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Abstract:

This research work was aimed at investigating the effect of consciousness-raising (CR)
tasks on basic school pupils’ understanding and use of SVA. The study was conducted at
a Basic School in the Assin North Municipality in the Central Region of Ghana to find out
whether CR which has been used in a science lesson will produce positive impact in
English Language lessons. All the 30 Junior High School pupils were purposively
sampled to participate in the study. Since the problem was a classroom issue that
required immediate attention, action research design was used. Data collection occurred
at three stages; pre-intervention stage, intervention stage and post-intervention stage. A
pre-intervention test was designed to test the pupils’ understanding of SVA. Intervention
activities were carried out after the pre-intervention test using the consciousness-raising
tasks. A post-test was conducted after the intervention to find out the impact of the
intervention on pupils’ performance in SVA. The findings of the study showed that
varied SVA rules and types, rules not well explained and teachers’ unsuitable teaching
methods and confusion towards SVA teaching are some of the causes of pupils’ difficulty
in mastering SVA concept among the basic school pupils used for the study. The data
collected showed that CR tasks are effective in promoting learner’s accurate use of
Subject-Verb-Agreement (SVA) in a relaxed condition.
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1. Introduction

Subject-Verb-Agreement (SVA) has been a persistent challenge to Ghanaian basic school
pupils (Anderson & Donkoh, 2016). Even though pupils are exposed to the application of
grammar rules from kindergarten, many students graduate from the basic school, having
difficulties in applying grammar rules and in effect writing sentence with correct SVA
(Klu, 2014). As indicated by Wee (2009), Ting, Mahadhir and Chang (2010) and Wee, Sim
and Jusoff (2010), SVA is the most difficulty aspect of grammar for pupils. SVA, according
to Surina and Ramuruzaman (2009) is the most important elements in producing correct
and complete sentences. SVA needs to be emphasized in language learning since it is
essential in communicating ideas and thoughts in a meaningful way (long et al, 1980,
Sauvignon 1991). To teach SVA in a way that pupils will understand requires the use an
innovative active learning approach applicable to basic school pupils. One of such
approaches is consciousness-raising (CR).

Ellis (2003) described CR as “a pedagogic activity where the learners are provided with
data in some form and expected to perform some operation on or with it, the purpose of which is to
arrive at an explicit understanding of some linguistic property” (p. 160). The purpose of CR is
to make the learners aware of a target from that may simply exist at the level of
understanding without the necessity of production (Thornburg, 2009). As Ellis (2002) put
it “the aim of consciousness-raising is not to enable the learners to perform a structure but simply
to help him/her to know about it”. Similarly, Fotos (1993) state that the aim of CR is not to
develop immediate ability to use the target forms but rather to call learners attention to
the target forms and raise their awareness of the particular linguistic features.

The use of CR is only meant to create awareness. Ellis (2003) defined CR as a
pedagogic activity in which learners are given data to perfume operations on with the
aim of arriving at an ‘explicit understanding of some linguistic property” (p. 160). The use
of CR is simply to make learners aware of and understand a target form without
producing the target form (Thornburg, 2009). The aim of CR according to Ellis 2002 is
only to help learners know about a form but not to write based on a structure. What CR
does is only raising awareness of a linguistic feature. It is not meant to develop in learners
the immediate ability to use the target form (Fotos, 1993). Ellis (1993) put the use of CR
in teaching linguistics as getting learners understand a particular grammatical feature,
how it works, what it consists of, and so on, but not require the learners actually produce
sentences manifesting that particular structure. The goal of CR is therefore to raise
awareness of the target grammatical feature and develop explicit understanding of the
target form without the necessity for mastery of production and these are facilitated by
the noticing process (Schmidt, 1990).

The essence of applying CR in teaching is to assist learners in developing accurate
and appropriate explicit knowledge. As emphasized by Ellis (1990), effective grammar
teaching cannot occur without CR. According to Idek, Fong and Sidhu (2013), even if the
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grammar practice is directed at implicit knowledge; (knowledge about how to do
something and is usually unconscious) with no formal instruction, learners will always
try to construct their own explicit representation of the target form. Learners therefore
need to be assisted in developing explicit knowledge (knowledge without something
factual and conscious) without having to engage in repeated production practice (Ellis,
1990). Otherwise, learners might resort to forming wrong hypothesis on how the target
form works if they do not receive adaptive and accurate knowledge through effective
and accurate knowledge through effective was of learning. CR therefore crucial and
significant in helping learners to acquire a linguistic feature by facilitating their
development of explicit understanding of the structure.

Having identified that the pupils of the school, had challenges constructing
sentences free of SVA errors, this study sort to achieve to the following objectives. The
first was to find out the possible causes of the pupils weak understanding of SVA. The
second was to use CR tasks and find out whether or not CR tasks are effective in helping
pupils learn as it had in science lessons and apply SVA.

2. Methods and Material

The research design used for this study was action research. It focused mainly on the
pupils being made to interact and experiment more and collaborating learning to assist
individual learners to find a solution to their inability to comprehend fully the concept of
SVA. The study was conducted in a basic School located in a town located in the Assin
North Municipal in the Central Region of Ghana.

The sample consisted of 30 Junior High School two pupils. The data collection
occurred at three stages; pre intervention stage, intervention stage and post intervention
stage. The research adopted illustrations and sketches that bring a touch of practicality
into teaching to aid understanding to all 30 pupils who were purposively selected for the
study because almost all of them had weak understanding of the concept of SVA. The
design employed both qualitative and quantitative methods of collecting data. The
quantitative data was collected using interview and test while the qualitative data was
collected using observation. The interview and test were used at the pre-intervention and
the post intervention stages.

2.1 Pre-intervention Stage

At the pre-intervention stage, the interview had an advantage of providing the depth of
details from the pupils on their views on subject verb agreement, revealing otherwise
hidden interrelatedness between emotions, people, objects in the sense that, through the
interview the pupils were able to come out with the methodology, teaching-learning
materials and certain actions taken by tutors that killed their interest in the study of SVA.
The pre-intervention test was conducted to empirically determine pupil’s entry behavior
in terms of their ability in understanding the concept subject verb agreement. The pre-
intervention test which was in the form of an exercise was to assess how much the child
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knew and to establish the extent of pupils’ challenge or level of mastery in the study of
subject- verb agreement. The information gathered from the pre-intervention stage
served as a basis for the researchers to employ the CR tasks to help the pupils to
understand the SVA concepts.

2.2 Intervention Stage
At the intervention stage, CR tasks, which is an approach to language teaching and means
to make someone aware of something, were designed to help learner’s language
awareness. The immediate aim of CR is to help learners notice something about the
language that they might not notice on their own. They are typically asked to reflect on
it, usually by talking to peers. An example of the CR is the “discovery activity” for which
learners are asked to formulate a grammar rule based on some language examples.
Lessons were taught on SVA using the CR tasks. During the intervention stage,
the pupils were observed as they discussed problems involving SVA. The observation
was done to record pupils” pre-conceptions SVA. During the observation, the peer and
group discussions were encouraged. Participatory feedback and building on what others
say were professionally blended with the CR tasks. The researchers began the activity by
posting the SVA rules on the wall.

Rule 2
Verb: The word that denotes a situation the subject finds
itself in. There are four situations in the real world. Event
situation, process situation, activity situations and state
situation.

Rule 1
Subject: All the words coming before
the main verb in a declarative
sentence. There are two types of
subjects. Grammatical subject which
by its virtue starts the declarative and

Rule 3
To identify a logical subject:
1. The verb following it must be an action verb, eg.
Eat, go, jump, pinch, etc.
2. The action in the verb must be initiated by the

a logical subject which is realized subject.. .
when the grammatical subject initiates 3. The action must be targeted on another word in the
sentence.

an action in the sentence. . . L
4. The word which receives the action in in the verb

becomes an object of the verb..

SVA Rules
Rule 4
_ Rule 5 SVA: The rule of SVA states that when the subject
SVA Tip 1 (suitable for the grade): possesses a grammatical element, that is plurality, the
To make a subject plural, you normally verb must also have the same element of plurality. If the
add an “s’. to make a verb plural, you subject of a sentence is singular, the verb must be

" -
normally remove the “s singular.

Figure 1: SVA Rules
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The research adopted consciousness-raising tasks. The tasks were adopted to
bring a touch of practicality into teaching to aid understanding to all 30 pupils who were
purposively selected for the study. Almost all of them had weak understanding of the
concept of SVA. The sample consisted of 18 males and 12 females. The data collections
occurred at three stages; pre intervention stage, intervention stage and post intervention
stage. The design employed both qualitative and quantitative methods of collecting data.
The quantitative data was collected using interview and test while the qualitative data
was collected using observation. The interview and test were used at the pre-intervention
and the post intervention stages. At the pre-intervention stage, the interview had an
advantage of giving us details from the pupils on their views on subject-verb agreement,
revealing pupils’ resentments on the methodology, teaching-learning materials and
certain actions taken by their teachers that negatively influenced their interest in the
study of SVA. The pre-intervention test was conducted to empirically determine pupil’s
entry behavior in terms of their understanding of the concept subject verb agreement.
The pre- intervention test which was in the form of an exercise was to assess how much
the pupils knew and to establish the extent of pupils’ challenge or level of mastery in the
study of subject-verb agreement.

At the intervention stage, the pupils were made to take control of and dictate the
pace of their learning. Pupils’ pre-requisite skill on SVA sentence construction was
implicitly nurtured to consciously make them aware of some patterns they might have
taken for granted. Strategies were tactfully designed to help learners reflect on, talk to
peers, and share with a whole class on something about the language that they might not
notice on their own. This discovery activity for which learners are asked to formulate a
grammar rule based on some language examples gave the researchers a good observation
task to record pupils* pre-conceptions of SVA as they discussed problems involving SVA.
During the observation, peer and group discussions were encouraged. Participatory
feedback and building on what others say were professionally blended with the inductive
technique.

The researchers began the activity by asking pupils write simple sentences on the
board. The class was made to identify the two parts of each sentence. The pupils had
already been taught in earlier lessons that a simple sentence is made up of a subject which
is doer and a predicate which talks about the doer. This made the pupils identify only a
single noun as subjects. Some sample sentences pupils were guided to provide through
demonstration included

1) The girl ate the food.

2) Their house burnt into ashes.
3) My mother hit me so hard.
4) The kenkey is in the plate.

The pupils were paired and given work to do. Each pair was to identify verbs in
the declarative sentences given to them. Then they should underline all the words in front
of the verb and label them grammatical subjects and underline the identified verbs and
all words following them and label them predicates. Again, they were asked to read the
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subjects again and identify those which are doers of actions and label them logical
subjects.

The pairs joined other pairs and identified

A. Verbs that could be performed.

B. Verbs that showed that something moved from one condition to another.

C. Verbs that happened instantly.

D. Verbs which required no movement.

The second activity was working out rules for themselves. The questions that
guided the pupils were:

1) How do you identify subjects in sentences? Establish your own rule for
identifying subjects?

2) What is a predicate of a sentence? How will you help your sibling to identify
predicates?

The pupils were then put into groups of five (5) and each group tasked to discuss
the rules on strips A to C. Using the PMI strategy, pupils were made to add, (P), remove
or make revisions (M) or express interest (1) in what other groups had presented.

A substitution table was provided for the learners to try out the rules of identifying
subjects (grammatical and logical) and predicates in sentences. Because any item on the
substitution table substitutes for any other, pupils had no problems, identifying subjects
and predicates.

A whole class discussion followed on how predicates agree with their subjects.

1. Pairs of sentences were provided for learners to observe.

2. In each pair, one sentence exhibited correct subject verb patterns and the other
would exhibit wrong subject verb patterns.

3. The pupils discussed in groups and then selected the grammatically correct
sentence and convinced the class why their choice was correct (Example, The
players are already at the game.)

4. If any group had other views, they prompted the researcher for their add-ons.
From the discussion, it was realized that learners had a misconception that SVA is

about tenses. To clear this misconception pupils were taken through the following
activities.

1) The researcher took the pupils through the grammatically correct sentences.

2) No explanation was given, pupils were made to observe and come out with their
own findings.

3) The pupils observed that when the subjects contain ‘s, the verbs do not, and when
the subjects have no ‘s’, the verbs have.

4) Pupils were assisted to come out with a rule that would work for these examples.
Though pupils’ answers were accepted in the local language, the researcher wrote
the first rule in English and explained to them.

In guiding the pupils through practicing the application of the subject verb
agreement rule, a set of sentences were shown to pupils. In these sentences, plural
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subjects were followed by singular verbs/plural verbs for the pupils to choose one which
might agree to it.

1) Learners were taken through a first process of identifying which of the nouns after
of could be counted and which could not.

2) Learners were asked to explain why the second group of words could not be
counted.

3) After the guided practice, the pupils were made to attempt this task
independently. The researcher made students explain why their choice was correct
based on the subject verb agreement rule and other members added to what others
had said.

Following the implementation of the intervention, a post-intervention test was
conducted. The purpose of conducting the post-intervention test was to find out the
extent to which the intervention was successful in helping the pupils understand the
concepts of SVA. In order to have a good basis for comparison, the same test given to the
pupils at the pre-intervention stage was given to the pupils at the post-intervention stage.

3. Results

This section consists of two parts. The first part is the result of the interview conducted
to find out the causes of pupils” inability to use correctly use SVA. The second part is the
presentation of the pre-intervention test and post-intervention test results.

3.1 The Causes of Pupils’ Inability to Use SVA Correctly?

In a relaxed interview, the pupils were made to discuss the factors that they felt were
impeding their ability to understand SVAs. Table 1 represents the responses in
frequencies and percentages given by pupils on their inability to understand SVA
concepts.

Table 1: Causes of Pupils” Inability to Understand SVA Concepts

Item Frequency Percentage
Teachers’ unsuitable teaching methods and confusion towards SVA teaching 6 20
Varied SVA Rules and types 10 33
Compulsion in rule application 5 17
Rules not well explained 7 23

No motivation 2 7
Total 30 100

Out of the 30 responses 6 respondents representing 20% were of the view that teachers’
attitude towards SVA teaching caused their inability to understand and identify SVA
elements in sentences. They observed that teachers were not consistent about the
structures that identified a given expression as a SVA type let alone to know which type
itis. None of the respondents felt that inadequate textbook caused the problem, whilst 10
respondents representing 33% suggested that varied SVA rules and types killed their
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interest in studying SVAs. It is taught so abstractly and the needed clues to assist them
identify SVA elements easily are not provided. Instead of the teacher taking them
through a lot of different activities to make learning fun and relaxed and to move at their
own pace, lessons on SVA concepts are often rushed and not captivating.

Also, 5 respondents representing 17% saw compulsion in rule application as the
major cause of their problem. Since SVA, to them, is a technical sub-strand and involves
a lot of inferences and making meaning out of them, flexible and adaptable rules which
should help to make the writers thoughts concrete for them to make some meaning out
of what is read is totally missing from the grammar class, rather compulsory rules must
be applied. What makes the matter worse is that SVA concept, by itself causes a lot of
problems because it is expressed in several ways and involves a lot of reasoning to make
meaning out of those them so if learner friendly rules are not part of the grammar lessons,
then it is also impossible for them to reason through the expressions to identify any
special expressions and to know which SVA type has been used. Again, 7 respondents
representing 23% boldly declared that they were not interested in the study of SVA
concepts because they do not see the head and tail of what the teacher talks about in the
grammar class.

When their inability to apply one rule to all SVA types had already scared them
and the totality of the piece remained confusing, the teachers” inability to explain the
various rules to their understanding never made them enjoy and understand any of the
types treated and the teachers frequent caution that SVAs are difficult to understand so
be serious with it’ kills any initiative they have to dedicate time to studying it. The last
group of 2 respondents representing 7% agreed with those who expressed no interest in
the study of SVAs that their teacher did not provide any form of motivation to urge them
to develop interest in how they could identify and use SVA types correctly.

3.2 Pre-Intervention Test Scores
Before the implementation of the intervention strategies, pupils’ knowledge of SVA
concept was very low.

12

10

8 | ‘
. I I O
1 2 3 4 5 6

Frequency

Mark
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Figure 2: Pre-intervention Test Scores
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Pupils performed poorly in the pre-intervention test. Figure 2 shows that the
average score of 5 attracted only 3% of the pupils. Score 4 attracted 33%, score 3 17% score
220 % and score 27%. The result shows 97% of the pupils scored below the average mark.
With the modal mark of 4 and a mean of 2.6, it can be deduced out rightly that the pupils’
performance during the pre-intervention test was low.

3.3 Post-Intervention Test Result

Carefully designing and implementing these strategies to address the pupils’ difficulty
in understanding SVA concept went a long way to remedy the problem. Because the
intervention was strategically implemented to allow pupils dictate the pace of their own
learning by raising their awareness to demonstrate application of knowledge and
understanding of SVA concept in subject analysis, pupils made informed decisions on
working within the boundaries of the rules discussed.

10
7
5 5
3
0 0 0 0 I 0
3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

12

10

Frequency
Y (o)} [ole]

N

0
1 2
Mark
Figure 2: Post-intervention Test Scores
3 222
Mean2 =ZX = 222 _ 74
ef 30

The percentage analysis on the table indicates a credibly upward performance.
Score 5 attracted three pupils representing 10% while scores 6,7, and 8, indicating above
average marks saw the following performance: 7 pupils representing 23% scored 6 marks,
5 pupils representing 17% scored 7 marks and 5 other pupils representing 17% scored 8
marks. Below average percentage at the pre-intervention stage fell from 97% to 0% at the
post-intervention stage. A 97% upward improvement testifies to the effectiveness of the
intervention strategies. The average score rose from 3% to 10% recording a 7% upward
adjustment. Though not so remarkable, a difference of 2 pupils making a head way after
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the intervention process is worth noting pedagogically. Excellent performance was
catalogued with score 9 which became the modal score inviting 10 pupils representing
33% for the post intervention results. A rise of 33% from the pre-intervention results
backed by a mean of 7.4, marking a 4.8 difference has all the proof to conclude that the
implementation of the 3 weeks intervention was commendable.

4. Discussion

Employing consciousness-raising tasks leads to improved understanding of SVA.
Analysis of the mean of the pre intervention-test (2.6) and the post-intervention test (7.4)
confirmed that the mean for the post-test was higher than the mean of the pre-test. There
was a difference of 4.8. The difference shows an obvious improvement in the pupils’
performance after the intervention. The various activities used in the intervention led to
the impressive improvement. This means that when visual teaching aids and observation
methods are employed in teaching pupils understand well and performance improves.

Consciousness raising task is a technique that creates an active classroom
encounter. By applying CR in lessons, pupils talk time and hands on activities are
enhanced and the teacher only becomes a facilitator. The teacher allows the pupils to
dictate the pace of their own learning by creating forums for debates, discussions,
interactive learning and individual shower thoughts about a proposition. By using
questions and activities to investigate misconceptions and consolidate learning, the
pupils tend to learn better as they replace their wrong pre-conceptions with the right
knowledge (Ford, 2012). This is seen in the result of the pre-intervention test and post-
intervention test. It could be seen that in the pre- intervention test the pupils scored low
marks, but the data in the post-intervention test portrays a different picture. This is as a
result of making learning relaxed and fun through the use of CR tasks blended with
group work and different aspects of talk for learning strategies which fortify pupil-pupil
interaction and teacher-pupil communication through presentations and participatory
feedback techniques. In the process, the students were allowed to discuss the issues
presented to them, share with the entire class their thought on the issue before the teacher
comes in to establish learning. The CR task offered the pupils the opportunity to think
about the same concept at two different levels. First when the question or statement is
given, the pupils share their view in their groups and then later the groups share their
views to the whole class. In each of these levels, the pupils get the opportunity of
comparing their wrong pre-conceptions to preconceptions of their peers and then when
the activity is conducted, they get another opportunity to review their pre-conception
and discard wrong pre-conception. This is what accounted for the performance observed
in the post-test.
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5. Conclusion

The findings showed that teachers’ ineffective teaching methods and confusion towards
SVA teaching, varied SVA rules and types, compulsion in rule application, rules not well
explained and no motivation are the causes of pupils’ difficulty in mastering SVA concept
among the basic school pupils used for the study. The feedback collected from the pupils
led to the conclusion that using consciousness-raising tasks will help to reduce or
overcome the difficulty pupils have in understanding SVA concepts.
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