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English Language Education
E01 Working together - Necessary conditions for productive
group work

Ms. FUNG Ho-kwan, Jeanda
(Senior School Development Officer)

Teachers from Salesian Yip Hon Millennium Primary School

Educators and teachers talk about using group work in the classroom nowadays.
Though this is definitely not something new in the education world, group work
seems to challenge many teachers in terms of classroom knowledge and organization.
They even doubt about the outcomes of group work since it could be time
consuming. One other thing that worries them is the coverage of the curriculum
content which impacts upon the assessment content of tests and examinations.
Teachers also find leading group tasks difficult as they need to walk around the
classroom, get into groups to look into how students talk or write, and give

immediate feedback on the spot.

Since three years ago, the English teachers of Salesian Yip Hon Millennium
Primary School discovered that there were some common vexing problems using

group work, including:

o teachers’ roles in facilitating productive group work (How can | facilitate
group work by using different questioning techniques and feedback to help
students think and learn?)

e fairness and objectivity in assessing group work (How am | going to assess
students’ work and judge whether they are on task and, how do | give
appropriate feedback?),

o efficient use of different groupings in class (How heterogeneous should the
groupings be?), and

e problems with collaboration among group members (How can | assign
different roles to students to make them collaborate? Writer, time keeper,
reporter etc.? Are these enough?).

On the journey of developing their own Key Stage 2 school-based curriculum,
teachers find that learning does not necessarily happen during group work. There
must be skills and strategies to be mastered by both students and teachers. English
speaking skills has been identified by teachers as a very important skill in successful
group work. It is also important for teachers to develop the sensitivity and awareness
of how their students go about doing the task, and to find out whether they can
produce the language using the learned knowledge. Sometimes, teachers think they
have already taught the necessary items to the students but are frustrated to see

they are not using these in their group work. There is often a gap between the input

Learning in Action — Experience, Explore, Enlighten (The First Session)
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and output sessions. Very often, students are asked to discuss some topics freely and
to negotiate meaning among themselves. However, they do not have any references
or demonstrations by teachers and classmates. What students hear most is
teacher-controlled instructional languages in lessons. To enhance their discussion
skills, they need to look at how other students discuss in groups so that they learn
how to repeat others’ sayings, and then to expand, explain and rephrase. To facilitate
the learning process, Scott Thornbury (2005) suggests that learners need,

e to be made aware of features of the target knowledge-base, i.e. awareness,

e to integrate these features into their existing knowledge-base, i.e.
appropriation, and

e to develop the capacity to mobilize these features under real-time
conditions unassisted, i.e. autonomy.

This session will examine how the teachers of the school see these three
important features as necessary conditions for productive group work in teaching

students how to interact in groups, i.e. awareness, appropriation and autonomy:

Awareness-raising involves three different processes: attention, noticing and
understanding. During these processes, teachers attempted to ensure pupils’
attention on the targeted language and promote the use of such language by
incorporating the language into daily classroom contexts. Students were trained to
be aware of the gaps between the language of their own, their peers and the teacher.
Through reflecting and discussing among themselves, teachers realized that explicit
teaching of group discussion skills is a necessary condition. Their students needed to

be taught explicitly the language they could use to communicate with their peers.

Appropriation involves demonstrating progressive control of a skill in a series of
tasks where the possibility of making mistakes is ever-present, but where support
and feedback by the teacher is always at hand. During the development process,
students were trained to self-regulate their language through repeated practices like
dialogues, reading aloud, drilling and chants and communication tasks. Teachers
provided various opportunities for students to repeat using the language through
similar tasks. During group work, teachers walked around to check the groups’
progress and joined in the groups to provide feedback to help students move on with
the task.

Autonomous activities involve letting students engage in semi structured tasks
that carry some degree of autonomy. These tasks required them to activate their
previous knowledge to give more spontaneous response to the group tasks. They
were encouraged to take responsibility in developing their speaking skills and
contributing to the group work. The feedback provided by their peers and the
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teacher helped students self-regulate their speaking skills through appreciating their
own strengths and noticing the areas for improvement. It is evident that students

converse more independently in group work in a later stage.

These processes have been observed and explained during our collaborative
lesson planning meetings since two years ago. The English panel chairlady will share
how she shoved up her students’ speaking ability from where they were at P. 4 to
where they are now at P. 6 through the above processes. Through on-going
reflections, the English Panel chairlady brought herself and her team to understand
the necessary conditions in developing students’ abilities to talk fluently in groups.
During the presentation, video-clips on classroom interaction, student works and
learning and teaching materials will be shared with the participants to illustrate how
teachers use group work effectively to raise students’ speaking proficiency.
Participants will leave the session with ideas about how to teach students to speak in
groups, develop and implement a vertical speaking skills curriculum across key stages,
plan speaking tasks during collaborative lesson preparation meetings, and ways to
avoid common problems.
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English Language Education
E02 Who can write? Learning and teaching the complexities of
Process Writing

Dr TSE Kwok-keung, Ernest
(Senior School Development Officer)

Teachers from Pui Kiu Primary School

According to Evans (2001), writing is a complex and multifaceted process
requiring the ability of students to master and manoeuvre many sub-skills
simultaneously. Some of the thought provoking early research visualised writing not
as a ‘think, write, think, write, think, write’ continuum but as a complex ongoing
thought processes manifested in ‘writing episodes’. These thought processes and
episodes interact with each other as they influence and support each other milling
their way through until the writer produces a finished piece of writing. Early
researchers state that the stages involved in writing — planning, writing and revising —
are not linear stages but are recursive; they intertwine and link with one another as
the writer works towards a finished product. It is evident that to develop as effective

writers children need:

e the opportunity to try out things and to relate their previous knowledge of
printed materials to their own personal intent;

e to feel able to take risks without being frightened of making mistakes;

e to be exposed to an adult role model who will share writing and the whole
writing experience with them; and

e to have something to write about and reasons to write.

In addition, they must also have exposure to top quality literature and books as
children write what they read. It is against this background that teachers from Pui Kiu
Primary School adopt the philosophy and practice of process writing in developing

the writing proficiency of her students.
Providing Opportunities for Children to Develop their Full Writing Potential

Pui Kiu Primary School, like many schools, has a student body with a large range
in their English language ability. As students progress through the years, the gap
stretches wider, leaving many students behind. In adopting the process writing
program, the intention is not to close the gap but rather, to meet the students where
they are — pushing them to improve in their writing at their differentiated levels in
recognition of the Zone of Proximal Development advocated by Vygotsky who points
out that what the child can do with assistance today can lead to his or her

independent learning tomorrow.
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The Intervention

In support of this philosophy, Pui Kiu has decided to invest more resources into
the process writing program, allocating two teachers to each classroom: one
form-level process writing teacher and one General English teacher. Two teachers are
allocated to a classroom because the philosophy of process writing advocates
personalized and individualized writing conferences with one student to one teacher.
With such an arrangement, students are able to conference with teachers at least
once in each lesson, allowing the child’s individualized needs to be met, and for the
teacher to assess the ability and progress of the child. The goal of the individual
conferencing is for the teacher to help the student succeed in the writing task. When
this is achieved, not only is the child proud of his or her writing, but also the trust
and rapport between teacher and student is strengthened. This is equally vital when

a child’s ability is stretched to reach his or her full writing potential.
Adopting the Process Approach in Writing

Process writing includes the following steps: brainstorming, mind-mapping,
drafting, editing, making the fair copy and sharing. Teachers begin to develop the
writing units based on the text type, vocabulary and language forms and functions of
the units taught in the course book. Additional appropriate key skill focuses are then
added to the list. The course book is used as the point of departure as it
complements the General English curriculum and provides effective pre-writing

reading and language input for the process writing lessons.
Creating a Safe Environment for Successful Writers

The task of writing often conjures feelings of anxiety as students often feel
pressured to perform perfectly in writing tasks. In process writing, students are asked
to write at least two drafts before completing a final copy. In students’ first draft,
teachers are required to mark for ideas only. Although unconventional in local writing
classrooms, marking only for ideas relays a message to students that the quality of
their writing content is important, whereas the writing conventions and grammar
related areas can be refined in a later stage. Once students understand the value of
expressing their ideas and are confident they will not be penalized for incorrect
language forms and functions, they will enter the “safe environment” of process
writing. As a result, with increased motivation, students begin to write with
confidence and ultimately with pleasure. The scaffolded lessons with clearly broken
down steps and guidance throughout the writing task also contribute to nurturing
this safe environment. Mini-lessons will be given from time to time when teachers
found mistakes common to most students. Students learn how to do self editing by

themselves and become more aware of the accuracy of their writings. In the long run,
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this writing approach teaches students that an independent and lifelong learner

needs to take risks in order to value the lessons learned in the writing process.
Institutionalizing Professional Development

While students are engaged in learning, teachers at Pui Kiu are also
continuously engaged in learning. In order to broaden their knowledge and keep
abreast of recent developments in process writing, core teachers attended a
professional development workshop on writing hosted by the Education Bureau.
After applying the strategies learnt, teachers organized a school-based Professional
Development workshop on process writing for the English teachers in Pui Kiu in April
2008. In this workshop, teachers covered the following topics: What is Process
Writing; Process Writing in Pui Kiu; How to Conference; How to Mark for Ideas; and
Useful Co-Teaching Strategies. The professional development continues in their
weekly reflection meetings thereafter. In the weekly form meetings where General
English teachers and the Process Writing teacher meet, teachers reflect and evaluate
previous lessons and discuss strategies and focuses that can be used and taught to
classes of varying abilities. After a unit is completed, teachers also review the “Unit
Cover Sheet” and evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the unit for
consideration by teachers who take up process writing lessons in the new school

year.

The workshop and the weekly reflective meetings are beneficial to the panel
and put all teachers on the same page, especially the novice teachers to the program.
As a result, the quality of process writing lessons improves as teachers develop
ownership of the program and share a common goal of developing good English

writers. This is evident in both the students’ attitude and quality of writing.
Beliefs in Process Writing - Developing Motivated English Writers

Pui Kiu Primary School is a mature learning community where teachers are
enthusiastic about teaching and learning from other schools and educational agents.
Process writing has been implemented at Pui Kiu for four years, yet the core beliefs
of the program and their writing team have remained unchanged. They believe that
all children can write. They have developed teaching plans and resources for P.3 to
P.5 process writing modules which they would gladly share with local counterparts in
the hope that the writing program may help to develop motivated and well-equipped
English writers across Hong Kong primary schools. Despite the fact that process
writing has been in practice in many schools for years, new learning evolves from the
guantitative and qualitative description and analysis at Pui Kiu. The sharing session
will focus on teachers’ reflections on their process writing program that has captured

several areas worth further exploring:
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e Teacher Development — How the program contributes to teachers becoming
reflective practitioners;

e Curriculum Development — Deliberating the part/whole relation in the process
writing program;

e School Development in terms of the search for knowledge, skills and dispositions
in an intervention strategy that believes to help students achieve language
proficiency; and

e How students learn writing - impact of process writing on students' writing

proficiency.
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English Language Education
EO3 Reading skills - Taught, not caught!

Ms Kwok wing-ki, Judy
(Senior School Development Officer)
Teachers from T.W.G.Hs Lo Yu Chik Primary School

“...The teacher said that he found that the traditional approach to reading
instruction did not require the students to consider the conscious use of
reading strategies. In fact, he said the teachers might be testing rather than
teaching reading. When he had observed some of his colleagues teaching
reading, he had noticed that they instructed the students to ‘read the
passage and answer the ten questions that follow.” The teacher noted that
this was testing the students’ ability to comprehend a passage but there

was no teaching about how this could be accomplished...”

The above was the reflection of an English teacher in an interview on the
teaching of reading (Farrell, 2001). Does the portrait sound familiar to you,
particularly when you coach students to tackle the TSA mock papers? What are the
possible alternatives if you want to break the usual cycle and teach reading skills

more explicitly?

One possible alternative, as suggested by Nuttall (1996), is to adopt a skill-based
approach to teach reading. Instead of teaching everything in the text intensively (i.e.
a text-based approach), a skill-based lesson only focuses on a particular skill, for
example inference from context. In order to teach, to practice and to consolidate this
skill, a number of texts may be used in the lesson, each offering opportunities for

students to reinforce their learning.

The teachers in TW.G.Hs Lo Yu Chik Primary School decided to adopt this new
approach. They complemented traditional text-based lessons with skill-based lessons.
First, based on internal tests and examinations; and past TSA Item Analysis Report,
teachers worked out a number of reading skills their students were weak in. Then
they categorized them into two categories: basic skills and high order skills. The
former are expected to be covered in P1 and P2; the latter are then tackled in other
levels. These basic skills include understanding the question words, locating specific
information and interpreting pictorial clues. Other high order skills include pronoun
referencing, finding the main idea, making inferences, drawing conclusion, guessing

the meaning of unfamiliar words by using contextual clues and making predictions.
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The panel believed that this systematic framework can help individual teachers
teach reading skills consciously and students understand and monitor their own
reading process actively. An integrative approach is adopted when developing the
skill-based materials. That means the texts chosen for skill training are in context and
they match with the modules in the textbook. Since most of the ready-made
instructional materials did not match with the reading framework, teachers had a
hard time developing the materials themselves. This challenge encouraged
collaboration among teachers and deepened their understanding towards skill
training. The teaching process encouraged teacher to gain a deeper understanding
of their students’ learning difficulties and to explore further on various teaching
pedagogies.

Initial findings in internal tests and examination showed that high achievers
benefited most from skill-based lessons. The performance of average and low
achievers was found to be satisfactory, but not significant. However, this limited
success did not deter teachers from further introducing skill-based lessons into their
future teaching. They believe that skill training takes time. Learners need time to get
into the habit of incorporating skills into their reading process. For poor readers, they
need to do one thing more: they need to change their ineffective reading skills or
habits as well. Gradually, teachers began to recognize the importance of
meta-cognition. They realized that they were helping students to pay attention to
their own thinking process. Students too, through active interactions in the reading
lessons, began to have conscious control of their own cognitive processing. Their
motivation to read increased. This was particularly obvious among struggling readers,

who in the past tended to tackle reading tasks reluctantly and mindlessly.

The session aims to share with the audience the developmental process of the
reading framework and its reading materials. The presenters will share with the
audience their success and failure when conducting the skill-based lessons. Most
importantly, they will tell how this exploratory move changed some of their beliefs
towards skill training. They will also caution the audience that skill-based teaching is
only a complementary of text-based teaching, but not a complete replacement.
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