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Abstract: Recently, the flipped classroom instructional approach has received much attention
from teachers of different subjects around the world. This new pedagogical model has been
reported to be a potential method in the area of EFL teaching. In Vietnam, teaching English
grammar has mainly focused on students’ acquisition of grammar rules without much practical
application in real communicative situations. This case study aims at investigating the
affordances perceived by students in a flipped English grammar class in order to help language
teachers to harness the approach to enhance their students’ learning. The qualitative research
design was adopted in the study. Thirty-four students majoring in the English language at a
university in Vietnam attended a 10-week flipped grammar class. The instruments include semi-
structured interviews with ten students randomly selected from the participants. Thematic
analysis was performed to address the qualitative data drawing on the Activity Theory
framework. Twelve affordances of the flipped classroom approach in English grammar
instruction such as being self-paced in learning, offering opportunities to voice opinions,
saving time for in-class communicative activities and facilitating learning English grammar
communicatively were identified. The results of the study offer valuable implications for the
application of this model in teaching English as a foreign language, especially in the context
of Vietnam.
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Introduction

Vietnam, a developing country in Southeast Asia, is striving to proactively integrate into the
global economy. English language is considered as one of the key elements to help this nation
to closely connect to the outside world. Therefore, the ambitious National Foreign Language
Project was launched by the government in an endeavour to renovate and promote EFL
teaching and learning to enhance Vietnamese people’s English language proficiency in the age
of globalization. The project has produced a number of positive results in the area of English
language education. Nevertheless, there have been some existing issues that need to be resolved
so that all the objectives of the project could be achieved. For example, Le (2013) indicated
that a lot of Vietnamese students have found difficulties in using English for communicative
purposes. One of the causes to account for their poor English abilities is the outdated teaching
methods which have been deeply rooted in educational settings (Le, 2013; Pham, 2011).
Teacher-centred instructional methods instead of learner-centred ones have been prevailing in
most of classrooms. It is thus necessary that new and innovative pedagogical teaching methods
are encouraged and adopted by EFL teachers to improve the current situations.

As far as English grammar instruction is concerned, teaching mainly focuses on grammar
knowledge rather than grammar use due to the prevalent adoption of the traditional grammar
translation method (Ho and Binh, 2014). Students may master grammatical rules and do well
in the exams but fail to apply those rules in real life communicative situations. In addition,
several existing issues include insufficient time, large-sized classes, grammar-based
examinations etc. might hinder communicative English grammar teaching. In normal
grammar classes, teachers devote most of the class time to presenting grammatical rules
through their lectures. They then require their students to complete controlled practice for
structural accuracy. Almost no communicative activities are found in those classes to
facilitate students’ applying the newly acquired rules in real practice (Ho and Binh, 2014;
Khuong, 2015). As a result, students are prevented from developing their communicative
skills.

Flipped classroom has been recently introduced and successfully adopted in a variety of
educational settings in many countries. With the aid of technology, this teaching method takes
advantage of the benefits of both online learning and face-to-face learning. In flipped classes,
lectures are moved out of the classrooms and the class time is mostly devoted to active learning
activities. In the current research project, this new instructional model was employed in an
attempt to address the existing issues associated with English grammar instruction. The study
aims at investigating the affordances of the flipped classroom approach as perceived by the
students. Identifying the affordances will enable EFL teachers to harness the teaching approach
to enhance their students’ learning. The following research question guided this study: “What
are the affordances perceived by the students when learning English grammar in a flipped
classroom?”

Literature Review

Flipped Classroom

Flipped classroom was first introduced by Dr Wesley Baker, a professor at Cedarville
University in Ohio, USA. He posted the PowerPoint slides of his lectures on the university’s
computer network and asked his students to read them at home prior to class time. The class
meetings were mostly reserved for applying and practicing the new concepts that the students
had learned beforehand through collaborative activities (as illustrated in Figure 1). The
teaching model proved to be successful in improving students’ learning outcome (Baker,
2000).
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Figure 1: The Flipped Classroom Model (Baker, 2000)

As defined by Bishop and Verleger (2013), the flipped classroom is “a new pedagogical
method, which employs asynchronous video lectures and practice problems as homework, and
active, group-based problem-solving activities in the classroom” (p. 1). In the flipped
classrooms, students learn knowledge ahead of time when watching lecture videos and
accessing other online materials outside class. During class meetings, they practice what they
have learned through active learning activities. Teachers normally work as monitors,
facilitators and guides instead of knowledge providers. When studying at home via lesson
videos, students can learn at their own speed since they can stop, rewind, and replay the videos
as many times as needed. Repeated exposure to online lectures helps promote students’
acquisition of the knowledge. In addition, active learning activities in which students apply
what they have learned deepen their understanding of the lesson content. In the flipped classes,
educational technologies play a crucial role. They help students acquire knowledge and become
well-prepared before coming to class. The learning theory of constructivism serves as the
theoretical basis for this teaching model (Bishop and Verleger, 2013).

Although there are different ways through which teachers could implement this pedagogical
approach, the flipped classrooms normally share five core characteristics: (1) the educational
process transforms students from passive to active learners; (2) technology facilitates the
approach; (3) class time and traditional homework time are inverted so that homework is done
first; (4) content is given in real-world context; (5) class activities engage students in higher
order of critical thinking and problem solving or help them grasp particularly challenging
concepts (Albert and Beatty, 2014). These characteristics work as guidelines for designing a
flipped classroom.

Researchers have pointed out that the flipped classroom brings about numerous benefits. This
teaching model results in better and more effective learning, improves learning outcomes,
increases student engagement, aligns with student needs and school resources (Egbert, Herman,
and Lee, 2015). Other benefits include saving more in-class time for active learning activities
(Pape, Sheehan, & Worrell, 2012), shifting learning environment from teacher-centred to
student-centred (Gilboy, Heinerichs, & Pazzaglia, 2015), increasing teacher-student and
student-student interactions (Brunsell and Horejsi, 2013) and developing generic skills
(McLaughlin et al., 2014). Yang (2017) also indicated that the flipped teaching model
facilitated students’ learning at their own speed, personalizing and individualizing process of
learning, improving learning ownership, fostering reflective abilities, etc. Furthermore, most
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studies in the literature indicate that both teachers and students possess positive perceptions of
this novel teaching method (El-Bassuony, 2016).

In the field of EFL education, the flipped classroom has proved to be effective as in other
disciplines. Hung (2015) discovered that this teaching approach helped develop students’
academic performance in an English course. Sung (2015) carried out a study to examine the
adoption of the flipped classroom in an EFL course and found that this pedagogical approach
could be a good momentum for change in current EFL teaching situations. Regarding specific
language skills, the flipped teaching model demonstrates its effectiveness in enhancing
students’ writing (Ahmed, 2016), reinforcing listening comprehension (Kang, 2015), etc. In
addition, it promotes other language areas such as grammar, vocabulary, and idiomatic
knowledge (Chen Hsieh, Wu, and Marek, 2017). These researchers also found that the flipped
classroom not only improves students’ motivation and makes them more active in class but
leads to their achieving class instructional goals as well.

In Vietnam, the flipped classroom teaching approach is relatively new to most teachers and
educators. Some pioneering researchers have implemented this model in their classes and
produced positive results, suggesting that the flipped classroom can be a potential teaching
method in the Vietnamese educational context (Tran, 2017; Tran et al., 2017). The approach
won favourable attitudes and positive perceptions from both teachers and students. Hence, the
current research project aimed at investigating the adoption of this novel teaching model in
English grammar instruction to identify its affordances in an attempt to make a modest
contribution to the field.

Activity Theory as the Framework for Data Analysis
Started from the work of Vygosky and his student Leont’ev (Verenikina, 2001), Activity
Theory is a conceptual framework based on the idea that activity is primary, that doing precedes
thinking, that goals, images, cognitive models, intentions, and abstract notions like “definition”
and “determinant” grow out of people doing things (Morf and Weber, 2000, p.81). Engestrom
(1987) modified the Vygoskys’ original theory and popularised Activity Theory using the
concept of a ‘collective activity system’.

This theory uses the whole work activity as the unit of analysis, where the activity is broken
into the analytical components or mediators including subject, object, tools, community, rules
and division of labour. Each component has its own function and interacts with each other to
build up an activity and relate to other components (Heo and Lee, 2013). Subject refers to the
individual or a group of individuals involved in a collective activity while object is the objective
of the activity and the intended product. The objective is then transformed into outcomes with
the aid of tools or mediating artefacts. Tools are considered as the mediating devices by which
the action is executed (Hasan, 1998). Community refers to a sociocultural context which
comprises of numerous individuals that share common general objectives. Rules are explicit
and implicit regulations, norms, and conventions that help to determine how and why
individuals may act while division of labour provides for the distribution of actions and
operations among a community.

With regards to the area of education, Activity Theory can be adopted to examine the
implementation of learning supported by technology. In the current study, this theory was
employed as the framework to analyse and identify the affordances of the flipped classroom
(as illustrated in Figure 2). The flipped English grammar classroom is seen as an activity
system. The outcomes towards which the activity is directed is the improvement of students’
learning achievement and motivation.
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Figure 2: Activity Triangle Model of the English Grammar Flipped Classroom

Methodology

Research Design
A qualitative case study design was employed to investigate the affordances of the flipped
classroom as perceived by the students. According to Creswell (2009), qualitative research is
a means for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social
or human problem.

Participants
The participants of the study comprised of 34 students recruited from University of Foreign
Language Studies — The University of Danang, Vietnam to participate in a flipped English
grammar course. They majored in the English language and were totally new to the flipped
classroom. The students (age ranged between 19 and 21) were mostly female. At the end of the
course, ten student participants were randomly selected for the semi-structured interviews.

Instrument
Qualitative data were gathered to address the research question through semi-structured
interviews. They were carried out with ten students to explore the affordances of the flipped
classroom teaching model. The questions used in the interviews were developed in accordance
with the mediators of the Activity Theory framework.

Data Collection
Data collection took place during Semester 2 of the academic year 2017/2018. The English
grammar course was taught during ten consecutive weeks. The course with ten grammatical
topics was taught using the flipped classroom approach. Before coming to class, the students
were asked to watch lesson videos posted on an online platform and do online quizzes to

99



acquire the grammar rules. There was also an online forum created on the platform for the
students to discuss the unclear grammatical points with their teacher and peers. During the
face-to-face class meetings, they got involved in active learning activities in which they mostly
applied what they had learned in real communicative practice.

At the end of the semester, ten student participants randomly selected were interviewed. The
interviews were carried out in the Vietnamese language to enable the students to fully express
their opinions. Each interview took approximately 15 minutes to complete. The interview
transcripts were then audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim and translated into English for
analysis.

Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was utilized to analyse the transcripts of the semi-structured interviews.
According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is “a method for identifying,
analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (p. 79). Six phases of thematic analysis
suggested by Marshall and Rossman (1999) were followed during the process of data analysis:

organise the data

generate categories or themes

code the data

test emergent understandings of the data
search for alternative explanations of the data
write-up the data analysis

ogakrwdE

The themes emerged from the data were clustered into four main categories, that is four
mediators of the activity system: mediating artefacts or tools, rules, community and division of
labour.

Findings and Discussion

As emerged from the data analysis, there were twelve identified themes which were clustered
into four major categories or mediators. Figure 3 summarizes the affordances as perceived by
the students under each mediator of the Activity Theory framework.
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Figure 3: A Summary of Affordances of the Flipped Classroom
Detailed reports of the affordances are presented in the following sections.

Mediating Artefacts
There were five themes of affordances coming out under the mediator of tools. Firstly, the
students revealed that the flipped classroom enabled them to become self-paced in learning
when they could pause and re-play the lesson videos as many times as they wanted. As two
students elaborated:

“... I could control my own learning process when studying through the lesson videos... ”

“... Normally, | watched a lesson video once or twice. At first, | watched it carefully to catch
all the grammar points. If I were not able to fully acquire the lesson content, | re-played it for
better understanding... ”

This finding aligns with those of the studies by Basal (2015) and Davies et al. (2013) when
they concluded that students in the flipped classrooms could learn at their own pace with the
help of educational technologies.

Secondly, the flipped class students were able to study the course content flexibly. Some
students stated they could learn the lesson content anytime and anywhere they wanted during
the pre-class session:

“... What I liked most about this learning format is the flexible time....”

“... In the flipped classroom, | could take control of learning time according to my own
schedule. 1 usually learned at home or at my part-time workplace when I were free...”

This affordance seems to meet the needs of “digital native” students who are familiar with
digital devices such as computers, tablets or smartphones (Goodwin & Miller, 2013).

Thirdly, the students in the flipped English grammar class were able to master grammatical
rules in advance to be well-prepared for during-class communicative activities. As two students
commented:
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“... The digital lessons and the online quizzes really helped me learn the grammatical points
at home...”

“... This class offered me the chance to acquire the grammar points of the lessons at home.
So, | had a good preparation before coming to class for practice time. All the in-class
practice activities helped me to master English grammar...”

The result confirms the findings by Thaichay and Sitthitikul (2016). The flipped classroom
approach creates a suitable learning environment for students to improve both of their grammar
knowledge and grammar use.

Fourthly, the students said that they were provided with the chance to voice their opinions when
learning in this flipped classroom, as some following excerpts:

“... If I do not understand anything, I can talk to my teacher and my friend both at home and
in class...”

“... The online forum allowed me to discuss any unclear grammar points with my friends..."”

During the discussions with their teacher and their peers, students could learn from each other
to improve their English grammar.

Finally, most of the students indicated that the flipped classrooms could help tackle the issue
of large-sized classes. Some responded:

“... There are too many students in my class, but it doesn’t really matter...”

“...Now in this flipped course, large class size was not a big problem because | could watch
the video lectures at home...”

This affordance is a possible solution to the problem of big class size currently existing in many
educational settings in Vietnam. Thanks to educational technologies, students can all acquire
grammar knowledge as lectures are moved out of classes.

Rules
With regards to the rules in the flipped classroom, four themes regarding the affordances were
discovered. First of all, the students stated that this teaching model helps reinforce and deepen
their grammar knowledge, as some elaborated in the following excerpts:

“... | think that learning new grammatical points in advance at home enabled us to deepen
and memorize the knowledge longer...”

“... As | said before, learning the grammar rules beforehand at home and then doing the
exercises in groups and practice them in communicative activities during class time made the
grammatical structures to be deeply engraved in my mind...”

This result is consistent with those by Riendeau (2012) who found that the flipped classroom
provided students with the opportunities to clarify and deepen what they had learned in
advance.

Also, the flipped classrooms saved time for communicative activities during class meetings.
Two students commented as follows:

“... We did not waste class time on lectures. And then we practiced more with the
communicative activities... ”

“... we have more time to practice what we have learned beforehand in communicative
activities... ”
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More in-class time results in more opportunities for learning English grammar
communicatively. This finding echoes the research by Al-Harbi and Alshumaimeri (2016) and
Hung (2015).

In addition, the flipped classroom, as perceived by the students, facilitated learning English
grammar communicatively. Some interviewees responded:

“... We have more different practice activities to do as compared to the traditional class... ”

“... Now, the in-class communicative activities help me to easily apply the grammar
structures in speaking... ”

The communicative activities during the in-class session enabled the students to apply the
grammatical rules they had learned beforehand in real situations, which resulted in the
successful implementation of CLT in English grammar instruction (Nguyen et al., 2014).

Last but not least, another common theme emerged under this category is fostering learning
autonomy. As two students mentioned:

“... But since attending this flipped class, | have become more self-aware of my learning
when | have to remember to do pre-class activities... ”

“... Through this class, I have improved my self-discipline and become more responsible for
my learning...”

This result confirms the findings by Driscoll and Petty (2014) and Han (2015) that the flipped
classroom leads to the promotion of students’ learning autonomy.

Community
With respect to the community in the flipped classroom, it was discovered that this teaching
model facilitated mutual learning. The following comments reflect this affordance of the
approach.

“... 1 think this flipped class is very interesting and convenient. We can learn from each other
in this class... ”

“... If I am unclear of any grammar points, | can easily ask and discuss my friends and even
with my teacher...”

In the learning environment created by this teaching model, students are offered more
opportunities to exchange ideas concerning the lesson content with their classmates and their
teacher. Accordingly, they would learn from each other to acquire the grammatical knowledge
and improve their grammar use.

Division of Labour
Under the category of division of labour, two themes emerged from the data are the increase
of their activeness in learning and the promotion of student-centred learning environment. One
student confessed that the flipped classroom transformed them into more active learners:

“... In the traditional classes | have attended before, I mostly work during the face-to-face
meetings... It's a bit passive. But in this class, we are required to learn the grammar points at
home through the videos first. When coming to class, we review them and do practice
communicative activities in pairs or in groups. | really like it because | find more active in
learning.”

This finding is similar to the view by Saulnier (2008) that the students become more active in
the flipped classrooms.
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Also, this pedagogical model was considered as promoting student-centred learning
environment. Two students elaborated:

“... In the class, the teacher doesn’t deliver lectures but mentor and guide during the
learning activities...”

“... But in this flipped class, learning through the online platform helps me become more
active and understand the lesson better. The in-class activities are very interesting and make
me more engaged in learning...”

Accordingly, students in the flipped classrooms could get more independent and effectively
employ educational technologies. Learning in this student-centred environment would well
prepare them to become life-long learners with 21% century skills in the future.

Conclusion

Apparently, flipped classroom has proved to be a promising teaching approach in the field of
English grammar instruction, especially in the Vietnamese educational context. It is the
structure of the flipped classroom that results in a variety of affordances as perceived by the
students and makes a contribution to its effectiveness in the improvement of their learning
achievement and learning motivation. Depending on the existing conditions such as teachers’
competence of using ICT in EFL teaching, institutions’ Internet access and ICT infrastructure
and students’ ICT computer literacy, teachers should consider adopting this innovative
teaching method to plan and design their flipped classes in order to help their students improve
their English proficiency in general and grammar knowledge as well as grammar use in
particular.
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