but also in terms of
pronunciation. For instance, the video recordings showed an incident where Sara
makes an effort to pronounce the word “camera” in an English way, despite the fact

that Pablo had previously pronounced it in a more 'Spanish' tone.

The criterion of using foreign language greetings in different situations was
another problematic aspect of the implementation of this project. The data collection
system (Mr. Camera activity) did not permit keeping track of students’ use of English
in social contexts as it only recorded a very short period of time in which children
were speaking. Some other methods such as note-taking were discarded too by the
impossibility of writing down all their productions regarding social English and
teaching at the same time. However, there were some recordings of the children
reminding each other of the need to greet Mr. Camera in English (presumibly for

social purposes).

Transcript 8: Pablo & SS1 in front of camera. TEA = teacher; PAB = Pablo;
$81 = unnamed student
1. TEA: good MORNI:ING/ say good morning
2.551:  good morning pablo/
((passes in front of mister camera without saying
3. PAB:  anything))
4.551:  dile algo a mister camera/
say something to mister camera
5.5852: good morning mister camera/
6. PAB: ((comes back)) hello mister camera

The criterion of "Willingness to know more greeting formulae" was a rather
interesting one to observe, for several reasons. First of all, the majority of the times
children asked for more formulae right before addressing the camera, even though
sometimes these questions could not be recorded as they appeared in the middle of the
lesson. We can see how Pablo, in the next extract, asks for a formula that had been
presented previously but he did not quite remember. Instead of using what he already

knew (e.g. “bye bye”) he asked the teacher to remind him of the new formula:
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Transcript 9: TCH = teacher; PAB = Pablo

1. PAB: ({comes close to the camera, ready to speak, but hesitates)) eh _como era/
um_how was it?

2. TEA: see you tomorrow /

3.PAB: see you tomorrow/

Second of all, it showed students’ motivation towards the task and their perception of
what speaking English meant, as they sometimes tended to use a "challenging" (new)
formula to show proof that they are learning and making an effort. In the next extract,
we can see how Sara greets Mr. Camera and afterwards discusses with a friend (ss1)
about which formula she has used:

Transcript 10: SAR: Sara; PPP: Pupils in background;
S$S1: unnamed student

1. SAR: Good morning Mr. Camera: / ((greeting the camera as she passes by))
2. PPP: (3.1)
3.SS1: Yo también le he dicho good morning /
| also said good
morning
4, PPP: (4.7)
5. SAR: Good morning es mejor que decir hello /
Good morning' is better than saying
‘hello’

This criterion also helped categorizing students’ attitude and effort, as Sara does when
looking for the approval of the teacher after an effort with pronunciation: "see you
tomorrow mister camera" (smiling and looking at the teacher, making an effort with
/r/ pronunciation).

It was found that rubrics were an effective resource for data collection and
continuous assessment for classroom purposes. After testing and modifying the
rubrics, they were helpful for gathering information about the analytical criteria that
had been set. It has to be noted, however, that some particular aspects, such as
fluency, were rather difficult to assess by the means of a rubric due to the limitations
in students’ productions.

Moreover, the rubrics not only helped the teacher keep track of her students’
learning process, they also influenced the teacher’s decisions and the children’s
evolution in several ways that were not initially planned. A principal unexpected
outcome was the fact that the focus on the efficacy of rubrics brought about
modifications of her teaching practices. Designing the rubrics made this teacher-

researcher aware of the pedagogical implications of her decisions and therefore
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helped her create activities that focused on the criteria previously established while
designing the rubric. For instance, when the teacher-researcher had to create Mr.
Camera activity, she focused on the pre-established criteria in order to plan a

communicative activity that fitted within the criteria to be evaluated.

Conclusions and suggestions for improvement

While working on the different phases of the AR project, a careful analysis of the data
collected was done to check whether rubrics were an efficient means of assessing
young language learners' emergent oral competences in the target language. Before
analyzing the data, a set of analytical criteria was established in order to check
whether the rubrics were accomplishing their function the use of rubrics should bring
reliable and real information about students’ performances in terms of 1) vocabulary
2) range, 3) fluency, 4) use of English in social situations and willingness to know
more formulae (attitude).

It was found that the rubrics were a reliable assessment tool for teachers for
several reasons: 1) they ensured fair assessment by creating the need to refer to a set
of descriptors; and 2) they helped the teacher collect data and keep track of students’
progress. They also had some unexpected outcomes: 3) the use of rubrics shaped the
activities’ design as they made the teacher reflect upon the implications of her
decisions and 4) plan improved activities for achieving the criteria, thereby 5)
supporting student learning by focusing the activities on better means of improving
their oral skills.

At the same time, some drawbacks of their use were detected. First of all, the
use of rubrics is a very time-consuming assessment system and, therefore, require a
high degree of commitment by the teacher. Moreover, in the case of beginner
learners, it was nearly impossible to keep track of students’ use of English for social
purposes while teaching at the same time, and some meaningful data was lost along
the way.

There are also some observations concerning AR that can be made. First of all,
the “teacher hat” was a lot more present than the “researcher hat” and that influenced
aspects such as data collection, tools or the overall planning. For instance, data
collection was highly influenced by the school’s timetable (sometimes recordings

were interfered by school events). Also, data were only compiled by the means of
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video recordings and not supported by a consistent use of a research diary (again, this
was affected by the “teacher hat” that did not allow for full research practice). If this
complementary data collection system had been implemented in a truly systematic
way, extra data could have been recorded to support what the videos showed and it
could have helped the teacher fill in the rubrics when doubts appeared.

After the implementation of this action research project, this teacher
researcher firmly believes she has achieved her initial goal: to find a personal and fair
assessment system which allows keeping track of students’ progresses while focusing
on their communicative competences and that could be easily integrated in the smooth
running of the classroom. Rubrics fitted easily in the daily functioning of the class;
they focused on what students could do regarding their communicative competence
and what is more, they even enhanced student learning by supporting the teacher in
her planning and preparation of the sessions. The use of this assessment system in this
class, therefore, fit exactly what the curriculum requires of teachers: "to consider
assessment as a communicative activity that adjusts to the learning processes and the
use of language” (Generalitat, Department of Education, 2009, p.37 [trans. by
author]).
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" This article stems from a Master Thesis carried out in 2012-13 at the Department of Language,
Literature and Social Science Education. The thesis was supervised by Dr. Melinda Dooly.

"Because AR implies a very complex relationship of 'ownership' concerning
teacher/researcher/practitioner working within the parameters of one's own classroom, I have opted to
use first person narrative to maintain the tone of personal reflection which is essential for the cyclical
critical thinking required in AR.

" Type of play where children imitate actions that are present in adult’s daily life. In this case there
were two sessions per week where children played in symbolic play corners depending on what they
wanted to do. These corners were made dynamic by teachers; one was carried out in English.
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