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“I hear I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand.” – Confucius 

 

Introduction  

 Impacts of active learning vs. traditional learning in Literacy 

Private schools have always been held to high-standards when it comes to assessment 

scores, and student achievement and success tends to be measured mostly using these assessment 

scores. At the private school in the city of Bellevue, Washington, where I teach first grade, we 

have a wide range of students who are of different ELL levels. Even though my school does no 

formal evaluation of ELL levels, the parents are mainly transfers from other countries, here to 

work for one of the technology companies. Due to this transfer, there are students that enter our 

Kindergarten program that do not know word of English. This low ELL level, even though 

improved through Kindergarten, is seen again in first grade. We have students whose parents 

have spoken English for many generations, and some where the parents are learning basic 

English with their children. Because of this wide range in literacy skills, teachers face the daily 

challenge of differentiating the curriculum to make sure every student in the class learns. This 

puts the children in a very tough spot as their parents, along with the school, adds a lot of 

pressure to ensure the students get As through all of their content. In this competitive school, 

majority of the parents, along with administration, evaluate student success based on their 

assessment scores.  

In our literacy curriculum, Imagine It! (http://imagineitreading.com/), the students learn 

different components of literacy (phonics, story comprehension, vocabulary, spelling, and 

grammar) from Monday through Thursday, and complete an assessment every Friday. This 

assessment evaluates all these different topics they learned during the week through either 

multiple-choice responses and/or short answer questions. As part of this curriculum, each student 
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receives a text book and a work book, called Skills Practice, in which the students write out all 

they have learned on that day’s lesson. The teacher’s manual is in a scripted format, which the 

teachers may choose to use or not.  

In this very formally structured, lecture-driven way of learning and evaluation for 

literacy, I noticed that many of my students, especially because they are so young, were getting 

frustrated sitting in one spot and listening to the teacher talk for almost the entire Language Arts 

block. The students were also voicing concerns that they do not like the assessments as they do 

not reflect the format of the worksheets they complete in class, as part of their Skills Practice 

Workbook provided as part of the curriculum. These conversations showed me that the students 

are not getting the all-encompassing method of learning literacy by using materials provided 

only by the Imagine It! curriculum. When I say all-encompassing, I include their ability to 

understand the basics of being taught within the classroom and extend it beyond the worksheet 

provided in their Skills Practice workbook. I would like them to show me that they are able to 

grasp content to not only complete the worksheet that is directly associated with their lesson, but 

also extend it to the questions on the assessment.  

 That being said, I do agree that this form of taking notes, and practicing questions on 

their Skills Practice book is an important method of learning literacy, but I know that it is not the 

only method.  

When considering the class dynamics, teachers know that every class has a set of students 

who are very high energy and want to move around every few minutes. Traditional literacy 

lessons are not always geared towards these types of students. On the one end, a few students 

have expressed boredom during the language arts class in the past by saying “This is boring. Can 

we do something fun?” or frustrations as in “I just don’t get this. I don’t want to write anymore.”  
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On the other end, I have children who immediately disagree with the above statements and say 

things such as “No, I like this way. I like it when the teacher is up there explaining the lesson. It 

helps me learn.” These types of conversations not only open our eyes to the importance of 

different learning styles within the classroom, but also allows the teacher to have an end goal in 

mind. Teachers needs to make sure they are looking for unique ways to help the students 

understand the content, along with encouraging a positive attitude towards the content learned. 

The understanding of the content is often paired with the positive attitude of children.  

Establishing the importance of differentiation in instruction in order to ensure all students 

have access to the curriculum is the first step to student success. After the material is taught, the 

next important element is retention. As noted, Imagine it! is an intense program in which the 

students are assessed every week. The grammar topics they learn are revisited every few weeks, 

in order to improve understanding and retention. This is great, but the learning format does not 

change between the various weeks, and therefore differentiation is limited. Due to the lack of 

differentiation within the curriculum, the students who did not understand it the first time have 

no way of understanding it this time around. This type of curriculum sets up the children for the 

rigor of future education. The topics in the lessons are constantly repeated and follows that 

repetition allows for understanding and retention. Unfortunately, it is based on the scripted 

method of teaching that may be not be the best fit for many students within my classroom.  

Research Focus 

The impact of active learning in grammar 

 The Imagine It! Curriculum covers a variety of literacy topics every week. One that I 

notice students in my class struggle with most is grammar. We work through the Skills Practice 

worksheets every week, and the students continued to understanding the content based on what 
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was taught on that sheet (Appendix A). When I ask the children to show me what they learned, 

either through quick conversations, or worksheets that are formatted differently, many kids are 

unable to extend their knowledge to different applications, including assessments. This made me 

think that limiting them to just the worksheets might be narrowing their focus in grammar in both 

the content area and the format of the questions asked. After looking back on the worksheets and 

looking forward onto the rest of the content taught, it is clear that the types of questions asked in 

these worksheets are all similar, with little differentiation in wordings or format.  

Through different complaints expressed by the students, assessment scores, and trends 

observed by most of the first-grade teachers in our school, I have decided to create an 

intervention to change the way grammar is taught within my classroom. I decided that we 

needed to move beyond just the worksheets that are already outlined and create a new 

differentiated way for children to understand the foundations of the components of grammar. 

This intervention will create an environment in which the students will benefit in comprehension, 

retention, and positive attitudes towards an already tough language content.  

This paper researches the impact of active learning within the classroom, especially in 

literacy. Active style of learning would include activities where the children get a chance to 

move from their seats and interact more with other students and tools around them. These types 

of activities would include, but are not limited to, cutting and pasting, sorting, group work, 

scavenger hunts, and/or acting out components of grammar.  

As I add this component within the classroom, I will acknowledge the importance of the 

traditional and the theoretical type of learning as well. We will complete the worksheets in the 

Skills Practice workbook but will add active learning as an extra learning method on top of what 

already exists in our Imagine It! curriculum. This addition of activity-based learning will be 
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implemented in hopes of reaching all the students in the classroom, reducing frustrations, and 

enhancing students’ retention. Because the assessments are all multiple choice (Appendix B), 

which is not the case of the worksheets, this form of active learning will extend the 

understanding of the concept and would therefore, hopefully, show on the assessments.  

In this project, a few assumptions were made. First, it is assumed that there are children 

with different learning styles in the classroom. Secondly, I assume that learning grammar only 

through the traditional theoretical teaching methods would be detrimental to the child’s 

education. The questions we focus on for this research project are:  

● How, if at all, will including active learning in grammar impact assessment 

scores? 

● How, if at all, will including active learning impact student retention?  

● How, if at all, will including active learning impact students’ attitude towards 

grammar content?  

 In this project, I discuss the possible implications of activity-based learning by comparing 

various forms of data collected within the classroom over a six-month period. Analysis of this 

data allowed me to understand how the students learn, how I can help, as a teacher, to increase 

their assessment scores in grammar, and how active learning may impact their attitude in a 

positive way.  

Literature Review 

In order to understand the purpose and the importance of active learning in literacy, this literature 

summary will start off by discuss what active learning really is. Then, we will discuss why and 

how active learning affects kids’ attitudes towards the content they are learning. Finally, we will 



7 

 

discuss how active learning, linked with positive student attitude, helps improve retention and 

assessment scores.  

Active Learning 

Active learning – also known as interactive learning – is a method of learning in which 

the students are physically involved in the content being taught. According to Bonwell and Eison 

(2005), this form of classroom interaction includes six characteristics: 1) students are more than 

a passive listener; 2) students are engaged in activities; 3) a greater emphasis is placed on 

developing student skills; 4) greater emphasis is placed on exploration of student attitudes and 

values; 5) student motivation is increased; 6) students receive immediate feedback from the 

teachers; and 7) students use higher order of thinking (Bowell, 2005)  

Including active learning in classrooms allows for differentiation of a lesson, enabling 

students to use different learning and reasoning skills within one lesson. When it comes to 

differentiating a lesson, we have to ensure that we are able to reach as many students as possible. 

Differentiation of a lesson comes from a common understanding that all teachers are responsible 

for making sure that we encourage students in our classroom to learn to their best ability. “It 

stems from a teacher’s solid (and growing) understanding of how teaching and learning occur, 

and it responds to varied learners’ needs for more structure or more independence, more practice 

or greater challenge, a more active or less active approach to learning, and so on” (Tomlinson 

e.al., 2003). When learning, it is important for the teacher to create an experience out of it, in 

order for the child to relate and make their own unique understanding of the concept taught. In 

this case, a “learning experience” is created when the learner is able to interact with external 

conditions in their environment and react accordingly. This reaction of the content with the 

environment creates a situation in which “he does what he learns, not what the teacher does.” 
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(Tyler, 2013) Active learning has been proven, many times over, to be an effective teaching 

method for diverse students, including those with disabilities. Considering my school’s Imagine 

It! literacy curriculum and my students’ need for retention of what they’re learning in terms of 

grammar, research showing “that memory recall is enhanced through hands-on learning.” 

(Hillman, 2011) is appropriate to the shifts I hope to see happening.   

Building Skills and Positive Attitude 

Bonwell (2005) noted that information intake using a differentiated and active way of 

learning allows students to explore their attitudes towards the content being taught. Bonwell also 

found that active learning led to an increase in students’ motivation when learning. Working with 

each other and exploring in an active environment sparks curiosity in children. This basic 

element of curiosity is a great motivator for “learning, influential in decision-making, and crucial 

for healthy development” (Kidd, 2015, p. --). This curiosity extends into behavior in which the 

students show information-seeking behavior, which leads to a positive attitude towards the 

content they are learning 

Along with positive attitude, active learning allows for an increase in student engagement 

within the classroom. A research conducted by Stephens (2010), where the teachers were asked 

to add more active learning to their curriculum, it has been observed that within five minutes of 

an lesson, children with low engagement at the beginning of the class were more involved and 

engaged through the active learning sections of the content. In this research, Stephens, along 

with many teachers, replaced academic learning with active learning throughout various parts of 

the day. Stephens goes on to explain that the more open-ended the activities, in which the 

students were interacting with peers, sharing tools, and creating bonds, the more they were 

engaged. 
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When students are forced to learn in a way that is not their dominant style or preference, 

their attitude towards education may be negative. However, when the teacher takes the time to 

explore the different styles of a student, through an observation or a survey, it tells the student 

that they matter, and their education is a concern for the teacher. This is the first step to changing 

the negative attitude of the child into a positive one. Incorporating problem based active learning 

into the school environment can affect students’ understanding of the topic and can help 

minimize any misconceptions the students have about the topic taught (Akinoglu & Tandogan, 

2006). This understanding of new concepts, through different ways of learning, allows for the 

child to get different perspectives of the content, and therefore ideally appreciate the content in a 

more meaningful way.  

One important factor to consider when building active learning skills in children is that 

after spending careful time on planning and preparing students, the teacher takes a back seat and 

is not engaged in direct instruction. The main task of a teacher during active learning time is to 

merely guide the students through the lessons using “cooperative learning, case studies, or 

problem or project-based learning” (Canaleta et al., 2012). Along with guiding the students, the 

teacher now has time to walk about the classroom and observe how students learn and how they 

work in a collaborative or independent environment. The teacher also has more time to talk to 

individual students and focus on collecting rich formative data about each individual student.  

When considering the ELL students within the classroom, it is important to consider the 

large language barriers in which the students are struggling through. I can say that from personal 

experience of being both a teacher and a student was ELL, as teachers, it might take time, and 

sometimes frustrating to teach a child that has no idea what you are saying. It is very important 

to remember that looking at it from the child’s point of you, it is more frustrating because they 
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have no idea what you are saying. They are trying, because they know it’s the expectation, but 

they are unable to succeed. At this point, the teacher has two options: 1) to allow them the space 

to learn to their best ability, or 2) provide them with resources, and continue setting high 

expectations. I choose the second choice, for not only the academic achievement, but also the 

emotional success of the child. As discussed above, the student needs to know that the teacher 

cares enough about them to ensure that the students in their class are successful. As Geneva Gay 

argued, it is important for teachers to show that they care about the students by attending to the 

person and the performance, provide resources for reciprocal relationships, and prompt effort and 

achievement. In order to achieve all these and change student attitude towards a content positive 

is to be a “warm demander.” (Gay, 2010). A warm demander is caring about the students’ 

limitations in the language, but continues to set high expectations and demand the best from the 

child by providing all possible resources for their success. (Gay, 2010) 

Retention and Assessment Scores 

No matter the content being taught or the strategies used to teach the content, student 

success is measured by, for the most part, how well they do on assessments. There have been 

many debates on how we can measure student understanding of content, using different tools 

other than just traditional pencil-and-paper test scores. Even with newer ideas available, 

however, teachers continue to base most of their evaluation on concrete evidence on how 

students show understanding on their [traditional] assessments (Bergh, et.al, 2012). To prepare 

for doing well on these assessment, some very important skills a student needs to develop are 

retention and information processing.  

According to Asikainen, Parpala, Virtanen, & Lindblom-Ylänne, (2013), there are three 

forms of information processing observed in students when they are being taught. One is surface 



11 

 

processing in which the students memorize the information given to them. Another is deep 

processing, in which the students work on understanding the main message of the content being 

taught. This type of processing allows for students to understand what is directly being taught in 

front of them, but cannot be extended into our topics or information processing. They are able to 

answer questions only directly related to the questions taught within that class, or content area. 

Recently researchers have identified a third way of information processing: when students use a 

strategic approach, they focus on achieving a task, and this sense of achieving a goal has led the 

students to improve their organized studying and effort management skills (Asikainen, et.al 

2013).  

Everly (2013) conducted research on the effects of active learning in assessment scores in 

which nursing students’ understanding of the content was analyzed. Based on this quantitative 

research of two groups of adult students, one taught with active learning and one with lecture 

based learning, it was shown that the students in the active learning group had a better 

understanding of the content, and scored higher on their assessments. There was also evidence 

that the students learned more by collaborating and learning with their peers. Even though this 

research is based on adult learners, this evidence is likely still relevant to students of all ages.  

When we compare findings from Asikainen et.al (2013) and Everly (2013), and relate 

them to Bonwell’s (2005) third and seventh characteristics (placing a greater emphasis on 

developing student skills, and students using a higher order of thinking), we can see that active 

learning allows for a strategic understanding of the content. This strategic understanding allows 

children to retain the information longer, and apply these strategies during their assessments. 

This, in turn, may lead to an increase in assessment scores.  

Active learning also benefits children by rekindling their love for learning and connecting 
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theoretical concepts to the real world. Results of a RAFT (Resource Area for Teachers) survey 

shows that 99% of the students who are taught using hands-on activities report they are more 

engaged and retain the content longer. (RAFT, 2013) 

 

Scope of Inquiry and Methods 

Setting 

This research will take place within my first-grade classroom of 12 students, during the 

grammar session of our Language Arts class. These first-grade students work a year ahead, and 

will therefore be completing a second-grade curriculum during the 2017-2018 year. Language 

Arts takes place in the morning, usually from 11:05 am to 12pm.   

Time Period 

To understand how student attitude and assessment scores are impacted by adding active 

learning activities in grammar, I will collect data through observations, surveys and assessment 

scores from the month of September, 2017 to February, 2017. In March, I will make my final 

analysis of the data, and present the results to the MIL students and Cedar Crest. 

Participants 

To focus on assessment scores, attitudes, and retention, I intentionally four students out 

of the twelve students in my class. After observing the students for over a month, I chose certain 

children based on what I have observed their learning skills to be.  The student names are also 

going to be changed for their privacy. These four students, Megan, Mike, Charles, and Logan all 

appreciate being active, and get very uneasy when sitting for too long listening to the teachers. 

Megan and Mike love to learn and are usually motivated, and always full of smiles and 

positive attitudes. Over the weeks, every time we work on grammar, I have noticed that these 
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two kids have little motivation to complete a grammar task. They start off with smiles at the 

beginning of the class, but their emotions generally turn into frustration and sadness. They start 

the worksheets assuming they don’t know the answer, and impatiently listen to me when we try 

to figure it out together. This attitude gets transferred over during assessments where they speed 

through the grammar page, barely reading the questions. This eventually reflects on their scoring 

as well. Even though Megan’s scores are not very low, her negative attitude towards the content 

and the worksheets we complete is impeding her learning. She complains about completing her 

worksheets and is usually sad through the grammar block  

Both Logan and Charles are very hard workers, and tried to persevere, but were just 

unable to understand the content taught. One of the biggest concerns I faced with these two 

specific students is their memory of the content learned from the day we learn grammar to the 

day of the assessment. They were both able to answer questions on the day of the lesson, but that 

knowledge is not reflected on their Friday assessment. Because they are not successful on their 

assessments, they are becoming more negative about how much effort they put into the lesson. 

When reviewing the grammar concepts through other content area in our classroom, including 

writers’ workshop, it is clear that they were unable to extend their new grammar knowledge to 

these areas. I’ve had conversations with them after returning their assessments, and they have 

made it very clear that they do not understand the grammar being taught in class, and that was 

why they were guessing the answers, as opposed to reading the questions carefully.  

Intervention 

In this research project, I consider the notion that in my private school, teaching is about 

the theoretical transfer of knowledge in language arts. This passive type of learning consists of 

direct instruction and pencil-paper interaction, in which completing worksheets, assigning 
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written homework and completing written assessments are given precedence over the various 

learning styles of the child. I acknowledge in this research project the stress placed on the 

assessment scores within these programs at my school, by both teachers and parents, the pressure 

placed on teachers to complete the Skills Practice worksheets for every lesson. This allows for 

very little time to differentiate the lesson for the various children within the classroom.  

In order to find a middle ground in our school, I will implement an intervention that will 

enable the students to get their active learning, and for them to complete the expected worksheets 

on time.  

In my 1
st
 grade language arts block, I have been implementing the expected format of 

teaching with my classroom from September to almost the end of October. This helped establish 

a routine with the children on the overall schedule in our class so they know what day they learn 

which literacy concepts.  

As part of my intervention plan, I created a new structure for our Wednesday block, the 

grammar session. As part of this new schedule, we would spend the first 13 minutes of the class 

listening to the teacher lay out of the foundation of the content, and the expectations of the 

activity. The next 20 minutes, students had time for their active learning. In this time, the 

students will complete different tasks that included “Play Ball” (Appendix C), scavenger hunts, 

puzzles, and other forms of interactive learning activities. The last 20 were spent completing the 

Skills Practice worksheet on the grammar we learned.  

I also added more cooperative learning opportunities in which students have an 

opportunity for independent learning, and then collaborate with their classmates to complete the 

parts they found difficult, such as a crossword puzzle (Appendix D). As part of this process, the 

students are to explain to each other how they got the answer, as opposed to just telling them the 
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answer. This hope is that this additional step to the intervention allows for both students to 

benefit from the interaction.  

As part of this intervention I have also invited a parent to join us for our grammar block. 

Every Wednesday, Ms. N comes in to help implement and monitor the various activities we do in 

our class. With Ms. N’s help, the students have an extra adult in the room to help answer their 

questions faster, allowing for an immediate cause and effect learning experience.  

Data Collection 

In this research paper, both qualitative and quantitative data were collected to analyze the 

impact of adding more interactive learning within our literacy block. As the teacher, I will act as 

an active observer in the classroom (Mills, 2011) and I collect my data by writing in my journal 

to ensure I was able to keep track of the comments said in class. Throughout the process, I will 

also collect qualitative information from the students using both observations and surveys. I will 

also keep track of the student assessment scores by collecting and keeping a copy of the grammar 

section of the students’ assessments.  

To make sure that I am considering all three aspects of this research, retention, student 

attitude, and assessment scores, I chose four students to observe and evaluate. As discussed 

earlier, all four students, Mike, Megan, Logan and Charles wrote their weekly grammar lessons, 

their weekly assessments, and the surveys three times throughout this process. In order to 

consider the effect of active learning on assessment scores, I will collect quantitative data for all 

four students. In September, I will choose an assessment for the students as the starting point on 

what they have learned based on the Imagine It! curriculum teaching method. I will then start 

collecting more tests as we go through the months. The format of the grammar section is always 

multiple choice, so please refer to Appendix B for its format. If this type of learning approach is 
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benefitting these two children, we should see an increase in assessment scores as they progress in 

the year. I extended these assessment scores, combined it with my journal entries on how I 

noticed these students were extending their grammar knowledge into other content, including 

writer’s workshop.  

During the collection of the assessment scores, I will also collective multiple forms of 

qualitative data from these four students. I will be using observations, surveys, and journals to 

keep track of this information. The surveys (Appendix E) were conducted one before the 

intervention, one during the research, and one at the end of the research period. The students 

have a Likert scale question, and a few short discussion questions in which they will be able to 

express their thoughts in more detail. The questions followed the expectations constructed by 

Mills keeping it short with no unnecessary questions (Mills, 2011). These qualitative surveys 

will allow for direct feedback from the two children.  

 

Findings 

 In this capstone project, I investigated how active learning would impact assessment 

scores, retention and attitude towards grammar during a language arts block. To understand the 

various effects of active learning, I introduced an intervention within this block on Wednesdays, 

our grammar days. Over time, I was looking for an increase in the grammar assessment scores on 

their weekly tests, and for retention of the content, shown through various attributes, including 

transfer of grammar knowledge between different content areas throughout the day. Because this 

is a new form of teaching grammar within our school, and it moves away from our traditional 

focus on our curriculum paired Skills Practice workbook, I was looking for more positive 

attitudes during, and in preparation for, the grammar lessons. I have organized my findings in the 
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following ways to show how active learning affected grammar lessons and assessments within 

our classroom.  

 Change in assessment scores 

 Retention of content until the assessment date 

 Change in student’s attitude 

Change in Assessment Scores 

One of the primary goals for a teacher is to ensure that students are successful in 

achieving their academic standards. The teachers are to make sure the students understand the 

content and show their understanding through various forms of assessments. Every week our 

curriculum is paired with a weekly assessment, and in that assessment, we have a multiple-

choice grammar section that includes five questions based on the content the students learned 

that week.  In the original curriculum methods, the students were to learn the content using their 

Skills Practice workbook Focus Box (Appendix A), and then complete a worksheet given to 

them in that same workbook. These worksheets consider very narrow forms of questioning like 

fill in the blanks, or matching.  

One of the goals of the intervention was to increase the assessment scores of the students 

in grammar. The goal was also to ensure that students had a deeper understanding of the content, 

using active learning, so they can answer the multiple-choice questions, even if the format of the 

questions were not something they were used to.  

In this section, to analyze the change in assessment scores based on active learning, I will 

consider a table (see Table 1) of quantitative data based on the students’ assessment scores. This 

table will show the overall pattern in the scores through this project. In Table 1, the last column 

will show the results for the one instance in which active learning was not used during grammar 
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time in February during my absence. We will start by discussing the columns from U1L1 to 

U4L1. The outlier of U4L2 will be discussed following these initial findings.  

Table 1: Change in assessment scores from September to February (out of 5 points total).  

Student U1L1 

(Sept)  
U1L2 

(Sept) 

U2L2 

(Oct) 

U3L2 

(Dec) 

U3L5 

(Jan) 

U4L1 

(Feb) 

U4L2 

(Feb – 

sub 

teacher) 

Mike 4 0 3 5 5 4 2 

Megan 3 1 5 4 5 4 2 

Logan 2 1 0 2 5 3 0 

Charles 0 0 2 5 5 4 2 

 

All the grammar sections in our weekly assessment, as discussed above, are in multiple 

choice format, and contain five questions; thus, overall scores for this section are out of five 

points. As we consider the table along the various units (U) and lessons (L), we will see that 

there has been an overall positive pattern of growth in assessment scores in certain students. 

Each of these lessons were of a different topic in grammar, as that is how the curriculum outlines 

the content.  

As seen on Table 1, Mike and Logan and Charles had very low scores at the beginning of 

the year. Unlike Mike and Logan and Charles, Megan showed a steady pattern of above average 

scores, with only one day in which she was unable to transfer the knowledge to the assessment. 

Because of her overall consistency in assessment scores, I will use Megan as a control student 

vis-à-vis achievement scores to ensure that this form of active learning did not affect a student in 

a negative way. 

This table shows an overall positive increase in assessment scores for both Mike and 

Charles. One important observation I’d like to address before the breakdown of the table is the 

dip in marks between U1L1 and U1L2 for all four students. In U1L1, we learned about common 
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and proper pronouns, and in U1L2, we learned about verbs. These two lessons were conducted in 

September, the beginning of the year, one week apart. There might be a drastic dip in the scores 

due to the fact that the students were still learning my teaching methods, and/or because they 

were still getting used to the assessment formats. It could also be that they did not understand the 

content from that week, conducted by me, using the traditional curriculum textbook and the 

Skills Practice workbook. I added that column to show that there have been some dips is 

assessment scores at the beginning of year, and to show that these four students have had an 

overall increase in scores, even if there were fluctuations at the beginning.  

Lesson U4L2 was taught by a substitute teacher who was unaware of the type of active 

learning I’ve been conducting. She completed the topic based on the traditional Imagine It! 

worksheets. When grading this assessment, I definitely took note of the drastic difference in the 

final scores of the grammar section. All four students, including Logan, had a massive drop in 

their assessment scores. This may be because their understanding of the topic was limited due to 

the fact that only the Skills Practice worksheet was used, along with the traditional way of 

teaching using the Focus Box. The lack of the active learning likely caused the lesson to be 

unidirectional, where the teacher talks and the students listen. This form of learning did not work 

for these four students, or the other students in the classroom, given that on that assessment the 

class average was only 2.41, whereas it is normally 3.5. This finding is important in beginning to 

understand the implications of active learning on student information processing and retention.  

When looking at Table 1, it is very clear that Charles’ scores of 0 in the first two tests 

shows that he was unable to comprehend, or at least demonstrate understanding of the content 

that was being taught in September, the beginning of the year. Then, given his score trajectory (0 

– 0 – 2 – 5 – 5 – 4 – 2) it is seen that he slowly started to understand the various attributes of 
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grammar covered over the rest of the months as we engaged in active learning. This increase in 

assessment scores also shows that he was able to retain the information from the lesson on 

Wednesday, to the assessment on Friday. Mike, one of my two ELL students, also showed 

relatively steady improvement in his assessment scores (4 – 0 – 3 – 5 – 5 – 4 – 2). This showed 

me that he is able to understand the language we use in class for our grammar lesson and is able 

to transfer the knowledge to both the Skills Practice and the assessment. I would like to note that 

this trend, as said earlier, does not count U1L2, as the students were still getting used to the 

curriculum, format of the assessments, and my teaching. 

When we consider Logan, on the other hand, another ELL student in my class, it is clear 

to see from his erratic scores (2 – 1 – 0 – 2 – 5 – 3 – 0) that the active learning may not have 

affected his assessment scores in any consistent way. Even though it may seem like there is a 

small increase in the scores, that change in numbers may be due to what topics he’s used to from 

the year before. His scores are an indication that not all students may benefit from this change in 

learning, and a teacher may need to find another format for any student who has different needs. 

Finally, when considering our control student, Megan (3 – 1 – 5 – 4 – 5 – 4 – 2), I was happy to 

see that from lesson 3 on, her assessment scores in grammar did not dramatically decrease until 

the final “off” lesson with the substitute teacher. This format of active learning therefore did not 

have a negative effect on a student that already had a high assessment score.  

Information Retention 

Over the last six months the students have been learning various topics in grammar 

including, but not limited to, nouns, verbs, adjectives, and punctuation. The students learn the 

content on a Wednesday and then write their assessment on the following Friday. When I talk 

about retention of information, I will evaluate two areas: 1) the transference and retention of 
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knowledge from grammar lesson day to assessment day; and 2) the extension of the knowledge 

learned in our grammar class to other parts of our school curriculum and activities.  

When discussing the retention of information from the lesson day to assessment day, we 

will consider the data once again on Table 1. We can see that Megan and Charles are able to 

retain the information for at least the two days and transfer their knowledge over to their 

assessment. Looking at the assessment scores, we can see that Charles had a 2 after the first 

active lesson day. This may not have been the expected high score, but considering his 0s on the 

previous assessments, I would consider this as an increase in score. It may not have been a 4 or a 

5 because he was now getting used to a new transition in which we don’t complete worksheets. 

Throughout the week, as we learn our various lessons, we add to our concept board and the 

information stays up during the assessment on Fridays. On the concept board we add various 

posters and anchor charts that we create as a class during our lessons. For our grammar section of 

our board, we add the product the students create during our active learning activities, and I add 

a small poster next to the product to remind them of the rules they learned when making the 

product (see Appendix C). Charles and Mike, at the beginning of the year, would constantly look 

at the concept board for answers. After a few weeks of the intervention, and adding of the active 

learning, I noticed that both Charles and Mike reduced the number of times they visit the concept 

board for clues or answers. As a matter of fact, in the last two assessments they did not use the 

board at all. Both the students were able to answer all the questions on their own thoughts and 

understanding of the grammar content. His last two grades where active learning was used to 

teach grammar (5/5 and 4/5) show that he is able to transfer the knowledge from our lesson day 

to assessment day all on his own and is therefore retaining the information taught during the 

various activities. I also observed that Charles went to the board as a last resource. He spent time 
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thinking about the answers and completed as many questions as he could before he went to the 

concept board. In the last two tests where active learning was used, he used the concept board 

only once to check for information on the grammar content. He was able to complete the other 

nine questions on the two assessments by himself. This is another example of how active 

learning may have increased understanding and therefore retention.  

Retention, paired with understanding, allows for students to transfer their knowledge to 

other subject areas. When students extend their understanding beyond their subject-area learning 

scope, they are showing the teacher that they not only understand the topic but are also able to 

apply it in other activities around the school. During free reading time, Charles is now able to 

remember grammar topics from weeks ago. For example, in the first week of February, we 

learned pronouns. One week later, Charles was able to point to a pronoun in one of his stories, 

and with excitement, came up to me to show that he found one in his book. The same day, after 

noticing that Charles was able to find the pronouns in the books he read, Megan went and found 

the use of capitals in the story she was reading. She was very excited and showed them to 

Charles as well. Mike was able to apply our lesson on commas when writing a list onto one of 

his journals two weeks later. He proudly came up to me after he completed the sentence and said 

“Look Ms. Vijay, I used commas correctly because I am listing three things here” (Field Journal, 

Dec 6
th

, 2017). My ELL student Logan, even though he is not yet able to directly transfer 

grammar ideas over to other subject matter and find evidence of it by himself like the other 

students, is able to recognize the words from previous grammar lessons. For example, the day we 

learned about pronouns, he raised his hand and said, “I know that word ‘noun’. Where have I 

heard it before?” (Field Journal, Feb 7
th

, 2018) I was proud that Logan, as one of my ELL 
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students, was able to recognize the word and was confident enough to acknowledge that he did 

remember the word.  

These observations and scores show that there may be a connection between the amount 

of active learning in class, and the retention of information in a child. The process might take 

some time, but there seems to be an increase in the amount of confidence and understanding 

when the students learn through active learning activities.  

Change in Student Attitudes 

         When learning any content, a positive attitude is very important, and it allows the mind to 

stay open to understand new things that are being taught. Prior to our intervention, every week 

on Wednesday, the kids would drag their feet into the classroom after their specialist time, and 

they would whine that it was grammar day. This attitude transferred into the classroom where 

they would start every question on the worksheet with “I don’t get this question,” or “This is 

hard.” This attitude seemed to block many children from understanding the content, or even 

trying to complete the worksheet that was given to them in their Skills Practice workbook. 

In this research project, I attempted to change the everyday lesson format to be more 

interactive, more activity based, and more inherently interesting. Students would complete 

various forms of activities in which they would get a chance to build, create objects, play a 

competitive game, or complete puzzles. After doing the activity for about 15 minutes, the 

students would get the opportunity to complete the Skills Practice worksheet with a partner, or 

by themselves. This change in the schedule, and the choice to work with a partner, may have led 

to a change in attitude for the four focus students observed and surveyed.  

My focus students’ attitude was very negative at the beginning of the year (see Table 2 

below). They did not like grammar, and they would get frustrated at the beginning of all the 
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worksheets. Megan would have tears and shut down. Logan, on the other hand, would just stare 

into space, or write random information on the worksheet to make it look like he was working, 

and had no trouble understanding the content. Mike would start scribbling on his paper in 

frustration and give up very easily. Charles would not even bother writing anything on the paper. 

Knowing the personality of these kids, I knew it was not that they did not want to learn, but they 

did not understand.  

Table 2 summarizes the survey data that was collected on Megan, Charles, Logan, and 

Mike based on the various questions asked to the children during a survey. It evaluates the 

ongoing changes in attitude that the four students felt over the last six months. After conducting 

this simple picture-based survey, more details were collected through a serious of questions ask 

through a verbal survey conducted by myself (please refer to Appendix D for survey questions).  

Table 2: Image based responses on feelings towards grammar throughout the research.  

Student October Survey  December Survey February Survey 

Megan How do you feel about the 

way we learn grammar in our 

classroom?  

 
  

How do you feel about the way 

we learn grammar in our 

classroom?  

 
  

How do you feel about the 

way we learn grammar in our 

classroom?  

 

Mike How do you feel about the 

way we learn grammar in our 

classroom?  

 
.  

How do you feel about the way 

we learn grammar in our 

classroom?  

 

How do you feel about the 

way we learn grammar in our 

classroom?  

 

Charles How do you feel about the 

way we learn grammar in our 

classroom?  

 

How do you feel about the way 

we learn grammar in our 

classroom?  

 

How do you feel about the 

way we learn grammar in our 

classroom?  

 

Logan How do you feel about the 

way we learn grammar in our 

classroom?  

 

How do you feel about the way 

we learn grammar in our 

classroom?  

 

How do you feel about the 

way we learn grammar in our 

classroom?  
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After responding to the picture-based responses above, the students were also asked 

questions to which they were to answer in complete sentences (see Appendix E). Their responses 

to the questions are discussed in the following paragraphs as part of the final analysis Survey 

data collected in October  reflects their frustration of how they used to feel about the lessons and 

the format of the worksheet based on our Imagine It! Curriculum.  Before the intervention, 

Megan communicated with me, on her first survey that he did not like completing the Skills 

Practice pages because it did not help her learn. This showed me that the format of the 

curriculum was not designed to help all the students in this grade level understand the content. 

When Charles complained that the sheets were just not fun, it showed me that the curriculum 

was not the appropriate format to reach all form of learners. Logan and Mike, the two ELL 

students in my class, did not understand a lot of words in the “focus” box of the workbook. This 

section is supposed to act as a teaching tool for teachers, and a reference tool for the children 

when working on their worksheet. When I heard that Logan and Mike did understand many 

words in that box, it made me think that the curriculum is designed for students who already 

have a foundational understanding of the topic, and associated vocabulary, being taught, which is 

not always the case, especially with ELL students.  

In December, after a few months of implementing the invention, survey data showed that 

the students were changing their attitude towards grammar. They were having more fun, and it 

was simple to see that the students were loving the activities we did. As I noted in my field 

journal, I heard Mike saying “Ms.Vijay, can we do these kids of activities in other parts of 

language arts?” Going beyond the survey, and to the observations within the classroom, I noticed 

a drastic change in student behavior on Wednesdays, our grammar days. The students would get 

curious about what activity we were doing at the beginning of the day when we talked about our 
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daily agenda. The students were a lot faster coming into the classroom after their specialist 

because they wanted to “get the activity started.”  

Megan and Charles in particular would come into the class a lot faster and settle down 

with the tools they required and ask others to get ready just so we could start the activity. Megan 

would also start asking questions as they were lining up to leave the specialist’s class and would 

get very curious as I would build up the surprise activity. During the activities, there were a lot of 

positive exchanges in words between the teacher and the students, and also among the students 

themselves. Logan was a lot more confident when working on tasks and was not afraid to make 

mistakes. Logan was very clear on how much he had learned from his mistakes during the 

activities. One time he stated, “Ms. Vijay, I’m ok with getting that wrong because I think it 

helped me learn” (Field Journal, Nov 22
nd

, 2017). He also saw that many people around him 

were making mistakes, and that made him more comfortable with asking questions. Under the 

same topic of comfort, Charles, my slow reader, said during one of the activities, “I like that I 

don’t have to try to read much and I can just learn before the Skills Practice” (Field Journal, Dec 

13, 2018) This shows that this type of learning is more differentiated, allowing me to enhance the 

educational experience of many students within the class, as opposed to just the ones that can 

read and understand the words on the workbook. This extends to the issues that Mike had as 

well. He was a lot more comfortable with the activities because, as he stated, “I like it when you 

teach it to us, we get to play, and then work on the Skills Practice pages” (Field Journal, Jan 10
th

, 

2018).   

 Finally, the survey data in February shows that the responses did not change in a negative 

way between December and February. We can see that Charles in particular had a steadily 

increasing positive change in attitude towards the various topics taught within the grammar 



27 

 

lesson. During interviews, Charles and Mike continued to say that they liked to play the games 

when learning the grammar content. Charles said, “I liked that we play a game with other 

friends. I like working with other friends” (Interview, February, 2018). Mike was close by 

waiting for his turn in the interview and overheard the question. He responded to Charles’ 

statement and asked if they could continue working in partners because it helped them learn 

faster. “I like that I get to ask friends questions when we are learning. It helps when you’re busy 

with another friend” (Interview, February, 2018). When discussing the questions that followed 

the survey responses, Megan repeated her initial comments in November that she preferred the 

games over the Skills Practice pages because it was more fun. She added that it was good 

because it helped her remember for the test. Logan, on the other hand, surprised me with his 

response in February. In November, during his interview, he said that he liked the games because 

it was nice working with friends. When asked about the Skills Practice worksheets, he said they 

were good practice after the lesson, but he preferred the games. In the February survey, he 

responded to that question differently. He said that he preferred the Skills Practice more than the 

games and activities. When asked why he had a change in heart, he said it was because he liked 

that he got to think by himself for the worksheets.  

 Logan’s response made me think that even though his response was not what I would 

have expected in order to support my hypothesis, I was still glad to hear that he wanted time to 

think and process. This showed me that he was more confident in learning by himself, and 

therefore did not use class time to procrastinate or be frustrated.   
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Discussion and Reflection 

In the final section of this paper, I would like to discuss a few things. First, I will discuss 

the various lessons I learned during the six months of research, including the various limitations. 

Second, I will discuss how this project impacted my school as a whole and what steps I wish to 

take moving forward as a teacher as Cedar Crest Academy. Finally, I will discuss how this 

research project will extend beyond my teaching practices and into education in the private 

industry.  

Personal Lessons  

In this research project, I learned how much a single change in teaching strategies can 

impact student learning. As discussed in the Literature Review section of this paper, there are 

many articles and statistics on the importance of differentiated instruction. Even though I was 

convinced of the results, it was quite amazing to see the positive results of these changes due to 

the grammar schedule and the implementation of intervention I conducted with the children. It 

was wonderful to see them approaching literacy with a positive attitude and excitement. It was 

also great to see that there was an overall positive trend in the assessment scores, showing 

comprehension and application of the content that goes beyond the lesson. As their teacher, I was 

satisfied with the changes I saw in the literacy block in the short six-month window.  

That being said, I did face a few limitations that I wish to express. Offering unique 

learning activities rather than assigning the Skills Practice worksheets was time consuming. Our 

grammar block is 50 minutes long. Because I had to fit in the activity and the worksheet in that 

timeframe, all the activities had to be conducted within a 20-25 minutes time frame. I would 

have appreciated the entire block to continue more comprehensive activities, allowing for more 

understanding and possibly more retention of the content. If I was able to focus solely on the 
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activity for comprehension and retention, I would’ve been able to extend this same activity into a 

formative assessment to study student understanding. The switch from an activity to the 

worksheet was a large shift, and I found that students spent a lot more time understanding the 

writing instructions, that on the actual grammar content.  

Another limitation I faced was the lack of review of the content taught. The curriculum is 

outlined so we cover one grammar topic a week, and we do not review that topic for the rest of 

the year. It acts as a foundation, and then we move on. I wish that there was a way I could review 

the grammar content, directly reinforced by the Imagine It! curriculum. This would have enabled 

me to evaluate retention directly in the same grammar block, as opposed to waiting for children 

to bring it up themselves in other course materials such as writing or reading.  

Next Steps at Cedar Crest 

Now, I would like to discuss how this project is bringing about a change to Cedar Crest 

Academy. As a school, we have always been a very closed-door system. The teachers teach the 

way they feel is appropriate in their classroom and diverging away from the curriculum related 

worksheets was not considered viable. The teachers have shared resources and ideas with one 

another, but at a very basic level. In the few years I’ve worked in this school, I’ve noticed that 

teachers share resources only when asked, and even then, just a basic worksheet. I changed the 

dynamic of this system, at least in the first-grade level. I have shared all of my activities with the 

other first-grade teachers, encouraging them to look beyond the curriculum supplies to extend 

student understanding. The teachers have accepted these resources have applied them within the 

classroom as well. I know that at least one teacher has applied these activities in her classroom 

almost every week. Another teacher had three of final product of these activities hanging on her 

classroom wall. I have also received feedback from the teachers on what worked and did not 
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work on some of these activities. This to me is a good first step in sharing resources and 

encouraging teachers to go find new ways to teach the students to ensure comprehension and 

retention.  

When considering the next steps in Cedar Crest, my Director and I have already spoken 

about creating a workshop, based my results in this project. We hope to run this workshop during 

our in-service in August, as the teachers prepare for the 2018-2019 year. The point of this 

workshop would be to help identify the need for the various learning strategies within the 

classroom, and to encourage teachers to use more active learning in grammar. We also hope to 

show the importance of an open-door classroom, allowing teachers to communicate various 

strategies with one another throughout the year, as opposed to only when asked. As for a 

personal next step, I wish to continue this form of active learning in grammar for the rest of the 

year, and always include it in my future of teaching. I also wish to extend this form of learning 

into other content areas in literacy to help all students have a deeper understanding in all areas.  

Integrated Literacy 

Finally, I would like to discuss how this research extends into other areas of education. 

For this, I would like to refer to the illustration below (Figure 1), created in Words Their Way 

(Bear et. al, 2016, p. 3). This picture illustrates that there are multiple factors that apply to the 

understanding of literacy. The comprehension of all of these threads come together in order to 

give you the final braid of literacy. In order for all these factors to come together in a student’s 

mind, the proper discourse is necessary.  
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Figure 1: Literacy Braid 

 

A proper discourse is created by the teacher in order to ensure the students in his/her class 

succeed. The teacher must ensure that each student has all the materials they need, including the 

best format of learning, to ensure that they understand the material and are able to transfer the 

content to other areas of their lives. In order to do this, many students have to act out their 

learning through various forms of active learning. As noted by Tyler (2013), “…it is what he 

does that he learns, not what the teacher does” (p. 63). Tyler explains that the student will learn 

when they are an active participant in the learning, experiencing the interaction between 

themselves and the environment around him/her. It is possible for each child to have a different 

experience from the same lesson, so it is the responsibility of the teacher to ensure that, even 

though their path might be different, the students all reach the same level of competency (Tyler, 

2013). The results of this project echo this thinking, where the child is able to participate in their 

own learning and interact with the surroundings in order to find their own understanding of the 

content taught.  

Taking this understanding from Tyler, as well as the results from this project, we can see 

that active learning is very important in every classroom. This form of learning may not be ideal 

or necessary for every child, but traditional forms of learning are also not for every child. It 
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would be unfair to exclude certain children from an active form of learning just as it would be 

unfair to exclude children who prefer the traditional form of learning. In order to ensure that 

students succeed in various forms of educational environments, the teachers must create a 

classroom in which there is a balance between the teacher doing and the students doing.  This 

ensures that the students are aware of and get more comfortable with the different forms of 

information processing, and they can also create their own unique way of learning the material.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Sample Skills Practice worksheet 
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Appendix B: Sample grammar assessment sheet 
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Appendix C: Sample active learning activity – Let’s Play Ball 
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Appendix D: Sample collaborative worksheet - Crosswords 
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Appendix E: Survey questions 

 

Survey # 1 Questions - October 

How do you feel about the way we learn grammar in our classroom?  

 
Do you like it when Ms. Vijay is up there explaining, or when you are working on activities to learn 

things by yourself?  

 

Survey #2 Questions - December 

How do you feel about the way we learn grammar in our classroom?  

 
What is your favorite part about learning grammar?  

 

 

What is your least favorite part about grammar lessons?  

 

Survey #3 Questions – February 

How do you feel about the way we learn grammar in our classroom?  

 
What is your favorite part about learning grammar?  

 

What is your least favorite part about grammar lessons?  

 

What would you like me to add to our grammar lesson?  

 

 


