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Teaching Grammar Communicatively with Focus-on-Form

1. Context
(1) Level: Junior high school third year students
(2) Class Size: Five classes (36 students each) were divided into Group A and Group B for small group instruction.
I taught Group B of each class for the first half academic year and taught Group A in the second half.
Group A in the first half year and Group B in the second half year were taught by my colleagues. All
students used the same handouts and did the same communicative activities and assessment tasks.
(3) Textbook: New Horizon English Course III (Tokyo Shoseki)

2. Problem & Goals

I started my action research three years ago to improve my way of teaching further based on the principles of
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT). In my first year, I started to use communicative activities more
frequently as a way to introduce new grammar. In developing a communicative activity, I made sure to start with an
input activity to help students get the feeling of how target grammar could be used in context and internalize the
target grammar without conscious effort of learning. I felt strongly that it is important to place good focus on
meaning and use a variety of activities to keep students interested. In my second year, I devoted myself to
Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT) because I wanted to make my activities more meaningful, open-ended,
goal-oriented, and real life tasks.

Although the above-mentioned change as part of my action research yielded positive results in terms of
students” attitude and motivation in learning English and performance in speaking tests and term tests, there were
some issues that I still wanted to work on. One of them is to learn how to create a good flow of activities within a
communicative task in the way that it is more conducive to second language acquisition. The other is to introduce
new grammar more effectively. Therefore, as part of my final project for Qualitative Research Methods course, I did
literature review extensively on such topics as explicit and implicit grammar instruction, structured input and
output, and focus on form instruction (FFI). As I read Ellis (2006), I learned that tasks can be categorized into two
distinctive types, that is, planned focus on form task and incidental focus on form task. To meet my students’ desire
to improve writing skills furthermore, I decided to give extensive writing tasks this year while continuing to give
incidental focus on form tasks in speaking. In Dr. Sato’s Second Language Teaching course, I learned that FFI
consists of input-based instruction and output-based instruction, which are what Lee and VanPatten (2003) call
structured-input instruction and structured-output instruction (Sato, 2012). Thus, my goal of action research this
year was to apply these principles more consciously and accurately in examining my lessons and developing more
effective communicative tasks.

3. WhatI did
(1) Giving incidental focus on form tasks in writing
(2) Giving a structured input activity before a structured output activity in a planned focus on form task
(3) Continue teaching conversation strategies and giving incidental focus-on-form tasks in speaking

4. Results
(1) Writing Tasks



(a) The Number of Words Students Wrote in Writing Tasks
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I gave the three incidental focus on form tasks in writing throughout the academic year. In the first
writing task, students were asked to introduce one of sight-seeing spots of their choice such as Mt. Fuji, Nagoya
Castle, and Tokyo Sky Tree. Students wrote 32.78 words on average. In the second task, students wrote about
their school trip in Osaka. Students wrote 84.2 words on average, which is more than twice as much as that of
the first task. In the third writing task, students were asked to revise their first drafts based on feedback given
by a native English-speaking Assistant Language Teacher (ALT). They wrote 150.58 words on average, and
which is five times as much as that of the first writing task. As the average word count shows, students actively
participated in the extensive writing tasks in English.
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Task # Average | Standard Deviation | Greatest VValue
1 (in April) Show & Tell 32.78 7.752 62

2 (in June) School Trip 84.2 35474 205

3 (1" daftin Nov. —Final draftin Dec.) | Let's Write a Skit “Please Help Yourself” |  150.58 105.564 744

(b) Students’ Comments on Writing in English

Students” devotion to the incidental focus on form tasks in writing can be exemplified through their
comments as in the form of self-evaluation.

(i) Positive comments on writing tasks

< Asense of improvement >
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<Increased confidence >
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<Writing tasks helps improve English >
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<Positive comments about writing tasks >
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(if) Comments of those who had difficulties with writing tasks
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2) Student Survey (n=162; Group A and Group B
y p P
(a) How students perceive different kinds of activities?

The following graph shows students’ evaluation of different types of classroom activities. Activities that I
introduced, improved, and emphasized this year (2(3(®) were perceived favorably by about 80% of the

students.

@ Speaking Missions with ALT 1%

@ Learning conversation strategies 2%

@ Structured input activities - 1%

@ Writing Tasks 1%
® Conversation with classmates 1%
® Mechanical drills in the textbook 1%
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(b) Do you like English?

The following shows students” answer to the question “Do you like English?” In the survey given at the
end of the third grade, 64% of the students answered positively (Yes, very much. + Yes, I do.), and which is 13%
increase compared to the survey result obtained at the end of the second grade. Moreover, those who answered

“No, I don't.” decreased significantly over the year (21%—12%).

It is also remarkable that 88% of students didn’t have negative feeling toward English after three years of



learning English at a junior high school because it is often said that many students start to dislike English in the
middle of the first grade.

April 2009 (First class of 1 nensei)
March 2010 (End of 1 nensei)
March 2011 (End of 2 nensei)

March 2012 (End of 3 nensei)
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(c) Students’ comment about their change in their feeling toward English
(i) Positive comments
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(ii) Negative comments
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5. WhatIlearned

(1) Focus on form is important.

The survey result and student comments confirmed that students enjoyed focus on form activities. They
especially enjoyed incidental focus on form tasks such as extensive writing tasks and speaking missions with
ALT.

(2) Both planned focus on form tasks and incidental focus on form tasks are necessary.

Students need opportunities to build up new target grammar with intensive planned focus on form tasks.

They also need opportunities to use previously leared grammar all together in incidental focus on form tasks so



that they can recycle all the linguistic materials that they have accumulated so far, and thereby restructuring their
interlanguage.
(3) Structured input is effective.
Good structured input activities make communicative activities fun and allow students to learn new
grammar more easily without much conscious effort to memorize target grammar.
(4) Students develop positive feelings toward English if they can acquire English communication skills.
Performance on grammar-oriented term tests has a significant impact on students’ self-esteem and attitudes
toward English. Those who score well on grammar tests are likely to say that they like English. According to the
survey result and student comments, however, those who score poorly on tests may still exhibit positive attitudes
toward English if they feel satisfied and confident with their attained level of English communication skills.

6. Future issues
(1) Finding ways for more successful teacher collaboration
(2) Collecting more valid and objective performance data which can be compared to the other studies
(3) Analyzing and collecting data more effectively and successfully with qualitative research methods
(4) Giving more support to slow learners for such challenging tasks as extensive writing and speaking
(5) Creating more doable, efficient system for giving extensive writing tasks
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My Lesson Plan

1. Level: Junior high school third year students
2. Class size: 5 classes with 18 students
3. Textbook: “Unit 6: 20th Century Greats” in New Horizon English Course III (Tokyo Shoseki)
4. Goal: Students can provide extra information about things and people.
5. Objectives:
(1) Students can understand the usage and meaning of the following relative clauses:

(@) Students can use a relativized object which may or may not accompany a relative pronoun
e.g. Thisis M (that) she wrote last vear. (relativized object)
(b) Students can use relative pronouns as the subject of a defining relative clause.
e.g. Carson is|the scientis who wrote Silent Spring. (relativized animated subjects)
This s W that (which) makes us happy. (relativized inanimated subjects)
(2) Students can use relative clauses to provide extra information about things/persons.
(3) Students can use communication strategies to sustain conversation.

6. Procedure
(1) Day one: Introduction to Starting Out (Today)
¢ Planned Focus-on-Form Task 1: Let’s explain things in English.



(2) Day two: Starting Out & Dialog
(a) Starting Out (continued)
e Review of the previous lesson
¢ Understanding and reading aloud the textbook dialogue
(b) Introduction to Dialog
¢ Planned Focus-on-Form Task 2: Learning and practicing how to use the relative pronoun
“who ” to describe people.
(1) Quiz: Who is Bell? Bell is a person who invented a - -
(2) Interviewing something special about classmates.
(3) Task 2: Let’s write about classmates.
(3) Day three: Dialog (continued)
e Review of the previous lesson
¢ Understanding and reading aloud the textbook dialogue
(4) Day four: Introduction to Reading for Communication 1
¢ Review of the previous lesson
e Learning the usage of the relative pronoun “which/that ” to describe things.
e Learning new vocabulary

Understanding the text, answering comprehension questions, and reading aloud the text
(5) Day five: Introduction to Reading for Communication 2

Review of the previous lesson
Learning the usage of a relativized object that accompanies a relative pronoun.
Learning new vocabulary.

Understanding the text, answering comprehension questions, and reading aloud the text
(6) Day six:
(a) Reading for Communication 2 (continued), The introduction to Reading for Communication 3
e Review of the previous lesson
¢ Reading for Communication 3
7. Today’s lesson plan: Task 1 “Let’s explain things in English.”
(1) Explanation of today’s class
(2) Pre-task (Input)
(a) Sing the song “Heal the world”
(b) Review how to modify a noun with relativization.

e.g.[The musician | like the best is Mana Ashida. (Subject-object Relatives)

Thisis Ehe book 1 bought yesterday. (Object-object Relatives)
(3) Task (Output)

(a) Practice how to get help when we can’t remember how to say things in English.

(b) Task: Get help with things we can’t remember how to say
(4) Post-task (Output)
(a) Writing several sentences that explain things in English
(5) Summarizing today’s class
8. Assessment (Day nine & ten)
e  Task 3 (Assessment)
¢  Year-End Exam
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Heal the world () ( ) in°

B BAMEA TN AR A2 5 |
Step 1. [A] T 1~8 O¥sEA AATHC L L9, [B] F72. TN ENOIEHT [F7zbAES B S b0 DX 5178
STVBDT, FIZIEEDE S RbONRBD DL 2725 fo SAEXELE D,

—-

[A] EOS5EA BAGEIZ L X D [B] #ilziX? B4AflaET 5
a ‘rhin@ we use when it is rainy

2. la ‘rhin@ we get from friends on January 1

w

a Japgnese soccer player lives in

4. food we eat on Setsubun

B. la ‘rhing we use when we wash our hands

6. @ ‘rhinvawe use when we bring things

7. an animal we can see in Australia
/

8. lanold buildina KW; can see in Kyoto

A b EFEDEIe  [~pd T2 (L) W) L0 ng,
HEETCIE e+ ( ) ( ) DNEFE TS,

tep 2. FEETE D FAUTOW IRV TLE S TR S T D AZBIT X 5,
Curry: I can't remember how to say this. That is (Step 1D 1~8 D3z ?
Rice: (Step1(D1~8 DHEE) ? e o e
Curry: {Yeah. / Uh-huh) V¥ oA Y TR D
Rice: Is that (Step1 TBD& ZAIZE = 1~8 DEMG) .

DR (Curry 12, BHDE NN ERHTL 2F T, Well, that's not it. 2 #V 1%
LRLESTD
\/

Curry: Yes! That's it. Thank you.

Step3. AHOEHEZELO LD, HIUTE-T, FEETHATLIXEED D,
%) Kiyomizudera is|an old bui Iding we can see in Kyoto.

Class No. Name.
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Who is Bell2 He is the person..:

Stepl. ROIELNINANANDEFEITLTOET( INITEY 7RI ED 2 ErE A, R TERR L K 9,

1. Bellis|the persoﬂ who invented a ( ).
%_/ (a) car
2. Tokuji Hayakawa is o invented a ).| (b)dynamite
(¢) Genji Monogatari
3. Momofuku Ando is [the persoﬂ who invented ( ). | (d) instant noodles
X/
(e) light bulb
4. Benzisthe persoVH'WhO invented a ( ). (F) Makura-no-soshi
5. Nobel is fthe persoﬁ who invented ( ). (9) mechanical pencil
%/ (h) telephone
6. Edisonis[the persoﬂ who invented a ( ).
X/
7. Murasaki Shikibu is [the per'soﬂ who wrote ( ).
X/ % 3 NFRHERRAETD [s) 0

8. Sei Shonagon is the persor] who wrote ( ). BEPOLS LR
%/

e

FEVANCE T N T S e ws I el B s NN Y o= A /

-

FEECIEL N () [+ ( ) ( ) e NS K DITIERD,

U
Stepl. HRTZAHIIONT, HFEREOGERIE, BIE, LIoWI &R EZIGETELOEL L I,

I love ( ). ( ), and ( ).

T KT ETIIHE F L EE

I can( ).

T enjoy ( ).

T want to ( ).

[~

SRR T
A: Hi, how's thing going?

Step2. A HE=2—LT, 7T7AA=MIDOWTHIAS I,
Curry: What is Eomefhina special about you?
Rice: ( Step 1 TEVZHFIIOWTOEREDED ).

B: Very good. And you?
A: Not too bad.

Curry: ( % R—A L7 ETRIET S ) EEEOKEDY 5
~PEN AR L TR D I~ A: Nice talking with you.

B: Nice talking with you, too.
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L ( )
2. ( )
3. ( )
4. ( )
5. ( )

Step 3. BT/ B-T, 7T AA=MIOWThOholcZl e f el D,

i : I found that my classmates are very interesting. Manabu is ja per'soH who likes curry and rice very much.

Tomoyuki is ja persoﬂ who enjoys running. = « °

I found that my classmates are very interesting.

@® SHOEEFNES\WWIRH> T, E=FE L KD,
(1) KKTEECE, ELITHAIEIECE

(2) HERDTEIBINDIZCTE. INDBDAILDIZNCE

(3) SODEEZEL CTETDLDICIZDIECE, A oflcC e, RUiccE

Class No. Name.




