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ABSTRACT

A ONE-SEMESTER STUDY involving two basic English experimental groups
and two basic English control groups of the University of Puerto Rico at Bayamén
was focused on how students, in two experimental groups, responded to a theme-
based course throughout a full semester in which the teaching of grammar was
practically non-existent, reading and writing were the core of the course, and gra-
mmar modules were independently assigned. The control groups worked with the
traditional Basic English course offered at UPR-B. A survey collecting data on de-
mographics, learning styles, and learning strategies was conducted.
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INTRODUCTION:

PROFESSORS TEACHING ENGLISH encounter students in their classes
who exhibit different levels of proficiency. Many questions arise when it
comes to meeting the demands of the course and when professors try to ful-
fill the needs students have. In the following question, Spolsky summarizes
the concerns of many educators teaching English: “Who learns how much of
what language under what conditions?” This question leads professionals
in the field of English as a Second Language (ESL) to reflect and generate
other questions based on factors that impede students from demonstrating
progress and reaching levels of achievement commensurate with the goals
of each particular course.

Students who are enrolled in Basic English 3101 - 3102 score from 451 to
580 on the English sub-test of the College Entrance Examination Board.
These scores have been considered “acceptable” for this level and students
have to compete to satisfactorily meet the challenges of the course. At com-
mittee and faculty meetings, professors teaching this course continually
bring up discussion concerning the struggle students encounter with the
learning of English. Many of the basic English students are not fluent at all
in the language and evidence difficulty understanding it; as a consequence,
it becomes harder for them to understand the texts and assignments stud-
ied in and out of the class. Therefore, part of the motivation to undertake
the responsibility of this research was to look into several aspects of how
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the course was originally designed and what revision it needs to undergo to
strengthen, evaluate, fine-tune, polish, change, and adapt its content to the
immediate needs of the student population.

This research report will explore and discuss the findings of a one-semes-
ter study involving two basic English experimental groups and two basic
English control groups at the University of Puerto Rico at Bayamén (UPR-B).
The study focused on how students in the two experimental groups respond-
ed to a theme-oriented basic English course throughout the semester where
the teaching of grammar was virtually non-existent, reading and writing
were the core of the course, and grammar modules were independently as-
signed. The student’s response to the theme-oriented courses was compare
to the response of students in two control groups. The control groups were
engaged in the traditional basic English course outlined offered a UPR-B.
Two professors from the English Department at UPR-B coordinated and car-
ried out the study. This research was conducted with basic English 3101 stu-
dents during the fall semester of the 2001 - 2002 academic year.

METHODOLOGY

a) Problem: Students who are enrolled in the basic English course have
been struggling to improve their English language skills in reading and writ-
ing. Once they exit their first year of college and enter their second, they en-
counter a level of English for which they are not prepared. The new level re-
quires them to have levels of proficiency in reading and writing skills that
are not addressed with the same intensity at the basic level. Students cannot
cope with the majority of the demands required, and professors struggle to
make up for what they have missed. For years this issue has been addressed
at faculty meetings and there is a commitment to making significant chang-
es at the basic level that will contribute to students’ success and help them
with the transition from one level to the other.

b) Goals: This research proposed to carry out a study with two experimen-
tal groups and two control groups. The two control groups worked on the tra-
ditional course as it was outlined and approved by the English Department
at UPR-B. The two experimental groups worked on a theme-oriented course
in which grammar was not the main focus of the class and lessons and modu-
les prepared by the professors were tried out.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS:

The questions that guided this study were:

a) How do students in the two control groups perform academically when
compared to the academic performance of the two experimental groups?

b) What significant differences exist between the two experimental groups
and the two control groups?
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RESEARCH PLAN:

In order to accomplish the research goals, the two professors who under-
took the responsibility of carrying out the study, developed curriculum, ga-
thered and analyzed data, wrote and presented a report to the faculty at a Ba-
sic English 3101 - 3102 Committee meeting, and made final
recommendations for change and improvement.

For years, faculty teaching Basic English 3101 - 3102 to Educational Servi-
ces students have been very successful with the outcome of their courses.
They were consulted concerning the methodology and materials they used
on a daily basis. The enriching conversations held with these colleagues ser-
ved as a springboard to try out the methodology they were using with the ex-
perimental groups.

Prior to the beginning of the semester, the two research professors met
and discussed the goals of the experimental groups and selected the groups
to participate in the study. A theme was selected and a tentative course outli-
ne and a syllabus were written and submitted for the approval of the Depart-
ment Chair.

On a weekly basis, material prepared by the two professors was tried out
with the experimental groups. Both professors met frequently to discuss the
outcomes and observations of the lessons. New material for upcoming les-
sons was prepared, discussed, and shared. Both professors incorporated va-
rious teaching techniques such as cooperative learning, class discussions,
multi-genres, journal writing, writing, reading, reader responses, oral pre-
sentations, grammar modules, mini-lessons in grammar, portfolio assess-
ment, and technology usage, among others. A pre/post test was administered
to both experimental and control groups, as well as a survey which revealed
information concerning students’ learning strategies and demographics.

Reid administered a self-reporting questionnaire in which the learners’
rated their own performance. This questionnaire was analyzed and the sam-
ple questions included were carefully studied. As a result, a questionnaire
was designed and later validated by a group of three professors. The instru-
ment included quantitative and qualitative questions. The recommendatio-
ns made by the professors were included and the instrument was administe-
red to 104 students.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS:

Data resulting from the administration of pre/post tests, a student sur-
vey, students’ assessment and evaluation, and the curriculum development
try-outs were gathered. All were analyzed and reported using descriptive
statistics. Qualitative analysis was also used to make sense of the non-
quantifiable data collected. These data analyses were crucial to answering
the research questions guiding the study.
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LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY:

a) The study was limited to the participation of two professors and four
groups.

b) The results and recommendations were solely the interpretation of the
findings of the two professors conducting the study.

Participants:

Prof. Rose M. Hernandez Dr. Juan J. Rodriguez

- Control Group - 27 Participants - Control Group - 28 Participants
10Male 17 Female 10Male 18 Female

- Experimental Group - 19 Participants - Experimental Group - 30 Participants
11 Male 8 Female 14Male 16 Female

- Total Number of Participants

- Control Group1 27
Control Group 2 28
Experimental Group 1 19
Experimental Group 2 30
Total 104

Where did our students come from?
n35 from Bayamén = 34% of the participants
n 69 from surrounding areas = 66% of the participants

What were their age groups?
Lessthan18 n 22 = 21%
18-20 n 79 = 76%
Morethan20 n 3 = 3%

Where did they graduate from?
Public Schools n65=63%
Private Schools n39=37%

What was their academic performance like?
H.S. GPA English GPA
4.00-3.50 n51=49% A n41 =39%
3.49-2.50 N 48=46% B n48=46%
2.49-1.60 n 5= 5% C ni5=15%
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DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

Simple descriptive statistics were used to present the summary of find-
ings. These findings are a result of the data collected and solely represent
the interpretations of the two professors who carried out the research.

1. What did the participants have to say about their second language

STUDENTS INDICATE THEY...
Can speak it Can speak it with | Cannot speak it
niz=12% difficulty nig=15%
n76=73%
Can understand it Cannot
n31=30% Can understand it | understand it
with difficulty n4=4%
Can read it n69=66%
n 41=39% Cannot read it
Canread it with n41=3%
Can write it difficulty
n23=22% n6o=58% Cannot write it
ny=7%
Can write it with
difficulty
n74=71%

The data gathered revealed that a minimal average of the participants
have difficulty with their second language. The majority of the participants
have some or no difficulty with their second language. All basic English stu-
dents are non-native speakers of the language. From these results we can in-
fer that the majority of the participants have some level of mastery in the
four language arts. However, the data are also indicative of the fact that En-
glish is indeed a difficult language for non-native users.

2. How did students indicate they learned the second language effective-

ly? (According to their self-rate)
Students indicate they learn the second language effectively ...

n93=89% step by step, or sequentially, beginning by analyzing facts and
proceeding to ideas

n11=11% incontext, holistically, intuitively

n32=31% individually, they prefer to set their own goals, respond to a se-
quential, linear, step- by-step presentation of materials

59 | RODRIGUEZ / HERNANDEZ




MILENIO VOL. 8 /9 | ISSN 1532-8562

n81=78% through concrete experience and interaction with other people

n83=80% when they have the time to consider options before responding

n21=20% when they are able to respond immediately and take risks

ni12=12% when they are able to perceive abstractly and process actively

n29=28% when they are able to perceive concretely and process reflectively

n 8= 8% when they are able to perceive abstractly and process reflectively

ns55=52% when they are able to perceive concretely and process actively

n31-30% through the ear (listening)

n36=35% through the eyes (seeing)

n 1= 1% through touch (hands-on)

n20=19% through concrete complete body experience (whole-body move-
ment)

ni4=13% through touch and whole body movement

n 2= 2% did not answer the variable dealing with the senses

n30=29% when variables such as temperature, sound, light, food, mobility,
time, and classroom/study arrangement are considered

n73=70% when such variables as group, individual, pair and team work, or
level of teacher authority are considered

n79=76% through concrete experience, contact with the outside world ,
and relationships with others

n25=24% individual, independent situations that are more involved with
ideas and concepts

n37=36% from reports of observable facts and happenings; they prefer
physical, sense-based input

n 67=64% from meaningful experiences and relationships with others

n26=25% fromimpersonal circumstances and logical sequences

n78=75% from personalized circumstances and social values

n75=72% Dby reflection, analysis, and processes that involve closure

n29=28% through negotiation, feeling, and inductive processes that post-
pone closure

n63=61% when opportunities for experiment and risk, as well as interac-
tion, are present

n41=39% when they are in less flexible, less risky, more structured situa-
tions

n 48 = 46% when they tend toward visual, analytic, reflective, and self-reli-
ant learning

n56=54% when they tend toward auditory, global/relational, impulsive, in-
teractive learning

The data here reveals that students learn a second language effectively if

their needs are met within the learning environment. Students also indica-

te they have various ways of learning according to their own personal lear-

ning styles.
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The following questions included in the survey were open-ended. The
answers that emerged as a result of the analysis were categorized. Those
answers which seemed to be popular and mostly repeated were included in
the summary.

3. What do students do to learn new vocabulary?

-They use the dictionary.
‘They read and write the words many times.
*They read articles, newspapers, and other reading material.

4. What do students do to learn new material?
-They study, read, and look for additional information.
-They watch TV.
-They attend the university.

5. How do students remember things more effectively?
-Memorizing
-Associating
-Using visuals

6. How do students use their mental processes for learning?
‘By thinking and analyzing
By reading several times
By repeating

7- How do students compensate for missing knowledge when learning?
By asking someone
By practicing

8. How do students organize and evaluate their learning?
-Summarizing and outlining
-Keeping track of their grades

9. How do students manage their emotions?
‘Analyzing the situation and staying calm
*Keeping control

10. How do students learn with others?
‘By listening, interacting, and sharing

-By exchanging ideas

The data presented is representative of the way students seemed to agree
in having their own way of learning and using strategies to cope with the
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learning process under different circumstances.

11. Why do students want to learn English?

n71=68% They are interested in the language.

nio=10% They are interested in the culture.

n61=59% They have relatives or friends who speak the language .

n58=56% They are required to take a few courses to graduate.

ng97=93% They need it for their future career.

n 46 = 44% They need it to understand radio and television programs.

ng7=55% They need it for travel.

12. Other reasons given by the students...
- It is an advantage to know two languages.
- Itis a global language.
- You need to know it in order to progress.
- It is necessary in order to get a job.

The data here points out that students have different purposes for learn-
ing a second language. The majority are aware of the importance of learning
English. The one answer mentioned the most by the participants is the role

the second language has in their future.

A grades analysis was performed with the data provided by the students.
Their high school grade-point average in English and the grade they recei-
ved during their first semester of basic English were compared. The follo-

wing is a representation of the analysis:

STUDENTS’ GRADES ANALYSIS

Professor Rose Hernandez:

Experimental Group (26 Participants) Grade in Basic English 1
GRADE IN TWELFTH GRADE A n: 1%

B nj3 = 12%

A né = 23% C ny = 27%
B nir = 22% D né = 23%
C nz = 8% F né = 23%
W nz = 2%

1 ni = 3%
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Control Group (32 Participants) Grade in Basic English 1
GRADE IN TWELFTH GRADE
A ni4 = 44%
A nij3 = 11% B 0 A= 13%
B ni3 = §1% C ng = 13%
C n 4 = 12% D na2 = 6%
Unknown n 2 = 6% F n4 = 13%
W n4 = 13%
Dr. Juan J. Rodriguez
Experimental Group (30 Participants) Grade in Basic English 1
GRADE IN TWELFTH GRADE
A ng = 30%
A n8 = 27% B nio = 33%
B ni4 = 47% C ns = 17%
C nsg - 16% D n2 = 7%
Unknown n 3 = 10% ¥ ni = 3%
w ny = 10%
Control Group (30 Participants) Grade in Basic English 1
GRADE IN TWELFTH GRADE A neé = 20%
B niz = 40%
A ni4 = 47% C ng = 30%
B nii = 37% D TR s 3%
C n 3 = 10% F ni = 30/0
Unknown n 2 = 6% w ni = 3%
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

a) How do students in the two control groups perform academically when
compared to the academic performance of the two experimental groups?

As can be noticed, students in the experimental group did fairly well when
compared to their counterparts in the control groups. The percentages repre-
sented by the F's were, in the majority of the cases, students who stopped at-
tending class. However, in the experimental groups, both professors were
able to perceive students’ growth through their portfolio evaluation.
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b) What significant differences exist among the two experimental
groups and the two control groups?

When a close look is taken at the data collected, there are no significant
differences other than students being challenged with various approaches
and academic materials. This made a difference when it came to the obser-
vations that the professors made throughout the various stages of the
learning process. Both professors concluded that students participating in
the experimental groups seemed to enjoy the class more than those in the
control groups. Several factors can be attributed to this, such as: a flexible
thematic unit designed for an entire semester; varied methods of assess-
ment: individual face-to-face portfolio conferences with students; and the
multiple opportunities given to read, write, and give oral presentations.

IMPLICATIONS

After having analyzed the data, it was clear that a paradigm shift is nee-
ded. Students entering UPR’s Basic English 3101 course lack many skills
and have a desire to learn and improve those they possess. Therefore, it is
necessary to consider the following:

1.Continue revising the course requirements and the curriculum to whi-
ch students are exposed,

2.Enrich the basic English curriculum with learning topics students can
relate to. Eisner (2003/2004) states that the curriculum needs to consist of
problems that permit judgment; therefore, the course content tried out in
this research provided opportunities for students to judge and be critical
about the theme developed throughout the semester,

3.Take into consideration all the students’ learning styles. They do not all
learn the same way and their needs should be addressed accordingly,

4.Take into consideration students’ learning strategies. Some students
have to cope with the lack of skills for learning their second language and
have developed their own strategies to survive,

5.Include a variety of assessment strategies to provide opportunities
where students can demonstrate that they have strengths and weaknesses
and are always willing to improve, and

6.Create an environment in which teaching-learning practice develops
theory.

CONCLUSION

Students participating in this study understood integrated curriculum
as a way to connect subjects to real life experiences (theme-oriented). The
theme developed with the students was “Overcoming Barriers.” In his book,
Froese indicates that a thematic approach consists of strategies that inte-
grate knowledge from many disciplines. The professors who carried out the
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study focused on holistic education and its emphasis on connections as a
context for integrated curriculum. Students in the experimental groups
were reading and writing naturally with a purpose, for communication and
pleasure.

There was a concern about grammar usage and forcing it into the thema-
tic unit in an unnatural way (mini-lessons & modules). Students were moti-
vated to write creatively and use the university's Writing Lab to get tutorial
help with their assignments.

Assessment took on a more diverse flavor; different assessment techni-
ques were used. The traditional pencil and paper tests were practically non-
existent. All the students were involved in teamwork and given ample op-
portunities to experience the importance of collaboration.

Is it time to look as the changes that have been brought about a para-
digm shift? It is time to embrace a new paradigm? Is it time to shift a curri-
culum that embraces learning as socially constructed, and that allows stu-
dents to make use of their multiple ways of learning? The research data and
the results speak for themselves. It is in the hands of professors teaching
students at this level to make the necessary adjustments and changes in cu-
rriculum and methodological practices. After all, curriculum is LIFE! As
such, professors should take into consideration the new trends that advent
and make the learning experiences of all learners ones in which progress,
achievement, and challenge interrelate and produce significant changes.
Both professors enjoyed this journey and welcome new faculty to join them
in their next venture.

65 | RODRIGUEZ / HERNANDEZ




MILENIO VOL. 8 /9 | ISSN 1532-8562

BIBLIOGRAPHY

EISNER, E.W. (2003 December/2004 January). Preparing for today
and tomorrow. Educational Leadership 61(4). 6 - 10.

FROESE,V. (1991). Whole-Language: Practice and theory. Needham
Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon

REID, J. M. (1987). The learning style preferences of ESL Atudents.
TESOL Quarterly 21. 87 - 111

SPOLSKY, B. (198g). Conditions for second language learning.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

WHITMORE, K. F., AND CROWELL, C. C. (1994). Inventing a
classroom. Life in a bilingual whole language community. York,
ME: Stenhouse.

66 | RODRIGUEZ / HERNANDEZ




