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Have you ever tried cooking without a recipe? You might have all the necessary ingredients 

and know how they taste and look like, but you do not know how to combine them to make 

something delicious. This is how a student with moderate linguistic competence might be 

feeling when learning a second language: They can know a lot of words and some structures, 

but without knowledge of grammar, i.e. the recipe, it can be difficult to convey their message. 

During our practical training we observed students in 7th grade with lower proficiency struggle 

with learning new language content when they had yet to fully understand the previously taught 

structures. Due to the diminished lesson hours (Finlex 422/2012), the schedule is tighter 

compared to primary school and the pace of learning is faster. In addition to the tight schedule, 

other challenges emerge at this transition phase from primary school to lower secondary school. 

For example, students often come from different schools and backgrounds, which can result in 

them having a different set of skills. In addition, transferring from a single classroom teacher 

to different subject teachers poses a challenge to both teachers and the students, who do not 

know each other properly and see each other less frequently (Wigfield, Byrnes & Eccles 2006). 

To make matters more complicated, students are often entering puberty, which on its own can 

be a drastic change (Aapola 2003). Due to these above-mentioned reasons students with lower 

proficiency are at risk of being left behind in their learning.  

Since students begin in lower secondary school with different competences, differences in 

levels of competence can be seen in Second Language Learning (SLL) as well. Surely most of 

the students have some ingredients, but not everyone has the ability to correctly use them. We 

believe that basic grammar is essential to use language communicatively (see Tilahun, Simegn 

& Emiru 2022) and indeed communication in SLL is emphasised in the Finnish National Core 

Curriculum (2014) (from here on referred to as NCC). However, the NCC does not have very 

clear assessment criteria for the 6th grade. For example, ‘grammar’ or ‘structures’ are barely 

mentioned at all. Because of the loose criteria, the starting point in 7th grade can vary from 

student to student, which calls for differentiation. Although differentiation is part of teachers’ 

everyday life, many teachers find it challenging (e.g. Roiha, Polso & Repo 2020; Roiha 2012). 

This material package draws on the research fields of Second Language Acquisition, learning 

grammar and differentiation in language learning. In the past, grammar has been viewed and 

taught in varying ways. The role of grammar in SLA has changed in terms of how central the 
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focus on structures has been. The focus has shifted from fully focusing on the form of grammar 

(Grammar Translation Method) to present day’s more communicative and functional grammar 

(CLT) (Hinkel & Fotos 2002). However, researchers (Ellis 2001; 2006; 2016) have argued that 

some level of focus on the form in addition to meaning is necessary. In similar vein of this 

point of view, we have chosen to approach grammar and grammar exercises through Ellis’ 

(2001) definition of Focus on Form, which includes using and practising structures and form 

in a meaningful context. This explicit focus on form is especially beneficial for students with 

lower skills (Rossiter 2021), who are not equipped for navigating in communicative activities 

without knowledge of structures. Therefore, relevant differentiation models by Tomlison (2014) 

and Roiha, Polso and Repo (2020) provide a basis for the exercises in the material package. 

These concepts will be discussed further in the following section of the thesis. 

This thesis aims at providing teachers with differentiated material for 7th grade students with 

lower proficiency in grammar. The exercises are designed around the grammar structures 

taught and practiced during the Finnish 7th grade (see Daffue-Karsten et al. 2018; Hiitti et al. 

2016). The material consists of six themes related to grammar topics and vocabulary and it is 

designed to be used alongside teaching throughout the school year. All of the exercises are 

constructed within a progressing storyline to ensure a meaningful context for the students.  

In this thesis we will firstly discuss the theoretical framework including the definition and role 

of grammar in SLA (chapter 2). We move on to Focus on Form, the key theory behind our 

material before considering learning English grammar in the Finnish context (chapter 3). After 

this we introduce different differentiation models including our own model (chapter 4). 

Secondly, we will discuss the framework of the material package in terms of aims and target 

group, the planning of the material and the structure and content of our material (chapter 5). 

Lastly, we will conclude our thesis by discussing our achievements regarding the aims we set 

in the framework (chapter 6). 
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2.1 Defining grammar 

Grammar and its role in language learning has been viewed in varying ways, but the consensus 

is that grammar is an integral part of language (Nassaji & Fotos 2011: 1). Differences in views 

and definitions of grammar often discuss the nature of grammar and what constitutes grammar. 

At its simplest, grammar is a “system of rules which governs how words (and smaller 

morphemes) can be combined to form sentences” (Keck & Kim 2014: 33). In this thesis we 

focus on pedagogical grammar. Pedagogical grammar refers to the type of grammar that is used 

in a teaching context (Tan 2019: 8; Sundman 2014: 112-113). Often in teaching context 

pedagogical grammar can be divided into a short passage where a specific grammatical 

structure is explained and exercises to practice said structures (ibid.) Thus, pedagogical 

grammar is characterised by its usefulness in a specific context, such as teaching. Because 

pedagogical grammar refers to the educational context, this thesis will examine grammar 

through a pedagogical viewpoint.   

Indeed, traditionally pedagogical grammar has been viewed as a system that can be arbitrary 

at times and learning its rules is mandatory to gain proficiency in a language (Hinkel & Fotos 

2002: 103). Traditional views often focus on studying the formal and systematic part of 

language, where grammar rules are taught first and then applied into practice (Shastri 2010: 

109). This is a prescriptive grammar definition, which primarily focuses on the standard forms 

of grammar and what may be considered “good” or “bad” grammar (Hinkel 2018: 1-2). 

According to Hinkel (2018: 2), this is how grammar is often viewed in a teaching setting. As a 

kind of a counterpart to prescriptive grammar is descriptive grammar definition (Hinkel 2018: 

1). Descriptive grammar studies how language is used in day-to-day life, but also focuses on 

the language structure and even the cultural and social aspects of language use. Prescriptive 

grammars have been prevalent in teaching and school world widely, although both prescriptive 

and descriptive grammars have their role in teaching languages (Hinkel 2018: 3). Prescriptive 

grammar provides students with important tools to analyse how languages function whereas 

descriptive grammar helps students understand the use of language in a wider social context 

(ibid.) Therefore, both grammars can be present and utilised in the classroom.   

2 THE CONCEPT OF GRAMMAR 
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Prescriptive view on grammar emphasises standard forms of grammar, however focusing only 

on form and rules in the definition of grammar can be considered a narrow view today. In 

addition to form, nowadays grammar is also seen in relation to meaning and function. Dykes 

(2007: 5), for example, defines grammar as “a language to talk about language”. They explain 

that grammar has an instructional function, and it can be used as a tool to teach language. Other 

definitions view grammar from a different perspective where grammar is seen as a skill rather 

than a certain field of knowledge. According to Huttunen (1986: i), for example, grammatical 

skills have a social function in addition to having a structural function. These definitions have 

abandoned the traditional view of grammar as simple forms and rules and instead consider 

grammar and grammatical skills to also include the ability to choose the best option out of all 

the structures at use in order to convey one’s message. We also believe that grammar should 

carry a social function along its structural one. After all, Larsen-Freeman (2003: 24) states that 

the traditional views of grammar can enforce negative reactions in students, because these 

views do not attach meaning to grammar. Our goal is to combine meaning and grammar in a 

cohesive way in this material package. 

2.2 The role of Grammar in Second Language Acquisition 

Multiple grammar teaching methods started appearing and developing in the 1970s and 1980s 

when various methods were implemented in a relatively short period of time (Larsen-Freeman 

2015; Larsen-Freeman & Anderson 2011: 25, 35). During this period, methods such as the 

Silent Way, Total Physical Response, Community Language Learning, the Natural Approach 

and Suggestopedia were developed. All of these methods viewed and dealt with grammar 

differently and emphasised its meaning in different ways. On the one hand, there is the 

Grammar Translation Method, which is one of the oldest methods of teaching grammar, 

considers grammar instruction to be a central part of learning and teaching a new language 

(Järvinen 2014). In the Grammar Translation Method, the focus is nearly solely on the form of 

the language and analysing the structure of language (Järvinen 2014: 91). On the other hand, 

according to one of the more resent methods, Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), 

grammatical structures need to be learned alongside other aspects of language learning in 

exercises that mimic authentic communication situations (Hinkel & Fotos 2002; Järvinen 2014). 

A known example of CLT is Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT), which emphasises 

naturalistic language use in meaningful activities (Swan 2005). Communicative Approach 

emerged at a time when teaching grammar was considered unnecessary (Nassaji & Fotos 2011: 

vi), which in turn diminished grammar’s role in language teaching. This approach still aims for 
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the development of fluency and precision in language use (Järvinen 2014: 104). As can be seen, 

the view on grammar’s role in SLA has varied over the past decades. Currently, CLT and Task-

Based Language Teaching are prominent teaching methods (see Ellis 2018; NCC 2014; 

Järvinen 2014) which in turn has led us to consider efficient and fluent communication from 

the point of view of grammar. 

Grammar is considered an essential part of communication, both written and oral (Tilahun, 

Simegn & Emiru 2022: 2). Understanding the grammar of a language enables us to not only 

get our message across, but also to discuss language in general (Wang 2010: 313). According 

to Hudson (2016) and Algeo (1981), there are four integral reasons for teaching grammar 

(Tilahun et al. 2022: 4): 

1.  Making students aware of the differences between their first language and the target 

language. 

2.  To help students notice advanced and new structures to expand their grammar using 

skills. 

3.  Introducing grammatical terminology that the students will encounter in writing and 

other language skills. 

4.  Helping the student understand how language in general and the target language 

function. 

Wang (2010) agrees and states that through grammar we can discuss the structure of different 

languages, make comparisons and self-express better. In the past decade, language awareness 

has gained more support in Finland. Language awareness focuses on more than just the 

structures of language and aims to provide students an understanding of languages in a social 

and cultural context (NCC 2014). Grammar as such is not mentioned in the context of language 

awareness, but according to the NCC (2014: 104, 160, 287), part of language awareness is a 

knowledge of language, which aims to support and improve language awareness and the 

students’ ability to perceive language. This knowledge of language focuses on, for example, 

comparing languages but mentions of grammar are excluded (Alho & Korhonen 2018: 1-2). 

Similar aspects have been highlighted in the reasons of teaching and learning grammar 

altogether, as has been discussed in this paragraph. 

A great deal of research has been done regarding the meaning of grammar in SLA. As a 

response to teaching approaches that emphasised communicative aspects, Ur (1988) argued 

that grammatical rules cannot be learnt unconsciously through interaction. Similarly, according 
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to Rossiter (2021), most students need some grammar teaching in order to progress faster. In 

addition, he claims that the students with lowest skills are the ones who need explicit guidance 

in terms of grammar. Both Ur and Rossiter seem to criticise the modern teaching approaches 

that put emphasis on the communicative aspect failing to acknowledge the importance of 

grammar. Jean and Simard (2011) researched the importance of grammar from the perspective 

of students and teachers and found that both value grammar as a part of teaching. Students 

found grammar useful in accuracy in both written and oral tasks and recognized the value of 

mechanical grammar activities, even though they considered them dull. By contrast, teachers 

did not consider mechanical grammar activities as useful as students, which reflects the current 

prevalence of communicative approaches. Similar results were found in Daloglu’s (2020) 

research that investigated how students believe they learn grammar best. Students preferred 

explicit grammar teaching over teaching that focused on meaning alone. However, they 

considered integrated, consecutively taught grammar superior to lessons that had a separate 

grammar section. Therefore, it could be concluded that from students’ perspective both 

grammar and meaning are valued, which is also supported by Savignon’s research findings 

(2005). As presented, there has been discussion to what extent grammar should be focused on, 

but based on theories and research it can be concluded that grammar should not be neglected. 

2.3 Focus on Form 

The question to what extent teaching should focus on form and meaning is addressed by Long 

and Robinson (1998) and they suggest three options drawing on previous research. First option 

resembles the Grammar Translation method mentioned earlier, as grammatical forms are the 

core of teaching and lessons are built around grammatical structures. Consequently, this option 

is called focus on forms (FonFs). However, Long and Robinson criticise (1998: 16–17) this 

option from the point of view of the learning process and state that what is taught in the lesson 

is seldom what is learnt, which is why lessons should be more versatile. Since the first option 

focuses on form, the second option focuses on meaning and sees that language is acquired 

incidentally while using it, thus seeing the acquisition similar to L1 and aligning with Natural 

Approach mentioned earlier. On the other hand, many researchers have suggested that learning 

of structures plays an important role in the acquisition of grammar (e.g. Fitzpatrick & Wray 

2006; Taguchi 2007; Wray 2000.) Both Long (1991) and Ding (2007) argue that focusing on 

forms can affect accuracy positively. Moreover, Long and Robinson (1998) recognize the 

importance of focusing on meaning in relation to understanding, but without focus on forms 

the student might lack in production in terms of grammatical aspects, as was shown in Swain’s 
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study (1991a). The third option, Focus on Form (FonF) seeks to combine the strengths of both 

prior options and aligns with more current approaches to language teaching, for instance, Task-

Based-Language Teaching (TBLT) (Järvinen 2014; Long & Robinson 1998; van Den Branden 

2015). Although differing from FonFs with only one letter, the main difference between Long’s 

FonFs and FonF is the focus they place on structure. FonFs focuses on structure as a component 

of teaching whereas FonF focuses on using language in a meaningful context and addresses 

form only if it naturally arises from the interaction of students (Long 1988; 1991). Long’s FonF 

recognizes both form and meaning, but he seems to exclude focusing on form in a 

predetermined manner, which raises questions in terms of students with lower proficiency. 

Other researchers have expanded Long’s idea of FonF, especially in terms of how focus on 

form should be implemented. Ur (1988: 518) addresses this issue from the point of view of the 

students’ age and skills and argues that although more advanced students could improve their 

grammatical accuracy by completing tasks and only focusing on form, when necessary, 

younger and less skilled would benefit from having lessons with more systematic explanation 

and practising. In her reasoning, she also acknowledges limitations of time and the effects of 

discipline problems that are predominantly present in state schools. Similarly, discipline 

problems have raised discussion in Finland and ways of solving the problem have been 

researched (Lehtomäki & Mikkilä-Erdmann, 2018). Both Doughty and Williams (1998) and 

Ellis (2001) suggest the expansion of Long’s focus on form so that it can occur either before 

or during a meaningful task. Ellis (2001) defines these occurrences as incidental and planned 

FonF. Undoubtedly, planned FonF bears a resemblance to FonFs as it might entail a 

presentation of a grammatical form before a task. Doughty and Williams (1998: 4) highlight 

that FonF and FonFs should not be considered as opposites, but rather perceiving FonFs as 

something that is included in FonF. Therefore, following Ellis (2001; 2016) and Doughty and 

Williams (1998), it could be summarised that FonF is a task in which form is being practised 

in a meaningful context. In the light of this material package, this definition of FonF is utilised, 

as it fits better in the context of Finland and our target group. 
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3.1 Basic education and the National Core Curriculum in Finland  

The basic education in Finland consists of primary and lower secondary education. The 

compulsory basic education in Finland lasts nine years in total, divided into a 6-year primary 

school and a 3-year lower secondary school. Usually depending on the location, students may 

continue in the same school after primary school or transfer to another school. In addition to a 

possible change of location, the teachers change constantly in lower secondary school as the 

teachers are now subject teachers whereas in primary school the students were taught by the 

same teacher most of the time. Wigfield, Byrnes and Eccles (2006) mention this to be one 

reason for students having lower motivation in lower secondary school, as the relationships 

with teachers are not as close as before. Another challenging factor might be that in this 

transition phase, students are also facing puberty and the end of primary school can be seen as 

an ending of childhood (Aapola 2003: 109). Whether the student changes school or not, 

collaboration between the school staff is required in order for the new teachers to have adequate 

information about the students’ learning (NCC 2014: 280). Overall, school life changes 

significantly when transitioning to lower secondary school and students coming from different 

schools poses a challenge for the lower secondary school teachers as the students all might 

have different sets of skills. 

The NCC (2014) lists the criteria for good performance of learning in each subject at the end 

of primary school. In regard to second language learning, these are presented in the Core 

Curriculum as separate objectives related to different language skill areas (T1-T11). From the 

point of view of English as a second language, these criteria are subject to interpretation to a 

great extent. In these criteria, grammar or structure is not mentioned as a separate entity in 

detail at all. There are only two objectives that mention structure (structure parts highlighted): 

T3: Student can observe the differences and similarities in structures and vocabulary 

between English and their mother tongue or other language they know. 

T11: Student is able to talk about everyday life and about concrete and meaningful 

topics using simple structures and concrete vocabulary. Student knows the basic 

vocabulary and many of the essential structures. Student is able to apply some basic 

rules of pronunciation beyond practised phrases. 
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The first one (T3) mentions structure, but it is not related to using structures in order to be able 

to communicate in English but rather identifying differences. This relates more to learning 

strategies than communicativeness, even though the other objectives seem to emphasise 

communicativeness. The second one (T11) does combine communication and structure, but 

what is meant by ‘simple structures’ and ‘essential structures’ is not elaborated further, which 

means that teachers have their interpretation of what this means and grade their students based 

on that. This is supported by a survey of teachers’ perspectives on grammar teaching, which 

demonstrated the variety of interpretations (Alho & Korhonen 2018). According to Alho and 

Korhonen, the word grammar has faded out in the NCC, and language-awareness has replaced 

it, which they argue to be ambiguous. They even go on to argue that there should be grammar 

courses in both primary and lower secondary school in order to strengthen the students’ meta-

linguistic skills. However, these courses should not focus only on structures, but rather involve 

examining features and structures in meaningful contexts (Alho & Korhonen 2018). 

Transition from primary school to lower secondary school takes place around the age of 12 in 

Finland. Research has been done regarding the challenges of the transition phase (e.g. Coffey 

2013; Farmer et al. 2013; Pietarinen et al. 2010; Rice et al. 2011; Ryan et al. 2013) and what 

can be concluded is that there are many changes happening in students’ lives as previously 

mentioned. From the point of view of our thesis, it is noteworthy to point out the NCC’s vague 

assessment criteria for English at the end of primary school, which might result in student 

groups in lower secondary school that are extremely heterogeneous in terms of skills. Therefore, 

teaching calls for differentiation, which will be discussed in the next chapter. Considering these 

challenges that both students and teachers might experience, our goal is to provide a material 

package that aids both and smoothens the transition from primary school to lower secondary 

school. 

3.2 The role of materials in teaching 

In addition to the NCC, textbooks strongly guide teaching in Finland (Luukka et al. 2008: 64). 

Publishing houses in Finland release new textbooks whenever the NCC is updated (2014). 

Therefore, most textbooks provide teachers with teaching material that aligns with the current 

curriculum while offering pre-made exercises as well. Therefore, it is no surprise that many 

teachers utilise textbooks in their teaching to a great extent. 
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According to Vuorinen (2014: 118, 124), language learning in Finland is still mainly focused 

on language textbooks and exercise books as well. The books can be printed or digital ones, 

however the content is usually very similar if not the same. Typically, students have a textbook 

and an exercise book designed by professional teachers at their disposal. It is up to the teacher 

how to utilise these materials. At best, textbooks are tools that adapt to both the teacher’s and 

the student’s needs (Vuorinen 2014: 117).  

Since textbooks are so widely used in second language teaching in Finland, it is necessary to 

consider the possible challenges that arise from the use of these materials. Byrd (2001: 417), 

for example, points out that language textbooks should first and foremost serve every student’s 

needs and it is important to consider whether the books offer enough variance for different 

types of students. Roiha et al. (2020: 141) also emphasise that most textbooks are similar to 

one another and often do not provide much room for differentiation. Books follow the same 

pattern and are aimed for the average student (ibid.). Therefore, students’ heterogeneity often 

poses an issue, and it is up to the teacher to use the books in the most useful possible manner. 

As stated previously, current teaching materials provide exercises for the average student, but 

might lack in supporting students below the average, which is why we chose to create a material 

package to support their learning of grammar. Since textbooks guide English language teaching 

in Finland heavily (Vuorinen 2014: 118, 124), we decided to inspect two different book series 

from different publishers in order to establish the grammatical content most often taught and 

practiced in the 7th grade. Moreover, the themes that were included in both series provided a 

basis for themes in our material package as well. 
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4.1 Differentiating in Finland 

It is stated in the NCC (2014) that every student is entitled to receive a sufficient amount of 

support when the need arises. According to the NCC, with early intervention progression of 

the students’ learning difficulties and their long-term effects can be prevented. The NCC (2014) 

lists three levels of support that aid students in a different way. The first level is the general 

support level to which every student is entitled. The general support entails actions that can be 

taken by the teacher on daily basis in the classroom, such as changing the seating arrangements 

or increasing the letter size on the board (e.g. Roiha, et al. 2020; Tomlinson 2014). These 

actions are forms of differentiation. According to the NCC (2014), when the general support is 

considered insufficient to aid learning, a pedagogical assessment is written by a special 

education teacher in order for the student to receive the second level of support, enhanced level. 

This level entails a personalised plan for learning that is followed and reviewed systematically. 

On the second level the support is considered more intensified and continual than on the general 

level. The highest level of support, special needs support, is applied when enhanced level of 

support does not yield the wanted results in the student’s learning. Similarly to the enhanced 

level of support, this level of support is initiated by pedagogical assessment and entails a 

personalised plan for learning. Special needs support is aimed for students that require all 

encompassing support and need personalised assessment criteria and learning goals (NCC 2014: 

65-72).  

Despite the importance of differentiation and the different levels of support, many teachers still 

struggle with differentiating in Finland. Roiha et al. (2020) delve into the challenges that 

teachers are facing and list reasons such as teachers not having enough time or physical room 

or them having too many students, inadequate materials or simply not knowing how to 

differentiate. Roiha (2012) found in his study that the participating teachers considered 

teaching material to be especially difficult, because a lot of teaching materials are aimed for 

similar students. Similarly, Tamminen (2023) found in her study that pre-service subject 

teachers did differentiate in their classrooms but felt they didn’t have enough knowledge of 

differentiation or special education to do it properly. Indeed, Roiha (2012) and Roiha et al. 

(2020) state that many teachers have varying understanding of what constitutes differentiation 

in the first place, which can lead to challenges in implementing differentiation in the classroom 

4 DIFFERENTIATION 



16 

altogether. One way to tackle this issue could be to start with one aspect of differentiation rather 

than trying to do it all at once (Roiha et al. 2020).  

Roiha et al. (2020: 20) state that differentiation in teaching is usually used on the first two 

levels of support and therefore our material package is designed to help teachers with general 

support especially. According to the local curriculum for basic education of the city of 

Jyväskylä (n.d.), for example, general support can entail teaching arrangements such as seating 

arrangements, lesson structuring and enhanced guidance on studying skills of the student as 

well as differentiation of teaching by the teacher in terms of tasks, time management or test 

arrangements. This material package aims to provide the teacher with support material for the 

students who require more practice with the core concepts of the subject at hand. 

4.2 Defining differentiation through differentiation models 

Differentiation is often viewed quite narrowly as simply reacting to students’ challenges with 

an arbitrary set of different methods once issues start arising (Roiha & Polso 2018). In fact, 

Tomlinson (2010: 13) compiled general misconceptions regarding differentiation and stated 

that many teachers think of differentiation only as a set of strategies used in instruction. 

Compared to this generally inefficient way of operationalizing differentiation, others suggest 

that differentiation should instead be considered as an approach to teaching on its own (e.g. 

Roiha et al. 2020; Tomlinson 2014; Watts-Taffe et al. 2012). Indeed, Roiha et al. (2020) state 

that differentiation should encompass all the different aspects that affect students’ learning and 

most importantly, it should be proactive instead of reactive. Birnie (2016: 33) also notes that 

differentiation is never the same in two different classrooms, but rather varies from year to year 

and from classroom to classroom.  In this section we will discuss two differentiation models 

that have received strong support and that function as the base of our own differentiation model 

that will be introduced later in this section (Figure 3). 

The most well-known model of differentiation is Tomlinson’s (2010) model, which we have 

summarised in Figure 1. According to her, the key elements to successful differentiation 

include four curriculum-related elements and three student-related aspects. The four elements 

in terms of curriculum that should be considered are content, process, product, and affect (see 

Figure 1). Tomlinson suggests that content includes the skills and understanding we want the 

students to achieve. In differentiation, this means primarily emphasising the methods of 

learning (e.g. text with images, independent reading, partner reading) instead of changing the 
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content. However, Tomlinson acknowledges that sometimes it is mandatory for some students 

to return to the prerequisite content, in order to progress. Process entails the road to 

understanding and making sense of the content learned. In other words, this includes the sense-

making activities that are used to practise the content at hand. Product refers to how students 

are able to demonstrate their learned understanding after a longer period of learning. The last 

one of the curriculum-related elements is affect, which consists of the feelings and emotions of 

the students that affect learning (Tomlinson 2010). 

 

 

Figure 1. Differentiation Model (Tomlinson 2010) 

 

These four elements are based on the above-mentioned three aspects of students' needs and 

variance. The aspects include readiness, interest and learning profile (see Figure 1). Firstly, 

according to Tomlinson, readiness refers to the student’s present set of skills, knowledge and 

understanding of the subject matter. However, Tomlinson argues that it is important to 

remember that this state of readiness can change over time unlike innate abilities. Secondly, 

interest entails the students’ curiosity and involvement. Tomlinson suggests that students’ 

personal interests can be linked to heightened motivation in learning. Lastly, Tomlinson 

mentions students’ learning profile, which consists of students’ preferences on how they like 

to learn the content. These student-related aspects should always be considered in 

differentiation (Tomlinson 2010). 
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In addition to Tomlinson’s (2010) model, Roiha et al. (2020) have constructed the five-

dimensional model of differentiation (5D). The summary of this model can be found in Figure 

2. According to Roiha et al. (2020), the model is not scientific, but it is designed for practical 

purposes.  

 

Figure 2. The Five-Dimensional Differentiation Model (Roiha, Polso & Repo 2020) 

 

The five dimensions are teaching arrangements, learning environment, teaching methods, 

support materials and assessment. The basis of these dimensions are the students’ learning 

profile, confidence, self-confidence, interests, readiness, needs, personality, motivation, and 

personal history (see Figure 2). Much like Tomlinson (2010), Roiha et al. consider the teaching 

arrangements, learning environment and teaching methods in their model. Both models also 

maintain that the students’ learning profile and personal attributes form an integral part of 

differentiation and should always guide it (Tomlinson 2010; Roiha et al. 2020). However, the 

Roiha et al. (2020) model has an additional aspect of assessment in differentiation that 

Tomlinson’s model does not acknowledge to the same extent. Although Tomlinson states that 

students’ understanding should be demonstrated (Product), Roiha et al. discuss assessment 

principles in depth. Both Birnie (2016) and Roiha et al. (2020) note that pre-assessment is in 

order to understand the starting-point and the destination of differentiation better. Overall, both 

Tomlison’s (2010) and Roiha et al. (2020) models emphasise the significance of similar aspects 

with slight variance in content and terminology as seen in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Compilation of differentiation models by Tomlinson (2010) and Roiha et al. (2020) 

 Tomlinson’s model (2010) Roiha et al. (2020) 

Student-related 

internal aspects 

• Readiness 

• Interest 

• Learning profile 

• Affect: The effect of students’ 

emotions on learning 

• Readiness 

• Interests 

• Learning profile 

• Self-esteem 

• Personality 

• History 

• Motivation 

• Needs 

External aspects  
• Learning process of content 

(Process) 

• Methods of learning (Content) 

• Student’s demonstration of 

learning (Product) 

• Teaching methods 

• Teaching arrangements 

• Environment 

• Support materials 

• Assessment  

 

Although differentiation encompasses many aspects from the students’ learning profile to the 

physical classroom, all of these aspects do not necessarily need to be applied to every classroom. 

As mentioned before, every classroom and every student are different and therefore 

differentiation can at times mean all of the aspects of the two models discussed, but other times 

just some of them are enough (Birnie 2016). Roiha et al. (2020: 36) do recommend considering 

all of the five dimensions in differentiation to gain the best results, but they concur that in order 

to start differentiating, one can begin by regarding only one dimension.  

This thesis and material package intends to aid teachers with one aspect of differentiation by 

providing them support material. The models previously discussed are both comprehensive and 

they cover different elements of differentiation. However, not all of those elements are relevant 

in the light of our thesis. Therefore, we have established our own model, where we combine 

aspects from both models (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Our model 

 

At the core of our model are the same student-related aspects that Roiha et al. (2020) mention 

in their model.  We have aimed to consider all of these aspects in the designing of the activities. 

In addition to the student’s learning profile, we consider support materials to be a relevant 

aspect of differentiation because we have designed a material package. To consider the aspect 

of content, we have designed most of the activities to be simple enough for students to complete 

individually. Although varying learning and working methods are considered the most useful 

(e.g. Roiha et al. 2020), we have decided to create more mechanical exercises that provide less 

proficient students with practising opportunities so that they can partake in the more advanced 

activities. In addition to aforementioned aspects, we have paid attention to the process of 

learning by basing our exercises on our target group’s needs. Kikas, Peets and Hodges (2014) 

suggest that a student with challenges in learning benefit from copious amount of repetition of 

the basic structures. Therefore, the exercises are focused on practicing the chosen grammatical 

structures in multiple different ways. In practice this all means that we have acknowledged the 

importance of the students’ age, interests, motivation, and readiness. The material package and 

specific exercise types will be discussed further in the next section. 
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5.1 Aims and target group 

This material package aims to provide differentiated support material to 7th grade students with 

lower proficiency in English grammar in order for them to be able to better participate in 

classroom activities. As stated previously, students in this transition phase often have varying 

skill levels and knowledge of grammar, which in turn can be a challenge for a teacher with 

limited resources. On one hand, this material aims to support the lower achieving students with 

their basic grammar skills, but on the other hand it also offers teachers ready-made material for 

reviewing said basic skills without further burdening them with acquiring or creating material 

themselves. This material does not, however, function as a teaching guide or offer explicit 

teaching material as the material does not include ready-made instructions on how to teach the 

topic at hand, although we strive for high usability otherwise. In addition, our aim is to create 

material that not only includes activities with continuity, but also makes learning and practising 

grammar more meaningful through being a well-thought entity.  

We have chosen this specific target group as students at this age typically transfer schools and 

move from being mainly taught by one class teacher to being taught by several subject teachers. 

Students’ different backgrounds and this transition phase combined often can manifest as 

extensive differences in skill levels (e.g. Coffey 2013; Farmer et al. 2013; Pietarinen 2010; 

Rice et al. 2011; Ryan et al. 2013). Our main target group consists of the students with lower 

proficiency partly as a result of our own experiences with the 7th graders during our practical 

teacher training and partly because of our keen interest in differentiation. During our teaching 

practice, we noted that this specific target group tended to have varying skill sets in English.  

This could possibly be due to receiving language education from different teachers with their 

own areas of emphasis in teaching English (Pietarinen 2010: 230). We observed that students 

in the transition phase may require more practice with the grammar skills they have previously 

learned, in order to better participate in the class and furthermore to learn new skills. The 

criteria for good performance in the NCC (2014) does not state clear objectives for learning 

grammatical structures, which is why teachers cannot solely rely on the NCC. However, the 

NCC emphasises flexible language use and it could be argued that grammar is a part of being 

able to use language flexibly. Due to the current resources in Finnish lower secondary schools, 

many teachers do not have time for crafting support material or time to focus solely on the 

5 FRAMEWORK 
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basics that most students should have a grasp of already (Roiha et al. 2020). Therefore, we 

wanted to create this support material for those students who still need additional practice in 

the basic grammar activities. In addition, we have considered the target group by including 

content such as activities and topics that can be considered relevant for students their age. For 

example, we have attempted to utilise humour and create the activities in contexts that are 

commonplace to the students. 

5.2 Planning the material 

There are aspects that need to be considered when designing new material for teaching. The 

Finnish National Agency for Education (FNAE n.d.) has compiled criteria to guide planning e-

learning material. The guide consists of the core principles of designing pedagogically 

sustainable quality e-material. In addition, Howard and Major (2004) have made their 

suggestions for designing teaching material in the English teaching context in particular. Table 

2 combines those aspects from both sources that we consider relevant in the light of the present 

material package. 

Table 2. Aspects to consider in the process of planning material (FNAE n.d.; Howard & Major 2004) 

Planning material: Aspects to consider in the process 
(FNAE n.d.; Howard & Major 2004)  

Aspects Content 

Learner profile • Interest, motivation and learning readiness  

• Learner’s active engagement  

• Meaningful learning  

• Teamwork with other learners  

Curriculum and 

context 

• Curriculum functions as the base guideline of the material 

• Context defines the nature of the material  

Quality and 

adaptability  

• Pedagogical idea behind the material  

• Adaptability of material  

• Timelessness and authenticity of the material 

Teacher’s resources  • Material is easy to use 

• Recognising the limitations of the resources in designing the 

material  
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Table 2 illustrates the different aspects that Howard and Major (2004) and the FNAE. n.d. list 

as relevant in designing teaching material. The aspects are listed in the left-side column and 

the more specific content of each aspect has been further elaborated in the right-side column. 

Firstly, learner profile refers to taking into consideration the target group in planning the 

individual tasks. Secondly, curriculum and context guide what type of material is selected for 

the specific course or learning unit that the material is designed for. Thirdly, quality and 

adaptability inspect the usability of the material as well as its constraints to the current time. 

Lastly, teacher’s resources create the limitations and possibilities of the material. This aspect 

considers the resources of both the user and the designer of the material. We will next discuss 

how these aspects will be considered in the planning of our material. 

We have aimed to consider all of the above-mentioned aspects in the planning of the present 

material. We have designed a story that stars a young wolf who is starting in a new school. The 

purpose of the story is to guide and connect the activities to create a meaningful entity. The 

story aids in incorporating many of the aspects that are considered important in material 

planning. The purpose of the story is to motivate and engage students, as well as prevent 

unconnectedness between activities. Although it is impossible to cater for different types of 

learners, our story and the context of our activities have been designed to include situations 

that are age relevant and therefore motivating and meaningful for the target group. As the 

students in our target group are 12-13 years old and mainly are less proficient in English, we 

have aimed to create activities that are in the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (Vygotsky 

1978) for the students. In other words, the students are able to work on the activities 

independently without losing interest due to activities being too challenging. Finally, to support 

group work skills and to provide opportunities for interaction, we have included group tasks in 

the package. However, this is not the most salient part of the package as our target group 

consists of students with lower skills, who require more mechanical practice in their grammar 

skills.  

We have considered the NCC (2014) and its criteria for good performance in English on grades 

7-9 in the designing of our material package. The criteria emphasise being able to communicate 

and use the target language flexibly in everyday situations. Our material package consists of 

activities and themes that support these criteria as the activities aim to bind the grammar topics 

to the students’ everyday life situations they might encounter. Grammar and grammar learning 

is not emphasised in the NCC, however, as discussed previously, grammar can be considered 

an integral part of language learning and flexible language use. Therefore, we believe that this 

package supports the criteria set by the NCC. The material package is designed to be used as 
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support material for additional practice in certain grammar topics and therefore the context for 

its use is a classroom setting.  

The pedagogical idea behind our material is to provide opportunities for practising grammar 

structures through meaningful activities (Ellis 2001; 2016). Although we have used two 

specific book series as a starting point, the material can be adapted for any 7th grade English 

classroom as the themes and sub-themes are common and related to everyday life. The 

authenticity of the material is visible in the setting of the activities, which are related to the 

everyday life of the students. For example, we use social media as a setting in our activities. 

We acknowledge the limitation of these settings not being necessarily timeless. However, they 

are most likely motivating for the students of current day and age. From the point of view of 

language structures, the material has a long-term usability, as certain structures and vocabulary 

could be considered timeless. 

We have also considered the resources of the teacher using this package in addition to our own 

limitations as designers of the package. The material has thorough instructions, a clear structure 

and it is easy to adapt to many different classrooms in order to provide easy access for all 

teachers. The independent nature of many of the activities makes the activities easy to use in a 

classroom where students’ proficiency levels and student quantities vary from one another. 

However, each student is different and learns differently, which makes it impossible to create 

material that is customised for every individual. 

5.3 Structure and content 

The material package consists of a foreword, table of contents, instructions for use, the 

activities and appendices. In the foreword we introduce the character and the main theme of 

the package, while the instructions elaborate more on how the material is constructed and 

intended to be used. The instructions entail a suggested schedule for the teacher to follow in 

the form of a table. These sections aim to provide a clear overview of the material and an 

example of how it can be utilised as support material.  

The material has been created digitally utilising Google Slides. The baking theme used is 

created with icons by Flaticon and pictures from Freepik. The characters that our material 

follows and that appear in the material include Big Bad Baker, Solveig and Papa Baker. These 

characters have been created with image generating Midjourney AI (2024) from the prompts 

of the writers of this thesis. As per the Terms of Service of Midjourney, the assets (i.e. 
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characters) created with the AI are owned by the writer of the prompt to full extent (Midjourney 

2024).  

The contents of the material package are divided into six sections each focusing on a different 

grammar component (see Table 3). The division of the sections considers the grammar 

component’s extensiveness, which means that some sections deal with only one larger grammar 

component (e.g. past tense), while others may entail up to two less extensive grammar topics. 

The emphasis of our activities was decided on the basis of examining two different 7th grade 

English textbooks’ (On the Go 1 and Scene 1) contents and our own experiences as teachers. 

In addition to the grammar components, each section focuses on selected vocabulary the 

themes of which were compiled from the same textbooks. Deriving the themes from the 

textbooks aids the integration of the present material as the contents of our material and the 

contents of the textbooks used are more likely similar.   

Table 3. Topics and themes of the material package 

The Main Theme: Big Bad Baker 

Topic Sub-theme 

Topic 1. Present tense, word order Family 

Topic 2. Adjectives, be and have verbs, pronouns Clothes 

School 

Topic 3. Past tense Free time  

Topic 4. Present perfect tense After School Clubs  

Topic 5. Future tense Travelling 

Topic 6. There is, there are Home and living  

 

Commonly, activities in workbooks progress from identifying exercises to exercises that 

require independent production (Vuorinen 2014: 120). Each section in our material has 5-12 

activities, which are arranged from easier to slightly more challenging. The main idea of the 

activities is to repeat the basic structures in order for the learner to fully grasp them (see Kikas 

et al. 2014). In the easier exercises learners are required to observe and identify the grammatical 

components at hand. In the following exercises they will need to produce text utilising the 

grammar components they are trying to learn or practice. Finally, the learners can move on to 

the slightly more advanced exercises which are designed to combine aspects from the previous 
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exercises of the same section. Although the final activity can be considered as a practical 

exercise, it is still tailored for learners with lower proficiency and the earlier exercises are 

designed to provide a solid foundation for this exercise. 
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The aim of the present material package was to provide Finnish 7th grade English teachers with 

ready-made, differentiated support material in grammar exercises. In this section, we will 

elaborate on the process of planning the material package. Firstly, we will explain the reasons 

for choosing this specific topic. Secondly, we will thoroughly discuss the process of planning 

the material in the light of the theoretical background discussed previously. Thirdly, we will 

reflect on achieving the aims from four different perspectives: target group, differentiation, 

meaningfulness, and usability. Each perspective will be assessed critically from multiple points 

of view. 

6.1 The process of planning the material  

It was clear to us from the beginning that we wanted to design a material package as we wanted 

to create something that could be used in the future by us and other teachers as well. We had 

previously only designed material for individual classes and therefore designing material that 

is used throughout the year was unfamiliar to us. We discussed our teaching experiences which 

resulted in us choosing English grammar as the main content of the material. From those 

discussions we also concluded that 7th graders would benefit from basic grammar exercises as 

those lay the foundation for new grammar topics that students will encounter during upper 

secondary school. We further narrowed down our target group to students with lower 

proficiency as differentiation interests us. At first, we considered including material for more 

proficient students as well, but discarded the idea as we wanted to focus in depth on those who 

need more support.   

In addition, we already had some knowledge on the relevant background theory as we had 

explored differentiation and focus on form during our previous studies. Although many 

researchers view communication as key element in learning a language (see Ellis 2003; Hinkel 

& Fotos 2002) and the NCC (2014) guide teaching to be communicative as opposed to 

favouring mechanical exercises, we believe that those mechanical exercises provide tools for 

the students to be able to participate in the communicative tasks (see Tilahun et al. 2022; Wang 

2010). Thus, it could be stated that whereas NCC (2014) did not provide clear support for our 

material package in terms of how or which language structures should be taught or learned, we 

believe that ultimately our material package supports achieving the overall learning objectives 

6 DISCUSSION 
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as it provides students with additional learning tools. In other words, providing teachers with a 

ready-made grammar material package to enable the students to be communicative in the 

classroom is an essential part of this material package.  

The first step of our process was looking into the literature related to our topic. We needed to 

define grammar and its role in second language acquisition and choose a perspective that 

aligned with our package. We chose to combine aspects from both prescriptive and descriptive 

grammars (see Hinkel 2018), as our exercises are aimed at practising the structures and rules 

of English grammar within a meaningful context. However, acknowledging the prevalence of 

communicativeness in NCC (2014) and the important aspect of teamwork (Howard & Major 

2004; FNAE n.d.) led us to creating a communicative task for each theme as well. After 

establishing the definition of grammar, we focused on the theory of how form should be 

implemented alongside meaning, by looking into Long’s (1988; 1991) and Ellis’ (2001; 2006) 

studies. Long’s suggestions on how to focus on form seemed unsuitable for our target group as 

it suggested that focus on form should arise naturally from interactions. Ellis’ suggestion (2016) 

seemed to combine both focus on form and focus on meaning, which is why it was chosen to 

guide the process of planning the material. Simultaneously, we delved into differentiation. 

Tomlinson’s model (2010) provided the basic theory for differentiation, whereas the Roiha et 

al. (2020) model felt more in depth and suited better for the Finnish framework of our material 

package. Combining these two models, we created our own model which combined relevant 

aspects from both of these models (see Figure 3). This model was created in order to consider 

students’ readiness (see Table 2) in designing our material package. 

Since we decided to go with Ellis’ definition of focus on form that included a meaningful 

context, our next step was to establish a meaningful context in the exercises included in our 

material package. We decided to create a storyline for the whole package in order to add 

meaningfulness to form focused exercises and also to take into account the learner profile in 

terms of interest, motivation, readiness and active engagement from aspects to consider in 

material planning (see Table 2). In order to be neutral, animal characters were chosen and Big 

Bad Baker as the main character’s name provided a hint of humour to the story, referring to the 

Big Bad Wolf and Three Little Pigs but switching the wolf to baker, which relates to our main 

character’s family that owns a bakery. The idea of a baker family stemmed from our analogy 

of grammar as the recipe of English. As discussed in the introduction, we view grammar to 

play a similar role in language learning as a recipe does in baking: Students may possess the 

required ingredients – components of the target language – but are unable to combine them in 

a meaningful way without the recipe i.e. grammar. When creating the storyline, we thought 
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about events and experiences of our target group's life, which is why family and friends are 

significantly visible in our storyline. In addition, we attempted to acknowledge challenges 

related to the transition phase and include those in our storyline (e.g. Coffey 2013; Farmer et 

al. 2013; Pietarinen et al. 2010; Ryan et al. 2013; Rice et al. 2011) 

In order to develop the storyline further, we needed to establish the grammar topics and the 

vocabulary sub-themes, as they would determine what to focus on in the process of creating 

the exercises. We investigated two book series (On the Go and Scene) from different publishers 

to see which grammatical topics were most salient. Our aim was to find six topics as we wanted 

to make a material package for the whole school year, which enabled us to include, for instance, 

Christmas in the package. Luckily, the topics in the books revolved around the same structures, 

which made it easier to choose the six grammatical topics for our material package (see Table 

3). Simultaneously, we compared the vocabularies included in the book series and chose the 

ones that were found in both. Searching the topics and themes from two currently used books 

ensured that our material would be up to date and easily adapted to teaching, which is also one 

of the aspects to consider in material planning (see Table 2). As a result of this stage of the 

process we created Table 3, in which both topics and sub-themes are included. Table 3 enabled 

us to develop our storyline further and draft events and dialogues that combined the 

grammatical topic and the sub-theme. 

To make our process of creating the exercises more efficient, we decided to make a toolkit, 

which included different types of exercises from ones that focused on identifying the 

grammatical aspect to more challenging ones that require using or independently producing the 

grammatical structure. As we started creating the exercises, we realised that due to the 

proficiency level of our target group it was better to mainly focus on exercises that only require 

identifying and using the grammatical structures instead of overcomplicating the exercises with 

independent production of the structure. Moreover, the simpler, more straightforward exercises 

were rarely found in the book series we examined, which called for these types of exercises 

more. However, as per the suggestion of Roiha and Polso (2018: 131), we did not completely 

omit exercises that require independent production. After the completion of the first themes, 

we noticed that we favoured certain types of exercises, which was useful in terms of uniformity, 

but also catered to the users of the package from the perspective of familiarity of the exercises. 

We decided to mark these exercise types with symbols to further contribute to effortless use of 

the material.  
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The actual process of creating the exercises followed a specific pattern. First, we reviewed the 

core elements of the grammar topic at hand. Next, we constructed a more specific storyline for 

the theme in a way that the grammar topic and vocabulary appeared in a context relevant for 

the target group. Lastly, we used our toolkit to ensure the versatility of our exercises. After we 

finished the exercises of one theme, we continued to create the answer sheet for those exercises. 

Answers were created to make the material easier to use (see Table 2). Creating the answer 

sheets was also beneficial as it made us reconsider the instructions and the exercise in general. 

Additional translation sheets were created for the sixth theme since the translation between 

English and Finnish is a significant part of the grammatical topic of the theme. Lastly, we made 

thorough instructions for the teacher, which included the table of contents, explanation of the 

storyline and characters, and instructions of use. We decided to write these in Finnish, because 

not all users of the package are qualified English teachers. Our aim was to increase the usability 

of the material this way.  

6.2 Achieving the aims 

Before designing our material, in Chapter 5.1. we set the aims that we wanted to achieve. In 

this section we will reflect on how the material we have designed meets those aims. We will 

address the achievement of aims from the perspectives of the set target group, differentiation, 

meaningfulness, and usability. We will link our considerations to the background theory. 

6.2.1 Target group 

Our main target group consisted of Finnish 7th grade students with lower proficiency in English. 

We chose this target group as we found that students who are undergoing the transition phase 

from primary school to lower secondary school face significant changes that they must adjust 

to such as transferring from being taught by only a few teachers to being taught by several 

different teachers (Aapola 2003). We felt that especially the students with lower proficiency 

might benefit from extra material in their English studies. We considered the most important 

aspects to the target group to include relevant topics and a fitting storyline suitable for this age 

group.  

In regard to considering relevant topics for the age group, we faced both successes and 

challenges. As mentioned before, the entire meaningfulness of the material package stems from 

the progressing storyline and the exercises that are closely related to the students’ everyday life. 

The book series that we examined have been developed by experts in the language education 
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field for this specific age group and follow the NCC (2014). Therefore, we maintain that the 

topics we chose are relevant for the target group. However, we do concede that despite wanting 

to build the material around a progressing storyline and recurring characters, they may be 

slightly juvenile for the targeted age group. Early on we found that our limited resources 

prohibited us from further developing the presentation of the characters to better match the age 

group. The characters were created with Midjourney AI (2024), which led to notable limitations 

in creativity. Overall, we feel that the cohesive storyline and characters are important from the 

perspective of meaningfulness and considering the target group and therefore decided to 

include these aspects as they are. Nevertheless, we believe we have succeeded in using relevant 

vocabulary and structures that our target group will need and face in their everyday lives. This 

could be further tested by piloting the material on the target group. However, we are satisfied 

with the outcome of the material. 

6.2.2 Differentiation 

Another aspect we considered throughout the material was the proficiency level of the students. 

Our aim was to create mechanical, yet versatile exercises for students with lower proficiency 

in English to ensure that the students practise important grammatical topics in order to partake 

in communicative exercises. As a part of establishing and delving into the relevant literature 

on the field of differentiation, we created our own differentiation model (see Figure 3) that we 

closely followed as we planned and created the material.  

The most relevant part of our differentiation model in regard to the actual material are the 

aspects related to the student. Although differentiated material can rarely serve all the students 

in the classroom (Roiha & Polso 2018), we attempted to make our material easily modifiable. 

The modifiability is visible in, for example, the different ways the exercises can be executed in 

the classroom. Modifiable exercises cater to many different types of students’ readiness, 

learning profile and needs. In addition, the different difficulty levels of our exercises take into 

consideration the students’ self-esteem and motivation. Each student should gain confidence if 

they are working on the exercises suitable for their proficiency level. However, we found it 

rather difficult to consider the history of the students as this material was not planned for a 

certain group of students, but rather as an extra material that could be utilised in many 

classrooms. This is an aspect we could have further considered when planning our own 

differentiation model.  

In addition to the modifiability, differentiation is visible in our material through the 

extensiveness of our exercises. In order to secure the differentiative aspects of our material, we 
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decided to narrow our material down to the most salient parts of each grammatical topic we 

had chosen by inspecting the workbooks of On the Go 1 and Scene 1. We had to omit certain 

more complex and more advanced structures that also had a significantly smaller role in the 

workbooks we looked at. Although Tomlinson (2010) mentions that differentiation does not 

ideally mean omitting parts from the taught subject, we felt that because our material is extra 

material rather than material that is supposed to replace workbooks, this omission was justified. 

Overall, we managed to create exercises that are not too complicated or complex for students 

with lower proficiency but offer a sufficient amount of additional practice on the grammar 

topics. 

6.2.3 Meaningfulness  

As the third aim, we wanted to create material that carried meaning to the students even though 

the topic of grammar can be considered rather dull and often separate from the other topics in 

the classroom (Jean & Simard 2011). We leaned on Ellis’ (2016) theory Focus on Form and 

decided that the meaning in our material would come through a coherent, steadily progressing 

story and sub-themes (vocabulary) as well as exercise types that would motivate students. In 

addition, our material includes exercise types that are tied to 7th grade students’ everyday life 

by referencing social media, current topics of interest such as video games and songs.  

Maintaining the meaningfulness throughout the package was challenging in many ways. 

Progressing the story naturally was especially difficult as there were a lot of exercises and each 

in turn progressed the story. We needed a lot of creativity to keep the story coherent and 

progressing throughout the whole material package. In addition, it was somewhat challenging 

to tie the story to the exercises. We struggled with choosing a suitable exercise type (for 

example story exercise, dialogue exercise or arrange into a sentence -exercise) that would feel 

natural for the context of the story. However, we feel like we improved in this towards the end 

of the material.  

Some other struggles related to maintaining our story and meaningfulness in the exercises were 

individual mechanical exercises that we deemed necessary for practising and repetition 

purposes as well as exercises that were related to the students’ own life as opposed to the 

characters. Some exercises were necessary to include in order for the students to better grasp 

some aspects of the grammar topic, but they were challenging to present in a clear enough form 

and include the story progression. These exercises included, for example, fill in the table -type 

of exercises. Exercises related to the students’ own life were important to include so that they 

could practise applying the grammar structure in situations that they might encounter 



33 

themselves. Integrating these exercises to the material regularly without them seeming out of 

place was at times difficult. Similarly, integrating the purely mechanical exercises proved to 

be a challenge. 

6.2.4 Usability  

We aimed to create material that has high usability and saves the teacher’s time and resources. 

At first it must be stated from the point of view of usability that our material package is 

designed to function as a support material as opposed to teaching material. Therefore, there is 

a presumption of prior teaching of the grammar topic at hand and students are not assumed to 

be able to do the exercises without any introduction to the topic. Keeping this in mind, we have 

delved into the different aspects of usability such as limitations of a progressing story, 

versatility, effortlessness and varying target groups.  

The progressing storyline is an aspect to consider for the user of the material package. As stated 

before, the material is designed to be used throughout the school year, scheduling the first three 

themes before Christmas break and the rest of the themes in the spring term. The storyline 

includes a Christmas song which limits the usability of that exercise, but otherwise exercises 

are not tied to a specific time of the year. Due to the progressing storyline, it is clear that 

deviating from the planned order of the exercises would negatively affect the meaningfulness 

and might cause confusion in terms of the instructions in the exercises. However, if a teacher 

is in a pinch and needs material for practising a certain grammar topic, the exercises are 

mechanical and can be used without any further preparations. Teachers can also select relevant 

topics for their classroom or utilise the last exercise of each theme that are designed as pair or 

group work. 

One of the most valuable advantages of the material package is its versatility. The package can 

be used in a variety of ways in teaching. Students can work independently with the material in 

the classroom setting or the teacher can assign these exercises as homework. As the answer 

sheets are included in the package, it is possible to print those beforehand to enable the students 

to independently check their answers, thus saving time in the classroom setting. On the other 

hand, the material could be used with the whole class as well, which would emphasise the role 

of the storyline and meaningfulness. For example, the teacher can select a couple of exercises 

from the material that everybody in the class would work on and those more proficient could 

move on to more challenging tasks after. From the perspective of teaching grammar, teachers 

could use the dialogue exercises as a way of teaching the grammar topic, for instance, by 
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instructing the students to identify grammar rules. These are just a few examples of how the 

material can be used in different ways. 

We have aimed at designing material that is effortless to use. To achieve this aim we included 

a table of contents in order to increase the usability. The table of contents provides the most 

essential information for the teacher, including the grammar topic, sub-theme, and a summary 

of the storyline. Therefore, the teacher can easily decide if this material is relevant for them or 

browse for a certain grammar topic and download ready-made material instantly. In addition 

to the table of contents, the package includes a brief explanation of the characters and the story 

behind the exercises, which allows the teacher to fully benefit from the exercises in a 

meaningful context. Thorough instructions for usage and variable ways of executing the 

exercises are provided in the package, which makes it even more effortless and less time 

consuming to use. 

To further enhance the usability, the material is suitable for more contexts than only for our 

intended target group. Although the grammar topics and vocabulary have been derived from 

7th grade English textbooks and workbooks, there is no obstacle for applying this material to 

other target groups. The grammar topics that are at the heart of the material are core structures 

that resurface throughout Finnish lower secondary English education and therefore any lower 

proficiency student could benefit from using the material as extra practice despite the grade 

they are in. Similarly, the material can be utilised to challenge more advanced 6th grade 

students if and when the need for that arises. The exercises are built fairly simple, and we 

believe that with some instruction younger, more proficient students would be able to work on 

them as well.  

Despite all the challenges we faced, we do feel we met our aims reasonably well. Reflecting 

on the aspects Howard and Major (2004) and the FNAE suggest considering when creating 

material, we managed to take all of the aspects into consideration. We created material that 

concentrates on the learner profile through incorporating exercises that appear in a meaningful 

context yet take into accord the learner’s motivation and readiness. At the same time the 

pedagogical idea creates a foundation for the package as the grammar topics are not practised 

in a vacuum, but instead embedded into exercises appearing in a meaningful and useful context. 

We reflected on the NCC (2014), however due to the lack of references to teaching grammatical 

structures we tried to instead include the recommended communicative methods in our material 

planning. The material is also adaptable to many different classroom contexts. Overall, we have 
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attempted and succeeded in creating material which main grammar topics withstand time and 

that is easily adaptable for any English teacher.  

6.3 Conclusion 

This thesis aims to provide teachers with a ready-made resource for grammar exercises that 

considers students with lower proficiency and enables them to practise in a meaningful context. 

We believe we have created useful and versatile material that is easy to use for both teachers 

and students. Although we had little previous experience on designing material, we feel that 

this process has made us more aware of students’ different needs as learners. In addition, we 

have gained perspective on the possibly challenging aspects of the English language from the 

point of view of the students. These observations stem from the thought process we had to go 

through when making decisions regarding content we would include or exclude from the 

material. Every decision was made collaboratively, which means we learned valuable 

negotiation and problem-solving skills in the process. We believe that the material designing 

process has equipped us with important tools for any future material planning projects.  

From our own experiences as teachers, we know there is a demand for simple, mechanical 

exercises for practising the salient grammatical structures and this material provides exactly 

that. We are aware of the certain restrictions of the material regarding its visualisation and 

storyline. However, we also believe that the material can be utilised despite those restrictions. 

It would be beneficial to test the material in a classroom setting to further develop the exercises 

to cater the target group even better. We also hope that this material will reach special education 

teachers as they are often insufficiently resourced and would most likely benefit from 

simplified material. To conclude, the process of creating this material has been eye-opening 

and we believe that we have gained more perspective as future language teachers. 
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...



��������	
��
��������������������
���
���
���������������������������������
�

����������
� �!"#$$�%&'�()*+,"-.%�,#"''$/""%�0&#&/&0#"%�12�'3"�124(�5""667,%�',0"8$#'$9�:�
����;����������������
������<������=>����=>?������
��
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