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English Language Education
E04 Building blocks for language learning — Unfolding the
process of vocabulary teaching

Ms WONG Kit-mei, Gladys
(Senior School Development Officer)

Teachers from Yan Tak Catholic Primary School

In many occasions, English teachers in Hong Kong share their worries over their
students’ poor performance in reading and writing. To deal with this problem, they
have tried hard in equipping their students with the necessary reading and writing
skills. The results, however, are always far from satisfactory even with a carefully
planned reading and writing program. Teachers of Yan Tak Catholic Primary School
experienced the same problem. In an attempt to address the problem, they observed
and interpreted students’ performance in reading and writing. Informal interviews
with students were also conducted. The results all pointed to the fact that students
were weak in vocabulary. Some students even confessed that they were pushed away
by the lengthy passages loaded with large amount of unfamiliar vocabulary. They
turned to the strategy of skipping the text and yet trying their luck in all the MC
guestions. Unsurprisingly, the wrong ‘strategy’ gave them poor scores in the reading
and writing papers. Seeking solutions from literature on language learning, teachers
found out from past research that second language learners had to handle the
“linguistic and processing differences” (Grabe & Stoller, 2002). L2 learners need to
possess sufficient L2 vocabulary and knowledge of structure in order to understand
the L2 text thoroughly. Poor vocabulary hinders students from not only
comprehending a reading text but also expressing themselves in a writing task. The
2008 TSA reports drew similar conclusions to students’ performance in the writing
tasks for both KS1 and KS2:

“the writing of a story about a frog in the classroom, ...They (the Primary 3
students) were able to write the story in the correct sequence, however,
they lacked the vocabulary apart from the word prompts given.” (HKEAA,
2008)

“Repeated use of action verbs and language patterns was evident in some
students’ (the Primary 6 students’ ) writing in the two tasks. The writing
lacked creativity and exemplified the students’ lack of vocabulary and
language patterns.” (HKEAA, 2008)

Learning in Action — Experience, Explore, Enlighten (The Second Session)
E04 Building blocks for language learning — Unfolding the process of vocabulary teaching
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All these helped to confirm the teachers’ assumption that vocabulary growth is
essential in second language acquisition and that a sound vocabulary foundation is
especially important (Nation, 1995). On examining the current reading and writing
program, the teachers conducted a thorough review on the existing vocabulary
teaching program at the school and found that insufficient time and effort had been
devoted to help students develop vocabulary. Students were found unable to retain
many of the vocabulary items taught, not to mention the very limited amount being
retrieved in the production tasks. Bearing these in mind, they decided to re-design
the current vocabulary program to make it a better “planned”, “deliberately
controlled and monitored” one (Nation, 1995-6).

Based on the suggestions of Gairns and Redman (1995), the vocabulary program
was comprised of three key elements — (1) direct instruction on vocabulary, (2)
retention of vocabulary, and (3) retrieval of vocabulary. While the teaching of
vocabulary was made an integral part of the General English Program, the first
element received the most attention this year. The vocabulary items came mainly
from the textbooks and the supplementary reading materials. In this sharing session,
teachers of Yan Tak Catholic Primary School would share with the audience the
teaching process in which the vocabulary items were dealt with graphaphonically,
semantically and syntactically in the classroom. They would demonstrate the strategy
in how they activated students’ previous knowledge on phonics to sound out new
words. Teachers also attempted to build the concept of word family by helping the
students to associate the previously learnt words with the newly learnt items.
Besides the introduction of word meaning, teachers also drew students’ attention to
the syntactic qualities of the vocabulary by highlighting the prefixes and suffixes
adhered to the words that denote the different parts of speech. At the same time,
teachers would also share the problems and difficulties that occurred in the course of
teaching, the intervention strategies they adopted in tackling the problems, and also
tips they have generated in helping students retain and retrieve the learnt

vocabulary.

References:

1. Gairns R. & Redman S. (1995). Working with Words — A guide to teaching and
learning vocabulary. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

2. Grabe, W., & Stoller, F. L. (2002). Teaching and researching reading. London:
Pearson Education.

3. Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority. (2008). Territory-wide
System Assessment, 2008 — report on the Basic Competencies of Students in
Chinese Language, English Language and Mathematics Key Stages 1-3. Hong
Kong: Government Printer, HKSAR.

4. Nation, I.S.P. (1995-6) Best practice in vocabulary teaching and learning. EA
Journal 3, 2: 7-15.

Learning in Action — Experience, Explore, Enlighten (The Second Session)

E04 Building blocks for language learning — Unfolding the process of vocabulary teaching 21




English Language Education
EO5 Making peer discussion work for primary school students

Ms.Chan Yeung-ming, Eve
(Senior School Development Officer)

Teachers from Tai Po Methodist School

Facing the reduction in class size in recent years, many schools in Hong Kong
have adopted a number of strategies to cope with the new teaching and learning
classroom context. Co-operative learning, which advocates the need to promote
learning through peer-to-peer collaboration and quality teacher-student interaction,
ties in well with this change and thus has attained wide-spread popularity. Yet, when
it comes to peer collaboration in English classrooms, teachers have been very

hesitant.

Many English teachers find that their Key Stage two students are often
tongue-tied when they have to communicate their own ideas in English to their
group mates. Students in Tai Po Methodist School are no exception. The traditional
transmission view of teaching and learning emphasizing drilling and recitation in
response to teachers’ questions and controlled speaking activities stressing

replication of teacher or textbook models do not seem to help students.

Since 2008, teachers of Tai Po Methodist School have revamped their
school-based English language curriculum and introduced discussion as a major
vehicle of knowledge construction for their Key Stage 2 students. Their initiative has
been rooted on two principles. First, they believe the fundamental purpose of
English language education is to foster students’ ability to communicate in the
language, rather than their skills to construct correct sentences. Discussion tasks
provide students with natural contexts and pressing needs to communicate in English.
Second, they are of the opinion that collaborating in dialogue with others enables
students to understand and co-construct knowledge more effectively than when
working alone. As Brophy puts it, “learning is most likely to be meaningful and
accessible for use when it is negotiated through classroom discourse” (Brophy, 2008 P.

ix).

The whole revamping journey has been arduous, as any language teacher can
imagine that getting students to express themselves freely is far more difficult than
elicit right answers from controlled exercises. Over the years, through collaborative
effort, the teachers have conceptualized strategies to run effective discussions in
English classrooms. They have identified effective ways to facilitate student
discussions through teaching students the necessary discussion language and the
appropriate attitudes to collaborate with group members. Student-centred
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discussion tasks, and teachers’ timely and focused feedback are other factors
enhancing students’ performance in discussions and their overall English language

proficiency.
Integrating the necessary discussion language input

Engaging primary school students to conduct discussions in English is not
possible without giving students the necessary discussion language input. The
curriculum started with teaching students a variety of short responses contributing to
the maintenance of conversation. Students learned ways to express their opinions,
show disagreement and agreement, provide feedback to classmates’ opinions and

close a discussion task.
Teaching students the right attitudes to learn in a group

Then teachers noticed that students’ appropriate attitude to respect group
mates is as important as language input in a discussion context. As Johnson et al.
(1991) point out that discussion would be doomed to failure if there was no relative
balance between dominant and passive voices. Patience, encouragement and a
desire to see the partners succeed, however, will pave the way for all group members
to succeed. Interpersonal skills were then weaved into the school-based curriculum.
Students have been taught skills to invite group mates to speak, to take turns and to
be attentive listeners. This curriculum focus allows students to appreciate the depth
of interpersonal skills in a joint task.

Designing student-centred discussion tasks

“A discussion that works is primarily one in which as many students as possible
say as much as possible.” (P.3 Ur 1981) To achieve this, teachers have found that
interesting topics play an important role. Open-ended discussion tasks relating to
students’ life and appealing to students’ imagination can often catch students’
attention and secure a better chance of full participation and high motivation. Tai Po
Methodist School teachers have successfully engaged students in discussing school

problems, imaginative situations and new story endings.

While the topic provides the motivation to speak, a tangible record of students’
discussion process helps students to find focuses of their interaction (P.13 Ur 1981).
Tai Po Methodist students have made use of the discussion record to make sure
every one contributes to the discussion, clarify group members’ opinions and give
each other peer feedback in terms of ideas and language. From the teachers’
perspective, the tangible record, which is an indispensable part of a discussion task,
would allow teachers to monitor students’ progress of the discussion task and their

mastery of the language input suggested by teachers.
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Facilitating discussion through effective teacher feedback

A successful discussion class cannot finish without teachers’ feedback. A
discussion context closes the physical gap between a teacher and students in a
classroom as a teacher can reach individual groups to offer immediate help specific
to the needs of a particular group. In an interview, all high-achieving,
medium-achieving and low-achieving students of the School expressed their
willingness and readiness to ask questions and express doubts in a discussion task
comparing with the whole class context. Another type of immediate feedback occurs
when the teacher comments and appreciates students’ work after discussion. This
kind of feedback helps students to synthesize and consolidate their knowledge.
Teachers have observed that valuable learning has actually occurred through the two
different kinds of feedback during a discussion and after a discussion. Students
showed better knowledge retention with the help of the timely and appropriate
feedback.

Focuses of the session

Throughout the two-year curriculum revamping process with a focus on
discussion, students showed improvement in vocabulary usage, sentence pattern
learning, writing strategies and speaking skills. In this sharing session, teachers of the
Tai Po Methodist School are going to share with participants their knowledge to
facilitate students’ discussion through integrating the necessary discussion language
input into the curriculum, teaching students the right attitudes to learn in a group,
designing student-centred discussion tasks and effective teacher feedback. Classroom
videos and students’ work will be shown to track students’ development and

performance in different aspects of English language learning.
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English Language Education
E06 From Old McDonald to an animal farm in the classroom

Wong Sau-yim Josephine
(Senior School Development Officer)

Teachers from S.K.H. Kei Hin Primary School

How to help lower primary pupils experience enjoyable learning as a continuation of
their life at kindergartens is always a great concern of teachers. Choosing
interesting learning topics and using activities that offer for pleasurable learning
can be an entry point.

The next concern is how to help these pupils find success in learning a new
language—English. Planning and implementing a progressive development of
pupils’ language knowledge and skills can support their acquisition of the target
language.

The last but not the least concern is how to get these young pupils use the language
appropriately in situations and communicatively with confidence. Bringing the
language to life in the classroom and linking the language with action by gestures,
by pictures, by role-playing, by reading interesting stories, by games, by creative
writing, etc., learning can be motivating and stimulating (Lee, 1986).

Yet, it is easier said than done. Promoting pupil learning in the lower primary
classes through pleasurable, progressive and productive means needs teachers’
insistent demands and consistent practice to keep the work going. Recognizing the
four instincts of a child—the social instinct, the instinct of inquiry, the instinct of
making and the art instinct—as pointed out by Dewey (1990), the P1 and P2 teachers
of S.K.H. Kei Hin Primary School intended to make use of the pupils’ impulses for

effective learning.

In a P1 module about farm animals, the teachers were creative in designing the
learning activities. Starting with a popular song ‘Old McDonald had a farm’, a range of
learning strategies and teaching aids were used to arouse the pupils” interest to learn.
With input such as poem recitation, song singing, role-playing, interactive dialogues,
caption writing and reading a small reader, the pupils could create a simple

description about an animal as in the following example:

I am a cow. (name of an animal)
| say ‘Moo-moo’. (sound of an animal)

I give milk. (how an animal helps people)

The pupils were also asked to design their own booklet with drawings and

simple sentences describing a farm animal.
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At P2 level, a module on farm animals was repeated with more demand on
language knowledge and writing skills. The planned curriculum reflected a
progressive learning design in which a small reader ‘A Farm’ was used as a learning
organizer which linked up with the more advanced language focuses in the textbook
unit. Since the descriptions of the animals were more vivid and well-organised than
those in the P1 unit, it was easy for the young pupils to conceptualize the special
features of those farm animals through the onomatopoeia, their living place, their
work and the food they eat. The pupils learned to provide detailed descriptions in

first person about each animal, e.g.:
(using adjectives to describe an animal)
(using modal ‘can’ to talk about the ability of an animal)

[
[
e (using prepositions to indicate the living places)
e (using ‘like’ to express feelings)

[

(using onomatopoeia and different punctuation marks in direct speech)

Finally, the pupils created a riddle in groups using the sample framework and
sentence patterns. In the course of group work, the pupils also demonstrated their

ability to use some formulaic expressions to facilitate their group discussion.

According to the philosophy of social constructivism, learning best occurs in a
social setting with support from interaction with peers. It was found that in the lower
primary classes of the school a culture of learning in which every member of the class
was responsible for helping each other to learn and to make progress gradually. With
careful planning, pupils’ learning was getting more demanding and complicated. Yet,
through a build-on basis, pupils proceeded without difficulty. And most important of

all, the young pupils did enjoy a pleasant learning life in the classroom.

In this sharing session, participants will get ideas on how to plan a specific
learning theme and develop progressive learning materials across two lower primary
levels. Different strategies to motivate and stimulate pupil learning will be discussed
and tried out on the spot apart from observing the pupils’ performance in the
classroom. There will also be a display of the learning aids, pupils” works and relevant
learning materials for participants’ information and references. Participants will also
be invited to share their own experiences on similar teaching and learning design.
“He (the child) is already running over, spilling over, with activities of all kinds.....The
child is already intensely active, and the question of education is the question of
taking hold of his activities, of giving them direction.” (Dewey, 1990). It is hoped that

articipants in this session also share Dewey’s view.
p p y

Learning in Action — Experience, Explore, Enlighten (The Second Session)

EO6 From Old McDonald to an animal farm in the classroom 32




References:

1. Dewey, J. (1990). The School and the Life of the Child in The School and Society
and The Child and The Curriculum. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. (pp.
30-62).

2. Lee, W.R. (1986). Language Teaching Games and Contests. Second revised
edition. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Learning in Action — Experience, Explore, Enlighten (The Second Session) 33
E06 From Old McDonald to an animal farm in the classroom




English Language Education
EO07 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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