
 

‘R’ is extremely studious, but, at the beginning of the course, had the least contact 
with English speakers in her everyday life and thus found it hard to hear mistakes as 
she rarely had the chance to interact with and imbibe fluent, Standard English. 
Although I always understood what she was trying to communicate, her written work 
was peppered with the same, persistent grammatical errors and my hope was that 
going back to the basics of sentence construction would make a significant 
difference to the fluency and accuracy of her expression. I suspected this would take 
some time, however. 

R’s piece on memories of her childhood home was particularly delightful and formed 
the basis of monitoring the effect of vocalisation on her grammar, as she returned to 
it to make corrections and improvements. It became clear that there were some 
persistent mistakes with determiners - particularly the definite and indefinite article – 
and use of prepositions. However, her control of subject verb agreement and verb 
forms did improve after completing creative work that focused on each tense in turn, 
and by halfway through the course, she was able to spot mistakes when reading out 
her poem, which felt like a huge achievement!  Her mid-course review focused on 
giving a positive overview of progress, but also clear, focused advice about areas for 
improvement, with an emphasis on offering interesting additional tasks and finding 
innovative ways to help her engage with the spoken word during everyday activities. 

In the latter half of the term R was highly engaged in the course and worked 
incredibly hard, despite severe morning sickness. I was pleased to use a range of 
samples from her work in my presentation at the interim dissemination event as 
illustrations of a learner’s journey through the course. She was thrilled to be asked 
for permission to use them. There was marked progress in her use of prepositions 
and articles, partly as a result of her concerted efforts to work through grammar 
exercises at home before tackling the free writing tasks. We were able to have a 
Zoom 1-2-1 tutorial on definite and indefinite articles where we used an episode of 
Peppa Pig to good effect! R also impressed the group by being the first person to 
record herself presenting to camera as well as producing an excellent and detailed 
script for the ‘My Ultimate…’exercise. It was also really interesting to hear her self-
correct whilst being filmed. 

In our final session she talked about the challenges of first language interference 
and how her Indonesian dialect poses certain difficulties in terms of ‘translating’ 
grammar. This gave rise to a fascinating conversation between learners about 
having a ‘brain’ for each language and having the confidence to eventually stop 
translating from one language into the other and, instead, think in both. They were all 
so enthusiastic about the benefits of reading out loud for building confidence and 
skill and I’m so pleased to have a Zoom recording of all that was said. 



Seven months after the end of the course, it was good to have a Zoom chat with R – 
accompanied by her beautiful baby girl – and although she has had limited 
opportunity to practice written English, her spoken grammar was noticeably more 
fluent and secure. She explained that the course had given her the confidence to join 
an online, pre-natal group and that, during her pregnancy, she had felt capable of 
talking to doctors about her concerns over an underlying health condition. 
Interestingly, she has co-written and published a book – in Indonesian, not English! – 
about her time living in Sheffield. She has promised me she will translate it into 
English one day and I can have an autographed copy! 

R, whose first language is Polish, is determined to overcome the grammatical 
challenges of first language interference and pass Level 2 Functional Skills. The 
project approach was used in extra, 1-2-1 sessions after the main teaching session 
had finished. 

R is an excellent learner, who quickly understood the concepts of the research. I wish 
I had recorded our initial session because, when she realised that she could trust her 
grammar instincts as she listened to her sentences, her face lit up! Although a little 
reticent at first, she worked hard on the series of grammar exercises I initially gave 
as homework, having already ascertained her areas of grammatical weakness from 
our Functional Skills lessons. 

Having begun to ‘tune’ her ears and mind to listen for correct verb, article and 
preposition use, she committed to completing a range of the creative writing tasks. 
Initially somewhat out of her comfort zone, she gradually grew in confidence and 
began to enjoy the freedom of self-expression, a happy contrast to the strictures of 
Functional Skills. She also became so enthused about using and developing her 
auditory memory, that she listened to Radio 4 every time she drove anywhere and 
took every opportunity to find a way to listen to English during her busy day. The 
accuracy of her work definitely improved and, although she couldn’t always hear all 
of her mistakes - particularly where certain verbs were concerned - she became more 
incisive in correction and all of the hard work she put in, completing grammar 
exercises on determiners at home, began to pay off in the quality of her written work. 

In the run-up to the examinations she has made clear and confident progress, 
demonstrating clear control of verb forms, so that her writing is now markedly more 
fluent. She does, however, have to work hard to shed a tendency to forget the need 
for definite and indefinite articles. This is clearly an area which requires further 
exploration and I can see that I need a more effective writing task to help learners 
fully engage with the principles of using a/an/the in their own writing. 

Overall, although there are still glitches, I am hugely impressed by R’s commitment to 
the project approach and her resultant progress.  She is a more confident, more 
creative and more accurate communicator, in person and on paper. 

 

 


