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Towards a more genre-specific and
interactive reading lesson

Ms CHAN Yeung-ming, Eve (Senior School Development Officer)
Ms WONG Bun-shuk, Helen, Ms HAU Ka-lai, Catherine,
Ms TANG Siu-kwan, Doris (SKH Tin Shui Wai Ling Oi Primary School)

In 2009, the Hong Kong Examination and Assessment Authority and the University of Hong Kong
conducted an analysis of Hong Kong students' reading problems by studying the Territory-wide
System Assessment reading papers. Data about students' reading difficulties was collected through
diagnostic tests, student interviews, teacher interviews and classroom observation. Report of this
research study entitled the 'Study of Using Assessment Data to Enhance Learning and Teaching
(English Language Education)' (Tong, 2009) shows that students' small vocabulary size and their text
type knowledge are two major causes of Hong Kong students' reading difficulties in the reading

process.

The report points out although Hong Kong primary students have been exposed to different text
types such as stories, poems and emails in their curriculum, 'the text type knowledge in many testees
was not always stable' (Tong, 2009, p.9) and 'many of them were not aware of specific functions of
the various structural elements in a text'. The problem is not only found among Key Stage 1 students

but also those in Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 3.

The teaching of genres or text types has been in Hong Kong for many years. The Curriculum
Development Council (CDC) Curriculum Guide 2004 has indicated: 'lt is important to introduce a
variety of text types to learners at primary level. Conscious learning and explicit teaching of different
text types enable learners to become more effective readers and proficient language users' (CDC,
2004, p.15). Over the last 10 years, many schools and teachers have made deliberate efforts to
provide students with exposure and experience to a broad array of text types. Findings of this
University of Hong Kong research study feedback to schools that providing exposure and experience

might not be enough for Hong Kong students.
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The reading problems identified above are common in many Hong Kong schools and SKH Tin Shui
Wai Ling Oi Primary School teachers have responded to those problems with actions. They have
started a School-based curriculum with more attention on vocabulary and text type knowledge. They
have adopted a more text-type specific teaching practice in their reading lessons and the principles

they have been upholding are as follows:

e Deliberate efforts on vocabulary specific to particular genres
e Explicit teaching of genre-specific reading strategies
® Increasing students' interaction with text

e Catering for learner diversity using homogeneous grouping and heterogeneous grouping

Deliberate efforts on vocabulary specific to particular genre

One of the reading difficulties is the students' fear of facing overwhelming number of vocabulary.
Teachers noticed that one possible way to tackle the issue is creating a link between vocabulary and
text types. Heightening students' awareness of this connection lowers students' anxiety of facing
a large number of vocabulary each time they read a new text. A sense of security can be created
if students can predict the vocabulary they will see in the coming literary texts and this experience
makes them understand that their vocabulary knowledge is transferrable from one piece of reading
to another under similar text type category. For instance, for the text type of posters, teachers
include vocabulary items and collocations like activities, competition, information, application form,
winners, date, come and join us. In emails, words and expressions like subject, from, to, | want to, |
don't want to, subject, How about you, are commonly found. In reading information text like world
records, students have to be familiar with phrases like 'hold a world record’, 'the world's biggest’,
‘the world'’s lightest', 'the heaviest in the world', "It is about... metres high/long’, 'the heaviest...
weigh... kg'.

Additionally, in selecting the genre-specific vocabulary, the school has also given collocation a
prominent place in the school-based curriculum. 'Collocation is the readily observable phenomenon
whereby certain words co-occur in natural text with greater than random frequency' (Lewis, 1998,
p.8). Lewis pointed to two important pedagogical values of collocation. First, students would learn
that English words are not normally used alone for real communication purposes. English words
often form meaning with their partner-words. Second, it is more efficient for second language
learners to learn the whole typical language pattern and break it into parts, than to learn the parts
and sequentially have to learn the whole. Therefore, in the process of school-based curriculum

development, teachers do not restrict themselves to single words, they would pick language chunks
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like the night before, not in the mood, surf the Net, makes me laugh, a sense of humour, world
record from students' reading. The selection reflects teachers' deep understanding of how language

is used in the real world communication.

Apart from genre-specific vocabulary approach, teachers in SKH Tin Shui Wai Ling Oi Primary School
agreed that their students' weakness in vocabulary could also be explained by students' minimal
exposure to English in their daily life and their lack of motivation and knowledge to develop self-
regulating habits to learn new words and phrases by themselves. Therefore in the new school-based
curriculum, teachers make vocabulary learning an important component of their English language
curriculum. Deployment of self study tools like dictionaries, establishing a strong connection
between reading and vocabulary learning and putting vocabulary in assessments are other
curriculum initiatives to consolidate students' understanding of the meaning, the part of speech and

the context of using a new vocabulary item.

Explicit teaching of forms and features of different genres

A text type or a genre is defined as 'a recurring and recognizable communication with particular
communicative purposes and particular features to accomplish those purposes' (Duke, Caughian,
Juzwik, & Matin, 2012, p.6). Yet, in a second language learning context like Hong Kong, students'
exposure to different text types in English is far from adequate. The low-level of exposure is certainly
not 'recurring' and thus teachers do not expect students to regard them as a 'recognizable' form
of communication. While some publishers have tried to incorporate many text types into their
textbooks, the sporadic arrangement and the limited curriculum time do not allow students to
recognize the patterns and regularities of language in different text types. SKH Tin Shui Wai Ling Oi
Primary School teachers realized that their students, who have grown up with minimal experience
of reading different text types in English, need systematic, explicit and recurring exposure to a
manageable size of text types. In other words, teachers would select particular text types and their
corresponding forms and features are taught very clearly to students. For instance, in the teaching
of a play, its specific format features like stage direction, its division of different parts into scenes,
and the special way of content arrangement are focuses of the reading lessons. For the text type of
emails, the basic features, such as sender, recipient and subject, and format of organization in the
order of greeting, beginning, body, ending and closing are taught explicitly to students. In teaching
the genre of posters, teachers pay special attention to genre-specific features including purposes,
venue, date, time, dress code and fee. Additionally, teachers have arranged the school-based

curriculum in a way that their students have more than one chance of reading a similar text type.



With a special school-based text type booklet, students can read one kind of text type for many times

until the features of a text type can retain a longer imprint on their mind.

Explicit teaching of genre-specific reading strategies

Recent research of reading suggests that readers generally engage in specific reading processes
when reading different kinds of texts (Duke & Roberts, 2010). When reading academic essays, people
tend to use sentence by sentence reading skills such that they can integrate the current sentence
with the previous information they read in text. However, this reading skill is seldom applied in
daily information text which requires readers to get information quickly and scanning and nonlinear
reading skills would help to fulfill the purpose. Also, when reading narratives, readers need to read
with plenty knowledge of the world, do prediction, and are eager to look ahead for the endings.
If teachers can identify the different reading skills needed for different text types, students would

benefit more in terms of reading efficiency and effectiveness.

In SKH Tin Shui Wai Ling Oi Primary School, teachers have attempted to integrate the different text
types and the related reading skills with a view to equipping students with the necessary reading
strategies to tackle each text type. In the teaching of a narrative poem, teachers guided students
to visualize the meaningful story in the poem by engaging students in different roles of the poem
using props, pictures, gestures, facial expressions and sound effects. Teachers observed that the
practice helped performing students to develop thorough understanding of the poem because
they could use different media to represent their understanding and at the same time audience
students could see the development of the story through witnessing the content of poem being
brought to live stanza by stanza. In teaching a biography, teachers noted that the teaching of main
ideas and supporting details helped students to see the organization of the writing in which the
achievement of a person is often followed by details of the hard work or difficulties the successful
person has experienced. Also, teachers have found that mind-maps differentiating topic sentences
and supporting details would support students to see clearly how a writer deploys various levels of
information to substantiate a main idea. In the teaching of a poster, scanning reading skills would
fit in because in the real world people scan a non-linear text to get the most important and useful
information in the shortest period of time, rather than using linear reading skill. Teachers would use
competitions to create time pressure for students such that they would have no choice but use the
scanning technique to read the messages in posters. The thinking process and the time limit would
mirror real world reading demand. In the process, teachers have concluded that simply teaching

the differing features of different text types is not enough to create impact on students' reading
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comprehension proficiency. Students must have enough exposure of the same kind of text type, real
interaction with text and strong motivation to read if students' improvements on reading have to

sustain.

Increasing students' interaction with text

The genre-based approach of reading instruction has been in practice in Australia for some years.
One criticism against the highly genre-specific approach of reading instruction has been the
possibility of an over-focus on text forms and features (Duke & Roberts, 2010, p.81). To make sure
that there is deep understanding of the reading text alongside with explicit teaching of genre forms
and features, teachers in SKH Tin Shui Wai Ling Oi Primary School tried to incorporate different kinds
of interactive reading activities in reading classrooms. While reading a narrative poem, students
were guided to enliven their visual images by using props, gestures, sounds, facial expressions and
pictures. Through the activity of explicitizing the content of a poem, teachers noticed that students
showed deep understanding of some complicated ideas. In reading information text of world
records, students' reading motivation got fuelled up after teachers created a link between students’
life with the remote text by compiling a class record and comparing it to the world record they
have read. In addition, in discussing the main idea of paragraphs in various biographies, students
themselves found out that all great people underwent some hardship before they succeeded. After
reading a poster, students had to present information they read with a view to increasing students'

understanding of text through activating their different senses, including speaking and listening.

A small-scale action research was conducted to see students' response to the new pedagogy which
has encouraged more student interaction with texts. The findings suggest that students displayed
preference for this kind of teaching practice, had greater confidence of their understanding of
the text and most importantly students showed better retention of the vocabulary and content
knowledge which they have learned from the reading text. It is hoped that the skills obtained in each
of the text-type can be transferred to another reading experience as reading comprehension is best

seen as a collection of processes.



Cater for learner diversity using homogeneous grouping and heterogeneous
grouping

Also, it is not uncommon to find that less able students make very little progress in the reading
lesson. Struggling readers usually hide behind stronger students or other students and they often
leave reading lessons without much understanding of a text. Facing this challenge, teachers in
SKH Tin Shui Wai Ling Oi Primary School tried both homogeneous grouping and heterogeneous
grouping to facilitate weak students' understanding of different texts. In reading posters, teachers
put students into different ability groups after identifying core skills and vocabulary items to be
taught. In small groups, teachers found that homogeneous grouping would allow their efficient
intervention to weaker students and increase their understanding of individual students' reading
needs. Heterogeneous grouping activities would help to boost students' motivation to read for both

weak and strong students if they are designed carefully.

In this sharing session, teachers from SKH Tin Shui Wai Ling Oi Primary School will share with
audience their experience of using the above mentioned strategies in their reading classes.
Classroom videos, student work, research analysis and assessment findings will be shared. It is hoped
that their experience could give audience some new thoughts on how reading lessons could be

planned and implemented using a more genre-specific and interactive approach.
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Introduction

The transition from primary to secondary schools can pose challenges for students as the teaching
environment, the teaching approaches and the curriculum are very different in secondary schools
compared to primary schools and students have difficulty adjusting to these changes (Galton &
Hargreaves, 2002). To help students cope with the challenges they may face in the new school
environment, it is common for secondary schools to organise a bridging programme for their S1
newcomers. In recent years, there has been a strong awareness that early preparation would facilitate
a better transition for students and some primary schools have taken the initiative to offer bridging
programmes or bridging units for students in the last few weeks or months of the primary schooling.
However, it has been argued that the transition from primary to secondary school is a long term
process and that planning for transfer needs to start in primary schools and continue through the
secondary years (Osborn, McNess, & Pollard, 2006). Apart from making use of a bridging programme
to ease students' transition problems from primary to secondary schools, what can primary school

teachers do to better prepare students for the changes at an earlier stage?

Effective strategies to enhance the interface

Various studies suggest discontinuities in the curricula and pedagogical approaches of primary and
secondary schools adversely affect students' academic performance (Galton, Gray, & Rudduck, 1999).
Therefore, an effective transition should guarantee continuity and progression in students' learning.

To smooth the transition process for students, three strategies are suggested:

1. To ensure curriculum continuity to prepare students for the academic requirements in secondary
schools

2. To adjust pedagogical practices to enhance pedagogical continuity and prepare students for
the change

3. To help students develop learning strategies to promote independent learning

Different schools have tried out these strategies to prepare students for their secondary education
and found them effective. In this presentation, the following school-based examples will be shared

to illustrate how these effective strategies are put into practice:



Infusing language arts and non-language arts components into the curriculum

One unique feature of the NSS curriculum is the introduction of eight elective modules in which
different forms of language arts and non-language arts texts are used as a medium for teaching and
learning English. To equip students for the literacy demands of the NSS curriculum, some secondary
schools try to lay a solid foundation for their students in their junior years of schooling through the
strategic infusion of language arts and non-language arts components into the junior secondary
English Language curriculum, and some basic yet essential knowledge and skills required in the
elective modules that the schools are likely to offer in their NSS curricula are infused into different

textbook units starting from S1.

To ensure curriculum continuity between the primary and secondary curriculum, language arts
and non-language arts elements can be strategically infused into the primary English Language
curriculum through effective integration of Reading Workshops with the GE Programme. For
instance, language arts materials such as poems, songs and short stories can be integrated with
suitable textbook units to help students develop basic knowledge and skills in interpreting,
appreciating, responding to literary work or fiction while non-language arts texts can be used in
relevant units to develop students' simple analytical skills like identifying problems and solutions and

causal relationships.

On top of curriculum mapping, a wider variety of post-reading tasks and activities can be designed
to facilitate the learning of the above-mentioned knowledge and skills. For example, a story plot
structure diagram can be introduced to help students analyse how story elements such as rising
action and climax are used to create stories. More thought provoking activities that go beyond the
recognition of text features like rhyming words or alliteration can be developed to guide students to
interpret and respond to the hidden messages of poems and songs. Graphic organisers can also be
employed to develop students' awareness of expository text structures including comparison and
contrast, cause and effect, and problem and solution. In mapping the curriculum more coherently
and developing a wider range of reading tasks, schools can secure for their students a smoother

transition to the Junior Secondary and NSS English Language curriculum.

Fostering vocabulary building skills

Vocabulary is essential for developing students' English proficiency in terms of the four language
skills. The lack of sufficient vocabulary is often one of the greatest obstacles to learning English as
students move up to higher grade levels where they need a wide range of vocabulary to express
complicated ideas in speaking and writing and understand, infer and interpret complex reading and

listening texts. They are also expected to understand different aspects of words and how they are
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used in public examinations such as HKDSE, in particular Paper 1(Reading). To help students build a
strong working vocabulary to cope with the demands of their studies, teaching vocabulary is more
than simply presenting new words on a word list and having students memorise them. Students do
need to be more conscious of vocabulary learning and learn more ways to acquire new words by

themselves to expand their vocabulary and to retain them in an effective way.

According to the English Language Curriculum Guide (P1-6) (Curriculum Development Council,
2004), helping learners to acquire and consolidate various vocabulary building skills is a particularly
productive area for the encouragement of learner autonomy for it can enhance self-learning of
vocabulary items. Introducing vocabulary building skills starting from primary school level is thus
a worthy endeavour. Primary school teachers can systematically infuse the teaching of a range of
vocabulary building skills such as compounding, derivation, affixation and word association including
synonyms, antonyms and homonyms into the core English curriculum. Relevant vocabulary building
skills can be selected from textbook units where good examples are found and a planning tool can

be used to ensure a balanced coverage of different vocabulary skills within and across levels.

Apart from planning what vocabulary building skills should be taught, teachers should look into
the design of activities to promote vocabulary learning. Vocabulary-focused activities should go
beyond memorising, matching pictures with words or definitions. Instead, they should facilitate
students to retrieve, apply and retain vocabulary learned by employing vocabulary building skills
learned. Providing students with a meaningful context to apply a range of adjectives to describe
their family members and classmates with supporting details using selected adjectives and the
concept of prefixes, synonyms and antonyms around the theme 'Relationships' is one example
of helping students to retrieve and draw on the vocabulary learned. Reorganising word banks for
students to remember meaningful chunks and vocabulary words through semantic elaboration,
collocations and lexical phrases (Sokmen, 1997) instead of providing wordlists for them to memorise
discrete vocabulary items around the theme is an effective strategy that leads to better retention of

vocabulary learned.

Explicit teaching of reading strategies

Other than vocabulary building skills, secondary school students need to be equipped with good
reading skills to broaden their learning through reading a broad spectrum of texts in different
subjects. However, reading to learn does not always happen effectively due to the fact that students
often have problems in understanding what they read, which in turn affects how they interact with

what they read.



As National Reading Panel (2000) and Pressley (2000) point out, explicitly teaching students even one
strategy for comprehending a text can improve their comprehension. To enable primary students
to become more effective readers, they should be taught reading strategies more explicitly starting
from their junior years. This not only facilitates learning to read but also reading to learn. With better
preparation, reading to learn will happen more effectively among students and they will be better
prepared for their journey through senior secondary where they have to engage in reading across

the curriculum.

To some, enabling students to read effectively is challenging as reading itself is a thinking process,
which can be very complex and being able to think logically during reading does not happen
automatically. Think aloud is often considered an effective way for teachers to demonstrate to
students how to think when reading. However, some primary students may find it hard just to hear
their teacher think through a text. Students' needs can be better catered for if they can see the
teacher's thinking and how she makes connections in the text. To model the thinking process for
students explicitly, teachers can adopt syntax surgery, which is a way to show learners what good
readers do when interacting with the text through lifting text and providing notation during a
think-aloud. Through using codes and lifting text, students can see and hear the strategies and
skills of reading as the thinking is mapped out on the text (Beers, 2003). With constant practice
with the teacher, students can learn how to think as they read and they can continue reading with

understanding on their own.

Connecting reading and writing through text analysis

In secondary schools, students are expected to write compositions that are lengthier and richer in
content. However, teachers often complain that students' compositions are "rich" in mistakes but
deficient in substance, let alone elaboration and organisation of ideas. To address this issue, teachers
often train students to make good use of the reading input when attempting their writing tasks so as
to promote the transfer and application of knowledge and skills. To help students see that reading
and writing are not two separate entities, a pedagogy that primary school teachers could adopt is to

establish a closer link between reading and writing.

As there is a strong connectedness between reading and writing, numerous reading to write and
writing to read activities can be used to facilitate students to develop literacy skills (Hirvela, 2004).
To promote reading to write, teachers can design activities that require students to explore the
meaningful connections between what they have read and what they are going to write. Since
reading provides a rich source of linguistic and rhetorical input for writing, the connection between

reading and writing will enable students to acquire vocabulary, grammatical structures of rhetorical
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features of text and then transfer them to writing. One way of going about it is to guide students to
unpack information using graphic organizers to facilitate reading (text deconstruction) and repack

information using graphic information to facilitate writing (text reconstruction).

To take writing a diary as an example, when teachers plan to ask students to write a diary, they should
first let students read a diary before engaging them in writing one. Through reading the diary with
students, teachers can guide them to analyse the diary with an organiser to find out its organizing
framework and deconstruct it by digging out the resources that they can transfer to their writing
such as the overall organization of a diary, vocabulary, grammar items like the simple past tense, time
sequencers, and useful sentence patterns. When guiding students to write, teachers can ask students
to organise and generate their ideas using the same organizing framework to plan their diaries and

encourage them to use the language resources they have dug out to enrich their diaries.

This presentation aims to enhance teachers' understanding of the differences and similarities
between learning and teaching in primary and secondary schools and provide suggestions on how
to enhance the interface between Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 3 in the English Language education
through sharing various strategies adopted in different schools. Participants will be able to gain more
ideas about how to support the interface through videos, student work and school-based teaching

and learning materials.
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Reading: From words to texts
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This presentation focuses on struggling readers who find reading a laborious and painful process.
According to teachers at Queen Elizabeth School Old Students' Association Branch Primary School,
struggling readers display these learning features: (i) they fail to recognize familiar words, even in
very simple texts; (i) they fail to make use of contextual clues to guess or infer; (iii) they refuse to read
unless with much teacher support; (iv) they find reading independently a daunting process and give
up easily halfway through. The first two features relate closely to word unfamiliarity and poor reading
skills whereas the other two relate to attitude. There may be a causal link between the two as there is

always an intriguing relationship between reading ability and attitude.

Students' reading difficulties may be explained by the subskill theories which posit that reading is
a skill integration process in which readers need to master a list of subskills before they can read
fluently. One fundamental skill is word identification. Readers need to gather information from
the written text (e.g. letters and words), identify the meaning of words, and then move forward to
processing the structure and meaning of larger syntactic units, such as phrases or sentences (Hinkel,
2006). Unlike fluent readers who have learned and integrated these subskills so well that they use
them automatically, beginning readers struggle a lot with the requisite skill of word recognition. They
are often 'stuck' on words, especially in texts with many unfamiliar words; subsequently they do not

even have the mental capacity to guess or to engage in the thinking process.

Curriculum Planning

To tackle this problem, the teachers decided to integrate explicit teaching of word identification
skills into the school-based curriculum. This involves meticulous modular planning as curriculum
space and time for the continuous and integrative development of vocabulary learning are needed.
Unlike in the past when only two to three lessons were spent on a textbook passage, now teaching
time related to reading and vocabulary learning is spread out over a two-week teaching schedule.
At the beginning of the lesson, teachers usually spend five to ten minutes on vocabulary review
before moving onto another focus. The total reading and vocabulary-related teaching time can
add up to five lessons. One important consideration for this drastic change is that teachers need to
adapt other curriculum content, adjust expected learning outcomes of other teaching objectives and
change assessment design and focus accordingly (will be discussed further under the heading of

‘assessment’).
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From the outset, the teachers also needed to answer a theoretical question: What does 'knowing
a word' mean? In this context, passive recognition, that is the ability to recognize the meaning of a
target word when given meaning options (Laufer & Goldstein, 2004), was agreed to be the minimal
requirement for struggling readers. Apart from the depth of learning, teachers needed to define
the scope as well. Since most of the textbook passages in Key Stage 2 are very long, it is difficult
to ask struggling readers to learn every word in the passage. The teachers, based on their intuition
and word occurrence frequency, chose a certain number of vocabulary as target words. (Please note
that this is different from thematic vocabulary found in most textbooks). Alternatively, teachers may
consider selecting words based on the Wordlists for the English Language Curriculum at primary
level developed by the EDB, English Key Learning Area Section. The wordlists can be retrieved from
the website: http://cd1.edb.hkedcity.net/cd/eng/vocab09/appendix_1_content.htm. By drawing
students' attention to a defined set of words and to a limited set of lexical features, students may
find vocabulary learning more manageable and may lead to increased motivation to learn new

words.

Learning and Teaching

Extensive research has pointed out that intended vocabulary learning leads to significantly higher
rates of vocabulary retention and that, in comparison, a word needs to be encountered twelve to
twenty times to be learned from context (Coady, 1997). When putting these findings into classroom
practice, the difficulties are that there is often insufficient time to allow numerous times of contextual
learning to happen and, to make the matter worse, there is no standard definition of what is meant
by context (Nation, 1982). Rather, Nation has advised teachers not to focus on quantity, but to
create favorable conditions for vocabulary learning: “interest, repetition, deliberate attention, and

generative use (the use of a word in a new context)" (Nation, 2005, p. 585).

In order to capture students' attention and to make vocabulary teaching more explicit, the teachers,
in the post-reading stage, illustrate (in the form of powerpoints) words with interesting photos or clip
art. New contexts are therefore created to bring about meanings for these target words. Classroom
routine is then formed to read aloud target words (as a warm-up) at the beginning of the lesson. The
purpose is to help students match sounds with letters, and also with meanings. Repetition, yet with
variation, is built into lessons by encouraging students to read aloud target words in groups and in
pairs. This is combined with whole passage reading aloud. After three to four times, when students
have mastered pronunciation and remembered meanings, teachers then modify the powerpoint
so that only pictures, without words, are shown on the slides. Students are expected to memorize
target words and recall them when cues (i.e. visual stimulus) are given. The purpose is to promote

quick lexical recall. This is found to be an effective and efficient way to promote automaticity among
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struggling readers. When time allows, teachers also introduce interesting and interactive vocabulary
games and exercises into the lessons to encourage students to revisit vocabulary learned in previous

units.

At first, teachers worried that it would be difficult to find suitable graphics for the powerpoint
illustrations, however, after several times, teachers found that technical problem was not a major
issue. Teachers observed that visual stimulus helped students remember word meaning and made

learning more interesting.

In subsequent lessons, teachers spend some class time on "vocabulary talk". The substance of the
talk is grounded on the strong interpretation of /exical learning. According to Richards (1976), it
"entails knowledge of the network of associations between that word and other words in language"

(p. 81). This includes the following categories (Slobin, 1971):

Examples
by contrast or antonym wet — dry
by similarity or synonym blossom — flower
by subordinative classification animal — dog
by coordinate classification apple — peach
by superordinate classification spinach — vegetable

and collocations as well. Teachers use an interactive approach to explain and elicit responses from
students. During the talk, students are instructed to jot down words or draw word webs in their

vocabulary book for retention and revision.

The next step is to put newly-learned vocabulary into a new context (i.e. a text). First teachers need
to select/rewrite/compose a reading passage in which a majority of the words (about 90%) are
familiar words and target words. This strategy is found to be important for struggling students as it
helps them to practise the skill: recognize familiar words in new texts. Then in the reading lesson,
after introducing the text type and brainstorming a few ideas related to the topic, students are
instructed to read and answer comprehension questions on their own. This is found to be a good
means to build up students' confidence and train them to read long texts independently. Finally,
answers are checked and immediate feedback is given in class. Poor readers are encouraged to
explain how and why they get their answers. When they fail to recognize familiar words, they are
asked to locate words found in the new passage and words that they have learned in textbook
passages. This kind of transfer is found to be an effective means to promote lexical processing,

practise basic reading skills, and, most importantly, understand students' reading difficulties.
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Assessment

Assessment papers have been changed accordingly to reflect the new curriculum emphasis. New
lexical parts focusing on antonyms and synonyms are included. Since the expected learning outcome
is passive recognition, students do not need to spell or recall target words actively, they just need
to recognize their meanings when given meaning options. The results showed that a majority of the
students were able to recognize a large number of target words. Students reported that they found
it easier to recall lexical-phrase items than single-word items. As for reading, a less challenging text
is designed with vocabulary control in mind. In order to evaluate teaching effectiveness, detailed
analysis was done. Initial findings showed that struggling readers greatly benefited from explicit
teaching and training of word identification skills. They were able to recognize familiar words at a
faster rate. Additionally, they were able to locate specific information in familiar texts without teacher

support. Last but not least, their attitude towards reading has become more positive.

Remarks
This presentation is planned to be participatory. The focus is more on modular planning than whole
curriculum planning. Examples are mostly taken from P. 4. It is suitable for Key Stage 2 teachers who

work with a number of struggling readers.

References

1. Coady, J. (1997). L2 vocabulary acquisition through extensive reading. In J. Coady & T. Huckin (Eds.), Second language
vocabulary acquisition (pp. 225-37). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

2. Hinkel, E. (2006). Current Perspectives on Teaching the Four Skills, TESOL Quarterly, 40(1), 109-31.

3. Laufer, B., & Goldstein, Z. (2004). Testing vocabulary knowledge: Size, strength, and computer adaptiveness. Language
Learning, 54, 399-436.

4. Nation, I. S. P. (1982). Beginning to learn foreign vocabulary: A review of the research, RELC Journal, 13(1), 14-36.

5. Nation, I. S. P. (2005). Teaching learning vocabulary. In E. Hinkel (Ed.), Handbook of research on second language
teaching and learning (pp. 581-96). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

6. Richards, J. C. (1976). The Role of Vocabulary Teaching. TESOL Quarterly, 10 (1), 77-89.
7. Slobin, D. I. (1971). Psycholinguistics. lllinois, Scott Foresman.



= —

DD
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on realizing the principles of task-based learning in
designing a learning module in English
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Ms SO Man-yee (Conservative Baptist Lui Ming Choi Primary School)
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Ms YANG Shi-chip, April (Ho Ming Primary School, Sponsored by Sik Sik Yuen)

Task-based learning is a big label that nearly all teachers of primary schools in Hong Kong
are familiar with. One of the reasons could be that it is an approach recommended in the
English Language Curriculum Guide for Primary 1-6 (Curriculum Development Council, 2004) in
implementing the English Language curriculum framework. Tasks are described as ‘purposeful and
contextualized activities in which learners draw together a range of elements in their framework of
knowledge and skills to fulfill the task set." It further explicates the concept of a 'good learning task'

to include the following qualities:

> have a purpose to use English
> have a context for the use of English
> learners need to use the knowledge and skills learnt

> aproduct is produced in the end

Task-based learning at a glance

Here, Nunan (2004) gave us a more elaborated concept of a task framework. He pointed out that
most of the tasks carried out in classrooms belonged to pedagogical tasks, which are 'piece(s) of
classroom work that involve learners in comprehending, manipulating producing or interacting in the
target language while their attention is focused on mobilizing their grammatical knowledge in order
to express meaning and in which the intention is to convey meaning rather than to manipulate form.
(p.4)' His definition echoes strongly with the rationales lying behind the primary English curriculum
in Hong Kong. In the first place, English is learnt mainly to communicate. Therefore, tasks need to

be designed to lay a context and a purpose for communication. The second important message
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is the position of grammar in task-based learning. Grammar is learnt for the purpose of conveying
meaning. In other words, grammar is learnt not solely for its form but for its use and application. The

ultimate purpose is for communication in both spoken and written form of English.

These tasks work effectively in facilitating learning when they are organized in good order. This is
why Nunan (2004) emphasized very much the importance of arranging the tasks into a task-based
learning framework or in his words, curriculum. In the old days, there was a strong belief that English
and all other languages needed to be learnt step by step. Here, the step-by-step learning fashion
refers to something resembling very much to mastery learning, which Wilkins (1976) termed it as
a 'synthetic' approach to learning. In such an approach, learners are taught the language part by
part separately until the whole structure of language is built up. However, in real second language
learning situations, learners do not master one item perfectly before they proceed on to learn the
next part. Instead, second language learners are always learning several if not numerous items
'imperfectly’ and often 'simultaneously'. As what Ellis (1994) has stated, second language learning is
'unstable’ in the sense that an item seems to have been 'learnt’ at one point in time but seems to be

'unlearnt' at the other.

Learning by doing — putting the principles of TBLT into the making of a module

Thanks to findings of researchers like Nunan, Ellis and Wilkins, we worked with schools to infuse
the principles of task-based learning into planning learning modules and implementing them in
the English classroom. Therefore, five teachers from four schools are invited to share with you their

experiences in designing these modules. The sharing session is composed of two parts.

The first part of the sharing session will be devoted to refreshing ourselves on the concepts of task-
based learning and showing how the aforementioned concepts of a task are realized into the design
of learning tasks. We will show you a variety of pedagogical tasks that have been used in classrooms.
Some of the tasks contain a rehearsal rationale while the others have the activation rationale. The
former points to tasks in which students are rehearsing 'something they're (students are) going to
need to do outside the classroom' in the 'security of the classroom' (Nunan, 2004). For instance, a
simulated interview task enables P.6 students to rehearse for the real secondary school interview.
Tasks with an activation rationale are those tasks needing no rehearsal but allowing students to
solve a problem, role play in an improvised situation, or exchange information using the language

knowledge and skills learnt. A classic example is to decide on the programme of the Christmas party.



Most English teachers like us have experienced the unstable and imperfect situations mentioned
in the previous section when helping our students to learn. Thus, in our presentation, we will share
with you how we build a relatively stable Task-based Language Teaching framework (see the diagram
below) out of these unstable and imperfect situations. We will show you examples of module plans
based on textbooks and the principles of a task-based curriculum. The plans are annotated with the

principles and rationales we adopted from task-based learning.

A Framework for TBLT (Nunan, 2004)
Real-world / target tasks

|

Pedagogical tasks < Enabling skills
Rehearsal Activation Language Communicative
tasks T > tasks exercises activities

This year, we do not stop at merely 'showing' how the curriculum plans are built. Hence, in the
second part of the sharing session, participants are invited to have a taste in building module plans
with our facilitators. They are English teachers who have a lot of experience in putting the principles
of task-based learning into their teaching plans. We all agree with Malcolm Knowles (1980), who
was once considered the founding father of adult learning, that adults are more self-directed and
internally motivated to learn and have a repertoire of experience. Adults learn better through
collaboration. Collins (1991) also analogized adult learning as an interactive relationship of theory
and practice. He found that adult learners tended to put theories into practice once an opportunity
was presented. With these in mind, we will invite you to collaborate with our facilitators and other
participants to work out curriculum plans, which can be used in your own schools. To enable a
smooth running of our work, you will be invited to join the following groups working on different

levels on different topics.

Group 1 — Family and friends (KS1)

Group 2 — Animals and pets (KS1)

Group 3 - Food and Healthy diet (KS2)
Group 4 — Travelling around Hong Kong (KS2)
Group 5 — Films and stories (KS2)
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We will adopt an integrated approach to scaffold listening, reading, speaking and writing tasks into a
module. The product we generated will be shared and a refined plan together with materials will be

compiled and sent to all participants sometime after the sharing session.

References
1. Collins, M. (1991). Adult Education as Vocation. London: Routledge.

2. Curriculum Development Council (2004). English language education: Key learning area curriculum guide primary 1-6.
Hong Kong: Government Printer.

3. Ellis, R. (1994). The Study of Second Language Acquisition. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

4. Knowles, M. (1980). The modern practice of adult education: From pedagogy to andragogy. Wilton, Connecticut:
Association Press.

5. Nunan, D. (2004). Task-Based Language Teaching: A Comprehensively revised edition of Designing Tasks for the
Communicative Classroom. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

6. Wilkins, D. (1976). National Syllabuses. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

36



= —

DD

A workshop' on the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ to observe an
English lesson to bring about student learning

Ms CHUNG Chui-ngor, Jenny (Senior School Development Officer)

Mr HO Man-lung, Edmond, Mr LAI Chi-leung, Simon

(Hong Kong Southern District Government Primary School)

Ms LAU Suet-ngan, Melanie (St Patrick's Catholic Primary School)

Ms WONG Wai-mun, Karen (SKH Tsing Yi Chu Yan Primary School)

Introduction
Improving something as complex and culturally embedded as teaching requires the efforts
of all players... But teachers must be the primary driving force behind change. They are
best positioned to understand the problems that students face and to generate possible
solutions.

Stigler & Hiebert (1999, p.135)

To bring about positive impact on learning and teaching, classroom-based practice with focus on
student outcomes should be ongoing. Lesson observation can extensively be used as a means of
evaluation as well as professional development. Through lesson observation, students can give
feedback to teachers on how they are learning. On the other hand, teachers can diagnose learning

and teaching difficulties.

Although lesson observation is an important component to understand how students are learning, the
nature and use of observation have to be duly considered. "What kind of classroom observation are we
going to do?' 'How are we giving feedback to learning and teaching?' "What can be done to improve?'
These questions are always in the mind of teachers, panel heads, principals or even inspectors. It is
understood that the classroom has been an enclosed area and was regarded as 'private’ in the past,
and even once a 'secret garden' in England. However, classroom observation is now becoming far
more common than it used to be. Continual conversations of what and how to observe an English
lesson have become regular routines in English panels. Teachers collaborate in setting objectives,
planning the lesson, teaching, peer-observing, revising, reflecting and sharing are frequent exercises.
Parents at times may be invited into schools to see how their children are learning in schools. Some

schools have open-classroom when visitors can watch what is happening in lessons.

' The number of participants in this workshop is limited to 30, split into 5 to 6 groups.
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Lesson observation can be described along a continuum from a focus on accountability-oriented
evaluation at one end to a focus on teachers' professional development at the other. It ranges from
appraisal, diagnosis, feedback, incentive to research. Observers with different intents take a different
role when entering a classroom. For example, the role of the principals may vary with the panel heads

or curriculum coordinators who have different perceptions of what to look for in a lesson.

What could be seen in an English class?

Classroom observation is a professional development which has a positive impact on learning and
teaching. The prime aims of walking into a classroom and looking into how students are learning may
be ongoing, comprehensive, collaborative, teacher-driven, classroom-based, subject-matter focused,
active and hands-on. It should be grounded on the professional knowledge on teaching, in return to a

focus on student outcomes and problems encountered in the process of learning and teaching.

Classroom interaction, questioning techniques, feedback and follow up are vital elements in an English
lesson. Classroom interaction in terms of teacher's explanation, elicitation techniques and instruction
giving is important since it is genuinely communicative. Questions can have different purposes in
an English lesson in socializing, setting the scene, scaffolding and checking learning. Wajnryb (1992)

considers the following as the common types of utterances in classroom discourse:

* close-ended questions e.g. Isthisapen?

e retrieval questions e.g.  Whatis it made of?

e  open-ended questions e.g.  What would happen to Goldilocks?
e display/rhetorical questions e.g. Isthis what you can do?

e referential questions e.g.  Which class are you in?

The feedback given by teachers to students such as encouraging remarks and negotiation of
meaning is crucial in terms of motivational value. However, it is worth noting the linguistic and

cognitive aspects of the feedback which influences and relates to students' process of learning.
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The table below shows the features to be observed in an English lesson in terms of classroom

interaction, questioning techniques, feedback and follow up.

Learning e have teaching focus reflecting various dimensions of learning e.g. macro skills,
Objectives vocabulary, grammar
e consider pre-requisites of student learning aligned with substantial learning content

Classroom e respond to teacher instruction and interact with teacher/peers
Interaction e express appropriate expressions to maintain routines
e clarify information and seek corrections

Learning e show confidence in using English
Process e demonstrate sensitivity towards language use
Questioning e show confidence in using English
Techniques e demonstrate sensitivity towards language use

e check understanding and tap knowledge related to students' daily experience
e ask a variety of questions ranging from easy to difficult

e give prompts and rephrase questions to help students think further

e give appropriate wait time

Teaching e meet learning needs of students and cater for students' learning capability

Strategies e equal opportunities for student participation, particularly giving the diffident
and slower students a chance to contribute and time to answer questions, yet
challenging the most able

e make use of flexible grouping

e strike a balance between teacher-led and learner-centred instruction

e link between different learning activities with clear and logical sequence

e create setting to provoke a print-rich environment

e use non-verbal communication skills or paralinguistic features

Feedback and e access students' understanding and find out how to move them on
Follow Up * recap learning content and revisit difficult area

In this workshop, the focus of 'what and how' to look at classroom learning is developmental but
not judgemental. Different features of a lesson — what to look for when observing an English lesson
— will be discussed. These observable features provide a clear focus for observation but can only be
used for certain aspects of a lesson. However, the difficulty lies in what can or cannot be observed
and ultimately how to help students. As Richards (1994) suggests, the teacher may be struggling
mentally to maintain the flow of the lesson and may have realised that the lesson is delivered in a
non-productive way. These aspects of the lesson are not directly observable but could be clarified

through conversation and discussion in order to understand the meaning of what you have observed.
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How to identify the learning needs of students?

The participating schools have captured a number of classroom video-clips. Lessons of different
levels are captured and used in the workshop. Some snap shots are specifically chosen to be
used for discussion on classroom interaction, questioning technique, negotiation of meaning and
feedback. During collaborative lesson preparation, the snap shots are used to understand how
and why students could do or could not do something. It is important for teachers to see the
interconnectedness between what has been delivered and received by students inside classroom
practices which are neither discrete nor isolated. Teachers have to articulate the connectedness of
input-output to generate contextual knowledge. Moreover, teachers' struggles in the use of the first
language and the error corrections in English lessons make significant impact on student learning.
Sometimes, we tend to jump into giving advice too quickly. Instead of leading students to learn
from their mistakes in the process, immediate 'feedback' in terms of corrections is always given to
students. By and by, students lose their incentives or even ability to solve problems, the less able

students in particular.

Teachers involved will share how they develop strategies to check learning. More importantly, the
'practice in surgery', that is, the follow-up work done to help students make improvements in English
language learning will be displayed. The captured video-clips are not intended to be good practices
but serve the purpose of helping teachers to identify the needs of students in regular teaching
process. The post-lesson observation discussion on how students are learning is the key to nurture

the curriculum leadership of the observers as well as the observees.

What's next?

If lesson observation has been established as routines in school practices, it is worth analyzing the
outcomes of observation properly. According to Wragg (1994), it might serve merely little purpose
if, after a lesson, "observers simply exude goodwill, mumble vaguely or appear to be uncertain”
(p.2) of what they have to tell the observees. The outcomes of observation and the approach to
lesson analysis should be made from the careful scrutiny of classroom events, each explaining why
it happens. For example, feedback from students is as important as teacher feedback to students.

Skilfully handled classroom observation can maximise the benefit to both the observer and the
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person observed, serving to inform and enhance the professional skill of both. On the other hand,
inappropriate handling can make it become counter-productive, at its worst arousing hostility,
resistance and suspicion. Some major principles in the conduct of post-observation discussions are

as follows:

e give feedback as soon as possible after observation;

e choose a private and quiet environment to share the views with the teacher observed,;

e include specific episodes or events that happened in the class to start the dialogue;

e et the teacher pick significant events in the lesson that demonstrated student learning or
identified problems; and

e throw questions to guide the teacher through exploration of various possible ways to solve

the identified learning problem.

In the process of discussion, the participants will act as 'information seekers' instead of evaluators.
It hopes to serve two main purposes in knowing more about how students learn as well as giving
feedback to teachers who have been observed. The English panel heads of the participating schools
will be facilitators or participants in different groups. A variety of lesson observation forms will be
distributed. The design of the forms and the data to be collected will affect how teachers interpret a

lesson. The key to the professional dialogue is to focus on 'how students are learning'.
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Globalisation, advancement of information technology and development of knowledge-
based economies in a climate of global economic restructuring have brought about
unprecedented worldwide changes. To enable our younger generations to rise to the
challenges, Hong Kong has implemented the New Academic Structure (NAS) since
September 2009 to promote whole-person development and life-long learning so that
students with different abilities, interests and attitudes can develop their talents to the full.

International Education Forum and Expo, EDB (2011)

Teaching students about global issues and encouraging them to see the world through different lens
has been an indispensible element in the English curriculum with the implementation of the New
Senior Secondary curriculum. Students need to read a wide range of informational texts on global
issues and themes. This was especially revealing when the performance of students in Territory-
wide System Assessment at Primary Six showed that they were lacking exposure to reading a wider
range of informational texts about global issues and themes such as natural disasters, charities,
environmental protection and cultural differences. The importance of encouraging students to look
beyond Hong Kong and to understand the diversity of language and cultures in different parts of the

world and the richness of culture across our planet has been recognized by teachers.

Before the collaboration between the school and our team, the principal and the teachers have
reflected that under the through-train mode, the diversity of Secondary One students' learning
ability has kept widening. Although this has been expected, they still want to strengthen the whole
school's understanding of and support for its students, and alleviate students' adaptation problems
upon their promotion to the secondary school especially in the area of English Language. Bridging
the gap between P. 6 and Secondary One writing performance of students was therefore the focus
these years. Teachers reported that although all students reached the TSA basic competencies, they
were not performing well enough in Pre-Secondary 1 assessment. A problem was thus identified

between primary and secondary bridging in English Language.
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From analyzing the performance of students, we also understood that the primary six students were
eager to write and were able to produce written tasks of over 100 words in length easily, but they
had problems using a wider range of vocabulary and sentence patterns when they came across
topics they were unfamiliar with. Nonetheless, we believe that students have potentials to become
proficient writers given that they had a strong foundation established a year ago with the school-
based curriculum. Students' ability to think critically could well be developed through a range of
global issues incorporated into the writing curriculum. With a good head start at Key Stage One
writing curriculum in the first year 2011-2012, the school focused on developing the Key Stage
Two writing curriculum in the second year 2012-2013. To improve the quality of students' writing in
particular at Key Stage Two, both the support officer and the English teachers acted as a team and
worked together on different topics to enhance the quality of English language writing through a
process of holistic curriculum planning, inquiries, implementation of different writing strategies, and

on-going reflection and evaluation.

The Core Writing Curriculum

Building on their established practice in developing writing packages at Key Stage One, teachers
developed consensus for the key elements in the writing packages at Key Stage Two. The writing
packages were designed to enable the students to benefit from a wide range of social, cultural and

global perspectives they would not be exposed to otherwise.

The linkage between reading and writing was carefully thought through and established in the
writing packages. These packages were characterised by strong input on a clear reading and writing
framework, vocabulary, carefully selected and structured language patterns, substantial reading
materials and graphic organizers for topic writing to enrich students' ideas. For instance, since
persuasive texts posed particular challenges to students because of the unfamiliar ideas and
concepts that they might present, students should be taught to recognise the persuasive features
and techniques. The persuasive writing framework, audience and purpose, persuasive phrases and
adjectives need to be taught to students. This was important for developing writing technique after
reading. Teachers had a chance to explore the techniques and procedures in teaching persuasive
text structure in one of the writing packages we co-developed - Save the Environment. Below is a

snippet of example:
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e e Persuasive Text

Veu are ashed 10 write a piece of PEFSUASIVE BSSAY to 1el
why people have to protect the environment.

—_— W e

Persunsive| j _
CANRNG | Tt trieS to s I m Opening statement \
| b S makem ) State your position/opinion "I.

MM’ least 3 arguments
m State the argument

m Provide supporting evidence

i Concluding Statement 't

J. Re-state your position/ opinion

The aim to widen students' exposure to global issues led us to co-develop one of the reading and

writing tasks — Charity in the second term last year. Here is the mind map we used to stimulate

students' thinking on the writing topic, 'How are you going to spend HK$10,000?" (which was similar
to a P. 6 TSA writing topic in 2012):
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N 1. Why do we help (those inneed / the needy)?

Find one quote from the Bible that best
deseribes this pheto.

=

eceive.

T+ is more blessed 10 ive than to r

(@

Providing good writing modeling strategies was also an idea brought to the teachers. Students
needed to learn what constituted a good piece of writing and learn how to accomplish it. It was
evident that teachers demonstrated competence in infusing shared writing, interactive writing,
independent writing and guided writing at different stages into their writing curriculum. They were
sensitive to students' learning needs and made appropriate adjustment to the learning materials and

teaching pedagogy in the teaching process.
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The Writing Process

As Carl (2006) defined an effective writing assignment should engage students in a series of
cognitive processes such as reflection, analysis and synthesis so that students are able to transform
the reading material in order to complete the writing assignments. In the writing lessons, students
were guided through the process of drafting, revising and editing and sharing their ideas and
feelings on the topics. The lessons encouraged reflection, analysis and synthesis of what they had
learned from the reading elements in the packages. Students worked in groups to prepare the draft.
Intensive discussions were involved. They allowed students to share more ideas together. Hudelson
(1989) stated that all the language processes are interrelated and students become more able
language users when they are asked to use both oral and written language in varied ways and for
varied purposes. The changing practice of writing was supported by teachers. They agreed that
the carefully planned procedure including providing substantial input, the step by step writing
procedures and feedback at the mind-mapping and drafting stages were helpful and useful. In
fact, teachers spent more lesson time on teaching writing during class time but they thought it was
worthwhile experience. The language errors were reduced since students would look again and
again into their own writing through the stages. Most students made good progress in terms of ideas
and content, organization, word choice, sentence fluency, conventions and even voice. Teachers even

brought these ideas to other levels as shared in their end-of-year panel meeting.

Teachers spent more time at the pre-writing stage on scaffolding students with lists of words, phrases
and sentence starters and sentence patterns. It is important that writing skills, such as elaboration skills
of growing or expanding a sentence by adding adjectives, adverbs and the Wh- elements (time, place
etc.) in a sentence; understanding of the basic structures e.g. subject-verb-object; giving reasons
using 'because'; using dialogues with interjections in story writing and expressing feelings whenever
appropriate, had to be taught explicitly. Less able students could write more than what the writing
frames provided with the pre-writing input. With criterion-referenced rubrics being continued from
Key Stage One to Two, students knew more thoroughly what they needed to write in the task and
they could write well. They paid more attention to the writing skills necessary: vocabulary, language
forms and functions. For some able students, their work showed more creativity. They became more
confident in writing to express themselves and their writing was richer in content progressively. It was
good that students completed their writing in the school so that not only could teachers give timely
feedback to them, their true writing ability was also manifested in the writing lessons for teachers'
follow up action. Indeed, teachers' timely feedback, encouragement and positive reinforcement
helped students write better. Students' learning attitude was very positive and the able students
demonstrated great ability and enthusiasm in their work. They were able to give mature and
meaningful ideas in writing about social and global issues and felt more confident to write persuasive

and expository text types.
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In this sharing session, teachers from St Mary's Canossian Primary School will help teacher
participants to gain an understanding of how students develop their writing skills; identify effective
strategies to promote writing; explore techniques and materials to stimulate students' thinking on
social, global and cultural issues; and learn that becoming a competent writer involves knowing and
understanding the forms, functions and features of writing. A number of other school cases of how
teachers attempt to improve students' writing will also be shared with teacher participants. Teachers'
efforts and dedication are definitely crucial factors for success in this attempt as they need to spend
considerable time giving constructive feedback to students. It is hoped that through the sharing
teacher participants could equip themselves with some strategies and adapt them to meet the

learning needs of their students.
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