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"Films and teaching Greek as a second language": an action research in a Greek Community School

Abstract
The proposed research aims to examine an educational intervention by employing an action research approach in the context of a Greek Community School (henceforth GCS) where students learn Greek as a second language. My intention is to explore a number of aspects inside the classroom related with teaching and learning Greek by using a method based on films
.

Rationale

After several years of educational experience in primary schools of Greece I accepted the challenge to work in GCS which are organised from local committees in London with the support and under the supervision of the Greek and Cypriot government. My task is to teach Modem Greek language in children which in their vast majority were born in UK from Greek parents and therefore they have English as native language
. The curriculum (Curriculum for GCS, 1997: 11-12) we follow has as its main priority: "Students should be helped to learn and use correct and effectively the Greek language as well as to learn and appreciate the culture and the national traditions of Cyprus and Greece".
In these schools a problematic situation exists  due  to  various  reasons
 . First the atmosphere seems to be slightly conservative and therefore the traditional teacher-centred way of teaching is dominant. Second the only resource throughout the school-year is a 'old-fashioned' textbook with topics that do not usually represent facts and life-style of modem Greece and are usually irrelev nt with students' interests. This has consequences such as the students to become clock watchers and do not participate actively in the lesson. Greek school is not attractive for students who many times express their dissatisfaction by saying phrases such as: 'Greek school is boring'; 'my parents forced me to come' or 'my grandfather insisted and I did not wanted to discomfort him'.

Having small motivation in studying and participating in the lesson the chances to learn a second language and to pass the GCSE or A level exams in Greek language, according to their parents' ambition, are limited. Furthermore, the lack of interest drives students to improperly behaviour and cultivates in some occasions a warlike situation between teachers and students-offenders of school rules. Faced with both passive resistance and active rebellion, teachers in Greek Schools have two choices. The first is to develop and maintain a system of coercive control: to tum schools into 'concentration camps
' and the second is to make the curriculum more intrinsically interesting for the students (Elliot, 1991). Even though these problems are well known to everyone involved with community's schools collaborative work to treat these phenomena has not been programmed yet.

The main concern of this research, which is also a motive for pursuing master's studies, is the improvement of school life and the empowerment of teachers and students. Action research empowers individuals and social groups to "take control of their lives within a framework of the promotion rather than the suppression of generalizable interests" (Habermas, 1976, cited in Cohen &Manion, 2007: 302). Car and Kemmis (1983) draw heavily on Habermas' critical theory according to which professional practice is "an endeavour 'based on theoretical knowledge and research', undertaken by those who have 'an overriding commitment to their well-being of their clients', and in the control of the professionals themselves 'who reserve the right to make autonomous and independent judgments free from external non-professional controls and constraints' ..." (cited in Somekh, 2006: 13

). Based on this theoretical frame and on my previous experience of teaching language with the use of films in primary schools of Greece, I attempt to research how films under particular circumstances and conditions can be helpful for students to improve language skills and their knowledge on culture. At the same time I will reflect on my teaching because according to Bennett (1972: 53) "whether one is trying to educate through or in film, for students there is learning to be done". Finally
 this is an opportunity to add with the dissertation a small piece of knowledge in the field and hopefully contribute to the education offered in these schools. The research attempts in GCS generally are few. Especially in the field of teaching through films there is no relevant research literature
. I hope with my project to produce an account that refers both to policy and practice.

Research questions
The problematic situation I confront at school led me to undertake action to eliminate the barriers to students' improvement. Based on the hypothesis that if I improve the quality of teaching by reflecting upon my practice and by introducing films and relative activities a better engagement with the lesson will occur I proceeded to make the following two clusters of research questions:

· Can films motivate reluctant students to get engaged with learning Greek? Will
 they start participating more actively? Will they stop 'wasting' their time in the classroom?

· Will the lesson be more intrinsically interesting
 in contrast to the traditional teacher-centred lesson? Will it be more effective
 in teaching vocabulary and some elements of culture?

I expect that action research will bring to light fruitful reflection about methods of teaching second language and creative involvement of students. It is very interesting to examine step by step the teaching methodology and quality of practice in relation with students' learning. Elliot (1991: 50) suggests that "improving practice involves jointly considering the quality of both outcomes and processes".

What I also investigate is how methods like films motivate students to participate actively and to cease improperly behavior. An antithesis stands there: on the one side teaching in an old-fashioned manner and on the other side living in the new media age where teaching with the use of medium of screen has become dominant (Kress, 2003).
· Teaching through films, which requires the use of the medium of screen, has similarities with activities that students do fanatically every day: they use their play-station, i-pod, mobile phone, computer and many other gadgets that also have screen. The popularity of the medium of screen can presumably have a positive effect in motivating students
.

Within what bodies of literature and theoretical frameworks will it be based
?
My research will be heavily based on literature about action research and less on literature about teaching second language and culture. The reason for my choice is that the research arose after the realization of a problem that blocks productive activities in learning of language, 'identifying the problem occurs when the situation is observed and there is a recognition that things could be done better' (Johnson, 2005: 29). My guideline is McNifrs (1988: 4) argument of doing action research
: "applied to classrooms, action research is an approach to improving education through change, by encouraging teachers to be aware of their own practice, to be critical of that practice, and to be prepared to change it". Action research is an alternative paradigm of educational inquiry which supports ethical reflection within the domain of practice (Elliot, 1991) and seems to be in my case the most appropriate approach to investigate issues such as change of traditional teaching; new methods in teaching language; students' empowerment and improvement of the quality of learning in the class, reflection about the quality of my teaching.

I also choose literature about action research because as a practitioner  I  am mostly interested  in  validating  theories  through  practice.  Elliot  (1991) claims that  "action research integrates teaching and teacher development, curriculum  development  and evaluation, research and philosophical reflection, into a unified conception of a reflective educational  practice".  Being a practitioner who confronts educational problems  and reflects about useful methods to help students led me to use Greek films in the classroom and check whether I can possibly have a teaching benefit. My belief is that extracts of film can comprise stimuli for students to improve language abilities when this happens in a specific educational context. John Bennett  (1972:  54) states that  one  of the  most important aspects of using films seems to be that "visual and aural stimulus invites verbal response".  This verbal response will help  students  to  develop  an  understanding  of language due to the fact that "films, television and video have different technologies, but they share a common language, and in all essential this language is ready to be used and developed by everyone" (Watson, 1990: 9).

Cognitive literature encourages the use of films
. Wolfe (2005:3) claims that "brain research on learning and its applications to classroom practice have shown that learning new knowledge and skills becomes more lasting when they are presented in a context understood by the students". Furthermore "learning is more likely to be remembered when attached to an emotional response" (Sousa, 2005: 3).

Moreover films are a method to engage reluctant students. The use of films seems to be the perfect tool to create the context needed to diminish students' indisposition and enhance their learning abilities and as R. Watson (1990) suggests "one has to look for 'slots' where film can be introduced across the curriculum".

The enrichment of teaching with some films that present elements of contemporary life and culture in Greece has the potential to provide balance to the problematic situation forasmuch as "once exposed to cultural differences, students are equipped to make comparisons between their lives and the lives of people around the world" (Holmes 2005: 4). Additionally Smalley et al (1992: 17) refer to films as "an excellent source of language and civilization material". Furthermore and as far back as Newsom report (1963) states "the culture provided by all the mass media, but particularly by film and television, represents the most significant environmental factor that teachers have to take into account". According to Bennett (1972: 54) if the film, like any other experience, can impinge upon the child's world or stimulate the child's imagination, this is the point of contact from which written work or discussion originates". Literature about teaching with films will be adopted by the British Film Education (BFI) and basic teaching techniques
 will be adjusted to the age and level of knowledge of students. Literature about qualitative analysis will be employed to plan the collection and analysis of data and phenomenological interpretative analysis
 will be used to "explore in detail the participants' view of the topic under investigation" (Smith et al, 1999: 218).

Research design

This study is concerned with only a Greek Community School, during the period September 2006 - July 2007, while the registration for the MRes lasts. The sample is consisted of seven students from year five where I teach. The participants are from eleven to thirteen years old and their level of knowledge in Greek is uneven. Some students have a good knowledge of the language whereas others have many weaknesses in Greek. For this reason students of different ages co-exist in the same class
.

The data need to be collected during short enterprises
 because of time constraints. It is not possible to have more than two enterprises because of curriculum limits and due to the fact that only few lessons are left until the end of the school year. The overall project needs to be finished by the end of August of 2007; this is the timeframe of the MRes registration. The data collection should be completed at least two months before the final submission of my dissertation, in September of 2007. The last month should be left for revision.

Methods of data collection and analysis

The model of action research I intend to use is based on Kemmis's "self-reflective spiral of planning, acting, observing, reflecting and re-planning as the basis for understanding how to take action to improve an educational situation" (McNiff et al., 2002: 46). During the phases of the spiral I will use three tools to collect my data
. Firstly I intend to keep some notes and comments in a reflective journal about my method of teaching, my actions and everything occurring in the classroom. It should contain personal accounts of observations, feelings, reactions, interpretations, reflections, hunches, hypotheses and explanations (Kemmis et al, 1991). Secondly, I will give some structured worksheets to students. These will contain vocabulary and a few exercises about each extract. These exercises will include questions about the plot, the characters and the cultural elements of the film. To reinforce and engage students during the projection of the extracts I will use techniques such as:

· sound and image, which  helps pupils to see how  important  sound is in the interpretation of moving image texts,

· freeze frame, which concentrates on the visual language of moving images (BFI, 2000).

These techniques will be used "from time to time to build up pupils, critical awareness of how moving image texts work and teachers, confidence in using the technique to develop more critical and thoughtful ways of working with moving images" (BFI, 2000: 7). Thirdly, at the end of the intervention a carefully planned discussion designed to obtain perceptions will take place (Kreuger, 1998). I intend to take a focus group interview, with a group consisted of 3 or 4 students, in order to highlight "a group process of collaboratively constructing a joint perspective or argument" (Smithson, 2000: 109) and the interactions, conflicts and arguments arising out of my intervention. The data generated from these three tools will be analyzed from a qualitative analysis perspective
.

Ethical Framework

The extracts that will be projected to the students will be selected according to the following criteria (Holmes 2005):

· Interest of the plot to the students

· Suitable language and violence levels

· Lack of sexually explicit scenes, including nudity

· Technical aspects, including the speed of speech in the dialogues

· Educational worth

BERA ethical guidelines will be followed. The access for the research has already been given from the committee that administrates the school and the head teacher. I gave them a formal application explaining my aims and the task and it was accepted with the condition that students and their parents will give their consent
. For this reason I gave to the latter consent forms informing them about the risks and the benefits of the research and assuring them of the anonymity and confidentiality of the data.

BERA' s guidelines (2004) highlight an important ethical issue: "Researchers engaged in action research must consider the extent to which their own reflective research impinges on others, for example in the case of the dual role of teacher and researcher and the impact on student and colleagues". In addition to the above and according to Robson (2002) action research goes beyond the usual concerns for consent, confidentiality and respect for the participants.  Such roles introduce explicit  tensions  in  areas  such  as confidentiality and must be addressed accordingly
. Alderson and Morrow (2004) suggest that it is vital that insiders are very clear, to themselves and everyone else concerned, when they are, or are not, 'wearing their research hat'. I will make clear to my students that the research is not a kind of assessment of our work during the usual lesson and that they should feel free to express their opinion and make comments and critique of the project, without being afraid of any consequences
. They will be told also that even research is integrated in the lesson it is separate in the sense that it will last only for two sessions and then we will return to our normal school routine.

Timetable

I will apply my action research in June and I will arrange a schedule about teaching and research hours. An eighty minutes project will be implemented twice on two Saturdays, when the school operates, as appears in the following timetable which was adopted by Kemmis et al. (1981):

	Stage
	Beginning/closing date
	Monitoring
	Duration 
	Comments

	Finalising general plan
	1/6/07 – 8/6/07
	Preparation or worksheets
	
	Availability of tape-recorder to be finalised, the ethical form to be approved

	First action step
	9/6/07 and 16/6/07
	Projection of extracts in two enterprises in Year 5. 

80 mins each time. 

Write notes in spare period which follows (reflective journal).

Give worksheets to students

Interview students in focus group
	Two weeks

Two lessons
	Transcribe tape as soon as possible because of the size of the focus group. 

Reflections on my notes and on student papers

	Evaluation
	First week of July 
	
	One week
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Overall evaluations of the three research proposals
I hope that readers will be able to see that the first proposal is much stronger than the second.

In Research Proposal 1, the topic is interesting and relevant, and the writer makes a convincing case that there is a space (or gap) in the literature that makes the research necessary (or at least important), and has significance for policy. The research questions are sharp, the methodology clear, and the design suggests that the research is doable within the time period specified and with the resources available. The proposal has been well thought out: the reader sets out how the research questions will be addressed, and topics of access/permission and ethical considerations are highlighted and discussed. Arguments are backed up with a series of references, which suggests that the writer knows the academic literature from the field in which the research is set.
In Research Proposal 2, although the topic is again interesting, the Research Questions are weaker and it is not fully clear how they will be addressed and answered. Some of the writing is quite muddled and vague, and the proposal could be better organised. Particular themes, e.g. about action research, need to be better articulated, and would benefit if the points and arguments were grouped together in the same area/place. There are also problems with syntax, punctuation and grammar throughout and some of the subheadings could also be improved. The process of analysis is mentioned only in one sentence and a number of terms/phrases (e.g., ‘phenomenological interpretative analysis’) are not explained.
The next proposal is from a student who gained successful funding from the ESRC.
� I do not intend to analyze the political, economical and organizational problems that these schools confront. I speak from the position of a teacher that has to do his lesson as better as possible and I quote only these problems that I can explain and analyze from this position.








�The title could be better expressed but still tells the reader quite a lot: the research is about teaching Greek in a school but it is not clear what part films will play in this. We do know the methodological approach to be employed though. Perhaps the title should begin with ‘Using films to teach Greek to students who have Greek as their second language …


�This is a good beginning and a summary of the research. Readers know what the proposal is about from the beginning. The use of the subheading ‘Abstract’ is slightly unusual and I would remove it because an abstract would be expected to contain more information. It is fine to leave the text as it is.


�Perhaps ‘Background and rationale’


�There are problems with syntax, punctuation and grammar throughout.


�It is best not to use exaggerated terms like this.


�There are quite a few long quotations in the proposal and sometimes it would be better to rephrase, using the writer’s own words.


�The writing does not really tell the reader what action research involves or how it is done.


�I think that this is (may be) the third aim and I think they could have been spelt out more clearly.


�This seems a little surprising in the field of media studies. I would have thought that films were frequently used as a teaching aid.


�I think that it is only necessary to use the first sentence here. The following two questions could be cut as they do not add anything.


�To the students?


�‘Effective’ is usually a difficult or slippery word/concept. More effective in what way?


�Much of this writing is not about the research questions and could be moved to a section on background.


�A clumsy title


�It would be better to organise the proposal so that the writing about action research is in the same place. This writing is about the design/approach and methodology to be used.


�Perhaps this could be ‘Media theories’? Cognitive literature sounds rather vague.


�I am not sure what these ‘techniques’ are. They need some explanation.


�This method is not followed up and explained in the section about analysis.


�This section appears to be more about the sample.


�It is good that the reader knows the number or participants involved, their ages and their knowledge of the Greek language.


�This is a little unclear.


�This is again about action research and how it can be enacted. A diagram showing the phases of the spiral would make things clearer here. It is unclear whether the phase of replanning will form part of this study.


�This is too vague and any mention of analysis is only one sentence in this section.


�It is unclear here whether the parents have to opt in by returning a signed consent form, but this has tightened up a lot within the last decade, after this proposal was written. What would happen if some parents do not give their consent? Is there a Plan B? What happens if the child agrees and the parent refuses or the other way round?


�This is a bit vague. I would quite like to know how, by doing what?


�This is an important issue to mention.


�I find these useful and a table generally makes things simple and clear. It would perhaps have been better to relate the headings to the various phases of the action research cycle. This seems to stop at the evaluation stage and it does not build in any space for any replanning in the light of the reflections.
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