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Discovery is the way in which learners should learn, with the help from others or without it, learners need the knowledge and the techniques to discover that answers to the problems that they face (Benson, 2001).  This is can be seen to be the principle way of acquiring vocabulary (Crookall & Oxford, 1990, cited in Tong, 2000).  However, it does not aid in improving the uptake of Modern Foreign Langauges (MFL), which is continuously declining in Wales (British Council, 2018).  Acquiring vocabulary from one’s mother tongue (L1) into the foreign language (L2) is seen to be of great importance within learning a language, as without vocabulary, communication in the L2 would be extremely difficult (`Wilkins, 1972; Twaddle, 1972).

During this study I aim to look at the way in which vocabulary is acquired autonomously and through collaboration within the classroom.  The school used was an urban school within the South West region of Wales, Swansea and will be referred to as School X for ethical reasons and according to the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA) Ethical Guidelines (2018).  The questions I endeavour to address during this action research are: 
 
1) Is autonomous learning an effective method of language acquisition?
2) Is pupil collaboration vital in acquiring vocabulary? 
3) How effective is group work for vocabulary learning? 
    
School Policy and Practice

School X is a comprehensive school in west Swansea and caters for pupils from the age of 11 to 19.  School X is a Pioneer School with the New Curriculum proposed by Professor Donaldson.  This has been extended in 2016 to key stage 3, through all subjects.  The school has adopted this new curriculum so it is in accordance to the 12 pedagogical principals and the four purposes (Donaldson, 2015).  

In the School Development Plan, the school has expedited their curriculum reform with year 7 and year 8 pupils whom are experiencing the model of delivery through the six areas of learning.  In the languages, literacy and communication area of learning, it allows the departments to make links between English, Welsh and Modern Foreign Languages, (Donaldson, 2015).  Using cognates between the languages can help pupils make connections and to work out the meaning in the different languages (Welsh Government, 2011).  Cognates can also be seen to facilitate vocabulary learning as well as aid reading comprehensions (Nagy et al. 1993).  However, literature has suggested that there was a mispronunciation of cognates in comparison with non-cognates (Schwartz et al. 2007).  

School X brought out a school wide policy on the practice of assessment and feedback.  This is to establish consistency in the quality and quantity of feedback that the pupils receive, so that the pupils can act on their targets.  It allows the pupils to have criteria for pupil feedback.  For both pupil and teacher feedback needs to be “meaningful, timely, constant, and manageable for both student and teacher” (Hartshorn et al 2010:87).  Pupil feedback promotes the development of writing “by providing opportunities for them [students] to discover and negotiate meaning, to explore effective ways of expressing meaning, to practice a wide range of language and writing skills, and to assume a more active role in the learning process” (Hu 2005: 322).  

A priority for the school is to develop the collaborative learning culture and to use a model of effective practice with other schools including their feeder primary schools.  As part of the Languages, Literacy and Communication Area of Learning, a year 5 pupils will start learning a language hence supporting the professional development of teachers to deliver MFL effectively  (Welsh Government, 2015).   

The MFL department in School X encourages autonomy with language learning.  They advocate using prior knowledge to construct answers in the L2 and formulate opinions independently, which is in lines with becoming “ambitious, capable learners” (Donaldson, 2015:29).  It has been supported that autonomy aids in pupils taking responsibility for their learning outcomes (Giveh 2018).    




Literature Review 
Within the United Kingdom, 9% of 15 year olds hold competency beyond a basic level in their first foreign language in comparison to 42% across 14 countries within the EU (All-Party Parliamentary Group, 2014).  This is in correlation with the decline of MFL at examination level due to the augmented competition for subject time and English being regarded as the dominant language of global business (Welsh Government, 2015).  However, there is concern that pupils leave school without the necessary language skills to work in global business and over a third of businesses believe that foreign language skills are beneficial with building relations with clients and suppliers oversees (CBI, 2015).   There have been many issues with language learning.  It has been said that for beginner lessons, the attitude of the pupils overall were positive, although by KS4 it was noted that the enthusiasm for language learning was less visible (OFSTED, 1995).  A survey by O’Keeffe and Stoll (1993) found that pupils truanted from subjects they did not enjoy and one of these was French.  Supporting this, Stables and Wikeley (1999), found that many pupils found that MFL were amongst the most unpleasant subject and rates low on usefulness.  

Traditionally the behaviourist approach was used to learning languages and for the acquisition of vocabulary.  This was characterised by the presumption that learners start learning a language with no prior knowledge of the composition of the language and how it should be learned (Richards and Rodgers, 2015).  The teacher had the responsibility of providing the learning materials and to determine that the material would be learned the way it was intended (Giveh, 2018).  The crucial elements of the behaviourist approach are a stimulus, response and reinforcement with encouraging the repetition or suppression of the response in the future (Skinner 1957).  Skinner (1957) argued that the behaviour that followed the response which reinforced it, helped to strengthen the association (Ellis, 1985).  A vital element in the process is reinforcement because it is more likely that the behaviour will be repeated in the future and become a habit.  “Foreign language learning is a process of mechanical habit formation, hence good habits are formed by giving correct responses rather than making mistakes” (Richards and Rogers, 2015:57).  Second language learning was more substantial when the tasks were broken down to be mastered and practised one by one (Ellis, 1985).  However, behaviourism could not explain certain social behaviours as people could reproduce behaviour that had not been reinforced (Alonso, López & Manrique, 2005).  Bandura (1977) also argued that by observing an individual, one could model their behaviour.  

In contrast, meta-cognition is “any knowledge or cognitive activity that takes it as its cognitive object or that regulates, any aspect of any cognitive activity” (Flavell et al. 1993:150).   It can also be said that meta-cognition as knowledge about cognition and regulation of cognition (Schraw and Dennison 1994).  The first aspect is associated with declarative, procedural and conditional knowledge, whereas the second aspect is associated with information management, monitoring and evaluation during a lesson (Shamir, 2009).  It can be said that meta-cognition would aid the learner understanding the energy, time and resources one should invest in learning a language in order for optimal outcomes to be achieved, (Giveh, 2018).   Wenden (1998) argues that meta-cognition is a vital aspect of autonomous language learning and that in the classroom there needs to be more focus on teaching strategies to help learners become more autonomous.  

Autonomous learners take greater responsibility for their learning by independently setting targets, determining content, selecting resources and techniques useful to them and assessing progress (Cotterall, 1995).  It is believed that autonomy is something that should be acquired and that learners are not born with it (Bekleyen, 2016).   However according to Benson (2013), learners and teachers identifies autonomy in different contexts; learners identify autonomy with the links learning has beyond the classroom, whilst teachers’ concentrates on institutionalised learning.  With regards to language learning, “autonomous learning behaviour is the avenue to improvement in language ability” (Kaur, 2014:589).  Autonomous learning allows learning to be efficient, therefore can improve the listening, reading, speaking and writing skills of language learning (Kaur, 2014).   It can be seen to be a reciprocal performance between teacher and learner because autonomy in the classroom does not assimilate with teacher-less learning.  (Thanasoulas, 2002).   However, Thanasoulas (2002) suggests that the teacher still has a role within the classroom and the teacher still has control over the learning process.  Within language learning, in a teacher-led classroom, autonomous behaviour can foster due to the principle of the teacher directing the class is for the learners to direct themselves, (Nation, 2001; Roberts 2006).   Cotterall (1995), adds to this by saying the behaviour of learners may be affected by autonomous learning in that teachers potentially could not transfer responsibility to learners as a result of their expectations of teacher authority.  It has been suggested “it is a mistake to assume that learners come into the language classroom with a natural ability to make choices about what and how to learn” (Nunan, 1995:133).

Vygotsky (1978) brought forward the sociocultural theory of learning.  He emphasized the importance of a more knowledgeable learning partner as a means of developing cognition where the learners cooperate in constructive and significant ways (Vygotsky, 1978).  The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), learners finalises a task through the sharing of cognition therefore it allows the learners to regroup and to reform their ideas which leads to greater levels of comprehension (Puzio and Colby, 2013).  With reference to language learning, collaboration depends on an active use of language as learners engage with each other, their thoughts, and the thoughts of their peers (Griffin, 2002; Vygotsky 1978).  It has been found that learners are pleased with learning a language with peers, specifically when one of the learners, whose language abilities were to some extent surpassing the other learners, this created the opportunity to learn from each other (Bedrova and Leong, 2015; Alanís 2018).   This theory relies on the internalization of meanings, which have been acquired through linguistic interactions, observation, and imitation (Benson, 2001; Garton, and Pratt, 2001).  There is a necessity for the teacher to create instructions, which allows the learners to become the recipients as well as the producers of knowledge (Vygotsky, 1978).  


Within language acquisition, there is an expectation that learners acquire vocabulary independently with little or no guidance (Crookall & Oxford, 1990, cited in Tong, 2000).  It has been argued that the difference in competence between language learners and native speakers was vocabulary (Laufer, 1998).   This has been shown in studies examining natives and non-native speakers of the L2, that the use and the knowledge of vocabulary is the path to communication, (Sheorey, 1986; Tomiyana, 1980).  Historically, the approach to vocabulary acquisition had been of less importance, (Carter & McCarthy, 1988).  Fries (1945), characterises language learning with learning the grammatical structures of a language along side basic vocabulary to practice; the issue is that learners have no recollection of learning vocabulary in their mother language because it was fundamental and basic.  This was a popular belief; with regards to language learning, teaching vocabulary was controlled and did not work on the needs of the learners, (Halliday et al. 1964).  It was believed by Bright and McGregor (1970), that rising vocabulary to a prominent level in teaching was not wise.  

Even so, Wilkins (1972) argued that learning the syntaxical structures first and vocabulary later was wise, he disputed that ‘without grammar very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed’ (1972:111).  This is significant as lexical semantics can aid in the process of translation and it facilitates the organisation of vocabulary hence the lexicon is not isolated, (Carter and McCarthy, 1988).  It was also claimed by Twaddle (1972) that there was a strong need to expand learners’ vocabulary.  Implicit and incidental learning can work simultaneously together.  Implicit vocabulary acquisition ‘is acquired totally unconsciously as a result of abstraction from repeated exposures in a range of activated contexts’ (Ellis, 1994:219). It has been defined to be learning without any rules (Reber 1996).    Incidental vocabulary acquisition is the ‘ learning of vocabulary as the by-product of any activity not explicitly geared to vocabulary learning’ (Hulstijn, 2001:271).  This has traditionally led to the teaching of vocabulary through comprehension of real life texts and give true examples of the use of the language containing the relevant vocabulary (Chacón Beltrán, Abello-Contesse and Torreblanca-López, 2010).  It can be seen to be a convenient way of learning as learners infer the meaning through reading and using the context without the use of dictionaries (Huckin and Coady 1999).  This is supported by Schmitt (1997), who demonstrated that many teachers believe that the learning of vocabulary should be in context and is a means of increasing the range of vocabulary when leaners are exposed to a large collection of L2 (Nagey, 1997).  


However, there are imperfections with this method of vocabulary acquisition.  Nagy, Anderson and Herman (1987) suggests that learners have difficulty with retaining new vocabulary; learners neglect unknown lexical terms (Paribakht and Wesche 1993); as well as not being able to infer meaning from unexplored vocabulary (Parry 1991).  Thus, the increase in vocabulary through incidental learning is reluctant to accumulate (Tudor and Hafiz 1989).    

There is a great need to increase the size of vocabulary.  On average, Nation (1990) estimates that English-speaking graduates know 20,000 word families.  In regard to foreign learners, in a Spanish study, a class of ten-year-old children reached the vocabulary size of 600 word families after studying for 419 hours (Jiménez-Catalán and Terrazas-Gallego, 2005-2008).  It is not known whether this was through implicit or explicit learning but the inconsistency between what learners know and what they should know, signifies that there is a need to search for more successful methods of vocabulary acquisition  (Chacón Beltrán, Abello-Contesse and Torreblanca-López, 2010).  

Bartolotti (2017) claims that relying on words that are similar to their L1, such as cognates can expedite the process of learning vocabulary.  There are over 20,000 Spanish-English cognates (Nash, 1999), of which, many use the same patterns with prefixes and suffixes (Montelongo, 2016).  Cognates have been successful in the accurate inference of unknown vocabulary in the L2 where the learners can see patterns and similarities (Paribakht, 2005).  Although cognates, which were phonologically different, have been found to be named less quickly and frequently mispronounced (Schwartz et al., 2007).  It can also be said that there is a need to develop cognate awareness and allowing the learners to identify which words are cognates (Davis, 2018).  

Within the classroom, it has become increasingly popular to use collaborative learning with regards to language learning (Poupore, 2018).  It has been suggested that group work can equip the learner with the input and output that is vital to develop language knowledge and provides learners with support for their learning, (Swain, 2005; Long, 1996).  Group work has led to increased motivation of learners, due to regularly feeling reserved by the proficiency of the teacher as well as feeling in competition with other learners (Littlejohn, 1982).  Macaro (1997) states that the attitude of the teacher makes substantial difference to the attitude of the pupils with regards to collaborative work.   It has been found that interaction between peers can undoubtedly provide learners with a persistent revision of their cognitive system thus establishing new meanings (Bedrova and Leong, 2015; Puzio and Colby, 2013).  

However, it is important to consider the dynamics of the groups.  Emotions are interweaved within collaborative work and due to the increased involvement of the learners in interactive tasks; it is imperative to comprehend the dynamics of the group so that it can lead to positive outcomes (Poupore, 2018).  An issue with collaborative learning is communication within the group.  Beebe and Masterson (2014) states that the purpose of communication within a group is to reduce uncertainty that can be apparent; the uncertainty originates from the members not knowing what their peers are doing or saying.  Shared leadership is essential with regards to collaboration, by reason of experiencing less conflict, an increase in unanimity, and a better belief and unity that those without it (Bergman et al., 2012).  

Non-verbal communication is considerably important in collaboration, and is constantly present in oral communication (Richmond, McCroskey and Hickson, 2012).  Supporting this, Quinslisk (2008) reasons that, “behaviours such as gesturing, eye contact, smiling, head nodding, and vocal variety not only express emotive states, but also increase impressions of likeability, trust, warmth, and approachability”(2008:31).  It has been said that non-verbal cues like tone of voice, haptic behaviour, body language and eye contact are essential for language learning but, also with collaboration (Alcón Soler and Pilar Safont Jordà, 2007). 

It has been shown that most learners react positively to collaborative work, in that they felt more comfortable at working at the same pace as well as felt it was less threatening when the teacher was not opposing the learner; instead it gave the teacher opportunity to offer support and feedback (Macaro, 1997).   It can also mean that there is whole class participation instead of only one person speaking at one time and there is less pressure to perform well in front of their class (Smith, Conti and Jones, 2016).  Ellis (2003), argues that  “collaborative work on tasks enables learners to perform beyond the capabilities of any individual learners; when learning independently, students are entirely reliant on their own resources.” (2003:265-266).  This suggests that collaboration allows learners to retain information from working together within an amiable classroom environment (Smith, Conti and Jones, 2016).  Group work can aid those learners who have additional learning needs and who have behavioural issues because the teacher can help those learners, whilst the rest of the class can practice independently of the teacher (Montgomery, 1990).  

However, it has been pointed out “group work is often a problem in a language class because learners do not naturally converse in the second language” (Springer, 2002:64).   This suggests that the learners use only their mother tongue and that teachers fear losing control over their class and some learners and teachers disfavours group work where the learning cannot be continually observed by the teacher (Ur, 1996).  It has been said that for teachers it is difficult for their role to change to being a facilitator rather than being an administrator of information (Swarbrick, 1994 ).  Swarbrick (1994) also points out that allowing learners to solve problems for themselves takes time; and the difficulty is that there is substantial content to cover.  Collaboration can be seen to be troublesome with certain classes; class behaviour plays a crucial role within group work.  An issue with group work is that some learners need to be noticed and within a small-group setting, this can cause friction between the other members of the group (Rogers, 1998).  This has been supported by Breen (1987: 23) that ‘learners are capable of playing havoc with the most carefully designed and much-used task’.  Thus, this can suggest that teachers should not have any expectations on the behaviour of learners during collaboration tasks (Murphy, 2003).    

Methodology 

In this research, I used a pre-test and a post-test in order to gain data to analyse.  I have chosen to analyse the effectiveness of autonomy and group work within vocabulary acquisition.  The research took place with a year 8 class, on the topic of classroom objects.  The learners were given a vocabulary test before the intervention; there were a series of fourteen words, of which, seven needed to be translated from Spanish to English, and the other seven from English to Spanish.  The pre-test and the post-test used were completely identical and the pre-tests were used to determine the learners’ baseline knowledge.  The tests were administered during class and the learners were not informed in advance that they were to be done.  The tests were marked by the researcher and for each correct word translated the learner received one point; for a word that was spelt incorrectly but conveyed the meaning received half a point; and for each word that was completely incorrect received zero.  

Ethically, all pupils involved in the research had a full explanation of the research being conducted.  Under BERA guidelines (2018), all pupils will be kept confidential as well as their results.  If they are going to be referred to during the research, they will be kept anonymous and be referred to as a letter, so that confidentiality will be kept.  I received permission from the pupils to use their data and to use what they had created and if used, will blank out any details that will give any of their details.  Under the Data Protection Act (2018), the data I receive is kept securely and will be disposed of in confidential waste.  

The data collected through the pre-test and the post-test is a form                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           of a repeated measures testing design, this is part of quantitative data.  The test allows the researcher to evaluate the students’ work during a classroom activity and comparisons can be made between the knowledge of the pupils (Lambert, 2012).  Although, care is needed when designing the test, so that it permits the assessment of the pupils’ knowledge (Lambert, 2012).  Quantitative data involves the manipulation and tallying of quantities of data (Henning 1986:702), its main principle is to analyse patterns in the data presented and to find connections between the variables.  Quantitative methods are appropriate for investigating connections between phenomena or to examine hypothesis (Isabelli-Garcia et al., 2018).  The aim of quantitative data is to establish whether there are connections that exist amongst certain factors and if so, calculate the strengths of the connections.  Even so, by taking the data from the participants one must remember that, “it is important not to lose sight of the individuals whose lives provide the data for the models…”(Elliott, 1999:101-2).  

However, it has been found that there is a sizeable amount of variation with quantitative studies (Isabelli-Garcia et al., 2018).  By generalizing findings within language acquisition to whole populations, does not explain individual differences (Kinginger, 2009).  This has been supported with putting a focus on the process rather than the product; thus a focus on qualitative rather than quantitative so that there is the recognition of the complexity of language learning (Coleman, 2013). The results of quantitative data provide less detail on behaviour, attitudes, and motivation of the participants.   

The class of year 8 consisted of 30 pupils; 13 girls and 18 boys and they are a mixed ability class.  I male pupil is a native speaker of Spanish; so he studies English during Spanish class, therefore was excused from the research.  There is only one group used within this research, there is no control group.  This has the advantage that no pupil is at a disadvantage of not being exposed to the intervention. However, proving cause and effect of the research can be difficult due to only one group being used and the research is not as reliable (Burton and Bartlett).  During the second day of the intervention, two of the female pupils had the catch up service of HPV vaccine, so they were absent for the lesson, and one female pupil was absent from school thus their results have been removed from the research.  Under the BERA guidelines (2018), all pupils were explicitly informed of the research and had the opportunity to withdraw if they wanted at any time during the research.  The pupils were split into groups of five and four, this was done by alphabetizing the names of the pupils; and methodically giving them a number from 1 to 6.  This allowed pupils to be put into groups they do not normally work with.  Having this flexibility with grouping signifies some pupils can help with their less able peers as well as enliven an activity (Ramage, 2012).  Pupils can also get more ideas from a group setting rather than a whole class approach (Macaro, 1997).  

Each group was given the same resources during the intervention and the intervention lasted over two lessons, with a high level of pupil interaction.  This comprised of a vocabulary list, and flashcards; pupils were also permitted to use pen and paper if they wished.  The pupils were explained that the objective of the intervention was to teach each other the vocabulary.  Thus they could create their own resources, use repetition but the aim was for the group to work together so that, they could retain the vocabulary.  This autonomous learning aids the pupils in taking control of their own learning.  This allowed the researcher to be able to stand back and observe the individual pupils, the groups, and the whole class.  The autonomous nature of the intervention allows the researcher to make more detailed observations than what would have been if it were a teacher-led intervention.  This is “the researcher watching, recording and analysing events of interest” (Blaxter et al., 2010:199).  This type of intervention also allows for behavioural management so that any conflicts can be resolved quickly.  According to Robson (2011), observation does not only include what they do but what they say and how they interact; thus giving a wide range of information.  Even so, it is not easy to observe the pupils objectively therefore, ignoring what does not suit your preceding ideas (Lambert, 2012).   

Evaluation 

The intervention gave a wealth of data on the impact of autonomous learning and group work.  In the pre-test the mean average is 2.2 out of 14, the mode is 2.5 and the median is 2.  Overall, this was expected as a baseline for the research.  The lowest mark a pupil achieved was 0 and the highest mark was 5 out of 14.  Words that were cognates were the most common to be answered correctly; ‘ la lámpara’ in Spanish was the most successful translation by 85.7% of pupils.  ‘ El equipo de música’ was second with 42.9% of pupils translating correctly.  This correlates with the notion that pupils can infer the vocabulary where they can see patterns and similarities between the two languages (Paribakht, 2005).  It also correlates to pupils are also name cognates quicker than non-cognates on vocabulary tests (Kelly and Kohnert, 2012). 

Out of the 14 words, only one had more pupils translate the word correctly, the other words were translated incorrectly.  There were 4 words that were translated incorrectly; these were ‘the table,’ ‘the wardrobe,’ ‘the posters,’ and ‘ la alfombra’.  This also suggests that pupil’s find it easier to translate words from the L2 to their L1 and in a language switch, cognates were identified slower (FIlippi, Karaminis and Thomas 2014).  With regards to the attainment between boys and girls, the male pupils had a mean of 1.93 and the female pupils had a mean of 2.6 respectively.  This is supported by the gap in the interest between boys and girls within the language class, as it can be perceived that the topics studied favor female pupils over their male counterparts (Callaghan, 1998).  Many pupils on the pre-test left spaces and did not make a guess on what it could be and that lost the pupils marks.  

There is an increase in the results of the post-test.  The mean of the post-test is 9.3; the mode is 10 and the median is 9.5.  This shows a substantial rise in the results of the post-test.  The lowest mark a pupil received was 5 out of 14 and the highest was full marks.  The most common correct translations were ‘la lámpara’ and ‘ el equipo de música,’ there was a dramatic increase in the translation of ‘ the television’.  It was suggested that once the pupils saw the correct spelling, they could see the similarities between the English and the Spanish.  However, the most incorrectly translated words were ‘the computer’ and ‘the curtains’ with only 15% of pupils translating correctly.  27% of pupils had recognition of the word “the posters” but spelt it incorrectly.  This was due to the lack of the accent or the wrong article used.  The main errors for the words being translated incorrectly were the lack of an accent, an accent placed on the wrong letter, or the wrong article used.  The majority of the pupils translated 10 words correctly; the four that had a majority of being incorrect were to be translated into Spanish.  The male pupils have a mean of 8.78 and the female pupils have a mean of 10.25. 

The whole class percentage of correct answers in the pre-test is 15.7%, in the post-test there is a consequential increase to 66.7%.  Therefore, there was an improvement of 51% overall in the class. Especially with the words going from Spanish to English there was clear improvement within the class.  This was remarkably visible with the translation of ‘la alfombra,’ which went from no pupils translating it correctly in the pre-test, to 58% of pupils translating it correctly.  With the translation of ‘the wardrobe’ into Spanish, in the pre-test no pupils translated it correctly, in the post-test 38% of pupils translated it correctly and 27% of pupils had a minor error with the translation.  The translation of ‘the bed’ into Spanish caused pupils difficulty in the pre-test with only 7% of the pupils translating correctly, however in the post-test, 81% of the pupils translated the word correctly and 8% of pupils had minor errors with the translation.  This shows a positive attitude to making connections between the English and the Spanish and making connections.  However, I was surprised with the findings with the translation of ‘the posters.’  In the pre-test no pupils had translated the word correctly, in the post-test 54% of pupils translated correctly and 27% translated with minor errors.  However, the word is a very close cognate of the English ‘los pósters’ therefore there was an expectation for the percentage to be higher.  Even so, the pupils may not have placed enough emphasis on learning the word due to the similarities. 

 Generally, the intervention had a positive impact on the pupils and each group used the time given to them in different ways.  Due to the nature of the groups, some pupils were dissatisfied with their group and with some groups there was a delay in starting the tasks for this reason.  In certain groups, one pupil took charge in the activity.  This at time, created friction in that one pupil was dominant whereas shared leadership allows for less confrontation within a group setting (Bergman et al., 2012). 

Pupil A is a female pupil and is a conscientious pupil.  In the pre-test she scored 29%, whilst on the post-test she scored 68%.  This is a considerable raise from the pre-test.  In the group setting, Pupil A was the dominant leader within the group; she acted as a teacher within the group by administering mini tests to her fellow pupils.  Due to her focus being on the other members of the group she focused less on herself.  It has been found that emerging leadership within a group-setting take an active role with learning and aids in engagement and organization (French and Stright, 1991).  However, it can impact the group by decreasing interaction and collaboration by others (Trawick-Smith, 1988).  At the end of the first day of the intervention, on her exit ticket the pupil wrote “it was hard getting the boys to practice” (Appendix 1.3).  This was clear with her results in the post-test where on the exit ticket after the post-test was taken, pupil A said, “I didn’t know many of the answers” (Appendix 1.4).   This demonstrates that she places too much emphasis on the learning of others, whereas, if there was shared leadership within the group, the responsibility of the group would have been shared thus allowing pupil A to practice more effectively herself.  

Comparing her pre-test (Appendix 1.1) with the post-test (Appendix 1.2), it is clear that she heavily focused on the other pupils learning rather than her own.  In the pre-test it can be seen that she made educated assumptions based on her prior knowledge of Spanish, ‘el television,’ even though the article is incorrect, the correct translation of ‘television’ demonstrates that she can recall patterns with suffixes between L1 and L2.  In the post-test, she translated the word as ‘la telévision,’ although the article has been changed to the correct version, the accent is on the wrong letter.  Between the two tests it can be seen that in the pre-test she attempted to translate the words that she did not know, however, in the pre-test she did not attempt them.  It is prudent to note that she translated all the words from the L2 to the L1 successfully on the post-test. 

Pupil B is a male pupil within the class and is Action Plus.  In the pre-test he scored 18% and there was a massive raise to 82% in the post-test.  During the intervention, pupil B distanced himself from the group; he did not take an active role in practicing with others.  However, he continuously used the flashcards, matched the L1 to the L2, and had guidance from a teaching assistant.  This adds to communication being key for collaborative work, and the engagement of the learners with their peers (Griffin, 2002).  Even though pupil A did not engage in collaborative work he worked independently and of which, some say that vocabulary needs to be learned independently with little guidance (Crookall & Oxford, 1990, cited in Tong, 2000).  Pupil B was learning autonomously through the intervention and with pupil B it has improved his language learning ability (Kaur, 2014).  

In the pre-test (appendix 2.1) it can be seen that even though pupil B attempted the majority of the questions, he had very little prior knowledge of the vocabulary.  The vocabulary translated correctly were cognates with the exception of ‘la puerta.’  This could have been translated correctly with the association of ‘closing the door’ in the L2; therefore making links between the two languages.  It is clear from the post-test (appendix 2.2) that when learning the vocabulary he learnt the articles to go with it, the errors that pupil B made were the lack of accents.  The translation of ‘television’ is with the use of the English abbreviation; so there is a possibility that could have been correct if he had written it out fully.  With the translation of ‘the bed’ in the pre-test he translated it as ‘la beda’ and in the post-test he correctly translated it as ‘la cama,’ looking at both of the translations, his guess at the pre-test is not far from the correct translation.  It was apparent that pupil B benefited from the intervention.  After the first day of the intervention he found that the lesson was “really fun and exciting” (Appendix 2.3).  From his results it is recognizable that he works well with flashcards and some guidance and has found it  “easier” (Appendix 2.4).  By having the class working collaboratively it allows time for the teacher to focus on pupils struggling and it has been found that it can be a benefit for the pupils with additional needs as the other pupils have activities to complete whilst the teacher can support those that need it (Montgomery, 1990). 

Pupil C is a female pupil within the class and in the pre-test scored 14% and increased dramatically to 96% in the post-test.  Pupil C was in a group where communication was the utmost importance.  They continuously spoke to each other and not one person took dominance over the others.  In the group they all brought different ideas and as research suggests were not entirely reliant on their own resources (Ellis, 2003:266).  It was clear that they positively collaborated as a group and thus felt more comfortable working together.  The group created a visual poster that they all contributed to (Appendix 3.5) and it had a positive impact on the full group.  This correlates to the view that collaboration permits pupils to retain information within an agreeable environment (Smith, Conti and Jones, 2016).  This was a different way of learning for Pupil C (Appendix 3.4), which gave her positive outcomes on the post-test.  This is parallel with the though that to designing different ways for the pupils to learn a language engages the pupils and encourages them to use the language for themselves (Willis and Willis, 2007).  As well as the thought that teachers teach in the ways that they were taught thus introducing different practices allows teachers to evaluate the impact on the learners and themselves (Van den Branden, 2009; East, 2014).     

On the pre-test of Pupil C, (Appendix 3.1) it could be suggested that the pupil attempted to guess the vocabulary by using her prior knowledge, this is clear by the translation of ‘the bed’ as ‘ dormio,’ from this, it could be implied that the pupil knew the vocabulary for ‘bedroom’ thus used that as a starting point.  The pre-test of pupil C shows that she had very little prior knowledge of the vocabulary being used.  On the post-test (appendix 3.2), she correctly translated all of the vocabulary with the exception of the accent on ‘la television.’  However, at the end of the intervention, the pupil reflected using the exit card and explained, “I know all of them but I may have missed out a accent” (Appendix 3.4).     This illustrates that she knew where her error was, and if given the chance would have self corrected.  
    


Conclusion 
In summary, autonomous learning is an effective method of language acquisition.  It allows the learners to take responsibility for their own learning and set reasonable goals for themselves.  With the new curriculum being introduced in Wales, there is a deep focus on pupils developing problem-solving skills, which they can transfer to their lives outside school (Welsh Government, 2015).  Problem-solving skills are necessary for language acquisition as the learner can infer patterns and similarities between L1 and L2 (Paribakht, 2005).  With this research, the pupils themselves had to decide what techniques to use with regards to learning vocabulary.  This can be explained with the principle that the teacher directs the class so that the learners can direct themselves (Nation, 2001; Roberts, 2006).  The pupils had the direction with the objective of the intervention, which was to learn vocabulary within a group setting; and they had the freedom to learn it in the way that they thought to be the most useful and effective.  However, the teacher input was minimal at intervention level.  

Overall it was successful for the pupils.  However, some pupils had difficulty with this form of learning.  There were issues with behavior with certain pupils, in that the responsibility to learn was on the pupils.  Some pupils have expectations of teacher authority so that can lead to the responsibility not being transferred to the learner (Cotterall, 1995).  Some pupils lacked direction in the research, so found it difficult to motivate themselves to learn the vocabulary and perhaps a different method of learning vocabulary would have been beneficial for these pupils.  
Even so, all the pupils within the research benefited from the intervention, each learner made progress.  This leads to the thought it is necessary to expand learners vocabulary and that autonomous learning is vital in improving ability in learning languages (Kaur, 2014).  In the future, I will regularly encourage autonomous behaviour and use resources to benefit independent learning within the classroom.  By creating this routine, it will improve the problem solving skills as well as promoting ambition with regards to learning.   

Pupil collaboration is a valuable method in learning vocabulary.  It can lead to positivity within the classroom and pupils feel less pressured to perform well in front of their peers (Smith, Conti and Jones, 2016).  This was felt within the intervention, there was communication and most pupils were on task for the lesson.  They brought together different techniques which they use individually and demonstrated these techniques to their peers.  It permits pupils to perform beyond their individual capabilities because they are not controlled by their own resources (Ellis, 2003).  It is clear that pupil collaboration improved the performance of acquiring vocabulary and this can be seen from the data.  However not all pupils progressed as significantly and it cannot be said that collaboration is vital for vocabulary acquisition. 

It was proven in the intervention by Pupil B that collaboration was not necessary to learn vocabulary.  The use of the flashcards repeatedly signified that he could recall the vocabulary.  This is supported by the behaviourist approach where a repeated action with a positive response aided in the memorization of the vocabulary.   Ellis (1985) supports this finding with that by practicing broken down tasks one by one, language learning was more substantial. This was creating a positive habit by repeatedly matching the right vocabulary rather than making mistakes.  These allowed pupils B to not only associate the noun but the associate the article along with the noun.  There is no argument that collaboration has been a strategy that is useful for learning vocabulary.  However, there are other techniques that could benefit pupils and it is the choice of the pupil as to which techniques work best for them.  To say one technique is better than another is shortsighted, what is important is that the pupils widen their range of vocabulary within the L2.      

Group work is an effective way for pupils to learn vocabulary.  This can be seen by the majority of pupils, who enjoyed the task and engaged with it.  By having mixed abilities within the group it complements the theory of having a more knowledgeable peer as a means of learning in different ways (Vygotsky, 1978).  It allows the pupils to reform their ideas of which can lead to more valuable understanding (Puzio and Colby, 2013).  Therefore, the pupils became active participants of their own learning.  Pupil C noted that this was a different technique, which she had not experienced before, and it was a technique that many of the pupils voiced positive feedback and wanted to do again. 

However, the effectiveness of collaboration relies on the behaviour of the pupils.  Issues can arise in the form of communication breakdown and pupils working with others that they do not work well with.  It can also be a problem when there is no natural use of the L2 (Springer, 2002).   A lack of communication can lead to uncertainty within the group and can lead to uncertainty as to what the other members are doing or saying (Masterson, 2014).  Even though this occurred with a group, after an intervention by the teacher, they collaborated successfully.  There is also the issue of leadership within a group setting, which was seen in the research that acting as the dominant figure can negatively impact your own learning and the learning around them.  By sharing leadership in a group setting there is less conflict experienced and a better sense of unity with an increase in unanimity (Bergman et al., 2012).   Nevertheless, it needs to be said that collaboration is effective in learning vocabulary; it engages pupils and each pupil can teach each other different techniques, giving them a broader spectrum of methods in acquiring vocabulary.  In the future, I would like to utilize collaboration effectively within my practice as a teacher and as a way of creating activities within a topic.  I would like to give the pupils the freedom to take control of a topic as a class and to decide on it’s outcomes, whilst as the teacher, guiding them with the relevant vocabulary an structure within the language.    

Limitations 

With the research, there is scope to say that with a different class, a different year group, or even a different school that the results would be different.  The behaviour of the class would differ the results of the research.  It has been found that class behaviour plays a vital role with the use of group work and it can be seen to be problematic with certain classes (Smith, Conti and Jones, 2016).  Even though, it can aid in giving the teacher the opportunity to offer support and feedback to the pupils that need it, behaviour is paramount.  I would take the time to get to know my class before introducing this level of autonomy and collaboration.  In theory, I would build on activities that can develop these skills before the class is completely independent in the tasks.  By hastily introducing the pupils to autonomy and group work, could lead to issues with behaviour and not understanding instruction.  An issue could arise with behaviour if I placed pupils who did not work well with each other together, thus it is necessary to know the class before introducing this type of activity.  

Another limitation is ability grouping.  In School X, pupils were in mixed ability classes, but if I were to do this research on an ability-grouped class the results could be different.  In the intervention, pupils relied on a more knowledgeable peer (Vygotsky, 1978); however in ability-grouped classes this would be problematic for the lower ability classes.  Due to the pupils generally being the same ability level, there would leave no scope for the more knowledgeable peer.  For future practice, in an ability-grouped class this intervention would have different results and possibly need more time and instruction.  

A restriction of this intervention is the time that we have with a class.  In School X, the class has three hours per fortnight of Spanish.  There is immense pressure to complete the content and to prepare the pupils for exams that you have to be concise in teaching topics so that you can complete the necessary topics.  Hence, this intervention for learning vocabulary would take the three lessons, which in terms of time is too long to spend on only learning vocabulary.  For future planning I would use group work for building on pupils written and oral skills, but in terms of learning vocabulary, it is not viable with the time restraints.               
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