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Preface

This is a book about teaching that puts learning in the centre of the
frame. Teaching and learning are not two sides of the same coin, but are
essentially .different activities, although they both take place in the
public arena of the classroom. This book aims to help readers to make
teaching more effective, by attending to learning and the inner mental
world of the learner, and by ther understanding how classroom
activities and teacher decisions can create, or limit, children’s opportu-
aities for learning.

Teaching foreign languages to young children, which in this book will
mean those between five and rwelve years of age, has been happening
for a long time; in many African and Asian countries, primary children
have long been taught French or English as preparation for their use as
a medium of instruction. -In Europe and South America, the last ten
years have seen an explosion of English classes, both in state systems
and in private language schools. While the recent surge of interest has
led to the publicarion of methodology bocks {e.g. Brewster et al. 1992;
Dunn 1984; Halliwell 1992; Moon zo000; Phillips 1994; Scott and
Yuweberg 1990), an accompanying debate about theoretical and research
issues has been largely absent (but see Rixon 1999, some chapters of
Kennedy and Jarvis 1991, and Brumfit, Moon and Tongue 1991). This
book aims to provide teachers, and trainers of teachers, of foreign
languages to young learners with a useful and workable theoretical
framework and set of principles in which they can embed and develop
their practice. In that it can be sald to be initiating a much needed
process of developing an applied linguistics for teaching foreign lan-
guages to young learners.

The professionalism of teachers of young learners requires an under-
pinning of theoretical knowledge that can help counteract prevalent
misunderstandings of the job. These misunderstandings are not just
annoying but they may contribute, I believe, to a continuing devalua-
tion of teaching languages at primary level. Theorising the teaching of
young learners has an important role to play in compleéxifying over-
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Preface

simplifications about working with children and thereby increasing the
quality of foreign language education.

Misunderstandings about teaching young leamers (1):
teaching children is straightforward -

In many societies, teaching children is seen as an extension of mothering
rather than as an intellectual enterprise. Teachers at primary level are
then often given less training, lower status, and lower pay, than their
colleagues in the same educational system who teach teenagers or
adults. .

Children do have a less complicated view of the world than older
children and adults, but this fact does not imply that teaching children
is simple or straightforward. On the contrary, the teacher of children
needs to be highly skilled to reach into children’s worlds and lead them
to develop their understandings towards more formal, more extensive
and differently organised concepts. Primary teachers need ro understand
how children make sense of the world and how they learn; they need
skills of analysing learning tasks and of using language to teach new
ideas to groups and classes of children. '

Teaching languages to children needs all the skills of the good
primary teacher in managing children and keeping them on task, plus a
knowledge of the language, of language teaching, and of language
fearning.

Misunderstandings about teaching young learners {2):
children only need to learn simple language

It is also misleading to think that children will only learn simple
language, such as colours and numbers, nursery rhymes and songs, and
talking about themselves. Of course, if that is all they are taught, that
will be all that they can learn. But children can always do more than we
think they can; they have huge learning potential, and the foreign
language classroom does them a disservice if we do not exploit that
potential. Teachers often tell me that they worry about their ‘slow
learners’. When I talk to the children and watch lessons, I do see some
children struggling with written English, but more often I see “fast’
learners who already know most of the vocabulary in their text books
and are keen to use their English to talk about international topics like
football, pop music and clothes. Many children around the world,
including those who live in isolated communities, become part of a
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- global community of English language users when they watch television
and use computers. Children need more than ‘simple’ language in the
sense that only ‘simple’ topics are covered. Children are interested, or
can be interested, in topics that are complicated (like dinosaurs and
evolution}, difficult (like how computers work), and abstract (like why
people pollute their own environment or commit crimes). This is one
reason why, in this book, I avoid taking a so-called ‘child-centred’
approach, and adopt instead a learning-centred approach, hoping to
avoid patronising children by assuming limits to their interests.

- There is a second way in which childrgn need more than ‘simple’
language, and that is in terms of language structures. It is becoming
clearer and clearer that first language development builds from a lexical
base, and that grammar emerges from lexical and communicative
development. Children use supposedly “difficult’ structures in their first
languages as part of their lexical repertoires. In foreign language
teaching, some syllabuses for primary children look rather like watered-
down secondary syllabuses, which present children with just a few of
the structures typically found early on 4t secondary level, such as the
Present Continuous tense for describing current actions, Simple Present
for describing habitual action, and prepositions. In this way, adding on
primary level language teaching in a school system merely stretches out
what has been done before over a longer period of time. It may be more
fruitful to consider the possibility of primary level language teaching
providing children with a broad discourse and lexical syllabus, that then
changes focus as they move into later stages. If children learn a foreign
language from the age of 5 or 6 until they leave school at about 16 years
old, there is time to be imaginative with the syllabus and methodology,
changing as the child changes and grows. This prospect should be of
interest and concern to secondary sectors too; as language learning
begins at younger and younger ages, children will arrive in secondary
classrooms with much higher and more diverse levels of the foreign
language than teachers will have been accustomed to.

The organisation of the book

The book starts with a review of learning theories and language learning
research that offer insights in how to think about young children
learning a foreign language (FL). A central principle for teaching young
learners is that children should be supported in constructing meaning
for every activity and language use in the FL classroom, and that
understanding is essential for effective learning. From this, the second
chapter focuses on tasks and activities, and the language learning
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opportunities they create. It develops a set of principles and 2 frame-
work that teachers can use to analyse language teaching tasks and
activities from a learning perspective. Chapter 3 attends to the language
that is the content of teaching, and starts from the premise that young
learners will work mostly with the spoken language. Vocabulary and
discourse are taken as offering the most meaningful ways into a foreign
language, and children’s use of these in the foreign language are
‘discussed through analysis of classroom data from Norway. Different
types of spoken language practice activities are described. _

Chapter 4 takes vocabulary as a starting point and links vocabulary
development in the foreign’ language to children’s conceptual develop-
ment. Grammar is the topic of Chapter 5; the place of grammar in
young learner classrooms is discussed in terms of children’s emergent
understandings of the FL system and how activities can support this
without confusing children by going beyond their cognitive capabilities
at different ages.

Chapter 6 deals with literacy in the foreign language, with a
particular focus on the early stages of leamning to read. This is a
complex area with little research evidence available, and suggestions for
practice are made based on current thinking in Lx (first language)
reading and theoretical analysis of cross-linguistic factors.

Chapters 7 and 8 consider the discourse-level approaches of stories
and theme-based learning. They apply the ideas of earlier chapters,
bringing them together to explore how these approaches can best help
language learning. In Chapter g, the sometimes controversial topic of
the use of the mother tongue and target language in the FL classroom is
tackled from a learning-centred viewpoint. By looking at the functions
of langunage use, I suggest how teachers might switch between languages
with the deliberate aim of supporting language development.

Chapter 10 identifies issues in the assessment of FL learning by
children, and deals in some depth with classroom-based assessment.
"The final chapter returns to the big issues in teaching young learners,
some of which have knock-on impact on language teaching more
generally. 1 set out an agenda for curriculum design, for research into
early language learning, and for further theory development, hoping
that this will help develop this new and exciting field further.

A note on which language is the foreign language is needed. My own
foreign language teachihg experience is restricted to English, as will be
obvious from the data and examples used in the book. Much of the
book will be applicable to the teaching of other languages to children,
and where this is the case, I talk more generally in terms of ‘the foreign
language’. In some sections that involve language-specific analysis, the
discussions will apply only to English: for example, in Chapter 6 where
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. literacy in English is explored. I apologise for being unable to offer
alternatives to English at these points and trust that those interested in
the teaching of languages other than English will carry out analyses of
these languages to fill the gap. The differences between English and
other languages that emerge in this process will be important for the
development of language teaching.

Teachers of young learners may, I suspect, have more fun, as well as
more frustration, than teachers of older learners. Throughout my life in

- education I bave found that working with children continually surprises
and offers new perspectives, even on the most profound or theoretical
ideas. I hope that theorising and developing the teaching of young
learners may likewise challenge and offer new ways of thinking to
longer-established areas of applied linguistics and language teaching.
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.1 Children learning a foreign language

1.1 Taking a learning-centred perspective

What is different about teaching a foreign language to children, in
contrast to teaching adults or adolescents? Some differences are imme-
diately obvious: children are often more enthusiastic and lively as
learners. They want to please the teacher rather than their peer group.
They will have a go at an activity even when they don’t quite understand
why or how. However, they also lose interest more quickly and are less
able to keep themselves motivated on tasks they find difficult. Children
do not find it as easy to use language to talk about language; in other
words, they do not have the same access as older learners to meta-
language that teachers can use to explain about grammar or discourse.
Children often seem less embarrassed than adults at talking in a new
language, and their lack of inhibition seems to help them get a more
native-like accent. But these are generalisations which hide the detail of
different children, and of the skills involved in teaching them. We need
to unpack the generalisations to find out what lies underneath as
characteristic of children as language learners. We will find that
important differences do arise from the linguistic, psychological and
social development of the learners, and that, as a result, we need to
adjust the way we think about the language we teach and the classroom
activities we use. Although conventional language teaching terms like
‘grammar’ and ‘listening’ are used in connection with the young learner
classroom, understanding of what these mean to the children who are
learning them may need to differ from how they are understood in
mainstream language teaching.

In the learning-centred perspective taken in this book, knowledge
about children’s learning is seen as central to effective teaching.
Successful lessons and activities are those that are tuned to the learning
needs of pupils, rather than to the demands of the next text-book unit,
or to the interests of the teacher. I distinguish a learning-centred
perspective from ‘learner-centred’ teaching. Learner-centred teaching
places the child at the centre of teacher thinking and curriculum
planning. While this is a great improvement on placing the subject or
the curriculum at the centre, I have found that it is not enough. In
centring on the child, we risk losing sight of what it is we are trying to
do in schools, and of the enormous potential that lies beyond the child.
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Imagine 2 child standing at the edge of a new country that represents
new ideas and all that can be learnt; ahead of the child are paths
through valleys and forests, mountains to be climbed and cities to be
explored. The child, however, may not be aware of the vast possibilities
on offer, and, being a child, may either be content with the first stream
or field s/he comes across, or may rush from one new place to the next
without stopping to really explore any. If a teacher’s concern is centred
on the child, there is a temptation to stay in that first place or to follow
the child. I have seen too many classrooms where learners are enjoying
themselves on intellectually undemanding tasks bur failing to learn as
much as they might. The time available in busy school timetables for
language teaching is too short to waste on activities that are fun but do
not maximise learning. The teacher has to do what the child may not be
able to do: to keep in sight the longer view, and move the child towards
increasingly demanding challenges, so that no learning potential is
wasted. A learning-centred perspective on teaching will, I believe, help
us to do that more effectively.

In this chapter I give an overview of theory and research relevant to
children’s language learning. The field of teaching young learners,
particularly in teaching English, has expanded enormously in the last xo
years but is only just beginning to be researched. We need therefore to
draw on work from beyond language classrooms: in child development,
in learning theory, in first language development, and in the develop-
ment of a second language in bilingual contexts. Implications for
teaching young learners are taken from each of these and used to
establish guiding principles and a theoretical framework to be devel-
oped in the rest of the book. I begin with the work of two of the major
theorists in developmental psychology, Piaget and Vygotsky, high-
lighting key ideas from their work that can inform how we think of the
child as a language learner.

1.2 Piaget

1.2.1 The child as active learner

Piaget’s concern was with how young children function in the world that
surrounds them, and how this influences their mental development. The
child is seen as continually interacting with the world around her/him,
solving problems that are presented by the environment. Ir is through
taking action to solve problems that learning occurs. For example, a very
voung child might encounter the problem of how to get food from her
bow! into her mouth. In solving the problem, with a spoon or with

2
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fingers, the child learns the muscle control and direction-finding needed
to feed herself. The knowledge that results from such action is not
imitated or in-born, but is actively constructed by the child.

What happens early on with concrete objects, continues to happen in
the mind, as problems are confronted internally, and action taken to
solve them or think them' through. In this way, thought is seen as
deriving from actiom; action is internalised, or carried out mentally in
the imagination, and in this way thinking develops. Piaget gives a much
less important role to language in cognitive development than does
Vygotsky. It is action, rather than the development of the first language
which, for Piaget, is fundamental to cognitive development.

Piagetian psychology differentiates two ways in which development
can take place as a result of activity: assimilation and accommodation.
Assimilation happens when action takes place without any change to the
child; accommodation involves the child adjusting to features of the
environment in some way. Returning to the example of feeding, let’s
imagine what might happen when a child, who has learnt to use a spoon,
is presented with a fork to eat with. She may first use the fork in just the
same way as the spoon was used; this is assimilation of the new tool to
existing skills and knowledge. When the child realises that the prongs of
the fork offer new eating opportunities - spiking food rather than just
‘spooning’ it — accommodation occurs; the child’s actions and knowledge
adapt to the new possibility and something new is created. These two
adaptive processes, although essentially different, happen together.
Assimilation and accommodation are initially adaptive processes of
behaviour, but they become processes of thinking. Accommodation is
an important idea that has been taken into second language learning
under the label ‘restructuring’, used to refer to the re-organisation of
mental representations of a language (McLaughlin 1992). We will
encounter it again when we consider the development of grammar.

From a Piagetian viewpoint, a child’s thinking develops as gradual
growth of knowledge and intellectual skills towards a final stage of
formal, logical thinking. However, gradual growth is punctuated with
certain fundamental changes, which cause the child to pass through a
series of stages. At each stage, the child is capable of some types of
thinking but still incapable of others. In particular, the Piagetian end-
point of development — thinking that can manipulate formal abstract
categories using rules of logic — is held to be unavailable to children
before they reach 11 years of age or more.

The experimental studies used to support Piaget’s theories have been
criticised for not being sufficiently child-friendly, and for underesti-
mating what children are capable of. In a series of ingenious experi-
ments, Margaret Donaldson and her colleagues have convincingly
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shown that when appropriate language, objects and tasks are used, very
young children are capable of many of the ways of thinking that Piaget
held too advanced for them, including formal, logical -thought
{(Donaldson 1978). These results undermine some of Piaget’s theoretical
views, particularly the notion of discrete stages and the idea that
children cannot do certain things if they have not yet ‘reached’ that
stage. An example of how stage theory can lead to restricting children’s
Jearning occurred in the UK in the late x970s and early 1980s. Before
childeen were allowed to start writing sentences, they had to complete
sets of ‘writing readiness’ activities that worked on part-skills. In
spending so long on writing patterns and bits of letter shapes, they were
missing out on the more holistic experiences that also help children
understand the purposes of writing as communication. ‘

An important dimension of children’s lives that Piaget neglects is the
social; it is the child on his or her own in the world that concerns him,
rather than the child in communication with adults and other children.
As we will see, Vygotsky’s ideas give a much greater priority to social
interaction.

1.2.2 Implications of Piagetian theory for language leaming

The child as sense-maker

We can take from Piaget the very important idea of the child as an
active learner and thinker, constructing his or her own knowledge from
working with objects or ideas. Donaldson’s work emphasises that

(the child) actively tries to make sense of the world . . . asks
questions, . . . wants to know . . . Also from a very early stage,
the child has purposes and intentions: he wants to do. (Donald-~
son 1978: 86, my emphasis)

Children also seek out intentions and purposes in what they see other
people deing, bringing their knowledge and experience to their attempts
to make sense of other people’s actions and Janguage. Realising that
children are active ‘sense-makers’, but that their sense-making is limited
by their experience, is a key to understanding how they respond to tasks
and activities in the language classroom that we will use throughout this
book.

The world as offering opportunities for leaming

If we take Piaget’s idea that children adapt through experiences with
objects in their environment, and turn it around, we can see how that
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environment provides the setting for development through the opportu-
nities it offers the child for action. Transferring this idea metaphorically
to thé abstract world of learning and ideas, we can think of the
classroom and classroom activities as creating and offering opportu-
nities to learners for learning. This view coincides with ‘ecological’
thinking that sees events and activities as offering affordances or
opportunities for use and interaction that depend on who is involved
(Gibson 1979): for example, to a human being, a tree ‘affords’ shelter
from the rain or firewood, to a bird, the same tree ‘affords’ a nest site or
buds to eat.

1.3 Vygotsky

1.3.1 The child as social

Vygotsky’s views of development differ from Piaget’s in the importance
he gives to language and to other people in the child’s world. Although
Vygotsky’s theory is currently most noted for his central focus on the
social, and modern developments are often labelled ‘sociocultural
theory’, he did not. neglect the individual or individual cognitive
development. The development of the child’s first langnage in the
second year of life is held to generate a fundamental shift in cognitive
development. Language provides the child with a new tool, opens up
new opportunities for doing things and for organising information
through the use of words as symbols. Young children can often be heard
talking to themselves and organising themselves as they carry out tasks
or play, in what is called private speech. As children get older they speak
less and less aloud, and differentiate between social speech for others
and ‘inner speech’, which continues to play an important fole in
regulating and coritrolling behaviour (Wertsch 1985). Adults sometimes
resort to speaking aloud when faced with a tricky task, like finding the
way to an unfamiliar place, verbalising to help themselves think and
recall: Turn left then right at the roundabout . . .

In considering the early speech of infants and its development into
language, Vygotsky (1962) distinguishes the outward talk and what is
happening in the child’s mind. The infdnt begins with using single
words, but thesé words convey Whole messages: when a child says juice,
s/he may mean I want some more juice or my juice bas spilt. As the
child’s language develops, the whole undivided thought message can be
broken down into smaller units and expressed by putting together
words that are now units of talk. :

Underlying Vygotskyan theory is the central observation that
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development and learning take place in a social context, i.e. in a world
full of other people, who interact with the child from birth onwards.
Whereas for Piaget the child is an active learner alone in a world of
objects, for Vygotsky the child is an active learner in a world full of
other people. Those people play important roles in helping children to
learn, bringing objects and ideas to their attention, talking while playing
and about playing, reading stories, asking questions. In a whole range
of ways, adults mediate the world for children and make it accessible to
them. The.ability to learn through instruction and mediation is char-
acteristic of human intelligence. With the help of adults, children can do
and understand much more than they can on their own. To illustrate
this idea, let’s return to the example of the baby learning to feed herself
with a spoon. At some point in learning to use a spoon to eat with, the
baby may be able to get the spoon in the food and can put a spoonful of
food in her mouth, but cannot quite manage the middle step of filling
the spoon with food. A helpful adult may assist the baby with the
difficult part by putting his hand over the baby’s and guiding it in filling
the spoon. In this way, adult and child together achieve what the baby
was unable to do by herself, and the baby receives some useful training
in turning the spoon at the angle needed to get hold of the food. Before
long the baby will master this step and can be left to do the whole
feeding process by herself. The adult could have helped the baby in
‘many different ways, including just doing it all to save time and mess!
The kind of spoon-filling help, targeted at what the baby can nearly but
not quite do herself, is seen as particularly useful in promoting develop-
ment; filling the spoon with food was an action in the baby’s zoxe of
proximal development (or ZPD). We can note before we leave this
example that parents are often very ‘tuned-in’ to their own children and
know exactly what help is needed next, and that skilful teachers also
manage to do this in a class of thirty or more different ZPDs.

Vygotsky used the idea of the ZPD to give a new meaning to
‘intelligence’. Rather than measuring intelligence by what a child can do
alone, Vygotsky suggested that intelligence was better measured by
what a child can do with skilled help. Different children at the same
point in development will make different uses of the same help from an
adult. Take as an example seven or eight year olds learning to do
arithmetic and perhaps meeting subtraction problems for the first time.
For some pupils, 2 demonstration by the teacher using counting bricks
may be all they need to grasp the idea and do other sums of the same
type. Others will be able to do the same sum again but not be able to
generalise to other sums. In foreign language learning, we might
imagine children listening to the teacher model a new question: Do you
like swimming? and being encouraged to ask similar questions. One
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. child may be able to use other phrases he has leamt previously and say
Do you like drinking orange juice? whereas another may be able to
repeat Do you like swimming? and yet another would have trouble
repeating it accurately. In each case, the ZPD, or what the ¢hild can do
with the help of the adule is different; this, Vygotsky suggested, is a
more useful measure of intelligence or ability.

Learning to do things and learning to think are both helped by
interacting with an adult. Vygotsky saw the child as first doing things
in a social context, with other people and language helping in various
ways, and gradually shifting away from reliance on others to indepen-
dent action and thinking. This shift from thinking aloud and talking
through what is being done, to thinking inside the head, is called:
internalisation. Wertsch (1985) emphasises that internalisation for
Vygotsky was not just a transfer but also a transformarion; being able
to think about something is qualitatively different from being able to
do it. In the internalising process, the interpersonal, joint talk and
joint activity, later becomes imtrapersonal, mental action by one
individual.

1.3.2 Implications of Viygotskyan theory for language learning

Words and meanings

The importance of the word as uait has been downplayed by those who
have developed Vygotsky’s theories (e.g. Lantolf 2c00). However, I
believe that words do have a special significance for children learning a
new language. The word is a recognisable linguistic unit for children in
their first language and so they will notice words in the new language.
Often too we teach children ‘words in the new language by showing
them objects that they can see and touch, and that have single word
labels in the first language. From their earliest lessons, children are
encouraged to think of the new language as a set of words, although of
course this may not be the only way they think of it.

The importance of the word as unit is underscored by recent research
into word frequency and use undertaken by corpus linguists, and the
discovery that much of our knowledge of our first language can be
accounted for by the information we build up over time about statistical
probabilities of which words are used with which other words.

The zone of proximal development

Many of Vygotsky’s ideas will help in constructing a theoretical frame-
work for teaching foreign languages to children. In deciding what a
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teacher can do to support learning, we can use the idea that the adult
tries to mediate what next it is the child can learn; this has applications
in both lesson planning and in how teachers talk to pupils minute by
minute. In the next chapter I develop a framework for ‘analysing
classroom tasks that incorporates the notion of the ZPD. We can look
at stages in tasks for how well they help a child to move in language
skills from the interpersonal to the intrapersonal.

Learning as internalisation

The concepr of internalisation will be used in later chapters to under-
stand learning processes in the foreign language. The new language is
first used meaningfully by teacher and pupils, and later it is transformed
and internalised to become part of the individual child’s language skills
or knowledge

1.4 Bruner

1.4.1 Scaffolding and routines

For Bruner, language is the most important tool for cognitive growth,
and he has investigated how adults use language to mediate the world
for children and help them to solve problems (Bruner 1983, x990). Talk
that supports a child in carrying out an activity, as a kind of verbal
version of the fine-tuned help given in the baby feeding example above,
has been labelled scaffolding (Wood, Bruner and Ross 1976). In experi-
ments with American mothers and children, parents who scaffolded
tasks effectively for children did the following:

o they made the children interested in the task;

e they simplified the task, often by breaking it down into smaller steps;

o they kept the child on track towards completing the task by
reminding the child of what the goal was;

o they pointed out what was important to do or showed the child other
ways of doing parts of the tasks;

o they controlled the child’s frustration during the task;

o they demonstrated an idealised version of the task.

Moreover, good scaffolding was tuned to the needs of the child and
adjusted as the child became more competent. Scaffolding has been
transferred to the classroom and teacher-pupil talk. Wood (1998)
suggests that teachers can scaffold children’s learning in various ways:



Children learning a foreign language

Table 1.1
Teachers can belp children to By
attend to what is relevant suggesting

praising the significant

. providing focusing activities

adopt useful sirategies encouraging rehearsal

being explicit abour organisation
remember the whole task and goals reminding

modelling

providing part-whale activities

{from Wood 1998)

Each of these teaching strategies can be applied to language teaching.
The notion of belping children attend to what is important will recur in
various topics, and echoes discussions in English language teaching
about ‘noticing’ (e.g. Schmidt 1990). In directing attention and in
remembering the whole task and goals on behalf of the learner, the
teacher is doing what children are not yet able to do for themselves.
When they focus on some part of a task or the language they want to use,
children may not be able to keep in mind the Jarger task or commu-
nicative aim because of limits to their attentional capacity. Between
them, teacher and pupils manage the whole task, but the way in which
the parts and aspects are divided up varies with age and experience. The
teacher does most of the managing of joint engagement on a task.

Bruner has provided a further useful idea for language teaching in his
notions of formats and routines. These are features of events that allow
scaffolding to take place, and combine the security of the familiar with
the excitement of the new. Bruner’s most useful example of a routine is
of parents reading stories to their children from babyhood onwards (see
also Garron and Pratt 1998). I will develop it at some length, both
because it clarifies the important idea of routines, and also because it
will be used in later discussions of the role of stories in language
classrooms.

In situations where parents read bedtime stories to their children
(Bruner researched middle-class American families), the routine that is
foliowed at the same time each day goes something like this: the child
sits on the parent’s lap with a large picture story book, and parent and
child turn the pages together. As the child gets older, the type of book
changes and the roles of adult and child change, but the basic format
remains. When action and language use are analysed, another layer of
routine emerges. With very young children, adults do most of the
talking, describing the characters and objects in the pictures and
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involving the child with instructions, tag questions and talk about
salient images, such as Look at the clown. He’s got a big nose, hasn’t
be? The child can be further involved by being asked to point to known
pictures: Where's the clown? and where’s bis big nose? As the child
learns to talk, so the child’s verbal involvement increases as she or he
joins in naming pictures and events. Over any short period of time, the
language used by the parent includes a 1ot of repetition, and uses finely
tuned language that the child, helped by the pictures, can make sense of.
The book-reading event is scaffolded by the adult to let the child
participate at the level he or she is capable of. The repeated language
allows the child to predict what is coming and thus to join in, verbally
or non-verbally. :

At a Jater stage, when the five or six year old child is beginning to:
read, the format may be much the same, with the routine and language
more advanced. At this stage, the parent may read the story aloud as
well as ask questions about the pictures. The child may finish sentences,
recalling how the story ends from memory of previous reading events.
Later still, the child may read the story to the parent.

Notice how novelty and change are incorporated alongside the
familiar security of the routine, and how the child can participate at an
increasingly more demanding level as the parent reduces the scaffolding.
Again, langnage use is predictable within the routine, but there is a
‘space’ within which the child can take over and do the language her/
himself. This space for growth ideally matches the child’s zone of-
proximal developrent. Bruner suggests that these routines and their
adjustment provide an important site for language and cognitive devel-
opment.

1.4.2 Routines in the language classraom

Transferring to the language classroom, we can see how classroom
routines, which happen every day, may provide opportunities for
language development. One immediate example would be in classroom
management, such as giving out paper and scissors for making activities.
As a routine, this would always take basically the same form: for
example, the teacher talking to the whole class, organising distribution,
perhaps using children as monitors; the scissors might be kept in a box,
the paper in a cupboard. The language used would suit the task and the
pupils’ level; so early stage learners might hear, George, please give out
the scissors. Margaret, please give out the paper. The context and the
familiarity of the event provide an opportunity for pupils to predict
meaning and intention, but the routine also offers a way to add
variation and novelty that can involve more complex language: Sam,
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‘please ask everybody if they want white paper or black paper, or Give
out a pair of scissors to each group. As the language becomes more
complex, the support to meaning that comes from the routine and the
situation helps the children to continue to understand. The increased
complexity of language provides a space for language growth; if the
new language is within a child’s ZPD, she or he will make sense of it
and start the process of internalising it.

Routines then can provide opportunities for meaningful language
development; they allow the child to actively make sense of new
language from familiar experience and provide a space for language
growth. Routines will open up many possibilities for developing lan-
guage skills.

1.5 From learning to language learning

1.5.1 First, second and foreign languages

The first sections of this chapter have reviewed important theories of
learning that yield valuable tools for theorising the teaching of lan-
guages to young learners. They have been largely concerned with the
learning of children in general rather than the learning of language. In
the second half of the chapter, I review theory and research that are
relevant to the learning of foreign languages by children.

To help us understand the nature of language learning, we can draw
on studies of first language acquisition and from North American
research into second language development in children. However, the
language learning that 'is studied in these contexts is different in
important ways from the learning of a foreign language. When we make
use of theory and empirical research from these other situations, we
need always to do so with care, extracting what is transferable, and if
possible, carrying out research to check that it does transfer.

The central characteristics of foreign language learning lie in the
amount and type of exposure to the language: there will be very little
experience of the langnage outside the classroom, and encounters with .
the language will be through several hours of teaching in a school week.
In the case of a global language like English, however, even very young
children will encounter the language in use on video, TV, computers and
film. What they might not be exposed to is ‘street’ use, i.e. people using
the language for everyday life purposes all around them, as might
happen in a second language immersion context such as learning French
or English in Canada, or an additional language context, such as
children of Pakistani heritage in England. In foreign language teaching,
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there is an onus on the teacher to provide exposure to the language and
to provide opportunities for learning through classroom activities.

The cultural “foreign-ness’ of countries in which the language is a
national language, e.g. Australia, USA or UK for English; France or
Canada for French, may be brought into the learning of the language,
or it may be considered irrelevant because the motivation for teaching
the language is to use it as a lingua franca between non-native speakers.

1.5.3 Leamning the first language

It was thought until quite recently that by the age of s, first language
acquisition was largely complete. We have come to understand that this
is not the case. Formal literacy skills are stll in the early stages of
development at five and six years of age, even though the beginnings of
literacy can be traced back to experiences in infancy, such as listening to
stories. Some structures in spoken language are acquired late because of
their connection with the written language. In English, relative clauses
are one example of this: Perera (1984) reports that children of 11 years
tend not to use relative clauses beginning with whose, or preposition +
relative promnoun e.g. in which. She suggests that this is because such
structures occur mainly in written text and so children have little
experience of them in their early years. Children also have problems
using words that express logical relations between ideas, like cause and
effect. The full use of co-ordinators, including but and yet, is still to be
developed after the age of 11 years, and clauses introduced with
although or unless can cause problems even for r5 year olds. The
meanings of these linking terms are logically complicated and correct
use requires the child to have developed both logical understanding and
the language in which to express it. If young first language children find
such aspects of English difficult then there seems little reason for
including them on syllabuses for child learners of English as a foreign
language, and the same would be true for similar aspects of other
languages. .

Discourse skills in the first language continue to develop throughout
the early school years. At 7 years of age, children are still acquiring the
skills needed for extended discourse. In telling narratives, for example,
children are still learning how to create thematic structure through
language, and are still developing the full range of uses of pronouns and
dererminers {Karmiloff-Smith 1986; Snow 1996). Given the importance
attached in the methodology literature to using stories in foreign
language teaching {e.g. Wright 1997}, teachers need to remember that
children may still be finding it difficult to use pronouns correctly in their
first language to control reference to characters across a sequence of

Iz



Children learning a foreign language

-events and plot actions, and not to demand unreasonable skills in the
foreign language.

Important work from the USA is shovmng that first language profi-
ciency does not develop as a single, global phenomenon, but that
different domains of language use develop differently (Snow 1996). Ina
project to investigate the language development of children aged 14-32
months, language was measured across the lmgmsnc domains of
phonology, morphology, lexis, syntax, conversation and discourse, and
have been shown to be largely independent. Extended discourse seems
to develop differently from conversation. Furthermore, a connection
has been found between children’s early experiences with language use
in their families, and their language development in various domains. In
families where narratives are told around the dinner table, on topics
such as what happened to parents at work or siblings at school, children
develop narrative and discourse skills faster; children whose families use
a wide vocabulary develop faster in the lexical domain.

One implication for teachers of foreign languages to young children is
that children will come into foreign language learning at the earliest
stages bnngmg with them differently developed skills and learning
abilities in their first language. By the age of five, individual differences
in language domains will be established and so, for example, some
children will find it easier to learn vocabuiary-than others, or children
with more developed conversational skills may transfer these to the new
language more easily than others. From the same language lesson, it is
likely that different children will learn different things, depending partly
on what they find easier to learn. In Vygotskyan terms, it seems likely
that a second or foreign language ZPD may not be global, but that
different aspects of language will have different ZPDs.

1.5.2 Leamning a second language

Age and second language leaming

It has long been hypothesised that children learn a second language
beteer than adults, and this is often used to support the early introduc-
tion of foreign language teaching. The Critical Period Hypothesis is the
name given to the idea that young children can learn a second language
particularly effectively before puberty because their brains are still able
to use the mechanisms that assisted first language acquisition. The
Critical Period Hypothesis holds that older learners will learn language
differently after this stage and, particularly for accent, can never achieve
the same levels of proficiency. While some empirical studies offer
support for the Critical Period Hypothesis, other studies provide
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evidence that there is no such cut-off point for language learning.
Lightbown and Spada {1999) present some of the evidence for and
against the Critical Period Hypothesis, and remind us to attend to-the
different needs, motivations and contexts of different groups of learners.
They suggest that where native-like proficiency in a second language is
the goal, then learning benefits from an early start, but when the goal is
communicative ability in a foreign language, the benefits of an early
start are much less clear.

Further support for making this key distinction comes from a recent
study into brain activity during language processing (Kim et al. 1997).
Thisstudy discovered.that the brain acavity patterns of early bilinguals,
who learn two languages at the same time from infancy, differ from
those of learners who begin learning a language after about 7 or 8 years
of age; different parts of the brain are used for language recall and
activation. Foreign language learning of the sort we are concerned with
is thus an essentially different mental activity from early simultaneous
bilingualism and from L1 acquisition.

The influence of the first language on the second

The ‘Competition Model’ of linguistic performance is a theory that
explains how first language learning may affect subsequent second or
foreign language development {Bates and MacWhinney 1989). In this
model, different languages have different ways of carrying meaning,
and the particular ways in which a language encodes meaning act as
‘cues’ to interpreting the meaning of what is said. For example, word
order in English is a very reliable and helpful cue that helps listeners
identify Subject and Object, i.e. who is acting and on what. In a
sentence like the cat ate the snake, the cat and the snake do not have
endings that show which is the ‘eater’ (the agent or Subject of the verb)
and which is the eaten {acted-on or Object). It is their position in the
sentence, or the word order, that reveals this; we can tell that the cat is
the Subject and does the eating because it comes before the verb, while
the snake, which comes after the verb, has to be the Object. Other
languages, such as Italian, do not have restrictions on word order in
sentences, and so the order of the words does not offer as much
information about meaning as in English; word order is a stronger cue
in English than in Italian (Liu et al. 1992). All levels of language can
provide cues, including lexis, morphology (word endings or prefixes)
and phonology (the sound system of a language). Sometimes one source
of information reinforces another, and sometimes they conflict, or are in
competition, in which case the most reliable cue wins out. Studies
carried out across different languages have led to the important conclu-
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- sion that children become sensitive to the reliability of cues in their first
language from early infancy (Bates et al- 1984). As babies, they learn to
pay attention to particular cues which hold useful information for
meéaning. Later, if faced with trying to understand a second language,
they will transfer these first language strategies to make sense of Lz
sentences, trying to find information in familiar places. Where two
languages make use of very different types of cues, the transfer of
strategies from L1 to L2 may not be very fruitful. Learners may need to
be helped to notice and pay attention to the salient cues of the new
language. In the case of English, word order is most salient, but so too
are word endings that show tense (e.g. walk — ed) and plurality
{shop ~ s) (Slobin 1985).

Age and first language

The cue effect is compounded by an effect of age. In studies of
immersion language learning, younger children {(7-8 years) seem to pay
more attention to sound and prosody (the ‘music’ of an utterance),
whereas older children {x2—z14 years) are more attentive to cues of word
order (Harley et al. 1995). Children are generally less able to give
selective and prolonged attention to features of learning tasks than
adults, and are more easily diverted and distracted by other pupils.
When faced with talk in the new language, they try to understand it in
terms of the gramumar and salient cues of their first language and also
pay particular attention to items of Lz vocabulary that they are familiar
with (Harley 1994; Schmidt 199¢). These findings will not surprise
experienced primary teachers, but they give further empirical support to
the idea that teachers can help learners by focusing their attention on
useful sources of information in the new language, as also suggested by
Bruner’s scaffolding studies (section 1.4 above). Which cues need
explicit attention will vary with the first language of the learners. How
to help pupils do this will be considered in more detail in later chapters,
but here I present directing attention as a key principle with many
applications in the young learner classroom.

The competition model of understanding a second language, and
empirical findings that support the view that first language experience
influences second language use, remind us that in learning a foreign
language, students are learning both the whole and the parts. In this
case, the ‘parts’ are tiny aspects of grammar or phonology that are
crucial in reaching a ‘whole’ interpretation.
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Influence of teaching on second language learming

There is mounting evidence from foreign language learning contexts of
the influence of teaching method on what is learnt. The range of
language experiences that children get in their foreign language lessons
is likely to influence how their language develops; for example, if
lessons provide opportunities to participate in question and answer type
talk then they will be good at that but not necessarily at other, more
extended, types of talk. Mitchell and Martin (1997) document the
different teaching styles and beliefs of teachers of French to 11 year old
children {English L1), and show how this seems to result in children
producing certain types of language rather than others. Weinert (x994)
details how r1~13 year old learners of German (English Lx) reproduce’
in their talk the language types used by their teachers.

Further research is needed into the extent of this teaching effect on
language learning, and at what levels of specificity it operates (see also
Chaprer 5). Current knowledge reinforces an intuitively obvious notion:
foreign language learners who depend on their teachers and texts for
most of their exposure and input, will not, if this is restricted in type,
develop across the full range of the foreign language. A particular
aspect of this concerns extended discourse, i.e. talking at length, and
later, writing at length. If, as seems to be the case from the first language
research reported above, conversational skills develop independently of
extended discourse skills, then we cannot assume that teaching children
conversational language will lead to them being able to speak at length
in the foreign language, but rather must work on the principle that if we
want children to tell stories or recount events, they need to have
experience of how this is done in the foreign language. Modelling of
language use by teachers, already seen as an important step in
scaffolding (section x.4), needs further to be genre-specific.

1.6 Advantages to starting young with foreign languages

Many advantages are claimed for starting to learn a foreign language in
the primary years; more evidence is needed to judge how far claims turn
into reality. Experience in the UK twenty years ago found that language
. learning in primary schools was not as positive as expected, although in
retrospect this seems likely to be due to how it was implemented and, in
particular, to the lack of attention that planners paid to what would
happen at secondary level, when FL teachers were faced with mixed
classes of beginners and more advanced learners. The social, cultural
and political issues around policies of teaching foreign languages early
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are complex and influence teaching and learning at classroom level.
Comparative studies of different socio-political contexts would be
useful in investigating these influences and their impact.

Published data on the outcomes of early language learning come from
the North American experience with immersion teaching, where native
speakers of English are placed in French-speaking nursery and infant
schools, and vice versa {(Harley and Swain 1 994; Lightbown and Spada
1994; Harley et al. 1995). In these contexts, children who have an early
start develop and maintain advantages in some, but not all, areas of
language skills. Listening comprehension benefits most, with overall
better outcomes for an earlier start; pronunciation also benefits in the
longer term, but this is restricted to learning language in naturalistic
contexts, and will not necessarily apply to school-based learning.
Younger children learn the grammar of the Lz more slowly than older
learners, so that although they start earlier with language learning they
make slower progress, and overall gains are not straightforwardly
linked to the time spent learning (Harley ez al. x99 5). Learning a second
language through immersion differs from learriing a foreign language as
a subject lesson several times a week; immersion pupils study school
subjects through the second language and thus have more exposure and
more experience with the language. However, it is unlikely that the
difference in quantity of language leaming -experience will affect the
balance of benefits; in foreign language learning too, receptive skills are
likely to remain ahead of productive skills, and grammatical knowledge,
which is linked not just to language development but to cognitive
development, is likely to develop more slowly for younger children.

1.7 The foreign language: describing the indivisible

In this section, I present a first dissection of the whole that is ‘language’
mnto the parts that comprise the content of teaching. In applied
linguistics over the last decades, it has been common to divide language
into ‘the Four Skills: Listening, Speaking, Reading and Writing, and
then to add Grammar, Vocabulary and Phonology to them. This division
1s not as logical as it may seem and has been challenged (Widdowson
1998). Some syllabuses also deal in Topics, Functions and Notions,
describing language in terms of how it is used in communication rather
than seeing it as a linguistic system or a set of skills.

Because children who start learning a foreign language very young
may encounter nothing but the spoken language for several years, the
customary division into the four skills seems somewhat inappropriate,
and an alternative division of language has been attempted.
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The first cut into the holism of language learning separates literacy
skills from the rest, on the basis that learning to read and write in a
foreign language presents distinct learning tasks that require teaching. I
will argue that teachers need to plan and support literacy skills
development informed by specific knowledge and understanding of
literacy issues, although of course the learner will, and should,
experience literacy development as integrated within spoken language
development.

Having separated out literacy skills development from of the totality
of the foreign language, what then remains is much wider than Speaking
and Listening as perceived in secondary or adult language teaching. For
young learners, spoken language is the medium through which the new
language is encountered, understood, practised and learnt. Rather than
oral skills being simply one aspect of learning language, the spoken
form in the young learner classroom acts as the prime source and site of
language learning. New language is largely introduced orally, under-
stood orally and aurally, practised and automatised orally. My solution
to the problem of how to divide up oral language learning comes from
thinking about how children seck out meanings for themselves in
language, and to focus on words and on interaction. For Vygotsky,
words label concepts and are an entry point into thinking and networks
of meaning. In language teaching terms, the development of words,
their meanings and the links between them will be covered under the
term Vocabulary.

Interaction will be labelled as Discourse skills, and in Chapter 3, will
be further divided to reflect the distinction between conversational
exchanges and longer stretches of talk that Smow’s work in first’
language development has identified. Instead of thinking about children
as ‘doing Listening and Speaking’, we will think about how they learn
to interact in the foreign language. Classroom activities can also be seen
and analysed as discourse in their own right.

Grammar will be seen as emerging from the space between words and
discourse in children’s language learning, and as being important in
constructing and interpreting meaning accurately. The development of
phonology is not considered separately in this book, since children seem
to develop native-like accents without specific training through expo-
sure to good models; it will, however, link into the development of
spelling and rhyme (Chapter 6).

The organisational scheme for language is summarised in Figure 1.1.
The carving up of language learning in this way seems to reflect
reasonably well the real experience of young learners, and the structure
of some, at least, of the course books written for them.
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Figure 1.1 Dividing up "language’ for child foreign language learning

- This division is, though, and can only ever be, an artificial breaking up
of what grows through an ‘organic’ process in a child’s mind. This is
one reason why it is not always possible to predict what will be learnt
from what is taught, and why attending to the opportunities offered by
activities will be important.

1.8 Summary of key learning principles

The chapter concludes with a summary of the principles that have
emerged as most important in thinking about young children learning a
foreign language. Each of these will be used throughout the rest of the
book as we consider concrete examples of what students are asked to
do in lessons.

Children actively try to construct meaning

Children actively try to ‘make sense’, ie. to find and construct a
meaning and purpose for what adults say to them and ask them to do.
They can only make sense in terms of their world knowledge, which is
limited and partial. Teachers thus need to examine classroom activities
from the child’s point of view in order to assess whether pupils will
understand what to do or will be able to make sense of new language.
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Children need space for language growth

In both language and cognitive development, the ZPD or immediate
potential of the child is of central importance for effective learning.”
Routines and scaffolding are two types of language-using strategies that
seem to be especially helpful in making space for children’s growth.

Language in use carries cues to meaning that may not be noticed

Children need skilled help in noticing and attending to aspects of the
foreign language that carry meaning. Since they cannot benefit much
from formal grammar, other ways of doing this have to be found. -

Development can be seen as internalising from social interaction

Language can grow as the child takes over control of language used
initially with other children and adults.

Children’s foreign language learning depends on what they
experience ‘

There are important links between what and how children are taught,
and what they learn. Within the ZPD, the broader and richer the
language experience that is provided for children, the more they are
likely to learn. Foreign language lessons often provide all or most of a
child’s experience of the language in use; if we want children to develop
certain language skills, we need to ensure they have experiences in
lessons that will build those skills.

The activities that happen in classrooms create a kind of ‘environ-
ment’ for learning and, as such, offer different kinds of opportunities
for language learning. Part of teaching skill is to identify the particular
opportunities of a task or activity, and then to develop them into
learning experiences for the children. In the pext chapter, the idea of
identifying the language learning opportunities offered by classroom
tasks is developed further.
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2 Learning language through tasks and
activities ‘ )

21 The task as an environment for learning

In this chapter I set up a framework for analysing tasks from a learning
perspective that takes account of young learners’ social and cognitive
development. Classroom tasks and ‘activities are seen as the ‘environ-
ment” or ‘ecosystem’ (van Geert 1995) in which the growth of skills in the
foreign language takes place. The idea of ‘task’ will need to be adapted
slightly from the way it is used in current ‘task-based’ approaches to
language teaching, and will be given a { post-fVygotskyan slant.

Our starting point in this chapter is children as {mentally) active
learners, who will try to find a meaning and purpose for activities that
are presented to them. Young learners work hard to make sense of what
teachers .ask them to do, and come to tasks with their own under-
standings -of the purposes and expectations of adults. Studies of young
children starting school have shown how much difference there often is
between language use and activities at home and at school, but also
how quickly children work out what is expected of them and how to fir
into the new patterns of interaction (e.g. Tizard and Hughes 1984). We
can predict that children will bring these abilities to their language
lessons, and that this urge to find meaning and purpose can be a very
helpful language learning tool for teachers to exploit. Unfortunately,
even the most motivated child can have problems making sense of some
of the activities in which they are asked to participate in their language
lessons; the combined effect of the activity-type and new language can
render everything just too mysterious. Teachers may not notice pupils’
confusion because the children are anxious to please and may act as if
they understand. For example, they may pick out and repeat key words
from the teacher’s language, giving an illusion of understanding, or they
may persevere with a writing or matching task without really under-
standing what they are doing. Here again, we see the importance of a
learning perspective that will go beyond a superficial evaluation of
classroom activity, and give teachers tools for really checking on how
much pupils are understanding and learning.

We begin by analysing the environment created by an activity in
terms of demands on learners (in section 2.2) and support for learning
(in section 2.3). In section 2.4 we see how learning opportunities can be
deliberately constructed by adjusting the balance between demands and
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Look at the table. Say sentences.

Hani's weekend

rming & ~ evening a

Thursday §

Figure 2.1 Hani’s Weekend: an activity from *‘Our World through English’,
Activities Book 6E (B), p.18, for 11 year olds (Sultanate of Oman)

support, and how, if teachers have clear language learning goals, this
can be done more effectively (section 2.§). Sections 2.6 and 2.7. setupa
task framework for young learner classrooms, first defining ‘task’, and
then showing how staging a task can help learning. In section: 2.8, we
return to the classroom activity that starts the chapter, applying the task
framework to see how learning opportunities might be enhanced.

2.2 Task demands

I will use an activity to illustrate the first key points of the task
framework, returning in section 2.6 to define ‘task’ more precisely. The
activity in Figure 2.1 is taken from a course written for 11 year olds in
the Sultanate of Oman, who come to this book after learning English
for 3 years. The set of course materials, from which this particular
activity has been taken, has been carefully thought-out and structured
for the target audience. In its context of use, the activity is intended as
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practice material, to supplement activities in the Pupils’ Book, and to be
used in conjunction with a Teacher’s Book. I haye removed the activity
from its context in order to analyse its structure and its demands, and
the support provided to meet those demands.

The basis for this speaking activity is a grid with 2 rows and 3
columns. This type of graphic is frequently found in foreign language
materials as a prompt to speaking or writing practice. The rows
represent the days of the weekend (the Islamic weekend js Thursday and
Friday), and the columns show three times in the day: morning, after-
. noon and evening. Pupils are required to make up sentences using
vocabulary and grammar they have already learnt, and the particular
objective is to practise structures like on Thursday afternoon with the
past tense, which has been focused on in preceding activities. Each box
in the grid is supposed to prompt one sentence of the form:

Hani watched television on Thursday afternoon.

The original is nicely coloured and care has been taken to use activities
famiiiar to pupils. For the moment, we will ignore the issue of how the
teacher might use the course book in the lesson to get pupils started on
this activity, and focus just on the demands placed on pupils when they
try to make sense of the information given in the grid and use it to
produce accurate sentences in English. We will also leave aside, for the
time being, the question of whether this is an oral skills task or a
grammar task (or both), and take a limited view of the goal of the task
as the oral production of sentences, in order to rake a learner’s
perspective on the text and visuals.

The grid must be ‘read’ in a particular way: times of day follow from
left to right across the columns, and the days of the week go from top to
bottom. As adults, we know this convention and use it automatically;
children may not know the conventions so well, and graphical informa-
tion may not be accessed as easily by children. In fact, the pupils for
whom this was designed read and write their first language, Arabic,
from right to left. So, in using the grid, they have to know, and
remember to use, the ‘English’ convention of working from left to right
across the page.

The pictures show boys involved in various activities; the title ‘Hani’s
weekend suggests that Hani is the central character and he can be seen
in each picture, although sometimes he is wearing his white dishdasha
and sometimes a green track suit. A pupil must understand this in order
for the grid and the task to make sense.

In each picture Hani is doing something, so that a further demand on
the pupil is to recognise the action from the picture, and then find the
English words for that action, e.g. mend his bike. The words must be
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produced in the past tense form: e.g. watched, even though there is
nothing in the title or the grid to show that these things were done at
some point in the past, rather than being planned for the future. The
sentences are to be spoken aloud, so that a further demand beyond
finding vocabulary and grammar is to promounce words and find
appropriate stress and intonation.

These demands on the pupil can be divided into two types of demand:
cognitive and language, and are summarised below. Cognitive demands
are those related to concepts, and to understanding of the world and
other people. Language demands are those related to using the foreign
language, and to uses of mother tongue in connection with learning the
foreign language. :

- understand the way the grid works to show times of
actions

~ work lefr ro right across columns and top to bottom

cognitive demands - from one row to next

~ understand that Hani appears in each picture

~ understand that the pictures show past actions

~ recognise the key action in each picture

~ find the vocabulary to describe each action

~ find the past tense ending for each verb

~ put the words together in the right order

language demands | ~ pronounce the words

-~ give correct stress afid intonation to words and
sentence

~ understand teacher’s instructions and explanation, and
feedback

There may be other demands on the pupils beyond the language and the
cognitive. If they are required to do the activity in pairs, then each pupil
needs to listen to his or her partner, paying attention to the particular
box on the grid being talked about; this would be an #nteractional
demand. Metalinguistic demands would require pupils to understand or
use English to talk about the language, e.g. if pupils were instructed ‘use
the past tense of the verbs’. Involvement refers to the demand on the
child to keep engaged with the task for as long as it takes to complete it;

“involvement demands will vary with how interesting the task is to the
child. With younger children, especially, we need to remember that
classroom tasks will present pbysical demands, sitting still long enough
to do the task or using the fine-motor skills required to manipulate a
pencil to write, draw or tick boxes. The box below shows a list of types
of demands that a task may place on learners:
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. Table 2.x Types of task demand

Task DEMANDS

e Cognitive

demands vary with the degree of contextmalisation of language; difficulry of
concepts thar are needed to do the task (e.g. use of graphics, colours, telling the
time).

‘¢ Language

‘demands vary with whether the language is spoken or written, understanding or
production, extended talk or conversation; with vocabulary and grammar
needed; with the genre; with the amount of L1 and L2.

s Interactional

demands vary with the type of interaction required, e.g. pair work; with the
participants in talk ~ adult / peers; with the nature of the interaction, e.g.
question + answer.

e Metalinguistic

demands may include the use of technical terms about language in production or
comprehension e.g. in Instructions, in feedback.

s Involvement

demands vary with the case or difficulty the learner has in engaging with the
task, ¢.g. length of task stages; links to child’s interest and concerns; novelty,
humour, suspense.

& Physical

demands vary with how long the child must sit still for; with actions needed;
with fine motor skills needed e.g. to write of draw.

The analysis of the demands that a task places on pupils is a key way to
assess its suitability and its learning potential. It is, however, only one
side of the equation; we also need to look at how the child is supported
in achieving the goals of the task.

2.3 Task support

The grid in Figure 2.1 has been provided to support the learners’
production of language. It offers support in two ways. Firstly, the
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pictures provide support for meaning, contextualising the languagé to
be used. Secondly, the structure of the grid supports concepts, by using a
graphical way of representing times of day and avoiding the need todo
this through language. Graphics can often concretise quite abstract
ideas without requiring the use of langunage, and can support under-
standing of ideas for second langyage learners (Tang 1992). The use of
the rising, full and setting suns in the top row can give added support to
recall of the meaning of morning, afternoon and evening. The task
includes language support through the use of words and phrases already
encountered in earlier lessons. Explanation and modelling of the task by
the teacher will provide further support to pupils. They may also be
supported by working in pairs and listening to their partners. We can
categorise the types of support for learning in the same way as types of
demand. When we think in terms of support, we try to use what the
children can already do to help them master new skills and knowledge,
or we try to match tasks to children’s natural abilities and inclinations.
Examples are given in Table 2._2.

2.4 Balancing demands and support

Clearly, -whether learners can do the task, and whether they learn
anything by doing it, depends not just on the demands or on the
support, but on the dynamic relationship between demands and
support. We can here recall the idea of the zone of proximal develop-
ment, or space for growth, that children need for their language and
cognitive development. If the demands are too high, learners will find
the task too difficult; they are likely to ‘switch off’ and not finish the
task, or to finish it as well as they can, using what they know to
complete the task but not using the Ianguage intended. In either case,
learning goals are not achieved. Perhaps, most dangerously of all for
future learning, children may appear to the teacher to have completed
the task, but may not have understood it or learnt from it. The teacher
may then try to build on the unlearnt language in future lessons, and for
a time may appear to succeed. Pupils’ problems can remain hidden,
particularly in contexts where the teacher leads and controls classroom
activity very strongly, until revealed by some crisis, such as end of year
examinations. While the desire of young children to please adults and
participate as much as they can is one of the very positive sides of
teaching young learners, we need to be aware that it can also hide a
multitude of problems.

If a task provides too much support; then learners will not be
‘stretched’; A very common example of too much support is the teacher’s
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. Table 2.2 Types of task support

Task Support
e Cognitive
suppott can come from the contextualisation of language; from the use of

concepts already developed; from familiar formats of graphics or activity; from
familiar topics and content,

¢ Langnage

support can come from re-use of language already mastered; from moving from
easier domain to more difficult, e.g. spoken to written; from using known
vocabulary and grammar to help with the new; from use of L to support Lz
development.

& Interactional

support can come from the type of interaction, e.g. pair work; from helpful
co-participants; from the use of familiar routines.

s Metalmguistic

support can come from familiar technical terms to talk about new language;
clear explanations.

e Involvement

support can come from content and activity that is easy for the learner to engage
with, e.g. links to child’s interest and concerns; from mixing physical movement
and calm, seated activities.

« Physical

variation in sitting and moving; use of familiar actions; match to level of fine
motor skills development, e.g. to write or draw.

use of the first language to explain the meaning of a reading text; this
provides so much support to understanding that the learners do not need
to think about the foreign language or to use more than just single words
(see Chapter 9). In trying to strike a balance between demands and
support, we can apply what cognitive scientists call ‘the Goldilocks
principle’: a task that is going to help the learner learn more language is
one that is demanding but not too demanding, that provides support but
not too much support. The difference between demands and support
creates the space for growth and produces opportunities for learning.

An analogy may help capture this idea. Imagine that you are working

27



Teaching Languages to Young Learners

out in 2 gym and lifting weights. Your aim is to increase the size of
weights you can lift, or the number of times you lift a weight. Either
increase is an advance in fitness and can represent language learning.
Now, the way to get fitter is not to try to pick up a weight that is very
much heavier than the one you can lift at the moment, nor is it to use a
weight much lighter. If the weight is too heavy (or task demands too
great or support not enough), you will just fail to lift it altogether or, if
you do manage to lift it, may well cause injury. If the weight is too light
(demands too low or support too great), you will be able to lift the
weight (complete the task) very easily, but it won’t increase your fitness.
What will promote increased fitness {(or learning) is to work with a
weight that is just a litidle bit heavier than your usual weight, so that
muscles can adapt to the increase, and then, through practice, the new
_weight will become your new current limit. The process can then be
repeated with a slightly heavier weight still. Over time, you will become
able to lift much heavier weights, but at no time will the strain have
been too great! Language learning for an individual can be seen
similarly as a repeated process of stretching resources slightly beyond
the current limit into the ZPD or space for growth, consolidating new
skills, and then moving on to the next challenge. :

2.5 The importance of language leaming goals

How then can teachers achieve the most useful balance of demands and
support when they plan lessons and adapt tasks from course books? If
language learning is made the focus of this issue, the question then
becomes, ‘How can teachers ensure that the balance of demands and
support produces language learning?’ The answer we will pursue is that
the teacher, in planning, must set clear and appropriate language
learning goals. .

As a bald statement, this may sound rather obvious. Afrer all, surely
language learning is a goal for all language teaching? At a general level,
this may be so, but it does not always seem to be the case for individual
lessons and tasks. Moreover, goals that result in learning need to.be
tailored to particular learners: The course book or syllabus may dictate
what is to be taught, but what is to be learnt can only be planned by a
teacher who knows the pupils, and can make the book or syllabus work
for them. Learning goals are objectives or intended learning for
particular learners working on particular tasks, made specific from the
general learning aims of book or syllabus. '

In setting clear and specific language learning goals, teachers are
scaffolding the task for children. Further scaffolding can involve
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- breaking down tasks into manageable steps, each with its own sub-
goals. The teacher takes responsibility for the whole task while learners
work on each step at a time. Careful design of sub-goals should help
ensure success and achievement at each step, and of the task as a whole.
Young learners face many years of classroom lessons and it is important
that they feel, and are, successful from the start. Too many demands
early on will make them anxious and fearful of the foreign language;
too few demands will make langnage learning seemn boring. Careful
selection and grading of goals is one of the key tools available to
teachers to build success into learning.

In primary language classrooms there is a further force that may shift
teaching away from learning, and that is the borrowing of materials and
activities from general primary practice. This transfer of methodology
happens rather often at primary level, partly because of the methodolo-
gical vacuum in teaching young learners, and partly because primary
practice has some genuinely good techniques and ideas that clearly
work well with children. My point is not that such transfer is wrong,
but that, when ideas are transferred, they need to be adapted for the
new aim of language learning. Thinking through the demands, support
and learning opportunities of activities may help in this adaptation.
Prime examples of techniques transferred from primary education
would be theme-based learning and the use of songs and rhymes.
Theme-based learning will be further discussed in Chapter ¢, and
rhymes will be shown to be useful in early literacy (Chapter 6).

2.6 Defining “task’ for young learner classrooms

My aim in this section is to produce a list of defining features of task for
use in teaching foreign languages to children. I am not interested in an
abstract concept of task but in a unit of activity that can be used for
lesson planning and evaluation, and which will also work as a unit of
analysis in research by teachers or by researchers coming into class-
rooms (Cameron 1997). I begin by secing how the ways in which the
term ‘task’ is commonly used in language teaching can contribute to re-
defining for teaching children.

One way in which the construct ‘task’ entered language teaching was
through work with adults, who needed to use the second language
outside the classroom (Breen 1984; Nunan 1989, 1993). For these
learners, there was sometimes a marked contrast between the kinds of
activities they did in classrooms and the kind of activities they needed
English for in their lives outside the classroom, and tasks were adopted
as a unit that would try to bring the classroom and ‘real’ life closer
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together. The goals and outcomes of tasks were to relate to the real
needs of learners, such as reading bus timetables or buying cinema
tickets. Some writers argued that materials used should be real and
authentic too, while others suggested that authenticity of texts was too
difficult as a ‘requirement but that authenticity of activities, or of
interaction of learner and text, was more desirable (Breen 1584,
Widdowson 1990). The latest versions- of ‘task-based learning’ (TBL)
locate real-ness in outcome, with learners working together to do things
like ‘solve a problem, do a puzzle, play a game or share and compare
experiences’ (Willis 1996). A young leamner version of a task-based
syllabus was tried out in the Bangalore project twenty years ago
(Prabhu 1987), with children working on maths, geography or other
problems through English. ' _

In all these developments, the essential aspect of a ‘task’ is that
learners were focused on the meaning of content rather than on form,
i.e. the learners’ goals and task outcomes are not explicitly language-
focused. Recently there has been something of a return to form as
needing attention too (Ellis 1994; Kowal and Swain 1994). We will
explore this in more detail in Chapter 5 when we look at grammar, but
it is of relevance here to note that the most meaning-focused of all
language learning contexts, immersion, is where problems with lack of
attention to form have been discovered {Lightbown and Spada 1993).
Children in immersion classes, who have studied school subjects
through their second language, are found to develop language skills that
match their native-speaking peers on listening skills and pronunciation,
but lag behind in grammatical accuracy and precision. It seems that
focusing on meaning is important, but is not enough for continued
language development.

Language for young learners raises more problems with the notion of
‘real’ or ‘authentic’ language use. Many children do not use the foreign
language much outside the classroom, except.perhaps on holiday, with
tourists to their country, and when using computers. Beyond these
limited domains, their outside lives do not readily provide a needs-
related syllabus for foreign language learning. Furthermore, their adult
lives and possible needs for the language are still too far away to give
content to lessons; 7 and 8 year olds have little need to book holiday
accommodation or even give directions! What ‘real language use’
(Skehan 1995: 23) is for these children is not obvious; it might be seen
as the language used by native speaker 7 and 8 year olds, but by the
time they have learnt it, they will be 9 and xo year olds, and will no
longer need to talk about, say, teddy bears or dolls. The best we can do
is aim for dynamic congruence: choosing activities and content that are
appropriate for the children’s age and socio-cultural experience, and
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. language that will grow with the children, in that, although some
vocabulary will no longer be needed, most of the language will provide
a useful base for more grown-up purposes.

From this point of view, school activities are congruent with chil-
dren’s lives, and using English to take the register or sing songs is quite
real enough. It seems appropriate that tasks can be defined as classroom
activities. However, not all activities that take place in a classroom will
qualify as ‘tasks’; an activity can be any kind of event that children
participate in, but a task has further features. As with our demand and
support analysis of the grid task at the start of this chapter, learner
participation is the pivot around which classroom tasks are to be
examined. There must be something unified and coherent, for learners,
about a task. Rather than taking outcomes as criterial as in Willis’ and
Skehan’s form of TBL, the focus is on how the goals and action create a
unified whole {Coughlan and Duff 1994). A classroom task will have a
clear beginning and end; it may be quite short or it may last over several
lessons. For the child, a classroom task should have a clear purpose and
meaning; for the teacher, the task should have clear language learning
goals. Key features of classroom tasks for children learning a foreign
language are summarised as follows:

Classroom tasks for children learning a foreign langnage

¢ have coherence and unity for learners
{from ropic, activity and / or outcome)

¢ have meaning and purpose for learners
¢ have clear language learning goals .

¢ have a beginning and end

® involve the learners actively

If we think about these features in singing songs, we can see that
although any instance of singing is an activity, only the more carefully
planned and structured events using songs will be classed as ‘language
learning tasks’. This perspective turns the song into a tool for language
teaching and learning, that can be effectively planned, implemented and
evaluated.

2.7 Stages in a classroom task

In this section, a further aspect is added to the framework of classroom
tasks, and that is the notion of steps or stages. In téaching reading skills,
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it has been common practice for many years to plan reading activities in
three stages: pre-reading, reading and post-reading. The three stage
format has been applied to listening, to mainstream task-based learning .
(Skehan 1996) and to activity-based language learning in primary class-
rooms (Vale 1990). I adopt it here too, with the following labels:

PREPARATION — CORE ACTIVITY — FOLLOW UP.

The “core activity’ is central to the task, just as the earth has a hot, molten
core or an apple has its pips inside the core. Without the core, the task
would collapse. The core activity is set up through its language learning
goals. Preparation activities prepare the learners to be able to complete
the core activity successfully, and might include pre-teaching of language
items or activation of topic vocabulary. The “follow-up’ stage builds on
successful completion of the core, perhaps with a public performance of
work done in the core or with written work based on oral language
used in the core. Since one task can lead to another, the follow up of the
first may be, or lead into, the ‘preparation’ stage of the next.

As an example of how the stages can combine to produce a task, we
can return to Hani and his weekend, and place the production of oral |
sentences from the grid as the core activity in the centre of an imaginary
task. We can then fill out the task with possible preparation and follow-
up activities. ‘ .

2.8 Hani’'s Weekend: Possible preparation and follow-up
activities

Given the core goals of pupils saying sentences about each picture in the
grid, it seems helpful for the preparation stage to activate the vocabu-
lary that will be needed, i.e. the action verbs and the names of objects
and places in the pictures. This can be done using the pictures from the
grid in Figure 2.1, but with a small adjustment: the pictures are used
one-by-one rather than in combination, and are blown up in size for
whole class work (or changed into big, quickly done sketches by the
teacher straight on to the board). Each picture can then be used with the
class as support to recall words for objects, people, places, and actions.
In the core activity, the same pictures will be used, and the link made at
preparation stage between picture, form and meaning will be available
as support for sentence production.

There is however a more weighty demand for pupils in this task than
the lexis: having to understand why a past tense form is needed,
constructing the past tense form, and producing it in a sentence with the
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2.4.2.01
mending — r;zendgg ]
riding — rode ]
watching - watched [_-.l

Figure 2.2 The board divided into two, to highlight meaning and form of Past verb
tenses. (Note: the boxes represent pictures.)

time phrases such as on Thursday evening. To support these demands,
the teacher could make one small but crucial change to the information
and then use simple graphics. The small change that I suggest might
really help pupils understand the meaning of the grammar, i.e. why the
Past Tense is needed, is to add dates (e.g. 24th, 25th February, when the
class takes place in March) to the grid, so that it is not just any weekend
that is being talked about, but a particular weekend that bas passed.
Alternatively, the weekend could be some holiday or festival that has
just passed. Either way, making the weekend clearly specific to the
pupils gives a support to their understanding that the weekend activities
need to be talked about in the past tense.

Ir is likely that when shown the pictures, pupils will produce verb
forms such as mending. The teacher can then use a graphical prompt to
support the production of the correct form, dividing the board into two
with a vertical line, and writing the selected (past) date on one side
(Figure 2.2). Holding the picture on the undated side, the teacher can
use the form mending; moving the picture to the dated side, the teacher
can produce the past form mended, emphasising the ending with stress
or, if the word is written down, with a different colour or underliriing.
Other verbs can be practised in the same way. :

Practice with the past tense forms and pictures (still separately, rather
than in the grid) could be done by pupils in pairs, as extra preparation.

At the end of the preparation stage, pupils should be ready to move
on to the core activity, supported by the teacher first modelling for the
students how to ‘read” information from the chart. A large grid could be
constructed on the board, placing the large pictures one by one on to
the grid as the sentences are modelled. Follow-up activities could
develop written production, by pupils writing down the sentences about
Hani, and then writing about their own weekend, using the same
phrases or ones that they choose.

The task is summarised on the grid in Figure 2.3. The three stages of
the task appear in the columns. For each stage, working downwards
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TASK  Say semtences about Hani’s weekend
Preparation Core activity Follow up
Language | Activate previously | Oral production of | Written production
learning learnt lexds. sentences from grid. | of Hani sentences.”
goals Practise past forms ‘Composition of own
of verbs. sentences.
Teacher-led:
(1) Use of single (1) Whole class (1) Teacher writes -
Activities | pictures to prompt | introduction of grid | key words on board,
recall of lexds. and teacher model- | nmextto pictures.
ling of sentences. .
{2) Divide board (2) Teacher models
into two and recall/ | (2} Pair production | writing sentence
practise past forms. | of sentences: e.g. Px | from grid.
pointsto a boxand | (3} Pupils write
SENLences.
(3) Pairs practise Pz says sentence. (4) Pair checking of
with single pictures. accuracy.
To recall lexis, or to | To recall lexis and | Writing in English
re-learn. verb forms from {see Ch. 6).
Demands preparation stage.
on To understand idea Remembering words
learners of pastevents and | To ‘read’ the grid. | and forms from core.
use of tense to ‘
express this. etc. (see Table 2.1). | Finding words for
own activities.
Pictures of familiar | Familiar pictures. Teacher modelling.

’ events. Addition of dates to | Key words on beard. |-
Support Teacher modelling | grid. Teacher feedback
for of lexis and forms. | Preparation stage | while writing.
learning Pair work. practice of forms. | Teacher provides

Teacher modelling. | new words for
Pair work. pupils’ own
sentences.

Figure 2.3 Hani’s weekend: turning an activity into a task

through the column, we first see the language learning goals that are set
for the stage. The activities that will take place are then listed in the
next box. Below that, the activities are analysed in terms of demands
and support. The grid as a whole displays the planning that would
underpin the rask.
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Of course, none of the activities I have suggested are groundbreaking,
or even. very exciting! However, I havé tried to show how thinking
- about demands, support and goals can help to plan carefully linked
stages that scaffold the pupils’ language use towards language learning.
We should also notice the important point that making very small
changes to the information {adding dates) or to the activity {using
separated pictures singly) can lead to very large changes in the task as
experienced by pupils. This is a very powerful tool: if teachers have
repertoires of such small changes, they can use them to adapt and adjust
tasks found in course books to suit particular learners.

2.9 Task—as-ialan and task-in-action

At the beginning of this chapter, we used the metaphor of the task as
creating an environment in which learning can occur. We have seen that
this environment can be better understood by analysing the demands
and support of activities. In the last section, the course book task has
been adapted by adding more activities to produce an environment in
which (imaginary) students might be able to meet the demands and
achieve language learning goals. In many ways, this analysis was an
unrealistic exercise, because we did not know much about the specific
pupils or teachers who might use the grid, how the teacher might
introduce it, or what language pupils would bring to making sense of it.
If we had that information, we could have produced a much tighter
analysis. However, it would still have been an analysis of a plan, and we
still would not know what actually happened when the activity was
used in action with a particular class, unless we observed and recorded
the lessons. In order to help maintain a clear distinction between what is
planned and what happens in practice, we can labe] the two ‘task-as-
plan’ and ‘task-as-action’ (after Breen 1987).

Until the task is turned into action, it cannot be fully evaluated for its
usefulness or effectiveness. However, the different aspects of tasks
introduced in this chapter can all be used for evaluating tasks-in-action,
once they have been identified in the task-as-plan. In the next chapter,
data recorded in classrooms will allow us to analyse a task-in-action, as
we use the grid and task analysis to discuss an oral task from a
Norwegian primary school, and oral skills development more generally.
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3.1 Learning the spoken language: guiding principles

Following the division of language skills set out in section 1.7, this
chapter deals with the development of children’s skills in using the
spoken language. The chapter is built around two ‘guiding principles’
for teaching. .

o Meaning must come first: if children do not understand the spoken langnage,
they cannot learn it.

© To learn discourse skills, children need both to participate in discourse and to
build up knowledge and skills for participation.

Central to the chapter is an analysis of children using their foreign
language in a real classroom task-in-action (section 2.g); we will see
how the teacher and task construct an environment for the use and
learning of the language.

The chapter begins by establishing how the term ‘discourse’ will be
used. Section 3.3 turns to meaning in discourse; a child’s search to find
meaning in language can drive language learning but will need support
from the teacher. The differing demands of speaking and listening as a
discourse participant are set out. In section 3.4, the talk of pupils and
teacher on a classroom task is analysed in some detail, using the
concepts of demand and support. Section 3.5 draws on the literature
about children’s discourse development to explore the discourse skills
that we might expect from child language learners. Section 3.6 presents
ways in which classroom activity can support children’s discourse skills
development in the foreign language. Examples of short language
practice activities that can be developed from a single set of pictures are
given in section 3.7. After consideration of the relation between spoken
and written language in the classroom, section 3.8 discusses the use of
dialogues in the classroom and their relation to learning the spoken
language.
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. 3.2 Discourse and discourse events

The term “discourse’ is used in two ways in the literature. Firstly,
discourse is contrasted with text to emphasise that it concerns use of the
language. While “text’ means nothing more than a piece of language,
if it is considered as ‘discourse’, we must include the comtext of use
and the users of the text. A very simple example is a shopping list. If
we consider the shopping list as a text, we have a list of items. If we
consider the shopping list as discourse, then we have the text but we
must also consider many other elements around the list: that it was
written by a woman, who has a family and a house to look after, who
was planning a trip to a supermarket, that the list was written on the
back of an envelope, that it was intended to be used while walking
around the supermarket (although in my case would be as likely to be
left on the kitchen table and have to be remembered from the writing of
it!). These use and user factors are part of any analysis of discourse, and
help explain content and form.

The second use of discourse is in contrast to sentence, when it refers
to a piece of language longer than the sentence. The. sentence has
traditionally been taken as a basic unit for grammatical analysis, broken
down into clauses, phrases and then words. Once we move from
sentences to paragraphs or to books, articles or other large units of text,
we are in the world of discourse. When we think about spoken
language, discourse in this sense refers to conversation or to larger units
of talk, such as stories or songs.

The firse sense of discourse is, for me, the most impostant, because all
language is used in a context and develops as a result of contextualised
use. The second sense can be seen as springing out of the first, in that,
when people use language for real purposes, they tend to do so in time- -
bounded chunks of talk or writing. These real units of language use are
very seldom restricted to the length of a sentence or smaller — although
they can be, as when a sign on the edge of a building site says Keep Off!
or Danger. The term ‘discourse event’ will be used here to describe a
naturally bounded use of language of any length.

‘Discourse’ in foreign language leaming needs both senses. Discourse
as real language use is the target of teaching: we want children to be
able to use the foreign language with real people for real purposes. Part
of this requires that children know how the foreign language works in
conversations and longer stretches of talk and text. Furthermore,
discourse occurs in language classrooms: when teachers and learners
interact on tasks and activities, they are involved in a discourse event.
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3.3 Meaning first

3.3.1 Children’s drive to find meaning

Piagetian and Vygotskyan theories of development, set out in Chapter
1, see children as actively constructing meaning from thejr experiences
in the world. Vygotsky emphasised the shared construction of meaning
with other people; and Bruner’s notion of scaffolding develops this idea
to show how adults can support children in the construction of under-
standing. From early childhood, the desire to connect emotionally and
communicate with other people seems to drive speaking. As children
move through infancy, they begin to communicate with others about

things in their shared world, and develop their vocabulary of labels .

alongside their developing abilities to categorise (Locke 1993). Under-
lying any social interaction, including scaffolding, is the human desire
to make contact with other people, to cross the gap between their
thoughts and one’s own. Even if, ultimately, we must acknowledge that
we never have complete access to anyone else’s mind, we seem to be
driven to keep trying. In this quest to connect with another’s thoughts,
Janguage is the primary tool we have. When we interact, we use words
_ to try to capture our own and other people’s “sense’, our own particular
contextualised understandings and connotations for events and ideas
{Vygotsky 1962). For infants, language often seems to play a secondary
role to the social and affective, and less attention is paid to the actual
language content of talk than to its probable social meanings. Locke
(1993) describes three year old English speakers who were happy to
respond to an adult who spoke to them in Spanish that they did not
understand. The children seemed to use the social context and intona-

tion as guides to how to respond. Locke points out that we need to be,

aware that young children must inevitably have to operate with only
partial understanding of much of the langunage that they hear every day,
but that this does not stop them interacting. As they get older, so they
build up knowledge of word meanings from a wider range of contexts,
and language gradually becomes a more precise and effective tool for
communication. The move in language use from partial to more
complete understandings must also be experienced by foreign language
learners.

Donaldson’s work with children taking part in experimental tasks
showed how they use their experience of intention and purpose in
human activity to make sense of what they are required to do
{Donaldson 1578). As human beings, we are driven by a need to ‘make
sense’ of, and to, other people. In what has been described as ‘an innate
drive for “coherence” (Meadows 1993:72), children cope with the
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continual novelty of the world by seeking sense, bringing all they know
" and have already experienced to work out a meaning in what someone
says to them or in what they see happening. Research with autistic
children adds further evidence to support the idea that children are
normally driven to construct understanding; these children are not.able
to make coherent sense of these events but seem to see them as
bewilderingly unconnected. The use of first language is driven by a
socially-motivated search for understanding and a need to share under-
standing.

Let’s then imagine children, who we have described as actively trying
to make sense of new situations and events, sitting in a foreign language
classroom. The social and affective drive to share understanding will
still operate {unless it is trained out of them, which can happen). When
they encounter new language, we can expect that they will try to make
sense of it by bringing their ‘social knowledge’, i.e. what they know
already about how the world works, how adults, in this case teachers,
talk to children and what kinds of things those adults have previously
wanted them to do. This knowledge and experience will help children
find social purpose that can be used as a key to understanding. It will
also help children understand the foreign language as a means of
communication, as words and phrases are learnt to fit familiar contexts,
such as greeting and naming. When children-are put in a situation
where they want to share understanding with other people through the
foreign language, they will search their previous language-using experi-
ence for ways to act in the foreign language. If their language resources
are not sufficient, then the social motivation to construct shared under-
standing, what Skehan has called ‘communicative pressure’ (Skehan
1996), is likely to lead to use of first language or mixtures of Lx and the
foreign language. This tendency towards communication at any cost
affects learners of all ages. We discuss the implications of this further in
Chapter 9. In the learning-centred approach to classroom activity
adopted here, the human drive to find and share meaning is harnessed
to support language use by being built into task demands.

3.3.2 Why teachers need to check that meaning is accessible

I have already (in section 2.x) briefly referred to the possible dangers if
children canmot construct understanding in foreign language lessons. If
adults find themselves in a situation where they cannot make sense of
what they were told or asked to do, they will probably ask directly for
clarification or find some other way to understand. Children are
importantly different in this respect because it takes some years for
them to become equal participants in interaction, and to see that each
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participant has responsibility for making themselves understood to the
other (Ricard 1993; Meadows 1993; Anderson and Lynch z988).
Generally respecting and wanting to please their teachers, children may
continue with activities even if they do not understand. They will
continue to speak in the foreign language and continue to perform
classroom activities, without understanding. And, if they are not under-
standing, they cannot be learning. It is not unusual to see pupils in
lessons ‘mouthing’ the sentences in the text book back to their teacher,
appearing to complete an activity, but understanding, and.learning,
nothing. We will look at ways of evaluating children’s understanding in
Chapter 1o. Here though we should note the importance of teachers
continually putting themselves in the child’s position and asking:

Can the child find or construct meaning in this language / activity?

It is crucial for teachers to take the responsibility for checking whether
their pupils understand the language being used and the purpose of
activities being carried out.

3.3.3 Meaning in speaking and listening

Speaking and listening are both active uses of language, but differ in the
mental activity involved and demands that they make on learners of
language in terms of finding and sharing meaning. Listening can be seen
as (primarily) the active use of language to access other people’s mean-
ings, whereas speaking is the active use of language to express meanings
so that other people can make sense of them. The labels ‘receptive’ and
‘productive’ uses of language can be applied to listening and speaking
respectively.

To construct understanding in a foreign language, learners will use
their existing language resources, built up from previous experience of
language use. In active listening, the goal of the mental work is to make
sense, e.g. of a story or instructions, and is thus naturally meaning-
focused rather than language-focused. For example, children listening
to a story told in the foreign language from a book with pictures will
understand and construct the gist, or outline meaning, of the story in
their minds. Although the story may be told in the foreign language, the
mental processing does not need to use the foreign langnage, and may
be carried out in the first language or in some language-independent
way, using what psychologists call ‘mentalese’. If we were to check
what the children understood, we might find they could tell us the story
in their first langnage, i.e. they could recall the meaning, and they might
recall some words or phrases in the foreign langunage. It is very unlikely
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-that they would be able to re-tell the story in the foreign language,
because their attention has not been focused on the words and syntax of
the story but on its underlying meaning. Different types of listening
activities are required to ensure a language-focus (Field 1998).

To speak in the foreign language in order to share understandings
with other people requires attention to precise details of the language. A
speaker needs to find the most appropriate words and the correct
grammar to convey meaning accurately and precisely, and needs to
organise the discourse so that a listener will understand. When listening,
the nuances of meaning carried by grammar or discourse organisation
can often be constructed from other clues, but speaking doesn’t allow
for this so easily. The demands of re-telling a story in the foreign
language after listening and understanding should not be underesti-
mated: the language needed at word, sentence and discourse levels must
be found and produced. Speaking is much more demanding than
listening on language learners’ language resources and skills. Speaking
activities, because they are so demanding, require careful and plentiful
support of various types, not just support for understanding, but also
support for production.

The terms ‘Input’ and ‘Output’ are often used to refer to lstening and
speaking (and reading and writing) respectively. This terminology
reflects a computer model of the human brain that sees language used
by other people as ‘information’, which is received as input, is mentally
processed, and the results produced as output. The computer metaphor
has been helpful, but is not adequate to describe listening and speaking
in a foreign language because the key processes between input and
output, that we have described as finding and sharing understanding,
are down-graded in importance.

For some time in the 1980s, it was suggested that ‘comprehensible
input’, i.e. listening to or reading English and making sense of it, was
not just necessary for learning a language but would be enough on its
own to drive language development (Krashen 1982). Research in
immersion situations, however, showed the limits of this comprehen-
sible input theory. Pupils in Canadian schools who learnt their school
subjects through French as a second language received plenty of mean-
ingful and comprehensible input. Evaluation of their language skills and
resources showed that their listening comprehension skills were very
good, but that their production often showed a lack of precision and
grammatical accuracy. It was clear that, in addition to being exposed to
large amounts of comprehensible input, learners need to use their
production resources and skills, if they are to develop knowledge and
skills to share their understandings fully and accurately (Swain 1985,

1995).
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Cognitive differences between listening and speaking help us under-
stand why the metaphor of input and output is inadequate for language
learning. For a computer, input leads to output through invisible
processes. The metaphor directs attention away from the crucial
learning processes which happen between input and output, both in the
classroom and in learners’ minds, and from how these learning
processes may be supported by teaching and tasks. Recent work on
‘input processing’ (Van Patten 1996) attempts to work with these in-
between processes to help language development. We look in some
detail at these ideas in Chapter 5.

3.3.4 Summary

In this section, we have further developed the idea of discourse as
meaningful use of language, and children as participants in the dis-
course, searching out meaning and coherence in what they hear around
them and in the contributions they make to the discourse. Discourse in
the foreign language makes different demands on children from in their
first language, and if they are to use their meaning-making capacities to
help in language learning, the teacher must support them by making
meaning accessible. The theoretical differences between understanding
and participating in foreign language talk described in the last sub-
section will be seen more clearly when we move to look at real discourse
in the next section.

3.4 Analysis of a task-in-action

We will now look at young language learners participating in discourse,
and analyse bow they use their foreign language to understand and to
share meaning with their teacher. We will see how some succeed better
than others in producing talk and participating in discourse. The class-

room talk will later provide examples of several aspects of discourse
skills. '

3.4.7 The settirfg and the task

The classroom discourse event was recorded in a small school in
northern Norway. The headteacher of the school taught English, and in
this Grade 4 class he had just seven pupils, who were around 11 years
old and had been learning English for a year. Although the school was
in a tiny, isolated village, many pupils used English on their home
computer games and all had television showing programmes in English,
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. with Norwegian sub-titles; they were in these ways linked into a global
English-speaking community. Their lessons usually followed the course
book quite closely, and the class had just completed the reading of a
dialogue about animals who live in the arctic areas of the far north and
had discussed it a little. In the first extract from the talk, we see the
teacher (T) setting out the task-as-plan that he intends the pupils to
compiete:

Note

All transcribed talk will use the following symbols:

{.) micro pause #¢2¢2¢ indecipherable talk on tape
{1.0) pause of approx. 1 second, ete. anzd  extended syllable or phoneme
? rising intonation suggesting question  <? ‘ski-jump’ question

Extract x

1 T2 um (4.0) there were some (1.0) polar {3.0) some some animals { . ) there
mentioned (z.0}
er { 2.0 } could you please (2.0) think of {3.0) {blinds pulled down)
any animals (. ) you know {2.0) um (3.0} A{.) and then B (.)
5 could you please (z.0) go to the blackboard ( . } and write { . } down (2.0)
the name of an animal you know
A and B (boys) go to the blackboard and write “reindeer’ and ‘foks’. Teacher belps
with spelling of reindeer.
T:  whatis wrong about fox? (6.0} A {. ) could you { . } correct it?
Correction made to ‘fox’ .
T: yes(.)nowit’s tight (z.0)
er (.} while you are on the blackboard { . ) could you please tell us 2 little
10 abourt { . ) aretic fox ( . ) what kind of animal is it?

In line 3, the teacher addresses the whole class and asks them to think of
any animals you know. He then chooses two pupils to go to the front of
the class.and write the name of an animal on the board. The bays do
not know at this point what they are going to be asked to do with the
names; this comes later in line 9: could you please tell us a little about
arctic fox. Here then is the oral task as set by the teacher to pupil A,
standing by the board with pupil B next to him:

Task-as-plan

## tell the class about the animal you have chosen.

This task sets the initial conditions for the use of English by pupils (and
teacher). As it unfolds, it creates the environment of Janguage use and
learning.
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as

The demands and support of this initial task-as-plan can be ax;alysed
follows:

Cognitive demands: access previous knowledge about the animal
supported by previous knowledge and by allowing pupils to choose
an animal they know about.

Language demands: to find words and phrases to describe the animal,
speak them

supported by open choice as to what to describe; by the earlier
reading of the text.

Discourse demands: extended talk is required

supported by previous work on the topic.

Interactional demands: to tell your classmates and the visiting
researcher with tape recorder

supported by familiar people to talk to {except the researcher')
Involvement demands: to be motivated to create an interesting
description

supported by the arctic context which links to pupils’ lives; being
able to choose the animal to talk about.

3.4.2 The task-in-action

In

the next extract, we see what happens as pupil A talks about the

arctic fox. You will notice that the planned extended description is not
produced, but instead the teacher helps out the pupil by asking
questions. As you read the extract, notice how this change of plan
occurs, the different types of questions that the teacher uses, and the
pupil’s responses to them. Notice too the different aspects of the animal
that the teacher encourages the pupil to talk about.

Extract 2

Ic

15

0

T: what kind of animal is 1t?

A: itsa(.)fox

T: itsafox?{.)vesitis(.) laughs

um ( 3.0 ) could youtell us (. ) describe it (.} ?

is it big? or is it small? (1.0} how does it { . } look like?

little (. ) and white { . ) er {5.0)

is ir a big or a small { . ) animal?

little one (1.0}

a small one { . } yes (. ) rather small { . ) compared with (1.0) for instance
{.. }polar bears {.) yes (.) um (1.0) have you seen an arctic fox?
no{.)er{.)onTVyes

not{ . ) the real one? {. ) no (2.0) .

do we have (. ) the arctic {, ) foxes (. ) in (. ) Norway?

Sy HdApde
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A: Idon’t think so
T: noldon't think 5o too (. } Ithink (. ) you have to go to { ) further (. )
25 further north to get them (2.0) yes thank you (. ) um { 3.0)

The task-as-plan is altered very quickly. The teacher’s opening question
(line x0) is very broad in terms of possible answers. Pupil A’ response
in the next line seems to surprise the teacher, probably because saying
it’s a fox does not answer the question at all. In line 13, the teacher
asks again, zel] us . .. describe it. This broad invitation to speak is
narrowed down almost immediately in line 14, by asking more closed
questions: #s it big? is it small? Rather than leaving, the pupil to decide
which aspect of the fox to talk about, the teacher’s questions decide for
him that size/appearance will be topics. This ‘yes/no’ type of question
offers a lot of support to the pupil because it contains within it the
vocabulary that the pupil needs. The last question in line 14, kow does
it look like? opens out the talk again by offering the pupil more choice
of answer topic. Pupil A responds in line 15 with his own vocabulary
choice. Sticking with the teacher’s topic of size, he chooses little to
describe the fox, and then adds the colour word white. Notice that the
teacher’s planned task of describing the animal is being carried out, but
only in single words. .

- The teacher response to pupil A in line 18 takes up the topic of size
and contains a more complicated piece of language comparing the fox
and a polar bear. Having taken over the lead role in the talk, the teacher
then tries to hand it back to pupil A, by asking if he has seen 2 fox.
Again, A seems to understand but replies very hesitatingly, in single
words and with the short phrase: on TV.

In line 22, the teacher tries again to get the pupil to speak, this time
with another closed question that only needs yes or 7o as a response.
The pupil does a bit better than this, producing the phrase I don’t think
so. Finally, the teacher elaborates this answer by saying that they are
further north.

What has happened to the task-as-plan? Clearly, the pupil has not
managed to tell the class about the fox or describe the fox in a piece of
extended talk. The teacher has had to take over control of the rask and
uses questions to construct some interactive talk about the animal. Pupil
A, we might surmise, found the task in some way too demanding. In the
next extract from the discourse, we will see what happens when pupil B
is asked to talk about the reindeer. Again, notice what happens to the
planned task, and how this comes about through language use, particu-
larly through questioning,
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Extract 3
T: B(.)youhave written ( . ) reindeer { . ) could you tell us a little about{.)
reindeers? (3.0} : '
have you seen reindeers?

B: yes(3.0)
T yes(.)how (2.0) do they look like?
30 .B: its{.)er(.)white{.)and {4.0) #2¢?
T: yes{.)the colour is white (. ) and
B: an:dgrey
T yes
B: and (3.0) they are er (3.0) bigger {3.0)
35 T vyes(1.0) rather big
B: (quietly) rather big
T:  yesum (2.0} have you seen one?
B: yes
T:  where?
40 B: in(z.0}Salten
T: Salten?
B: yes
T: yes{.)but(.)] think we have reindeers in Hameroy ( . }
B: yes
45 T yesin fact (x.0) I saw some last { . ) week (. ) when Iwas (. )in (.) #2287
{z.0)

s0 {x.0) we needn’t go to { . ) Salten to {1.0) see (2.0} I think we have some
here in 22272 too (1.0) I have seen some (.)in #8287 (4.0)

After establishing that the pupil has in fact seen a reindeer, the teacher
again uses an open question to prompt pupil talk: how does it look like?
(line 29). With the help of the ‘ski-jump’ question in line 31, pupil B
describes the colours, and in line 34 offers a sentence about their size.
The teacher corrects the word bigger to ratber big, and the pupil repeats
the phrase. In this interaction, as with A, the pupil does not seem to be
able to produce an extended description using several sentences to-
gether, but instead the teacher and pupil together construct a descrip-
tion, using phrases or words elicited through questions. In lines 37-41,
the elicitation process becomes very marked, with very closed questions
and single word replies. As B’s turn comes to an end, the teacher offers a
short piece of information about seeing reindeers in their locality. B’s
task changes from speaking to listening.

After A and B, two more pupils were asked to talk, and the discourse
proceeded in a similar way, with an early move from open to closed
teacher questions. Again, the reacher closed the talk with a little story or
narrative:
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- Extract 4

T:  yes (1.0) they are very dangerous (r.0) in fact {.)some {.) months ago
(2.0} a person were killed { . ) on Svalbard ( . ) by a polar bear (. ) two
ladies were out walking ( . } tourists { . ) were out walking
(.)and{.)were(.)attackedby(.)apolarbear(.)andoneofthem
was killed (1.0) so they’re ( . ) very dangerous (1.0)

It seems that a pattern of talk, or 2 format, occurs in these extracts from
the task-in-action, in-which the original task of producing an oral
description has changed under the pressures of production and become
a task of answering the teacher’s questions, with a concluding piece of
information or an anecdote from the teacher.

The final extract from this classroom activity is very different. It
shows pupil E not just responding to questions but taking the lead in the
talk. This pupil selected a budgie as his animal; this is a small, brightly
coloured bird that comes from the tropics and is only found elsewhere
as a pet. In choosing a budgic as an arctic animal, E is ‘subverting’ the
task (Cameron 1999) and makes the task work for him in ways that the
other pupils did not. As you read this extract, look for differences
between E’s talk and that of the other pupils; also, notice how the
teacher’s talk is different. What is driving these differences?

Extract 5
T: yes (. )alright (. ) we were talking about ( . ) er ( . ) arctic animals (1.0) I
haven’t (. ) laughs
85 I'haven’t seen a budgie in the Arctic (. ) alright
pupils laugh
let’s see (2.0) budgie (1.0) could you describe a budgie?
er (. ) she can (.) have many colours
yes ( . ) she can (1.0)
what kind of animal ( . ) is it?
it’s a'bird
yes ( . Vit’s a bird (2.0) yes?
and (2.0} and she { . ) and she talks a lot
yes (2.0) do you have a budgie?
yes
and she can talk?
yes
what’s her name?
Gia
what’s her ? (. ) yes?
: Gia ‘
sorry (. ) Gia? (. ) yes (2.0} we had a budgie (1.0} er { . ) some months ago
(1.0) it died ( . ) huh laugh
: pupils laugh
suddenly it was ( . ) dead (2.0) made (1.0) terrible noise (2.0}

g0
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105§ many strange { . ) sounds (3.0} yes (. )
um (1.0) where do { . ) budgies ( . } come from? (2.0)
well { . ) they come from eggs { . ) that’s OK { . ) but (1.0} from which part
of {1.0) the {x.c) world do you think?

E: um{.)Iread(2.0)inabook (.}ander(.)um/(.)andics (2.0
rI0 itsayit’s { . ) a little parroe
T: it’s a little parrot (1.0) yes { . ) it’s (x.0) perhaps it's like a parrot {1.0} I'm
not very familiar
E:  burldon’t know where they come from
T: Tthink (.)theyare(.) from {.) the wopic zore {2.0} yes (.}

okay (.)

This extract feels different from the others. Let’s first see how it is
different, and then ask what has made the differerice. The open teacher -
question in line 87 receives a full sentence reply from E: she can have
many colours. In line 92, E offers a further piece of information, she can
talk, with only yes? as elicitation from the teacher. Again, i line zo9,
pupil E takes the initiative and answers a teacher question with an extra
piece of information; the sentence does not flow out fluently but is full
of hesitations and pauses. What strikes me about this exchange is how
pupil E appears to be working at the edge of his oral skills, pushing.
himself to produce sentences where other pupils used just single words.

In line 114, the teacher produces an answer to the question he had
asked earlier (xo7). This is a further indication that the teacher’s
involvernent in this task was greater too. He earlier (102} contributed a
story about his own budgie that everyone found quite amusing.

It may be that pupil E has learnt more English than the other pupils,
and that he thus finds the task easier, but, even so, his hesitant talk
shows that he does not find the task easy. The other difference may be
the choice of an animal that E is familiar with and attached to. By
choosing his pet budgie, E increases his involvement in the task, and has
more things to talk about that he possibly knows better, and cares
about. The budgie information carries personal meaning for him that
was missing with the reindeer or the fox. The meaning that the teacher
wants to share is also personal. The involvement with the topic has
perhaps created an incentive for talking in order to share understanding,
which was much less strong in the previous extracts.

The task created opportunities for pupils and teacher to share mean-
ings through the use of the foreign language. However, only pupil E
seemed to respond to the opportunity in a way that might also help in
language learning, introducing personal meaning into the task. In the
first three extracts, pupils seemed to have problems in finding anything
to say: perhaps they could not find the English, or perhaps they could
not find information about the animals to share through talk. Either
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. Table 3.1 Language produced by children on the oral description task

Pupil A Pupil B Pupil C Pupil E
it’s a fox yes bear she can have many colours
little and white it’s white and _ no it’s a bird
little one grey ves and she talks a Jot
no and they are bigger big yes -
on TV yes rather big polar bears  yes
Idon’t think so yes white? Gia
in Salten yes Gia
yes dangerous  Ixead in a book
yes ‘ and it say it’s a little parrot
but I don’t know where they
come from

way, it is clear that these pupils needed more support to be able to do
the oral description.

3.4.3 Language used in the task

We now look a little more closely at the language that the children
produced in the description task to examine the type of utterances used.
The question of how children might leamn from participation in
discourse begins to be addressed.

The pupils’ talk clearly demonstrates that speaking is much more
demanding than listening; although they had read (and understood) a
text about arctic animals and although they could understand when
they listened to the teacher talk about the animals, when they were
asked to produce a description, they mostly used single words and
phrases. Table 3.1 lists the language produced by the pupils.

3.4.4 Use of formulaic language

Looking at Table 3.1, we can see some phrases that seem to have been
produced as whole chunks, rather than being put together word by
word. Sometimes these pre-fabricated phrases have a structure that does
not quite fit into the talk or they are longer than the rest of the child’s
utterances. I would hypothesise that the following phrases are produced
formulaically, although further evidence from the children’s talk in
English would be needed to confirm this:

it’s a fox / bird
little one
on TV
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1 don’t think so

it’s white
The heavy mental demands of speaking are believed to be one of the’
causes of the phenomenon of formulaic use of language (Wray 1993). In
all types of language-using situations, first and second, child and adult,
speakers seem to rely on such ‘chunks’ of language that come ready
raade and can be brought into use with less effort than constructing a
fresh phrase or sentence. The ‘formulaic sequences’ or chunks can be
learnt as wholes, or may be ‘fused’, i.e. they are not encountered as
wholes but are made into chunks in the mind of the learner. Chunks are
likely to be produced as whole units, and help to avoid long pauses
while taking part in talk. -

The potential benefits of using and learning chunks are not fully
understood vet, but the first and the last phrases illustrate how they can
be useful in talk by providing a basic pattern [#t’s . . . ] with ‘slots’ that
can be filled by different nouns or adjectives. In child first language
acquisition, there is some evidence that phrases learnt formulaically are
later broken down into individual words that can be combined with
other words, giving new ways of speaking. For foreign language
learning, it seems likely that even if formulaic phrases were not raught
as such, some stretches of language would be learnt formulaically. The
debate continues as to whether and how formulaic use of language can
be exploited for learning, with some suggesting that direct teaching of
formulaic phrases will help discourse skills development (Nattinger and
de Carrico 1992; Myles, Mitchell and Hooper 1999).

Examination of young learner course books show that many choose
conversational phrases as units of language to be taughs, and that they
seem to expect these to be learnt as formulae. Phrases are presented to
children through stories, songs, rhymes, dialogues, and through class-
room language. In Chapter 5 we will consider how these learnt-as-
whole phrases might be used for later grammatical development.

3.4.5 Selecting and adapting language on-line

The hesitations in pupil E’s long utterance about where the budgie
comes from suggest that this language was constructed on-line, or there
and then, rather than being produced formulaicaily as a chunk. E
selected from both vocabulary and his grammatical knowledge to try to
commmunicate his meaning. "

Learning and use are tightly interconnected — when a child uses
English, adapting his or her oral skills to the task in hand, a micro-level
instance occurs of learning in action. Over a longer timescale, these
accumulating experiences of using language will produce more obvious
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changes in language resources that constitute learning. What we might
call language ‘knowledge’ or ‘proficiency’ is the overall effect of many
separate uses of the language, in each of which ways of talking or
understanding are selected and adapted to fit the specific situation or
task. Over time and many, varied uses of language, the child will move
from partial to more complete understanding of aspects of language and
develop a greater range of language resources and skills; when the child
is then put into a new language-using situation, there are more language
resources and skills to select from and the language can be adapted
more precisely to fit, Language-using experience in a variety of sitna-
tions means that the child’s language resources can be used across an
increasing range of contexts; where at first a child can count in the
language only in a recited sequence: one, two, three, four, etc., gradually
the numbers become available for use in more and more linguistic and
situational contexts: I'd like four apples. The repeated use of the same
words in different physical and language contexts helps to construct in
the child’s mind the sound, shape, and use of the word. Language
learning is the continual changing of these resources of words and
phrases and of grammar, contextualised initially, and de-contextualising
as it develops.

Explicit attention to language resources is not ruled out by this idea
that use drives learning. As will be suggested in later chapters, skilful
teaching about language can play an important role in helping language
development.

3.5 Discourse skills development in childhood

This section sets the discourse skills demanded by the task in a broader
picture of discourse skills development in childhood. Was ir unrealistic
to expect an I1 year old to give a description of an animal? Could they
do that in their first language? What can we expect of young learners in
terms of the types of discourse they can use English for? We will see
how the foreign language discourse development of children is con-
strained by their cognitive and social development. Although it is
Important to take account of maturational constraints, plenty of scope
remains, and the rest of the chapter will look at how teachers can most
effectively help discourse skills development.

3.5.1 Conversation and extended talk

The teacher’s plan was to generate extended talk in the form of a
description. What actually happened was much more interactional, and
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took the form of a teacher and pupil conversation, directed largely by
teacher questions. The teacher also produced stretches of more extended
talk within the conversational interaction, in the form of little stories
about polar bears attacking tourists and his budgie dying. '

Conversational interaction and extended talk are the two major types
of discourse that can be developed in both first and foreign languages
(Brown and Yule 1983). Empirical research has shown that the two
types involve different discourse skills and developmental patterns for
young children in their first language (Snow 1996), as mentioned in
section 1.6. This work bas shown that, not only do these two types of
discourse develop at different rates for different children, but that the
rate and quality of development is connected with how much children
are exposed to and participate in each type. o

The key differences between conversation and extended talk are
length of turns and degree of interaction. Both require attention to other
people. In conversation, the social interaction is more obyious, as each
short turn responds to previous turns and contributes to the develop-
ment of the talk. But extended ralk, if done well, also needs to take
account of the listeners and how they will understand the longer talk
turns. The teacher’s little stories seem to be well adapted to his pupils’
understanding. '

3.5.2 Development of conversational sk)‘ﬂs in childhood

Taking responsibility for how other people will understand what you
say and for making sure that you understand them, is an aspect of
discourse that develops with age. Young children are not very good at
taking other discourse participants into account and shaping what they
say to fit the needs of others. The effects of age on communication skills
have been shown in various empirical studies into children’s (first
language) listening comprehension and communication strategies (a
useful summary is given in Anderson and Lynch 1988; also, Ricard
1993; Nelson 1996). Young speakers between five and ten years lack
awareness of how to cater for other participants in discourse, and are
not very skilful in planning their talk. As listeners, they understand
other people’s talk relative to their current level of social and cognitive
resources; across the full young learner age range this can be different
from an adult understanding. Children up to age seven seem to blame
themselves if they do not understand something said to them, rather
than judging that what was said to them might have been inadequate.
Even ro and rr year olds who have problems in understanding some-
thing may not ask for more information. Researchers have tried to train
children to be more effective communicators, but have found that
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training is only effective for older children, above about eight years of
age. :
Children’s limited communication skills have been explained in terms
of their growing understanding of how they and other people think, act
and commuaicate. Children seem to begin to really develop their under-
standing of other people’s actions and minds around four years of age,
but it takes much of childhood to gather enough experience and use it
to construct a full awareness of how people operate socially and
mentally. Indeed, as adults we continue to develop this sensitivity to
other people and everyone can probably think of someone who still
- seems to have problems seeing into the minds of their fellow adults!
- While some theorists invoke the idea of a developing ‘theory of mind’ in
children (Frith 1989: 178), others posit that this understanding is a
socially motivated process, in which (first) language use plays a key role
in creating and learning from experiences with other people, initially in
the family and then beyond (Nelson 1996).

‘The maturation of social and cognitive understandings over the 5-12
age range has implications for foreign language use and learning. When
children are asked to take part in conversations that are beyond their
development, they cannot fully participate and may be forced to repeat
without understanding. Discourse in young learner classrooms should
follow patterns children find familiar, from their home and family, or
from their school experience, and should not demand more of children
than'they can do, in terms of Imagining someone else’s state of mind or
expressing causes and beliefs. We can see that children may have
difficulties in estimating what other people will understand from what
they say; even if the pupils in our Norwegian class had managed to
produce a description of an animal, they might not have been able to
judge very accurately what their fellow pupils would understand from
their talk. Summarising someone else’s point of view is also likely to be
a demanding task for a child. : -

Familiarity of content and context in foreign langnage use will help
children as speakers and as listeners. Learner training in communjcation
from eight years on may help children to be able to say when they do
not understand what they hear and to formulate helpful questions to
understand more. The final implication takes us back to the teacher’s
responsibility for ensuring that children understarid and can make sense
of the foreign language they hear. The developmental constraints on
children’s ability to do this for themselves give a further emphasis to the
need for teachers to act on bebalf of the child in this respect, carefully
monitoring how they talk to their pupils in terms of what and how their

pupils can find meaning in that talk.
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3.5.3 Developing children’s discourse repertoires

Learners of a foreign language will increase their range or repertoire of
discourse skills and types. They will learn to interact conversationally
with an increasing range of people, in different situations, with different
goals and on different topics, movmg from the familiar settings of
home, family and classroom to situations in the wider world. Children
develop skills to produce different types of talk and mcreasmgly long
stretches of talk, including:

narratives

descriptions

instructions

arguments

- opinions

{Brown and Yule 1983, McCarthy and Carter 1994).

I

In contrast to the social demands of conversational talk, extended talk
makes heavier cognitive and linguistic demands because ideas have to
be held in the mind and organised so that the links between them will
make sensé to listeners. Language forms are need that dlsplay the links
between ideas, for example cause and effect, and sequencing in time.
Listeners to extended talk will face interpretive demands to unpack
meaning from the language they hear. In young learner classrooms, we
cannot expect pupils to produce extended talk of these forms beyond
what they can do in their first language. Again, the first language
research prov;des some help in working out What might and might not
be possible in a foreign language.

Here we will concentrate on narrative and description, since these are
probably the most accessible to young learners. Other discourse types ~
instructions, arguments, opinions — can be analysed in similar ways for
their content and organisation. They require sometimes more developed
skills in communicating with other people, understanding their points
of view, gathering and ordering information and shaping discourse to
persuade or to illustrate ideas.

The primacy of narrative

In the child development literature, ‘narrative’ appears not just as a
discourse form but as 2 mode of mental organisation that is found in
memory construction and that features in the early social experiences of
children. Key features of ‘narrative’ are the organisation of events in
time, the intentional actions of participants, cause and effect, and the
resolution of problems, often through some surprising event. Narratives
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. have ‘thematic’ structure as well as temporal structure: sequences of

actions have some underlying meaning or driving force. In the large-
scale and culturally significant stories of societies, such as myths and
fables, we find recurring themes, such as love triumphing over loss or
bravery outwitiing greed or cruelty. Story telling also acts to socialise
children by showing accepted ways of living and behaving.

Bruner (1986) argues that narrative discourse and mental organisa-
tion is primary in children’s development. We can note that young
children encounter narrative in many types of talk and visually too: in
story books, in songs, in cartoons, on TV and video, in computer games,
and as part of everyday talk in the home and in school. Snatches of
narrative occur frequently in conversation, just as the story about polar
bears attacking tourists occurred in the classroom rtalk. A switch to
narrative mode is marked by raised pitch and change in intonation
patterns {Nelson 1996). Children are included in narrative production
when their parents encourage collaboration. The adult may initiate 2
narrative for the child to participate in: let’s tell daddy where we went
today; and will provide questions and suggestions to help the child keep
the sequence of actions going: what did we see next? and what was the
lion doing? Children are thus exposed to narrative from very early ages,
they participate in narrative and they develop their skills in producing
rarratives. Such skills and knowledge are brought to foreign language
learning; what is lacking is the language to express them.

The language of narrative

In their first language, children develop the language for doing narrative
quite early, with sentence grammar and discourse grammar appearing
to develop interdependently (Nelson 1996). Constructing cohesive
narrative requires the use of relative clauses, connectives, pronominal
reference, and of adverbs, verb tense and aspect to convey temporal
relationships. Even the youngest children can use the connectives so,
when, then, because, if . . . then, or, but. Some types of relative clauses
are learnt very late (see Chapter 1). Pre-school children master the use
of past and present tenses, and use temporal adverbs and advérb
phrases, such as yesterday or some months ago. An interesting phenom-
enon with time words and phrases is that use often precedes full
understanding for children. A child may use a phrase like in @ minute
because she has heard adults use it, but without knowing exactly what
it means. Contextual information has helped the child get a rough idea
of a phrase’s meaning, and a model of its use, but it will take many
more exposures and uses in a range of contexts before the full and
specific meaning is available to the child. Coming to understand the
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reality of minutes or days may take until a child reaches 8 or 9 years of
age.

In English (Lx) narratives produced by young children, verbs can
refer to the past (the giant chased Jack) or to the future (then we’ll get
the train and go home), and sometimes use the simple present as a
timeless form (giants love the taste of boiled boys) {examples from
Nelson 1986). Very seldom do they use the present continuous that is so
often found in young learner text book ‘stories: Anmnie is sitting in her
garden. This tense has historically been the first taught in English as a
foreign language, perhaps because it is easy to support through actions
and pictures. It is not, however, authentic in stories.

Non-narrative discourse: description

Narrative is contrasted with ‘paradigmatic’ mental organisation, which
is concerned with categorising the world, and naming objects and
characteristics. Paradigmatic discourse is also found in early childhood
social interaction, when parents teach children their colours or name
animals they see together. Such talk can be seen as leading to formal,
abstract concepts and logical argument that are the central focus of
education, particularly at and bevond secondary level. Development
will be seen in increasing precision in use of language resources, and in
increasing complexity in language resources available to express more
complex ideas.

There is some evidence that the balance berween narrative and
paradigmatic discourse in early childhood varies within and across
cultures. Mullen (x994) describes Korean parents who emphasise para-
digmatic organisation in their talk with their infants.

A description clearly derives from paradigmatic organisation: objects,
animals or people and their parts, features and habits are labelled and
described. Parts are linked to other parts, and to wholes.

The describing talk about the budgie from Extract 4 includes:

Appearance: can have many colours

Habits: talks

Categorisation: is a bird (as kind of animal)
is a little parrot

Origin: comes from eggs

Natural habitat: comes from the tropics

A description might also have included:

Appearance: feathers
Structure: wings, beak, feet, head
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Habits: flies, nests
Food: fruit .
‘Pert habitat: cage, bell, mirror, perch

If pupils are to produce successful descriptions, they will need to access
their prior knowledge of such descriptive features and the language to
express them. By building up the language components of a description,
the teacher can carry out more effective preparation for extended talk.

The discourse of description also requires that these components are
put together to form a whole. As with narrarives, there are prototypical
forms of description, such as those found in biology texts, and simplified
forms that are accessible to young children, such as those found in.
children’s information books and TV programmes. Even the simple
example of the budgie illustrates how our world knowledge requires
categorising and expressing relations between categories. Being able to
do this in the foreign language is crucial if that language is ever used as
a medium of instruction, and cognitively beneficial even if it is not.

Summary ‘
This section has developed the justification for the second guiding
principle: that to learn discourse skills, children need both to participate
in discourse and to build up knowledge and skills for participation. To
be able to do the “whole’ that is a description, children need to learn the
‘parts’, or components of a description, and to practise integrating those
parts into the whole.

To effectively develop the discourse skills of young learners, teachers
may be helped by an awareness of the following:

~ types of discourse
their organisation and components;
the language forms typically used in their construction;
an understanding of children’s developing communication skills and
cognitive abilities;
the importance of working outwards from the familias;
— the primacy of narrative;
the educational significance of paradigmatically organised discourse.

i

f

There is much that teachers can do to gradually build up children’s
discourse skills in their foreign language. Classroom tasks and teacher’s
use of language create the environment in which new forms are met and
familiar ones expanded. In the next section, we focus on how this
information about children’s developing discourse skills can be most
effectively brought to bear on classroom practice.
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3.6 Effective support for children’s foreign language
discourse skills

The previous section has demonstrated that to use the foreign language
to produce narrative or description requires the assembling of ideas into
organised discourse patterns, in ways that will make sense to listeners.
We can translate this idea to the teaching of foreign languages in order
to see how teachers can support children’s oral skills development. The
task of producing a short spoken description of an animal will be used
again; readers will be able to transfer the ideas and suggestions to other
tasks. ‘

3.6.1 Support through motivating topics

The first point to be made is that if children are to talk meaningfully in
foreign language classrooms, they must have something they want to
say. Pupil E’s talk makes this point very strongly — he wanted to talk
about this budgie, and his motivation seems to push him to manage to
do so. A and B did not have the same motivation to talk about the fox
or the reindeer. Pupil E re-created the teacher’s task so that it gave him
the opportunity to talk about something that interested him, but for -
every confident pupil like E, there are many more like A and B who
won’t take control and whose opportunities for language using and thus
for language learning are thereby reduced. Once again the teacher must
take on the responsibility for adjusting tasks and topics so that they
relate to pupils’ interests. A sure way to do this is by building in to a
task an element of choice for pupils. Encourage them to choose which
animal they will talk about, and if they lack information they may at
least be motivated to discover it. Find things in which the children are
experts, whether that is the life of budgies, how to program the
computer, or football teams, and use these interests in tasks.

3.6.2 Support through task structure

Children usually benefit from knowing what is going to happen at the
different stages of a task. I suspect that when A and B wrote fox and
reindeer on the board, they did not know that they would be asked to
describe them. By the time E’s turn came, he might have worked out
what the task was and have deliberately chosen the budgie because he
knew he could talk about it. Sharing with the pupils the expected
outcomes of the task will usually help pupils.

It helps too if a task has a clear goal or purpose. Here purpose means
a communicative or interpersonal purpose — why was one pupil 1o tell
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the rest about an arctic animal? To construct 2 human purpose for a
task, we try to imagine a realistic reason for why one person might
want to say these things to another person. Why might the class need to
know the descriptive information? Why would the pupil want to tell
them? As the task was set up, no clear purpose was given. In the final
extract, pupil E changes the task and seems to create a real, human
purpose for his talk; the teacher wanits to find out about this budgie.
This simple purpose might be enough to motivate and support talking ~
telling people what they don’t know, but are interested to find out
about. Human beings are generally interested in the lives of other
people. Such interest underlies our fascination with soap operas, and
magazines that show the houses and parties of Ailm and TV stars.

Other more intricate purposes might be constructed. One way to do
this is to think of an imaginary situation or event in which such
language would naturally be used. Perhaps a very unusual animal had
been spotted in the neighbourhood — a polar bear wandered down from
further north or a pet lizard escaped. Then a news reporter might
describe the animal so that people could lock out for it. Perhaps
someone has lost a valued pet and prepares a description to be read out
on local radio to encourage other people to help find it. Sometimes real
situations can be created — perhaps the class is preparing a video, CD-
ROM, or cassette and pictures about local animals to exchange with a
school in another country. Each of these situations supports the produc-
tion of language by linking it to real people and purposes; each situation
or event produces constraints on who would say what, and how, that
limit the language that is needed while, at the same time, provide a
reason for using it.

The final way in which tasks can support oral skills development is
through their structire, and in particular through the preparation stage.
If producing a description is the core activity in our task, with goals and
outcomes decided on, then the preparation stage allows for preliminary
work to assemble ideas, vocabulary and sentences, and to put together
and rebearse the extended description. Willis {1996) suggests yarious
ways this can be done, and many of her ideas can be adapted for
younger leamers. In section 3.7, I give examples of short language
practice activities that can build language resources and discourse skills
either immediately before a description task or in the weeks and months
building up to one.

3.6.3 Support through language practice

Interest in a topic and purpose for a task, though important, are not
enough. Even when talking about his budgie, pupil E still needed more
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support with his English, at word, phrase and clause level. All the pupils
needed support at discourse level to organise their talk into an extended
description. The pupils are learning English as a foreign language and
we need to accept that this differs in important ways from learning it as
a first language. Unlike first language children, foreign language learners
are not immersed in a continual stream of spoken discourse, from which
they can pick out words and phrases while also being helped by adults
to participate in the discourse. Foreign language teaching needs to
compensate for this lack of exposure to the language by providing other
learning opportunities. 1 suggest that, although participation in dis-
course is the zarget of foreign language learning, it is not the only means
of reaching the target, and that direct language practice at word, phrase
and sentence level has an important contribution to make in building
discourse skills (see also Widdowson 1998). The part-skills of using the
language at word, phrase and sentence level can then be combined and
integrated through discourse-level practice. :
General language learning principles and research show that language
learners need the following, and young learners need much the same but
in shorter bursts and more frequently:

- models of language use to listen to, notice and appropriate;
— plentiful opportunities for repeated listening;

— plentiful opportunities to say the words and phrases;

— feedback on production to improve fluency and accuracy.

Producing extended talk in addition requires:

— preparation time;

~ support for remembering the information to be included, while
talking;

- rehearsals of large chunks of talk, as well as words and phrases.

In addition, the central message of this chapter bears repeating yet again
— all these types of language practice should make sense to the child, as
an activity and as meaningful language. -

3.7 Short activities for learning the spoken language

The set of pictures in Figure 3.1 is taken from the work book of a
Norwegian course for young learners. A range of listening and speaking
activities at word, phrase and sentence level can be generated from the
set of pictures, and can be adapted for other topics. Most will work
with all ages of children. They can be used with language that the
children have only recently met for the first time, or to revise language
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Figure 3.1 Animal pictures from ‘Young People’, Activity Book 4, p. 124.
NKS-Forlaget, Norway

learnt in earlier years. Because many of these activities will seem like
games — they are fast moving and sometimes have a competitive edge —
they are likely to keep pupils’ interest.

It is assumed that each child will have his or her own set of pictures,
although sometimes a pair or group will work with a single set. While
the set can be used as it is, as a 4 x 4 matrix, cutting up the matrix and -
using 16 small pictures (which can be kept in envelopes berween
activities) gives a lot more flexibility in the possible range of activities.
The pictures can be used over and over again for increasingly difficult
activities. They can also be used for reading and writing activities, but
all the activities below can be done orally. The activities are roughly -
organised in terms of the learning opportunities they offer the children.
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3.7.1 Listening and doing

In these activities, the main learning focus for the children is to listen'to
the names and characteristics of the animals so that the English words
and phrases become familiar, and the children begin to notice features
of the English. After playing the games a few times, the children will
begin to speak as well as listen, and can gradually take over the teacher’s
role and play in pairs or groups. Most of the games produce an
outcome, e.g. one picture left or a scenario completed, that can be
talked about as immediate revision of the language.

(1) Listen and identify

In its simplest form, the teacher says the name of an animal and the
child points to the picture or puts a counter on it. The teacher can see at
a glance whether the pupils understand the spoken word.

The game can be developed by the teacher describing a picture in
more detail:

This animal has fur, four legs and barks.

(£} Bingo

Each pupil chooses six animals, and puts the other pictures back in the
envelope. The teacher says the names of the animals at random. When a
pupil hears one of his or her animal names, she or he turns that picture
over. The first one with all the pictures turned over shouts ‘bingo!’ and
is the winner.

As with (1), this can be developed by the teacher saying the features
rather than the names, or by pupils taking turns to say the names as the
game is played in a small group.

(3) Listen and take away

Pupils start with the full set of pictures. The teacher instructs them to
take away certain animals:

Take away all the animals with wings / beaks / who live in bot
countries.

This continues until only one animal is left. Anyone who has that
animal is a winner.

Again, the moving of the pictures gives the teacher information about
who is understanding and who is not.
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{4) Find the odd one out .
The teacher says the names of four or five animals. The pupils pick them
out and have to decide which one is the odd one out:

e.g. budgie, cat, dog, lion ~ the budgie is the odd one out
because it can fly. :

Pupils may not be able to say in English the reason for being the odd
one out but they can try, and the teacher can then give the full phrase or
sentence. As the game progresses, they may begin to learn the because
phrases.

Pupils will enjoy doing this for each othes, although they may come
up with weird and wonderful differences that stretch the patience of
their partpers!

(5) Listen and put

Pupils draw a cage, 2 house and a field on a sheet of paper. They follow
the teacher’s instructions of where to place the animal pictures:

The lion lives in a cage. The cat and the dog live in the house.
This is a form of picture dictation that can be adjusted in many ways:

(i) The activity can be varied by changing the original picture. The
pupils might draw 2 zoo and be told where the animals go, or use a
map of the world to place the animals by their original habitat.

(i) Pupils could draw the animals rather than using ready-made
pictures. 3

{iii) At the end of the activity, pupils tell a partner about their picture.

3.7.2 Listening and saying

Each of these activities requires pupils to say something, either as
individuals or all together in chorus.

For some, it is useful for-the teacher to have a set of much larger
pictures that can be held up for the whole class to see. Again, pupils can
take over the teacher’s role and the games can be played in pairs or
groups.

(6) Look and say

At its simplest, the teacher holds up a picture and the pupils say the
name of the animal.
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The large pictures can be placed on the board and poirited to. By
moving around the pictures very quickly, the pupils get lots of enj oyable :
practice in saying the names.

(7) Listen and choose

The teacher gives the pupils a description that fits several animals. Each

pupil chooses one animal and tells the class or his / her partner what
s/he has chosen.

e.g. Choose your favourite pet [ an animal with four legs and a tail.
I chose a dog.

This. can be developed into a class survey by collecting the results '
together and displaying them on a graph.

(8) Listen and sort

The teacher names some animals and pupils pick out their pictures.
They then have to describe the group that they have, e.g. dangerous
animnals. :

(& Tennis game

Pupils are divided into two teams across the classroom. A pupil from
the first team says the name of an animal and a pupil from the other
team responds with another animal. The teams keep going for as long
as they can. The winner is the team who knows most animals.

This s an excellent vocabulary revision activity that can be played in
a few minutes, with a range of topics: animals, parts of animals, thmgs
animals eat, places animals live in etc.

{10) Guess my animal - questions

The teacher (or pupil} chooses an animal but does not tell. The pupils
have to guess by asking yes / 7o questions. The simplest version uses the
name of an animal: is it @ Hon?

Pupils can also use descriptive language to ask more powerful
questions: does it have wings?

More open wh- questions are more challenging to answer: what does
. iteat?

Note that the questions will need to be modelled by the teacher first.

The guessing can be done about a category of animals that have been
chosen, asin §.
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“(11) Guess my animal — actions

In this guessing game, a pupil chooses an animal and other pupils tell
him or her to act like the animal using different verbs: sleep / eat / walk
like your animal.

They have to guess by watching what the chooser does.

3.7.3 Focus on sounds in discourse

These activities work at two levels: discourse and phonological. The
sounds of the language interact with the meaning of the words and the
form of the whole. They allow attention to the pronunciation of words
and of the rhythms of the spoken language. In a kind of ‘language play’
{Cook 1997), intonation and stress can be exaggerated dramatically,
allowing children to notice (probably rot consciously) and practise
aspects of the foreign language that may be different from their first

language.
(12) Poems or chants

Simple poems can be very easily put together from the earliest stages.
Many cah be composed and learnt orally. Poems also provide mean-
ingful writing practice, as they can be carefully copied out and
illustrated. Once the poems are composed, they become part of the class
repertoire to say or chant together in any odd moments.

(i) The class chooses an adjective to go with each of 3 or 4 pictures. A
miniature story can be produced by sequencing the lines carefully!

Hungry tiger,
Hot lion,
Sleeping rabbit.

The pictures can be placed on the board or drawn in a children’s book
in the same sequence, so that they serve as a memory prompt.
{1i) Use numbers to structure the poem

One lion walking tall
Two rabbits crouching small
Three birds in the tree
Sing out loud — don’t eat me!

The animals could be chosen at random first and put in sequence, and
then the rest of the line added to make a drama or story.

{ii1) Acrostic
These poems need to be written for the full impact. They work with just
one animal, with the letters of the name arranged vertically downwards,
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and a sentence or phrase made up that begins with each letter. Just the
name can be written on the board, with the phrases held in memory.

T terrible teeth

I inthe jungle

G goes gently

E  early inthe morning
R roaring!

(13) Tongue twisters

Pupils and teacher make up phrases or sentences about the animals,
with each word beginning with the same sound, and try to say them as
quickly as possible ‘ '

ten terrible tigers _
big beautiful blue budgies bite biscuits with their beaks

3.8 Supporting the spoken language with written language

In classes of older students who have mastered reading and writing,
written texts often support the learning of spoken language. In young
learner classrooms, however, the helpfulness of the written language is
limited, and using reading passages, writing up words of songs or using
written labels for new vocabulary may cause serious difficulties for
pupils. Later in the book when we explore literacy in depth, we will
consider the many linguistic and educational factors that influence
literacy development. For the time being, a generalised picture of literacy
development will suffice to highlight the primacy of spoken language for
children. Formal literacy skills in the first language are generally
introduced to children from around five or six years of age. At the
beginning, children struggle to make letter shapes with their pencils and
to recognise printed words and letters. After a year or so, they can read
simple texts but still need to work hard to make sense of new wortls: for
several years, writing remains a laborious process that requires careful
attention to shapes and spelling. All through this time, children cornmu-
nicate much more easily through talk than they do through written
language. As reading and writing skills develop and become more
automatic, so literacy becomes less of a struggle and more of a tool that
can be used to assist communication. At some point in the development
of literacy skills, the written language becomes for the child a more
efficient source than spoken language for some purposes, such as fiiding
out information or exploring ideas in writing. It is as if there is a switch
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- between literacy and oral skills in terms of efficiency and helpfulness to
learning. For children learning to be literate in their first language, this
switch begins to happens at around 8 or ¢ years of age. Before the switch
point, oral language is more helpful than written language; after the
switch point, written language can be functionally more useful.

Holding this idea of the switch point in mind, we can bring into the
picture the learning of literacy in the foreign language. Generalising and
simplifying again, we need only to agree that foreign language literacy is
likely to lag behind a child’s first language literacy development. We can
then see that the foreign language is likely to have a later switch point;
the written form will continue to be a burden rather than a help for a
longer time. In young learner classrooms where children are stll
learning to read and write in the foreign langnage, they will generally
find it easier to learn new language through listening and speaking than
from written text.

There are many situations in secondary and adult language class-
rooms where written text is used to support learning, and these have to
be re-thought for young learners who are still struggling with writing
and reading. We can’t, for example, ask young learners to *make a quick
note” of new vocabulary items learnt in a lesson, because writing a list
of words for a six- or seven-year-old child may still be a slow and
demanding process that would take most of a lesson. We can, though,
give them a set of simple pictures of the new vocabulary that they can
point to and say, colour in and talk about with a partner, and take home
to show and say to parents. Sirnilazly, it is of little use writing key words
from a story on the board if pupils cannot read them easily. We can,
though, have large cut-outs of key characters and places in a story that
we pin or stick on the board, to build up the story as it is told, and that
can be used later to support all sorts of talk and drama.

I am not here insjsting that listening and speaking must always
precede reading and writing. As usual, children’s learming is more
complex and interesting than that over-simplification allows, and there
is interesting evidence that literacy skills work can produce gains in
speaking, which we will examine in Chapter 6. What is being empha-
sised is the need to assess the demands that the use of written English in
classroom activities makes on learners, so that these demands can be
lightened or increased in line with the language learning goals of the
activities. For children of 5-7 years beginning foreign language
learning, very little use of the written form is appropriate, because the
demands would be altogether too high. At all stages, if the learning
goals of an activity are about oral skills development, then written
language used to support oral skills would have to be well within the
current level} of literacy development of the learners.
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So preparing for a spoken description by writing a draft is probably
not appropriate for young learners, although it might well be at
secondary level. Pupils like those in the Norwegian classroom we met
earlier might benefit from purposeful listening to written descriptions
read alond that were sufficiently simple for them to understand.
Listening might provide them with models of the discourse pattern and
style that they can try to reproduce. On the other hand, a follow-up
activity may have literacy skills goals, using the spoken work as
preparation for reading or writing. :

3.9 Using dialogues

3.9.1 Dialogues and discourse

It is very common to find dialogues in children’s foreign language course
books. At first sight, it may seem that dialogues are exactly what we
need to give children practice in discourse-level talk. However, a closer
look suggests that the course book dialogue is a rather strange inven-
tion. Here is an example from Cambridge English for Schools, Book -
One (Littlejohn and Hicks 1996: 52):

ANNE: Gosh! How beautiful!

PAT: Yes,itis.

ANNE: Where do they live?

PAT: In trees of course.

ANNE: Iknow that. I mean where in the world do they live?

paT:  Oh, sorry. Well, they live in North America and South
- America. Countries like Mexico and Brazil.

ANNE: How do they fly like that?

paT:  Well, they move their wings very fast. They drink nectar

from flowers.

ANNE: Oh. You're clever. How do you know all this?

PAT: I've got this magazine at home.

ANNE: Oh!

Dialogues are an historical legacy to children’s foreign language
teaching that have been bequeathed to us from the adult language
learning. Course book writers have adapted the idea for young learners,
by ‘using child-friendly characters, by changing the content, or by
turning dialogues into cartoons with speech bubbles, but the basic idea
remains: that the dialogue provides communicative phrases that chil-
dren can learn.

Course book dialogues are unlikely to be very close to natural spoken
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. discourse, for several reasons. Firstly, to get into a book, they have to be
written down, which inevitably produces a tidied-up version of talk.
Furthermore, they are usually specially composed for language teaching
and, compared to natural talk, seem very artificial. The dialogue above
has some interesting parallels with the classroom extracts used earlier in
the chapter It sounds, however, very different from how two girls
would be likely to talk to each other in its tidiness, precision and
linearity. :

3.9.2 The language learning opportunities of dialogues

Text book writers who produce dialogues may have quite other goals:
than showing how speakers engage in discourse to find out information,
to get something done, or just to make contact with another person.
The dialogues may be included to show learners how spoken English
sounds, but may also be there to provide samples of new vocabulary to
be learnt, or to give grammar practice. The example given above is -
followed by practice in asking questions beginning with Where does . . .
How does . . ., so that the dialogue provides a model of these question
types. By examining the repeated patterns of language in a dialogue,
teachers can see how a dialogue might best be used.
Dialogues may offer:

— genuine samples of spoken language;

— contextualised sentence patterns that are not very like the spoken
language; .

— written sentences that resemble what people might say;

~ practice of sentence patterns — a grammatical drill in disguise;

— scripts, rather like short theatrical plays.

Deciding how to use dialogues must take into account what they have
to offer and what their limitations are. It is no good thinking that pupils
are being helped to practise talking in the foreign language if they are
actually being drilled in sentence patterns.

We may decide that the dialogues are so different from the types of
talk we want our pupils to practise that they are best used just for
listening practice, to contextualise new vocabulary (see Chapter 4}, or
for reading comprehension and writing practice. Some parts of a
dialogue may offer useful phrases that could be learnt by heart.

Working with written dialogues, or with pictures supported by
cagsettes, is different from participating in real discourse because of the
absence of the support to understanding that is given by the presence of
another person, their gestures and facial expressions. Taking part in
discourse produces time pressures to answer or respond on the spot,
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whereas reading a dialogue produces quite a different set of pressures to
decode written words and map on to sounds. Nevertheless, even the
most artificial dialogues can usually provide a starting point for more
improvised tall, because they offer situations, characters and events,
and thus the possibility for narrative and for conversational talk.

The example dialogue in section 3.9.x would be interesting for the
Norwegian children to listen to after their oral description activity,
because they could be encouraged to zotice the form of correct
questions and answers of the sort that they themselves had been trying
to use. Their involvement with these bits of language might lead to
greater learning and a desire to try again more accurately. Willis uses
the idea of listening to native speakers do a task, after having tried it, in
her approach to task-based learning (Willis 1996).

3.9.3 Other sources of spoken discourse

Stories offer ready-made dialogues that can be extracted and practised
(see Chapter 8). Some songs and chants are in the form of dialogues,

e.g.

Tommy Thumb, Tommy Thumb, where are you?
Here I am, here I am. How do you do?

New situations can be set up through the text book pictures and text, or
by the use of props such as large pictures or blackboard drawings that
create a place and a problem. Then characters are needed who would
talk to each other in that situation. These can be puppets, figurines or
pictures of people, or pupils wearing hats or masks that put them in
role. Class and teacher can then work together to construct the dialogue
(no writing needed!) as a piece of drama with actions and props to
support understanding and memory. The teacher will need to provide
the phrases and sentences that the children want to include, and will
model how to say them, gradually handing over the speaking to the
children. :

3.10 Summary

This chapter has explored the development of discourse skills in
children’s foreign language learning, building from the assumption that
the major part of teaching and learning for young learners will be oral.
A child participating in discourse will seek to understand and to share
meanings, and this can drive language learning if conditions are
suitable. The following key points have emerged:
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. » the meaning and purpose of discourse needs to be made accessible to
the learners; .

e personal involvement in the talk will increase participation;

e speaking (contributing to discourse) makes different demands from
listening and understanding;

e when demands are too high, children will tend to produce single
words or formulaic sequences;

e children are capable of participating in narrative and simple descrip-
tive discourse;

e short practice activities can help build productive language to use in

* discourse;

o children need experience of a range of discourse types to increase
their skills with types beyond narrative;

e a dialogue should be seen as a text that offers learning opportunities;
these will not necessarily be for discourse skills development.

We will return in later chapters to ways of using these types of discourse
for foreign language learning. Meanwhile, the next chapter explores
children’s learning of vocabulary in the foreign Janguage.
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4.1 Introduction

The previous chapter was concerned with children using the foreign
language as discourse in the classroom and how such use might work o
promote learning. This chapter deals with the development of vocabu-
lary as a language resource. :

Building up a useful vocabulary is central to the learning of a foreign
language at primary level. While opinions differ as to how much
grammar of the foreign language can be taught, children are clearly
capable of learning foreign language words through participating in the
discourse of classroom activities. Vocabulary has moved to centre stage
in foreign language teaching in recent years, backed by substantial and
increasing research (e.g. Carter and McCarthy 1988;  Coady and
Huckin 1997; Schmitt and Meara 1997; Singleton 1999; Read 2000)..
Alongside the growing importance of vocabulary, there are fascinating
and, I suspect, very significant, changes taking place in how we think
about the relative nature and roles of vocabulary and grammar. The
more we find out about how words work in langnage and how
vocabulary is learnt, stored and used, the more difficult it becomes to
uphold the traditional split between vocabulary and grammar. Much
important grammatical information is tied into words, and learning
words can take students a long way into grammar. This suggests that if
we give 2 high priority to vocabulary development, we are not thereby
abandoning grammar. Rathe, vocabulary learning can serve as a
stepping stone to learning and using grammar. The interrelation of
vocabulary and grammar in language learning will be taken further in
the next chapter. _

The chapter begins with an overview of vocabulary development.
Children are still building up their first language vocabulary, and this
development is intimately tied up with conceptual development. In
planning and teaching a foreign language, we need to take account of
this first language background to know what will work and what may
be too difficult for children. It also becomes quickly apparent that
learning a new word is not a stmple task that is done once and then
complered.

The second part of the chapter covers the many different aspects of
vocabulary knowledge involved in learning words, and sets out princi-
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- ples for teaching that can help learners build up these different aspects
and make links between them. The third section applies these principles
to activities for vocabulary learning. The final section of the chapter
draws on strategy research to consider how children can be helped to
develop their autonomy as self-directed vocabulary learners.

4.2 Vocabulary development in children’s language leaming

4.2.1 The word as unit

Vocabulary development is about learning words, but it is about much
more than that. Vocabulary development is also about learning more
about those words, and about learning formulaic phrases or chunks,
finding words inside them, and learning even more about those words.
Even the idea of what counts as a ‘word’ starts to become confused
when linguists try to produce watertight definitions {Singleton 1999).
However, we will start from words in the recognition that infants,
children and adults talk about ‘words’ and think in terms-of a word as a
discrete unit. Children will ask what a particular word means, or how
to say a word in the foreign language, and, in learning to read, the word
is a key unit in building up skills and knowledge.

The role of words as language units begins with the early use of
nouns for naming objects in first language acquisition, and of use of
other words to express the child’s wants and needs, e.g. ‘more!’” or ‘no’.
Infants go through a period of rapid vocabulary growth as they start to
name, as well as interact with, the world around them. There is an
interesting coincidence in timing between infants learning to point, and
a well-documented sudden increase in the rate of acquisition of nouns
for naming objects, as if the two reinforce each other by enabling the
children to get helpful adults to label the world for them. Many of these
words are ‘names for things’, acquired through ostensive definition, i.e.
by the child seeing or touching the object that a word refers to. Very
often early words are used to do things, so that when a young child says
‘daddy book’, she may be trying to get her father to give her a book or
to read a book to her, with the context of use making the intended
meaning quite clear.

‘We need to be aware, as Vygotsky warned, that although children
may use the same words as adults, they may not hold the same meanings
for those words (Vygotsky 1962; Wertsch 1985). The acquisition of
word meanings takes much longer than the acquisition of the spoken
form of the words, and children use words in their speech long before
they have a full understanding of them (Locke 1993). We can think of
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words as rather like flowers growing in the soil. All we see above
ground is the flower, but that flower is kept alive and growing by roots
that spread underneath it. Underneath the flowers of spoken words lie
the roots, a connected web of meanings, understandings and links. All
through childhood, words are used with only a partial understanding of
the full meaning system that underlies them. This is true for adults too;
you only have to think about technical words that we use quite happily,
but whose full meanings are not known, such as carburettor or hard
disk. We can use words with ‘good enough’ meanings for them; if we
had to have complete knowledge of words before using them, we would
be restricted to very limited vocabularies. In this sense, our production
races ahead of our comprehension, and vocabulary development is a

continuous process, not just of adding new words but of building up -

knowledge about words we already know partially.

For children learning the vocabulary of a foreign language, this
partial knowledge issue is compounded. Some of the foreign language
words will map on to word meanings that are already fully formed in
the first language. Many of thé¢ words, however, may link to first
language words and concepts that they are in the process of learning
about and have only partial meanings for. In addition, the first and
foreign language words may not map straightforwardly one on to
anothez, but may have different underlying meanings because of cultural
or other differences. What these complications emphasise is that
vocabulary development is about learning words, but that learning
words is not something that is done and finished with. Learning words
Is a cyclical process of meeting new words and initial learning, followed
by meeting those words again and again, each time extending knowl-
edge of what the words mean and how they are used in the foreign
language. Each time children meet familiar words again, they too have
changed and will bring new first langnage and conceptual knowledge to
the vocabulary. The root system of word knowledge continues to grow
and become thicker and more tightly inter-linked, so that the flowers of
word use are more and more strongly supported.

4.2.2 Vocabulary size

Having acknowledged the complexity of knowing words, and before
pursuing it in more detail, we will briefly focus on vocabulary
development in terms of building up a greater number of words. Some
useful work has been done on measuring the size of learners’ vocabul-
aries that will pur a helpful perspective on classroom foreign language
learning. ' :

When researchers set out to measure vocabulary size, or how many
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. words someone knows, they have to make many simplifying assump-
tions and decisions. For example, in many measures, only receptive
knowledge is measured: a person is said to ‘know’ a word if they can
recognise its meaning when they see it. Vocabulary size is usually
measured to the nearest thousand, and counts ‘word families’, in
which a base word and all its inflected forms and derived forms counts
as one e.g. the word family is the base form walk plus walking,
walked, walks, a walk. The English language is said to contain around
54,000 (54K) word families, when these are counted in a large
dictionary (Nation and Waring 1997). No one person knows all the
words in the language, of course, and figures for native speaker adulis
range from 20K for a student of about eighteen years of age starting
university (Nation and Waring 1997) to the 37K that Shakespeare is
alleged to have used, although he did invent many of those! Child
native speakers of English have about 4 or sX word families by the
age of five, to which they add about 1K each year. Second language
learners of English who attend English speaking school have also been
found to add about 1K per year, but the 4~5K gap between them and
their native speaker peers remains (Nation and Waring r997). Nation
(1990} reports studies of foreign language learners in India and
Indonesia that showed children reaching 1 or 2K word families in
English after five years of regular lessons.

These figures show that the gap between vocabulary size in first and
foreign language is very large, and seldom closed, even by adult FL
learners after many years of study. They also suggest that a realistic
target for children learning a foreign language might be around 500
words a year, given good learning conditions.

To put the numbers into scme perspective, it is important to note that
not all words are equally useful in using a foreign language. When
words are considered in terms of their frequency of use in written texts,
it seems that the most frequent 2K English words account for a large
proportion (80% or more) of all texts (Nation 2001). Vocabulary
teaching can be focused to help learners build up 2 knowledge of words
in ways that will enable them to use the language efficiently and
successfully. We return to this later.

4.2.3 What it means to know a word

To illustrate the many types of knowledge involved in ‘knowing a
word’, consider the following classroom extract, in which a native-
speaker teacher is talking with a second langunage learner of English
about the equipment needed to draw a pie chart (a circular graph that
shows proportions like a pie or cake cut into slices).
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1 T: acompass (2.0) you need a compass ( . }
what else do you need for a pie chart? (2.0)
because you’re measuring angles aren’t you? shces of the cake
{.)sotospeak(.)
so whar do you need for angles?
5 P: measure { .} angle measure
T: what’s it called? is there a special name for { . ) the piece of
equipment that we use for measuring angles? (. )
goon{.) you've started
P: 22222 (unclear utterance)
1o T: protractor

The extract of classroom talk helps consider what the pupil knows -
about the word protractor and what he still has to learn about it. If we
ask the naive question — Does the pupil know the word protractor? — we
would have to answer that he does seem to know something about it,
since he tries to say it in line 9, and in order to do that, he must
understand the meaning of what is being talked about. Word knowledge
is always then a matter of dcgree rather than all or nothing. The pupil
seems to have some receptive knowledge of the word, but not yet to
have sufficient productive knowledge to be able to produce it automati-
cally on demand (line 5). Because the pupil did not himself say the word
in this piece of discourse, we cannot tell whether he can pronounce the
word acceptably, i.e. has phonological knowledge of the word.

This exchange was spoken, so that, even if the pupil’s productive
spoken knowledge of the word has increased and he remembers the
word next time he needs it, he still may not recognise it when he sees it
written down (decoding knowledge) or be able to spell it (orthographic
knowledge).

Notice that, in the last line, the teacher tells the pupil the word
-protractor, but only gives him the single word. As a result, the pupil
does not receive any grammatical information about how the word
works in clauses or phrases. For example, he needs to know that we say
a or the protractor (it is a countable noun and needs an article), that the
plural form is protractors. There is further information about the use of
the word, its pragmatics, that is part of knowing it: to know that a
protractor is a technical term for the piece of equipment used when
talking mathematics (knowledge of style and register); to know that in
English certain other words are likely to occur in surrounding discourse,
we use a protractor to draw / divide a circle/ measure angles (colloca-
tional knowledge). A further type of knowledge about a word is
metalinguistic, concerning the formal properties of the word, e.g. to
know that protractor is a noun.
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These different aspects of word knowledge are summarised in Table
4.1, which combines similar lists from Ellis and Sinclair (1990: 99) and
Schrmitt and Meara (x997: 18). These in turn drew on work by Richards
(x976) and Nation (1990).

Table 4.1 Knowing about a word

Type of knowledge what is involved example

Receprive knowledge: - to understand it when itis

aural / decoding spoken / written

memory to recall it when needed

conceprual knowledge ~  to use it with the correct  not confusing protractor
meaning ) with compasses

knowledge of the to hear the word and to to hear and produce the

spoken form: pronounce it acceptably,  endings of verb forms,

phonolegical knowledge on its own, and in phrases  such as the /o/ soind at the
and sentences end of undertaken

grammatical knowledge-

to use it in a grammatically
accurate way;

to know grammatical
connections with other
words

.parts of the same verb

she sang very well not
* she sang very good;
to know that is and be are

collocadonal knowledge

to know which other
words can be used with it

a beautiful view not *a
good-looking view

orthographic knowledge to spell it correctly protractor not *protracter
pragmatic knowledge,  to use it in the right would you like a drink?
knowledge of styleand  sitwation is more appropriate in a
register formal or semi-formal
situation than
what can [ get you?
connotational to know its positive and to know that slim: has
knowledge negative associations, positive connotations,
to know its associations ~ when used about a person,
with related words whereas skinny is negative
metalinguistic to know explicitly about  to know that protractor is
knowledge the word, e.g. its a noum;

grammarical properties

to know thatproisa

prefix
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In summary, knowing about a word involves knowing about its form
(how it sounds, how it is spelt, the grammatical changes that can be
made to it), its meaning (its conceptual content and how it relates to
other concepts and words), and its use (its patterns of occurrence with
other words, and in particular types of language use). The next section
looks more deeply into different types of meaning and their develop-
ment in childhood.

4.2.4 Developing meanings in childhood

Empirical research shows that increasing the depth of word knowledge
does not happen automatically in a foreign or second language, even in
what seems like the most favourable circumstances where children are -
immersed in the language through their schooling. Verhallen and
Schoonen (1993; 1998) have shown that Turkish children at school in
Holland know fewer meaning aspects of Dutch words that their native
speaker peers, and also know fewer meaning aspects in their first
language than in their second. Schmitt’s research with adults learning
English as a foreign language showed that they too are often working
with a limited set of meanings for words (Schmitt 1998). Leaming a
word takes a long time and many exposures to the word used in
different situations.

Conceprual knowledge grows as children experience more and more of
the world in their daily lives. There are also maturational factors that
seem to affect the nature of conceptual knowledge about first language
vocabulary at different ages, and that can be expected to have a knock-on
effect for foreign language learning. One of these factors is the
‘syntagmatic-paradigmatic shift’ that occurs between five and ten years
of age (Miller and Johnson-Laird 1976; Singleton 1999). This shift refers
to the types of associations that children make between words and ideas.
Children in word-association experiments are given a word and asked
what the word brings to mind; as they get older, so the types of words
that come to mind seem to change. When given a cue word like dog or
table, younger children tend to make syntagmatic associations, chivosing
a linking idea in a word from a different part of speech, or word class, so
the noun cue words might produce verb responses bark or eat. We can
also think of these links as ‘thematic’; in that the ideas link together in a
kind of theme. Older children are more likely to respond to cue words
with words from the same word class: animal or chair. These are called
paradigmatic responses {Verhallen and Schoonen 1998: 454; Singleton
1999: 76). Recall that the word ‘paradigmatic’ was used in section 3.5.3
to describe discourse thar is organised through categories, rather than
temporally as in narrative. Children’s shift to paradigmatic responses
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. probably reflects other developments: they become more able to deal
with abstract connections, such as ‘a dog is a kind of animal’, and they
build up more knowledge of the world, words to go with it and ways of
organising it. Schooling has 2 major impact on how children’s knowledge
and vocabulary develops because it introduces them to formal logical
thinking. As they move through school, so they learn how to sort things
into sets, how to classify and label sets and categories according to
characteristics, how to compare and contrast categories. The categor-
ising, labelling and talking about categories Is, moreover, increasingly
carried out in the language of the adult world, as children learn the ways
of thinking and using language that is characteristic of subject disciplines
such as scieénce and history. Schooling also moves children from the -
concrete to the abstract as they no longer only work with what they can
see and touch, as happens at home and in nurseries, but develop skills for
working with ideas and talking about what is not immediately present.

As children deepen their word knowledge, they increase both syntag-
matic and paradigmatic knowledge, bur also shift over the years of
childhood towards more emphasis on the paradigmatic and the ab-
stract. Because these developments occur deep in a child’s mind, they
will be applicable to foreign language learning too, in that children will
increasingly be able to handle paradigmatic aspects of word meaning,
and words with less concrete meanings.

.4.2.5 Categorisation and word leaming

Research into the types of categories used in early childhood has shown
that the middle of a general to specific hierarchy is particularly
significant for children, and hence for their foreign language learning
(Lakoff 1987; Cameron r994). Here are two examples of hierarchies
with the most general concept, or superordinate, at the top, and the
most specific, labelled subordinate, at the bottom:

Superordinate FURNITURE ANTMAL
Basic level CHAIR DOG
Subordinate ROCKING CHAIR SPANIEL

In each case, the hierarchies could be extended upwards and down-
wards. However, it is the middle, or ‘basic’, level that is of interest. The
words for basic level concepts are the most commonly used words, they
are learnt by children before words higher or lower in the hierarchy,
they are the shortest words, and they are the words used in neutral
contexts e.g. We have always kept dogs is more likely to be used than
We have always kept spaniels. Conceptually, the basic level is the
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highest level at which objects have similar shapes, are used in similar
ways and at which a single mental image can be used for the whole
category (Lakoff 1987). So, we can create a single image of a chair, but
not of furniture, and we interact physically with all chairs in the same
way (sitting on them), but interact differently with different examples of
furniture. At the basic level, a child’s experience with the physical world
links directly into the development of concepts and vocabulary, serving
as an ‘entry point’ for learning.

In the foreign language classroom, basic level concepts are more
likely to have been mastered than superordinate and subordinate levels
that develop through formal education (see section 4.2.4 above). When
teaching vocabulary around a topic or lexical set, e.g. food or space
travel, we can begin from basic level items, such as pizza or rocket,
moving over time to superordinate or more general vocabulary (such as
vegetables or vebicles), and downwards to more specific words
(sprouting broccoli or moon landing module).

4.2.6 Cultural content in word meanings

Words and their meanings are connected in syntagmatic and paradig-
matic patterns as described above. These patterns create networks of
connections in the mind that have been variously called.‘schemas’ (or
‘schemara’), ‘scripts’ and ‘frames’. When a word is encountered, the
schema that they are part of will be activated, and the network of
activated meanings becomes available to help make sense of the
discourse and the words at a holistic level.

While the detailed theory of schemas is not necessary here, the
general idea of networked and connected ideas in the mind is a useful
one in thinking about vocabulary. In particular, it is helpful to remember
that, for foreign language learners, these schemas are usually being
constructed throughout childhood {and onwards) within the first lan-
guage culture. When foreign language words are learnt, they are likely
to be mapped on to first language words and to thereby enter schemas
that have already been built up. However, this mapping of foreign
Janguage words on to first language schemas may lead to problems,
because different cultures organise aspects of the world differently. The
schemas that foreign language words are placed in may be appropriate
for the first language but less so for the second. For example, if someone
living in Britain says, ‘I'll go and fetch the milk’, they are {still) quite
likely to mean that they will go to the front door and pick up the bottles
of milk delivered by a ‘milkman’. The schema of milk includes doorstep
deliveries; for someone living outside Britain, this is unlikely, and
fetching milk may involve a trip to the supermarket.
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Hsia et al. (1995) found that Chinese learners of English in Hong
" Kong used their first language schemas in organising their foreign
janguage words. One learner put together the words early and light,
explaining this as “when light first appears at dawn’. The same Chinese
character is used for early and morning, so that the learner may have
associated the word early with the schema for morning.

4.2.7 The development of children’s vocabulary: Summary

What implications does vocabulary and conceptual development across
the early years at school have for vocabulary development in children’s
foreign language learning? Conclusions from this section and principles
for teaching are listed below:

~ The types of words that children find possible to learn will shift. Five
year olds learning a foreign language need very concrete vocabulary
that connects with objects they can handle or see, whereas older
learners can cope with words and topics that are more abstract and
remote from their immediate experience.

- Vocabulary development is not just learning more words but is also
importantly about expanding and deepening word knowledge. Chil-
dren need to meet words again and again, in new contexts that help
increase what they know about words. Teaching needs to include the
regycling of words.

- Words and word knowledge can be seen as being linked in networks
of meaning. Meeting a word will activate the nerwork and thus
provide support for understanding and for learning.

— Basic level words are likely to be more appropriate for younger
children, or when learning vocabulary for new concepts. Older
learners can benefit from building up superordinate and subordinate
vocabulary linked to basic level words they already kpow.

— Children change in how they can learn words. Whereas the very
young learners will learn words as collections, clder children are
much more able to make connections between the words they learn
and to use the paradigmatic organisation of words and concepts as a
help in vocabulary learning.

4.3 Organisation of words in a language

The idea of vocabulary items and meanings linked in an increasingly
complex web of connections in the mind is important for learning, and
for teaching. Further ways of thinking about links berween words in the
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foreign language are considered in this section. These connections are
primarily linguistic ie. to do with the language as formally analysed,

but they can also be useful for 1eaming by organising the words taught

in lessons and activities.

4.3.1 Function and content words

The words of a language split roughly into two groups according to
how they are used to construct sentences. Content words are those that
carry a lexical meaning, even out of context, whereas function words
seern to be mainly used to carry grammatical meaning. In the following
sentence, the content words are underlined, and all the others are
function words: '

The little house in the street was built when my mother was a child.

The distinction is based on meaning but maps fairly neatly on to word
class, and on to potential for coining new words. So content words are
nouns {e.g. bouse), lexical verbs (e.g. built), adjectives (e.g. liztle);

fanction words are modal and auxiliary verbs (e.g. could, was), articles

(e.g. a, the), and prepositions. Content words form an ‘open set’ in that
new content words can be invented, whereas the set of function words
is ‘closed”. New nouns like calendarisation ( adding the date to a
document automatically) are constantly being added to the language,
but new prepositions are very rare. The distinction berween content and
function words is not unproblematic (Singleton 1999), but it does
capture an important idea for language teaching. There is also some
neurological evidence that this is an important distinction: research into
reading is showing that function and content words may be stored in
different parts of the brain. As we have seen, content words are mentally
linked in schemas or networks of meaning. Networks are less important
for understanding and remembering function words. Function words
are a much smaller set, and are used very frequently: for example, the
first 71 words in order of frequency of occurrence in the Cobuild corpus
of English are function words, and only six content words come in the
first 150 most frequently used words (Carter and McCarthy 1988: 149).

Content and function words need different teaching approaches.
While the meaning of content words caz be explained and talked about,
it is very difficult to do this with function words. Children will learn
function words incidentally, through continued use in a range of
different discourse contexts, rather than through direct teaching or
explanation. Content words can be taught in more planped and explicit
ways. '
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' 4.3.2 Sense relations

Content word meanings in a language can relate to each other in a
range of ways, called ‘sense relations’ (Lyons 1995), also labelled
‘semantic relations’ or ‘lexical relations’. The types of sense relations
that hold between words include:

® antonynty being opposite in meaning e.g. alive — dead,

o synonymy having (nearly) the same meaning e.g. rich— wealthy;

° hypomymy one is an example or type of another e.g. furniture — chair;
e meronymy one is part of another: e.g. armry ~ soldier.

Hyponymy overlaps with the idea of basic level words introduced in
section 2.2..5.

4.3.3 Organisation of words in the language: summary and
teaching principles

Content and function words work differently in the language, and will
be taught and learnt differently. Function words will be acquired
through repeated use in different contexts. Content words-can be taught
more directly. .

Content words can be linked as sets of related ideas in various ways.
This organisation can help in analysing text book demands, in
choosing teaching activities and in extending learners’ vocabulary
beyond the text book. Text book writers and syllabus designers often
use the various types of word organisation to write and structure
courses. As 2 result, we can also use them to analyse the content and
demand on learners. It is important in considering the suitability of
texts for learners to set the vocabulary demand (4.3) against concep-
tual development factors (4.2). Vocabulary input may be well orga-
nised but may still not be compatible with the age and developmental
point of the pupils.

4.4 Leaming and teaching vocabulary

The information about mental development, categorisation, and lexis in
language is now taken forwards into the practicalities of the young
learner classroom. After considering what is known about the path of
vocabulary learning, we examine what text books, lessons and activities
can usefully offer the young learner,
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4.4.1 The dynamic nature of vocabulary learning

In the previous paragraph, I deliberately chose to use the word path,
rather than steps or stages, to emphasise the dynamic and continuous
nature of vocabulary Jearning. Hatch and Brown (1995: 372) describe
five ‘essential steps’ in vocabulary learning based on research into
learners’ strategies:

{1} having sources for encountering new words;

{2} getting a clear image, whether visual or auditory or both, for the
forms of the new words; ‘

(3) learning the meaning of the words; '

(4) making a strong memory connection between the forms and mean-
ings of the words; :

(5) using the words. '

We have seen that there is a lot to be*learnt about a word and that
children’s capacities for learning change as they get older. So the
learning of words is a process that continues, but that changes in
nature as it continues. To use a metaphor, learning words is not like
ticking off items on a shopping list when they have been bought. It is -
more like the continual process of trying to keep a house clean; the
cleaning (or learning) can be done one day, but needs doing again the
next. Floors and furniture need to be cleaned in different ways, but
both need to be clean for a room to look clean, just as function and
content words, or superordinate and basic level words, may be learnt
in different ways.

Vocabulary needs to be met and recycled at intervals, in different
activities, with new knowledge and new connections developed each
time the same words are met again. Looking at the five steps, we can
see that each ‘step’ is in fact something that needs to happen over and
over again, so that each time something new is learnt or remembered.
Nation (1990) suggests that a new word needs to be met at least five
or six times in a text book unit before it has any chance of being
learnt. I am emphasising the need for words to recur, not just in a unit,
but across units or chapters, and across levels and years. For children
who start langiage leaming young this is particularly important.
Although some of the words learnt early on may become redundant
because they refer to childish things e.g. doll, many others will be
useful later, but only if they can be recalled. Recycling makes recall
more probable.

In the following sections we examine what may help learners at
various points in the learning process. -
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' 4.4.2 Leamning the meaning of new words

Nation (xg990: 51) listed basic techniques by which teachers can explain
the meanings of new words, all of which can be used in the young
learner classroom:

By demonstration or pictures
(1) using an object
2} using a cut-out figure

{

{3) using gesture

{4) performing an action
{s) photographs

(6) drawings or diagrams on the board

{7) pictures from books

{to these we might add moving images, from TV, video or
computer)

By verbal explanation

(8) analytical definition (as in the teacher’s description of a
protractor, on page 76, lines 6 and 7)

(9} putting the new word in a defining context (e.g. an
ambulance takes sick people to hospital)

{10} translating into another language

Verbal explanations (8) and (9) clearly require greater pre-existing
knowledge of the language, but even at a fairly simple level, definitions
and explanations can help activate schemas or networks that will in
turn help understanding. If children know hospital, then mentioning it
will help them construct a meaning for ambulance, by activating
scenarios connected with hospitals.

Notice that all except (xo) require the learner to do some mental
work in constructing a meaning for the new foreign language word. The
amount of mental work done by learners affects how well a new word
is engraved in memory; the more learners have to think about a word
and its meaning, the more likely they are to remember it. This hypo-
thesis about the importance of ‘deep processing’ (Craik and Lockhart
1972) can be complemented by noting that methods that involve
relatively ‘shallow’ processing, such as repetition and learning lists by
heart, can also help memorising (Schmitt 1997). However, it is impor-
tant to realise that the immediate translation of a new word takes away
from the child any need or motivation to think about the meaning of the
foreign language word or to hold the new word in mind. As a result,
although understanding may be rapid and painless, longer term remem-
bering is less likely.
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Sometimes a new word is first explained in the foreign language or
with pictures, but is then immediately translated in the first language.
Pupils will soon realise the pattern of their teacher’s explanations and-
learn that they don’t have to concentrate on working out the meaning,
because the translation is predictably given afterwards. As a general
principle, it would seem useful to avoid translation as a regular way of
explaining new words, and to try other techniques, both for variety and
for promoting learning. Often when new words are introduced, pupils
will produce the first language translation. Then the teacher can accept
the translation, as useful evidence of understanding, but can stll
proceed with explanations in the foreign language that will provide
useful input. :

Nation suggests that an explanation is quickly followed by a check of
understanding, using a different technique. So, having explained ambu-
lance through a defining context, learners’ understanding can be
checked by asking them to identify an ambulance in a picture. If the
new word has not been understood, a further explanation can be given.

4.4.3 Attending to form

Form — how a word is pronounced and how it is written ~ is a key part
of word knowledge. For young learners, the spoken form should have
priority, but written forms can be introduced either soon after, for
learners who are literate in the foreign language, or some time later as
reading and writing skills are developed. With a focus on discourse and
embedding new words in a discourse context, we may be at risk of
forgetting that form is difficult to notice when a word is encountered in
a sentence. Pupils need to hear a new word in isolation as well as in a
discourse context, so that they can notice the sounds at the beginning
and end, the stress parttern of the word, and the syllables that make up
the word. They will need to hear the word spoken in isolation several
times to catch all this information. If we again use the example of
ambulance, then the teacher’s explanation could be followed by saying
the word by itself several times, before returning it to a ditcourse
context. The teacher talk might look like this:

An ambulance takes sick people to hospital.

Ambulance

Am-bu-lance

Ambulance

Can you see the ambulance in this picture? (child points to
picture)

Yes, there’s the ambulance arriving at the bospital.
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- When children encounter the written form of a new word, their
attention should be drawn to its shape; to initial and final letters, to
letter clusters, and to its spelling.

4.4.4 Makfng strong memory connections

Having met and understood a new word, and paid attention to its form,
the pupils’ vocabulary learning process has begun. The word has
entered the learner’s short term memory, and the next teaching issue is
how to build up the memory of the word so that it is available for use in
the longer term. Memorising activities are needed at the point of
learning new words for the first time, and at regular intervals to recycle
vocabulary, so that it stays active and ready to use.

Vocabulary memorising activities can make central use of the idea of
nerworks of meaning that have been discussed in some detail earlier in
the chapter. As we revisit these links below, each type is followed by
examples of vocabulary memorising activities. Many of the organisa-
tional networks lend themselves to diagrams or pictures, and the use of
different media can help memorising.

{1} Thematic organisation of vocabulary

Things that go together or happen together. A theme can be seen as
including: :

people + objects + actions + processes {combinations of actions)
+ typical events + places.

Children can build up a collage on the theme of shopping that will
practise newly learnt words such as shopping bag, change, assistant,
and at the same time recycle earlier learnt words for food. To make sure
the words are actually used, the teacher might give the pupils a list of
things to be included in their collage; the learners then decide how to
share out the list between them and set out to find and cut out pictures
in old magazines. Before making the collage, each learner has to report
back to their group and show the pictures they have found of their
allotted items. The large collage pictures can be used as a background
context to introduce and practise further vocabulary for actions and
processes e.g. stack the shelves, pay the bill, push the trolley.

More formally diagrammed grids and sets can be used to organise
vocabulary, providing practice in the process, e.g. sorting pictures of
sports equipment, famous players, clothing (or the words) into sets of
basketball / football / tennis, etc. Nation (1990: 99) has a version for
older learners who can cope with grids and tables.
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(2) Organisation of vocabulary through relations of wholes 1o parts

For example, body — arms / legs — fingers / toes.

When parts of the body are to be learnt, initial explanations are easily
done by pointing and touching. Memorising activities could include
singing the song ‘Heads, shoulders, knees and toes’, in which moving
and touching link with saying the words. Alternatively, children might
work in pairs on a ‘listen and do’ activity, each giving the other
instructions to draw an imaginary animal or monster: ‘draw two blue
beads, six legs, a long tail’. The completed monster pictures can be used
for further practice through listening: they are all placed on the wall or
board, the teacher describes one and pupils identify which it is, and
through speaking: a pupil selects one picture secretly and the others
have to guess by asking yes / no questions such as ‘does it bave two
heads?

(3) Organisation of vocabulary in general to specific hierarchies

For example, types of food — vegetables — cabbages.

Activities to sort and categorise will practise vocabulary through this -
type of organisation. If food words are being learnt, children can sort
real items into vegetables and fruit, naming the individual items as they
go.
Some language games also exploit this type of organisation. The
game ‘Shipwreck’ puts pupils into teams with pencil and paper. They
are given three minutes to lst all the drinks they can think of, then all
the food, then all the clothes. Then one team reads out their list item by
item, and if another team has also written an item, it has to be crossed
off everyone’s list. Teams can only keep items that no-one else has
listed. At the end of the game, teams have to imagine themselves
landing on a desert island after a shipwreck, with only those items left
on their list (usually an amusing selection of odd things).

“Word Tennis’ splits the class into two teains. The teacher names a
category e.g. sports, and teams take it in turns to give examples in a
kind of tennis rally. The winner is the last team to find a word. The
game then repeats with another category.

These kinds of games bring together previously learnt vocabulary in
organised groups, recycling them and embedding them back more
deeply in memory. Played at odd moments in lessons, they can help
keep words active. '
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" (4) Organisation of vocabulary through words and antonyms

Some words that have meanings related through antonymy can be
placed on lines or clines (sloping lines) that give a picture of the degrees
of difference, e.g.:

bot —warm - cold

With young children this can be done with real objects or pictures to
support the foreign language words e.g. food that is hot, warm and
cold, rather than with written words. New words can be inserted

between known words e.g. cool would be placed between warm and
cold.

Organising words by their related rheanings can help with memorising
and recycling more abstract words, e.g.:

always ~ usually — sometimes — never

For older learners, these words could be written on cards that have to
be placed in order by meaning. A further set of pictures of activities
could then be sorted and- placed under the appropriate adverb e.g.
eating breakfast, taking the bus to school, going to the cinema.

A game that exploits these graded adverbs has a pupil construct a
description of someone famous or in the class from a set of sentences,
each using one of the adverbs. The rest of the class has to guess who
they are describing. For example: ‘be always succeeds in his tasks; he
usually belps people in need; he sometimes flies through the air; be
never tells anyone bis identity’ (answer: Superman).

(8) -Organising vocabulary in ‘ad-hoc’ categories

This is the name given to collections of things put together on the spur
of the moment e.g. things to take on a picnic (Barsalou 1987). A nice
example of how this can be exploited for vocabulary practice comes
from a Malaysian text book unit on the topic of equipping an office
(Moving On, Year 6). The unit has a ser of vocabulary items introduced
through pictures: files, a typewriter, stapler, paper clips, envelopes, a
fling cabinet, etc. Later in the unit, pupils are asked to look at the items
and say which can be brought back from the shop and which will need
to come later in a lorry. This is a simple activity, but one which requires
pupils to think and use the new words, and thus helps those words
become part of the learners’ longer term vocabulary resources.
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4.4.5 Extending children’s vocabulary beyond the text book

The vocabulary of course books for young learners is fairly predictable.
Most start with words connected to the family, the house, the school,
and work outwards from the child’s world, bringing in other countries,
topics from history and so on. As is conventional in foreign language
teaching, vocabulary input is limited. It is clear from talking to teachers
that many pupils either fail to learn, or forget, a lot of the vocabulary
they meet in their early years and that is vital for future language
learning. Often, text books do not help because pupils only meet new
words briefly and there are msufficient recycling and consolidation
activities. Extra recycling and consolidation activities need to be added.

However, there is another concern about vocabulary learning that at -
fiest sight seems quite the contrary to this: are children encouraged to
learn a wide enough vocabulary in their foreign language?

Children are getting more and more global in their interests through
the Internet, television and video, and computer games. Their worlds
are much bigger, from much younger ages, than used to be the case. It
may be that young learners could take on much more vocabulary than
their course books and syllabuses give them access to, given the
opportunity.

The two issues may be connected: difficulties in learning vocabulary
may result from that vocabulary not being sufficiently connected to
pupils’ real lives, rather than the lives that text book and syllabus
writers think they should lead!

Here are three ways in which the vocabulary that children are given
access to could reach beyond the text book.

(1) Working outwards from the text book

Start from the topic of the text book unit, but do not stop with the
words that are given. The idea of thematic organisation will help extend
the words. Take the Malaysian example of ‘Setting Up an Office’ that I
have already referred to. Vocabulary extension could begin by asking
what other types of equipment would be needed for a really up-to-date
office (computer, laser printer, mobile phone). It can then move to the
people who work in an office (manager, clerk) and the jobs they do
{fling, faxing), and to the events that happen in offices (meetings,
appointments). We could then pick up the general-specific organisation
of words, and note that the set vocabulary in the book is mostly basic
level. Perhaps some superordinates would be helpful (furniture, sta-
tionery). Subordinates would recycle large / small envelopes or plastic /
metal paper chips.
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The idea of moving outwards from a given topic is very powerful in
adjusting a text book unit to suit learners; it will be recycled when we
look at working with stories. ‘

Such vocabulary extension techniques can also help if a text book
unit contains too many different topics with insufficient repetition of
vocabulary. Instead of following the book to the letter, teachers can
enrich and recycle vocabulary from just one of the topics, including the
spoken language activities or grammar learning set out but just chan-
ging the background or situational context.

(2) Leamers’ choice

Vocabulary learning around a topic could begin from the learners rather
than from the book, by asking them directly what words they already
know and what words they would like to learn in the foreign language.
Here is a positive use of first language that leads to the foreign language,
rather than away from it as translation does. Suppose the book has a
unit on wild animals. The teacher could write ‘wild animals” on the
board and ask learners what they already know and which words they
would like to know in the foreign language. The words are then written
on the board,-the unknown ones in the first langnage and then
translated into the foreign language (from Phillips 1993 ).

In doing this activity, learners will meet the word in isolation but also
within the larger meaning context of the topic. The first language words
can be rubbed off the board, leaving just the foreign language words to
be copied down, perhaps illuserated with a quick picture to serve as a
reminder to meaning.

(3) Incidental learning of vocabulary through stories

Young children learn many of their first language words through social
Interaction with adults, and the use of stories in young learner class-
rooms would seem to offer similar rich opportunities for learning
vocabulary indirectly, or incidentally, while attending to something else.
Additionally, words encountered in stories are heard in linguistic and
discourse contexts, so that important grammatical and collocational
information is available about words. Moreover, the plot and characters
of a story are likely to form a thematic organisation for many of the
words, thus assisting understanding and learning.

The potential of stories for learning must not be assumed, but should
be based on empirical evidence, and it must be said that very litde
research evidence is available. One study carried out by Elley (1989)
investigated how 7 and 8 year old children learnt words from stories in
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their first language. He found encouraging results: that useful amounts
of vocabulary were leamnt, and retained over several months, and that
the lowest ability children improved most. Several factors influenced
learning: the number of occurrences of a new word in the story; the
number of times the word was pictured; the helpfulness of cues to
meaning in the text. When teacher explanations of new words were
added to the process, gains in vocabulary doubled. However, he found
that different stories had different effects on vocabulary leaming, and
suggested that children’s involvement in a story affects what they can
learn from it. We should also recall that learning words takes a long
time and that some of the effects he found might have been-due to
previously partially known words becoming better known. :

It is important to note the need to match stories to children’s interests
and language levels; if there are too many new words, a story might
make no sense to the learners. Views on how many new words should
be in a text vary from 1 new word per 15 words to 1 per 50 words
(INation 199¢).

4.5 Children’s vocabulary learning strategies

By vocabulary learning strategies we mean the actions that learners take
to help themselves understand and remember vocabulary. Schmirt
makes a useful distinction between ‘discovery® strategies, such as
looking up a new word in a dictionary or guessing it from its context,
and ‘consolidation’ strategies, such as learning a list of words by heart
or asking someone to test you (Schmitt 1997).

4.5.1 Empirical evidence on the usefulness of strategies

Much empirical work has been done on vocabulary learning strategies,
although again unfortunately very littde with young language learners.
Schmitr (x997) contains an overview and a taxonomy of strategies.
Some studies though have investigated strategy use by secondary level
pupils just slightly older than our age group (Ahmed 1988, Schmitt
1997, Schouten-van Parreren 1992). These show that straregy use
changes with age and that successful and less successful learners vary in
what strategies they use and in how they use them.

Schouten-van Parreren investigated Dutch r2—15 year olds working
out the meanings of new words in reading French as a foreign language.
She found that weak learners, who generally had smaller vocabularies
in their first language too, did not make systematic use of the informa-
tion about a word available in the text. Unlike the strong learners who
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- picked up information from the linguistic context, from the topic, from
illustrations, etc., the weak learners tended to focus on just one or other
source of information that seemed salient to them. This meant that they
often guessed the meaning of words without enough information to get
them right. They also did not embed new words in tightly connected
networks of information and meaning, and so were less successful at
remembering them. They were also less ‘flexible’ as learners, not
looking beyond what was salient and staying with a meaning when they
had guessed it, even if it was clearly not right. The differences between
learners suggest useful strategies that teachers can encourage learners to
adopt:

® guessing meanings by using all the information available in a picture
or text;

® noticing grammatical information about words from the way they are
used; :

® noticing links to similar words in the first language;

¢ remembering where a word has been encountered before and how
that helps with its form and meaning.

Both Schmitt’s and Ahmed’s studies compared secondary level lear-
ners with older learners, in Japan and the Sudan respectively. They both
show changes with age, although this seems to be affected by culturally
determined educational practices, such as whether the use of monolin-
" gual dictionaries is encouraged in place of bilingual dictionaries. In
Japan, older learners did more guessing words from comtext and
creating images of words to help remember them, and they made less
use of written repetition of words and study of word spellings or words
in lists. In Sudan, younger learners who were successful used other
people to help find meanings, but with increasing use of dictionaries as
they moved up the school.

4.5.2 Strategies and young learners

The evidence is somewhat inconclusive as to whether it is useful to train
young learners in strategy use and, if so, which strategies are most
helpful. Schmitt (1997) suggests introducing children to a range of
strategies so that these are available for learners to choose from as suits
their individual learning styles. Certainly, many of the strategies used by
older learners can be seen as having their roots in what happens earlier.
It is clear too that learners may not adopt strategies automatically, and
thus some explicit training may be helpful. The general principles of
helping children to learn (Chapter 1) apply:
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o Teachers can model how to use strategies and draw children’s
attention explicitly to aspects of strategy use. For example, teachers
can show how to find clues to the meaning of a new word in' a picture
or in other words in the same sentence.

o Teachers can teach the sub-skills needed to make use of strategies. For
example, to use a dictionary efficiently requires knowledge of alpha-
betical order and Jots of practice with it. ‘

‘e ‘Classroom tasks can include structured opportunities for using strate-
gies. For example, when reading a story, teachers can explicitly
encourage prediction of the meanings of new words. _

o Independent strategy use can be rehearsed in classrooms. For
example, children can be helped to prepare lists of words that they
want to learn from a lesson, can be shown ways of learning from lists
and later can be put in pairs to test each other.

e Young leamers can be helped to reflect on the learning process
through evaluating their achievements. For example, at the end of a
lesson they can be asked how many new words they have learnt, and
which words they need to learn more about. Through regular self-
evaluation, children can come to understand more about what they
are learning and how.

4.6 Summary

Vocabulary has been seen as a major resource for language use. Early
foreign language learning offers the chance for learners to build up a
solid core of words useful for further learning, together with words that
are learnt because they interest or excite young learners at that age.
However, early vocabulary learning may be ineffective if words are not
consolidated and used regularly. Children entering secondary education
will have varying amounts of words, some they have mastered really
well, some only partially learnt and some thar they have met once or
twice but not remembered. It should not be assumed that children know
what they have been taught, i.e. the content of their course books or
syllabus. They know what they have learnt.

Progression in vocabulary learning has been examined from several
different perspectives:

1. Over the timescale of primary education, progression in conceptual
development impacts on vocabulary learning. As children get older,
they are more able to handle abstract ideas and words as well as
concrete and the here-and-now; and to work outwards from basic
level concepts to more general and more specific concepts and
vocabulary. )

94



Learning words

2. Over lessons and years, knowledge about particular words can be
Seen as a progression from partial knowledge of their meaning, use
and form to fuller knowledge.

3. Over tasks and lessons, progression in vocabulary learning moves
from receptive and initial understanding of what a word Ineans to
being able to use it appropriately.

Two key ideas for teaching that have emerged are that the linking of
words and meaning in connected networks can be exploited for
meaning and memorising, and that recycling previously met words in
varied contexts and activities is essential to keep learnt words active.

In the previous chapter, we considered the development of discourse
skills. Vocabulary is fundamental to using the foreign language as
discourse, since vocabulary is both learnt from participating in dis-
course, and is essential to participating in it. Teachers’ planning may
separate vocabulary as a resource from discourse skills, in order to
think about which words are to be learnt and how, but from a pupil’s
viewpoint the separation should be much fuzzier. They will encounter
new words in a discourse context, which will provide many clues to
their meaning and use; they will begin to use new words in a discourse
context that makes sense to them and which contains many better
known words; they will eventually have those words ready for use in
discourse to communicate their owr ideas. When words are assembled
mte discourse, what holds them together is grammar, and it is to
grammar that we turn our attention next.
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5.1 A place for grammar?

It could be argued that grammar has no place in a young learner
classroom, that it is too difficult for children or is not relevant to their
learning. In this chapter, I want to open up the idea of ‘grammar’ and to
explore grammar from the learners’ perspective. By doing this, I hope to
convince readers that grammar does indeed have a place in children’s
foreign language learning, and that skilful grammar teaching can be
useful. Opening up what we mean by ‘grammar’ will remind us that it is
something much more than the lists of labels and rules found in
grammar books, and that grammar is closely tied into meaning and use
of language, and is inter-connected with vocabulary. We will then see
how some current methods of helping learners develop their grammar
can be adapted for younger learners.

To start the chapter, a short conversation with a young learner will
help focus on grammar and meaning. The following conversation took
place between a seven year old boy and myself in Malta, where
children start learning English from five, mostly nowadays as a foreign
language. I was visiting his English class, where the children had been
working on a dinosaur project, and he was showing me his drawing of
a Tyrannosaurus Rex. Qur conversation, in which he was a mostly
silent partner and I did nearly all the talking, went like this (A = adult;
P = pupil): . n

what’s that?

it’s T Rex.

is it big or small?

big

: how big?

{(silence))

A: this big? ((demonstrating small size with hand a few inches
off the floor))

({(Child shakes his head to indicate ‘n0’))

A: this big? ((demonstrating a waist-high size with hand})
((Child shakes his head to indicate ‘no’})

A: this big? ((demonstrating a human size with hand))
({Child shakes his head to indicate ‘no’))

mEEER
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a: THIS big? ((demonstrating as high as the ceiling with hand
 stretched up)) :

({Child nods his head to indicate ‘yes’))

A: yes, it was VERY big!

By the end of our short conversation, not only had we reached
agreement on the size of T Rex, but I had modelled for the child a new
piece of grammar, which he seemed to need to express what he already
knew about the dinosaur, that #t was very big. Moreover, the little boy
had understood the meaning of the new piece of English grammar; the
topic of our tatk was clear from the picture, and the idea of size was
clear from the gesture and his knowledge of big.

Without the grammatical structure # was very big in his language
resources, the child could not tell me all he knew about his dinosaur.
With the adjective big, he could begin to express his knowledge, but he
needed more to express meaning precisely. By beginning the process of
introducing the new grammatical form, I was helping him expand his
language resources and his communicative possibilities.

Of course, it is possible he did know how to say this, but was too shy.
In that case, the argument still holds: the form had not yet become patt
of his language resources available for communication, and this incident
may have helped it move a little towards automaticity by hearing it used
again in a meaningful context. Any one instance of grammar maodelling
or use is not itself a guarantee of learning, but should be seen as one
contribution to the learning process; as with vocabulary learning in the
previous chapter, much recycling and meeting again of partly known
forms will be needed. The child would need to hear very used with
other words and to have opportunities to say the word himself.

The simple phrase that I introduced to the boy ~ it was very big — may
seem more like vocabulary than grammar, just adding a new vocabulary
item — very. To me this was an episode of ‘grammar’ teaching, because
very by itself has little or no ‘meaning’, rather, it creates meaning
through its use, intensifying the meaning of any adjective it is placed in
front of. Learning how to use very adds not just 2 single word to the
pupil’s language, but a whole new resource for intensifying thar could
be applied to previously learnt language to produce new forms, such as
very bot or very bungry. If the child had been more advanced, a similar
conversation could have been used to introduce other new pieces of
grammar, e.g. & was too big to get in the classroom; it was as big as a
bouse. :

It is also possible that, from our conversation, the child did not notice
the grammar of the sentence, but instead may have caught the whole
phrase, as a chunk. This kind of learning of pre-fabricated phrases, or
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chunks of language, is also on the fringes of grammar, but it is probably
very important in the early stages. The chunk may be used as a whole
for some time, but it is available to be broken down and parts re-used
with other words, e.g. it was very dangerous. The breaking down and
recombining of previously learnt chunks of language is a process of
grammar construction, and appears to be a useful part of language
leamning,

The short conversation about T Rex has illustrated $everal starting
points for thinking about grammar and young learners:

o grammar is necessary to express precise meanings in discourse;

e grammar ties closely into vocabulary in learning and using the foreign
language; _ o

e grammar learning can evolve from the learning of chunks of lan-
guage;

e ralking about something meaningful with the child can be a useful .
way to introduce new grammar;

e grammar can be taught without technical labels (e.g. ‘intensifying
adverb’).

In the next section, discussion of three different meanings of the word
‘grammar’ helps to clarify what is happening when children learn
the grammar of the foreign language. Section 5.3 reviews current views
on grammar learning. Section 5.4 gives a historical overview of how
grammar teaching has developed towards the current approach of
‘focusing on form’. These theoretical sections yield a set of principles
for learning-centred grammar teaching that are set out in section 5.5.
Techniques and sample activities that put these principles into action
are then developed in section 5.6.

5.2 Different meanings of ‘grammar’

The word grammar has been used so far to refer to an aspect of how a
language, in this case English, is conventionally used, i.e. fo the
structure or system of a particular language. But it is a slippery word,
and is also used to refer to the way that system is described by linguists,
as in ‘Chomskyan grammar’; *systemic functional grammar’, and to the
internal mental representation of the language that an individual has
buile up, as in the ‘learner’s grammar’. Before proceeding, I should like
to briefly clarify these different meanings of grammar.

98



Learning grammar

521 The gramrmar of a language

Think for a moment about the foreign language in use as a first
language: for example, French being spoken in French-speaking homes,
schools, shops, factories, television; in Canada, in France, in Togo.
Every time native speakers of French use the language, they re-create it
to express their ideas or needs to other people, and each time French is
used, it changes a little for the people using it. A ‘language’ does not
really exist as an object or entity, separate from people; we tend to think
of it that way, but we might also think of it as a collection of all its uses.
As-such, 2 language is constantly changing, i.e. it is dynamic {Larsen-
Freeman 1997). If you are in contact with teenagers and listen to how
they talk to each other, the dynamic nature of language is very obvious;
new words and ways of talking come and go in days.

To teach a language to non-native speakers, we need to stop it, to fix
it so that we can understand it as a more static set of ways of talking,
and break it into bits to offer to learners. Breaking a language into
word-sized bits produces ‘vocabulary’, finding patterns in how words
are put together produces ‘grammar’. So English has the pattern, i.e. a
regularity across many or most native speakers, that expresses the idea
of intensification by placing very in front of adjectives. These patterns
are often called ‘rules’, but we should notice that patterns are rules in so
far as they describe what people usually do, rather than being like
‘school rules’.or ‘rules of football’ that teachers or referees ensure are
obeyed.

5.2.2 Theoretical and pedagogic grammars

Theoretical linguists concern themselves with finding and describing the
patterns in the use of a language. The way they fix and then describe the
language depends on their theoretical views about language use and
their objectives. Chomskyan linguists aim to describe language as it is
internalised in the mind / brain, rather than as it is produced by
speakers. Their main goal is to explore, and unify, on a theoretical level,
similarities in syntax across all languages, and this work has little, if
any, application to the language classroom. At one stage in this research
programme, the idea of a ‘generative grammar’ was developed. Halli-
dayan linguists, on the other hand, view language as a tool for
expressing meaning, and so they categorise language in terms of how
meaning is expressed, and produce ‘functional grammars’. Now that
computers can hold very large samples of a language (the Cobuild Bank
of English at the University of Birmingham has over 320 million words
at the time of writing), a new generation of ‘corpus linguists’ are

99



Teaching Languages to Young Learners

producing grammars based on real data about frequency and patterns
of use, rather than on the intuitions of native speakers that were used
earlier. New ways of analysing these large datasets are producing new
theoretical concepts of language; for example, examining the way
certain meanings are expressed can produce ‘local grammars’ of topics
such as definitions and evaluation, which are part of a more ‘global’
grammar of the language {Hunston and Francis 1998).

These various descriptive grammars aim to be theoretically sound,
elegant and complete. They are not primarily designed for the foreign
language classtoom and, if they are to be used to inform foreign
Janguage teaching, need to be adapted with learning and teaching in
mind. Such adapted and adjusted grammars are known as ‘pedagogical
grammars’, and familiar examples might be Quirk and Greenbaum
{(z975) or the Cobuild Grammar (Sinclair 1990). )

Pedagogical grammars are explicit descriptions of patterns, or rules,
in a language, presented in ways that are helpful to teachers and to
learners. Teachers need an overview and description of the whole of the
language that is to be taught, but leamers will encounter the pedago-
gical grammar bit by bit, as parts of it are introduced in text book units.
While older learners may use a learners’ pedagogical grammar, such as
English Grammar in Use (Murphy 1994), which sets out and explains a
description of the language on paper, it is doubtful that learners younger
than about ten years of age could benefit from formal pedagogic
grammars because of their cognitive demands.

5.2.8 Internal grarnmars

Learners will meet pedagogical grammar, if not directly from a learners’
grammar book, then indirectly through lessons, teacher explanations
and text books. A further key distinction needs to be made between this
‘crammar’, and what any individual learner actually learns about the
patterns of the language: his or her ‘internal grammar’ of the language.
Every learner’s internal grammar is different from every other’s because
each has a unique learning experience. Internal grammar is somtetimes
referred to as ‘interlanguage’ or as ‘linguistic competence’.

1 want to emphasise the distinction between external theoretical or
pedagogic grammars and internal grammars because it helps us under-
stand why a learner may have been taught a piece of grammar on the
syllabus, but may not be able to use that grammatical form in talking or
writing. It is essentially yet another way of pointing out the difference
between teaching and learning, so that learning can be made central to
teaching.

100



Learning grammar
. 5.3 Development of the internal grammar

In section 3.5.4, I set out a view of language learning as emerging from
language use, in which repeated, meaningful encounters with forms of
the language produce dynamic and evolving language resources. As the
book proceeds, so we are making that general picture more specific, and
in this section, we trace a more explicit view of the development of the
language resource that is an ‘internal grammar’, before considering it in
the wider context of classroom langnage teaching and learning.

5.3.1 From words to grammar

There is evidence from adult second language learning and from
school-based foreign language learning that, in the beginning stages,
learners seem to use words or chunks strung together to get their
meanings across, with little attention paid to grammar that would fit
the words or chunks together in conventional patterns {Klein and
Perdue x992; Mitchell and Martin 1997; Weinert 1994). We saw
examples of this in many of the phrases produced by pupils in the
polar animals task in Chapter 3. The question then arises of how these
collections of items turn into something more like a language with
patterns of grammar.

Cognitive psychology suggests that our brains / minds work always
with a limited amount of attentional capacity (or mental attention)
that is available to concentrate on getting a task achieved. When that
task is communicating an idea or message through the foreign
language, then it seems that finding the right words takes up attention
early on, but that, once those words or chunks are well known, using
them takes up less capacity, and attention is freed for grammar. This
will be a repeating process of moving from lexis to grammar, as
langnage resources get gradually more extensive. As a counter-balance
to that, social factors will influence the actual need for grammar to
communicate. If you can get your message through without grammar,
as when a very small knowledge of a language makes it possible to buy
food in a foreign shop by naming the item and amount, then there may
be little impulse to drive grammar learning. It seems increasingly likely
that paying attention to grammatical features of a language is not
something that happens automatically in communicating, and that
therefore some artificial methods of pushing attention are needed, i.e.
teaching! ‘

Weinert’s research into Scottish children aged 11-13 years learning
German showed that they used formulaic phrases or chunks both for
communication and for developing grammar (Weinert x994). Chunks
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that had been learnt by rote were sometimes split up into their parts and
those parts re-used with other words to make new sentences. Mitchell
and Martin, investigating English learners of French (also 11-13 year
olds}, also found evidence of breaking down of chunks and substituting
new words as children struggled to express meanings, in an ‘evolution
from chunks to creativity’ (Mitchell and Martin 1997: 23). Applying
these empirical findings to even younger learners suggests that rote-
learned chunks of language will make up a substantial part of early
learning, and that learnt chunks also provide a valuable resource for
developing grammar, as they are broken down and re-constituted. Ways
of teaching that help learners notice words inside chunks and how other
words can be used in the same places may help with the development of
grammar. '

5.3.2 Leaming through hypothesfs testing

Hypothesis testing is the rather grand name given to mental processes
that are evidenced from a very early age: for example, as a baby drops
her spoon, watches someone pick it up for her, and then drops it again
so that it will be picked up again. The baby appears to have constructed.
a hypothesis ‘If I drop my spoon, it will be picked up for me’, and to be
testing it through repeated trials. Of course, eventually the child learns
that the hypothesis was right, but only for a limited number of drops,
after which ‘adult fatigue’ sets in, and the spoon probably disappears!

It is suggested that something similar happens when children learn
the grammar of their first language, once they move past holistic use of
language chunks. Children do not just produce random word orderings
and forms, bur they somehow work out how to use the language and
then try out their hypotheses in saying things, amending them when
they hear alternative versions. It is as if the child has worked out a
‘grammar rule’ and is testing it out. Evidence that children work
naturally with rules and patterns comes from their creative productions
of utterances that they can never have heard anyone say but that seem
to follow an internal rule the child has constructed: e.g. be tookened nry
ball (= took), in which a new past form is created according to the
child’s current "hypothesis. Later on, the form will change to the
conventional fook.

Such refining of language and of ideas is characteristic of mental
development, and is thus likely to occur in foreign language learning
too, as children build hypotheses about how the foreign language works
from the data they have received from their limited experience with the
language. As they get more input, so the hypotheses will change. The set
of hypothesised patterns at any point would form the internal grammar.
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Changes can be steady and continuous, or can involve more dramatic
" shifts as whole sections are re-organised in the light of new information.
These dramatic changes have been called ‘restructuring’ (McLaughlin
1990). In the following extract, two x12-year-old Norwegian children
are retelling a story called “The Playroom’ that they had read previously.
The narrative part of the story was written in the past tense and if we
look at the past tense verbs they use (italicized), we can see how they get

some right and others wrong, but also how their errors show their use
of rules:

Pupil 1

1 grandfather show Joe around in the house and they come to
the playroom

Joe gasped when she saw the playroom

it looked more like a tay shop . . .

in the far corner of the room there was a toy castle

this castle my father maked with me when was in your age

1 made up stories about knights and dragons

B W

Pupil 2

1 my father muake up maked this tower when I was in your age
and my father and my great and they uwsed to make up
stories when I was a knight

3 after supper Joe climbed up to the bed

Notice how Pupil 1 in line 1 uses an unmarked form of the verbs show
and come, with no endings, but how gasped and looked do have the
endings. This kind of mixed accuracy often characterises learning ‘on
the edge’, or in progress. Gasped and looked may be being used as
memorised chunks, whereas sbow and come have been stored not just
as past tense forms but as ‘raw’ verb forms that can be assembled to
express meanings, and will eventually be given the endings they need.
maked in line § adds more evidence that the pupil is moving from chunk
learning to grammar: here, the base form of the verb has been given 2
regular past tense ending. It is incorrect, but it is strong evidence that
the child’s internal grammar is at work, and we can confidently expect
that in time, and with more data, the internal grammar will separate
regular past tense forms from irregular, and will produce #ade. In line
6, the verb made up is either produced as a memorised chunk, which
seems to me more likely, or is an instance of forming the irregular tense
correctly. Pupil 2 has two attempts at getting the past form of make and
also produces a regularised form maked.

Errors in language use can often act as a window on to the developing
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internal grammar of the learner, and are signals of growth They can
also suggest what types of teacher intervention may assist learmng

5.3.3 Influence of the first language

It will be apparent that constructing hypotheses about the foreign
language is much more difficult than for the first language, simply
because the learner has relatively little amounts of data to work on.
When you have only encountered 500 words and maybe 5o phrases, it
is quite hard to work out grammatical rules, and hypotheses are likely
to be over—generalised and incomplete. So children learning French may
assume that je suis (= I am) can be translated as the pronoun I and use it
together with other verbs:
* je suis appelle.

In Chapter 3, the pupil who replied to the teacher’s polar animal
question Is it big or small? with little one, perhaps assumed that the
phrase meant ‘small’.

When data is limited, learners are more likely to use the first language
to fill the gaps. So that learners may assume, as a kind of default, that
the foreign language grammar works like the first language grammar. I
surmise that the phrase I was in your age is a transfer of the Norwegian
grammar to English in the extracts above.

In Chapter 1, we encountered the Competition Model of language
use. In this theory, the sensitivity to how the first language works that
children develop in early infancy explains the transfer of first language
comprehension and production strategies to foreign or second language
use. Learners instinctively listen out for cues to meaning in word order
or word form that work for them in their first language, and they may
miss cues that the foreign language offers. For example, Malaysian
learners of English often miss the information carried by the endings of
verbs, e.g. the difference between work and worked, because in their
fiest language, the ends of words do not carry useful information.
English learners of Spanish can be confused by the position of pronouns;
in English, word order is a very reliable cue and the first word in a
sentence is generally the subject, but, in Spanish, the first word may be
an object pronoun (Van Patten 1996). If the foreign language cues are
. not particularly obvious, the probability of them being noticed and used
is even smaller. Harley (1994) suggests that it is precisely these cross-
linguistically different and low-profile features of grammar that need
form-focused instruction.
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.54 A learming-centred approach to teaching grammar:
background .

5.4.1 Trends in teaching grammar

Young learner classtrooms are inevitably affected by the trends that
sweep through foreign language teaching, as can be seen from the
development of ‘task-based’ syllabuses in Malaysia, of the ‘target-
oriented’ curriculum in Hong Kong, and of ‘communicative’ syllabuses
in many other countries. Some of these trends turn out to be good for
learners and learning; others are less clearly beneficial. Young learner
contexts also start trends, but less frequently; Prabhu’s work on task-
based learning in India in the x970s was influential in early develop-
ments in task-based language teaching, for example.

Grammar teaching in recent years has been as susceptible as other
aspects of FLT to trends, the most significant of which for our purposes
has probably been the swing away from grammar-translation methods
through communicative methods and on to current ideas about ‘fo-
cusing on form’. Each of these perspectives on language teaching takes a
different view of learning processes, and we can clarify what is
important about each by examining practice through the lens of
research on learning.

5.4.2 Teaching grammar as explicit rules: leaming as building
blocks

Underlying traditional grammar-translation methodology, and other
forms of grammar-centred language teaching, is the notion that the
most important part of the language is its grammar, and that language
learning is the accumulation of mastered rules of the grammar.
Grammar rules are introduced one-by-one, explicitly, to the learners.
Metalinguistic labels are used to talk explicitly about the grammary, e.g.
‘the past perfect tense’, and the terms and organisation needed to talk
about language become another part of what has to be learnt. Learners
are expected to learn the rules and to practise using the rules to
construct sentences. After more practice, the assumption is that the
rules get to be used automatically. To teach the language this way, the
structures.or rules are sorted into a sequence, assumed to progress from
‘easy’ to ‘difficult’, and the sequence forms a syllabus.

Some learners, particularly those who are academically successful,
can do well using these methods and reach high levels of language
proficiency. It is known from language testing, that students who do
well on grammar tests often also do well on reading and writing tests,
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reinforcing the possibility of 2 link between more formal educational
success and success via formal explicit grammar teaching. This in turn
has implications for younger learners, who, as we have seen, are only
beginning to get familiar with formal institutionalised *scientific’ con-
cepts. The ways of thinking needed to cope with learning through
explicit grammar rules are likely to be difficult for younger children.
The building block sequencing also doés not fit very comfortably with
younger children’s tendency for the thematic or narrative. We need a
more organic metaphor for the growth of internal grammar, that does
not see it as the piling up of discrete blocks of knowledge, but that
captures the idea of non-linear and interconnected growth: grammar
grows like a plant, perhaps, watered by meaningful language use, and
pushing out new shoots while older stems are strengthened. |

As we will see, explicit teaching of grammar patterns can have a role
even in this metaphor, but it is more like the occasional application of
fertiliser at certain key points in the growing season. Even the youngest
children are intrigued by the way their first language works and this
curiosity is likely to be felt about the foreign language. Children notice
patterns as they make sense of the world around them and it may be
fruitful to make use of curiosity and pattern-noticing in foreign
language learning. As we saw with the T Rex extract at the'start of the
chapter, talking about patterns in language does not need complicated
technical metalanguage. However, metalanguage is a useful tool in more
advanced language learning, and can have a place in the language
classroom. Young children are quite capable of learning terms like
word, sentence, letter, moving on to learn about word classes and their
labels (rouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions), about sentence
construction (from seeing punctuation in written English) and early
ideas about clauses as parts of sentences (e.g. a sentence with two
clauses joined with and). Graded introduction of metalanguage across
the primary years, if done meaningfully and through discourse contexts,
can give children a solid foundation for later study of languages. We
will return to this idea in section 5.6.5, and again in the next chaptes,
since working with the written language makes form visible and more
easily talked about.

5.4.3 Communicative approaches: no grammar needed

Being able to talk about the language is very different from being able
to talk in the language, and it was a reaction to the lack of fluency and
ease with the foreign language, experienced by many of those taught by
grammar-translation, that led to the development of communicative
language teaching (CLT) in the late 1970s and 1980s. A central tenet of
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CLT was that learners would learn the language by using it to commu-
 nicate with others. In its strongest form, the process of foreign language
learning was supposed to resemble child first language acquisition,
where it all just happens without any direct or explicit teaching. It is
questionable whether such a strong form of CLT was ever adopted in
practice. More likely is that various weaker forms were taken up, with
attempts to make language practice activities more realistic. What
certainly happened to grammar teaching was a downgrading of its
importance in foreign language classrooms.

A form of CLT that is based entirely on listening to comprehensible
input is Total Physical Response (TPR}, and variations on TPR are
found in many young learner coursebooks. In this method as developed -
by Asher {(1972), students listen to commands in the foreign language
and respond only through movement and action e.g. getting up and
sitting down, turning round, putting things on shelves. The difficulty of
the input is gradually increased and eventually students take over the
teacher’s role and give commands in the foreign language. In its
manifestations in children’s foreign language learning, TPR can involve
listening and doing actions with a song or responding to.commands. It
is claimed that learners develop skills in listening and in speaking
through TPR, and it has been shown to be particularly appropriate for
beginners (Lightbown and Spada 1999). Along with other ‘no grammar’
approaches, however, there seem to be limits to what can be achieved
without some-attention to output and to grammar.

5.4.4 Focus on form: the revival of grarmmar teaching

One of the most important sites of language learning theory and
research from the 1970s on has been the immersion programs in North
America, in which, for example, French-speaking Canadian children
might attend an English-medium school, or a Spanish-medium school in
a US city might take in children using many different fiest languages,
including Spanish. It was in this context that Krashen and colleagues set
out the theory that second language learning could follow the same
route as first language acquisition {Dulay, Burt and Krashen 1982), and
immersion classes formed a huge experiment in learning through
communicating in the foreign language. Recent evaluations of immer-
sion programs show mixed results as to their success (Harley and Swain
1984; Harley et al. 1995). Children do pick up the foreign language
quickly and develop very good accents and listening skills. They can
achieve good results through the second language. But in terms of
grammar, children taught through the second langnage do not develop
the same levels of accuracy as native speakers and, without this
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attention to the form of the langnage, problems with basic structures
continue (Lightbown and Spada 1994). In subject classrooms, where
communicating meaning is the central aim, learners scem to bypass
aspects of grammar, both in listening, where more attention is paid to
the subject content than to the language that carries it, and in speaking,
where teachers are able to understand what pupils want to say.
Furthermore, if all pupils in a class are second language learners, the
language that they use with each other can contain and reinforce
inaccuracies in grammar. .

What we are seeing now is that communicating through a language
and learning a language can actually conflict with each other, and that
focusing on meaning in classrooms does not automatically, as. was
assumed with CLT, guarantee continuing language development on all -
fronts. A similar point is emerging from work in task-based language
teaching: if a task creates pressure to communicate, learners may
respond with inaccurate use of language or with first language (Skehan
1996). Grammar may emerge naturally in first language, it may even be
genetically determined (Pinker 1994), but the grammar of a foreign
language is “foreign’, and grammar development requires skilled plan-
ning of tasks and lessons, and explicit teaching. From the learners’ point
of view, it is increasingly recognised that attention to form is vital
(Doughty and Williams 1998), and that learners need to be helped to
notice the grammatical patterns of the foreign language, before they can
make those patterns part of their internal grammar (Schmidt 1990; Van
Patten 1996). Van Patten suggests (for older learners) that instruction
should include explicit suggestions for what to look for in an FL pattern
and ‘structure input’ activities in which learners do not try to produce
new forms but are required to manipulate language information in
some way.

Not only are noticing and attention needed in input, but, in output
too, learners need to be helped to focus on the accuracy and precision of
their language use {Swain 1983, 1995). The potential of collaborative
work in pairs and groups for grammar work is also being increasingly
recognised (Kowal and Swain 1994; Fotos and Ellis 1991).

Batstone (1993) helpfully brings some of these ideas together in a
suggested sequencing of grammar learning activities around particular
patterns or structures:

(re} noticing
{re) structuring
!

proceduralizing
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‘Noticing is, as we have seen, an active process in which learners become

aware of the structure, notice connections between form and meaning,
but do not themselves manipulate language.
Successful noticing activities will usually:

e support meaning as well as form;

e present the form in isolation, as well as in a discourse and linguistic
context;

e contrast the form with other, already known, forms;

e require active participation by the learner;

e be at a level of detail appropriate to the learners — a series of noticing
activities may ‘zoom in’ on details;

e lead into, but not include, activities that manipulate language.

Structuring involves bringing the new grammar pattern into the lear-
ner’s internal grammar and, if necessary, reorganising the internal
grammar {in processes like accommodation and assimilation; see
Chapter 1). Batstone suggests that structuring usually requires con-
trolled practicé around form and meanings, and the learner must be
actively involved in constructing language to convey precise meaning,
thus perhaps prompting further noticing at a more detailed level. '
In structuring activities: '

e learners should manipulate the language, changing form in order to
£Xpress meaning; '

e learners can be given choices in content that require adjustments in
grammar to express meaning;

o there will be limited impact on spontaneous use — most of the results
of structuring work are still internal.

Proceduralisation is the stage of making the new grammar ready for
instant and fluent use in communication, and requires practice i
choosing and using the form to express meaning. In line with our
awareness of the possible conflict between communicative pressure and
accuracy, tasks used for proceduralisation must require attention to
grammar as well as effective communication. By gradually adjusting
task pressures, by decreasing the time allowed, for example, as the
grammar forms are becoming automatised, teachers can help push
proceduralisation forwards.

The most recent trends in language teaching remind us that grammar
is needed, but we have also learnt from CLT and immersion programs
that meaning-focused, communicative classroom activities do increase
fluency in language use, and thar there are interesting and meaningful
ways to help learners with grammar. The final part of the chapter will
consider how new, and not so new, ideas about grammar learning can be
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adapted for young learners, including noticing ~ strucmﬁng — procedur-
alising. Before that, the next section sumimarises the chapter so far.

5.5 Principles for learning-centred grammar teaching

Young learners need to be surrounded by and participate in meaningful
discourse in the foreign language, and it would not be conceptually
appropriate for grammar to be explicitly taught as formal, explicit rules
in young learner classrooms to children under the age of 8 or 9 years.
However, I suggest it is important for teachers to have an awareness of
grammar issues, and to have a range of form-focusing techniques, so
that they can take advantage of learning opportunities that arise when
learners need grammar to take their language learning forwards and can
bring grammatical features of stories, dialogues, songs, etc. to the
attention of even the youngest children in non-formal ways. As children
get older, so they are increasingly able to learn from more formal
instruction, but we should remember that grammar teaching can often
destroy motivation and puzzle children rather than enlighten them.
Good learning-centred grammar teaching will be meaningful and inter-
esting, require active participation from learners, and will work with
how children learn and what they are capable of learning. As with all
other aspects of learning and teaching, the socio-cultural context of
foreign language lessons will strongly influence what actually happens.
in classrooms, but some general principles for learning-centred
grammar teaching can be summarised:

The need for grammar

- grammatical accuracy and precision matter for meaning;

— without attention to form, form will not be learnt accurately;

— form-focused instruction is particularly relevant for those features of
the foreign language grammar that are different from the first
language or are not very noticeable. ) :

Potential conflict between meaning and grammar

— if learners’ attention is directed to expressing meaning, they may
neglect attention to accuracy and precision.

Imporiance of attention in the learning process

— teaching can help learners notice and attend to features of grammar
in the language they hear and read, or speak and write;
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" — noticing an aspect of form is the first stage of learning it; it then needs
to become part of the learner’s internal grammar, and to become part
of the learner’s language resources ready for use in 2 range of
situations.

Learning grammar as the development of intemal grammar

~ the learner has to do the learning; just teaching grammar does not
make it happen;

— grammar learning can work outwards from participation in dis-
course, from vocabulary and from learnt chunks;

~ learners’ errors can give teachers useful information about their
learning processes and their internal grammars.

- The role of explicit teaching of grammar rules

— teaching grammar explicitly requires the learner to think about
language in very abstract, formal ways that some enjoy and some find
difficult. The younger the learner, the less appropriate it is likely to
be;

~ children can master metalanguage if it is well taught; metalanguage
can be a useful tool.

5.6 Teaching techniques for supporting grammar learning

In this section, we move to practicalities and consider how teachers may
actually go about helping young learners develop their grammatical
knowledge in the foreign language. We begin with seeing how common
activities in the young learner classroom can offer opportunities for
grammar learning. The middle three sub-sections take noticing, struc-
turing and proceduralising, and present some examples of what young
learner versions of such activities might lock like. Finally, we turmn to the
issue of how to develop children’s grasp of ‘metalanguage’.

56.6.1 Working from discourse to grammar

Many types of discourse that occur in young learner classrooms have
grammatical patterns that occur naturally, but that can be exploited for
grammar learning. It requires teachers to think about their language use
from 2 grammatical perspective, so that they become aware of
opportunities for grammar that arise every day. Classroom discourse
contexts and routines (see Chapter 1) can serve to introduce new
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grammar, with access to meaning supported by action and objects, or to
give further practice in language that has already been introduced in
other ways. Routines are an ideal context in which chunks can be
expanded. '

The language of classroom management

When children begin learning English, some very simple phrases for
classroom management can be introduced, and as time goes by, these
can be expanded. Some of the phrases originally used by the teacher can
be used by pupils when they work in pairs or groups. The language of
classroom management can thus act as a meaningful discourse context
within which certain patterns arise regularly and help with building the
mternal grammar.

When organising practical activities, for example, the teacher may
ask children to:

give out the scissors

the books

" the paper
the pencils
The range of verbs to use with the nouns can be gradually increased:

give out the scissors
collect the books
tidy the paper
find the pencils
put away

The noun phrases can be expanded to match or to extend grammar
development:

give out the small scissors

collect the green writing books

tidy the paper from the cupboard

find the red pencils that are on my desk
put away

Talking with children

As with the T Rex example where we started, conversations with
individual children can be very powerful for language development,
because they can pick up on exactly what an individual child needs to
know next to talk about what interests him or ber, the ‘space for
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growth’ as it was called in Chapter 1. 1f 2 child volunteers something, in
the first language or in what they can manage of the foreign language,
the teacher can respond in the foreign language, offering a fuller or
more correct way of saying it:

Child: my mummy hospital
Teacher: oh! your mummy’s in hospital. Why?

This type of ‘corrective feedback’ can also be used for expanding the
talk. If a child offers a comment about a picture, for example, the
teacher can respond with fuller sentences that pick up the childs
interest;

Child: bird tree '
Teacher: Yes. The bird’s in the tree. He’s sitting on the
branch. He’s singing.

Talk with children as a class can also offer incidental focusing on form.
Although grammar may not be the central language learning goal of a
task, it can be part of what is talked about, as in this example where a
Norwegian teacher is working with the children we. saw earlier in the
chapter. This time, they are correcting a true / false reading exercise, but
the teacher takes the chance to do some work on make — made — made
up. Notice how she helps ensure children understand the meaning, as
well as the form, by contrasting made up with read.

P: pretend

T: yes (. ) or make (2.0) do you remember?

P: they made

T: yes (. ) they made UP stories ( . ) didn’t they?

they didn’t read the stories
do you agree?

In another part of the same exercise, the teacher helps out a child who
needs to find the opposite of much bigger than. Notice how the child
tries to express the idea in line 5, and then how the teacher, in lines 7
and 8 offers alternative grammatical ways of expressing the same idea:

T: sentence ten (1.0) Christina

P: (reads) the strangest thing of all ( . ) was that Joe was
much bigger than the toy soldier ( . ) that's faise

T: why? -

P: because she (. )er (. ) she was not bigger,(. ) not(.)
much bigger than the toy soldier

T: yes (. )that's right { . ) she was not bigger than the toy
soldier

O hwn bW P oM
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9 she was just as big as ( . ) this soldier
10 so she was quite small (. } wasn’t she?
IT P: yes

By becoming ‘grammar-aware’, it is possible to incorporate a lot of
grammar teaching through this kind of incidental focusing on form that
seizes on opportunities and operates in a child’s space for growth.

T,
5.6.2 Guided Foticing gctivities
Activities in ;%revi'éﬁs section are those likely to lead to noticing of
grammatical patterns in the language. It is possible to construct

activities that make noticing even more probable, and which fic all or
most of the criteria for good noticing activities listed in sections.4.4.

Listen and notice

Pupils listen to sentences or to a connected piece of talk, e.g. a story or
phone call, and complete a table or grid using what they hear. In order
to complete the grid, they need to pay attention to the grammar aspect
being taught. Halliwell (1992) suggests using a grid to practise preposi-
tions (Figure §.1). It is important that the top line includes at least two
instances of each object with a different location, so that pupils have to
listen to the preposition in the sentences to know which box to tick: e.g.
the cup is on the chair [ the cup is under the chair.

Presentation of new language with puppets

In language syllabuses that require teachers to present new language
regularly to children, the idea of learner-noticing can be helpfully
introduced into more traditional ways of teaching grammar. When
introducing a new pattern, the teacher can construct a dialogue with a
story-line, that uses a ‘repetition plus contrast’ pattern, to be played
out by puppets. In one such story I have used (for children of 8-x0
years), a crocodile (Croc) and a squirrel discuss going swimming;
dramatic irony is added because the children know that Croc really
wants a chance to eat Squirrel. The dialogue uses repetition and
contrast to highlight how English expresses the idea of a regular
routine event using the simple present tense. The meaning is supported
by a picture on the board of Squirrel’s house in a tree by the river, in
which Croc swims, and a large calendar showing the days of the
month with pictures of house cleaning in each Monday slot, grand-
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- | Activity 2

Listening grid

ook K )

Here is another activity suitable for your ‘core’. It too is intended to provide active
response to new language. For this activity, the children have to mark on a matrix
or grid the information read out by the teacher. The example below is practising
prepositions. The teacher has so far read out:
“The cup is on the table.’

‘The cat is under the chair.”

“The girl is in front of the tree.’

B PrmaRHkE

Figure 5.1 Listening grid (from Halliwell 1992, p. 44, © Pearson Longman)

mother in each Tuesday, and so on. The children listen several times to
_ the story-dialogue:

1 wish I could swim like you, Croc.

I’ll teach you to swim.

Oh, will you?

Let’s start next week. Shall we go swimming on Monday?
No, sorry. On Mondays, I clean my house.

¢: Shall we go swimming on Tuesday?

s: No, sorry. On Tuesdays, I visit my grandmother.

Similar pattern for Wednesdays, Thursdays, Fridays, Saturdays.
c: {{wearily)) What about Sunday?

5: Yes! On Sundays, I'm free. ,

C: ((more excited; licking his lips)} OK. On Sunday we’ll have
our first swimming lesson!

oo ow

[77]
*
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The teacher can then recap the routine events by pointing to the
calendar and saying the key pattern phrases on their own: ‘On Tues-
days, I visit my grandmother’ etc. To help input processing, pupils may
be given a blank calendar and be asked to complete Croc’s regular
routine from listening, making a distinction between routine events,
‘On Mondays, I catch fish’ and, non-routine events ‘On Sunday, I'm
going to teach Squirrel to swint'.

5.6.3 Language practice activities that offer tfuctug’ngﬁ?
opportunities i.z/“”

R

In structuring activities the goal is to help learners internalise the
grammancal pattern so that it becomes part of their internal grammar.
The focus is on internal work that happens as a result of activities that
demand accuracy, rather than on fluency in production. Various types of
classroom tasks can be used with grammar structuring goals. Some
mampuiamon and pre-planning by the teacher may be needed to ensure
that the activities include plentiful pracnce of the particular form.

Questionnaires, surveys and quizzes .

These are commonly found in young learner course books; after input
on favourite foods, for example, children are asked to interview their
friends to find out their favourite foods. The teacher needs to plan
which language forms the puplls will be encouraged to use. Preparation
and rehearsal of the questions is necessary to ensure accuracy, and the
activity must be managed so that the questions are asked in full each
time. The language use in a questionnaire activity can easily become
reduced to something like cakes? sweets? pizza? Pretending to carry out
the survey by phone, rather than face-to-face, would provide a realistic
reason to require the full question, Do you like pizza? or Whick do you
prefer, pizza or cake? to be asked each time.

Once the information from several people has been collected, group
work on compiling results can offer further opportunities for mterna-
lising or structuring the grammar patterns, but only if tightly organised.
Remember that structuring requires learners to manipulate the language
so that they produce the form with attention and accurately. The
original question Do you like . ..? might have been produced as a
chunk, whereas at this stage, the task can require the chunk to be
broken down and re-used, as each child reports his or her individual
results: six people like pizza, and two people like cakes. The numbers
can be placed in previously prepared charts and added up. They can
then be put on a graph that shows favourite foods, and a spoken report
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- prepared, and then presented with the graph to the rest of the class.
Again, the spoken report should be full and accurate, so that attention
has to be paid to word form and word order. It should be practised by
the group, and corrected by the teacher during the rehearsal stage so
that accurate forms are said aloud in the final presentation.

Information gap activities

Activities with information gaps are often found in course books to
practise oral skills. Again, with just small adjustments, they can be used
with grammar goals rather than oral fluency goals.
. A task that moves on from the Croc and Squirrel story but practises
the same grammatical form through an information gap might use
calendars. Children work in pairs; each has a calendar covering the
same month, but with different entries (this is the ‘gap’). Without
looking, again perhaps pretending to talk by phone, the children are to
find a time when they are both free, and can then decide what they want
to do, e.g. go swimming, go to the cinema, go shopping. In finding out
when they are both free, they should be encouraged to use the language
form being practised, e.g. Shall we meet on Friday? No, sorry. On
Fridays, I go to the library. o :

Helping hands

This is a nice practice activity that I came across in a Maltese classroom,
and which offers opportunities for strucruring the simple present for
routines. The topic was helping in the house, and the children, aged 5 or
6 years as I recall, had drawn round their hands and cut out the hand
shape (if this is too demanding on motor skills, the teacher can prepare
cut out hand shapes in advance). On each finger they wrote one sentence
describing something they do to help at home: I wask the dishes. I play
with my baby sister. Each child’s sentences could be different. The paper
cut-outs were then displayed on the wall, making a kind of palm tree
out of the hand shapes. It looked very-effective, but was also interesting

. for the children to read, to see what their friends did at home. '

Drills and cﬁants

Drills have been used in language classrooms for decades, and are a
useful way of giving all children some speaking practice when the class
is too large for individual speaking. They also offer language and
involvement support to children when used to practise new language,
because the child can listen to others to pick up bits that she or he is
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unsure about, and drills can be lively and fun if the pace is kept up. The
dangers of over-using drills occur mostly if the children do not under-
stand the content, and drills are then a mechanical exercise in making a
noise, rather than language learning opportunities. I shall take it for
granted here that the meaning of the language being drilled is supported
and made clear to children in appropriate ways. We can then ask
whether drills can help in grammar learning.

Repetition drills, in which the children repeat what the teacher says,
can help in familiarising 2 new form, but substitution drills are the ones
that offer more for grammar structuring. In a substitution drill, the
learners may transform the teacher’s line, as here from you want to to
let’s: ) :

T: You want to play football. o

ps: " Let’s play football.

T: You want to go swimming.

ps: Let’s go swimming.

(Doff 1988)
Alternatively, the teacher may use single words or pictures as prompts
for pupils to produce a sentence:

T: Cinema.

ps: Let’s go to the cinema.
1:  Football.

ps: Let’s play foctball.
{Doff 1988)

In each case, the pupils are doing grammatical work in their minds to
produce their line in the drili, and this may help structuring.

5.6.4_Proceduralising activities

At this point, we want learners to automatise their use of the gramma-
tical form so that it is available quickly and effectively for use in
communication. Task design must ensure that grammar is essential for
achieving task goals and that some attention to accuracy is required, but
the idea is that attention to accuracy can gradually be relaxed as it
becomes automatic.

Polar animal dascription re-visited

It will be helpful to recall what happened to the polar animal descrip-
tion task in Chapter 3. We looked at speaking activities on this theme in
section 3.8, but here we can think about the task possibilities from a
grammartical point of view.-
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‘We can see now that doing a description does need some grammatical
knowledge that has already entered the internal grammar through
‘noticing’ and ‘structuring’. The production of a descnpnon to the whole
class might then be a useful proceduralising activity for those items of
grammar. Because it is 2 public performance, it will justify attention to
getting forms exactly right through rehearsing and perhaps writing down
a text. The pupils could choose their animal, so that they will have to
select and adapt the grammatical forms for their own particular choices.
The presentation might be repeated several times: to another class, to
parents, on tape for another school, and each repetition moves the child
towards greater fluency with the new forms. A similar effect might be
had by repeating the task, but describing a bird rather than an animal, or
a tropical animal rather than a polar animal; there is practice in using the
gramimatical patterns, with attention to accuracy but with increasing
automaticity leading to increasing fluency as well.

Dictogloss

This is a generic activity that offers many possibilities for young learner
classroomnts (as well as for older and adult learners) once reading and
writing are established. Wajnryb (199¢) describes various activities that
pick up some of the learning opportunities of traditional dictation in
more meaningful ways. Dictogloss is one of these. It was used by Kowal
and Swain (1994) to investigate how well 13- and 14-year-old learners
could reflect on their accuracy in language use, notice gaps in what they
knew, and get help from their peers to develop their grammar. Although
the study was carried out with slightly older learners, I would suggest
that the idea can be adapted for young learners, perhaps as young as 7
or 8 years old.

The basic idea of D1ctocrloss is that the teacher reads out a text
several times, the pupils hsten and make notes between readings, and
then reconstruct the text in pairs or small groups, aiming to be as close
as possible to the original and as accurate as possible. During the
collaborative reconstruction, learners will talk to each other abour the
language, as well as the content, drawing on and making their internal
grammatical knowledge. Through this talk, 2 pupil may learn from
another about some aspect of grammar. In Vygotskyan terms, if the text
is carefully chosen, learners will be working in their zones of potential
development and their peers may scaffold learning in the ZPD.

The length of the text and the difficulty of its content and language
can all be adjusted to learners’ needs, as can the amount and type of
support given through key words written on the board, a skeleton frame
for the text given, grouping pupils in mixed ability, and so on. We can
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imagine that a dictogloss around a description of an animal would be a
helpful activity at some stage in the Polar Animal task, either as a
follow up to listening to descriptions, or as a preparation to producing a-
group description. '

Younger children might be given the words of a rhyme or chant on
little cards. Their reconstruction task would be to put the cards in the
correct order. This would probably lead to them repeating the rhyme
many times over as they try to work out the order. They would need to
pay attention to the form of words and the word order to complete the
task, so that accuracy would be required at a level above spelling.

5.6.5 Introducing metalanguage

Expiicit teacher talk

Here is a teacher doing some metalinguistic work with r1-year-old
pupils on plural forms in English. Notice how he uses the repetition +
contrast pattern, and how he formulates the ‘rule’ at the end, after the
specific example:

T: if we have many of them..two of them?

P: COWS ‘

‘T: horse?

P: horses .

(some more examples of regular forms)

sheep?

sheep

: yes (. ) we don’t put the s at the end of sheep

wolf?

wolves.

: how do we write it? yes?

: W.0..L.E.S

: you should {1.0) one should think so (. ) but {. ) itisn’t

50 (2.0) yes? '

r: W.O.L.V.E..S

T: yes (1.0) yes (1.0) it’s a special word (z.0)
one wolf { . Y with F
two wolves (. ) with V

H oo g e e g

We can see that it is both useful and quite possible to talk about
language without using technical terms. However, since these children
seem to have the concepr of plural and singular, the technical terms
might be usefully introduced to them. This will also depend on whether
they have learnt metalanguage terms in their first language lessons. -
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"Cloze activities for word class

A new rhyme, song or poem could give a discourse context to focus on
word classes th:ough a sunple cloze activity. The song, say, is written
out with gaps; in one version, all the nouns are omitted, in another, all
the verbs, and in a third, all the pronouns. The pupils would hear and
sing the song a few times and then would be divided into three groups,
each given one of the three cloze versions: the song “This is the way we
wash our hands’ would look like this:

(x) (2} (3)

Thisisthe This __ the way This is the way

We washour We __ our hands __wash__hands
Wash our _____ ____our hands Wash_____hands
Washour ____ __ourhands Wash __ hands
Thisisthe __ This _____the way This is the way

We washour ____ We ___ our hands __wash___hands
Farlyinthe ____ Early in the morning  Early in the morning

In groups; the learners would work together to fill the gaps. They can be
told what is missing from their versions. After they have had a good try
at completing the gaps, the groups are re-divided into threes, with one
person from each of the previous noun, verb and pronoun groups
working rogether. They then compare versions to complete one full
version. ,

This kind of activity focuses attention on word classes and how they
contribute to discourse, without going into any heavy grammar. It is
more challenging with a less predictable content!

5.7 Summary

Developing the grammar of a foreign language is a long and compli-
cated process; luckily, young learners have a long time ahead of them
with the language. There is no need to rush into technical rules and
labels that will confuse. For their ultimate success, it seems likely to be
far better to give children a sound basis in using the language, while
encouraging curiosity and talk abour patterns and contrasts in and
between languages, and introducing grammatical metalanguage slowly
and meaningfully.

In this chapter, I have suggested that grammar does have a place in
young leamner classrooms. Bur the teacher of young learmers can
probably best help to develop children’s grammar in the foreign
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language, not by teaching grammar directly, but by being sensitive to
opportunities for grammar learning that arise in the classroom. A
grammar-sensitive teacher will see the language patterns that occur.in
tasks, stories, songs, rhymes and classroom talk, and will have a range
of technigues to bring these patterns to the children’s notice, and to
organise meaningful practice. To do this well requires considerable
knowledge and teaching skills!
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6.1 Introduction

As with previous areas in the young learner classroom, literacy learning
needs informed and skilled teaching, and this chapter aims to provide
background information to issues in early literacy, and to suggest
principles and strategies for classroom teaching based on our current
understandings of how children learn to read and write. The reader
should be warned in advance that second language literacy is a
complicated area and, as far as young learners are concerned, there is
much that remains unknown. In the absence of relevant research
findings, we will often need to rely on clear thinking and carefully
monitored practice as guides in the classroom.

It is important to begin with, and to keep returning to, the idea of
reading and writing as language use for expressing and sharing mean-
ings between people. Literacy in this sense is both social and cognitive.
Socially, literacy provides people with opportunities to share meanings
across space and time. Cognitively, literacy requires that individuals use
specific skills and knowledge about how the written language operates
in processing text.

The chapter is wrirten in the midst of heated discussion and changes
over the teaching of reading and writing in British schools, and also in a
time of changing conceptions of reading processes in foreign language
teaching. The two sets of changes are not unconnected, and both reflect
a realisation that the cognitive and language processes of literacy
operate with knowledge and skills at many different levels, and that
every level matters. Amongst other things, readers and writers need to
recognise individual letrers, know how syllables make up words, use
information from the whole text and the context. What makes for
successful literacy is the integration of information from each of these
processes in the larger process of making sense of written text. Foreign
language reading debates since the mid-1980s have been dominated by
‘top—down’ approaches, that emphasise making meaning over the lower
level skills of word recognition or knowing letter-sound links (Koda
1994). At primary or elementary school level, a similar opposition
between top—down and bottom-up approaches has been created,
berween ‘whole langnage’ approaches and ‘phonics’ teaching (Beard
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1993; Hudelson 1994). We can now see that such opposmons are
artificial, and do a disservice to learners, who need it all.

The discussions of literacy skills in this chapter will focus on English
as a foreign language, partly because more research is available for
English than for other languages, but mainly because the discussions
need to be about a particular language in order not to disappear into
abstractions. We begin by identifying the skills needed to be literate in
English, and then proceed to review research findings on learning to
read in a foreign language, identifying factors that may impact on
young learners of English as a foreign language. The second part of the
chaprer takes the background theory and research into the classroom,
suggesting principles and techniques for teaching l1teracy skills- at
different ages and stages.

6.2 Literacy skills in English

In this section, the first / foreign language distinction is backgrounded,
in order to describe first what is involved in becoming a skilled reader
and writer in English. Section 6.3 will then address how literacy skills -
are developed in English as a foreign language.

6.2.1 Literacies and literacy skills

Literacy skills include being able to read and write different sorts of
texts for different purposes. In most societies today, literacy is part and
parcel of everyday life for children and adults, and life is full of different
sorts of written texts: in the home, on the street, on telewsmn, and on
computers. In societies where w1despread literacy is more recent,.
schools may still make more use of written texts than homes, but
information technology will probably bring rapid changes in the next
few years. Literacy skills are then, not just an additional set of skills
learnt in schools, but an integral part of people’s lives. From their early
infancy, children are involved in using writing and reading: for example,
‘when they are helped to write their name on a birthday card to a friend
or when they look at story books with adults.

An activity, such as story-book reading or sending birthday cards, in
which reading and writing is involved can be described as a ‘literacy
event’ (Barton 1994). People in their daily lives are regularly involved in
a range of literacy events, in which they use skills that extend beyond
writing and reading text. Participation in literacy events at home
provides children with their first experiences of written language. If we
take the wider view, that we each learn multiple literacies {Street 1996),
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-we can see that becoming literate begins long before a child goes to
school, and that the school has a foundation of literacy events and
experiences upon which to build the narrower and more detailed skills
of reading and writing.

Within the broader idea of literacies lies the narrower, and perhaps
more traditional, view of literacy as reading and writing words and
texts. While applauding the broadening of our thinking about literacy,
especially for the way these new ideas expand our views of what
children already know and are capable of, I remain convinced that
learning the detail of how texts are written and can be understood is
crucial to children’s educational and personal development, and can be

helped by good teaching.

6.2.2 Reading as dependent on visual, phonological and semantic
information

Embedded in both the broader and narrower concepts of literacy is the
idea that reading and writing are essentially about understanding: that
readers will understand texts that they read by constructing a meaning
for themselves, and that writers will try to ensure that their readers are
able to understand what they write. Although reading for understanding
is more than saying what is written down, on the way to understanding,
reading does link to speaking, as written words are ‘decoded’ into
spoken words. When skilled readers make sense of written text, they
may appear to bypass turning text into talk and go straight to under-
standing. However, we know from recent empirical work that skilled
readers do actually process every letter of words on the page; they just
do it very quickly {Stanovich r98o, 1988; Qakhill and Garnham 1988).
Fluent readers still have available the skill to speak the words of the text
to themselves, the ‘voice in the head’ (Reid r99o: 91), and use it for
difficult texts or texts that need special attention, such as poetry.
Similarly, writing may involve turning spoken language into written
words, but it also involves more than that.

Reading brings together visual information from written symbols,
phonological information from the sounds those symbols make when
spoken, and semantic information from the conventional meanings
associated with the words as sounds and symbols (see Figure 6.1). All
‘three types of information are used by fluent readers in reaching an
understanding of the text, together with information about the social
uses of the text as discourse. In addition, skilled writing requires
mastery of the fine motor skills to form the written shapes and
orthographic knowledge of how written symbols are combined to
represent words through spelling conventions.
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phonological visual |
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: sounds symbols
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words words
K semantic :
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Figure 6.1 The integration of information in reading a text

6.2.3 The unnatural demands of literacy

Some of the most exciting developments in early literacy in the last few
years have been around ‘emergent’ literacy and ‘whole language’. These
focus on how children work out for themselves the secrets of reading
and writing from participating in literacy events. We will examine the
implications for the foreign language classroom later, but in this section
1 want to explore why it is that many children do not develop literacy
skills in natural and painless ways, but struggle to learn to read in their
first language. It is important to remember that most children will need
skilled teaching to help them become literate (Reid 1990; Qakhill and
Beard 1999).

Some of the reasons for reading problems originate in the historical
construction of literacy and the demands, that are then placed on
individual learners. Vygotsky (1978) describes the written language as
‘second-order’ meaning representation, to capture the idea of two stages
between talk and written text in the development of literacy in societies.
Spoken language was used first to represent mental ideas and meanings;
in a socio-historical second step, written language was developed to
represent talk. Different societies have produced different ways of
writing down talk: English uses an alphabetic system, as does Arabic,
but with a different direction; Japanese uses a syllabic system, with the
syllable as unit, and a logographic system, in which symbols represent
meanings directly. As the written form of a language develops, often
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.over centuries, as a tool for representing the spoken language, conven-

tions and rules emerge in the use of written forms that then have to be
learnt anew by each successive generation of children. In the case of
English, some spelling conventions date back to the 16th and r7th
centuries, others were imposed in the nineteenth century and, because
spelling has been fixed while pronunciation has changed, many of the
conventions or rules of the written language do not match how English
is spoken today (Stubbs 1980). To a modern child, the spelling of
English does not offer a ‘natural’ match between written and spoken
forms. "

Similarly, certain specific text forms, or ‘genres’, have evolved over
time within literate societies, with particular discourse parterns and
organisations of texts becoming conventionalised. Genre theorists have
argued that being able to use and understand a range of genres is an
important educational goal that will empower children for adult life
{Richardson 1998).

A second way in which written language is often much less natural
than spoken language for children is in its social context of use. Spoken
language is used in contexts that offer much support for meaning, often
from familiar and helpful adults who know the child and interact with
him or her regularly (see Chapter 1). A child faced with a written text
has support only from previous knowledge, from what the writer can
build in, or through pictures or diagrams that illusirate the text. The
writer is much more distant from a reader than is the case with
speaking, and this distance can place a high demand on a reader to
construct an understanding of the text (Reid 1990).

Although recent developments in literacy have encouraged a focus on
the natural and meaningful involvement of children in literacy events at
home and in their communities, we should not forget these non-natural
facets of literacy. The discussion in this section suggests two ways in
which teaching can support children in mastering the demands of
literacy. Firstly, English spelling conventions and the text organisation in
some genres are far from obvious and so can benefit from direct teaching.
Secondly, in the early stages of school literacy, children will need support
as they move from the very contextualised use of spoken language to
using the more isolated, or ‘disembedded’, information in written texts.

6.2.4 How skilled readers operate

In making meaning from a text, skilled readers use a combination of
visual, phonological and semantic information, taken from the lerters,
words and sentences of the text. Readers build up an understanding of
the text as they go along, sometimes called a ‘text base’ (van Dijk and
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Figure 6.2 The analogy of reading a text as seeing the earth by satellite at different
scales

Kintsch 1983; Kintsch 1988). The text base is a kind of dynamic and
temporary meaning for the text, that draws on information processed at
different scales. We can think of a reader working with a written text as
like a satellite searching information about a landscape, and zooming in
to different levels of scale to get information of different types at
different scales. Pictures of the earth from space show it as a mainly
blue sphere with continental masses set in oceans, while, at a much
larger scale, British railways use satellite pictures to identify dangerous
piles of autumn leaves that have fallen on railway tracks. To really
understand the Earth, information is needed from all scales, from the
leaf to continental masses; to really understand a text, information has
to be integrated from the various scales at which a text can be ‘read’,
from individual letters to discourse organisation. The various scales of
reading a text are set out in Figure 6.2, in analogy with the satellite view
of the Earth, and are then described in turn. The knowledge and skills
used to extract information at the various text levels will be summarised
in Figure 6.3.

Context

Context is used here to refer to any sources of information that are not
inside the text but come from the reader’s world. Adult readers usually
choose their own texts and have good reasons for wanting to read them.
For example, you may pick up a newspaper to get an idea of what is
going on in the world, or you may buy a book on gardening id order to
decide what to grow and where to plant it. Adults come to such texts
with previous knowledge of using books and of the topic that will help
make sense of what they read. Children on the other hand are often told
what to read by adults, rather than choosing their own texts. Often
children’s previous knowledge is incomplete or inaccurate, and they rely
on texts to supply knowledge. Children’s reading is thus often much
more demanding than it is for adults: if we did not know that the earth
has oceans and continents, it would be much more difficult to under-
stand the broad scale picture that is sent back from space.
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- Text

Skilled readers approach texts, not only with purposes for reading, but
with expectations about how the texts will be organised. From previous
experience with gardening books, for example, they may go straight to
the index to find relevant sections, and will use the pictures and
diagrams to supplement information from the written text. Skilled
readers’ knowledge of discourse organisation helps know where impor-
tant information will be found, and they can thus direct their attention
efficiently, focusing in on key passages and skipping muore lightly over
passages with less important information.

From their early experience, children are likely to be familiar with
story or narrative structure (section 3.6.3) but to be less familiar with
other types of text. Knowledge of discourse organisation in written
texts develops through experience with them, and may also be devel-
oped explicitly through study skills activities. Until such knowledge is
developed, children have a more difficult task than skilled readers and
must work equally hard on all parts of a text to find out the useful
information.

Paragraph

The paragraph is a discourse unit that is mainly used to deal with the
development of topics in a text. Very often a paragraph contains within
it, often right at the beginning, a ‘topic sentence’, which gives an
overview of the whole paragraph (this paragraph began with one).
From the topic sentence, the paragraph can move into more specific
detail, through exemplification, expansion or explanation of the topic.
Skilled readers will automatically recognise topic sentences and make
mental links between its more general content and the more specific
information in other sentences.

Children do not learn about paragraphs from their experience with
spoken language. Many of the early texts they encounter will not be
long enough to use paragraphing organisation. As their writing de-
velops, so the need to use paragraphs will arise and links can be made
with reading texts, to learn the conventions of paragraph patterns in
English.

Sentence / clause

At this level in our metaphor, we are at a scale comparable to seeing
man-made features on the physical landscape. We recognise the Great
Wall of China, or a motorway network, on a satellite picture because
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we can mentally map their aerial shape on to our more close-up
experience of them through pictures or real life encounters.

In understanding sentences and clauses, skilled readers draw on their
_“close-up’ grammatical knowledge of how words are connected to
produce meanings. Groups of words with a sentence that belong
together are automatically recognised as units and processed together,
e.g. once upon 4 time. ‘

Children, even in their first language, will not have encountered in
talk some of the grammatical patterns found in written texts. Sentences
with relative clauses, for example, are much more frequent in written
texts than in spoken language. As with paragraphing, so experience
with texts will broaden children’s range of grammatical patterns. In the
early stages, unfamiliar grammar may confuse young readers. Without -
the support that comes from recognising the syntactic pattern, early
readers have to work on each word as a separate unit, working out
what it is and storing it in memory while the next word is tackled. But
memory spans are limited, and words can drop out of short term
memmory before the child reader gets to the end of the sentence and has 2
chance to work out the meaning of the whole.

Words

The word is a key unit of both form and meaning in reading and
writing, perhaps equivalent to a ‘basic level’ in the hierarchy (see
Chapter 4), comparable to familiar houses or fields in our satellite
picture analogy. In terms of form, words in written text in English have
spaces on either side so they are easy to spot, easier than in spoken
language where words are often run together. Words are learnt often as
wholes, and seem to be recognised on sight, withour too much attention
to the individual letters that make up the word. However, with the
development of better measuring instruments, we now know that skilled
readers do look at each component part of a word, and that any changes
to a word such as a missing letter can disrupt the reading process.

Children’s early reading often begins, naturally, with recognising
whole words such as names or shop signs. This word recognition is
meaning-driven, and links words to concepts. We must not assume,
though, that children process words in the same way as skilled readers.
They may pay more attention to what are, in the long run, rather
irrelevant features, such as the length and shape of the word, and not
notice other important intra-word features. Word recognition knowl-
edge is a good start to reading, and from here, skills need to be
developed upwards to sentences and downwards to smaller, intra-word,
units.
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" Morphemes

To move inside words, we can take a visual or a phonological route.
The morpheme is a visual unit, a part of a word that carries a meaning
through its form, i.e. a grammatical unit of meaning. For example, in
the word walked, two morphemes can be identified: walk + ed. The
second does not ‘mean’ anything by itself, but, added to the first, it
indicates that the action took place in the past. Morphemes are visual
units because their shape and spelling mostly remains the same,
although they may sound different in different words. Say aloud and
notice the three different sounds of the ed morpheme:

<kissed> <waited>  <carried>
It fid/ /d/

Note

Angular brackets <. . .> are used to show written form; slashes /. . ./
indicate spoken sounds, which are represented using the phonemic
symbols for received pronunciation id spoken English.

Once the visual forms of morphemes are learnt, they are a (relatively)
reliable source of information about meaning for readers, and for
writers (Stubbs 1980).

Morphemes are the units that are represented by the symbols of a
logographic language. -

Syllables

Syllables are phonological intra-word units. In English, syllables contain
one vowel sound, with the possibility of a consonant sound before and
after the vowel as well. A syllable can be broken down further, into an
‘onset’ (the first consonant, if there is one) and 2 ‘rime’ (the vowel +
final consonant, if there is one}. So, within the word <caterpillar>, we

find 4 syllables:
tkeet/ + / of + /p1l/ + fof .

The first syllable has onset /k/ and rime /=t/; the second and fourth
syllables are the weak vowel sound used as rimes; the third syllable has
the onset /p/ and the rime /il/.

Rimes are fairly often spelt consistently, not as reliably as mor-
phemes, but reliably enough to provide very useful information for
readers. The written form of a rime is sometimes called a ‘phonogram’.
Being able to notice the rimes within syllables is one aspect of
phonological awareness, and research has shown that phonological
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awareness correlates highly with reading success in English. You need
to be able to hear the sounds inside spoken words in order to under-
stand how the alphabet can be used to write words. In the first language
research, children with good levels of phonological awareness tended to
become successful readers; children with poor levels of phonological
awareness tended to have problems in learning to read, and, vice versa,
poor readers often had poor phonological awareness. Furthermore,
when poor readers have been helped to develop higher levels of
phonological awareness, their reading skills have benefited {Bryant and
Bradley 1985). Phonological awareness develops before children go to
school, and seems to be linked to experience with rhymmg words in
songs and rthymes.

One of the key learning strategies available at'this level is the use of
analogy (Goswami 1991). A child who knows how to read the word
bell, can use analogy to help read the new word fell, by noticing that the
fina} rime -ell is the same in both cases.

Like many aspects of reading, phonological awareness continues to
develop through experience with reading, so that reading and phonolo-
gical awareness are interdependent and develop interdependently.
However, the evidence is strong enough to support the inclusion in early
literacy work of activities that will develop phonological awareness,
and we will see how these can be adapted for the young leammer
classroom later on in the chapter.

Letters

With letters, we reach the bottom-most level of written text, equivalent
to leaves or individual people in our satellite analogy. Written letters
have names (e.g. L is called ‘ell’), shapes, and sounds. These three
aspects of letrers must not be confused in learning and teaching. If
children have learnt one aspect, this does not imply that they know the
others. For example, learning the alphabet as a set of letter names (“ai,
bee, see, dee’ . . .} is often a key part of teaching reading. But this is not
the same as learning how letters are used to represent sounds. Learning
the names of the letters in alphabetical order does not help much in
reading, whereas learning the sounds of the letters helps a lot. I did once
have a pupil, who was learning to read in English as a second language,
who did use the names of the letters to help him decode the words. He
would look at a word like <did>, would say ‘dee ~ aye ~ dee’, and then
read /did/. I still do not understand how the process actually helped him
to read! This is not to suggest children stop learning the alphabet;
knowing the alphabet names and order will help with understanding the
written language system and in using dictionaries later on. However,
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much more important for Jearning to read is children’s growing knowl-
edge of the links between the written letters and the sounds they
represent.

The technical term for these links is grapho-phonemic relationships
(grapho = written; phonemic = sound). Different languages have
different types of grapho-phonemic relationships. In Italian and
Spanish, for example, each written letter represents just one sound;
there is said to be a ‘one-to-one’ grapho-phonemic relationship. English
has a much less straightforward set of grapho-phonemic relationships
between the 26 letters of the alphabet and the 44 sounds or phonemes:

o Some letters have only one sound: <b> is always pronounced /b/.

e Some letters have two possible sounds: <c> can be /s/ as in <ices, or
/k/ as in <comes>.

o Two letters can produce just one sound: <ck> is pronounced /k/.

e Two letters can work to produce a single sound, but with two different
possibilities: <th> can sound /6/, as in <thin>, or /3/ as in <thes.

o The sound of a letter can be affected by the other letters in the word:
the sound of <a> is different in <hat> and <hate>, because of the <e>
at the end, which itself is silent.

Fluent readers of English use knowledge of grapho-phonemic relation-
ships automatically in reading words. A perennial question in teaching,
children to read in English is how much they can be helped by direct
teaching about grapho-phonemic relationships (phonics teaching), or
whether they should be left to pick up the rules indirectly through
experience. It is rather like the grammar issue in language teaching,
discussed in the previous chapter; we feel that if we could just explain
the rules, learning could be made much more efficient but, on the other
hand, explaining the rules gets so technical that most children cannot
understand the explanations. The solutions in the two cases may be
similar t0o: drawing children’s attention to regular patterns, making
sure they notice what is useful information; introducing technical meta-
language slowly and carefully; using explanations where they help and
do not confuse; developing ways of explaining that make sense to young
learners. -

In British education in the 8os, many teachers dropped phonics
teaching in favour of whole language approaches that stressed overall
meaning. In the gos, it was found that many children were not
succeeding in reading, and the blame was put on lack of phonics
teaching. Now phonics is back, but combined with top~down, and
meaning-focused approaches to texts. The parallels with the move to
form-focus in communicative language teaching are striking.
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Summary

A skilled reader, faced with a text to read and understand, can access
information from all the levels mentioned above, together with relevant
previous knowledge of the world (Adams ¥990). The skills and knowl-
edge invelved in constructing meaning from reading a text are sum-
marised in Figure 6.3. As we have seen, the information from different
levels is different in nature and in how it links into meaning; informa-
tion can be predominately visual, phonological or semantic. In reaching
an understanding of the text, all these different pieces of information
are integrated with previous knowledge to construct a coherent
meaning. :
Children learning to read English need to develop knowledge and |

skills at the different scales. No ‘right’ way of learning to read has been
found, and when we consider the complexity of what has to be learnt,
this should not be surprising. What is clear, is that children need to
progress within each scale or level, and need to practise integrating
across the levels or scales. Just exposing children to one scale, e.g.
learning lots of words by sight, or learning to sound out letters, may get
them started, but to become skilled readers and writers they need to
master techniques for using all the information available in a text.

6.3 Factors affecting learning to read in English as a foreign
language

The previous sections have set out the learning task that children face in
becoming skilled readers and writers of English. In this section, we
consider the following factors in foreign language learning contexts that
can influence that learning rask:

» the nature of the written forms of the first language;
o the learner’s previous experience in Lz literacy;

e the learner’s knowledge of the FL;

¢ the learner’s age.

6.3.1 First language

The Competition model of language use was set out in section 1.5.3. It
embodies a theory that helps us think about how our minds are affected
by the learning of our first language {or Lx). Each language is structured
differently, and the different structures offer users different cues to
meaning. So when we learn our first language, our brain / mind ‘tunes
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Figure 6.3 Skilled reading in English
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into” the way the particalar Lx works, and we leam to attend to the
particular cues to meaning that are most helpful. When we meet a new
langnage, our brain / mind automatically tries to apply the first language
experience by looking for familiar cues. Part of learning a foreign
language is developing new understandings about the particular cues to
meaning that the new language offers, and that differ from those of our
first language. o

The ideas of the Compertition model apply also to written languages.
For example, written English offers cues to meaning at all the different
levels set out in Figure 6.3; written Italian and Spanish have much more
regular grapho-phonemic relationships, and so the phonological infor-
mation offered at letter level is much more reliable. It makes sense to
use this reliable information in reading, and reduces the need to attend -
to other levels of information. The features of the written language
influence the skills and strategies that are most appropriately developed
for using it. If L1 readers of Italian or Spanish begin to learn to read
English, they are likely to transfer their skills and strategies to the new
language. In this example, Spanish learners might need to learn some
extra reading skills at the level of grapho-phonemic relationships to
equip them for reading English. If we reverse the situation, and imagine-
English Lx readers learning to read Italian, then things are different,
and simpler. A fluent reader of English will need to learn some new
sound-letter relationships, but will then find reading Italian quite
straightforward because sthe can use the skills and strategies used with
English, and will have many fewer irregularities to deal with.

A fluent reader of English faced with Russian will need to learn a
whole new alphabet, but otherwise similar strategies can be used
because the way letters are used to make words is rezsonably similar.
Faced with Arabic, there is not just a new alphaber but also the right-
left direction of writing. Faced with written Putonghua (Mandarin
Chinese), the English reader must almost start from scratch!

The transferability of knowledge, skills and strategies across lan-
guages depends closely on how the two written languages work; it will
be different for each pair of languages and for each direction of learning
(i.e. which has been learnt first) (Koda 1994). What we can say is that
English is a complicated alphabetic written language, and almost
always requires learners of it as a foreign language to develop new skills
and knowledge, in addition to what can be transferred. We can work
out what needs to be learnt when learning to read English as a foreign
language by comparing the content of section 6.2 with similar analyses
of the learners’ first language.
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"6.3.2 The learner’s first language lfterac,jy experience

To complicate the picture still further, we have, as yet, only talked about
fluent readers coming to read a foreign language. If, as happens with
young learners, literacy knowledge and skills are only partly developed
for the L1, then only some aspects are available for transfer, and those
may be only partially mastered. It is also possible that learners will mix
knowledge, skills and strategies between their languages, or even that
‘backward transfer’ {Liu et al. 1992) may occus, with foreign language
reading strategies being applied to first language texts.

The methodology of teaching literacy skills in the first language must
also be considered. The way the child is being, or has been, taught to
read the first language will create expectations about how foreign
language reading will be taught. While taking a quite different
approach in the foreign language classroom may be a good idea,
because it helps children ro differentiate the languages and the literacy
skills required in each, it may also confuse children by reqmnng them
to cope with dxfferent definitions of ‘good behaviour’ or ‘success’ in
reading.

Social aspects of first language literacy may also impact on learning
to read in a foreign language, the extreme case being when a child’s L1
does not have a written form, or when the medium of education is a
second language, so that the child does not learn Lz literacy.

6.3.3 The leamer’s knowledge of the foreign language

Oral skills in the new language are an important factor in learning to be
literate {Verhoeven x990). Phonological awareness in the foreign lan-
guage, the ability to hear the individual sounds and syllables that make
up words, will develop from oral language activities, such as saying
rhymes or chants and singing songs. Vocabulary knowledge is extremely
important: (a) when a written word is being ‘sounded out’ or built up
" from its component letter or morpheme sounds, knowing the word
already will speed up recognition, and (b} when a sentence is being
read, known words will be easier to hold in short-term memory as
meaning is built up. In the early stages, children should only encounter
written words that they already know orally. If a text contains
unknown words, then either the meanings of these need to be explained
in advance, or the meanings must be completely obvious from the rest
of the text.

Pronunciation skills in the foreign language will both affect literacy
and be assisted by literacy development. Because written words are
turned into spoken words in the reading process (and vice versa in the
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writing process), inaccuracies in pronunciation may hamper ﬁnding the
right spoken word to match what is read. Seeing words written down
can help towards accurate pronunciation because of the visibility of all
the letters of a word; sounds that might be unstressed, and thus not
noticed in listening, will be evident in written form. The reverse of this
positive effect is that children may try to pronounce written foreign
words using the pronunciation patterns of their first language.

In the broader understanding of literacies that was discussed in
section 6.2.1 we recognised that children gain much literacy experience
before they come to school. In the foreign language, this is less likely to
happen, and the teacher can expand children’s experience of literacy in
the new language by creating environmental print for the classroom.

6.3.4 Age

Age of starting to learn to read clearly ovetlaps with first language
reading experience. However, there are other factors that may make
learning to read and write in English a very different experience for
children of six or ten years of age. The youngest children are still
learning how written text functions, so that they may not be able to
transfer even the most general concepts about text and print. They are
still mastering the fine motor skills needed to shape and join letters, and
so producing a written sentence takes a long time, and, because their
attentional capacities are also limited, they may only be able to write a
small amount. Also because of constraints on memory, when reading a
sentence, they may not be able to recall the beginning by the time they
have reached the end. Given the importance of oral skills being
established before beginning to read, if very young (under & years)
foreign language learners do begin reading and writing, this should be
at a very simple level, such as enviconmental uses of English text (see
below), tracing their names, or reading single words or simple sentences
around objects in the classroom.

Teaching children between the ages of 6 and 9 years to read and write
in English as a foreign language can make use of some of the methods
used with children for whom English is a first language, perhaps with
extra stress put on those aspects of English literacy that contrast most
strongly with the learners’ first language reading and writing.

By the time children reach 1o years of age or thereabouts, their first
language oracy and literacy are probably quite firmly established; they
understand about how written text works; they are in control of the fine
motor skills needed for writing; and they are able to talk and think
about the differences between languages. So reading and writing can be
part of foreign language learning at this age, even for beginners,
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- although remembering the caveats about oral skills already mentioned ~
that only familiar vocabulary (and grammar) should be used initially in
written form. Teaching reading and writing can utilise any transferable
knowledge and skills from first language literacy, such as sounding out
words and breaking words into syllables or morphemes, and can
provide more focused instriction in skills and strategies that have not
been used before and are needed for literacy in English.

The next sections move to practical methods and techniques of
teaching literacy skills.

6.4 Starting to read and write in Engllsh as a foreign
language

6.4.7 Objectives for readers up toage 7

Young children will benefit from a broad approach to literacy skills that
includes activities from the different scales of Figure 6.3. Here is a
suggested list of objectives for early literacy teaching that would provide
a sound basis for further learning. Most can be learnt informally rather
than through direct teaching. They are not listed in an order of teaching,
but using the headings of section 6.2.4:

Text

— Attitudes to literacy: enjoy being read to from a range of books; enjoy
looking at books.

— Print conventions: learn how text is written down in lines and pages,
with spaces between words, capital and small letter.

— Participate in range of literacy events in school, and link to out of
school literacy events.

Sentence

— Learn to copy short sentences that have a personal meaning, and read
them aloud.

Wards

— Learn a basic set of words by sight.
— Begin spotting words and letters in books.
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Morphemes / syllables

— Listen to rhymes, chants and songs, and, by joining in with them,
learn by heart, and be able to say or sing them.

Letters / sounds

~ Learn the names, shapes and sounds of some initial consonants.
— Begin to learn the alphabet in order, by name. i

6.4.2 Creating a fiterate environment in the classroom

The language classroom may be the only place where children will be
exposed to environmental print in the foreign language, so it is helpful
to make the most of the opportunities offered by the classroom
environment.

Labels

Start by labelling the children’s coat hooks, trays, and desks with their
names. Bilingual or foreign language labels can be put on furniture and
objects around the class and school, and will familiarise children with
written forms. There should not be too many labels, and they should be
changed after a week or so. Children should be encouraged to look at
the labels and talk about what’s on them. A student teacher of mine had
the good idea of having a cut-out butterfly that would be found in 2
different place in the room each day. The children were excited by the
challenge of finding the butterfly when they came into the class. If the
butterfly (or star or. . .) moves from label to label, children’s attention
V\l;illlbe drawn to where the butterfly is and they will notice the word on
the label.

Posters

Colourful posters that include quite a lot of text can be an on-going
interest for children, as they gradually recognise more and more of the
words. A rhyme that they are learning could be used for this — but
notice that this is presenting children with the written words after they
have encountered them orally, not before.

Adverrtising posters can be fun, but if teachers have ethical problems
with using commercial adverts in class, then posters can be made to
advertise healthy eating or teeth cleaning or borrowing lbrary books.
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- Making posters for younger pupils would béa good writing activity for
older children in the school. o

Messages | %

Using written language for communication boosts children’s motiva-
tion, and shows them some of the uses of writing. An English message
board in the classroom may have simple messages from the teacher, like
Don’t forget your crayons on Friday, or more personal messages that
children can write too: My rabbit had seven babies.

A “post box’ in the classroom can encourage children to write and
send ‘letters’ to each other and the teacher.

Reading aloud

Reading aloud to young children by the teacher (or other adult) has an
enormous range of benefits. It can be done in several ways:

o Teacher reads aloud, children just listen, and perhaps look at pictures;

e Teacher uses 2 ‘big.book’, i.e. a large book with large enough print so
that a}l children can see;

e Each child uses a text.

Each situation will create different demands on the child, and, if
possible, all three modes of reading aloud should be used.

From listening and watching an adult read aloud, children can see
how books are handled, how texts encode words and ideas, how words
and sentences are set out on a page. Beyond these conventions of print,
reading aloud familiarises children with the language of written English:
the formulaic openings (Once upon a time . . .) and closings (and so
they all lived bappily ever after.); the patterns of text types — stories and
information texts, and sentence types. Affectively, reading aloud can
motivate children to want to read themselves.

Reading aloud is not only for the youngest children. Older children
continue to benefir, if the texts that are read to them increase in
complexity and range. Getting to know different text types through
hearing them will have knock-on effects on their own reading and
writing.

Teachers should ensure that children understand the overall meaning
of what they hear and most of the individual vocabulary items in the
text. Understanding can be supported by the use of pictures that show
characters and action, and by talking about the text in advance and
giving enough of the meaning, so that children have a ‘skeleton’ they
can build on as they listen.
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Having children read aloud to each other can help learning, but it has
problems. If a child is asked to read to the whole class, she may well not
speak loud enough for all to hear and, if she stumbles over words, the
other children will lose the meaning and probably also the motivation
to listen. Paired reading, where children take turns to read to each other
in pairs, may be more helpful. ‘

It is very important that children regularly read aloud individually to
their teacher, since it is only by listening carefully to how children are
making sense of written words that we can understand their progress in
learning. :

6.4.3 Active literacy learning

Making literacy teaching a multi-sensory experience

In learning to read and write, children have to make links from
meaning to what they see (printed text), what they hear (the spoken
language) and what they produce (written words). To assist the building
and strengthening of all these various sorts of mental connections, we
can use a-range of modes and senses. Early literacy “activities can
provide opportunities for children to see, hear, manipulate, touch and
feel. For example, if children are learning the lerter shape <S>, then, as
well as practising writing the shape, they need to see the shapes on
display in the classtoom and in their books. They might cut -out
examples of the letter S from newspapers and magazines and make a
collage of them. They might paint, trace, colour in, join the dots, use
modelling clay to make the shape; they can draw the shape in a tray of
sand, or make the shape with glue on a card and sprinkle sand over to
make a ‘feely-$’. They can be asked to visualise the shape in their minds
and to imagine drawing the shape. They can make the sound /sss/, long
and short, with different emotions: a happy /sss/ and a sad /sss/. 1f sight
words are being learnt, the same range of possibilities for multi-sensory
practice exists. , .

Coloured chalks or pens are helpful to highlight key features of texts,
sentences or words. ' .

Attention to detail

Children spend the first years of their lives learning about ‘conservation’:
they learn as babies that when their mothers leave the room, they do not
need to panic because she will come back. They learn that a ‘cup’ is still
a ‘cup’ even when it is upside down or used to hold flowers rather than
liquid. However, when they meet written text, they have to focus on 2
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finer level of detail as to what matters and does not matter: a letter M
upside down is not an M, but a different letter, W; that both <d> and
<D> are called ‘dee’, but if the upright stroke is too short, it is no longer
‘dee’, but ‘ai’; that <saw> has a quite different meaning from <was>.

In 2 letter shape, attention must be paid to the length of each stroke,
relative to the others in the letter, and to the roundness or straightness
of shapes. In addition to multi-sensory experience of these, teachers can
play an important role in directing attention to what matters, showing
children the easiest way to make shapes and giving feedback to children
on their individual efforts. Over time, children’s attempts will get closer
and closer to conventional shapes.

Fun with literacy skills

There is a lot to learn about written English and the more fun that can
be had in the process the better. Learning the alphabet can be made
more exciting by singing or chanting it rhythmically. It can be recited
backwards or starting somewhere other than A. _
Simple games may help interest and motivation: e.g. the teacher says
a letter at random from the alphabet and children shout out the next
letter {or the next but one, or the one before). See Greenwood (x997)
for more literacy games. :

8.4.4 Literacy events and routines in the foreign language
classroom

We can take the idea of a ‘literacy event’ as being some kind of social
activity that involves reading and writing, and see thar it can link to the
idea of ‘routines’ and ‘formats’ {section 1.4). We can then find and
develop opportunities in foreign language classrooms for literacy
events. Figure 6.4 shows how a regular Birthday routine can incorporate
various types of reading and writing. If more or less the same routine
happens for each child in the class, the written text becomes part of the
event and will be learnt through participation in the event.

Other classroom routines that can integrate literacy include com-
pleting weather and date charts; devising rotas for classroom duties;
checking attendance; and recording reading progress, e.g. each time a
child finishes a book, the title is written on a chart or picture.

6.4.5 Formal approaches to teaching literacy skills

Learning to read and write can begin from text level; from sentence
level; from word level; from letter level. Each starting point has
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Ola .
o

A chart of months —_—
with children’s O O O -
names and birthdays

The Routine —say the same every
week or month:

It’s birthday time!
Who's got a birthday this weelk?

{read names of children with birthdays togeiher)
Jamalia ~ it’s your birthday!

How old are you going to be?

\f Class sing to Jamalia,

Clap 7 times
(because she’s 7)

Present list
Jamalia wants ‘
Ps and T make

-adoll
-aball Give her a birthday
- some crayons Ask J - what shall _—/ card.

we write?

7 1It’s your
today! birthday!
draw a picture
for Jamalia
Write on the board
It’s Jamalia’s birthday today!

Figure 6.4 Meaningful reading and writing in classroom routines
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. produced approaches to teaching reading that can be used in the foreign
language classroom. .

Emergent literacy

* ‘Emergent literacy’ describes the (first language) phenomenon in which
children seem to learn to read withcut any teaching, gradually, and
through exposure to text and to reading {Hall 1987). When children
spend lots of time being read to from interesting and appropriate books,
some will begin to work out for themselves the patterns and regularities
that link spoken and written text. It is this process that has been called
‘emergent literacy’. If you have been involved with such a process, you
will understand the sense of excitement and amazement at secing the
human mind at work. However, attempts to turn the ideas of emergent
literacy into a full-scale teaching methodology, as ‘real books’ approach
or an ‘apprenticeship approach’ (Waterland 1985), have floundered and
have been seen, with some justification, as rather dangerous. The main
problem with the notion of emergent literacy is that it works only for
some children; most children need more structured help with the
multiple and non-natural skills of literacy. Furthermore, in order for
literacy to ‘emerge’, a child needs lots of time individually with a skilled
adult and a plentiful supply of good quality story books; conditions that
are not always available in school classrooms!

However, the emergent literacy ‘movement’ has had a useful impact
on ideas about reading. It reminds us to purt the learner first, because
each child has to build up literacy skills from their own experience with
texts; it has produced useful evidence about how children find ‘entry
points’ into the complexity of reading; it reinforces the importance of
children understanding what they read; and it has highlighted some of
the qualities of good books for children and how school text books are
often much less interesting and well-produced. As a result of the
attention to the quality of children’s reading books, commercial pub-
lishers have developed better quality story books that work alopgside
more structured and artificial texts with controlled vocabulary.

The entry points to reading found in emergent literacy are useful to
note because they suggest ways into reading for young children that can
be adapted for classroom contexts. Emergent readers often begin to
know by heart sentences from favourite books, learning them from
hearing them over and over, and will say them along with the aduit
reader. This ‘speaking with the text’ is not really ‘reading’, but it can be
the start of learning to read. They then begin to pick out known words
from text and to spot letters, linking the shapes with the sounds. With
skilled adult help, this can be built into the kinds of knowledge and
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skills set out in Figure 6.3. The child’s leaming starts from having a
meaning for a whole text, and moving to attend to words and letters.

Most of the work on emergent literacy has come from first lingnage’
or immersion contexts, and the appropriacy of such ideas in FL contexts
is not immediately clear (but see Hudelson 1994). However, a small
project in a Malaysian kindergarten is demonstrating the possibilities
(Cameron and Bavaharji 2000). The project has worked with parents as
a key to early reading, encouraging them to read books in English with
their five-year-old children, and providing activities linked to literacy, as
well as a collection of interesting books that the children could choose
and take home with them. While the project outcomes are still to be
analysed, it was clear from seeing parents and children reading together,
and from listening to children read their books, that some children have
made enormous progress in literacy skills and in oral language skills
over the six months of the project. The improvement in oral skills is an
interesting development, and seems to have happened as children
started to use the words and phrases of the books with their parents. It
was not the case that these families all used English at home; some did,
usually along with their first language, but others did not. They were
not particularly privileged families, but the parents with the strongest
motivation for their children’s success seem, not surprisingly, to have
produced the most benefits.

Emergent literacy ideas may then have potential for foreign language
literacy, but 1 suggest that, as in first language, it works best-for a subset
of children, and that most learners will need more formal teaching
alongside experiences with books. The features of emergent literacy that
are most relevant for foreign language teaching are:

children choose the books they want to hear and read;

~ children are motivated by choice and by the quality of the writing
they encounter;

- children often choose to read the same book many times, and thisisa
valuable learning experience;

— meaning comes first because the child understands the story as a
whole;

~ from this overall meaning, attention moves to whole words and
letters, beginning with initial consonants, then final consonants, then
vowels in the middle; -

— the link berween reading and oral skills is very strong because
children adopt and play with the language of the story;

- parents can be involved with their children’s language learning

through reading aloud with them.
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' Language Experience approach

The Language Experience approach starts chlldren reading and writing
. at sentence level, and 1ts key feature is the child’s use of his or her own
experience as the topic of texts. It has been commercially produced as
‘Breakthrough to Literacy’, which has been widely used with children in
Britain, for first language literacy, and with South African children in
both their first and their second languages. In the commercial version,
children compose sentences, with their teacher initially, from a set of
word cards. The sentence is something the child wants to say: e.g. ‘I
went to.the doctor yesterday.” They physically move the word cards,
choosing them and placing them into a plastic tray to make the
sentence, placing a full stop card at the end. The sentence is then read
back to the teacher, and the child copies it down in her or his book,
which pushes attention to the formation of letters. Gradually, a child
builds up a collection of words that are known, and moves to making
several sentences. Once the sight vocabulary is established, small books
are introduced.

As a way of starting reading, this method has some ‘pice features,
which can be adopted in foreign language classrooms:

~ the child’s ideas are used to compose the reading text;

- child and teacher together compose the sentences;

the child’s learning moves from a meaningful xdea unit {the sentence
as 2 mini-text) to whole words to letters;

words have a physical reality, as well as meaning, for the child as they
are moved and put together;

punctuation is present from the start as part of the physical reality of
sentences: spaces between words and full stops;

the integration of writing and reading helps the child see how texts
are composed and understood right from the start.

t

i

i

Starting from the child’s experience in order to produce texts can be
done in a foreign language classroom too, e.g. by constructing sentences
linked to current topics and vocabulary. Children can draw a picture
that is then written about, or they can illustrate a sentence that they
have dictated to the teacher to ‘scribe’ for them.

Language Experience work can be done as a whole class, as well as
individually, if the teacher asks for sentences from children and writes
them on the board to build up a text. The process of joint writing
presents an opportunity for talking with the children about the words,
punctuation, spelling, or text organisation, which can help children’s
metalinguistic knowledge and push them to notice certain features of
written English. If the writing is done on large sheets of paper, the
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product of joint writing can be made into a big book for the class, and
used for further reading activities.

Sets of word cards, large ones for whole class use and small ones for
individual or pair work, can be made and used for many reading
activities, including making sentences. In early literacy work, children
may be asked to help compose a sentence, which is written on the board,
and then use small word cards to form the same sentence themselves.
They can make sentences with a partner, or for a partner to read.

When we hold the Language Experience approach up against the full
set of reading skills and knowledge set out in Figure 6.3 we can see that,
while it starts children reading and writing through meaningful word
and sentence-level work, there will also need to be, at some point, a
focus on letter-sound relationships. '

-

”\thole words / key words approach

THis approach was used in the globally popular Ladybird series, and in
many, other commercial reading series. It starts from word level, with
childten looking at single words on cards {called ‘flash cards’, because
they are sometimes shown very quickly to the children, or ‘flashed’ in
front of their eyes) to encourage rapid whole word recognition. A child
will begin with five or six very common words, such as mummy and
likes. The child practises saying the word when he sees the card, and
once the first five or six are mastered, moves on to the next set. Once the
child has about 15 words, very simple books are introduced that only
use the known words. The child then reads the books at that level to the
teacher, one or two pages a day, and practises alone.

The term ‘key words’ was used because the sight words taught were
taken from the most frequently used words in English. As we saw in
section 4.3.1, many of the most frequent words are function words,
such as for or was, that do not have clear lexical meanings but create
meanings when they are used with content words. In learning to read,
these words are probably better, and more easily, learnt through
multiple encounters in contexts of use, rather than separated from other
words on a card. Another problem with this method is the limited
interest of the texts that can be written with a small number of words.

The flashcard method for learning whole words can take a child to
quite a high level as a beginner reader, but after about 50 words, it is not
efficient, or even possible, to remember each word as a separate whole.
To progress, the method relies on the child generalising and finding
patterns and regularities in the words being learnt, i.e. the child needs to
use information about letters and sounds as well. As with emergent
literacy, some children do this mental work automatically, and more or
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. less teach themselves to read. Many others though need focused help
with the sounds of letters and how letters go together to make words.

The features of whole word methods that are relevant for foreign
language contexts include:

~ children get practice ar fast recognition of whole words through use
of flashcards;
- children get a good sense of achievement and motivation by being
able to read a whole book quite early;
- the sight vocabulary can provide a resource that the child can use to
- work out how letters combine into syllables.

Phonics teaching

Phonics teaching focuses on letter-sound relations, building literacy
skills from the bottom-up. The usual way involves showing children the
sounds of the different letters in the alphabet, then how letters can be
combined. A recent approach (McGuiness 1997) suggests children will
find it more natural to start from sounds and learn whicli letters make
them, since they are moving from experience with the spoken language
to the new world of written letters and words.

Phonics teaching works if it directs children’s attention to letter-sound
level features of English and helps children make the mental connections
between letters and sounds. It can be very dry, boring and demotivating,
if done in isolation, so it is probably preferable to incorporate five or ten
minutes of concentrated phonics work inside other activities. Phonics
work can be integrated into story reading, class joint writing, sentence
writing activities, songs and rhymes, when vocabulary is being pre-
sented or recycled, and in stages of oral tasks. ‘

Progression in phonics teaching (based on Dechant 1991)

Consonants in English are easier to notice, and thus to learn, than
vowels. They can be grouped for teaching in various ways, by the way
the shape is formed in writing, by the hard / soft sounds they make, by
frequency and usefulness. One suggested teaching order for English
consonants is:

I. becdghjmnptw

2. firs
3. ¢ g (soft sounds)
4. VXyz

Tt is usual to start with single consonants that occur as onsets in syllables
or in single syllable words, drawing children’s attention to them,
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identifying their name and sound, playing games with them such as
spotting them in books, practising writing the letter shapes so that
sounds, reading and writing reinforce each other. It is important in
phonics teaching to make activities meaningful for children, and to
make connections with what they already know. Thus, using words the
children know by sight as the context for work on letters and sounds, is
likely to be more meaningful than abstract and unconnected chanting of
letter names and shapes. For example, if the letter and sound {<b>, /b/}
is to be taught, then children can be shown objects such as a ball, a blue
balloon, and a big basket, and the written words for each. They then
have a meaningful context for the letter and sound. They can look at the
words and spot the letter shape; they can listen and hear the sound. The
teaching brings the shape and sound together for the children so that
they can make the mental connection. To reinforce the connection, a ‘b
table’ might be set up in the classroom and children asked to bring in
objects from home that have a /b/ sound. The teacher then labels each
object as it is placed on the table.

Phonics teaching can move to consonants that occur at the ends of
words, and then to vowels. The English vowel system is notoriously
complicated: our of the five vowel letters, a range of different vowel
sounds can be produced: long vowel sounds, short vowel sounds, and
diphthongs that combine two vowel sounds, as in <boy>. The sound a
vowel makes is partly determined by the letters that surround it and its
position in a word and some letters are silent. In deciding what to teach
explicitly, short vowel sounds are fairly consistent and thus a good place
to start, e.g. the sounds in bat / pet / sit  bop / run. The ‘Magic -¢” rule
can then expand these sounds: this rule says that an <-e> on the end of a
single syllable word affects the vowel sound, which then (in child
friendly terms) ‘says its own name’: e.g. hate / pete / site / bope / June.
This rule is a good example of a useful phonics rule, because it is quite
simple and true often enough to make it worth learning (although some
exceptions do occur in frequenty used words, such as come). Many
other rules are so complex and have so many exceptions that they may
not be worth trying to teach explicitly. Long vowel sounds in open
syllables, such as me and go, can be usefully taught next, and then work
on rimes can extend reading and writing skills e.g. -ie, -eat, -ike. This
content will cover several years of work.

6.5 Continuing to learn to read

We move in this section to think about how we move children on with
literacy skills once they have made a start with reading and writing in
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the foreign language. Similar. methods and techniques may also be used
with children who start learning the language from 9 or 10 years of age,
and thus bring some first language literacy knowledge and skills to the
process.

6.5.1 Learning a range of reading strategies

If children are to become independent readers, they need to acquire a
wide range of strategies for making sense of texts. Evidence from
helping children who are struggling to learn to read shows that they -
‘often stick with only one or two sources of information, which may
work at the beginning stages, but which need augmenting with strate-
gies at other scales for progression to fluent reading (Clay 1982). The
child who picks up a set of words that she recognises as whole words,
and uses this sight vocabulary to read simple texts, needs to also
develop knowledge of grapho-phonemic relationships within words to
progress to more difficult texts. On the other hand, the child who has
learnt the names and sounds of the letters and can read simple, regular .
words by ‘sounding them out’, needs also to recognise morphemes by
sight and to draw on grammatlcal information at sentence level if
progression is to be made. Wherever a child starts in reading, the
teacher needs to make sure development takes him or her to the other
scales and that reading activities require the active integration of
information across scales.

I would like, as an example, to recount my experience of reading with
a little girl, who I shall call Mary. She was taking part in the Malaysian
early literacy project that I described earlier in the chapter, and was one
of those children making rapid progress with her reading. I asked her to
choose a book to read to me; she chose one she had read many times
before, and read it fast and fluently. I then gave her a different book to
read, that she had not read before, %o that she would be moved into her
zone of proximal development and I would be able to see the strategies
she used for unknown words. The book was about a girl and her
pushchair, and it was this latter word that gave her the first problem.
Mary’s initial strategy was to look at me to tell her the new word;
clearly this was what usually happened. Instead of just telling her, [
showed her how she could break up <pushchair> into two ‘bits’
{morphemes): <push> and <chair>, and showed her the word <chair> in
the first book, where she had read it with no difficulty. She was then
able to work out <pushchair> for herself. I checked that she knew its
meaning by asking her to point to the pushchair in the picture. By doing
this, I had introduced her to the strategies of breaking down words, and
using context as a support for meaning. At the same time, she was being
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helped to see that words can be separated from the cotext, i.e. the
surrounding text, in which they first appear. As we went on with the
book, I helped her to use various other strategies with new words:

~ With the word <bar>, I pointed to the first letter, the sound of which
she knew, and she then managed to sound out the word. She used
phonics knowledge and skills to attack new words. I showed her the
bar on the pushchair in a picture, because it seemed that she did not
know the meaning,.

- With the word <rathers, I just told her the word and did not spend
any time on it, because it was not crucial to the meaning of the story
and is not a particularly useful word to learn at her stage.

- With the word <meals> I told her the word and then explained the
meaning as the story progressed and the heroine moved from break-
fast to lunch to tea. She would probably remember this as a sight
word because that was her major learning strategy to date and she
had a well developed memory for sight words.

— When she came to <watching the TV>, she said “washing’. From this
‘miscue’, I could see that she was making a good attempt at the word
and had noticed the initial consonant and the final rime -ing. I
pointed out the words that followed the verb, and the picture, i.e. the
cotext and context, and she was then able to correct her guess to
‘watching’. In our talk about reading, her strategy, of working out a
word through analogy with a known word, was refined by using
visual and cotextual information.

By the time we reached the end of the pushchair story, Mary had changed
her expectation that I, as the adult, would tell her all the words she did
not know, and was beginning to look closely at new words and try to
work them out herself. As a helpful adult, I was providing, for learning
to read, the types of scaffolding thar are listed in Table 1.1 ~ not doing
the work for Mary, but helping her to see how she could do it herself.

Five minutes spent listening to a child reading will reveal what
knowledge and skills the child is bringing to reading, and what informa-
tional cues and strategies are being used to deal with unfamiliar words.
From what is found out, the teacher can see where the child can move
next in literacy deveiopment

€.5.2 Focused teaching about writtert language forms

Explicit teaching about features of the written language can help move
children on, as part of a broader reading skills programme. In this
section, 1 set out a basic procedure for doing short, intensive, focused
periods of teaching around lower-level literacy features within FL
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lessons (drawing on Dechant 1991). The procedure has five steps. It
starts and finishes with meaningful discourse, focusing in the middle
steps on'the precise aspect of literacy writing that is the goal of the
teaching. It can be used to fill gaps in children’s knowledge and skills, or
to highlight areas in which the FL literacy works differently from the L.

The Steps

1. Start from a meaningful context.

2. Focus the pupils’ attention on the unit and key feature being taught.
3. Giveinput: examples, a rule, etc.

4. Provide varied practice.

5. Give pupils opportunities to apply their new knowledge and skills

in different, meaningful contexts.

These steps can be followed for any of the literacy features at word level
or below:

sight words

initial consonants

rimes

finial consonants

vowels

morphemes

consonant clusters and blends

As an example, I describe an activity aimed at 9-10 vear olds that was
devised by a group of Malaysian primary teachers, around the rime
<-ail>. They first created the ‘meaningful context’ by listing words in
which the rime occurs and making up a ‘jazz chant’ that used as many
as possible (following Graham 1979). The chant they produced went as
follows:

THE MAIL SNAIL

1 1see a snail

With a very long tail.

He’s crawling on the rail

To deliver the mail.

He’s sure to fail

Because he’s stuck on a najl.

They produced a graphic drawing to illustrate the plight of the poor
postman snail. The picture and oral chant were introduced as the first
step. In Step 2, the written version was used, with the <-ail> rime
highlighted in red at the end of the lines to draw attention to it. In Step
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3, the words containing <-ail> were taken from the chant and presented
in isolatton on the board or on large cards. They could then be
positioned to emphas1se the shape and sound of the rime:

sn  ail
t ail
T ail
m ail
f ail
n ail

The inirial letters could be removed by rubbing out or cutting off. As
Step 4, a quick game-like activity could prodiice words for the children
to recognise, by placing initial consonants next to the rime.

Once the children have paid attention in these ways to the feature,
they should have made a good start at learning it, and the last step is to
move back out to a larger discourse context in which they can apply
their new knowledge. In this example, it might be to say the chant again
or to compose 2 new one, using other (known) words like sail, pail, jail,
along with some of the original words.

6.6 Developing reading and writing as discourse skills

This chapter has stressed that literacy is about communication and that,
even when the focus is on learning about the mechanics of how reading
works, we can still find ways for literacy to play a role in social life,
inside and beyond the classroom. When writing is used to wish a friend
‘Happy Birthday’ or reading used to understand a message on the class
notice board, literacy skills are operating as discourse skills. On the
other hand, I have also wanted to emphasise that, without informed and
focused attention to the mechanics of reading and writing, children may
be denied access to literacy in their first and foreign languages, and that
a great deal of focused work is needed to help children make a good
start in learning to read and write. The previous section showed how
that focused work can continue as children move through their primary
years. Alongside developing knowledge and skills at lower levels, older
children can be helped to develop their written discourse skills, at
sentence level and above. Developments can be seen along various
interacting dimensions.

6.6.1 ‘Fluency’ in wrting and reading

‘Fluency’ in spoken language use has a written equivalent, although
there is not a single word to label it. In reading in the foreign language,
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. the integration of different level reading skills in tackling a text will

gradually become more automatic and faster. Skilful readers can be
encouraged to try to read silently; they will need reminding to keep their
lips still at first, and to try to read ‘through the brain rather than the
mouth’. It can take several months or more to make this transition, and
it may only happen for a few readers at primary level.

In writing, children who have mastered letter shapes and spelling, can
be encouraged to write gradually more. To become a fluent writer, it is
necessary to write often and at length. Children can be encouraged to
choose and copy texts that they find interesting: items from the Internet
on their favourite pop star or footballer, or the rhymes learnt in class, or
sections of their reading books that they enjoyed. The element of choice
is to ensure that copying is meaningful and motivating. Another way to
encourage extended writing is to ask children to write a journal, giving
them a regular five or ten minutes in class to write whatever they want,
or about a topic from the news that they are given, perhaps without
worrying about correct spellings or grammar. This kind of writing
should not be ‘corrected’, but it might be responded to, by the teacher
reading the entries every now and again and writing some thoughts
down in response to-the child’s writing. -

6.6.2 Complexity of written language

-Much reading and writing in language classrooms happens in support
of other aspects of language learning, such as writing down vocabulary
to remember it or reinforcing new grammar patterns. In general, the
level of the language that pupils write will lag slightly behind the level
that they are comfortable with in speaking and listening. The com-
plexity of language that they read will usually match spoken levels, but
as children mature as readers so they will be able to read language that
is more complex, without being worried by not recognising it all. For
older children, written text can introduce new aspects of language.

6.6.3 Learning to write for an audience

Throughout the years of primary education, children gradually develop
a more sophisticated understanding of how other people think and
function, as they develop a ‘theory of mind’ that enables empathy with
others (Frith x990). This aspect of social and emotional development
will impact on their ability to write {or speak) for an audience, which
requires selecting and adapting language so that other people can make
sense of the writer’s ideas and arguments. The skills involved in
expressing oneself for other people do not receive much attention in
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foreign language classrooms, but have been quite prominent in ap-
proaches to teaching writing at primary level in the UK; writing done by
children should have a clear Audience, Purpose and Topic {i.e. it should
be ‘APT’). If writing in the foreign language is to have an audience and
purpose then we have to think beyond writing to practise grammar or
vocabulary; possible activities might include:

— letters and e-mail messages, written and sent to authors of books, pen
friends overseas, magazines, schools in other countries, children in
the next class; '

~ very simple stories, written for younger children learning the foreign
language in the same school;

~ articles about class events and reviews of books, new films or TV
programmes, written for a class or school magazine or computer
bulletin board.

Texts that are designed for an audience are worth spending more time
on, and naturally promote the idea of working on several drafts, editing
each in the process of producing a final version that is ready for other
people to read. Editing drafts helps children develop self-direction in
writing by offering them an external model of how to check their work.
The experience of checking work with others can then be internalised
and become a tool for individual learners. When children are learning
to edit their writing, it may be helpful to focus on one or two features
only at each stage. An initial draft might be read aloud to a group for
comments on how well others will understand its overall idea. A later
draft might be checked in pairs for verb endings or use of the definite
and indefinite articles, the / afn).

6.6.4 Learning conventional formats for different types of discourse

In Chapter 3, we met the notion of ‘discourse repertoires’ and different
types of discourse organisation; when applied to written text, we talk of
‘genres’ or ‘text types’. As children develop as readers and writers, and
cope with longer texts, they will begin to notice and use the patterns of
organisation in different text types. Teachers can support this by using
texts from a range of genres and by making explicit the structure of
typical information texts or story texts, and showing children how the
parts are put together. '

To focus on text structure, short texts with clear structure and
organisation can be photocopied and cut into parts. Children have to
read and put the parts in order as a group, discussing what it was about
the text that made them decide on a particular order. This kind of
activity will get children thinking and talking about the parts of a
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- description or narrative, and they can be helped to notice how language
is used to signal the parts, e.g. through a topic sentence at the beginning
of a paragraph, or through signal words or discourse markers.

When children write texts that need a particular type of organisation,
they can be shown how to write a plan that shows the parts, the content
and the links, and they can be encouraged to talk about their plan to the
teacher or to a partner before writing the full text. Small groups might
produce a longer text by sharing out the work amongst themselves.
Joint writing by teacher and pupils, mentioned already, can be an
occasion where the teacher can talk about the text, using helpful
metalanguage; e.g. We've introduced the people in the story; perbaps
we should tell the reader what the big problem was . . .?

More ideas for using texts will be found in the next chapter; in
theme-based learning, written sources of information offer many oppor-
tunities for developing reading skills in the foreign language, and
sharing what has been discovered about a topic creates possibilities for
writing with a clear purpose and audience.

6.7 Summary and conclusion

6.7.7 Summary

This chapter has examined in some detail what it means to be able to
read in English, as a first and as a foreign language. It has emphasised
the central point that constructing the meaning of a written text requires
the reader to extract and integrate various types of information from
many levels of a text. In very early literacy development, combining the
learning of reading and writing will help pupils to come to understand
how a particular language encodes meaning in written symbols.

To fully appreciate what it means to become literate in a foreign
language, we must use theory and empirical research to draw up a
picture of how fluent readers operate in both the first and the foreign
languages, like that shown for English in Figure 6.3. We then have some
idea of which knowledge and skills can be transferred to the foreign
language and which will need to be learnt from scratch.

6.7.2 Literacy beyond the primary classroom

If children leave their early foreign language learning able to read and
write simple texts in the foreign language, and use a good range of
reading strategies, they will have a solid foundation for future literacy
development. Just as important, though, they need to feel positive about

157



Teaching Languages to Young Learners

reading and writing in the foreign language, to understand why literacy
is useful and to enjoy tackling a text in the foreign language, confident
that they will be able to get something from it. The 'many colourful-
story and information books now available for children will motivate.
them to try reading in the foreign language and to enjoy the process,
without needing to understand every word, and the next chapter
considers how such books can be used from the earliest stages.

Apart from books in school that pupils can choose from and take
home, there is now an endless source of information in English on the
Internet, including sites run by teachers in different countries that show-
their- pupils’ writing. The world of cyberspace relies on literacy skills,
and it already offers exciting possibilities for literacy skills development,
as well as ones we cannot yet imagine. ‘
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7 Learning through stories

7.1 Stories and themes as holistic approaches to language
teaching and learning

Stories and themes are placed together in this chapter and the next
because they represent holistic approaches to language teaching and
learning that place a high premium on children’s involvement with rich,
authentic uses of the foreign language. Stories offer a whole imaginary
world, created by language, that children can enter and enjoy, learning
language as they go. Themes begin from an overarching topic or idea
that can branch out in many different directions, allowing children to
pursue personal interests through the foreign language.

Exploring the use of stories and themes will allow us to re-visit the
principles and approaches of earlier chapters, as we work through the
possibilities and opportunities they offer. The approach in this book has
been underpinned by the principle that children and their learning can
guide teaching; in particular, I have tried to show how directions for
teaching can emerge from the dynamic interplay between possible tasks,
activities, and materials, on the one hand, and children’s desire to find
and construct coherence and meaning, on the other When we have
looked in previous chapters at aspects of the foreign language, task
content and materials have been designed for the classroom. As we
move now to stories and themes, we start from materials and content
that have a more independent existence beyond the classroom. Stories
bring into the classroom texts that originate in the world outside school;
themes organise content and activity around ideas or topics that are
broader than the organising ideas in most day-to-day classroom
language learning, and that might be found structuring events outside
the classroom such as television documentaries or community projects.
Bringing the world into the classroom by using stories and themes
creates different demands for the foreign language teacher. The teacher
has to work from the theme or story to make the content accessible to
learners and to construcr activities that offer language learning opportu-
nities, and in clomg so needs many of the skills and language knowledge
of text book writers.

In continuing to develop a learning-centred perspective to teaching
foreign languages to children, I will emphasise the need for teachers to
plan classroom work with clear language learning goals in mind. These
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more holistic, top-down methods sometimes appear to generate more
than their share of fuzzy thinking about how children can learn from
taking part in them. While the outcomes of activities are, perhaps, less
predictable, we should still aim to think clearly about how tasks are
organised and what children leamn from them. A large part of the skill in
designing good activities lies in recognising and exploiting opportunities
that language use offers for language learning.

Stories are frequently claimed to bring many benefits to young learner
classrooms, including language development (Wright x997; Garvie
1990). The power attributed to stories, which sometimes seems to move
towards the mystical and magical, is probably generated by their links
into poetics and literature in one direction and to the warmth of early
childhood experiences in another. Stories can serve as metaphors for-
society or for our deepest psyche (Bettelheim 1976), and parent—child
story reading can be rich and intimate events that contrast sharply with
the linear aridity of syllabuses and some course books (Garton and Pratt
1998).

However, classrooms are not family sitting rooms, teachers are not
their pupils’ parents, and many of the texts in books found in schools
are not poetic, meaningful stories that will instantly capture children’s
imagination. I suggest that we can best serve young learners by adopting
a critical stance to the use of stories, aiming to clarify the qualities of
good stories for the language classrooms. We should also be careful that
our own nostalgia does not push the use of stories beyond the reality of
learners’ lives in this ‘information age’. Children participate in many
literacy events outside school that involve texts that are not stories, and
that combine text and visuals in varied and dynamic ways. They may be
equally motivated by the importing of some of these other text types
into classrooms, and we will look at some possibilities in the final
section.

We look first at what we mean by ‘stories’, differentiating stories
from other kinds of text in terms of what they contain and how they are
composed. We examine quality in stories, and how we can discriminate
‘good’ stories from less good ones. We then move to what makes a story
useful for foreign language learning.

7.2 The discourse organisation of stories

Story telling is an oral activity, and stories have the shape they do
because they are designed to be listened to and, in many situations,
participated in. The first, obvious, key organising feature of stories is

that events happen at different points in time; they occur in a temporal
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sequence. The other key organising feature of stories is their thematic
structure i.e. there is some central interest factor (theme) that changes
over the timescale of the story: difficulties or evil are overcome, or a
major event is survived. Very often the thematic structure of a story can
be characterised as the resolution of a problem (Hoey 1983). A
narrative does not need a thematic structure other than the unfolding of
time, but it is then a kind of commentary rather than a story. These two
central features of a story can be illustrated by considering a children’s
story well known in Europe and beyond, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’.
Fairy tales like this have existed for many years, and have spread from
one culture to another, and one language to another. In this evolutionary
process, they have retained and developed features that we now think of
as prototypical of stories for children. In other parts of the world, there
are parallels to the European fairy tale tradition: Ashant tales in west
Africa and the Caribbean; Mouse Deer stories in south-east Asia; and
Nasruddin stories in Arabic countries in the Middle East, Turkey and
north Africa.

In the story of Little Red Riding Hood (LRRH, for short), the
main characters are a little girl, who has a red coat with a hood,
hence the nickname, and who lives with her parents near a forest,
and a big bad wolf, who wants to eat people, and who provides the
problem. The story covers the events of one day, when Little Red
Riding Hood visits her grandmother and on the way, despite her
mother’s warnings, leaves the path to pick flowers, and meets the
wolf. She tells the wolf where she is going and he rushes ahead, eats
the grandmother, dresses in her clothes, and waits for the girl to
arrive. LRRH does not notice that it is the wolf in her grandmother’s
bed, and is about to be eaten by the wolf, when, just in time, her
father arrives and kills the wolf. The grandmother jumps out of his
stomach, and all ends happily. The story has two morals: that
wickedness will be overcome and, at a more specific level, that
children should do what their parents tell them.

The structure of typical stories was analysed by Propp (1958) and
many of the same features have been found in analyses of how people
tell stories in their conversations (Labov 1972). Prototypical features of
stories, that will be found in most versions of LRRH, are:

~ an opening: often formulaic in fairy tales e.g. ‘Once upon a time . . ';
introduction of characters;

description of the setting;

introduction of a problem;

a series of events:

!

—that lead to -
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— the resolution of the probiem

- a closing: often formulaic in fairy tales - ‘They all lived happzly ever
after’;

— a moral: which may or may not be explicitly stated.

We should note that many texts found in course books may be called
‘stories’, but in fact may lack some of these prototypical features. Most
often they lack a plot; instead of setting up a problem and working
towards its resolution, the characters just move through a sequence of
activities. Teachers shOu]d not assume that such non-stories will capture
children’s imagination in the same way that stories can do.

LRRH illustrates yet more features of stories, that are common, but
not always all found in every story. Firstly, the way that the story is told
sets up dramatic irony, in that the reader knows more than the central
character. In this case, the reader knows that the ‘grandmother” who
LRRH finds in bed is really that wolf dressed up, and also knows that
LRRH does not know. A sense of suspense is created by this knowledge
gap between story characters and audience, motivating listeners to want
to find out what will happen when LRRH arrives at her grandmother’s
house. A

Secondly, there is predictability built into the narrative, through a
kind of lock-step progression in which one incident seems to lead
inevitably to the next: :

mother warns LRRH not to leave the path or talk to the wolf
= LRRH leaves the path and talks to the wolf
= LRRH tells the wolf about her grandmother
= the wolf goes to the grandmother’s house
=> LRRH tells the wolf / grandmother she has big teeth
= the wolf tries to eat LRRH.

Thirdly, this predictability and sense of inevitability is broken by the
surprise event of the arrival of LRRH’s father to save her. The pattern of
a sequence of familiar and predictable events, interrupted by a surprise,
echoes the one of ‘security and novelty’ that we met in section 1.4, and
it is probably a pattern that suits human psychology: a degree of
comfortable familiarity combined with just the right amount of surprise
and change. In other stories, the predictability and continuity is
constructed by the repetition of events, with just a small change: as
when, in another familiar tale, Goldilocks tries out firstly the beds, then
the chairs, and finally the porridge of the Three Bears. In each of these
episodes, she first tries the Daddy Bear’s bed / chair / porridge, then the
Mummy Bear’s, and finally the Baby Bear’s. And in each instance, the
first and second are unsuitable, but the third is “jusz right’.
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- 7.3 Language use in stories

Children’s stories contain uses of language that are considered typical of
poetic and literary texts. Many of these devices offer opportunities for
foreign language learning.

7.3.1 Parallelism

The pattern of predictability + surprise, or repetition + change, is often
reflected in patterns of repetition of language. For example, when
LRRH arrives at her grandmother’s house and talks to the wolf wearing
the old woman’s clothes, their dialogue goes like this:

LRRH: Grandmother, what bigeyes BBW: All the better to see you

you've got! with, my dear.

LRRH: Grandmother, what big ears BBW: Ali the berter to hear you
you've got! with, my dear.

LRRH: Grandmother, what big teeth BBW: All the better to EAT you
you've got! with . ..

This repeated pattern, or parallelism, creates a way into the story for
the active listener, as well as providing a natural support for language
learning.

7.3.2 Rich vocabulary

Because stories are designed to entertain, writers and tellers choose and
use words with particular care to keep the audience interested. Stories
may thus include unusual words, or words that have a strong phonolo-
gical content, with interesting rhythms or sounds that are onomato-
poeic. The context created by the story, its predictable pattern of events
and language, and pictures, all act to support listeners’ understanding of
unfamiliar words. Children will pick up words that they enjoy and, in
this way, stories offer space for growth in vocabulary.

As an example of how a simple story can incorporate rich vocabulary,
we can look at the story On the Way Home by Jill Murphy, which
includes the following words:

¢ to describe familiar story book characters: wvast, huge, encrmous,
hairy, gigantic;

e to describe how they moved: zooming, lumbering, slithering, soaring,
creeping, gliding, swooping;

e to describe what the heroine did: struggled, crammed, tickled,
stamped, punched.
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Children’s understanding of this lexis is very strongly supported by the
repetitive story frame, in which each episode has the same format, by
the use of very familiar, easy words in the narrative and in the dialogue
of the real character alongside these less familiar words, e.g. Look at my
bad knee, and by the vivid pictures.

There is some evidence that children can learn vocabulary from
stories through listening, i.e. ‘incidentally’. Elley (1989) carried out two
studies with 7 and 8 year old first language users in New Zealand to
investigate vocabulary gain from listening to stories, with and without
teacher explanations of the new words. He found that word learning
correlated significantly with the number of times the word was pictured,
the helpfulness of cues to meaning in the texts, and the number of times
number of occurrences of a word in the story (between 6 and 12
encounters with a new word are needed for L1 users to remember it).
When story reading was accompanied by teacher explanations of new
words, through pictures, acting out meaning or verbal explanation, the
vocabulary gain doubled, and the gain was still evident three months
later. Interestingly, there was variation in vocabulary gain across the
stories used in the study, so that the story itself seems to make a
difference: Elley suggests that learner involvement with a story may be
what makes a difference, and lists the following as possible involvement
factors in stories: humour, novelty, suspense, incongruity and vividness.
Schouten-van Parreren (1989, r992) suggests that letting children
choose the stories they want to hear may help maximise the learning
that takes place.

7.3.3 Alliteration

Alliteration is the use of words that have the same initial consonants.
For example, red riding and big bad. It can offer a source for developing
knowledge of letter sounds {Chapter 6).

7.3.4 Contrast

Stories for children often contain strong contrasts between characters or
actions or settings. In LRRH, the innocent girl and the bad wolf are
clearly contrasted characters, representing good and evil; the old
woman and the young girl contrast youth and age. Placing ideas in such
clear opposition may well help children’s understanding of the story asa
whole. For language learning, the lexical items that are used in connec-
tion with each idea will also form contrasting sets, that may help
understanding and recall {Chapter 4).
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' 7.3.5 Metaphor

In LRRH, the forest can be seen as metaphorically representing life
outside the safety of the family, and the wolf as representing threats to
safety and innocence. Bettelheim (1976) suggests that our early experi-
ences with fairy stories map subconsciously on to our real world
experiences, and become a kind of script for our lives. Claims of such
power for these simple tales takes us far beyond the foreign language
classroom, although there are gifted individuals who have used ‘story
making’ for educational and personal development (e.g. Marshall 1963).

7.3.6 Intertextuality

This is the term used to describe making references within one text to .
aspects of other texts that have become part of shared cultural knowl-
edge. For example, Red Riding Hood makes an appearance in Each
Peach, Pear, Plum by Janet and Allan Ahlberg, and in On the Way
Home by Jill Murphy (both Puffin Books).

When children begin to write their own stories, or little dramas, they
may, just-as adult writers do, involve familiar characters or pieces of
language from stories they know. This appropriation of the voice of a
writer is an integral part of frst language developmient (Bakhtin 1981),
and can help in foreign language learning too.

7.3.7 Narrative / diglogue

Within a story, we can distinguish two main uses of language: for
narrative and for dialogue:
Narrative text concerns the series of events:

the little girl walked through the forest; the wolf ran to grand-
mother’s bouse.

Dialogue is use of language as it would be spoken by the characters:
‘all the better 10 eat you with’.

Some stories are entirely narrative, e.g. Rosie’s Walk by Pat Hutchins
(Puffin Books}); in others, the text is entirely dialogue, with the pictures
contributing the narrative as they show something different happening
on each day e.g. Bet you Can’t by Penny Dale (Walker Books). Most
stories, though, move between narrative and dialogue, and the way
they intertwine in a story does much to create its particular atmeo-
sphere.

Narrative and dialogue are clearly separable to listeners and readers.
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They are distinguished by their time-frame, and hence by the tense of
the verbs used: narrative language recounts what happened, and verbs
are typically in the Past Tense, while dialogue captures characters 'in
their present time-frame, and uses whichever tense is appropriate to
what they are talking about.

Foreign language or simplified versions of stories in English often
choose the simple present tense for marrative (the little girl walks
through the forest), probably because in EFL syllabuses it has been seen
as simpler than the others and taught first.? If a story is told through
pictures, the present continuous tense is often found (the little girl is
walking through the forest). It seems a pity to deprive learners of
opportunities to hear authentic uses of past tense forms, and the
contrast with other tenses, in the meaningful contexts of stories, and T
can see no intrinsic reason for supposing that use of past tense would
prevent children understanding a story. In fact, if they are familiar with
stories in their first language, they will probably expect to hear past
tense forms and may misconstrue the verbs.

7.4 Quality in stories

The issue of what makes a good quality story is important but is clearly
bound to be somewhat subjective. A good story is, at one level, simply
one that listeners or readers enjoy. However, stories that appeal more
than others, and that remain favourites with children and parents over
many years, do demonstrate some common features that can be
identified as characterising quality.

Quality stories have characters and a plot that engage children, often
the art work is as important as the rext in telling the story, and they
create a strong feeling of satisfaction when the end is reached. A
convincing and satisfying closure includes the reader in those who ‘live
happily ever after’.

Children need to be able to enter the imaginative world that the story
creates. This means that they can understand enough about tht char-
acters and their lives to be able to empathise with them. So, a story
about being lost in the desert that is to be used with children in arctic
countries will need to contain lots of detail that enables them to imagine
what a desert looks and feels like to be in. Many stories for children
include fantastical beings or animals in imaginary worlds, but these
characters and settings usually bear enough resemblance to children and

1 My summary of LRRH earlier in the chapter used the Simple Present rather than the Simple
Past because it was an account of the story, not 2 telling of the story.
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their real worlds for readers to imagine them: monsters tend to live in
families, tigers come to drink tea in the kitchen, frogs and ducks get
jealous —all act in ways familiar to children!

Stories that have the qualities of content, organisation and language
use that we have explored thus far are potentially useful tools in the
foreign language classroom, since they have the potential to capture
children’s interest and thus motivation to learn, along with space for
language growth. However, not all good stories will be automatically
good for language learning, and we now move to think about what is
involved in choosing and using stories not just for pleasure, but for
"{pleasurable) language learning.

7.5 Choosing stories to promote language learning

In this section, we use the features of stories described so far to set out
questions that a language teacher might ask to evaluate the language
learning opportunities offered by a story in order to choose stories for
the language classroom.

‘Real’ books or specially written ones?

In British education in the 1980s there was a move to bring what were
called ‘real books’ into primary schools for teaching reading (e.g.
Waterland 1985). Real books were those written by ‘real’ authors for
parents to buy for children, and there was a so-called ‘golden age’ of
young children’s literature in English in the 1970s and 1980s, as writers
exploited the use of colour and pictures alongside simple story lines.
Examples of writers producing quality books at and since that time
would include John Burningham, Janet and Allan Ahlberg, Jill Murphy,
and Pat Hutchins. A great part of what made for quality in these books
was the skilful and often humorous interplay of pictures and text. Many
of these books are suitable for use in teaching English, and I will show
how they might be exploited in the next section.

The reading with real books movement has mostly lost momentum
now in a return to more focused literacy teaching in British classrooms
(Chapter &), but there have been some lasting effects. Teachers now
make much more use of story books for teaching reading. Educational
publishers followed up the idea of quality stories, and commissioned
specially written story books to accompany and extend structured
reading schemes. While not all these books are of the quality of the
original ‘real’ books, they are an improvement on the unimaginative
books many children faced in schools. Schemes such as Cambridge
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Reading and Oxford Reading Tree now offer another source of stories
for teachers of English as a foreign language. The questions that follow
can be applied to any story book that is being considered for use in the
foreign language classroom. .

Will the content engage the leamers?

A good story for language learning will have interesting characters that
children can empathise with, who take part in activities that the learners
can make sense of. The pIot will be clear, but may have a surpnse or
twist at the end.

The role of the pictures in combination with the text to form the story
as a whole should be considered. If the pictures are indispensable, as is
often the case, then somehow there will need to be enough copies or
they will need to be made big enough for everyone to see.

Are the values and attitudes embodied in the story acceptable?

Stories can help children feel positive about other countries and
cultures, and can broaden their knowledge of the world. However,
stories should be checked for values and attitudes that may not be
appropriate; for example, ‘classic’ stories written some time ago may
carry attitudes to women and black people that are no longer accep-
table.

How is the discourse organised?

Stories with a structure close to the prototypical format set out in
section 7.2 are likely to be most accessible to children. The characters
and setting will be described. There will be a clear plot, with an initial
formulation of a problem, a series of linked events, and a resolution of
the problem. An element of surprise or unpredictability wxll add to
children’s involvement with the story.

What is the balance of dialogue and narrative?

The balance of dialogue and narrative in a story may influence choice,
and will certainly affect the way a story is used. Dialogue in a story may
lend itself to acting out and to learning phrases for conversation.
Narrative may offer repeated patterns of language that will help
grammar learning through noticing of new patterns or consolidation of
patterns already met (Chapter 5).
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"How is language used?

The built-in repetition of words and phrases is one of the features of
stories that is most helpful for language learning. Careful analysis of the
language of the text will reveal whether the repeated phrases and
vocabulary will help a particilar class. There may be some phrases used
in the dialogue that children can appropriate for their own language
use, such as ‘look at my bad knee? in the book On the Way Home {Jill
Murphy, Puffin Books). The narrative may use words that have already
been learnt, offering a chance to recycle them in 2 new context.

What new language is used?

In planning the use of a story, the teacher can identify language use and
make three rough groupings:

1. language that children have already met, and that will be recycled;

2. new language that will be useful for all children to learn from the
story;

3. new language that may or may not be learnt, depending on
individual children’s interest.

A story can include some new language in a story, but not so much that
the story becomes incomprehensible. The number of new words that
listeners can cope with. within one story is not clear cut; it will depend
on how well the pictures and discourse organisation support the
meaning of the words, how central the new words are to the plot, and
the overall total of new words, which should not be too high. In
preparing to use a story, new words and phrases that are crucial to
understanding the story should be pre-taught, and the support offered
by pictures and context for the meaning of other new language should
be checked to ensure it is adequate. If necessary, further support can be
provided.

Having chosen a story because it offers potential language learning
opportunities, the next stage is to decide on a sequence of tasks for the
classroom.

7.6 Ways of using a story
Rather than present lists of activities to use with stories, I have chosen,

in the holistic spirit of this chaprer, to work with a particular story,
using it to illustrate how activities might be developed in line with the
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Jearning principles of the book. Further ideas can be found in Ellis and
Brewster (1991), Garvie (1990}, and Wright (x995, 1997).

7.6.1 Evaluating the language learning opportunities of the story -

Answers to the questions from the previous section help work towards
activities:

‘Real’ books or specially written ones? ,

The story is Dinosaurs by Michael Foreman. First published in.1972,
and probably aimed at 7 or 8 year old native speaker children, it is
likely to be suitable for children up to about 12 years of age.

Wil the content engage the leamers?

The book deals with environmental issues and has a ‘message’ that we
should all look after the planet because it belongs to all of us. The
narrative tells a simple story of a man, who builds a rocket'to escape the
polluted earth, lands on a distant star but finds it inhospitable. He then
sets off again and lands back on Earth, without realising it. While he
has been away, the dinosaurs have ‘woken up’ and cleaned up the
pollution to create a green and pleasant land again. When the man
lands back on the Earth, he thinks he is in paradise. The writer makes
use of dramatic irony when readers are aware that the man is back on
earth, and that the dinosaurs have cleaned it up, while he himself thinks
he is on some distant star. The dinosaurs explain that he is indeed on the
Earth, but that he cannot have any bit of it back, because ‘the Earth
belongs to everyone’.

The narrative of the man’s journey is compelling, and it works on
two levels: literally, he travels from Earth to star and back; metaphori-
cally, he moves from ignorant polluting of the Earth to a more
thoughtful awareness. The re-awakening of the dinosaurs is a powerful
idea.

The contrasts across the story are very strong: between man and
dinosaurs, in size and in wisdom; between pollution (before) and
paradise (after), emphasised by the use of colour in the pictures.
There are pictures on each double page, and colour is used vividly to
contrast the barren industrial wastes that man has constructed, with
the paradise of flower-filled forests that he wants to own. The
characters are sympathetically drawn with human-like expressions on
their faces.
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Figure 7.1 Pictures from ‘Dinosaurs’ by Michael Foreman, Penguin Books
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Are the values and attitudes embodied in the story acceptable?

The message of the need to conserve the environment is even more
relevant than when the book was first published. The further message is
that ‘paradise’ can be found where we are now, if we look after it; there
is no need to travel to distant stars.

How is the discourse organised?

The narrative is organised around the character of the man, with the
initial problem being his desire to reach a far-off star. This dream partly
causes the industrial pollution that he leaves behind him. We' see the
man arrive on the star and find it completely barren and empty. The
story then returns to the polluted earth and the dinosaur characters are
introduced. Their problem is to clean up the planet, and they are shown
doing this, as the earth gradually becomes green again. The dinosaurs
and the man then meet in the resolution of the narrative, and negotiate
who owns the newly green earth. The closing is a kind of crescendo in
the use of language and colour, and the final picture shows the man
riding on a smiling dinosaur into the sunset.

What is the balance of dialogue and narrative?

There is a mix of, mostly, narrative and some dialogue. The ‘dialogue’
includes the man’s thoughts to himself, as he flies from earth and back
again; the dinosaurs talking to each other, and the final negotiation
between the dinosaurs and the man as they resolve their differences and
agree to share the planet.

How is language used? What new language is used?

These questions will be taken together since, in the absence of real
learners to relate the language to, only 1nforrned guesses about what
will be new can be made.

The Dinosaurs story contains a mix of simple and complex language,
as these extracts show:

Examples of simple language:

I. A man stood on a bill and looked at a star.
2. Justa bill, or a tree, or a flower?

The following examples are more complex in their grammar:

3. The rocket was ready, but there was nowhbere for it to be launched.
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- 4. Sadly be looked around, but the only thing of wonder was anotber
star, far off, in the black sky. :

Because the complex forms describe ideas that are comprehensible, they
should not cause too much of a problem for children who have been
learning English for 2 or 3 years, and who can grasp the content. There
is plenty of scope for children to extend their English through the story.

The parallelism, or repetition of grammatical patterns, that occurs
across the text is likely to be helpful to language learning:

5. Grass grew bigh
and trees grew tall.

6. Allday
and all night . . .

7. ajungle — alive with beautiful plants,
sweet with the scent of flowers.

The following examples shows a grammatical pattern which has both
repeated and contrasting parts:

8. notapartofit
but all of it
the earth belongs to everyone
not parts of it to certain people
but all of it to everyone.

The phrases may be learnt initially as a chunk, and will be available to
be broken down later.

In terms of vocabulary, the writer uses contrasting lexical sets of
words that describe the pollution and the paradise. It is in these sets that
the richest vocabulary is used. Once the words are listed, we can see
that the ‘pollution’ words are nouns and verbs, whereas the ‘paradise’
words are adjectives and nouns (see Table 7.1).

The discoveries about the structure of the story and the use of
language that are made in an initial evaluation, such as that just carried
out, can suggest ways forward in designing activities around the story.

7.6.2 Language learning tasks using the story

The examples from the text demonstrate the poetic nature of the writer’s
choice and use of language, and for this reason, I would want to use the
story orally first. Listening to the teacher read or tell a story is a useful
language learning activity at any age; using story books does not have
to be about teaching reading (although it can be, as we saw in Chapter
6). Listening to a story practises the ability to hold in mind the meaning
of an extended piece of spoken discourse.
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Table 7.1 Contrasting vocabulary in Dinosaurs

pollution paradise
NOUNS ADJECTIVES
fires green
factories  fresh
smoke new
fumes alive
waste . beautiful
rubbish sweet
heaps
piles . NOUNS
mess shoots
telegraph poles blossoms
iron pylons flowers
forest
VERBS jungle
burn scent
smouldered song
huffed and puffed birds

In the task framework of Chapter 2, the teacher telling the story
wounld constitute the core activity of the first task, .with children
listening and looking at the illustrations, either sitting close enough to
the teacher to see or using large versions of the pictures. The main
langnage learning goal for the core activity of the task would be that the
children understand enough of the story to epjoy it. As a preparation
activity, before the story reading, it would be useful to introduce the
ideas and some of the key vocabulary, and the contrasting ideas and
lexis that run through the story offer a good place to start:

Preparation activity: brainstorming vocabulary

Two pictures. from the story (as in Figure 7.1) are shown to the children,
one of the industrial mess and one of the green paradise, and they are
asked for words about the pictures that they already know. If the
children can read and write in English, then the words can be written on
the board in two columns as in Table 7.1, or in two semantic networks,
under the key words pollution and paradise.

Children may offer words in English, or their first language, which
the teacher can translate. After children have offered words, the teacher
can supply a few others that will be needed to understand the story.
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‘Core activity: reading the story

The teacher reads the story to the children, giving them plenty of rime
to look at the pictures.

In the first reading, the teacher should read on through the story,
rather than stopping too much to talk about words or the plot. Pictures
can be used to emphasise what is happening in the story.

A second reading can follow straight away. This time the teacher can
pause at the end of each page to point and repeat key words or ideas, or
to ask children to recall or predict what happens next.

After listening to a story, children should have the chance to respond
to it. They can be encouraged to express their feelings about the story,
in English if possible, using simple phrases like:

Iliked it when . . .
1 thought the dinosaurs were good.

Follow-up activity: vocabulary leaming

A simple immediate follow up would be to get the children to draw a
picture as a further response to the story, and to choose and write down
some of the vocabulary from the Preparation list next to the picture.
They might be asked to choose five new words that they like and are
going to learn,-and take the picture home to show parents and practise
their words. At the beginning of the next lesson, they can be asked to
tell the words to a friend to motivate their self-directed learning.

The language learning goal of the follow-up activity is much more
specific: to learn the meaning of five new words and recall the words in
the next lesson.

This three stage task would probably take about half an hour and, in
doing it, learners have only dipped a toe into the ocean of possibilities
that any story offers. In the next section, I again use Dinosaurs to
illustrate ideas, but also discuss possibilities more generally.

7.7 Developing tasks around a story

7.7.1 Listening skilfs

The first encounter with a story is only the beginning of language
learning work that can be done around it, If a story appeals to children,
they will want to hear it again and again. Once a story has been used, it
can be added to the collection in the classroom, and looked at by the
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children in spare moments, borrowed to take home, or read again by
the teacher in future lessons. The five or ten minutes spent listening to a
familiar story will re-activate vocabulary and grammatical patterns, and
offer opportunities for children to notice aspects of the language use
that passed them by on previous readings or that they have partly
leamt.

In listening to 2 story, children are practising listening for ‘gist’, ie.
the overall meaning. They can also be helped to focus on detail when
the text is met on further occasions. If the teacher records the story on
to cassette during ome of the tellings, the recording can be used for
further listening practice, at home or in class.

7.7.2 Discourse skills

A story creates a world of characters who talk to each other and this
discourse world presents opportunities for communicative activities and
work on discourse skills.

Acting roles

The dialogue in a story can be separated out from the narrative, if
necessary in a version simplified by the teacher, and spoken by the
children who take on roles of characters. If the teacher reads the
narrative and children dress up and act out the dialogue, the story
becomes a performance that might entertain another class, providing
useful repeated practice in the process.

Rather than using all the dialogue, sections of it might be extracted
for a closer focus. For example, the story contains a stretch of ‘negotia-
tion’ between the man and the dinosaurs over who owns the earth. This
could be practised between children taking the roles, or using puppets.

Retelling the story

As mentioned earlier in the book, asking children to retell a story in a
foreign language is a very demanding task, much more demanding than
in the first language. After all, one of the advantages of stories is that
they can be slightly beyond the children’s receptive level because of the
support they offer to understanding. If children are to retell the story,
they are asked to work at this level in production. They are unlikely to
be able to do this and the experience will be difficult and perhaps de-
motivating.

If children are to. reproduce the whole story in some way, with its
temporal sequencing, then the language demands will need to be
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reduced. For example, learners could be given (or draw) a set of pictures
of the story (the collection of pictures produced in the follow-up to the
first hearing could be used) and arrange them in order. They might then
also get a set of simple sentences written on strips of card to match the
pictures. The pictures and sentences could be stuck into the children’s
books and used for reading. If they are not writing in English, pairs of
children could work on composing a' sentence orally for each picture
and, after they have practised several times, can tell the whole class
their ‘story’, using the pictures as prompts. They might reconstruct the
story, orally or in writing, using much simpler text. For example:

the man wanted paradise
be went in a rocket

be went to a star

the star was empty

Using the discourse of the story in other contexts

Short phrases from the story may be usable in other contexts, and
children may well use them spontaneously when they have heard them
in the story several times. The discourse of the story may also contain
sections of language use that can be extracted and focused on to
develop discourse skills for other situations. For example, the story has
two instances in which characters arrive and comment on what they

find:

1. The dinosaurs arrive on the polluted earth, look around and
comment on the mess they find:

Pooh! There is nothing on this planet but mess. If we are going
to live here, we'll bave to get busy.

2. The man lands in a beautiful jungle and admires it:
At last I have found my paradise.

These evaluative comments are rather similar to the sorts of messages
that people write on postcards from their holidays. To extend their
repertoire of this type of discourse, children could be given a set of
postcards from various places with suitable comments on to read. They
then choose comments for other places, perhaps moving into the
imagination: to write on postcards from Mars, from the bottom of the
sea, from London or New York.

A writing task linked back to the story might be to make and write a
postcard that the dinosaurs and the man would send, that includes their
evaluative comments.
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Using situations from the story as starting point

The story can act as a starting point for further events, that in turm
generate activities that practise oral or literacy skills, such as pretend
interviews on cassette or video, articles for a school magazine, contribu-
tions to Internet discussion sites. Here are some ways in which a story
can serve as a starting point, illustrated from Dinosanurs:

— Characters can be transplanted to other situations, A
e.g. if the dinosaurs came to our school, what would they say, and
what would they do? ' .
~ The ‘problem’ of the story might be transferred, .
e.g. what are the pollution issues in our neighbourbood? what
should be done about them? ‘ |
— Characters can take part in events beyond the story,
e.g. the man writes a diary of his trips; the story is retold from the
man’s point of view; a spokesperson for the dinosaurs is inter-
viewed for TV about what happened.

7.7.3 Focused reading skills practice

-Some of the activities already mentioned involve reading and writing,
but the development of literacy skills might not be central language
learning goals in the activity. In this section, we see how stories might
contribute to focused literacy skills practice.

When we looked at emergent literacy in Chapter 6 we saw how
regular routinised reading of stories can be used to promote early
literacy development. Large versions of stories, or ‘big books’, are very
helpful to practise both top~down and bottom-up skills in reading (as
per Figure 6.3). With beginning readers, big books can be used to show
the direction in which books and sentences are read, to point out
repeated words and syllables, or initial consonants. More advanced
readers can read along with the teacher: listening and following silently
the first time, joining in the next time and eventuajly reading aloud
individually. Just as it is useful language practice to hear a familiar story
many times, so it is useful literacy skills practice to read a familiar story
many times. The finding and integration of information about letters,
words and sentences can become more automatic each time, and
children will be motivated by feeling like fluent readers.

Comprehension skills can be practised through guided prediction
during the telling of the story, e.g. the teacher asks What do you think
be will find when be lands?

Knowledge and skills at letter-sound level can be practised by
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- choosing from the story repeated patterns to focus on, using the
procedure in Chapter 6. The Dinosaurs story does not have many
options, apart from a number of words that contain the short vowel
sound made by <u>:

cut rumble buff puff rubbish up jungle

Some of the new words might also be taught as sight words, once their
meaning is well established.

7.8 Summary

We have seen in this chapter some of the considerations facing teachers
in choosing and using stories for language learning. I have suggested
that teachers should critically evaluate the quality and the langunage
learning potential of stories before using them in the classroom. This
requires close attention to the discourse organisation, the use of
language, and the -guality of the story. A writer’s use of language is
central to the quality of a book, and so it is no coincidence that good
quality children’s stories also offer language learning opportunities.

We have examined various ways of using children’s stories in the
foreign langnage classroom to help the development of vocabulary and
grammar, and of oral and literacy skills. To turn a children’s story book
into a tool for language learning requires a teacher to deploy a fange of
skills and knowledge. As we move, in the next chapter, to look at
theme-based learning, we will find many of these skills required again.

In language teaching and learning, stories and themes overlap at the
macro-level of providing holistic learning experiences, but they also
overlap at a more micro-level, where a story can provide a theme to be
explored (as in some of the activities in the previous section), or where a
theme can be developed through the use of stories.
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8.1 Issues around theme-based teaching -

The essential notion of theme-based teaching is that many different
activities are linked together by their content; the theme or ropic runs
through everything that happens in the classroom and acts as a
connecting thread for pupils and teacher. Good theme-based teaching
has produced some of the most inspiring teaching that I have ever seen;
done less well, it leads quickly to chaotic and ineffective classrooms.
Because it can lead to such extremes of learning experiences for
children, it is worth taking a long, hard look at what makes for good
theme-based teaching.

Effective theme-based teaching is extremely demanding on teachers in
both planning and in implementation; knowledge of a wide repertoire
of activity types and resources is needed to plan for children of all
abilities to be stretched and learning all the time, and to avoid children
spending too long on -cognitively less demanding activities, such as
drawing pictures. Skilled management of class, group and pair work is
needed ro keep all children actively learning, even when good activities
have been planned. An equality issue also can arise if teachers choose
themes that they hope will keep the interest of the most demanding
pupils, but then neglect the interests of quieter pupils. Knowledge of
patterns of cognitive, language and motor skills development is needed
to plan, ensure and evaluate progression in all areas of the curriculum
through theme-based teaching over the school year. Organisational and
technical skills are needed to find or create a wide range of resources. To
the knowledge and skills required for good theme-based teaching, we
must then add the language-using demands. that will be made on the
foreign language teacher to carry out theme-based work in the foreign
language.

Difficulties with maintaining progression, motivation and control, as
well as a range of more politically motivated concerns about standards,
have led to the demise of theme-based teaching in many schools in
England, where it was a major methodology from the late 1960s on (see
next section). At the same time, theme-based teaching is being espoused
by Ministries of Education elsewhere around the world who are
dissatisfied with the outcomes of other types of primary or elementary
school curriculum.
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In this chapter, the origins of theme-based teaching are briefly
described, as a starting point for using the ideas in foreign language
teaching. We then look at the various stages in the process of planning
teaching around 2 theme and investigate how to maximise language use
and language learning. Examples of themes are used to show how the
language learning potental ‘of theme-based teaching can be identified
and offered to pupils.

8.2 Theme-based teaching of a foreign language

8.2.1 Origins and transfer to foreign language classrooms

Theme-based, or topic-based, teaching has been practised since the
1960s in UK primary classrooms, where children typically spend all
day with the same teacher. In this setting, different areas of the
curriculum can be taught in an integrated way, without being
separated into subject areas that have to be taught at specific times
by separate teachers. Teaching that is integrated around a theme is
claimed to better suit the way that young children naturally learn. In
its original (first language) uses, theme-based teaching required
teachers to choose a theme or topic, such as ‘People who help us’,
and then to plan a range of teaching and learning activities related to
the- theme, that incorporated aspects of mathematics, science, art,
language, history, geography, music and so on. For example, children
of five or six years might work with the teacher to make a list of
people who help them on the way to school: parents who make the
breakfast, a friend who walks with them to school, the lollipop man
who helps them cross the road, the playground helper who looks
after them before school begins. They could then draw pictures of
each person and write their names underneath. They could then put
the pictures in order on a frieze of ‘People who help us each day’. In
this activity, the children would have worked on their language,
literacy and art skills, and on the concept of temporal sequencing
which will be needed in maths and in history. Another day they
might visit the fire station to learn about how fire engines work. In
the process of this activity they might cover aspects of geography
{drawing a map of where the fire station.is in the town); some science
(about fires, oxygen, water and chemical extinguishers); some maths
(counting the engines and the personnel, working out how many go on .
each engine); some language work in writing a letter of thanks after-
wards, and so on. With creative thinking and skilled organisation, 2
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theme can generate a long list of activities relating to all areas of the
curriculum under one theme.

Theme-based teaching has been transferred across from general
primary education to the teaching of English as a foreign language
{Garvie r99r; Holderness x591x; Scott and Ytreberg 1990). It offers one
way of solving the problem of what to teach in primary FL classrooms,
where a focus on the language itself might not be appropriate (Tongue
1991), and meshes with ideas about communicative language teaching,
in that children will have opportunities to learn the foreign language
through its use to carry the thematic content. The potential of theme-
based teaching to provide realistic and motivating uses of the language
with meaning and purpose for children is clear; the realisation of that
potential requires, as in first language teaching, high levels of knowledge
and expertise from teachers.

8.2.2 Variations on a theme

In the simplest version of theme-based foreign language teaching, a
topic provides content for a range of language learning activities.
Halliwell {x992) goes beyond this and suggests that the links berween
the foreign language classroom and other lessons at primary level can
work in several directions:

~ other subject areas, such as maths or art, can offer teaching techni-
ques and activities, as well as content, that can be used in the
foreign language classroom;

- foreign language lessons can provide content for other subject areas;

~ whole subject lessons can be taught in the foreign language.

This last variation edges foreign language teaching towards 2 partial
version of immersion education, found increasingly in European
schools, sometimes under the banner of ‘plurilingual’ education; for
example, German pupils learning geography in English (Wode 1999) or
Scottish pupils learning Maths in French (Hurreli 1999).

A further variation on theme-based teaching is an ‘activity-based’
approach, for example that developed by Vale and Feunteun (1995). In
this approach, an overarching theme links the content of a lesson, and
learning of language takes place as children participate in a range of
activities on the theme, such as sorting, measuring and playing games.
Again, many of these activities come from other curriculum areas.
Figure 8.1 shows some of the many activities that can be transferred
- from other subject areas for use in the foreign language classroom
(drawing on Halliwell x992; Vale and Feunteun 1995).
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Figure 8.1 Subject area activities to use in the FL classroom
(drawing on Halliwell 1992, Vale and Feunteun 1995)

Examples of lessons using very simple language to carry out activities
can be found in Halliwell (1992).

Vale and Feunteun suggest that activity-based approaches offer
‘whole learning / whole language experience’ in which the activities ‘are
of value to the overall educational and social development of the child,
and not merely to develop English language skills’ (Vale and Feunteun
1995: 28).

Whole language approaches to teaching ethnic minority children have
been popular in American elementary schools (e.g. Genesee 1994).
Theme-based and whole language work can successfully construct
meaningful learning opportunities for children, but so too can many
other tasks and activities, including those discussed elsewhere in this
book. The notion of ‘whole-ness’ does not only apply at the macro level
of a theme across a lesson or series of lessons, but can apply to the
smallest activity in which meaning, form and use are combined in social
interaction: a child who needs a pencil and asks successfully for it in the
foreign language has used the language in a ‘whole’ discourse event
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(section 3.2). Furthermore, as we have seen with the teaching of
discourse skills, vocabulary, grammar, and literacy skills, there are some
aspects of language that cannot fully develop without focused attention.-
It is a paradox that we need to work with: that focused and partial
practising may be needed for the development of macro-level holistic
language skills (Widdowson x998}.

8.2.3 Choosing theme-based teaching for the foreign language
classroom ‘

Theme-based teaching can be used in large or small amounts, and in
varying concentrations. In concentrated form, and in skilled hands, it
could replace course book and syllabus altogether. More realistically, it
can be adopted for one or two lessons in a week, or for several weeks
in a term, to supplement other work, and to help teachers build up the
skills and knowledge that are demanded. Even when the course book
is used fairly closely, theme-based ideas can provide extra activities.
Many course books use topics or themes to structure their units,
although this is often a superficial covering for z grammatical or
functional sequencing. The title of a unit, such as ‘Pets’ or ‘My .
Family’, can be treated like a theme, and adopting a theme-based
approach can extend teaching and learning beyond the confines of the-
text book. '

Foreign language teaching, in adapting ideas for theme-based
teaching, should try to avoid as far as possible the kinds of problems
faced by its use in first language education, mentioned in section 8.1. It
is clear, although again somewhat paradoxical at first sight, that good
bolistic learning experiences are constructed through rigorous attention
to detail in planning and teaching. As with using stories, there is no
magic that can replace informed and detailed analysis and planning by
the teacher. In the next section, we see how planning can move from
content to language iearning goals.

8.3 Planning theme-based teaching

The language learning opportunities offered by theme-based teaching in
the foreign language classroom arise from the content and the activities
that pupils undertake. Together, the content and activities produce
language-using situations and discourse types. In this section, we see
how planning can move from content factivity to language use, and
produce language learning goals for theme-based lessons.
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8.3.1 Advance versus ‘on-fine’ planning

Theme-based teaching can be tightly planned in advance, or it can be
allowed to evolve ‘on-line’ through dynamic teaching and learning, that
thanges direction in the light of task outcomes, developing and evolving
with the emerging interests of children and teacher. Like the effortless
movement of skilled dancers, it would be a mistake to think that this
type of teaching can take place without years of painful practice and
experience. Even the expert teacher will usually need to carry out
careful planning of a theme in advance, to prepare sub-themes, tasks
and materials, and to identify the language learning goals of each
activity.

The dynamic nature of theme-based teaching can be enhanced by
building in ‘choice points’, where pupils and teacher have choice over
direction, activity or timing. As a theme proceeds, there may be points
at which the class can decide which of two or more possible directions
the theme-based work will take. In a theme-based lesson, children can
be allowed to choose a fixed number of activities from a small set of
activities. They can also be encouraged to take some responsibility for
their own learning by being required to organise their time. After a
plenary session in which the tasks for the lesson are explained and
understood, children can decide in what order to do the activities; the
only constraint is that they must complete all activities within the given
time, which could be the lesson or the week. To help with time manage-
ment, children can copy a list of activities from the board, number them
in their chosen sequence and tick them off as completed. The use of
choice points contributes to children’s capacities for self-directed
learning by giving them supported practice in making decisions as
learning proceeds, so that later they will be able to identify these points
themselves.

8.3.2 Finding a theme

Finding a theme or topic is the easiest part! A theme can come from the
children’s current interests, from topics being studied in other classes,
from a story (e.g. dinosaurs or conservation of the environment from
Dinosaurs — Chapter 7), or from a local or international festival or
event. A list from Vale and Feunteun (1995) of possible themes shows
something of the range of sources:

~ Spiders and mini-creatures
- Circus
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~ Potatoes / vegetables

— Islands '

- Bridges :
~ Jack and the Beanstalk

— Halloween / festivals

— The House that Jack Built.

Children might be given a stake in the process from the start by asking
them to suggest themes, or to select a theme for the term from a list. It is
necessary for staff across a school to liaise over themes, so that children
do not find themselves studying the same theme more than once with
different teachers.

£.8.3 Planning content

Two basic planning tools for theme-based teaching are brainstorming
and webs. Both techniques allow the connection of ideas in non-linear
ways, reflecting the learning processes that we are aiming to produce.
Brainstorming is a mental process that starts with one idea and then
sparks off.others through random and spontaneous links. All possibi-
lities are noted down and are then used to select from. A ‘web’ is a way
of writing down ideas and connections without forcing them into linear
form as in a list or in text. The main idea or topic is put in the centre of
the paper or board, and connecting ideas wrirten around it, with lines
showing connections. A web can be used in brainstorming, and / or can
be used after brainstorming to put some order into the random collec-
tion of ideas. In section 4.4.4, we saw that a theme can be considered as
including:

people + objects + actions + processes + typical events + places

This notion helps start the brainstorming process. When applied to
Vale and Feunteun’s theme of Potatoes, the theme spreads from
farming and eating potatoes into areas of concern such as the scientific
manipulation of crops and whether international businesses threaten
local traditions. Figure 8.2 shows how a brainstorming around the
theme might develop. Notice that the ideas relate mostly to non-school
life and that they are stll just content, not yet foreign language
learning activities.
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Potatoes
_ and
People Objects
farmers types of potatoes
gardeners farming implements e.g. hoes
eaters ' cooking implements
cooks e.g. peelers, chip pans
customers
Walter Raleigh (brought the potato to England from America)
' Actions Processes
digging growing
planting cooking
harvesting making crisps
peeling buying and selling
chopping staple foods in diets
chipping exploration of the New World
eating how food and cooking can spread
internationally genetic modification
Typical events
the potato harvest Places
a visit to a fast food restaurant fields, restaurants

Figure 8.2 Brainstorming around the thewmie of potatoes

To this list, we can add types of discourse typically associated with
any of the above, since that will take us, via language in use, towards
language learning. Potato-related examples of discourse would include:

~ menus, ordering

instructions on seed packets

— recipes

historical information

newspaper reports on genetic modification and interntational busi-
NEesses.

!

t

The availability of texts like these in the foreign language will influence
the theme planning. It is useful to build up'a collection of authentic
materials on trips and from magazines; the Internet provides a rich
source of information in English.

The ideas can now be grouped into sub-themes, such as Growing
Potatoes; Using Potatoes; The History of Potatoes, and drawn as a web
(Figure 8.3). From these sub-themes, planning can move to identifying
activities and language goals.
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where potatoes s
discovery of
types of potato come from potatoes
Growing History of potatoes
potatoes
planl:ing,/
weeding
harvesting :
invention of chips
selling Potatoes '
Using potatoes pupils’ eating
buyin, habits
preparing and
cooking

Figure 8.3 Potato web

An alternative planning procedure is to build up web linking activities
to areas of the school curriculum: maths, technology, etc. Figure 8.4
shows the topic web for Potatoes from Vale and Feunteun (1995: 236).
The rectangular boxes linked to each curriculum area contain school-
based activities, and the outermost layer shows the language learning
goals of each activity.

Activities and content have, of course, to be selected to suit the age of
the children.

The brainstorming and webbing processes can be carried out with the
children, rather than by the teacher alone. A good way to start is by
asking the children for words connected to the theme, and writing these
on the beard, constructing a web as words are suggested. This Ttan be
done in the foreign language, or bilingually, with the teacher translating
words that children suggest in their first language. The advantage of
doing this work with the children is that it also provides a quick
assessment of their knowledge and interest around the topic, through
the words that they suggest and through areas that they do not mention.
The words that need to be translated provide a starting point for
vocabulary learning goals for the theme-based teaching, since they
reflect meanings that the children can and want to express, but for
which they do not have the language.

188



Theme-based teaching and learning
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Figure 8.4 Topic web for Potatoes (from Vale and Feuntenn 1995, p.‘z3 6)

An initial brainstorm can also be used to produce guiding questions
for the theme work as a whole. Children and teachers can draw up a set
of questions they want to find answers to. For example, they might
want to find out:

» how many types of potato are there?

e what do sweet potatoes taste like?

e where do the potatoes we eat come from?

e how many kilos of chips does the class eat in a year?

These (genuine) questions can guide the sequencing and content of
activities.

8.3.4 Planning language learning tasks

Having identified sub-themes and guiding questions by taking a ‘content
perspective’ on the theme, planning now has to bring a ‘language-
learning perspective’ to it, so that planning moves from content to FL
classroom activities, with discourse types and aspects of language use
guiding the construction of language learning tasks with clear goals and
stages (as in Chapter 3). For example, finding out what sweet potatoes
taste like could involve a sequence of tasks such as those shown in
Figure 8.5, each using the foreign language in activities and in discourse.
In this example, we continue to use activities largely drawn from the
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Theme: POTATOES
Sub-Theme:WHAT DO SWEET POTATOES TASTE LIKE?
Tasks, Activities, and Discourse Types

Taskz
Finding a recipe to cook the potatoes
searching on the Internet for possible recipes
choosing which recipe to try
compiling a shopping list
Tasxz
Going to the supermarket to buy ingredients
planning the trip :
noting where things come from to pit on g map :
making a record of the trip with photographs or video, and
a spoken commentary

Task 3
Cooking the recipe
preparing ingredients
doing the cooking
recording and evaluating the process

Tasx 4

Tasting the results
inviting other classes to taste, writing invitations
conducting a taste survey and posting results on the Internet
writing out the recipe for home, school magazine

Task s

Producing a_book, or video, or photo gnd tape record of the whole |
series of events

Figure 8.5 Tasks, activities and discourse types around the potato theme

world outside the classroom, rather than from other subject areas in the
school curriculum. The activities to be carried out by pupils sometimes
generate particular types of discourse, either as sources or as outcomes
in teaching and learning; these are underlined in Figure 8.5.

The tasks can then be organised into stages, each with language and

content goals, and fitted to the timing of lessons. Doing the whole series -

of tasks might take half a term, but it might be decided just to do a

reduced version of Tasks 3 and 4: Cooking and Tasting, that could be -

firted into one or two lessons.
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8.4 Leaming language through theme-based teaching

8.4.1 The language leaming potential of theme-based teaching

The previous section shows that adopting 2 theme to guide planning can
open up limitless opportunities. It is, necessary to select from the
possibilities to match the interests of 4 particular class, and then to
construct classroom tasks that will build on what pupils already know
of the foreign language and extend their language learning. In this
section, we look more specifically at the potential for language learning
‘through themes.

The use of the foreign language in theme-based teaching, and thus the
learning potential, is largely determined by the content and activities.
The language is not, as in course-book lessons, selected in advance as a
set of language items to be taught. As the previous section emphasised,
careful planning can predict and help maximise some possibilities, but
there will still be a degree of unpredictability about the language that
will arise in theme-based activities such as understanding recipes found
on the Internet or preparing and cooking food. The teacher is required
to be very semsitive to the language, both to predict language use in
advance and to make the most of the unpredictable uses of the language.
Children may need support to understand content, and, when useful
language items do occur unexpectediy, the teacher needs to be able to
seize the opportunity and help children to notice and use the language.

As we have progressed chapter by chapter through the book, we have
seen that the language learning of children is likely to revolve around
chunks of discourse learnt from talk, stories and songs, vocabulary
development, and some aspects of (mostly implicit} grammatical knowl-
edge, together with elementary literacy skills. Early foreign language
learning can be much more ‘organic’ in its development than the linear
syllabuses of many secondary course books, graded by grammar or
function. Theme-based teaching can contribure to this organic develop-
ment from partial to more complete knowledge by building links and
connections in the networks of children’s language resources.

8.4.2 Learning vocabulary

Theme-based work is likely to introduce new vocabulary items, with the
theme providing support for understanding and recall. Vocabulary
items that have already been introduced in the course book may be met
again in the new context of a theme, and the encounter will reinforce
the words or phrases while also adding new meaning aspects to them.
Some recent evidence for the benefits of this type of teaching for

191



Teaching Languages to Young Learners

vocabulary learning comes from the use of a foreign language as a
medium of instruction in German schools (Wode 1999). Twelve-year-
old pupils taught geography through English, after two years of learning
EFL as a subject, were tested on the vocabulary through oral production
tasks. In comparison with students who had not had English-medium
teaching, the ‘partial immersion’ students used larger vocabularies with
a wider range of items and more synonyms. Their vocabularies also
contained more words that could not be traced back to their English
course book or to the task instructions; these words probably came
from the reacher talk during subject learning. Wode claims that teaching
content through the foreign language offers more opportunities for
incidental vocabulary learning than teaching the foreign language as a
subject. ' :

8.4.3 Language learning through ‘communicative stretching’

Theme-based teaching can produce moments when pupils’ (and some-
 times teachers’) language resources are stretched to their limit. Sup-
ported by meaningful content, children may be able to work out the
meaning of new or unfamiliar language, or, motivated by real interest.in
a topic, they may struggle to communicate their knowledge to someone
else, as we saw the Norwegian pupil doing when talking 2bout his
budgie in Chapter 3. Stretching resources in this way pushes the child
into the ZPD (Chapter 1) and can be very productive of learning.

One particular process that occurs in communicative stretching is the
grammaticisation of language learnt earlier as formulaic phrases or
chunks (section s5.3.r). In situations where language resources are
stretched, children may need to break down chunks of language,
previously learnt as wholes, into their elements, recombining the parts
to create new phrases that convey the child’s meaning.

8.4.4 Learning discourse skills
Working with an increased range of discourse types

A real benefit of theme-based learning is that it offers a natural use for a
wider range of discourse types, both spoken and written, than is usually
found in a course book. Themes can include different aspects of the
same topic that each require different types of discourse. Potatoes in the
above example (Figure 8.4) will be talked and written abour as science,
as history and as cookery, using and producing informational discourse,
the discourse of scientific reports, recipes and a range of spoken
language across the different activities. Even at a very simple level of
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language, children can begin to experience these different types of
discourse. : o

School:based activities, such as those in Figure 8.1, also produce a
range of discourse types, such as graphs, charts, reports, and commen-
taries. Some of these are pre-cursors and foundations of subject-specific
discourses that children will become familiar with at secondary level,
and for those situations where children will study some or all of their
subjects through the foreign language, early experiences with these
types of discourse will support their later studies.

-Using information texts, on paper and on computer

Texts that can be used in theme-based teaching will include relevant
songs, rhymes, video, stories, and non-ficton informational texts,
including sources accessed through the Internet or on CD-ROM,
catalogues, leaflets and magazines, and educational materials written
for native speaker children. Informational text types provide language
learning opportunities that go beyond those of the narrative or story.
For example, an information book contains organisational feattires such
as a contents page, an index, headings and sub-headings. The text itself
is likely to include short self-contained chunks of information, often
around pictures or diagrams. The different types of writing — introduc-
tion, description, narrative; argument, summary — will use grammar
and vocabulary in different ways from stories. Information books can
be used as resources for finding out specific information or as starting
points for a theme. They offer opportunities to see the language used for
these purposes and to develop reading skills at text level. They also
provide a model for writing information texts in the foreign language.

Using the computer to access information practises the use of key
words and skimming techniques in ‘surfing the net’. On each screen, a
choice must be made about where to go next and this is done by reading
what is available and comparing the possibilities to the user’s current
goal. Once chunks of text are reached, then the user needs to read the
first few sentences and scan the rest in order to decide whether it is
worth more intensive study. Children are likely to pay more attention to
images than to text, using the information provided by the images to
support understanding of the text. We need to know much more about
how children ‘read’ information on computer, but it would seem helpful
to surf for specific information, having discussed in advance and agreed
on ‘guiding questions’. The computer search then becomes a task with
specified outcomes, such as a verbal report back on what was found in
answer to the questions. ' :

Instead of children surfing the net, teachers can find useful sites in
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advance that they direct children to or can download information into
computer files that children can then access without needing to be on
line. Pages from the computer can be printed out and used as paper--
based text. ' '

8.4.5 Motivation to precision in language use

When communicating with others about a theme, it can become more
important to communicate precisely and accurarely. Precision in lan-
guage use involves learners selecting and adapting their language
resources to say or write exactly what they mean; accuracy, the term
more often used in the literature, refers to using the language correctly
relative to the target form. Precision is thus user-oriented, whereas
accuracy is language-oriented. Often, of course, precision requires
accuracy, but it always requires more than that; it requires learners to
access and use the language that will best express their personal mean-
ings, and may further require negotiation with others to ensure that
they understand the meanings as intended.

8.4.6 Qutcomes and products from theme-based fearning

Theme-based work lends itself to the production of displays and
performances of various sorts that, because they will have an audience,
motivate children fo re-write,. practise or rehearse towards a polished
language performance or text.

As a theme proceeds, children will produce pieces of work — poems,
pictures and sentences, reports, graphs and so on. These can be saved by
each child in a personal folder for the theme. As a final stage in the
theme, the pieces of work are gathered together to make a record of
what has been covered for the children and for other people. Various
modes and media are possible:

e Big books produced by the class or by groups of children.

e A magazine or newspaper, with articles and pictures around sub-
themes, compiled by the class and photocopied for pareats and other
classes.

e Visual display on the classroom walls or school notice board: a frieze,
sets of pictures and headings, pieces of writing, posters.

e Video, with spoken commentary.

o Performance: acting out a story or presenting a documentary-type
report.

e Computer record: web pages constructed around the theme and put
on the school web site; CD-ROM with video and text.
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Possible audiences for these products will include parents, other
classes and teachers in the school, and children in other schools who are
communicated with by post or through the Internet.

8.5 Increasing target language use in theme-based teaching

When children spend time ‘making and doing’ - drawing, colouring,
sticking, modelling and so on - language use may grind to a halt, or,
quite naturaily, first language may be used. When activites become
exciting and interesting, children will want to talk about what’s
happening and switch to first language. This is a serious potential
drawback to theme-based foreign language teaching, that parallels the
realisation that older learners working on communicative tasks may
automatically switch to first language when the task becomes difficult
or particularly interesting (Skehan 1996). When we design tasks and
lessons to be interesting and challenging, we create conditions in which
people want to communicate with each other; using the foreign
language to communicate will always be more difficult than using first
language and this creates conflicting forces in the dynamics of commu-
nication. However, some very simple adjustments can increase the use
of the foreign language in this type of classroom activity.

Inserting choices or decision-rmaking

Each step in the making and doing process offers opportunities for use
of the foreign language. If children are, for example, making a potato
puppet (Figure 8.4), they will need muarerials. It is possible for the
teacher just to hand out the materials, but it is also possible to turn this
into an opporrunity for using the foreign language meaningfully. Pupils
can be shown the materials available and told their words in the foreign
language: potatoes, straws, string, sticks. Then, as a group, they are
asked to decide which materials they want, using simple phrases in the
group decision-making: do we need string? how many potatoes do we
need? The group then prepares a representative who is sent to the
teacher to ask for those things: please can we have four potatoes and
some stringé. The teacher can support the representatives in their
language use, and may send them back to the group to check more -
precisely what is needed. Each stage in this decision-making process will
generate repetition of the vocabulary about the materials, as well as
other simple but useful phrases, which the teacher will need to model
before and during the choosing. Written language could be practised if
children are given a list of materiais that they choose from, or if they
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have to write a list for the teacher, perhaps to request materials for the
next lesson that will be gathered in advance.

It is by noticing and exploiting such opportunities that the teacher
uses theme-based work for language learning, and not just for content
learning. .

Giving feedback to each other

Pupils can plan an activity together before starting, and can be brought
together in the middle of thé process to show their “work-in-progress’ to
othérs. They can be helped to point out what they are pleased with so
far, or what they are having problems with. If planning and giving .
feedback are carried out with the teacher at the beginhing of the year,
pupils can gradually take over the processes themselves, using the
language modelled by the teacher. This language might include s:mple .
ways of offering advice to others:

Why don’t you . . .2
You could . . .,

and of giving positive feedback:

That's nice.
Llike the .

At the end of an activity, tme is usefu]ly spent evaluatlng product and
process.

Teacher intervention

While the children are busy on makmg and doing actxwtles, the teacher o .'

can move around the classroom using key language items in talk with
the children, commenting on what they are making and suggesting
alternatives.

Encouraging private speech in the foreign Ianguage :

Vygotsky emphasised the importance of private speech in children, the
‘talking to oneself’ that leads developmentally from social speech Wldl
others to inner speech and thinking (McCafferty 1994). In first language
research, a link has been found between children’s use of private speech
when workmg on tasks and academic achievement (Bivens and Berk
1990). Talking to oneself when making or doing something can help -
even adults to focus and concentrate. We do not know whether private
speech occurs in a foreign language, or whether private speech in either
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ﬁrst or foreign language can help ianguage learning, bﬁt it may be
. _helptul to model for children the types of talk that they might say to
themselves. - Certainly the link between inner speech and thinking

o suggests that encouraging foreign language inner speech might have

long term learning benefits. If children do use the foreign language to
mutter to themselves while they are working on activities, they will get
extra.practice in selecting and adapting language. The type of talk that
would be used in private speech will be useful in other, more interac-
tiomal, discourse. o

- Preparation for an activity can include the teacher modelling langnage
that children might use to talk to themselves as they do the activity, such
as self-evaluaring language:

- Houw does that look?
A little more red? A little more black?

or self-directing language:
_ first the bead, then the body, then the tail.

Rhythmic and repetitive patterns of language will be more likely to be
recalled. - ‘

Background language exposure

.Children might be encouraged to say rhymes or to sing as they work.
Playing tapes of songs as children work will give them further exposure
to the Janguage. Very undemanding tasks, such as colouring, can have
more demanding background language, such as the teacher reading a
story.

8.6 Summary

Stories, in the previous chapter, and theme-based téaching, in this one,
- both offer exciting possibilities for young learners and their teachers.
They open up the language classroom by bringing in the world outside
and linking into children’s real interests and enthusiasms, not just those
that materials writers suppose them to have. There is real potential for
effective language learning to take place, and for participation in a range
of discourse events in the foreign language. However, theme-based
. teaching if it is done well is very demanding. Alongside knowledge and

skills in the foreign language, excellent classtoom management skills are

needed to keep everyone on task and learning; each of the possible
- activities mentioned in the chapter has potential for time-wasting and
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noise! I am reminded of physical education lessons when I was at
school; as a change from the usual drills and carefully regulated move-
ment, we sometimes played a game called “Pirates’. All the gymnastic
equipment was set up and we had to run around from piece to piece,
making sure we were not on the floor when the teacher blew her
whistle. Some pupils had a wonderful time, using the apparatus in
imaginative ways and getting far more exercise than usual. I was one of
those children who hated gym, and this kind of lesson also suited me
fine — I could skulk away in a corner, linger on the same piece of
apparatus for as long as possible and choose the least demanding piece
to climb on: a low bench was as valid in this activity as the highest rope
or wall bar. The freedom of the activity not only did not increase my
physical fitness bur enabled me to do even less than usual without being
noticed!

The chapter has highlighted the following processes that can help
ensure that theme-based teaching results in well-structured and exciting
learning, rather than noisy activity for some and opting-out for others:

careful choice of theme to involve all children;

detailed planning, using brainstorming and webs;

linking content with activities and discourse types;

pre-planned organisation of materials and activities;

teacher and "class together deciding on ‘guiding questions’ that

structure activities;

o building in ‘choice points’ where children are guided in making
decisions over direction, activity or timing;

e management of classroom activity and use of resources;

e attention to amount and type of language use during activities;

e regular monitoring of each child’s involvement and success in activ-
ities and language use, by teacher and children themselves;

e use of final products to motivate and involve all children.

6 o o © @
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9.1 Introduction

9.1.1 Language choice and language leaming

"This chapter considers issues around the uses of the foreign and first
languages in the classroom. It looks at evidence from real classrooms
and how we might interpret what has been found. In many situations,
teachers are required to use only the foreign language in their language
lessons, or they feel that they ought to. In practice, research and
anecdotal evidence suggests that most teachers who share their pupils’
mother tongue, use a mixture of the foreign language and the mother
tongue. We will examine this evidence in some detail to look for
patterns in the types of activities that each language is used for, and to
see how teachers and pupils switch between languages in the course of
activities. When we have a clearer picture of patterns of language
choice, we can then develop the principle of ‘deliberate language
choice’, in which choice is guided by the overarching goal of fostering
the children’s foreign language learning. This enables us to move away
from the simple but impractical guideline ‘use only the target language’
to more subtle and helpful principles for language choice: ‘use as much
of the target language as possible, and ensure that use of first language
supports the children’s language learning’.

The rest of the chapter will be devoted to exploring how those
principles translate into action. Choosing to use more of the foreign
language may mean that extra work is required to support children’s
understanding. If pupils are required to use the foreign language, then
we know that this makes a greater demand on them than just under-
standing and that, again, appropriate support will be needed.

9.1.2 Target language only?

Policies that insist on ‘target language omly’, ie. that all foreign
language lessons should be conducted in the foreign language, are
usually justified in terms of maximising learners’ exposure to the
language and thus their learning opportunities. The underlying assump-
tion here is that the more language the pupils hear, the more they will
learn. Where the foreign language is not heard outside the classroom,
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then it does indeed matter that children hear as much as possible when
they are in class. However, to assume a simple linear relationship
between exposure to language and learning — that more of one always
results in more of the other ~ irons out much of the complexity of
teaching and leaming, and ignores the possibility that certain uses of a
common mother tongue might also contribute to foreign language
learning.

Why does a gap appear between policy and practice around using the
target language? One important reason may be that teachers do not feel
sufficiently confident or competent to use the foreign language for the
full range of functions that are created by activities and tasks in lessons.
Using only the foreign language requires that teachers have a repertoire
of language for classroom management and organisation, for discipline,
for giving feedback, for talking about language, and for chatting with
children more informally. To be confident in using the foreign language,
teachers need initial and in-service training that broadens their range of
language skills and keeps them up-to-date and fluent.

A further reason may be that, in asking for foreign language use only,
policy makers place teachers in a continual struggle against the natural
forces of communication between people. If teacher and class share a-
common mother tongue, then not to use that first language is very
unnatural. The age of young learners. may make use of the foreign
language feel even more unnatural. As we will see in the next section,
when we review evidence from studies of language use in classrooms,
language choice is often motivated by interpersonal factors. Again, this
does not mean that the foreign language cannot be used as the main
communicative means, but it does mean that it needs to be done
consciously and deliberately.

9.2 Patterns of first language use in foreign language
classrooms

9.2.1 Evidence about first language use

Empirical studies of language use in young learner classrooms are fairly
thin on the ground. Martin (1999) and Merrit et al. (1992) report on
primary classrooms, but on content, rather than FL lessons. Penningron
{x995) has useful data from secondary English classrooms in Hong
Kong, in which some of the children would fall into our §~12 year age
range. Hancock (1997) reports on Spanish learners of English who are
just beyond that, at 14 years of age. I also draw on some studies carried
out by Malaysian teachers as part of their final BA dissertations, and
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“anecdotal evidence from in-service training of teachers. From these
sources,. a fairly consistent picture emerges of language choice:
although the amount of mother tongue / foreign language varies, when
mother tongue is used in lessons, it is more likely to be used to manage
classroom activity and behaviour. Furthermore, although there is
variation in the patterns of language choice from one situation to
another, we can see that the motivation of any particular choice is
partly contingent i.e. made in the light of what is happening in the
moment, and partly a result of conventions or habits that the teacher
and class have developed over time. We can only understand those
choices by considering classroom action as taking place in a wider
social and institutional context.

Pennington’s study of eight teachers showed that their use of mother
tongue varied from almost none to almost the whole lesson {Pennington
1995). The amount used was not dependent on the teachers’ proficiency,
since they could all use English fluently and confidently. Rather, the
difference seemed to come from the teachers’ perceptions of their
pupils’ ability, and the status of the school. In high prestige schools with
academically able pupils, less first language was used. With less able
children, who may also be less motivated and well-behaved, there was
more ‘compensatory’ use of the first language.

Even when most of a lesson was carried out in the first language, the
core of language content — vocabulary and sentence patterns — remained
in the foreign language. The teacher in Pennington’s study who used
most first language still managed greetings and farewells to the pupils in
the foreign language. Functions of the use of first language that were
found in the researched classrooms are listed below:

Teachers’ use of the first language

explaining aspects of the foreign language;
translating words or sentences;

- giving instructions; ‘
checking understanding of concept, talk, text, instructions;
eliciting language;

focusing pupils’ attention;

testing;

talking about learning;

- giving feedback;

- disciplining and control; . |

- informal, friendly talk with pupils.

t

t
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Pupils’ use

- asking for help from teacher or peers;
— responding to teachér questions.

9.2.2 Interpreting patterns of first language use

The previous section has set out some answers to the question, When do
teachers and pupils use their first language in lessons? In this section, we
move on to ask: How can we explain these patterns of first language
usef Three possible ways of interpreting the patterns of language choice
are presented, two from Pennington’s work (x995, 1998) that focus on
functions and a further interpretation that focuses on the interpersonal
functions. Having set out possible interpretations, we can then proceed
to draw out iraplications for classroom practice. -

Choice of language as compensatory or strategic

In her 1995 paper, Pennington makes a distinction between compensa-
tory and strategic uses of the two languages available to teachers. In-
choosing to use a shared first language, teachers may compensate for
problems that they perceive with their pupils’ langnage level or ability,
or with discipline and motivation. First language use may also compen-
sate for teacher-related factors such as lack of confidence, preparation
or language proficiency. The ‘strategic’ motivations that Pennington
suggests are linked to creating and maintaining levels of formality and
informality in classroom discourse, and to structuring and controlling
lessons and behaviour.

We should note that the so-called compensatory uses of Lx are based
on perceived problems: in other words, they may or may not be real
problems, and they may be more or less serious than they are perceived
to be. It is important that we continually unearth and evaluate our
perceptions; if they remain unquestioned, there is a risk that teachers’
decisions are inappropriate.

Interpersonal factors in language choice

An alternative interpretation of the patterns of language choice in
classrooms arises if we examine the interpersonal motivations that may
lie behind any instance of language choice. In doing this, we move to
focus on how a particular choice of first or foreign language affects the
particular group of teachers and pupils. The choice of which language
to use will be influenced by previous choices and by the wider context.
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- At the same time, the choice of language adds to and creates a context
in which language is to be learnt. This learning context includes the
attitudes and values that pupils are encouraged to take to learning the
foreign language.

One way to think of interpersonal factors is as a combination of three
sub-factors: alignment, emphasis, and evaluation (Graumann 1990).
Fach of these three sub-factors can operate in any particular instance of
language use:

Alignment: The choice of first or foreign language for particular
functions can convey to pupils a sense of how much their teacher ‘is on
their side’ o, alternatively, wishes to distance him or herself from the
pupils’ concerns. If the teacher uses the first language in the foreign
language classroom, she or he may thereby create a feeling of being
aligned with the pupils. The alignment of teacher and pupils through
their shared language may then emphasise the ‘foreign-ness’ of the
target language. More positively, use of the shared language can
reassure pupils that the teacher understands their language learning
problems; it can emphasise shared language learning goals and values.

If the teacher uses the foreign language, this may emphasise the
distance between pupils, as novices in the FL, and the teacher, as more
competent. A positive, aligning use of the foreign language would be its
use as a shared means of communication and enjoyment of new skills.

My study of native speaker primary classrooms (Cameron 2001)
showed that teachers aligned themselves with pupils when they had to
do something potentially negative for the children, such as telling them
off or showing them where they had made mistakes. In the native
language, this threat to pupils’ self-esteem was mitigated through the
use of metaphorical language. In a foreign language classroom, it is
likely that a teacher might turn to first language to have a similar effect.
Teachers in different cultures will, of course, have differing views as to
what mighrt be a negative act.

Emphasis: The choice of first or foreign language may serve to empha-
sise the importance of what is being said. The use of first language to
control and discipline may underline the seriousness of the offence,
while using the foreign language may de-emphasise the importance, and
thus work only for less serious problems.

Evaluation: The choice of language also carries attitudes and values 1o
foreign language learning. A teacher who uses the foreign language only
for content of a lesson, and not for other purposes, reinforces the idea
that the foreign language is a ‘subject of study’ rather than a means of
communication.
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Summary

We can combine these different interpretations of language choice to
better understand what is going on in classrooms. Together, they remind
us that interpretations of content cannot be separated from the inter-
personal, and that the interpersonal is embedded in institutional and
social settings. Teachers make decisions as instructors, and as real
people interacting with other real people - their pupils, and as members
of a profession and the school as an institution. Any instance of
language choice is situated at the end of a long chain of socio~cultural
history: professional training, school policy and conventions that have

become established over years. And if we look forwards, rather than

backwards in time, any instance of choice will play a role in building up
the language learning context for the pupils.

Action and convention on any one level influence and are influenced
by action and convention at other levels of scale. Changes made to
action or convention at one level can affect any other level. In the next
section, we look in more detail at the most fine-grained level of
classroom interaction: how teachers and pupils respond to each other.
First, though, I pull together some implications from the consideration
of patterns of language choice in this section.

9.2.3 Interim implications

¢ In interpreting and changing patterns of language choice, we have to
consider individuals as acting within layers and scales of action and

history. - : _ 7 .

® When teaching children with very low levels of the foreign language,
as will often be the case with young learners, use of the first Janguage
may seem unavoidable. However, there are several reasons why we
should question this conclusion:

(i) Convention and accepted values in an education system may
mean that language choice is no longer questioned or challenged,
and the possibility that low level pupils could use more foreign

* language is not considered. :

(it} So-called ‘low level’ learners may struggle with the written
foreign language that they were taught through and assessed on,
but their spoken foreign language might not be so low”. For
younger learners, we have the opportunity to keep the oral
language as the major focus for several years, and pupils who will
struggle with the written forms are not so swiftly disadvantaged .~
and demotivated. o T

(i1i) Before adolescence, learners are less inhibited about using the
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foreign language in lessons, and so, although they do not know
much of the foreign language, they may be willing to use what
they have and try to communicate. A ‘low level’ young learner
and a ‘low level’ secondary pupil may know similar amounts of
the language but they are likely to be very different in personality
and attitude. '

9.3 Dynamics of language choice and use

9.41A dynamic view of Janguage choice

A dynamic view considers movement between languages in classroom
interaction, rather than just which language is used. To see the dynamics
of language choice, we have to look at quite a fine level of detail, within
and across turns of talk. At this scale, we will see how teachers talk and
respond to pupils and, vice versa, how pupils talk and respond to
teachers. In this talk, both teachers and pupils make choices about
which: language to use. They may also change, or switch, languages
during their talk. Switches and choices made at this micro-level build up
the patterns that we observe at the larger scales of the lesson and school
practice. Furthermore, if we want to change practice, the changes will
need to be made at this level.

8.3.2 Examples of !ahguage swilching in the foreign language
classroom

- In this section, examples from classroom talk are used to describe
movement between languages and to discuss why they might occur and
what they might build up to over longer timescales. The classroom data
used to illustrate language switching patterns that occur in -FL class-
rooms was collected by a Malaysian teacher. In this classroom, the
pupils are 1o-11 years old and share 2 common language, Bahasa
Melayu (BM), with their teacher. They are working with a short text
from their course book. Talk in first language is in bold, with a
translation following in #talics. The lesson is used only for illustration,
since one lesson does not give enough data to draw conclusions about
“the teacher’s practice.

Dynamic 1: Helping pupils understand by translating

Thé first extract shows a switching pattern used by the teacher
throughout the lesson. He regularly moved from the foreign language to
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the first language when he gave instructions to the pupils. He would
first give instructions in English, the target language, and then repeat all
or part of the instruction in the shared first language. :

T: OK/(.)now group one { . ) say a word that you do not understand { . }
perkataan yang kamu tak faham [z word that you do not understand)

T: now (.} when I point to the word I want you to put up your hand and say
the word (. ) OK?
sebut perkatataannya [say the word]

There is no problem here with the teacher having enough of the foreign
language; his instructions in English are clear and dccurate. The teacher
seems to feel that the pupils. need more help to understand the instruc-
tions; this would be a compensatory use of BM, which occurred in
giving instructions, and also sometimes, in asking questions. Repeated
switching from English to BM to translate information builds up a
dynamic in the talk that may have knock-on effects over time.

In interpersonal terms, this FL — Lx dynamic, or switching strategy,
aligns the- teacher with the pupils and emphasises key aspects of the .
instruction. However, although the strategy is helpful to the pupils in
the short term, it may be less helpful in the longer term. If a first
language translation regularly follows an instruction or command in
the foreign language, the children may come to recognise the pattern
and stop trying to understand the initial version in the foreign
language.

Can the dynamic be adjusted to be more helpful to language learning?
One alternative strategy for helping the understanding of instructions,
would be to ask a pupil to give an Lx version after the teacher’s FL
instructions. The pupil who replies is doing some useful language work,
and pupils who did not understand have a further chance. If this is a
regular pattern in classroom talk, pupils will listen more carefully to the
teacher’s instructions, not only to know what to do, bur also to get a
turn at translating. This small change in the dynamics of micro-level
talk could have an impact on learning in the longer term; further
research would be needed to measure this impact.

. Dynamic 2: Keeping to the same language

In the next extract, there is more complicated movement between first
and foreign languages as the teacher and pupils talk about strategies for
finding the meaning of new words.
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i

baik apa patut lita buat untuk mencart makna perkataan?
[ewbat must we do to find the meaning of words?]
cari dalam kamws [find in the dictionary]
good (.)
cari dalam kamus [find in the dictionary] (. )
you must use the { . ) dictionary (. )
now take out your dictionaries and try to find the word communites (. )
cepat! cari! [quick! find!]

R P

The teacher’s first question, in first language, is answered by a pupil in
first language (line 3), and this response is received with an English
word, good {kine 4), and then the pupil’s first language phrase is
repeated by the teacher {line 5). It is then repeated in English in line 6.
The next instruction (line 7) is then given by the teacher in English, with
a first language re-emphasis in the last line.

The dynamic at work in this extract seems to be the narural tendency
in talk to respond in the same language used by the previous participant;
when the teacher uses first language, the pupil naturally responds in first
language. Something similar seems to happen in the teacher’s second
turn when he repeats the pupil’s first language answer in a positive
feedback move. Although the first part of the feedback uses the English
word good, the pupil’s use of first language seems to have a strong
influence, leading the teacher to switch back to the first language, even
though the choice to stay in English was open to him. When we
investigate choice of language, we need to consider the implications of
both what does happen and what does not happen.

The participants in the talk are not equal partners in terms of their
‘power’ to make choices. The teacher, as the adult and the person with
more power in the classtoom discourse, can shift the language more
easily than a pupil can, and his choices thus have more impact on the
overall uses of the two languages. After he repeats the pupil’s sentence
(line 5), the teacher moves the language to English by translating it and
then giving the next instruction. This move is an example of the teacher
invoking his rights to choose which language to use. We can note how
his choice here, as elsewhere, results in particular language learning
opportunities for the pupils. The teacher’s conversational ‘power’ and
rights imply that the teacher also has a large part of the responsibility;
he can shift the language being used and should use that to maximise
foreign language learning.

Notice how in the last line, the previous dynamic of translating a
foreign language instruction into L1 recurs when the teacher repeats
part of his English instruction in first language. When combined with
the second dynamic we have observed, we see a very strong force for
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more and more use of the first language: if the teacher translates an
instruction or questions, the turn will finish in L1, and it is likely that
the next (pupil’s) tum will continue to use the Lx. -

Dynamic 3: Giving meaning through a first language equivalent

In the final extract, we see how the conceptualisation of vocabulary
Jearning as learning first language equivalents of new words provides an
underlying dynamic to the lesson. Something of the teacher’s view of
what it means to learn new words can be inferred from the process of
the lesson {although further information, such as interview data, would
be needed to confirm this). The pupils are first asked to underline new
words in the text, then they say the words to the teacher who writes
them on the board. The whole class then practises pronouncing the
words (before any work is done on the word meanings). The pupils then
turn to their dictionaries to find out the meanings. These are bilingual
dictionaries, i.e. they give first language translations of the words. The
extract shows talk around one of the new words and its meaning.

T: whatis community in the dictionary?
apa maksudnya? [what is the meaningf]

P: community maskarakat [comnmnity] -

T: ya(.)hidup berkumpulan {yes { ..} living in a group]
now what is colonies? :

bW N

Here we see two familiar dynamics.at work: in lines 1 and 2, the teacher
gives a first language translation of his English question; in lines'3 and
4, the pupil’s use of the first language is replied to in the same language.
I suggest that the third dynamic at work here is caused by the teacher’s
perception of learning vocabulary as finding an equivalent in the first
language. Through this dynamic, once again the language in use moves
back from the foreign language to the first language. Although we can
only describe what happened in this lesson, the teacher who recorded it,
and other teachers, who have read the transcript; affirm that this
understanding of vocabulary learning is not unusual. As we have said
before, teachers’ understandings of what they are doing.in lessons are
influenced by various factors in their histories and their working
situations.

The order of languages could again be reversed, so-that pupils might
suggest words in first language that may occur in the reading text. They
would then find, or be given, the foreign language equivalents to look
for in the passage. This strategy would put the focus of the cognitive
activity on to-the foreign language, increasing learning opportunities.
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- Summary

These classroom extracts have shown how the choice of which language
to use may be affected by:

— which language was used in the immediately preceding turn

— who is speaking and their conversational rights to shift the language

~ the norms and patterns of language choice that have built up over
time between the teacher and class. These conventions become a
further factor affecting future language choice.

9.4 Taking responsibility, making choices

9.4.1 Starting small

When we see that small-scale instances of language choice have their
roots in the larger social and historical context of foreign language
teaching, we may feel somewhat pessimistic about changing anything,
However, we should be reassured by current thinking about complex
systems, of which classroom language use would be an example. This
theory shows that very small changes at one level of action may well
generate large changes to the system. An individual teacher can adopt a
slightly different attitude to use of the foreign language, and this can
make a big difference to the language learning opportunities of pupils.

In this spirit, I want to suggest that helpful principles about which
language to use might be phrased as follows:

~ use as much of the target language as possible
— ensure that use of first language supports the children’s language learning

The next sections consider what these might mean in practice.

9.4.2 Teacher-led choice

It has become clear that the teacher, unavoidably, has ultimate responsi-
bility for the movement between languages that happens in a lesson,
and that teacher’s repeated patterns of choice contribute to constructing
the overall attitudes of the class towards the foreign language.

A teacher who adopts the above principles will conscicusly switch
back to the foreign language each time the discourse switches to Lijifa
pupil uses first language, the teacher can answer in the foreign language,
as happens in North American immersion classes with children new to
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the language of education. In this respect, teachers who speak the"
language of their pupils are at an advantage over native speakers of the -
foreign language, who cannot offer pupils their ideas back in the new
language. The teacher will find ways to carry out classroom activities
that do not rely on first language use. .

Explaining new language

When new words or sentence patterns are encountered, pupils need
support to work out their meaning and, as with the teacher whose
lesson we looked at above, many teachers may feel that they can helpin .
this process by giving a translation -into first language. In some

countries, text books may present new words in lists with theic fist”

langnage equivalents, and we do know that this is a relatively efficient
way to learn vocabulary, at least for older learners who can read
(Nation and Waring 1997). ' _ '

There are, however, many other ways to support a child’s search for. |
the meaning of new words and sentences, as we have seen in earlier .
chapters. Many language items that children will meet can be under-
stood through pictures, video, actions or gestures, and, once past the:
initial stages, new items can be explained through previously learnt
language. We should remember how helpful it is to repeat talk in the
foreign language, in exactly the same form, as well as in slightly
different ways. : :

Translation into first language can be used in ways that support
foreign language learning, as when a pupil translates from the foreign
language used by the teacher, as a check of understanding. A further
idea is for the teacher to translate ali of a sentence except the new word;
this provides the pupils with 2 linguistic context that can sapport their -
working-out of the meaning of the new word. _

If first language equivalents of words are given on first. meeting, then
it is possible to give further information in the foreign language, such as -
sentences with the word in use or frequent collocates. In the third.
extract, the teacher added “living in a group’ in first language, but this
would probably be understood in the foreign language. He might also
have added: communities look after each other. Monks live in religious
communities. '

Giving instructicns

When a lesson involves a change of activity, such as children moving- -
intd groups-or starting a new task, use. of first language may be
motivated by efficiency or by helping particular pupils who do not
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understand. Often the instructions to an activity may be more complex
than the activity itself: a simple board game may require complicated
instructions about taking turns or penalties for landing in certain
spaces. In this case, it may be justified to give beginners instructions in
the first language, with a parallel foreign language version that is simple
and repeated in the same form each time the game is played, so that it
becomes familiar and gradually understood.

Instructions can be supported with pictures relevant to key stages, left
on the board or the wall in the rightorder to act as a reminder. For
example, if children are to talk in a group, then write their own story
and then tell their story to the group, the first picture would show a
group of children talking, the second a lone child writing and the third a
child telling a story to the group. Times could be added too.

Checking understanding

Checking that children have understood explanations and instructions
is important for class management and for learning; too often, children

*come back after an activity has started and ask what they were to do.
Teachers can use a range of strategies other than just asking ‘did you
understand?” which will usually get the reply ‘yes’, even if this is not the
case.

Pupils can be asked to explain what they have just heard to a partner
to cross-check their understanding. Individuals or pairs might draw a
picture to show their understanding. If pictures have been used to
support explanations or instructions, understanding can be checked by
asking pupils to select the correct picture or to arrange pictures in the
right order.

As mentioned above, one pupil can be asked to explain the teacher’s
talk to everyone else, in first language if necessary.

Talk about leaming

Talk about learning would seem to be a clear example of where, use of
the first language might actively support the foreign langnage learning.
First language might well be supportively used in discussing how
children like to learn, good study habits, why the foreign language
should be used as much as possible, why sometimes making mistakes
does not matter, and so on.

Talk about language

In metatalk, i.e. talk about language, foreign language terms can be
gradually introduced, but there will be times when an explanation in first
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language can have an immediate impact on foreign language learning,
for example, in describing the structure of a particular type of text.

Children can enjoy making comparisons between first and foreign -
languages, pointing out. words that are similar ‘or very different,
showing how the two languages work differently, e.g. to create plurals.

When any explanatory talk is done in the first language, it can be
summarised in simple, clear sentences in the foreign language. The next
time round, the foreign language explanation might be given first. In
this way, each experience with the foreign language is contributing to a
gradual building up of language for classroom management and for
metalanguage in the foreign language.

Feedback

As we saw in the section on alignment, above, first language may be
chosen for correcting children as a way of ‘softening’ the negative
statements. However, in such situations, tone of voice and expression
convey the teacher’s attitude and so foreign language feedback can be
effective. It is also useful for children to learn phrases that they can use
with each other in group and pair work.

Discipline

While non-serious instances of misbehaviour such as noisiness can be
dealt with in the foreign language through phrases learnt over time,
there may be more serious breaches of discipline that require use of first
language. It is in these situations, that the ‘pretend’ nature of the foreign
language lesson stands out most clearly. When teacher and pupils use
the foreign language, they are in some sense out of character. When
discipline is called for, it is as if teacher and pupil have to leave the
pretend climate of the lesson and be real people in their real world for
the seriousness. On the other hand, a colleague of mine reports being
very effectively told off in the foreign language by a particularly
ferocious teacher ~ we should note that the effect of this was strong
demotivation!

Informal talk

In the literature, use of first language was frequently noted as occurring
between teacher and pupils when they were talking informally at the
end of Jessons, or ‘off record” (Hancock 1997). Again, it would be
possible for the teacher to use the foreign language to respond to pupils’
first language, at least sometimes.
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Making language choice conscious

The last two contexts of use emphasise the ‘pretend’ nature of using the
foreign language in a school classroom. Rather than trying to ignore
this, we might use it to make pupils more aware of their language use. A
teacher in Malta told of how she asked the children to pretend to be like
robots with a switch that they could toggle between English and
Maltese. Once she had set this up in the children’s imagination, she
could just remind them by saying, ‘Switch to Englishr. »

- A class mascot who ‘only’ understands the foreign langnage (Scott
and Ytreberg 1990) has been successfully used in classes in Malta and
Norway. The class may have a teddy bear who comes out éach lesson
and sits on the teacher’s table. Children are told that they should use the
foreign language so that the teddy can understand them, and young
children up to about 9 years old are usually happy to go along with this
idea. The mascot can even become a useful talking partner for the
" teacher in demonstrating dialogues and new language!

9.5 Summary

In this chapter on language choice and use, we have seen that a range of
types of pressure may lead participants in foreign language lessons to
use the first language, but that it is possible to counterbalance these
forces with deliberate tactics. The teacher has the power and responsi-
bility to ensure that such tactics are led by learning principles, and it has
been suggested that whichever language is used should be deliberately
chosen to maximise language learning opportunities. We have seen that,
with this principle in place, the first language can sometimes have a
positive role to play in foreign language lessons.
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10 Assessment and language learning

10.1 Issues in assessing children’s language [earning

10.1.7 Introduction

The nature of children’s foreign language learning might be expected to
generate a range of assessment issues in need of attention. Factors such
as the following might make the business of assessmg young learners
dlfferent from assessment practices in other FL situations:

° Age: children’s motor, linguistic, social and conceptual development
must be taken into account in designing and implementing assessment.

o Content of language learning: a focus on oral skills, vocabulary
development and language use at discourse level.

o Methods of teaching: interactive use of games, songs, rhymes, stories
to carry language content and practice.

e Aims: programmes for young learners often cite social and cross-
cultural aims, as well as language learning aims.

o Learning theories: e.g. zone of proximal development; learnmg
through social interaction, able to do more with helpful other.

A survey of the sparse information that is available on young learner
assessment (but see Rea-Dickins zooo) suggests that assessment prac-
tices, far from taking careful account of the above factors, may find
themselves in conflict with them. In this first section, macro-level and
then more micro-level conflicts- are identified. Section 1o.2 sets out
principles for assessment that emerge from our learning-centred perspec-
tive. Key concepts in assessment are explained in section 10.3. In section
10.4, we consider techniques other than testing that teachers can use to
assess children’s language learning. Section 10.§ discusses self-assessment
in the young learner classroom. Section 10.6 considers how the cutcomes
of assessment can be used to support learning through feedback to
children. The chapter concludes with some thoughts on the impact of
assessment practices on children’s motivation and future learning.

10.1.2 The social realities of assessment

Social realities, in the form of political, commercial and cultural
dynamics underlie several conflicts around the role of assessment in
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. language teaching and learning, particularly when we are concerned

with assessing children. ' :

. It would seem reasonable to require assessment to serve teaching, by
providing feedback on pupils’ learning that would make the next

. teaching event more effective, in a positive, upwards direction. Teaching
and learning needs should dictate the form and timing of assessment. In
practice, the scenario is quite different: assessment seems to drive
teaching by forcing teachers to teach what is going to be assessed. And

* this happens around the world, with young learners as well as older
students. Three examples will illustrate the power of assessment over

teaching and over learning. ‘ :

In England, after decades without any national testing requirement at
primary level, the government introduced a national curriculum and
assessment at age 7, 11 and 14, with baseline assessment on entry to
school at age 5. Initially, assessment tasks. were designed to involve the
-+ children in familiar activities and enable the teacher to assess each child,
but these were soon reduced to paper and pencil tests taken in exam
" conditions. Practice books are bought in newsagents by anxious
- parents, and, increasingly, ¢lassroom work in Year 6 (age To—11 years)
. Is preparation for the attainment tests. As I write this; parents and

teachers have begun to protest at the ‘stress” being felt by seven year old
children, and to ask for a review of assessment procedures.
In Malaysia, the communicative English language syllabus becomes
in practice a formal, grammar-based syllabus, -because the examination
at Year 6 is grammar-based, and parents and headteachers demand that
pupils are prepared for the examination. From the age of 7, pupils are
tested every month, every term and every year. The marks are used in
some schools to place children in different classes and different groups
. within a class. The test results do not impact on teaching, because the
next stage of the syllabus {or course book) will be tested in the mext
-examination. The testing practices and the syllabus together determine
what a child will experience in lessons, with little room for taking
raccount of his or her individual needs. ‘
~ On a global scale, a relatively new test for young learners developed
by UCLES has' taken off rapidly, mostly through private language
schools. One hundred and fifty thousand: children world-wide are
expected to take the test in the year 2000, with particularly large
numbers in China and in South America, but also in Pakistan, Bangla-
' 'desh and European countries. Although the test assesses a child’s
progress rather than awarding a pass / fail, parents often want to know
whether their child has ‘passed’. The Examination Syndicate produces,a
list of words and topics that will be tested. Books of past papers are
being published and will no doubt be worked through by anxious
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children preparing for the tests. It will be increasingly difficult for a
teacher or language school to teach topics or vocabulary thart are not on
that list because they may reduce their pupils’ chances of success in the -
test. Changing an international test is a long process, because new items
must be validated against old ones so that scores are comparable.
Inevitably and inexorably, the test, however well' intentioned and
planned, concretises language teaching by diminishing the opportunity
for creativity in the classroom.

In the world of foreign language teaching, assessment, usually in the
form of ‘testing’, has become a multi-million dollar global business, in
which the need for internationally recognised certification of language
proficiency works with learners’ or their parents’ understandable
demands to see proof of the outcomes of their struggle to learn and the-
money they have invested in it. In turn, the market-driven development
of quality tests relies on and supports the development of research and
theory around language testing. As a result, the academic field is
peopled with intellectuals who progressively complexify the concepts
and techniques to such an extent that the language teacher or teacher
trainer finds it difficult to make sense of what is written, let alone to ask
critical quéstions. It is an irony that testing experts can increasingly only
talk to and understand each other, when, around the world, on a daily
and weekly basis, teachers who are largely untrained in testing write
and mark tests that determine the learning opportunities of millions of
children.

The dynamics of the interacting worlds of leamners, academia and
commerce combine to produce effects of testing on language learning
that are felt throughout the system. This "washback’ from assessmrent to
learning has an impact on individual learners, teachers and the wider
system:

o stress is placed on children by the demands of assessment;
e individual children’s learning needs are downgraded in the push to
" cover the syllabus or course book before the next assessment;
o classroom activity is restricted to test preparation;
¢ educational change is limited by the power of the assessment
machinery.

Not all washback effects are negative. We might argue that children will
encounter stress anyway in their educational lives, and thar well-
designed assessment may help them learn how to cope with more
stressful examinations later in life. We know, too, that some ideas for
educational change may be over-optimistic or just plain silly; good
assessment may prevent damage to children’s learning opportunities
from irresponsible change. The power of assessment to change practice
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- can be used positively and innovative testing can increase attention to
neglected aspects of learning, as happened when oral skills were
assessed for the first time in English schools. Test results provide useful
feedback to stake-holders — governments and parents — about how well
children are being taught, and about the effectiveness of policy and
schools. Comparison of school results can highlight where pupils are
underachieving that might otherwise not be noticed, and thus lead to
improvements in learning opportunities.

The various realities of assessment in education create an uncomfor-
table scenaric for advocates of learning-centred teaching. We have to
recognise that these assessment realities derive from cultural and
commercial factors that cannot be ignored, and that will change only
slowly, if at all. Given this background, our concern must be to under-
stand the impact of assessment on teaching, and its variations in different
cultures, mwm benefits for learning.

10.1.3 Classroom realities

When we move from macro-level scenarios to what actually happens in
schools and classrooms, we find evidence of further conflicts in assessing
children’s language learning.

A survey by Rea-Dickins and Rixon (1999) of 120 teachers and
teacher trainers, mostly from Europe, revealed that the vast majority
(93%) of the teachers do assess children, with the stated purpose of
helping their teaching (87%). Most of this assessment is prepared by
classroom teachers, who are also mostly responsible for marking and
record-keeping. However, when they investigated what was being
assessed and bow, Rea-Dickins and Rixon found ‘a mismatch .
between curricular aims, pedagogy, and test content’ (1999: 96). The
focus for most of the assessment was on children’s achievements in
language learning, rather than on other curricular aims such as
increased language awareness or social awareness. Moreover, by far the
most frequently used method of assessment was_the paper-and-pencil _
tesl:NtEEt'iﬁ_gfsTﬁgle items of vocabuldry and grammar through single
“Sentences. The content and method of this type of assessment contrasts
vividly with the classroom experience of children who have ledrnt
language through participation in discourse-level stories and _and_songs.
Rea-Dickins and Rixon note the mismatch in lével of text, but we
should also note the disjuncture between the interactive learning
environment and the non-interactive, solo experience of doing z test.

A further. contrast that emerges from the survey is between the
attenition to oral skills in the classroom and in Aassessment. Very few of
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that what was assessed was what was relatvely “easy’ to assess. It is

much easier to develop written tests than assessments of spoken’

language. Since the rise of communicative language teaching in the:

1980s, testers have been struggling with how to assess oral skills, and -

spoken tests are now becoming available over the telephone and
computer. On the ground, in schools and classrooms, because it is much
more difficult to devise and mark oral assessments fairly, most assess-
ment js still carried out on paper. It is possible that a requirement for
grades and marks to show progress forces teachers into using written
tests, perhaps with the unfortunate consequence of concentrating
teaching on the written forms before children are able to cope with the
demands that would make.

Elsewhere, Rea-Dickins and Rixon draw attention to the more
advanced assessmoent practices that can be found in use with English as a
Second Language (ESL} and first language children, and suggest that
assessment of children’s foreign language learning can draw on this work
to improve methodology (Rea-Dickins and Rixonr 1997). We return to
the possibilities offered by these neighbouring fields later in the chapter.

Before that, the issues that have been identified in this section are

used to generate some guiding principles for the assessment of children’s .

foreign language learning.

10.2 Principles for assessing children’s language learning

10.2.7 Assessment should he seen from a leammgacentred
perspective .

We should at this point restate the learning-centred perspective of the

book so that it can be applied to assessment. We have been building up
a picture of foreign language teaching that has chlldre&arnmg in the
centre, trying to understand how classroom activities and talk Wi

expenenced by children. We have emphasised. children’s willingness tQ
partlcxpatf: in social interaction and their drive to make sense of the
activities and talk they engage in. A Vygérskyan perspective on learning

empha51ses that | learning occurs in social contexts and through interac-. .

tion_with_helpful aduits or.other children. As we have examined the
development of different aspects of forelgn language knowledge and
skills, the approach has been to examine how children’s pamc1panon
and engagement can provide opportunities for changes in these lan-

guage resources that we would call ‘learning’, including the internalisa- -

tion (Vygotsky 1962.) or appropriation (Wertsch 1998) by the individual
child of language used first with other people. Vygotsky turned ideas of
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- assessment around by insisting that we do not get a true assessment of a
child’s ability by measuring what she or he can do alone and without
help; instead, he suggested that what a child can do with helpful others
llggé,pggdést_s the next stage i le4fning afid §ives a befter assessment.of .
€

amning. This kind of ‘scaffolded assessment’ (Gipps 1994) is far
~Temoved from the child seated n silent 1solation to take a test.

10.2.2 Assessment should support learning and teaching

If learning is our central concern, then, in an ideal world, assessment
should contribute to the learning process, for both an individual child
and for the class. From the three examples in the first section of the
impact of assessment, we can see that, even when a supportive relation-
ship between assessment and teaching / learning is intended, social
realities can rapidly push the relationship into something quite different.
In order to be more in control of the relationship between assessment
and learning, teachers need to have a clear understanding of language
learning processes and of the socio-cultural context in which they
operate. They can then predict the impact of assessment on their
teaching and plan accordingly. If the picture of language learning can be
communijcated to learners and their parents, then it may also help
parents to understand what assessment can tell them and what its limits
are. ’
Metaphors help us in comstructing and communicating ideas and
concepts, and | want to suggest a possible metaphor for language
learning. In second language acquisition research over the last decades,
the metaphoric view of language learning as the building of a higher
and higher tower of bricks, through the accumulation of bits of
grammar and vocabulary, has shifted to a more organic view of
language learning as growth and development. At several points in the
book a metaphor of plant growth has been applied to foreign language
learning. We extend it now to assessment, visualising roots of language
knowledge spreading out to support increasing use of the language. The
plant develops through the nutrients it absorbs from its environment
and different types of growth occur at different points in its life cycle.
Assessment asks how well the plant is growing. However, growth is.not
just about the height of the plant, but concerns the strength of its root
system, the quality of its leaves, the number and richness of the flowers.
We would want to avoid the kind of assessment that involves pulling up
the seedling to see how far the roots have grown and that, in doing so,
slows down the very growth we want to happen. This might be a
parallel with grammar-based tests that prevent more communicative
approaches to teaching. Instead, we would want to find some
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‘non-invasive’ methods of assessment that indicate learning; it is un-
likely that a single measure will suffice to describe overall growth.

Thinking through the metaphor suggests a basic principle that assess-
ment should not disrupt learning. We can go further than this negative
requirement and ask that it positively support learning. There are
various ways in which assessment can have positive effects:

o the process and outcomes of assessment can motivate learners;

e an assessment activity can provide 2 helpful model of language use;

e an assessment activity, and feedback from it, can support further
learning;

o the outcomes of assessment can help teachers plan more effective
lessons; o ’

o the outcomes of assessment can inform the evaluation and improve-
ment of courses and programs.

The principle of support will force us to look carefully at what
opportunities an assessment activity offers for learning.

10.2.3 Assessment is more than testing

A gardener continuously assesses how well various plants are growing, -
noticing changes and judging what they mean by bringing past experi-
ence and knowledge to what is seen. Similarly, a skilled teacher
continuously assesses pupils’ learning through what s/he notices and
how s/he interprets these observations in the light of experience and
knowledge. It is not necessary to test children to understand how much
they have learnt — or at Jeast it is not necessary to do it too often. There
are other, supportive, ways to assess language learning that go beyond
testing, either the simple classroom test or the more stringent national or
international test. Such ‘alternative assessment’ techniques include ob-
servation, portfolios, and self-assessment (O°’Malley and Valdez Pierce
1996), and we will look at some in more detail later in the chapter.

Once again though, we should note that such skilled assessment of
learning is not a trivial matter, but needs training and refining over
several years.

10.2.4 Assessment should be congruent with learning

By ‘congruent’ I mean that assessment should fit comfortably with
children’s learning experience. On the whole, it is fairer to assess children
on the basis of what they have been taught and bow, using assessment
activities that are familfar to children from their classroom experience.
This principle suggests that assessment should, like reaching and
learning, be interactional rather than an isolated, solo experience.
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- McNamara {x996) discusses the neglect of social interaction within
testing of older learners; working with children highlights the issue even
more strongly. We also need to ensure adequate oral assessment of
disconrse skills. '

70.2.5 Children and parenté should understand assessment issues

Even if individual teachers want to convert their understandings of
learning into new assessment practices, nothing can change without the
support and involvement of key players: the learners themselves and
their parents. In current terminology, they are prime ‘stakeholders’ in
the educational process. As we examine techniques for assessment, we
will emphasise the need for children to understand the purposes of
activities and to play a role in them. Self-assessment can be a part of
. learning from the beginning, and can contribute to the development
of self-motivated and self-directed learners at later stages.

Teachers are restricted in the individual decisions they can take on
_assessment; often, in fact, they can take no decisions because there are
national regulations that must be followed. In some situations, though,
* decisions are left to schools, perhaps about how to prepare children for
-national examinations or how often to assess in between national tests.

Then teachers can be involved in constructing school policy that is built
on learning-centred principles. School policy on assessment must of
course take account of parents’ demands, but also has a responsibility
to inform and educate parents about the theories of learning that
underpin a school’s teaching. Parents around the world want the best
for their children, but this often manifests itself as wanting the same as
happened in their own schooling. Parents need to know what teachers
are doing and why; the effort it takes to explain will be repaid by
parental support for teachers. Even stronger support can be had if
teachers explain and model what parents can do to help their children.
For example, the Malaysian parents involved in the literacy project
mentioned in Chapter 6 came to understand that reading story books to
their children could help develop literacy skills more effectively than
testing spellings at the early stages, and so started buying story books
for them instead of the activity books they used to buy. At the very least,
parents can see how they can most effectively help children cope with
examinations, and teachers can explain how assessment activities other
than tests provide information on children’s learning.

Having set up in the first two sections the background for the
assessment of children’s language learning, in terms of issues and
principles, this section will clarify some of the important concepts and
terms needed for deeper discussion of assessment.
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10.3 Key concepts in assessment

10.3.1 Assessment testing — evaluation

We have already seen that tests are just one technique or method of
assessment. The other term that needs differentiating is evaluation.
Evaluation refers to a broader notion than assessment, and refers to a
process of systematically collecting information -in order to make a
judgement {Rea-Dickins and Germaine 1982: 22). Evaluation can thus
concern a whole range of issues in and beyond language education:
lessons, courses, programs, and skills can all be evaluated. If we were to
evaluate a course, we would need to collect many different types of
information: course documentation, observation of lessons, interviews
with pupils and teachers, course feedback questionnaires, examination
results. Analysing and combmmg the different types of information
would enable a judgement to be made about the success, or viability, or
cost-effectiveness, of the course.

Assessment is concerned with pupils’ leamning or performance, and
thus provides one type of information that might be used in evaluation.
Testing is' a particular form of assessment, that is concerned with
measuring learning through performance.

70.3.2 Formative and summative assessment

A usefu] distinction in assessment is made in terms of the purpose and
use of assessment information. Formative assessment aims to inform
on-going teaching and learning by providing immediate feedback. A
teacher who assesses pupils’ understanding of a listening text and uses
the outcomes to change her plan and give more practice before moving
on to a speaking activity, is carrying out formative assessment. Ideally,
formative assessmnent should influence both teaching and learning by
giving feedback to both teacher and learners (Gipps 1994).

Summative assessment, on the other hand, aims to assess leaming at
the end of a unit, term, year, or course, and does not feed back Into the
next round of teachmg

The formative / summative distinction is hardly visible in the current
state of child langnage learning assessment (Rea-Dickins and Rixon
1997). In order to become better defined they suggest that a wider
repertoire of techniques is needed and attention to closing the gap
between pedagogy and assessment practices is highlighted in section
10.1.3 above.
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'10.3.3 Diagnostic and achievernent assessment

Many assessment activities .provide both formative and summative
information, but it is helpful to be clear as to the primary purpose and
use of an assessment because this can affect what kind of information
the activity needs to produce. An assessment of pronunciation skills that
is formative will need to tell us where pupils are having difficulty so that
the teacher can decide how to give extra practice; a test that gives a list
of marks will not help the teacher make such decisions, but an activity
that produces a description of each child’s performance will. This
example highlights the distinction between assessing achlevement, ie.
what a learner can do, and diagnostic assessment that aims to establish
what a child can and cannot yet do, so that further learning opportu-
* nities can be provided.

1 'O. 3. 4 Criterion-referenced and norm-referenced assessment

If we assess learners’ achievement, we can produce a ranking of learners
which says that child X has learnt more than child Y and less than child
Z; this would be norm-referenced. Alternatively, we can compare 2
lea.rners performance, not to other learners, but to a set of criteria of
éxpected performance or-learning targets. Criterion-referenced assess-
ment can match the child’s performance against an expected response
on an item, or it may make use of a set of descriptors along a scale, on
which a learner is placed. ESL assessment in Australia makes use of a
set of ‘bandscales’ on which a learner is placed through performance on
classroom tasks (McKay 1995).

Examples of a statement about expected response and a descriptive
scale are given in respect of speaking skills. In the first example, taken
from the Cambridge Test for Young Learners (UCLES 1999), the learner
is asked simple questions by an examiner. The criterion used to assess
- the child’s speaking skills is the production of answers in single words or
short phrases, and is rated on ‘interactive listening ability, pronunciation
and production of words and phrases” (UCLES 1999: 12).
" 'In the second example, teachers assessing the oral skills of second
language learners are given a six-level scale on which they can place
each learner (O’Malley and Valdez Pierce 1996). The sub-scale for
fluency has the following descriptor statements:

* repeats words and phrases;
speaks in single word utterances and short partterns;
speaks hesitantly because of rephrasing and searching for words;
speaks with occasiona] hesitation;

PP
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5. speaks with near-native fluency; any hesitations do not interfere
with communication;
6. speaks fluently.
(O’Malley and Valdez Pierce 1996: 68)

Criterion-referencing of learners’ performance relies, of course, on
expected normis, but the distinction is.useful and is important for our
principle of wanting assessment to support learning. While norm-
referencing may motivate some children to do better than their peers
and move up the ranking, it may have a negative effect on a much larger
proportion of the children. Giving feedback on assessment in terms of
how well you are doing relative to others does not help you know how
to do better. A band scale like the second example is potentially much
more helpful because it gives a picture of the process of learning that
each learner will move through and thus lets a learner see where they
are compared to more expert performance. However, to be useful in this
way means that such scales must be very well researched and it is likely
that, while a very specific description will be more useful, an increase in
precision also makes the scale less reliably applicable to individuals.

10.3.5 Validity

The concepts of reliability (see below) and validity are used to describe
_-the technical quality of assessment practices. They are more often
applied to testing, although are also tmportant in alternative assessment.
Validity is the more important, particularly in alternative assessment,
and concerns how far an assessment assesses what it claims to. If a test
does not measure what it claims to, then there are clearly dangers in
using it (Gipps 1994). In order to evaluate the validity of an assessment,
we must compare the skills or knowledge that we want to assess with
what is actually assessed, and also examine the claims made about
pupils’ ability from their performance in the assessment. Consider a
simple test that showed children various pictures of objects to name in
the foreign language as a test of vocabulary. Suppose the pupils being
tested had learnt the word ‘mzlk’ and linked it to the cartons of milk
that they regularly buy from their supermarket. If the test picture for
milk showed a glass bottle on 2 doorstep {as milk is experienced by a
child in the UK, although increasingly. infrequently!), then the testee
may well not be able to answer. Rather than testing knowledge of the
vocabulary item, the test was testing knowledge of another culture. It
would thus not be valid as a test of the word milk.

If an assessment omits some aspects of what is being assessed, its
validity can also be reduced. For example, if we claim to have assessed a
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child’s swriting skills but only give a mark for spelling and neatness, and
omit discourse level skills of organisation and sequencing, this would
not be a valid assessment.

It will be clear that the assessment of young children’s, mostly oral,
language Ieammg is not validly done through pencil and paper tests that
require written responses (see section 10.1.3).

To make sure an assessment is as valid as possible, we need to think
very carefully about what exactly we want to assess, what exactly the
proposed assessment will assess, and what can be claimed from the
outcomes of the assessment.

" Validity has also been extended to include considerations of the social
consequences of assessment (Messick 1989), in asking whether the uses
to which results of assessment are put are justified by the nature of the
assessment. For example, assessment can be used to select pupils, to
stream pupils by grouping together those with similar results, or to
take some pupils out of the mainstream and into special educational
units. Tests or assessments should not be used for purposes they were not
designed for without checking on their validity in the new circumstances.

10.3.6 Reliability

Reliability measures how well a test or assessment assesses what it
claims to: would the assessment produce the same results if it were
taken by the same pupils on different occasions, or if the same test or
assessment was scored by different people? (Gipps and Stobart 1993).

When applied to tests that produce numerical marks, reliabilicy can
be checked by statistical comparison of performances on two similar
tests a few days apart. However, this method would not work for
criterion-referenced assessments because individuals may not be widely
spaced across the results.

It should be clear that reliability can be affected by the conditions
under which pupils are assessed, and thus by what teachers do when
they explain assessment activities to puplls (Glpps 1994). Relizbility is
increased by being very explicit about instructions to pupils and, in
scoring, by moderation, i.e. having markers score the same scripts urmi
they mark consistently in the same way.

Validity and reliability can be conflicting needs for assessment
techniques and procedures. The most reliable assessments will be pencil
and paper tests in which each item measures only a single aspect of a
skill and which give each testee a numerical mark. But the most valid
assessments will be those that collect a lot of information about
performance on several aspects of a skill. When validity is increased,
reliability decreases. The validity / reliability conflict echoes that
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described in section 10.x1.2, and creates a real dilemma for education,
that is being felt across America and Europe, between political move-
ments to use assessment to increase the quality of education by
monitoring national standards via tests, and new approaches to assess-
ment in which teachers and pupils use a range of techniques to feed
back into setting targets and motivating learners (Gipps 1994). Gipps
suggests that the way through this conflict lies in careful identification
of the purposes and uses of assessment, so that a suitable balance of
validity and reliability can be found for each instance. :

10.3.7 Faimess

Faimess, or ‘equity’ (Gipps 1994), needs to be considered in the design
and use of assessment. In the first section, we saw something of the
power of assessment:

& in shaping the curriculum and pedagogy;
¢ in affecting pupils’ motivations and sense of themselves as learners;
e in awarding certificates, setting and streaming;
e and, in some situations, controlling access to the next stage of
education. ‘
{based on Gipps 1994: 144)

Furthermore, assessment in children’s language learning, as part of their
early experience, can influence whether or not pupils choose to continue
learning the foreign language or whether they lose interest and motiva-
tion. Because assessment potentially has such a powetful ‘washback’
effect on children’s lives, issues of fairness must be taken seriously.
Equity principles require that children are given plenty of chances to
show what they can do, and that their language learning is assessed
through multiple methods. It is important in planning and designing
assessments that the content is scrutinised to make sure that culturally
unfamiliar pictures or concepts do not reduce children’s chances ‘to
demonstrate their language learning. The types of questions, test items,
or assessment tasks should also be familiar to pupils, if they are to show
their ability to best advantage. Children who have not played games in
their classrooms would be at a severe disadvantage if tested through

game-like activities (Dossena 1997). Where assessment requires oral =

production, we need to be aware of how children’s willingness to talk to
adults can vary, and how different children may come to interview-type
assessments with very different previous experience of talking to adults
on a 1~1 basis. Instructions to children also need to be carefully planned
and given, if they are to have equal chances to achieve on the assessment.

Scoring and recording the outcomes of assessment also need to be
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" carried out with attention to fairness, so that, for example, observing
children. in activities to assess their oral skills is not biased by their
behaviour, or appearance, or gender.

10.3.8 Planning the assessment of children's language fearning

The concepts discussed in this section matter for classroom assessment
as well as for large-scale testing. Points of importance from this section
can be summarised as a checklist of questions around assessment that
teachers can use when planning assessment and to help decide what
types of assessment are appropriate.

Questions to guide assessment planning

Purposes and objectives of assessment

Which aspect(s) of language learning do I want to assess?

How does this relate ro the learning experience of the children?
What do I want to use the assessnent cutcomes for?

Who else.will use the outcomes? and for what purposes?

Methods of assessment

How will information be gathered to assess the aspect(s) of language?
How will the information that is collected be interpreted?

How will pupils be involved in gathering the information?

Quality management in assessment

How can I make sure the assessment is valid?
How can I make sure the assessment is reliable?
How can ! make sure the assessment is fair?

Feedback

Who will I share the assessment ourcomnes with?
How will [ communicate the outcomes of assessment?

Uses of assessment

Howr will the outcomes of assessment inform future teaching, planning and
learning opportunities?

Impact of the assessment

What washback effects from assessment to teaching may occur?

What will the impact be on pupils’ motivation?
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The next section will focus on methods and content of assessment, and
on the kind of inferences that can be made from information collected
during assessment.

10.4 Teacher assessment of language learning

At this point in the chapter, we leave testing to one side (see Rea-
Dicking 2000) and focus on teacher assessment of language knowledge
and skills in classroom situations. Earlier chapters of the book are
reflected upon in assessment terms.

10.4.1 Assessing in refation to goals

In Chapter 2, I emphasised the importance of having clear language
learning goals for classroom activities, and the emphasis was reiterated
in connection with stories and themes as holistic, integrative methods
for language teaching. By making goals explicit, it was argued, we have
a check on the potential value of each lesson to the pupils. These same
goals will make assessment a much more straightforward process
because they can act as a target or focus against which we can measure
what was actually learnt. We may decide to assess all goals together, or
each separately.

There are some simple, informal ways of assessing learning that will
work with very young children. For example, if goals include learning
the names of apimals (as in Chapter 3), assessment might be done
during teaching using simple techniques such as:

understanding  The child listens to a word and points to the
picture.
The child listens to 3 animal words and
chooses 3 pictures in the same sequence.
production Teacher points, child says the animal word.
Pairs ‘test’ each other with picture cards,
teacher observes.

For children, informal assessment like this will not feel threatening. For
the teacher, learning activities become assessment activities when there
is a clear assessment focus, i.e. some specific aspect of language learning
is attended. Assessment requires the focused use of skills that are also
essential to teaching: finely tuned observation and systematic, detailed
record-keeping. We consider each in turn.
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10.4.2 Selecting an assessment focus,

The focus of assessment is the precise aspect of language that is being
attended to and assessed or measured. For example, in attending to how
well a child recalls a word and its meaning, the teacher may also decide
to attend to pronunciation. When the focus is discourse rather than
words, as in the task analysed in Chapter 3, the focus may be on
interactional skills, such as turn-taking or answering questions, on
discourse organisation of extended talk or writing, or on the gramma-
tical complexity or accuracy of the language produced by a child
{Skehan 1996).

There may be more than one focus; in the assessment of writing, both
word-level accuracy and discourse organisation may be considered.
Knowing that each focus is to be attended to will help ensure that
assessment is fair and valid, because each can be assessed separately and
the effect of one on assessment of the other can be minimised. When
oral language is assessed, however, it can be difficult to observe or
attend to more than one assessment focus. One solution is to make a
recording of children’s talk to assess later. ‘

An important consideration in assessing language learning is whether
the language is to be assessed in or out of the original learning context.
For example, a child will learn bere, there, everywhere in the context of
‘Old McDonald had a farm’ — the song is the original learning context
of those adverbs. But knowing them and being able to produce them in
that context is only a first step in the learning. If we observe whether or
not the child sings them in the song, we have assessed his or her learning
of the words in the original learning context. Eventually we want the
child to be able to use those words out of the context of the song, to
talk about things other than animal noises, and in other structures than
here a .. ., there a . .. (which is actually rather archaic and hardly
heard in everyday spoken English). Different words and phrases in a
learner’s repertoire will move beyond their original context and into
wider use at different rates, and depending on the teaching. We cannot
therefore generalise about when to assess. We should note, however,
that the teacher needs to be aware of whether the words should be
assessed only in their original learning context, or whether the child can
be expected to use them in other contexts and they should therefore be
assessed in other language contexts.

Possible assessment focuses for children’s language learning are set
out in the table below. To be effective in assessment, each focus would
need to specify the actual items: words, discourse units, grammatical
forms, learning skills.

229



Teaching Languages to Young Learners

setting cargets for learning

using targets for Jearning

work with a partner
work in a group
self-assessment skills
dictionary use

Vocabulary Discourse Grammar
Oralskills |understanding meaning | precision in talk complexity of clauses
of words and chunks and phrases understood
fluency in talk and produced
recall of words and
chunks response or initiation, accuracy of morphology
in conversational and syntax - used in
knowledge of thematic | exchanges understanding,
word sers n production
understanding of
appropriate choice of | sentence-level discourse
words and chunks in e.g. instructions
disconrse
understanding of oral
pronunciation of words | rexts - stories, songs, creative use of whole-
and chunks rhymes, chants, learnt chunks
dialogues — overall
meanings metalanguage -
understanding, nse
production of extended
discourse ~ retold and
ariginal _ '
Reading sight vocabulary understanding of storles { working out accurate
skills and other whole texts | meanings
letter-sound links
sentence and text level
reading straregies
e.g. prediction
Writing spelling organisation of texts ar | accuracy ia use of
skills sentence level and gramumar
' letter formation above
preciston and accuracy
in conveying ideas
Learning guessing words from context
skills organising own work on tasks
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70.4.3 Assessment by observation

Observation is one of the most useful assessment techniques to use with
children because it does not disturb the children and allows them to be
assessed in the process of ordinary classroom activities. Skilful teachers
are probably constantly observing their pupils and adjusting their talk
or the lesson activities to take account of the feedback they get from
. their observation: they may pause in singing a song to explain some of
the key words again because they notice that several children do not
seem to understand the meaning of what they are singing, or to practise
the pronunciation of a particularly tricky word on its own. They may
repeat instructions for an activity one more time than planned because
they observe that not all the pupils have understood. They may stop as
they walk round the classroom'and help one child who is observed to be
. struggling with making the shape of one of the alphabet letters in their
" - writing: _ )

In addition to this continuous process of observe — notice — adjust
teaching, observation can be pre-planned for assessment purposes. The
teacher selects the focus of assessment and decides in advance that she
or he will-observe the children during the next lesson to assess how well
. they have learnt that particular aspect of the language. ‘Observation’, as
a metaphor to describe how we collect this type of assessment informa-
tion, builds on the idea of having a ‘focus’ and emphasises that we have
to do much more than just ‘look’ at what pupils say or do. Rather, we
need to look very carefully at the particular aspect of language that we
are concentrating on, and use our experience and knowledge about
langnage and learning to guide us in what we look for and how we
interpret what we see.

.Here is an example. A teacher of a class of seven year olds was eager
to show me, as a visitor, some of the theme-based work that her class
_ bhad done. The children performed a short play on the topic and sang
some songs. If I had just looked at what the children did, I would have
- seen a bunch of happy children having a good time using English. By
observing the children, I could see 2 more complex picture: some knew
all the words and carried the performance along, butr some children
clearly did not know what to say and got by in the noise and excitement
by moving their lips or by just staying quiet. And, as in every class, there
were one or two children who took advantage of such a situation to get
on with their own business: kicking the person next to them or talking
in the first language. Of course, it is not valid, reliable or fair to assess -
children’s learning from a public perfortnance like this, without
knowing individuals and their learning histories. The point I want to
- make is that the observation was ‘finely tuned’ by the focus; it was a
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very specific and goal-directed way of looking and seeing. The example
can be summarised as follows:

My assessment focus was something like Do a4l the children
understand the meaning of what is happening?

The information that would give me some evidence of their
understanding was in their participation, what they actually did
and said, and in something much less tangible about how they
participated, tiying to assess from their expressions: whether
they seemed to understand what they said. _
My assessment technique was observation, i.e. close and pur-
poseful noticing of children’s talk and actions. .

10.4.4 Creating opportunities for assessment during classroom
activities

When observation, or other technique, is used for assessment, there are .
several factors to take account of in planning:

Who will be assessed? It may not be realistic to assess each child on
the same occasion, in which case a group of children can be selected for
observation. By focusing on six or seven children during one lesson, the
information collected is likely to be of better quality. Over three or four
lessons, the whole class can be assessed. Larger classes will need other
techniques: perhaps observation of groups. Sometimes, the teacher may
choose to observe just one child — perhaps one who seems to be
struggling or one who seems to be bored with lessons. We need to be
aware that children who have picked up the language from home, TV,
or their computers, may find lessons too easy and misbehaviour can
result from boredom as well as from difficulties.

When in the lesson will I assess? By matching the assessment focus
against the lesson plan, the teacher should be able to spot a point where
assessment is particularly appropriate. If oral language is the focus, the
best time may be when children are working in pairs rather than a
whole class. Alternatively, during a writing or making-and-doing
activity, the teacher can talk quietly to individual children and assess
their learning of certain phrases and words through their ability to use
them in conversation.

Task-based assessment is a more formalised version of spotting
opportunities for assessment that has been developed in Australia for
use with second language learners of English (McKay 1995). Teachers
and teacher educators worked together to develop a set of tasks that
have a clear assessment stage. Teachers’ notes show exactly what is to be
assessed and how. Across all the tasks, the full range of language skills
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-and knowledge can be assessed, and enable teachers to describe a child’s

proficiency by placing him or her on a bandscale. As. Rea-Dickins and
Rixon (1997) suggest, this type of assessment methodology may have
potential for children’s foreign language learning, not just in providing
coverage of assessment through classroom activities, but in the teacher
development that occurs in the preparation of assessment activities.

10.4.5 Record-keeping

The most common way of recording observations of children’s perfor-
mance is through a checklist on which the teacher simply ticks when a
pupil has achieved a goal. Figure 10.1 shows an Assessment Chart from
Playway to English 1 (Gerngross and Puchta 1998). Such a chart could
be designed for a unit of work by identifying the language learning
goals and converting them into assessment foci or statements of
performance, as in the left-hand column. I would suggest, however, that
‘recognise and use of language’ be separated, since, as we saw in
Chapter 3, the very different demands of understanding and speaking
can Jead to them appearing in performance at different times.

~ Although these checklists are easily managed and convenient, they do
limit the amount of information that can be recorded about each child.
An alternative is to have a loose-leaf record book with a section for
each learner. The section can contain formal records of assessment, such
as results of a miscue analysis (Chapter 6) or rating of oral language
assessment. At regular intervals, say, every two weeks, the child can be
observed during a lesson, and notes jotted down about their participa-
tion, language use, confidence, social skills and anything else that is of
interest. Over the year, the formal records and informal notes will give a
useful picture of the overall development of the child as a language
learner.

10.5 Self-assessment and learner autonomy

In this section we look at how far young learners are able to assess
their own language learning. Self-assessment can help learners to
understand more about the language learning process and to become
more independent.

10.5.1 Self-assessment

The benefits of self-assessment are easily stated, but need some thought
as to their applicability for young learners of foreign languages.
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Through self-assessment:

e learners can understand more about the learning process;

e learners can be motivated towards more involvement in their
learning;

e teachers can understand more about individual pupils;

e learners will be better prepared to carry on leamning, beyond the
classroom;

© 2 more equal relationship is created between teachers and learners.

In Vygotskyan terms, a pupil who learns to assess his or her own work
moves from being ‘other-regulated’ to being “self-regulated’ or autono-
mous. Using the analogy from Chapter 1, of the child learning to feed
him or herself, the other-regulated child depends on the other {parent or
other adult) to organise and control the feeding situation, by presenting
the food, holding the spoon, moving food from bowl to mouth; the self-
regulated child will hold the spoon, load the spoon and manipulate the
moving of the spoon into the mouth. Some years later, the other stages
of the process will come under the child’s control when she or he learns
to shop, prepare and cook food. The other-regulated language learner
depends on the teacher to decide what is to be learnt, to present the
language, to decide on activities, to control activities and to evaluate
how well the language has been learnt through the activities- The self-
regulated learner will take over parts of this process, and be able to
adjust them to suit meaning styles and preferences.

It is commonly recognised in today’s world that autonomous and
self-regulated learners will be at an advantage in continuing to learn
and adjust throughout their lives as technology and information
develop rapidly and continuously. Learner autonomy then is ‘a good
thing’ and to be encouraged, but how realistic is this in classes of five
year.olds? My own view is that we tend to underestimate the potential
for self-regulation in our children, seeing them too often as blank sheets
to be written on, empty vessels to be filled, or wild and in need of
taming. Young children can, within the limits of their cognitive devel-
opment, be helped to organise their resources, both internal and
material. It is not unusual to see classes of five year olds who know
where to keep their books and papers, how to tidy the classroom, how
to organise their work and how to decide in what order they will
complete their classroom activities (see Ellis 1991; Brewster, Ellis and
Girard 1992).

In the foreign language classroom, the language used to organise such
training will probably need to be the mother tongue, and so further
decisions must be made about the value of the time required, and
balancing between spending the time on developing learner autonomy
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or on language learning. In deciding how to develop learner aautonomy,
it will be useful to tie increased responsibility to the language content:
for example, the phrases I like / don’t like often appear very early ina -
syllabus. With these simple phrases, learners can evaluate how much
they enjoy different types of activity or to pick out the good points of a
story. Similarly, learners can easily cope with I learnt and use this to
recall what was learnt in order to reflect on it.

Children of seven and eight years of age can begin to understand
criteria for good performance or production, and if these are simply
phrased may be able to use the foreign language. Once, when working
with native speaker seven year olds, I helped them to reflect on their
interactional skills by recording them talking and getting them to listen
to the talk; they identified problems such as not listening to each other, -
interrupting, or talking too long and off the point, which were then
turned into a list of ‘Our rules for talking’. Making the list also involved
teaching the children a new word: relevant.

Our rules for talking

(1) Don’t all talk ar the same time

(z) Talk one after the other round the circle

(3) Wait until somebody has finished

(4) Don’t tell stories that aren’t useful or relevant

After each further discussion session, they gave themselves marks out of
1o for how well they had obeyed their own rules. This is an example of
helping children not only understand someone else’s assessment criteria,
but also to set their own. In foreign language classrooms, parallel
opportunities may arise when children are giving a public performance
such as a short play or presentation around a theme (Chapter 7). After
listening to each other, the class can be asked what was good and what
could be better, and the ideas they suggest written up as criteria for a
good performance. .

When children reach the stage of writing, samples of good work can
act as benchmarks against which they can compare their own writing.
Reading other children’s work extends reading skills as well as demon-
strating target levels of achievement. Peer-assessment is a good half-way
stage towards self-assessment. Pairs of children can swap pieces o
writing and be asked to tell each other good points and things to
improve on a next draft. Again, this process will need to be modelled by
the teacher first, and should if possible be done through the foreign
language. -
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- 10.6.2 Goal setting

Being able to set realistic and useful goals for one’s own language
learning is one of the skills of autonomous learners and is part of the
cycle that links self-assessment to learning. Even very young children
can be helped to set goals for themselves by, for example, choosing five
words out of eight to learn at home, and then testing each other. As they
get older, so the length of the time for which the goals are set can be
increased from a few days to a term at a time. At the beginning of the
term, the teacher may explain the goals that she or he has set for
everyone, and then ask the children to select a further set of goals for
themselves from a list of possibilities; children who need to practise
writing can choose writing goals; those who want to read more may
decide they will try to read four books in the term. At the end of term,
or other time period, it is important to evaluate how much progress has
been made towards the goals, and to discuss why some have been
achieved but others have not.

10.5.3 Fortfolio assessment

A portfolio is a collecjon of examples of work that, as a collection,
reveal both the capability and the progress of a learner. Artists, photo-
graphers and architects typically build up portfolios, in which they put
together pictures they feel best represents their style and skills. They
then use the portfolios to demonstrate what they have to offer to
potential customers or employers. Applied to language learning, a
portfolio would include such things as samples of writing and lists of
books read (O’Malley and Valdez Pierce 1996). Portfolios can link
assessment with teaching and with metacoghitive development through
including pupils in the evaluation of performance, thereby developing
skills in pupils’ self-assessment. Pupils are involved in deciding what to
include in their portfolios and in assessing or evaluating the pieces of
work according to clear and explicit criteria.

A limitation of portfolio assessment is its application to oral skills
development. Being paper-based, it is more suited to collecting written
texts. Children can include their self-assessments of oral language
activities and progress, but it is more complicated to include samples of
talk. Perhaps as computers with CD ROMs become more accessible,
children will be able to build up computer-based portfolios with recorded
samples of speech as well as scanned-in or digitally photographed texts.

Meanwhile, portfolios around literacy skills development seem to
offer interesting possibilities (see O’Malley and Valdez Pierce 1996,
Chapter 3 for details on how to build up portfolios with children). We
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can also note how portfolio assessment allows for much greater child
involvement in the process of recording progress and achievement, and
try to find such techniques in oral assessment. '

10.6 Use of assessment information

Farlier in the chapter we established the principle that assessment
should support learning and teaching. In order t6 make it do this
effectively, we nced to consider how the outcomes of assessment are
used to generate various forms of feedback that can change teaching
and learning. ‘

10.6.7 Qutcomes of assessment and Uses

Summative assessment techniques, such as tests, produce outcomes in
the form of grades, marks and rankings of students, but little more
qualitative information that can be used diagnostically. Summative
outcomes can be used to evaluate the effectiveness of a course or
programme, along with other information such as student and. teacher
evaluations, and course documentation (Rea-Dickins and Germaine
1982). Rankings of students are used for placement purposes: deciding
which schools, classes, sets or groups students will be placed in.

Leaving this type of assessment purpose aside, we can move to
formative assessment that is intended to make a difference to teaching
and learning. Observations, portfolios, checklists, rating scales each
offer information that can be converted into feedback for parents,
pupils, and other teachers, and that influence how the next lesson or
unit is planned by the language teacher.

10.6.2 Making feedback helpful to learners

If assessment feedback is to be helpful to Jearners and improve their
learning, it needs to be specific and detailed enough to make a difference
and, equally importantly, it needs to be related to a target performance
or understanding towards which the learner can move. The target
performance, which may be presented as a list of criteria, a rating scale,
or as examples of exemplary performance, offers learners the opportu-
nity to see what they are aiming at. Feedback should also help learners
to compare their current performance against the target performance,
and to close the gap between them (Gipps 1994). The process in which
assessment and feedback can scaffold the learner to better learning is
summarised below:
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learner understands the target performance

‘learner compares target and current performance

learner closes the gap between target and current performance

The target performance could be modelled by the teacher, or on video
or audio cassette, or by pupils who are at a higher level. Murphey
(2000} suggests that ‘near peer role modelling’ will help move children
through their zone of proximal development, not just in relaton to
assessment but more generally in learning langnage, and not just in
terms of the language but also in learning strategies and metacognitive
development.

The teacher of young learners can intervene to help the learner ‘close
the gap’ in several ways:

. Corrective feedback aims to help pupils correct their language use
towards the target language. It will explain why correct responses are
correct and incorrect ones are wrong; pupils will be shown a model of
the correct responses. In language learning, corrective feedback will be
primarily concerned with accuracy. With children, and probably older
learners too, it is not necessary always to point out errors; often,
repeating what a child says with the correct form stressed will work as
corrective feedback. The pupil should be allowed to repeat the correct
form, and should receive some signal that this is now correct.

Example
. Pupil: I come to school at eight o’clock.
Teacher: I came to school at eight o’clock.
. Pupil: I came to school at eight o’clock.

Teacker: Well donet
Evaluative feedback includes a judgement on the pupils’ performance.

Examples
1. Quoted from a primary school lesson (L1 ):
That one was quite easy. Quite a few got that one right.
Now the next one was very bard. You bad to think.
2. That was very good - 1 liked the way you said the
" sentences clearly.

Notice that in the first example the teacher did not help the pupils to do
better next time; she just gave an evaluative comment on their perfor-
mance. In the second example, the teacher pointed out something
specific that was good.
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Strategic feedback offers advice on what to do to improve performance.

Examples

1. to help a child say <the>/0e/
look at my tongue — put your tongue on your teeth — the

2. to increase fluency in speaking in a dialogue, pupils
might be advised to say the phrases to themselves ‘in
their heads’ during the preparation stage, or just before
they speak. (This is called mental rehearsal.)

In the early stages, some of this feedback will need to be done through
the mother tongue, although a rating scale or strategies for improving
performance can be introduced to the children in the foreign language.
If the same phrases are always used, they can work as feedback.

10.7 Messages from assessment

To conclude this chapter, I want to highlight the idea that assessment
practices not only determine children’s futures and how their time is
spent, but-also carry messages for children about what parents and
teachers consider important in language learning and in life.

Feedback practices show pupils directly what is valued in the work
that they do. If spelling and neatness are what the teacher attends to,
then the child will get the message that this is what matters in writing; if
a teacher always praises the children, even when they are not making an
effort, they quickly learn that the praise is hollow. If on the other hand
the teacher knows a child’s capabilities, recognises when she or he is
trying especially hard and offers praise and supportive feedback, the
child learns that his or her learning matters to the teacher and that it is
worth struggling. If all other subjects count for selection but the foreign
language exam does not, then language classes are not likely to be
highly motivated.

Educational research demonstrated long ago that children live up to
the expectations of their teachers, whether those are low ot high.
Expectations are perhaps more clearly ‘revealed through assessment
practices than anywhere else. The negative washback from assessment
to teaching and learning which I described in the opening section can be
made to work positively by giving weight to what matters in language
learning. For young children, what matters is a solid base in spoken
language, confidence and enjoyment in working with the spoken and
written forms of the language, and a good foundation in learning skills.
We should be searching out assessment practices that will reinforce the
value of these to learners and to their parents.
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11 Issues around teaching children a foreign
language '

11.1 Review of ideas

The book has aimed to put learning in the centre of the frame, and to
use what we know about learning as a key to more effective language
teaching. Frameworks for thinking about the language and about class-
room activities have been constructed and used in analysis and applica-
tion. This final chapter begins with a review of these constructs that
pulls together the central ideas of the book.

Leaming

At the root of learning is the process of making meaning out of
participation in the social world. As children’s minds stretch to find
meanings in new experiences, so learning occurs.

Meaning and learning can be seen as both social and conceptual. In
making sense of their experiences, minds stretch to make accumulating
and conflicting information coberent by re-organising internal cate-
gories and the informal theories that hold them together. In making
sense of other people and what they do, minds stretch to understand
intentions and other people’s minds.

Language and learning are interdependent - language leads to
learning through enabling participation in the social world and the
expressing and sharing of meanings; learning increases the power of an
individual’s language resources.

A foreign language

Learning a foreign language is different from learning the first language,
even for children at the young end of our age range. It is different
because the first language is already a huge system that a child has in
place; because, in comparison, the child will encounter such a small
amount of the foreign language; and because it is “foreign’ — often the
language ‘belongs’ to people in a distant and strange culture.

The foreign language that children will learn has been mapped out by
starting from vocabulary and discourse, as two aspects of language that
offer most opportunities for seeking and finding meanings to children:
vocabulary, because words serve to label concepts and lead into the
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explanatory theories, scripts and schemata that make sense in the inner
mental world of the child’s experiences of the ‘real” world; discourse,
because discourse events are the site of social interaction. Grammar was’
seen as emerging from the use of words in discourse, and literacy skills
as building on oral skills by introducing a symbolic representation of
talk.

Learning the foreign language

Developing foreign language resources and skills occurs through the
building of vocabulary and supporting the development of discourse
abilities. I have argued that developing discourse skills requires both
participation in discourse events and practice with the foreign language:
at word and phrase level. Participation in discourse should be the
starting point and the target of language learning - it is where new
language items and their meanings are encountered, and where part-
skills can be integrated.

Learners need to norice the details of how the foreign language
works, from the inside of words up to the large units .of stories or
descriptions. They need to incorporate this knowledge through use, and -
to be able to use the knowledge in their own communication.

- Teaching

I have separated the processes of teaching and learning to emphasise
that teaching can never guarantee learning; all it can do is to construct
opportunities for learning and to help learners take advantage of them.

" A learning-centred perspective should help to see how any activity
can be adjusted to provide opportunities that are accessible to learners
but will stretcch minds beyond their current capability. Through a
theorising of practice, the book has provided tools and concepts for
planning, teaching, and assessment in learning-centred language class-
rooms. In this last chapter, I want to look forward to what needs to be
done to continue the development of an ‘applied linguistics’ for the
teaching of foreign languages to children.

11.2 The need for research

The job of describing, through theory and through empirical research,
what happens when children learn a foreign language is far from
complete. The theoretical frameworks developed in this book have had
to rely sometimes on work from neighbouring fields. Research in the
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field is beginning, but much more is required in order to make syllabuses
and teaching effective. Areas in need of investigation on a young learner
research agenda would include:

e How much foreign language knowledge do children have at the end
of their primary or elementary school experience?

o How does this vary with syllabus, methods, first language, age of
starting, inclusion of literacy, etc.?

o Is there an optimum amount of time, e.g. in lessons per week, that
children should spend on foreign language learning?

® What map of the language system (i.e. grammatical knowledge) do
young learners develop after 2 / 4 /6 years of teaching?

e How much of their foreign language learning do children forget as
they move on?

o What is the effect of different first languages on foreign language oral
and literacy skills development?

e How do children make sense of the activities they encounter in
foreign language lessons?

o How do children use their vocabulary knowledge in participating in
discourse? .

e What do they learn from different types of activities?

e How can holistic activities like theme-based teaching and stories be
best combined with part-skills practice?

e How does the development of foreign language oral skills affect
learning to read and write in the foreign language?

o How do children use their first language in foreign language lessons,
e.g. in talk with peers, in silent translation?

o How effective is self-assessment in improving learning?

11.3 The need to develop pedagegy

Answers to these research questions would help develop effective class-
room practice and theory to underpin pedagogy. In this section, I
present a selection of pedagogic issues that I consider to be in need of
attention. '

11.3.7 Aims of teaching foreign languages to children

Children are taught foreign languages in state education systems and in
growing private sector organisations. Governmental reasons for low-
ering the age of starting to learn a foreign language usually include the
desire to improve npational standards in foreign language use; parents
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likewise often believe that children will benefit. There is as yet no very
convincing evidence that expenditure on language teaching will make
this happen (and, indeed, evidence to the contrary in some situations,
e.g. Williams 1998). As the outcomes of young learner programs are
evaluated, we may find a need to reconsider the aims and objectives of
starting young.

11.3.2 Developing methodology

Early children’s courses often drew heavily on secondary level language
teaching or on mainstream primary education. As experience and
empirical data on leaming outcomes related to different methods
accumnulate, we may well need to reconsider methodological assump-
tions that derive from these sources. I have questioned some assump-
tions already in this book, but I suspect many more will need to be held
up to the light in the future.

Computers and the Internet are changing the possibilities for lan-
guage learning. As yet, linle impact has been made on classroom
practice, but outside school, students’ lives are more and more likely to
involve the use of mformatxon technology. If students are not to feel that
they walk back through time when they enter the classroom, we must
be open to mew ways of using computers, videos, and tools not yet
invented, so that what and how we teach in school meshes into their
lives.

Schools in Europe are increasingly trying out a version of immersion
education that exposes children to the foreign language through subject
area lessons, e.g. history in a French school is taught in Spanish. As we
saw in Chapter 8, the boundaries between this ‘plurilingual education’
and theme-based foreign language teaching can become blurred. It
seems important that these variations on teaching foreign languages to
children be brought closer together through exchange of experiences
and through theory. By examining the similarities and differences in
methods and in outcomes, each may find new- techniques to develop

pedagogy.

11.3.3 Continuily in language learning

One of the key issues to be dealt with in language teaching is how, as
more and more children learn foreign languages at ever younger ages,
their language education is to continue into and through secondary
schooling.

For the theory of children’s language learning, this issue presents itself
as a need to think through how early language learning will evolve into
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later learning, and how to continue to motivate children to enjoy
language leamning. Children who learn a language for several years will
enter the secondary phase of education with a reasonable vocabulary, a
repertoire of phrases that can work in conversation, abilities in under-
standing and participating in discourse, and with basic literacy skills.
Furthermore, a first year secondary foreign language class will contain
pupils at a range of levels of proficiency in the language.

I would suggest that both motivational and learning reeds could be
helped by a change of approach at this point. The spoken language that
children have learnt can be used as a resource for exploring the language
system more explicitly, developing metalanguage and skills of analysis,
and building the language by consolidating previous knowledge, filling .
gaps and adding new items and structures. This is not to advocate
formal and difficult grammar-based approaches. Meaning and discourse
should still be central, but a2 more analytical approach can be taken to
how the language is used. For example, vocabulary that has been leamt
mainly through topic-related sets could be revised through activities
with sense-relations or through computer analysis of how words are
used in texts. Grammar that has been learnt through use but not
explicitly. described can be mapped out with learners, and examined at
work in different types of discourse, such as newspaper reports or
children’s books. The differing language resources amongst students
becomes a help in such activities, rather than a problem for the teacher,
as students can share their language knowledge. Similar methodology
has been developed in ‘language awareness’ for both first and second
language learning (e.g. Bolitho and Tomlinson 1980; Kowal and Swain
1994), helping children reflect on language that they already use so that
they come to see, understand and name patterns, and to use them to
generate new language.

The content of language lessons will also need attention — many
secondary books contain topics that will be all too familiar to students
who have learnt the foreign language from a young age. The interna-
tional and global uses of the major foreign languages might become a
content-focus at secondary level. If topics, such as “The Family’, are re-
visited, then more demanding aspects will have to fearure, e.g. different
types of family structure in different cultures.

In terms of literacy skills, an early start will produce a greater range
of skills at later stages; this would suggest that there will need to be
more emphasis both on remedial reading and writing in the foreign
language and, for those who are succeeding, on extending their skills to
reading and writing in more genres. '

Schools will also need to keep and pass on accurare and detailed
records of each child’s language learning, if the best use is to be made of
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early lessons. Cross-phase planning at local level by téachers from
schools will be helpful.

11.4 Teaching foreign languages to children

What colour are the stars?
{child overheard on a train, questioning her mother)

Do we live one big life, or do we all live separate lives?
(7 year old)

Aiming to theorise children’s foreign language learning has meant that
much of this book has been analytical and conceptual. In this final
section, I would like to return to my motivation for writing the book,
which is continuing amazement and excitement at how children think
and learn.

Children bring to language learning their curiosity and eagerness to
make sense of the world. They will tackle the most demanding tasks
with enthusiasm and willingness. Too often, these early gifts are turned
to fear and failure. | hope that this book will remind readers of the
potential that lies in every child and that, by tracing some of the
connections and discontinuities between learning and teaching, it will
add to the tools we have available to maximise the positive impact of
what happens in classrooms.
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