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Appendix 3 – Developing and Examining Exemplar Activities to Support 
English Learners 

An ‘Action Research’ report into exemplar tasks for English Entry Level 
constructed with the theme – Somewhere to Live 
 
Karen Robinson (HMP Northumberland) 
 
Abstract 

The aim of the research was to explore, plan and apply pre-written exemplar activities based on 
supporting entry level learners within a selected cohort of adult learners. The project theme 
explored activities linked to finding and setting up a home. The rationale behind carrying out the 
research was to see if the exemplar activities that covered a range of reading, writing and 
speaking and listening skills, were set both appropriately to a specific standard as well as 
beneficial to the actual learners. 
 
 

Background 

The session took place in a custodial setting in a North East prison. The session was delivered on 
Campus 3, an area where the vulnerable prisoner cohorts receive education. Classes on this 
campus consist of 11 learners which includes one peer mentor. On the day of delivery, five 
individuals (which included three EAL learners) and the peer mentor were present.  

Case Study Learner 1 

(Entry Level 2) has learning support needs. He is very talkative and tends to call out the answers 
when other learners have been directly targeted to respond to questions. Target areas for 
development: end of sentence punctuation, grammar, spelling rules, adjectives.  

Case Study Learner 2 

(Entry Level 1) has learning support needs. English is an additional language for Learner 2 
therefore he requires a great deal of basic literacy support. However, he is a confident learner and 
contributes well during whole class discussion. Target areas for development: end of sentence 
punctuation, spelling (phoneme-grapheme awareness) and forming sentences correctly e.g. word 
order.   
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Introduction 

 “The research we do at the local level - collaboratively - is what makes formal, outside 
research work. Outside research cannot be installed like a car part - it has to be fitted, 
adjusted, and refined for the contexts we work in.”  (Schmoker, 1999) 

I believe the quote quantifies the reason behind the work we are doing within this action research 
project. If we didn’t try things out, how would we ever know it worked? In 2017, we are constantly 
facing an ever-evolving world of education and with that, a need to develop learning opportunities 
to match this.  

The research project I completed consisted of observing practices, discussing and collaborating 
with colleagues, working with a very supportive network of people from an external professional 
educational setting (OTLA) as well as working with my learners; a cohort of learners from a 
custodial setting.  

Ultimately, the purpose of the project was to ascertain whether a specific set of exemplar 
activities, linked to a certain ability level, worked or not. My background is Functional Skills English 
and this project came at a nice point in the evolution of a practising English teacher. In my prior 
experience I have already seen so many changes; Basic Skills, Key Skills, Adult Literacy, Functional 
Skills to mention a few, but what next? To be a part of this research and to be able to make a 
contribution is quite an honour. I hope my research not only credits, but also supports the next 
generation of functional skills standards and that my study will also help in the long-term success, 
skills and progress any learner who ever undertakes a Functional Skills English course will benefit 
and learn from. 

Aims and Objectives 

The aim of the research was to discover the quality, standard and structure of exemplar activities 
at Entry Level 2 Functional Skills English. Throughout my research I hoped to find whether the 
exemplar activities were suited to this particular level of learners; taking on the theme of 
somewhere to live. 

Rationale 

The intention of the research was to contribute and feedback to the designers of the exemplar 
activities where they can then assess whether or not they deemed the research to be successful. 
Ultimately by completing this research, I hoped to make a valued contribution to the new 
functional skills standards and policies for implementation. 

Methodology 

In preparation to the session I used mixed methodologies in exploring the actual exemplar 
activities to determine what the tasks were actually requiring of the learners. I actually considered 
each of the tasks individually to regulate the level/standards and how the learners were to respond 
to each task considering their abilities. To supplement the tasks, I prepared additional materials to 
support the learners to allow them to complete the tasks and gain a greater understanding. 

I planned the session for a group of Entry Level Two learners who were enrolled on a Life Skills 
course which is aimed at Entry Level learners to develop English, Maths and personal growth i.e. 
confidence, social interaction, etc. The observed session took place in an Offender Learner setting 
where Vulnerable Prisoner (VP) cohorts receive education. The group generally consists of 11 
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learners which includes one peer mentor. On the day, five individuals (which included three EAL 
learners) and the peer mentor took part in the session. This was a regime issue and cannot be 
controlled by education staff. This group is highly motivated and extremely supportive of one 
another.  On the day of lesson delivery, only one member of the group was actually working 
towards their Entry Level Two qualification. Nevertheless, the session content remained highly 
appropriate for this group given that every other learner was enrolled on an Entry Level programme 
of English and that a large number of the group were non-native English speakers. The class had 
the support of a peer mentor who was deployed to assist two Entry Level One EAL learners.  

I combined the first two sessions of the unit ‘Domestic and Everyday Life’ which worked well as 
the length of the lesson was 3.25hrs. The first half of the session encouraged learners to consider 
where they may find adverts of places to rent and asked them to consider what they might look for 
when renting. Learners then reviewed three ‘adverts’, highlighting keywords before matching the 
adverts to potential tenants. The second half of the session invited learners to create a list of 
questions they might ask a letting agent if enquiring about a property to rent, role play: calling a 
letting agent to ask their planned questions and writing formal and informal emails. 

I explained the rationale for the session and linked the content to the learners’ previous 
experiences of renting as well as any future needs they may have of finding somewhere to live. 
The lesson incorporated a broad range of skills including: speaking and listening (making 
requests, asking questions), reading (understanding the main points of texts) and writing 
(producing emails and spelling personal key words and high frequency words). There was also 
room to embed functional skills maths in the session too including looking at prices of renting and 
the differences between monthly and weekly lets.  

The activities presented lots of opportunities for whole class discussion which allowed me to 
draw on the learners’ own personal experiences of renting. Everyone contributed throughout the 
lesson and I observed high levels of learner engagement. Many activities involved peer 
collaboration, which were highly effective, however, the session also involved one or two 
independent tasks which enabled learners to work on elements of English linked to their own 
individual targets. 

Findings 

The session was really engaging. Everyone participated, were enthusiastic and highly motivated. 
The activities provided lots of opportunity for learner input as well as group/collaborative work. 
The peer mentor worked very well supporting the E1 learners by reviewing and extending tasks. He 
asked learners to pronounce ‘£650pcm’ (embedding maths) as well as asked supplementary 
questions re: the rental adverts. In doing so, he empowered the learners, who were keen to develop 
their understanding of the texts, to feed back confidently to the whole group, justifying reasons for 
matching a certain advert with a certain case study. However, both the observer and I noticed the 
peer support within the entire class was over and above what was being provided by the peer 
mentor. For example, where some learners provided brief answers which were not always 
completely accurate, during the group discussion on where to look for flats/houses and on what to 
look for (session 1, activities 1 and 2), I noticed that their peers helped to develop their ideas 
further by correcting them/adding more detail e.g. learner 1: “the housing place” / learner 2: 
“estate agent” and learner 3: “costs” / learner 1: “bills included”. 

I actually thought the final outcome of the session was excellent. It was clear upon reflection and 
using triangulation techniques (my own refection, reflection from the learners and from the input 
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from my colleague that observed the session) that the group had thoroughly enjoyed it too. They 
had a tremendous amount of input and it really helped that the learners had a very good rapport 
with one and another.  I feel that I provide a very supportive learning environment and the learners 
felt comfortable within this. As a result of the high levels of engagement and motivation, during 
the course of the lesson, it did occur to me whether the same session would work as well with 
different learners i.e. those based on Main Location (ML).  

When I first saw the exemplar activities, I felt that the tasks did not seem overly engaging. After 
delivering them I thought they actually worked well as I knew the learners well. Nevertheless, I do 
feel that their success was down to a, how they are adapted/delivered by the tutor and b, the 
motivation/attitude of the group he/she is working with.  

a) Adaptation/delivery: I researched a variety of ‘small ads’, writing frames, developed the case 
studies into real people and matched them to photographs to make it more realistic. I also added 
some more additional mini tasks to the activities such as the ‘small ads’ where they have 
abbreviated words such as ‘pcm – per calendar month’. This was to support the learners in their 
future advertisement research. I also provided opportunity to discover the terms ‘formal and 
informal ‘when writing emails. All of these activities were printed out and laminated as well as 
put on a PowerPoint slideshow.  

b) Motivation/attitude: In my experience I have found the nature of the learners, MLs to VPs, are 
extremely different and the two groups often display significantly different behaviours/attitudes. 
VP learners are different entirely. They are quieter, take more time with their studies and always 
appear more engaging. They are also a cohort where the population is filled with people with a 
greater educational background (professional people, degree holders etc). ML learners are more 
energetic, still engaging, yet can be influenced a lot more and have more barriers e.g. addictions, 
exclusion from schools from early ages, fear of education, etc.  

Discussion and Reflection 

The observer and I think that by knowing the learners and knowing what will and what won’t work 
for them, will be key to the successful delivery of such activities.  

We agreed and liked the way the activities enabled learners to draw on their own personal real-life 
experiences and where this was not the case, an attempt to make sure the task was adapted so 
that the group completed it from their own perspective.  

We also liked the way the session incorporated a broad range of skills. This particularly arose with 
the email writing task which allowed the learners time to work independently.  

Learner input 

Upon asking the two case study learners what they liked about the session, they provided the 
following responses:   

Learner 1: “Reading, writing, practising finding a new place. Role play with the letting agent on 
finding a new place to live”.  

Learner 2: “Today’s lesson great. Reading, writing, talking, nice, happy, friendly. Everyone 
contribute - not too noisy, but not too quiet. Everyone listened. Perfect.” “Everyone understands 
from Karen. Special teacher. She change for everyone”.  

On asking what they learned in the session, they provided the following responses:  
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Learner 1: “Practising using question marks in my writing.” 

Learner 2: “Writing questions. It’s important to know how to write questions.” And “new words 
about renting, furnished, rent. Also, email. Good to see email and do it for myself.” 

On asking learners what they enjoyed the most, they replied:  

Learner 1: “I enjoyed working together and the role play”. 

Learner 2: “Choosing a flat for the people.” (Matching adverts to case studies / session 1, activity 
2).  

The learners did not comment on how the session could be improved.  

Conclusion 

I feel the activities are lacking in one or two areas. In particular, explicit reference to assessment 
for learning during / at the end of tasks is limited. That said, I ensured that assessment for 
learning was built in to tasks, e.g. session 1, activity 2, I checked the group’s understanding of the 
adverts using direct questioning. This was down to my experience and knowledge of best practice 
as the activities did not explicitly suggest ways to assess learners’ progress during the session.  

In addition, I supplemented the materials/tasks with additional resources. I included pictures 
within the case studies to support lower level learners’ (Entry 1) understanding. I also adapted 
some of the tasks (session 2, activity 1) where the group selected a house/flat they would like to 
live in from the previous task’s adverts. They then wrote a list of questions they would ask a letting 
agent, making the activity personal/real to them rather than write questions from the case study 
character’s perspective as suggested in the activity.  

In addition, I made much more of the role-playing task (session 2, activity1) by carrying it out as a 
whole class activity rather than in pairs. We also had a pretend phone (it was actually a stapler). 
The learners thoroughly enjoyed it as they listened to each other practising their planned questions 
in a letting agent scenario. This provided the group with a chance to use negotiation skills, 
improvisation as well as for assessment to take place.  

I supported the group by linking tasks e.g. posing additional questions or incorporating lead-in 
activities to help support learners’ transition from one task to another. This was necessary to help 
learners consolidate their understanding of the topic before moving them on to the next activity. I 
do however feel, this only occurred due to my expertise and experience delivering similar sessions 
in the past. It may not have been as successful, if a tutor delivering did not improvise and help 
learners to make those important links between their previous learning activity and the next one. 
For example, before moving learners on to the email writing task, I introduced an additional activity 
which explored the differences between formal and informal emails. I also spent five minutes 
reviewing an email’s layout, neither of which are suggested in the exemplar activities.     

As aforementioned, I feel that the activities were particularly effective in this session due to the 
nature and temperament of the group and the skill and expertise of the tutor using them. Both the 
observer and I agree that this session would probably not have been as successful with learners 
from the main campus who, on the whole, tend to be less co-operative and more challenging 
individuals.   

Knowing the group well and knowing where to scaffold/extend tasks where appropriate, gave 
learners particularly strong opportunities to progress and learn within the session without feeling 
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out of their depth. It is possible that the exemplar activities are deliberately scaled back so that 
tutors can create their own extensions based on the needs of their individual groups. That said, for 
tutors who struggle to come up with ideas to further develop tasks, or for individuals who are new 
to the profession, the limited content/suggestions for extension activities within the unit may 
present difficulties. 

Although opportunities were exploited to explore more specialist language/acronyms e.g. PCM, 
deposit, furnished etc. which was particularly helpful for the EAL learners, this was driven by me, 
the tutor. Currently there is limited content within the activities to suggest ways of developing or 
extending tasks. Extension activities will need to be introduced / further developed within the 
‘Somewhere to Live’ section. Extension work will help support less experienced / innovative tutors 
(as explained in the section above) enabling them to differentiate for the group and build on basic 
literacy skills e.g. incorporate language/grammar focused tasks. 

Also, there is no mention of, or suggestion of how to embed maths within this unit, and yet, I 
imagine that the topic probably lends itself well to setting tasks on budgeting, calculating annual 
rent, etc. Some individuals may lack confidence in coming up with suitable ways of embedding 
maths related tasks into English sessions, therefore some guidance would most likely be 
welcomed. 

New Directions 

• The authors of the exemplar activities need to make more of assessment for learning at the 
end of tasks. They also need to support non-maths specialists by incorporating more 
suggestions of how to embed maths within the activities or at least provide links to other 
sources e.g. ‘SkillsWorkshop’ materials to help tutors incorporate maths-based tasks.  

• Scaffolded activities in between tasks to help learners make transition from one aspect of 
learning to another should be suggested. Also, opportunities to extend tasks e.g. to explore 
specialist vocabulary/grammar where appropriate need to be made more explicit within the 
materials.  

Overall, I feel the materials are relevant and applicable to the learners within this context. However, 
I feel the success of the activities is very much down to the input and enthusiasm presented by the 
individual delivering the lesson and the commitment/attitude of the learners taking part. 
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