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Flipping an IELTS writing class: Vietnamese learners’ perception
Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]The paradox between limited class time and colossal course demand is common in short courses of IELTS writing component compared to other skills. That sometimes leads to the failure of teachers to accomplish their lesson objectives. Additionally, the fact that few studies about teaching IELTS writing have been conducted in language centers reveals a shortage of research about solutions to this paradox in language centers. To address this problem, this paper will introduce the flipped classroom in an Academic Module IELTS writing class of 20 learners at a language center in Vietnam to investigate their perceptions of the flipped IELTS writing classroom, the relationship between students’ learning before class with their lesson objective completion as well as their lesson understanding, and problems in the transition from a traditional class to a flipped one. The research instruments comprised a post-course questionnaire, weekly meeting surveys, and a post-course interview. The results indicated that most learners felt positive about this teaching approach and advocated its efficiency in inverted time allotment for lectures and homework although they did not have much independence and active learning. Additionally, their exposure to lecture-like learning materials at different levels before class differently improved their rates of lesson objective completion and understanding of the content of the day. However, introducing different perspectives in approaching the same writing question seemed counterproductive when it somehow confused learners. Furthermore, nine learners’ problems were identified and pedagogical suggestions were made for the flipped class of IELTS writing.
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1. Introduction 
IELTS tests measure candidates’ English language skills to function in the non-academic environment (with the General Training Module) and academic institutions (with the Academic Module). IELTS scores have also been a prerequisite for learners to enter or graduate from many universities all over the world. The practicality in language use the test embodies has made it more and more popular when over  3 million IELTS tests were sat around the world in 2016 (IELTS numbers rise to three million a year, 2023). 
In Vietnam, university graduation requires students of non-English majors to have English proficiency level of B1 and students for English majors to achieve B2 level to comply with the official dispatch of the Ministry of Education and training of Vietnam (Vietnamese ministry of education and training, 2021) which stimulates the development of preparation courses for international language certificates like TOEIC and IELTS in schools and language centers around the country.  That inevitably pushes learners to seek extra classes to train all four skills (reading, listening, speaking, and writing) to prepare for the test. 
However, IELTS statistics of 40 countries in 2015 show that the writing score is the lowest in 4 sub-skills (Test taker performance 2015, 2017). This partly explains why this skill is the one attracts most attention from IELTS instructors. Unfortunately, the unity of writing instruction is hard to maintain, and the discontinuation of instruction usually occurs when teachers are rotated as learners advance to higher levels. Furthermore, because of different approaches to IELTS essay writing instruction, teachers may find learners have not learned the prerequisite knowledge for their course and thus they may have to return to time consuming theoretical lessons every time they enter a new class.
Another crucial point is that although teachers may have different viewpoints as regards what foundation to give IELTS learners, almost all of them agree that practice makes perfect, but skill training cannot be trusted in learners’ self-study with a scarce commodity: autonomy. To improve this problem, seeking more time for practice in class, where learners are more disciplined with classroom control from teachers, is a potential way out. To realize that allocation of more practice time in class, more learning is expected to be taken in prior-to-class preparation when learners can familiarize themselves with concepts, theories, or linguistic knowledge necessary for producing the complete writing products in class. In this stage, students will freely learn at their own pace, stop and search for relevant information in available resources, or even try producing parts of the writing products. The time spent on that self-study will vary among learners, and this time for prelearning the lesson undoubtedly contributes to resolving the shortage of time in classroom teaching. That is why shifting the lectures prior to classes to have more time for in class practice in the flipped classroom is one of the solutions teachers can come up with. 
	However, the setting for studies on this teaching approach focuses mainly on higher education or high school where teachers have much more power due to their decision on the learners’ academic achievement compared to their counterparts at language centers. In addition, the relationship between learners’ prior-to-class learning and their completion of lesson objectives as well as their understanding of the lesson to the best of our knowledge has not been studied. In addition, very little has been mentioned regarding the challenges of learners in the transition from a traditional writing classroom to a flipped writing class. Therefore, the need for more exploration of the flipped classroom for IELTS writing instruction in language centers is paramount to find the answers to the following research questions:
1. How do learners perceive different aspects of the flipped classroom in an IELTS writing course?
2. How much of the learners’ prior-to-class learning affects their completion of lesson objectives and their understanding of the lesson?
3. What problems do learners have in the transition from a traditional to a flipped IELTS writing class?
Moreover, through the study, an example of the delivery for the IELTS writing flipped classroom can be demonstrated for reference of ESL teachers who are interested in this teaching approach in their practice. 
2. Background theories
The following section mainly focuses on aspects of the flipped classroom and the teaching of IELTS writing.
2.1. Traditional classroom 
According to Saunders (2014, p. 27), traditional classrooms are envisioned as a face-to-face meetings between teachers and learners in which lectures on key concepts are conducted while note-taking, individual reading, and quiz solving are main learning activities. Kathleen Fulton (2012) considered the traditional class to be teacher-centered and confirmed the challenges of turning it into a flipped class which requires teachers’ skills of employing technological resource in designing their class materials.
2.2. Definition and principles of a flipped classroom 
The concept of a flipped classroom may be known for some decades now, but it has just gained its popularity since 2007 (Huereca (2015). A number of studies mentioned benefits of the flipped classroom (Kathleen Fulton, 2012; Larcara, 2014; Sams & Bergmann, 2012) and drawbacks of the teaching approach (Oblinger, Oblinger, & Lippincott, 2005; Sierra, 2015). In terms of research on this teaching approach in writing instruction, some findings were made in the link of learners’ behavioral and emotional engagement with their cognitive engagement and agency (Gasmi & Thomas, 2016), or the motivation for active learning of the flipped writing classroom (Farah, 2014; Hung, 2015).  In that trend, research into the application of flipped classroom in teaching IELTS has also attracted attention. Especially, in an IELTS preparation course there is always a shortage of time and pressure on test results, which puts the teacher in the rush to meet the course objectives (Hayes & Read, 2004). This issue can be tackled well with the introduction of the flipped classroom when it enables more materials to be processed, and improves satisfaction as well as performance in quizzes and exams (Mason, Shuman, & Cook, 2013). 
The convergence in the literature of  flipped classrooms was raised in the study of Clark (2013)  confirming that flipping the classroom is the teaching approach that swaps the time for activities in the course so that lectures are given to learners at home and homework is done in class. This teaching approach also coincides with the concept of “inverted classroom” by M. J. Lage, G. J. Platt, and M.   Treglia (2000, p. 32).
There are four principles the flipped classroom should adopt: (1) providing materials of different forms (e.g. printed files, podcasts, or video clips) before class, (2) giving incentives for lesson preparation, (3) devising ways to check learners’ understanding of the lecture, and (4) organizing activities which stimulate high order thinking in learners (Brame, 2013). However, generally speaking, learners’ learning improvement or positive attitudes towards learning mainly take shape from active-learning instruction, and in flipped classrooms, learners are normally responsible for learning the new concepts before class meetings (Jensen, Kummer, & Godoy, 2015). In order words, although learners’ learning can be shifted out of class, quality face-to-face meetings are still a catalyst and a decisive factor for the success of the teaching approach because only then can motivational measures be realized and most questions or problems be thoroughly resolved.
2.3.  Benefits of the flipped classroom
Brown (2015) carried out a flipped course in an undergraduate introductory biology class and found that most students preferred the flipped approach to the traditional one. They attributed their preference to the possibility to re-watch presentations, ask questions and engage in meaningful exchange with peers and the lecturer or teaching assistants, clearer instruction, more discussion on some topics, and less time-consuming sessions, to name a few. Another study conducted by Frydenberg (2013) clarified the interest, the challenges and contributions to learning that students enjoyed from the flipped classroom in an introductory Information Technology course. Similarly, a pharmaceutical flipped course studied by McLaughlin et al. (2013)    found that it was appreciated by the majority of students because it was believed to help improve students’ engagement, empowerment, development, quality, and efficiency.
With more specific details of benefits of the flipped classroom, the qualitative approach, Fulton (2012) reflected learners’ remarks stating that (1) learners can be individually catered for as regards their individual learning paces and personal issues of interest, (2) they are facilitated by teachers in doing homework, and (3) videos of lectures can be rewound at will for more understanding. Moreover, the flipped classroom was also claimed to be in line with the learners’ technological fad, enabled flexible learning time, satisfied individual learning needs, and enhanced learners’ two-way interactions with teachers and peers (Bergmann & Sams, 2012).
As regards the application of the flipped classroom in language education, learners advocated their interest and enjoyment in learning with this teaching approach, the improvement of learning efficiency thanks to the ability to review lessons many times in preparation for the class, and the preference for collaborative learning in class compared to simply completing exercises in textbooks in traditional classrooms (Güvenç, 2018). Furthermore, as reported by Sukerti, Rudiastari, & Susana (2020) flipped classrooms could improve students’ writing performance and allowed more one-on-one interaction with teachers in and outside the classroom. Furthermore, Rad, Roohani, and Domakani (2021) looked at the discussion oriented and role-reversal models of the flipped classroom in English language learning to recognize that the latter model was more effective than the former in improving students’ writing performances and that positive evaluations were given to teacher support, peer assistance, personal perception, and activities in and outside the classroom in both models.
2.4. Potential problems of the flipped classroom 
Although few studies have shown the risks of running a flipped classroom, a convergence of their findings is worth being considered by practitioners of this teaching approach. First, as Larcara (2014) stated, the responsibility for reading materials and learning from videos mainly relies on the learners’ self-discipline, so measures (e.g. quizzes for grade earning) should be taken to encourage exposure to lectures prior to classes (Brame, 2013), so it causes problems for teachers at language centers when scores there do not affect their GPA at school and thus are of negligible importance for leaners. Secondly, technical problems with portable devices, and wireless connection can hinder learning in the flipped classroom (Sierra, 2015). Thirdly, a computer with its many functions is a device embedding distraction that drives learners away from their focus on learning, which is even worsened when learners of the net generation have short attention spans and require fast interactions when dealing with the lesson content (Oblinger et al., 2005). Fourthly, the short span of attention will take effect if the video is kept too long, which challenges the patience of viewers (Nematollahi, St John, & Adamas-Rappaport, 2015). Fifthly, Caranfa (2004) asserted that silence is not only a favourable environment for logical, critical, and rational thinking but it also helps learners make connection among separated pieces of information. Therefore, if teachers only offer videos with constant talks, these learners may find it harder to concentrate and process information. 
2.5. The essential in Teaching IELTS Writing for the Academic Training Module 
In IELTS writing, the essays are marked according to band descriptors. Therefore, teachers should raise learners’ awareness of marking criteria to improve their learning and test scores (Ameri-Golestan & Nezakat-Alhossaini, 2013). If students have a clear view of their weaknesses and of their goals for improvement to move up in the rubric of the band descriptor, their learning is expected to be more focused and motivated. Moreover, most IELTS courses are considered as test preparation courses after each of which some learners will take the real test for their different purposes. Therefore, test taking techniques and tips are much desired and appreciated by learners of IELTS (Chappell, Bodis, & Jackson, 2015) besides drills in four skills, and language areas such as vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation. However, the foundation of writing should also be constructed by the reading of English materials among which model essays are learners’ favourite reference to facilitate their learning of writing genres (Eschholz, 1980), or give them reference to both correct mistakes of forms and learn ideas (Abe, 2008). Besides, the theoretical lessons for writing different parts of an essay (i.e. general statement, thesis statement in the introduction, topic sentences, supporting sentences in the body, and the essay conclusion) need to be given and intensively practiced (Marsaulina, 2016). 
The activities of explaining marking criteria, teaching writing techniques, tips and writing theories, carrying out writing practice of essays’ parts, and reading the model essays are very time-consuming and push teachers into the conundrum of having too little time for too much teaching load. This problem can be addressed with the flipped classroom when a part of the lesson is done at home prior to classes to leave time in class for activities that require more teacher-learner synchronous interactions like essay correction and outline correction. 
3. Methodology 
In the following section, besides the clarification of the research method, instruments, participants of the study and the way the flipped class was conducted will be described.
3.1. Research methods and instruments 
Mixed methods were used in an explorative manner. The research instruments were based on the literature review of key principles of the flipped classroom. They comprise a post-course questionnaire after the course ended, teaching journals kept by the teacher for every lesson to give hints to necessary asistance during the course and questions for learning problems in post-course interview, weekly survey done at the end of each lesson in the class, and a post-course interview implemented in class at the end of the course. 
In particular, the post-course questionnaire comprises 12 questions about learners’ evaluation, on a 1 -10 scale, of their satisfaction, preference for the flipped class over traditional ones, the amount of time spent on the flipped class and its efficiency, teacher’s feedback, model answers, before-class questions for intellectual stimulation, personalization of learning, independent learning, active learning, and preference for the videos or the printed materials, and 3 open-ended questions to fathom the impacts of the learning habits from traditional classes on learners in the flipped class, their explanation for the efficiency of the flipped class, and suggestion for improvement (see Appendix…). 
In addition, the weekly surveys administered after every meeting had four questions (see Appendix…). The first two questions were for learners to rate their percentage of lesson objective completion from 0 to 100% (according to the objectives clarified in each survey and at the beginning of each class) while the third one asked learners to tick in their preparation levels: (1) no preparation, (2) watching the video/reading the shared documents/ textbook but not practicing writing as instructed in file/book, (3) watching the video/ reading the shared documents/textbook and practicing writing, and (4) doing all in option 3 plus making a comparison of model essays and/or learn more from other sources. The final question asked learners to state what else they wanted to learn about in the lesson or their suggestions for the next lesson. The results from the weekly surveys served to find any relevance between learners’ preparation for classes and their lesson objective completion as well as lesson understanding. This in turn helps identify learners’ learning habits compared to requirements from the flipped class and the importance of their learning prior to class. In addition, learners’ answers to the final question of each weekly survey gave suggestions to improve teaching for subsequent lessons. 
As for the interview, it aimed at pulling together possible challenges of language learners in general and IELTS writing learners in particular in the flipped environment. It consisted of nine questions focusing on problems learners may have in their learning in the flipped classroom and in the transition from the traditional to the flipped approach (see Appendix…). The compilation of these questions was based on the teacher’s observation throughout the course. In addition, probing questions were included to explore more problems hidden from the teachers’ awareness. 
The rapport built between the researcher and the learners ensured the openness of sharing in the interview and the engagement of the learners in their answers which promised interesting findings. Additionally, the close watch of the researcher, also the teacher of the class, on the delivery, learners’ reactions, attitudes, and performances was systematically carried out through teaching journals and weekly surveys to enhance learner’s preparation prior to class as well as to record problems and provide in time solutions.
After being collected, the weekly surveys are processed in Microsoft Excel while the final surveys’ data were input into SPSS 20 for analysis, and then into Excel for table making. As regards the interview, it was transcribed and translated into English before being coded in NVivo to create themes for problems in the transition from a traditional class to a flipped class. Partially, some of these themes arose from the observation of the teacher expressed in the teaching journal describing problems students raised during the learning process, which suggested which questions should be included in the post-course interview. Also, as the researcher probed for more information in the interviews, more themes were revealed in data analysis with NVivo.
3.2. Participants 
The participants were 20 learners in an IELTS class of level 3, working with the Complete IELTS bands 5.0-6.5 in an IELTS training program of five levels at an English center with the pseudo name ABC, in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. Most of them were students from secondary school to university. Through personal communication with the teachers at ABC, the researcher recognized that most teachers were teaching in traditional ways by giving lectures in class with exercises and writing practice in class and homework after class. Therefore, the research site and sample were appropriate for the study dealing with problems in the transition from a traditional to a flipped class. Learners came to class three times a week for ninety-minute classes, one of which was for learning writing. However, the numbers of participants for the different data collection stages were not stable. Weekly surveys depended on the attendance rates which varied between 3 and 19 learners depending on learners’ study load at school and the weather. There were 13 learners who came to the final class to attend the interview, and only 14 out of 20 learners responded to the post-course survey both online and offline after the course had finished.
3.3. The implementation of the flipped classroom
The main textbook was Complete IELTS bands 5-6.5 written by Brook-Hart and Jakeman (2012). Before class, the teacher gave video presentations or printed materials to teach learners how to write different parts of the essay. These video clips or documents may follow the sections in the book or may have a different structure. For example, when the teacher wanted to teach learners to write the introduction of writing task 2 or the overview of writing task 1, they had to devise an additional part and made video presentations or documents for them because there were no such contents in the textbook. In those materials, to stimulate learners’ critical thinking and help them develop flexibility in their expressions, the teacher asked learners to evaluate some pieces of writing, compare model answers, or suggest improvement for some sentences. Learners were expected to answer those questions, practice writing and compare their writing with model answers, one in their textbook and the other in the teacher’s videos or documents. Next, in class meetings, the teacher checked learners’ understanding of and preparation for the lecture by asking questions of explanations and comparisons. The learners answered the questions, asked questions that had arisen during their learning at home, wrote the whole essay within the time limit, and then received correction. Finally, after class, optional homework for hard-working learners was given and submitted in the following meeting.
4. Findings and discussion
This section is organized to answer the three research questions in the order aforementioned.
4.1.  Learners’ Perception of the Flipped IELTS Writing Class
The answer to the research question about the perception of learners of the flipped IETLS writing class is demonstrated through the analysis of the findings from 12 questions asking for the 10-level rating in the survey below.










Figure 1. 
Learners’ Rating of Different Aspects of the Flipped Classroom


According to figure 1, the most striking feature was that the highest ratings were given to the items on the usefulness of the teachers’ model answers and their feedback for learners’ essays, with the averages being 8.4 and 8.2 out of 10 respectively. This resounded Abe (2008) in the confirmation of the importance of model essays and teachers’ correction in IELTS learners’ perception. Besides, as regards error correction, when learners make mistakes, a survey mentioned in “A course in language teaching” (Ur, 2012, pp. 93-94) shows that learners preferred being corrected by the teacher rather than by friends. Therefore, in the study, the teacher collected learners’ homework to evaluate after class. To achieve that positive attitude towards the teacher’s feedback, a constructive, detailed advice for error correction, resources for weakness improvement, or even the teachers’ own sentences were given to replace the learners’ poorly written expressions. Besides, the teacher completely avoided criticism or negative comments while just providing praises where possible and suggesting corrections where needed. With concrete guidance and encouraging comments, the feedback seemed to create some motivation in learners.
Moreover, learners rated relatively low, at 5.7 out of 10, the item related to more investment of time for learning in the flipped class than in traditional ones, their propensity to spend more time on the flipped class, which coincided with the result from the study of Hung (2015). More positive was their rating at 7.1 for the efficiency of time used to enable more practice in the flipped class. In reality, more practice could be realized thanks to the time spent on answering questions and practicing writing before classes. The preference learners had for such before-class questions was shown in their rating of 6.9. As they mused upon the lecture during the week, faster writing in class could be achieved to allow more writing practice. Actually, the documents issued before class were heavier in content compared to the textbook because not only writing theories were demonstrated but also writing practice and at least an additional model answer was added to facilitate the development of writing flexibility. In a traditional class, these added sections would take time away from classroom writing practice, but the flipped class’s setting allowed more content to be processed (Mason et al., 2013) and improved the efficiency of time use of the course (Brown, 2015).
However, the notion of active learning, and independent learning received an average of advocacy from the survey participants with the rating of 5.4, and 5.6 respectively. This contrasts with findings from Hung (2015) who used a Web Quest to run a flipped class. In fact, active learning was proved to be supported in courses that offered online resources (M. J. Lage, G. J. Platt, & M. Treglia, 2000; Marrs & Novak, 2004), but these courses involved more complicated design of content on school websites. In the case of this study, the provision of video presentations made with PowerPoint or the printed documents alone seemed unattractive to learners compared to much more sophisticated learning resources used in other studies. This might negatively affect their engagement and active learning in the course. In addition, it seemed that learners were still not geared up for the flipped class, and the inertia of passiveness was still clear in their learning style in the transition from a traditional to flipped class. Most of the learners still wanted to passively receive help and had problems to actively search for knowledge. These experiences somehow explained the learners’ low preference for the flipped class against the traditional class, with the rating standing relatively low at 6.1.
Surprisingly, the video presentations seemed not as effective as the printed materials in before-class self-learning. The preference for the former was rated at only 5.8 while that for the latter was 6.6. The video presentation obviously demanded integrated skills of listening and reading while the PDF files only required learners to read at their own pace. Moreover, the huge load of information in the clip may cause acquisition difficulties for learners. However, most importantly, the clips were too long, going up to 15 minutes, and they did challenge learners’ patience as reported by Oblinger et al. (2005) and Nematollahi et al. (2015), especially when information laden parts of the clips required pausing, and rewinding.
Overall, besides the high appreciation for model answers and the teacher’s feedback, most learners had positive attitude about this teaching approach and advocated its efficiency in inverted time allotment for lectures and homework although they did not have much independent and active learning which may be because the quality of the multimedia resources provided did not meet their expectations.
4.2.  The influence of learners’ prior-to-class learning on their completion of lesson objectives and lesson understanding 

Table 1
Students’ Lesson Preparation Levels and the Average of Their Self-Rating of Lesson Objective Completion and Understanding of Lesson
	Levels of preparation/ Objective completion and lesson understanding
	Lesson objective completion (%)
	Understanding of lesson (%)

	Level 1: No preparation
	69
	71

	Level 2: Watch video/Read documents 
	72
	78

	Level 3: Watch video/Read documents + Practice writing
	84
	85

	Level 4: Watch video/Read documents + Practice writing + Compare essays/ learn from other sources
	80
	80



The objectives in these lessons were writing a complete essay in class and receiving some teacher’s feedback for parts of the essay. The objective was reasonable for many writing classes, but for 90-minute sessions of IELTS writing, it was a real challenge. Learners proved to struggle in meeting the time limit for each writing task. This made it extremely challenging to have some writing sections corrected in class and still have time for learners to finish their essays, especially when it came to individualization of feedback. The poor preparation prior to class was also partly attributed to the time-consuming question analysis and critical comparisons of different ways of responding to a specific question among learners. Such comparisons were required from learners as a reflection to the content they had learned before class meetings. Furthermore, the teacher always collected and gave feedbacks to writing products which were the outcomes of timed writing, and then presented a complete answer for the participants to base their completion of the lesson’s objective on.  After each lesson, students were asked to rate their lesson objective completion and lesson understanding on a scale of 10% to100%. The researcher also compared the completion of the writing products of each learner with their lesson objective completion ratings to confirm and found no abnormal discrepancy in their completion level of their actual writing products and their self-rating. The writing products of the learners for timed practice almost always got to the point where they could almost complete the essay body, but they sometimes could not afford the time to write the overview for task 1 and the conclusion for task 2. 
As is illustrated in table 1, there was a clear progress of students’ completion of lesson objectives and their understanding of lessons as they improved their preparation before class. In particular, when students did not watch the video presentations or read the printed documents prior to class (at level 1 of lesson preparation), they only finished 69% of the lesson objectives and understood 71% of the content of the day. These figures escalated to 72% and 78% respectively for those who had watched the videos and/or read the documents (level 2), and to a peak of 84% and 85% respectively for learners who had scrutinized the issued materials and had done the required writing practice before class (level 3). However, there was a drop to 80% in both objective completion and lesson understanding for those who reached level 4 of preparation. This could be because some students who went to the end of the preparation extreme had a low proficiency level, and if so, reaching the rate of 80% for these two aspects could be considered a success for them already. Another reason to explain this drop in learning efficiency was that each student had their own way to tackle the writing questions, and when the teacher required them to compare different approaches to the same questions, they might have been confused. Differences in the model answers were only found in ideas used to respond to the questions while the structure of an academic essay was kept the same. If the ideas in the answers are familiar to the learners, then their beliefs and opinions will be consolidated, and supported. However, if the questions ask them to change their viewpoints to look at the issue from another angle, they may be overwhelmed and lose track of their thinking or find themselves running after two hares. This result raised questions about the shortcomings of introducing different perspectives in approaching writing tasks for learners. However, to make this claim, more research is indeed necessary.
Table 2
The Comparison of the Objective Completion and Understanding of Lessons of Students Having Lesson Preparation of Levels 1, and 2 as well as 1 and 3
	
	
	Paired Differences
	t
	df
	Sig. (2-tailed)

	
	
	
	Std. Deviation
	Std. Error Mean
	95% Confidence Interval of the Difference
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	Lower
	Upper
	
	
	

	
	Completion level1 – Completion level 3
	-1.51888E1
	14.52249
	5.13448
	-27.32986
	-3.04764
	-2.958
	7
	.021

	
	Understand level1 – Understand level3
	-1.39787E1
	12.65178
	4.47308
	-24.55590
	-3.40160
	-3.125
	7
	.017

	
	Completion level 1 – Completion level 2
	-2.61400
	9.15678
	2.89563
	-9.16436
	3.93636
	-.903
	9
	.390

	
	Understand level 1 - Understand level 2
	-9.21500
	7.02435
	2.22129
	-14.23992
	-4.19008
	-4.148
	9
	.002



The outcomes of the paired sample T-tests in table 2 also justify the necessity of requesting students to practice writing prior to class. This finding resonated with the claim from Güvenç (2018), stating the importance of prior-to-class preparation. However, the relationship between preparation and objective completion as well as learners’ understanding of the lessons are further demonstrated in this study. In particular, the significance in the difference between the objective completion rate of students with no preparation and those with preparation level 3 was 0.021, while the figure for understanding the lesson was 0.017. Both numbers were much lower than 0.05 and thus indicated that when students watched the clips, read the documents and followed the instructions to practice writing, they ensured their high rates of objective completion and understanding of the lesson. As for the difference between students with no preparation (level 1) and those who just watched the clips or read the documents but ignored requirements for writing practice (level 2), no significant difference was found for lesson objective completion (p=0.390), but considerable discrepancy was spotted for lesson understanding (p=0.02). This proved that even when students did not have the marked difference in completion of the lesson objectives, their understanding of the lesson was much better if they had spent time on the learning with the materials before class. In brief, for students to deal well with the time constraint in IELTS writing tests and to enhance understanding of the lesson, writing practice before class should be achieved. This finding resonated with the claim from Güvenç (2018), stating the importance of prior-to-class  preparation.
4.3.  Learners’ Problems of the IELTS Writing Flipped Class and pedagogical recommendations 
The answer to the research questions of learners’ problems in the transition from a traditional to flipped class is clarified with findings from the interview, the post-course survey and the weekly surveys as follows. As 18 out of 19 learners stated in the first weekly survey that it was the first time they had learned with the flipped classroom, the challenges they faced in this first experience with the flipped course reflected the difficulties of the transition to the new teaching and learning approach from the traditional lecture-based instruction.
4.3.1. Technical problems. 
Being aware of the technical problems of connectivity, restriction of applications, and complexity of some educational applications as reported by Sierra (2015), the researcher used a Facebook close group which was a familiar platform for all the participants who usually watched video clips with their phones. Furthermore, the teacher used Camtasia to reduce file size to around 30 MB and checked the accessibility of the videos via cellphones after uploading them onto the Facebook closed group. However, in the post-course interview, 8 out of 13 learners still said in the interview that they could not watch the clips on mobile phones due to application incompatibility. Normally, teachers may take it for granted that learners will ask for help if they have problems of any kinds, but this technical problem was not raised by learners during the course. The lesson is that teachers should frequently ask learners if they have any technical problems regardless of how carefully they design the multimedia materials. Also, the discovery of difficulties in other aspects can be exposed for in-time solutions thanks to such problem checks.
4.3.2. Distraction from the online environment.  
In response to the question of whether learners were distracted when learning on Facebook which usually notified new activities from friends, 8 out of 13 learners admitted this problem. Some of their specific answers were:
It affects my atmosphere to have effective learning and my concentration when in Facebook there are activities that distract me (learner 9).
I will stop learning to check Facebook notification depending on whether the Facebook activity is interesting and important or not (learner 13).
The high frequency of Facebook use may increase the chances for learners to visit their class closed group because if such activities are not planned by the learners themselves, they will be notified by the teacher’s reminders, and interactions of friends on the content. However, the distraction of online social activities was unavoidable for many learners when they shift their attention fast among different tasks (Oblinger et al., 2005) with the bias on entertaining contents rather than academic ones. Therefore, it is advisable that tips for concentration be discussed in class to raise learners’ awareness to minimize this problem.
4.3.3. Passiveness in dealing with technical problems. 
Technical problems did happen among participants in this study as it did in the research done by Sierra (2015), but the passiveness in dealing with such challenges was palpable in this study. When having problems with viewing the videos on mobile devices, learners could have resolved application incompatibility easily by Google searching. However, the majority of them (8 out of 13 learners) did not take the initiative to solve this problem, but let it prolonged and cause them discomfort until the end of the course. This showed a passive approach to learning in most participants in relation to the traditional lecture-based classes where learners are expected to be provided with almost everything when they come to class. Consequently, when online materials failed to approach them, they ignored them during the whole course without feeling regretful of losing the opportunities to learn. 
4.3.4. Passiveness in lesson preparation.
In the survey’s open question, learners were asked to list the impacts of the learning style from the traditional class on the flipped classroom. Some selected answers are presented below.
The traditional way allows me to obtain all the knowledge of the class but it is hard to be active in studying them all in advance (learner 2).
I think that traditional class makes learners depend too much on the teacher, not discuss or exchange ideas much (learner 4).
	The central concern in the learners’ answers was the passiveness they believed to come from the traditional class. They might get too used to going to class unprepared and had mostly one-way communication in which teacher told them what to do. Therefore, when shifting to the flipped class, even though the teacher emphasized the importance of the pre-class learning, saying that they would not teach in class what was in the prescribed videos and documents, a fraction of the learners still came to class unprepared. That problem was described in more detail in the summary of the weekly surveys below.
Table 3
Learners’ Self-rating of Their Preparation, Lesson Objective Completion, and Lesson Understanding
	Item/Week
	W 2
	W 3
	W 4
	W 5
	W 6
	W 8
	W10
	W11
	W13
	W14
	W15

	Prepared learners (%)
	53
	58
	76
	71
	100
	57
	53
	63
	73
	73
	73

	Lesson objective completion (%)
	75
	55
	66
	69
	67
	82
	79
	79
	79
	66
	74

	Lesson understanding (%)
	78
	71
	79
	79
	67
	85
	73
	79
	83
	71
	75



As is shown in table 3, the proportion of learners coming to class with some preparation ranged from 53% to 100%. In fact, the majority of them just watched the clip or read the material without answering the questions or practicing writing before class. Those who had done some self-learning before class time made up the proportions ranging from 53% to 76% in most classes. The data showed that around one fourth to a half of the class went to class without any preparation although they were well aware that they would miss the lecture section.
This influence from the traditional class may be more severe because learners only had the flipped class for the writing lessons, which accounted for just one third of the course duration. For other skills, other teachers still applied traditional teaching. Therefore, the transition from the traditional to the flipped class is expected to be more effective in changing learning habits when the teaching of all four skills is turned into the flipped approach.
4.3.5. Lack of self-discipline and autonomy.  
In the survey open question about the impacts of the learning style from the traditional class to the flipped class, the theme of self-discipline and autonomy was summarized with the following answers.
It depends on the subject and learner interest in that subject, teacher’s teaching (in face-to-face class), and in whether exercises are reasonable or not because learner autonomy is limited (learner 3).
Perhaps, the traditional way makes learners more passive in learning. It requires high self-discipline from learners and makes learners sleepy when attending class if they didn’t prepare for the lessons (learner 11).
Through the answers above, some learners showed their awareness of the importance and also the shortage of self-discipline as pointed out by Larcara (2014), and the lack of autonomy for their success in the flipped class. The first part of every meeting was devoted to Question-and-Answer session, but many learners still did not participate. This might be because most of the time, the teacher asked questions to the whole class and thus downplayed the necessary pressure put on individuals. However, oral questions and answers sessions could not check understanding of each learner as effectively as quizzes did. Therefore, quizzes should have come before learners’ discussion in unison.
4.3.6. Lack of learning motivation.  
In the interview, the learners were asked if they had too much freedom to be motivated to prepare for the lesson before class, their answers were grouped as follows.
I have the short video, I think it takes me only 5 or 10 minutes to watch it, so I do not have any motivation to watch it. It is like having no environment to learn (learner 9). 
I think it is my duty to learn, so I actively carry out my learning. I think you are too easygoing. If we make the same mistakes, there should be punishments like paying a fine (learner 13).
Ten out of thirteen learners raised their hands saying that they felt too free and lacked the motivation to learn. It seems the motivation only worked for a few learners who prepared for class and had their problems raised and resolved in meetings while the majority were only coping with the teacher. However, for those who were not motivated enough, they seemed to take the problem of learning stimuli as their own, and thus did not comment in the weekly meeting surveys on what the teacher should do to improve it. It was not until the end of the course that they revealed the lack of motivation through the interview. The solution to this challenge was also raised by one learner saying that the teacher should be stricter and apply some rules and punishments to encourage more learning efforts from learners. The underlying message is that teachers should not count on the learners’ autonomy or self-discipline in learning, but strong measures should be taken to give learners necessary tension during the course. 
In addition, their motivation was also reduced by the video presentations which were challenging for learners to follow. 
I think when you present fast, the knowledge will just pass us by, and not much stays. As for me, I see that rewinding the clip many times is like rewinding the movie again and again... Rewinding in that way is very boring for me (learner 11).
Due to the rich information of the video presentations, it requires learners to strictly follow the instructions such as pausing, answering questions, or comparing writing pieces. Every instruction in the video had its own objectives but requiring learners to pause and do something did not seem a familiar activity to do when watching a clip. However, if learners do not do so, they will not fully understand the lecture. In that case they needed to rewind the missing parts, and thus felt demotivated when the rewinding happened so frequently. An important point to keep in mind is that the purpose of the video presentations or any other forms of materials is to encourage replay or reread, not frequent rewind. Therefore, the lesson learned from this incident is that the information in each clip should be kept as simple as possible for learners’ digestion of the new knowledge. To do so, a presentation for one lesson can be cut into separate clips of 5-7 minutes presenting a single issue each. When the lesson is dissected, each part will be dealt with separately, which ensures more focus on the presentation and explanation, and thus becomes easier to follow. This implication coincided with the confirmation about the short span of concentration in net generation by Oblinger et al. (2005), which suggested the briefness of lesson clips. Moreover, from the discovery of learners’ unwillingness to rewind or rewatch the instructional videos, it is advisable for teachers to design the summary of the clip and simple questions at the end to check learners’ understanding of it.
4.3.7. Weak self-learning skill.      
In the interview, when asked if they had discomfort waiting to meet the teacher to ask questions arising during their learning at home, two learners said that they felt uncomfortable at that time but either forgot the problem or skipped it. That is the sign of weak self-learning skill. Instead of writing a comment to ask the teacher and friends for explanation, searching in Google for the answer or even noting down the questions to ask in class meetings, they completely avoided tackling the problem. This learning behavior was strongly linked to the learning passiveness. Additionally, in the interview, 7 out of 13 participants, most of whom were secondary and high school learners, admitted that their weak self-learning skill negatively affected their learning in the course. However, to curb this problem, besides a good motivation scheme, learners should be advised to raise questions in Facebook as soon as they have difficulties understanding something so as not to forget it. By doing this, teachers can answer them during the week and have even more time for practice in class due to a reduction of time for problem solving.
4.3.8. Insufficient English listening skill.  
Following are the learners’ responses to the question of whether they had difficulties understanding the video presentations uploaded to their Facebook closed group. 
Yes, maybe because of my poor vocabulary and the speed of the recording is quite high... It is hard to follow the clip (Learner 9).
Yes, it is challenging but mostly because of the lack of time to read and listen again to the video presentation. In the first time watching I can follow the clips, but it is a little fast (Learner 8).
As asserted by the learners, some of them found it challenging to cope with the speed of the video presentation but this is hard to believe since that was the normal speaking speed the teacher had in class. Therefore, the problem was more likely because of the huge load of information dispersed in a short time. However, it was also related to the weak listening skill of learners who did not understand some parts of the presentation or failed to fully understand the logical flow and the overall message of it. After all, deep understanding of a lecture posits that learners should be good at listening. This, however, strongly suggested that teachers should make video clips with a reasonable speed of speaking for the average learners when classes are expected to be heterogeneous with various levels of proficiency.
4.3.9. Preference for silent learning.  
In the interview, 5 learners said they preferred learning with discussions, and 5 others said they preferred learning in silence while 3 said it depended on the situation. However, up to 8 among 13 learners advocated the use of paper book instead of online materials, and 10 out of 13 learners showed preference for PDF files rather than video presentations. The reason for a strong support for the silent mode of learning materials was somehow described below.
Sometimes when watching the clip, I just hear the words which do not really stay in my mind. PDF files are more effective than video presentations (learner 9).
	Moreover, the preference for silent learning mode and for the “silent” materials of printed documents justified the benefits that silent learning can bring to learners as advocated by Caranfa (2004). Therefore, the issue of silent learning is worth considering in the flipped classroom where the provision of both the video presentations and the PDF files should be given to both types of learners who like silent learning and interactive learning.
	This preference for PDF files may also be due to the workplace rules of working learners as the one asserted below.
For working people, books and printed documents are more convenient because when we go to work, like I work in a bank, we cannot use Facebook from our computers and cell phones (learner 12).
She added 
I think the lesson is not too complicated that needs much explanation to make videos for. (She supported using PDF files)
Therefore, it can be summarized that most learners would prefer to work with printed files which allowed them to retain information, and which were more suitable for office workers who sometimes learn English in their offices.
5. Conclusion
The study explored the perceptions of learners in many aspects of the flipped IELTS writing class at ABC language center in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. It also emphasized the influence of learners’ pre-class preparation on their rates of lesson objective completion and lesson understanding and figured out challenges of learners when shifting from traditional lectured-based to a flipped class. The results indicate that the advantages of model answers, the teacher’s feedback, time efficiency, individualization for learning, and before-class questions for critical thinking were confirmed. However, independent and active learning was not promoted by learners, and video presentations were considered less helpful than printed documents. Additionally, the quality of the video or other materials played a central role in encouraging learners’ engagement, and active learning to promote full effects of the flipped class. Moreover, the necessity of writing practice before class was found to be crucial for promoting understanding and completion of the lesson objectives. As regards the transition from a traditional to a flipped class, the findings pointed out 9 problems namely: technical problems, distraction from the online environment, passiveness in dealing with technical problems, passiveness in lesson preparation, lack of self-discipline and autonomy, shortage of learning motivation and learning environment, weak self-learning skills, poor English listening skill, and the preference for silent learning. 
6. Limitations and recommendations
The study has a number of limitations including the small body of participants, the regular attrition of the researcher for weekly data collection, and the fluctuated attendance rates of learners throughout the course. Also, excluding 2 weeks for the midterm test and final test, in 14 weeks of teaching, only 11 weeks had flipped class, while three other weeks were conducted in the traditional approach for mid-term test’s error correction and actual test practice. To improve the study, the aforementioned limitations should be resolved. Moreover, the poor rates of before-class preparation and low motivation as well as active learning may negatively impact the effectiveness of the flipped classroom. Besides, the outcomes of the flipped IELTS writing class at the center have not been measured.
From the limitation of this study, it is recommended that other studies be done in teaching IELTS at language centers utilizing better designed videos and collaborative learning before and after class. Besides, more research into the differences between the influences of teacher’s feedbacks and peer feedbacks of the flipped classroom on learners’ learning engagement and performance should be carried out. Besides, low preparation rate in some lessons suggested the necessity to have studies about effective motivational scheme in the flipped classroom to promote active and independent learning as well as learners’ autonomy to overcome inertia pertaining to traditional classes. Finally, experimental researches should be implemented to measure the effectiveness of delivering a flipped IELTS writing course at a language center.
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Appendix A
An Example of a Weekly Survey

WEEK 3: Sep 5			CLASSROOM SURVEY
Lesson objectives: Complete writing one task 2 and receive some necessary feedback
1. Please circle the percentage of your completion of the lesson objective above: 
10%	20%	30%	40%	50%	60%	70%	80%	90% 	100%
0. How much do you understand the lesson today?
	10%	20%	30%	40%	50%	60%	70%	80%	90% 	100%
0. Please circle your level of preparation for the lesson before coming to class:   
A. No preparation
B. Watched the slides or read the textbook/documents for the unit but did not practice writing
C. Watched the slides/ read the documents and practiced writing according to the slides/documents
D. Watched the slides, compared with the essays in the textbook or learn more from other sources, and practiced writing
4. What else would you like the teacher to do to better your learning?
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Appendix B
Questionnaire for Learners' Experience with the Flipped Classroom
Dear learners,
I am conducting a survey to know more about your experience of learning with the flipped classroom in our IELTS writing class. Please answer the following questions. Your information will serve the purpose of this study only, and will be kept confidential. Thank you very much. 
Questions 1-12: Circle your answers from 1: Completely Disagree      10: Completely Agree
	ITEMS
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	LEARNING MATERIALS

	1. I like the video presentations given before class
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	2. I like the Microsoft word/ PDF documents given before class
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	3. The teachers’ model essays are useful for my learning
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	4. Questions in the materials given before class are intellectually stimulating
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	LEARNING ACTIVITIES

	5. I feel a need to learn for myself, not depending on the teacher’s instruction
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	6. I actively prepared questions and raised them to my teacher in class
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	7. I feel I am encouraged to write with my own ideas
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	8. The flipping of lectures and writing practice is time-efficient for me to have more writing practice.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	9. The teacher’s feedback help me improve my writing
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	OVERALL EXPERIENCE

	10. I spend more time learning in flipped classroom than in traditional class
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	11. I prefer to learn IELTS writing with flipped classroom more than with traditional class
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	12. Overall,  I am satisfied with the course
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10


Please provide detailed answers to the following questions:
13. How much do you think the learning habit of traditional class affect you in your learning? In what way? 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
14. Do you think flipped classroom is more efficient or less efficient in improving your writing skill than traditional class for IELTS writing? Why?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
15. What should be done to better the course with flipped classroom?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Thank you very much!

Appendix C
Interview Questions
1. In the first few lessons, did you find it hard to understand the video presentations due to difficulties in listening to my recorded voice or due to new vocabulary or something else? When you had problems understanding, did you rewind to get it?
2. Did you have any technical difficulties accessing the files I uploaded onto Facebook?
3. Were you distracted when learning on Facebook which usually notifies you with new activities from friends?
4. Did you find that you multitasked when learning with electronic learning devices like computers or cell phones, unlike when you learn with books and paper documents?
5. Do you feel too much freedom to force you to learn and prepare lessons before coming to class? When you prepared for the lesson before class, what benefits did you enjoy? Should you do this preparation? Do you think you need strict rules and disciplines from your teacher to help you learn better?
6. Do you prefer to learn by collaborative discussions or silent self-exploration? When watching video presentations in which the teacher talked nonstop, did you feel confused? 
7. Do you think that 20-minute presentations are too long? Do you want to cut them shorter? How short is reasonable for you? Should the presentation be divided into 5-7 minute parts of introduction, body, and conclusion?
8. When self-learning at home, did you ever feel uncomfortable when you had some questions but you had to wait until coming to class to ask the teacher?
9. Do you find that you are not good at self-learning and this negatively affect your learning with flipped class?




OVERALL SATISFACTION	I PREFER FLIPPED THAN TRADITIONAL CLASS	I SPENT MORE TIME IN FLIPPED CLASS THAN IN TRADITIONAL CLASS	I LIKE TEACHER'S FEED BACK	FLIPPED CLASS'S TIME EFFICIENCY ALLOWED MORE WRITING PRACTICE	FLIPPED CLASS ENCOURED PERSONAL IDEAS	I ACTIVELY PREPARED FOR CLASS AND ASKED MORE QUESTIONS	FLIPPED CLASS ENCOURAGED MY INDEPENDENT LEARNING	I LIKE BEFORE-CLASS QUESTIONS	I FOUND THE MODEL ESSAYS USEFUL	I LIKE PRINTED DOCUMENTS	I LIKE VIDEO PRESENTATIONS	7.6	6.1	5.7	8.1999999999999993	7.1	6.5	5.4	5.6	6.9	8.4	6.6	5.8	




