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Abstract 
Secondary education students can benefit from several supporting programmes to achieve good 
results in their learning process. Over the last few years, schools across Europe have benefited from a 
variety of programmes to ensure European students achieve the main objectives of compulsory 
education. These programmes follow the guidelines of the European Commission, since one of its 
main priorities is reducing early school leaving to less than 10% across de EU countries by 2020 [1]. 
Students’ interest and eagerness need to be constantly fostered to prevent school dropout, which is a 
real issue in Europe, especially with teenagers aged 14-16. The aim of this paper is to highlight how a 
specific programme, PROEDUCAR (Pro Educate in English) [2], tries to accompany secondary 
students, not early learners, and monitors their learning process and acquisition to acquire the 
minimum curriculum requirements for compulsory education. 

The PROEDUCAR programme aims at reducing the level of school leavers and dropouts in secondary 
education. Content teachers and tutors offer the possibility for some students to join this programme 
throughout the whole academic year and at any time. The groups are divided by school year to 
provide a good learning atmosphere and the maximum number of participants allowed per group is 
eight. Under these principles, parents or legal tutors who want their children to enter this programme 
have to fill in a form, and a high school committee decides the students’ adequacy to enter 
PROEDUCAR programme. Once in the programme, the students commit themselves to attend every 
lesson and to maintain an appropriate attitude towards learning, misbehaviour and non-compliance to 
the programme requirements can take them out of the programme. 

This paper presents a study carried out with a small group of Secondary Education students in their 
1st cycle in Spain. These students, aged between 13 and 15, are supposed to attend 2 hours of 
supporting lessons after school every week, in order to reinforce the content from different language 
subjects through a variety of additional support activities. These complementary sessions will try to 
foster students’ motivation and performance, especially in language subjects such as English as a 
Foreign Language and Spanish. 

Regarding methodological procedures, teachers who participate in PROEDUCAR lessons are 
expected to have a good command of different teaching techniques to address the different learning 
styles of these students. Providing them with a more individualised attention, content teachers make 
use of a different methodology, which completely discards the use of textbooks. Activities such as 
grammar auction tasks or picture dice story telling become essential for enhancing speaking and 
writing. In this way, students can find themselves in a comfortable, relaxed learning environment and 
take more ‘safe risks’. 

Keywords: school early leaving, Secondary Education, supporting programmes, effective educative 
strategies. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
In order to improve learning results in Secondary Education in Europe a variety of actions and 
programmes have been generated by the European Commission (EU) including landmarks to be 
accomplished. One of the main priority of these actions and policies is aimed at reducing early school 
leaving to less than 10% across de EU countries by 2020 [1]. 

In the Final report of the Thematic Working Group on Early School Leaving published by the EU in 
2013 there are a series of key policy messages established that serve as the embryo for the 
development of education programmes such as the one presented here (PROEDUCAR). This 
document includes 12 policy messages to be followed and accomplished by secondary schools 
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among the EU state members. The Pro Educate programme in Spain is supported and departs from 
some of the key messages presented by the European Commission report already mentioned [3], and 
more concretely it is based under the premises of removing obstacles within the school education that 
might hinder young people in completing upper secondary education and ensuring access to high 
quality education. Basically the Pro Educate programme aims at strengthening guidance to ensure 
young people are aware of the different study options and  employment prospects available as well as 
reinforcing accessibility to second chance schemes  in order to reduce early school leaving.   

In this paper the specific programme, PROEDUCAR is presented as a programme that aids and 
accompanies secondary students, not early learners, and monitors their learning process and 
acquisition to acquire the minimum curriculum requirements for compulsory education. We are going 
to focus on students, aged between 13 and 15, who attend 2 hours of supporting, extra lessons after 
school every week, in order to reinforce the content from different language subjects through a variety 
of additional support activities. These complementary sessions try to foster students’ motivation and 
performance, especially in language subjects such as English as a Foreign Language and Spanish. 
We will centre our attention this time in the English subject lessons.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
For the development of this study, content teachers aimed at providing a variety of teaching 
techniques to address the main difficulties they could have when attending regular lessons. 
Furthermore, one of the main aims was to enhance students’ productive skills (speaking and writing) 
by involving them in cooperative learning and task-based learning tasks. Together with this, another 
important aspect for content teachers is the learning environment. These students benefit from a safe 
supportive atmosphere that brings about good behaviour and more opportunities to take ‘safe’ risks in 
small groups.  

As we have previously stated in this paper, these techniques carry out activities and tasks which are 
intended to help students acquire and reinforce the minimum curriculum requirements for language 
subjects, especially English as a Second Language (EFL) and Spanish. The vast majority of students 
attending PROEDUCAR programme struggle with EFL and therefore content is more focused on this 
subject.  Nevertheless, it is important to highlight the fact that they are constantly reminded about the 
importance of making links with the other language subjects, as it may have a great impact on their 
learning and performance.  

The activities are proposed towards the use of direct learning strategies such as creation of mental 
linkages, which is fundamental for their learning progress, and indirect social strategies such as 
cooperating and empathising with others. Moreover, these sessions also aim at making students use 
and share their cognitive strategies such as analysing and reasoning, practising and creating output in 
small working groups or individually. 

Regarding the students’ metacognitive skills, the techniques attempted at: 

a) Centring their learning by giving individualised attention and support. 
b) Arranging and planning their learning goals by setting clear objectives and make the students 

aware of the purpose of the different tasks as well as seeking their participation and active 
involvement. 

c) Evaluating their learning by monitoring their work and using different assessment techniques in 
the classroom.  

2.1 Activities and tasks 
Considering all the above mentioned, in this section we can take, as examples, some of the activities 
and tasks which are put into practice more regularly in Pro Educate sessions: 

• Grammar auction: This is a teacher led activity which consists of mixing correct and incorrect 
sentences with language items students are taught during normal lessons. The language points 
the content teacher arouses vary depending on the difficulty and the level of acquisition the 
students have of them at that time. This activity is very powerful when dealing with repeated 
grammar or structure mistakes the students tend to make. It can also be used as an error-
correction task because students are guided to revise or re-discover grammar rules, spelling 
errors, etc. 
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The procedure of this activity involves pair/small-group work among students, which normally 
fosters participation and motivation. Then, they are given a grammar auction sheet (see 
Appendix X) with sentences and their money limit. In order to start the auction, they need to 
decide which sentences they are going to bid for. After conducting the auction and ‘selling’ all 
the sentences, the students check which of the sentences they bought are correct and which 
one are not. As students are helped or guided by the teacher and their classmates in the 
inference/reinforcement of these rules.  Then the pairs need to decide why the sentences are 
not correct. 

 
Figure 1. Grammar Auction sample. 

• Talking pictures: Students are given some pictures and prompts/questions related to the topics 
and vocabulary they go through in normal lessons. This activity is very useful for students who 
may need additional support in structuring sentences and improving pronunciation. They are 
also allowed to take notes and use dictionaries if necessary. In this activity, students can 
interact among themselves and the teacher to produce and co-produce language to a good 
standard. This is also an effective technique to ensure they acquire more specific vocabulary by 
putting it into practice.  

 
Figure 2. Talking pictures sample [3]. 
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• Picture dice story telling/writing: students take part in this activity rolling some picture dice and 
creating short stories with them to practice writing and speaking. In terms of oral production, 
students interact and cooperate to produce and tell the stories to their peers. They also listen to 
each other and take any piece of advice they may find useful. As for creative writing, it also 
encourages them to use their imagination and problem-solving strategies in a safe, relaxed way. 

 
Figure 3. Picture dice story telling/writing sample. 

Regarding assessment of writing activities, students take part in different tasks which are carried out 
less regularly but are of great importance too. Some of the tasks are the following: 

• ‘DIRT’ time: ‘DIRT’ stands for Dedicated/Directed, Improvement and Reflection Time. When 
students write any type of text, the teacher only highlights some of the mistakes and can also 
make use of a correction code for them to identify better. The students re-read their 
compositions and improve their work by re-writing entire paragraphs, adding more sophisticated 
vocabulary, using more verb tenses, etc. Reflection is carried out through teacher feedback and 
questions written at the end of their compositions. Instead of providing long pieces of text the 
students may not read, with just more formative comments and questions. Taking this into 
account, the students need to reflect upon their work and the steps they need to take for future 
compositions.  They spend approximately 20 minutes in this task, and the teacher can go 
around the class and give oral feedback and scaffold them.  

 
Figure 4. DIRT task instructions sample. 
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• Peer assessment:  By taking part in the process of assessment, students gain a deeper 
understanding of topics, the process of assessment and what they are doing in their work. This 
also helps to make them more aware of ‘what learning is’ and thus see their own learning in this 
way. Students can peer mark homework or assessments. This could be done in pairs or 
individually with a ‘checking-list’. This type of ‘Assessment for Learning’ (AfL) enables students 
to review their work collaboratively and encourages reflection and thought about the learning. 

From the activities and tasks above mentioned and discussed we are going to focus on the most 
regularly used ones and accepted by the students. In this case we will look into Talking pictures 
activity, Picture dice story and the ‘DIRT’ task as they a presented to students in the EFL subject.  

These kind of activities and tasks are mainly focused to the reinforcement of communicative skills both 
written and spoken but with an especial attention to the oral abilities. In the regular sessions at high 
school, these types of activities and tasks are not usual and students have few opportunities to 
practice communication abilities. The large number of students in regular lessons make teachers 
discard the use of activities aimed at ehhancing communicative competence. On the contrast, the 
number of students within the Pro educate sessions are reduced, decreasing anxiousness and fear to 
participate. 

In the following section we will present the results after observing and surveying a small group of 8 
students in the 2nd year GCSE. We will describe how these students performed in the activities of 
Talking pictures, Picture dice story telling/writing and completing a ‘DIRT’ task.  

2.2 Survey 
The students taking part in this study were asked to answer a short survey about their likeness and 
usefulness of the activities and tasks done. Our objective is to measure the effectiveness of these 
materials in the improvement of their communicative abilities to later perform better in the regular 
sessions.  

In this survey, students had to grade in a Likert scale from 1 to 5 the questions given, where 1 means 
“I strongly disagree”, 4 is “I disagree”, 3 is “neither agree nor disagree”, 4 is “I agree” and 5 means “I 
strongly agree”. The survey used in this study includes the followings questions: 

• Question 1. Do you like the activities carried out in PROEDUCAR sessions to practice 
writing/speaking? 

• Question 2. Do you learn language and communication skills better in these sessions? 

• Question 3. Do you consider that PROEDUCAR is beneficial for your learning process? 

• Question 4. Grade Peer-assessment according to its usefulness in your learning process. 

• Question 5. Grade Picture Dice Story telling/writing according to its usefulness in your learning 
process. 

• Question 6. Grade Talking Pictures according to its usefulness in your learning process. 

• Question 7. Grade Grammar Auction according to its usefulness in your learning process. 

• Question 8. Grade DIRT according to its usefulness in your learning process. 

In the following section, the results of the survey are analysed and explained in further detail to 
provide evidence of the students’ answers and attitudes towards the methodology, the activities and 
the tasks used in class. 

3 RESULTS 
The table below shows the answers given by the group of students according to percentages, who 
were surveyed close to the end of the academic year. The first row in the Likert Scale indicates the 
level of acceptance with the statements in the first vertical column, in which the eight questions of the 
survey are displayed. 
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Table 1. Survey results. 

 1 Strongly 
disagree 

2 Disagree 3 Neither agree 
nor disagree 

4 Agree 5 Strongly 
Agree 

Q. 1 - - 12.5% 37.5% 50% 

Q. 2 - 12.5% 25% 37.5% 25% 

Q. 3 - - - 62.5% 37.5% 

Q. 4 - 25% 50% 12.5% 12.5% 

Q. 5 - - 12.5% 12.5% 75% 

Q. 6 - - 12.5% 50% 37.5% 

Q. 7 - 12.5% 12.5% 50% 25% 

Q. 8 12.5% - 37.5% 37.5% 12.5% 

If we observe the answers for the first 3 questions, which are related to students’ acceptance and 
perception of the usefulness and effectiveness of the sessions, there is a clear positive opinion about 
the PROEDUCAR programme and the activities and tasks carried out in the sessions. More than 50% 
agree or strongly agree with the three statements. Hence, we can claim that students find 
PROEDUCAR sessions beneficial as well as enjoyable, especially those sessions when they get to 
practice their writing and oral skills.  

Moving on to the type of activities (Qs. 5, 6 and 7) the most popular one among students is the Picture 
Dice story telling/writing activity, as 75% of them strongly agree towards its usefulness and no 
negative responses are recorded. Regarding Talking Pictures (Q.6) and Grammar Auction (Q.7) 
activities, students show again positive opinions, only a 12.5% considers Grammar Auction activity not 
very useful.  

In questions 4 and 8, which are related to the assessment and feedback tasks described in this paper, 
there is a wider range of answers. In the first place, these tasks seem to be less popular than the 
previous activities among the students. Peer-assessment gathers a 75% of positive and no negative 
answers, whereas DIRT task is seen by some as not useful for their learning process. 

In the following subsections we will try to explore the procedure followed with these activities in class 
and the teacher’s observations in order to better understand the results above obtained in the final 
survey.  

3.1 Talking pictures activity 
Talking Pictures seems to have a lot of benefits for students’ improvement in speaking abilities. They 
are invited to speculate and work out short oral texts with some initial questions and afterwards, they 
get longer questions in which they can expand their answers and try to use more complex sentences. 
Moreover, it also works as a self and peer-repair, due to students’ ability to identify some common 
errors they tend to make. 

3.2 Picture dice story telling/writing activity 
Students have the opportunity to perform orally and in written form original short stories with this 
activity. At the beginning they were not completely used to its procedure but they got familiar with it 
becoming one of the most popular activities. They challenge themselves and acquire an appropriate 
knowledge about writing techniques such as text structure and cohesion. 

3.3 DIRT task 
This task was, at the beginning, the most difficult to put into practice for students. During the first 
sessions, DIRT was explained to them in close detail and the support and scaffolding of the content 
teacher was necessary. Although this task may seem overwhelming for students who struggle in 
languages, they are encouraged to improve and ask for help when they need further clarification. It is 
highly recommended to do it when they get close to exam dates but with enough time for them to 
understand and assimilate their ‘improved reflected’ work. Although from the point of view of teachers 
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this task can be very beneficial for language learning, according to the results obtain it is the least 
popular among the Pro educate group.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The PROEDUCAR programme provides a comfortable, relaxed and motivating learning environment 
for students. Since the beginning of the PROEDUCAR lessons, a better performance in language 
subjects can be observed in some of the students who regularly attend the sessions. Moreover, the 
dynamic is also appealing to them as it is quite different from the one of regular classes when there 
are more students. According to students’ opinions about content, there is a general acceptance of it. 
Extending what is being taught in the textbooks in a completely different and enjoyable way appears to 
be successful. This leads to positive and active involvement.  
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