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Working together to bridge the gap between 
primary and secondary levels

Background

With the introduction of the New Senior Secondary curriculum, teachers of SKH St John’s Primary 
School and NLSI Lui Kwok Pat Fong Secondary School are concerned about how they can best prepare 
their students for the new curricula.  Primary teachers wanted to know if there was a gap between the 
primary and secondary curricula while the secondary teachers were concerned about students’ enough 
exposure to English in primary education. 

As stated in the English Language Curriculum Guide (2002), students would undergo a transition 
period from Primary 6 to Secondary 1.  Careful handling of the transition helps students with different 
backgrounds and learning needs to build up positive self-esteem and to remain motivated towards 
learning in school.  Both schools showed interest to work together to support their students to have 
better transition.

In this two-year project, teachers of the primary and secondary schools worked together to bridge the 
gap between the P6 and S1 curricula through curriculum mapping and planning, hoping to enhance 
their professional capacity and improve students’ language profi ciency. 

Levels 

Primary school: P1-P6 (whole school approach)
Secondary school: S2 & S3
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Strategies used

Year
Target 

group
Strategy

Phase I 
(07-08)

Teachers 
of both 
schools

“Cross-fertilisation” between teachers of the two schools

Data 
analysis

In order to have a deeper understanding of and refl ection 
on the current practices in teaching, learning and 
assessment, the officer collected and analysed data 
from various sources such as the primary and secondary 
curricula, the textbooks used, their schemes of work, the 
assessment tools, lesson observation and interviews of 
both students and teachers. 

Inter-school 
lesson 
observation

Teachers of both schools had an opportunity to observe 
each other’s lessons and discuss afterwards.  This helped 
them to have a better understanding about the curricula 
and teaching and learning needs of both sectors. 

Sharing and 
discussion

The teachers had an opportunity to sit together and 
exchange their ideas/experiences and difficulties 
encountered in curriculum planning and adapting the 
pedagogy to cater for learner diversity.

Inter-school 
activities

Primary school teachers and students were invited to 
attend the S2 story-telling competition allowing for better 
communication between the two schools.  

Phase II 
(08-09)

Students 
of both 
schools

“Cross-fertilisation” between students of the two schools through 
a Cross-key Stage Speaking Enhancement Programme
Twenty-seven S3 students were engaged in speaking 
activities with forty primary students in P4 & 5, 
helping them to prepare for a reader’s theatre 
competition. This interaction benefi ted both groups of 
students in terms of their English profi ciency but then 
the secondary students could also develop a sense of 
responsibility and leaderships skills. 

Gaps identifi ed

From our observation and data analysis, there were gaps identifi ed in the communication between the 
two schools, the curriculum, teaching pedagogy and students’ learning. To enhance a smooth interface, 
we provided an opportunity for the professional exchange between the two schools’ teachers and 
students and we worked with St John’s teachers to facilitate better curriculum planning and pedagogy 
adaptation.  

�

�
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What happened

Year:  07-08
School:  SKH St John’s Primary School
Focus:  Making curriculum and pedagogy adaptation to support primary students for better transition

Gap 

identifi ed
Strategy used School-based example Level involved

Lack of 
a solid 
foundation 
to prepare 
for the NSS 
curriculum

Using 
vocabulary 
building 
strategies to lay 
the foundation 
for students

Infusing the 
NSS curriculum 
initiatives 
into primary 
language 
learning   

R e a l i s i n g  t h a t  s t u d e n t s ’  p o o r 
vocabulary power directly hinders 
their interest in reading, teachers 
developed a vocabulary bank with 
the help of a language support offi cer.  
The bank included theme-based word 
walls at all levels inside the classroom 
to increase students’ sight vocabulary, 
the use of high frequency words in 
daily lessons and different vocabulary 
building strategies and activities 
infused into unit planning.  As a 
follow-up, we designed vocabulary 
cards and books for sentence making 
and journal writing to help them 
memorise words and apply what they 
have learned.
   
The officer organised internal panel 
sharing for teachers, discussing the 
features of the NSS curriculum and 
how to use holistic planning to bridge 
the transition gaps. She then co-
planned with P3, P5 and P6 teachers, 
infusing the NSS elements (such as 
the use of language arts and critical 
thinking) into horizontal planning. 
This gradually helped broaden the 
depth and breadth of their language 
learning.     

P1-6

P3, P5 & P6

�
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Lack of 
language 
exposure

Integrating 
the formal 
and informal 
curricula

In order to provide more opportunities 
for students to practise using English, 
we organised d i f fe rent  Engl i sh 
programmes outside the classroom 
that were coherently integrated with 
the formal curriculum. This included 
the English week, English assembly 
and tea time with John (a speaking 
programme run by the NET). The 
school also trained up some higher 
form students as English ambassadors 
to motivate lower form students to 
study English during recess time, 
thus making English learning fun and 
interesting.                  

P1-6

Lack of 
motivation 
to read 
and weak 
reading 
skills 

Nurturing a 
reading to learn 
culture

Inside the classroom
The school targeted at having a 
balanced coverage of different text 
types at all levels, infusing more 
language ar ts  elements such as 
movies, songs, poems and stories into 
lessons to stimulate students’ reading 
motivation.  In addition, they designed 
different reading tasks to develop 
students’ reading strategies.   
Outside the classroom
A Buddy Reading Programme was 
implemented to nurture a positive 
reading atmosphere in the school. 
Some P5 and P6 students were chosen 
to support P1 and 2 students to read 
storybooks during lunch, aiming at 
increasing the lower form students’ 
motivation and developing the higher 
form students’ leadership skills.

Year:  08-09
School:  SKH St John’s Primary School and NLSI Lui Kwok Pat Fong Secondary School 
Focus:  Cross-key Stage Speaking Enhancement Programme
Objective: To improve language profi ciency of both primary and secondary students and to develop 

secondary students’ leadership skills
Activity:  Twenty-seven S3 students engaged in speaking activities with forty primary students in P4 

and P5, helping them to prepare for a reader’s theatre performance
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Cross Key Stage Speaking Enhancement Programme 

�

�

Primary 
students
(P4 & P5)

Workshop for secondary students

Follow-up practice

1st training session

ü getting to know each other
ü pairing up primary students with the 

speaking ambassadors
ü practising reading the scripts

3rd training session

ü taking turns to rehearse in front of others with 
the help of the PPT presentation provided by 
the speaking ambassadors  
ü evaluating each others’ performance through a 

speaking checklist

Workshop for primary teachers

ü sharing the objectives of the programme
ü introducing the features of reader’s theatre
ü asking the teachers to design scripts for the reader’s 

theatre
ü discussing how to develop students’ speaking skills   

ü introducing the features of reader’s theatre
ü showing how to use the voice to express feelings
ü teaching the procedural language for helping 

primary students  
ü discussing how to organise students to rehearse

ü giving constructive feedback to the secondary 
students and training their leadership skills before 
each coaching session
ü the teachers designing props and arranging 

follow-up tutoring for the primary students after 
each coaching session   

ü primary students performing on the stage
ü choosing the best group and giving feedback
ü presenting certifi cates to the primary students 

and speaking ambassadors

Planning and discussion

ü setting the objectives of the 
programme
ü designing the schedule and procedure 

of the programme
ü writing the scripts based on readers

Reader’s theatre competition

ü revisiting the speaking criteria
ü teachers modelling reading
ü individual coaching
ü taking turns to present

2nd training session

Cross Key Stage Speaking Enhancement 

i i t�

�

�

�

Secondary 
students 

(S3)

ü sharing the obj

�
�

�

�

�

�

�

LLSS offi cers + teachers  
of both schools

�
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Impact on teachers

Bridging the gap through curriculum planning

Teachers have increased their awareness of knowing what the curriculum required in order to bridge 
the gap between primary and secondary levels.  They have a more holistic view on increasing students’ 
language exposure by integrating the formal and informal curricula.  In addition, with the aim of 
nurturing a reading culture in the school, there was a better utilisation of the 40% reading workshop in 
the reading curriculum.

Improving teaching, learning and assessment practices

Teachers are more aware of shifting from teaching language forms and functions to skills and strategies 
development of the students.  They paid more attention to using language arts and different text types to 
increase their students’ language exposure. 
Having exchanging ideas and discussion after inter-school lesson observation, the secondary teachers 
found that more could be done on developing secondary students’ vocabulary building strategies as 
their vocabulary bank was rather limited.  In addition, different activities can be designed to cater for 
learner diversity.  

Impact on students

Buddy Reading Programme

Based on the research findings, the lower form students became more interested in reading English 
books, especially with their Reading Ambassadors.  The Reading Ambassadors reflected that they 
benefi ted from this programme as they read more books and have improved their reading skills.  It was 
also a good opportunity to develop their leadership skills. 

Cross key-stage Speaking Enhancement Programme

Based on the survey data and interviews, we found that the primary students liked the Speaking 
Ambassadors and they enjoyed practising speaking with them.  With the help of the Speaking 
Ambassadors, they paid more attention to using the correct pronunciation and intonation in daily 
speaking. As shared by some students, their motivation and confi dence in using English increased after 
participating actively in the reader’s theatre competition.

The Speaking Ambassadors enjoyed participating in this activity, especially when they saw improvement 
among the primary students and when they showed appreciation on the work they have done.  The 
leadership and independent skills were gradually developed among the Speaking Ambassadors.  During 
training, they learned how to understand the needs and problems encountered by their tutees and found 
the appropriate strategy to cater for their needs.  In addition, in order to demonstrate as a good model 
for the tutees, some Speaking Ambassadors joined together to practise reading the scripts before each 
training session, thus enhancing their language proficiency. In general, it also helped their personal 
development as they learned how to be patient and respect others. 
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Facilitating factors

Support from the principal and the panel chairpersons

Both the primary and secondary principals and panel heads were supportive.  They were able to arrange 
teachers to facilitate the training sessions of the speaking programme to ensure it can be run smoothly.  
In addition, the primary school provided the necessary support and resources such as classrooms and 
manpower for the speaking programme.  In addition, the teachers arranged follow-up practice after 
each training session which greatly helped to sustain the skills and knowledge the students have learned 
in each training session.

Open-mindedness and fl exibility in managing change

Understanding there were gaps between the primary and secondary levels, both the primary and 
secondary panel heads and teachers were ready and willing to open up their classrooms for exchanging 
ideas and facilitating discussion.  To increase students’ language exposure, the primary school was 
proactive in integrating the formal and informal curricula by organising different English reading 
activities.  To enhance the smooth interface across levels, the panel heads were able to transfer the 
experience of teachers having co-planning with the LLSS offi cer to the whole panel through internal 
sharing, thus enhancing the sustainability of the impact from one level to the other.

Diffi  culties and suggestions

Diffi  culties Suggestions

Lack of time to arrange cross-fertilisation 
activities such as inter-school lesson 
observation, discussion and the speaking 
programme

• Working out a holistic plan of the programme earlier 
can help both parties to have better co-ordination of 
the in-house and inter-school liaison

Lack of readiness of some teachers to 
make a smooth interface between the 
primary and secondary curricula

• Organising co-planning sessions and internal sharing 
to extend the impact from one level to other levels

• Inviting core teachers to lead the other teachers to 
transfer individual learning to the development of the 
whole English panel 

Way forward

To enhance a smooth interface between levels, the primary school teachers will pay more attention to 
developing a balanced and coherent curriculum with the understanding of the requirement of the NSS 
curriculum.  In order to increase students’ language exposure, a whole school approach to the running 
of the Buddy Reading Programme will be adopted next year by involving students from all levels. 
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Promoting language across the curriculum: 

How English and subject teachers work together to improve students’ learning

Introduction

What would you reply if a parent asks you, “Who is going to teach my child how to read and write in 
school?” As a parent, it would be natural to think that all teachers share the responsibility of creating 
the best literacy experience for their children. However, in reality, it is quite a challenge to ask subject 
teachers to teach reading and writing and they have their reasons. First, they are not trained to teach 
reading and writing as are their English colleagues. Second, they would not have the time to add the 
“new” element to their already overloaded curriculum. So is it possible to ask the English teachers to do 
all the teaching? The answer is no. It is simply because the English teachers themselves do not have time 
to teach subject specific English for the subject teachers when they are too busy with the preparation for 
the New Senior Secondary (NSS) curriculum.

The solution to this problem is not to shuffle the literacy responsibility onto other’s shoulders. But 
we need to work collaboratively to use a cross-curricular approach in planning our school-based 
curriculum.

Case sharing

The following school cases show how teachers address the above challenges using different strategies in 
different school contexts.

Case 1: “Reading strategies across the curriculum” in Wa Ying College

Background

With the implementation of School-based Assessments (SBA), students 
are required to read lots of fi ction and non-fi ction texts. It is necessary 
to help students understand the texts better by teaching them reading 
strategies. At the same time, Liberal Studies is a core subject for the 
NSS. Students are also required to read extensively. If teachers can help 
students transfer the strategies they learn in English to other subjects, 
students will fi nd reading more manageable.

Strategies used

As an EMI school, all subjects should share the responsibility of enhancing students’ English standards. 
Reading strategies should be taught and practised in different subjects so that students can practise 
them in different subject contexts. However, in reality, some subject teachers were concerned about the 
limited time and their own training. To address these concerns, we adopted the following strategies:

�



230

Concern Solution

No time to plan and teach 
the Reading Strategies across 
the curriculum program

ü Focus only on reading strategies 
ü Number of subjects involved is limited to 2 to 3
ü Only four periods are needed

Subject teachers do not know 
how to teach English

A workshop on how to teach reading strategies is delivered to all 
teachers involved. In the workshop, teachers are encouraged to use 
the materials they plan to use as training materials. In other words, 
at the end of the workshop, all teaching materials are prepared for 
future use.

Subject  teachers  do not 
believe it is their job to teach 
students English

Teachers are shown that:
ü All teachers have the responsibility of teaching students how to 

read and write
ü To raise students’ awareness of the language will help them learn 

the subject better

Programme description

After attending a workshop on teaching reading strategies, the English teachers would teach the 
strategies in their English lessons fi rst, then in next week, the Liberal Studies teachers would re-model 
the strategies and guide students to practise the strategies in the Liberal Studies lessons. In this way, 
students had a chance to practise the strategies learned in both the English context and Liberal Studies 
context. The whole process took only 4 to 5 lessons for each subject. 

Reading strategies taught across the years

06-07 07-08 08-09

Reading Strategies 
covered (Pre-reading, 
while-reading, 
vocabulary building 
and post-reading 
strategies)

1. Predicting
2. Questioning
3. Clarifying
4. Summarising

1. KWL
2. Directed reading and 

thinking activity
3. Double entry journal
4. Spell Say Define Draw
5. Word sorts
6. 321 strategy

1. Anticipation guide
2. INSERT
3. Word Map
4. Summary frame

Department(s) 
involved

English English and Liberal 
Studies

English, Liberal Studies 
and History

Notes: 
1. “KWL” refers to “what students know about the topic, what they want to know about it, and what 

they have learned.”
2. “321 strategy” refers to “3 things students have found out, 2 interesting things, and 1 question they 

want to ask”.
3. INSERT stands for “Interactive Notation System for Effective Reading and Thinking”.
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What students think about the programme

In the students’ interview, one student mentioned that she found the strategies quite useful in helping 
her understand the reading text. Another student pointed out that she would use these strategies in two 
new subjects such as Science and History. One student thought that these strategies should be given 
more practice in each subject. Finally, one student hoped that History and Chinese would join the 
project next year because she thought these strategies could enhance their understanding in reading 
History and Chinese texts.

Case 2: Language across the curriculum at Immanuel Lutheran College

Background

In response to one of the recommendations made in the ESR Report (June 2004) that “School-based 
curriculum development needed to be strengthened through collaboration and sharing among teachers 
to devise strategies to encourage students to apply the generic skills they learned across different Key 
Learning Areas”, the school has been working on the promotion of Language across the Curriculum 
(LAC) to enhance the application of those skills across different Key Learning Areas (KLAs). Attempts 
have been made to foster cross-curricular links and collaboration between language and content 
teachers to support students’ use of English as a medium of learning and to facilitate the development of 
thinking skills.

Basically, the whole-school curriculum across subjects is organised by knowledge structures (KSs) (i.e. 
patterns of organising knowledge which are common to all subject areas and all levels of students). 
KSs include description, time sequence, classification, comparison and contrast, cause and effects. 
According to Bernard Mohan (1986, Ch.2), KSs are central to core thinking skills across curricula and 
can be expressed in the form of graphics. They underlie content-area reading and writing of expository 
discourse and are realised in grammar.

�
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Knowledge Structures (KSs) covered across the years

Year Level S1 S2 

School Year (2007-09) (2008-09) (2008-09)

KS covered 1. Description
2. Classifi cation

1. Description     
2. Classifi cation 
3. Questioning    
4. Sequence      

5. Making comparison
6. Cause & Effect

Subject 
involved

General Education, English, Integrated Science, Visual Arts General Education, 
English, History

Strategies used

Concern Solution

No time to plan and teach 
the program

ÿ Link is made between English and one content subject in each 
term at one level.

ÿ Only one topic is addressed through a particular KS.
ÿ Only 6-8 English periods and 2-3 subject periods are needed per 

term.

S u b j e c t  t e a ch e r s  d o 
not know how to teach 
English and Language 
teachers may not know 
much about the subject 
content

ÿ Language and subject teachers play specific and complementary 
roles.
• Teachers of General Education teach explicitly the thinking 

skills essential to the target KSs.
• English teachers teach explicitly the language skills relating to 

the target KSs through materials developed from textbook units.
• Subject teachers provide opportunities for students to apply 

and use the thinking and language skills of target KSs in subject 
contexts through reading and writing on the chosen topics.

ÿ Both language and subject use texts and graphic forms of the target 
KS in respective classrooms.

Subjec t  teachers  and 
language teachers may 
not see the need for and 
believe in the efficacy 
of developing students’  
learning and thinking 
through the integration of 
content and language

ÿ A collaborative project is piloted involving the core team members 
who are the Science panel head (vice-principal), the subject 
convenor of Visual Arts & teacher of General Education (the co-
ordinator of school curriculum development) and English teacher & 
level co-ordinator (the EMI co-ordinator).

ÿ Awareness & capacity building of language and content teachers 
are enhanced through regular reporting of work, experience 
sharing, demonstration teaching, peer lesson observation and 
discussion.
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Programme description

In General Education lessons, the teacher would develop students’ thinking skills which would then be 
reinforced in the English lessons and lessons of other subjects. In addition, the English teachers would 
teach explicitly the language of the target KSs through an extended unit developed from the English 
textbook unit. Students had a chance to practise and use the learned language of the target KSs in 
different content subjects through reading and/or writing.

What happened 

Target knowledge structure: Comparison and Contrast 
Level: S2

Developed students’ thinking skills essential 
to making comparisons

ÿ Comparing from multiple perspectives        
• Pros and cons, basis of comparison

ÿ Evaluating
• Giving one’s view (taking stance and 

choosing one perspective)
• Providing evidence
• Making value judgements 

Enhanced the thinking skills needed to 
make comparisons through reading

ÿ Differentiated descriptive paragraphs and 
paragraphs of comparison.

ÿ Read expository texts and organised ideas 
using graphic organisers (e.g. feature 
analysis matrix, Venn diagram)

General Education

English Language Education

�

�

�

Other KLAs General Education

Thinking skills
Content

knowledge Integration of content, 
thinking and language

Language skills
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Taught the language items and structures 
required to show similarities and differences

 • Used determiners (e.g., “each”, “both” 
and “all”) to talk about the items in 
comparison

 • Used conjunctions to connect similar or 
opposing ideas (e.g. “and”, “but”)

 • Used signal words (e.g. “like/unlike”, 
“similar to/ different from”

Fostered thinking language-content 
relationships in different content subjects 

through reading and/or writing

Improved students’ writing skills when 
making comparisons

• Analysed the textual features of 
comparison essays

• Organised ideas for comparison using 
either Block Structure or Point-by-Point 
structure

English Language Education

PSHE (History)

�

�

�

�

�

�
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Impact

Most of the students came to realise the value of learning English to learn other content subjects. They 
found that integration of language and content was conducive to their learning although they still did 
not have the confi dence in transferring the taught language skills to a variety of content subjects. Both 
language and subject teachers witnessed improvement in students’ writing in terms of organisation (e.g. 
a point-by-point structure) and language skills (e.g. use of topic sentences and signal words in making 
comparison).

The core team members gained insight into the importance of holistic curriculum planning to develop 
a more coherent school-based curriculum and to expose students to a variety of learning contexts 
provided by teachers from different KLAs. Teachers involved in the project learned how to integrate 
language of the target KSs into their teaching modules and found that it addressed the needs of average 
students using English to learn the knowledge required for a variety of topics and themes in different 
subjects.
There was also a change in the perception of some teachers that joint efforts were needed to enhance 
students’ learning. A growing number of subject and language teachers began to see a closer 
relationship between content and language. Some wanted to know more about how the subject 
teachers taught the planned materials in class. With support from the language teachers, some were 
willing to try to share the responsibilities of developing students’ higher-order thinking and language 
skills through content area reading and writing in their own classrooms.

Way forward

1. More systematic curriculum planning: move away from making connections to making coherence of 
what each KLA has done and extend the curriculum initiative from S1-2 to other level(s).

2. Stronger collaboration among teachers of different KLAs: move away from parallel work to 
collaborative work with mutual support among peers.

3. Enhanced thinking skills and language skills relating to the KSs in T/L: move from comprehension 
stage (e.g. finding out the similarities and differences of two objects) and application stages (e.g. 
reading and writing paragraphs of comparison with understanding of the textual features) to 
analytical and evaluation stage (e.g. develop criteria for comparison and making judgement or 
decision).
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Facilitating factors

1. Appointment of curriculum leader(s) (e.g. Vice principal, School curriculum development co-
ordinator, EMI co-ordinator) to oversee interdepartmental collaboration.

2. Involvement of subject representatives to try out new things themselves, motivate and mobilise 
panel members to work together on the project.

3. Appropriate entry points (e.g. reading strategies, knowledge structures) to organise cross-curricular 
curriculum and foster interdepartmental collaboration.

4. A step-by-step approach to whole-school curriculum development, progressing from smaller scale 
short-term plans (involving 1-2 subjects in one year level at a time for a specifi c purpose lasting for 
as short as 3-4 periods or 1-2 months) to bigger scale and longer-term plans (3-year plan involving 
subjects of different KLAs).

5. Clear directions of school development, well-defi ned roles of teachers in collaboration and shared 
responsibilities among teachers in contributing to and supporting students’ learning.

Conclusion

Successful cross-curricular planning can bring many benefi ts to the English teachers, subject teachers 
and students. Yet it is important to bear in mind that whichever mode of collaboration the school has 
chosen, teachers must make sure that they have enough time for planning. Do not jump into the task 
right away and also make sure the task is manageable for all parties. Think big but start small and you 
will fi nd the road to collaboration is not so rough after all.
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Diverse ways to fi t diverse learning needs

Background

Like many other local schools, teachers in this school are faced with the challenge of catering for 
learner diversity.  To cope with the challenge, teachers have tried using graded exercises in streamed 
classes.  However, they are aware that graded exercises should not be the only measure to handle 
learner differences as the range of diversity increases in some year levels.  In P5, teachers noticed that 
the brightest class was far more advanced than the other two weaker classes, so they found it diffi cult 
to provide extra help to the less able classes and extend the learning of the more able class by merely 
including graded exercises in the same curriculum.  Teachers therefore are eager to explore different 
strategies that can be applied in classes of learners with varied needs, abilities, motivation levels and 
learning styles.  

Level

P5

Strategies and implementation details

To enable classes of diverse learners to learn more effectively, various strategies were tried out in a 
module “Healthy Eating” which was adapted from two coursebook units “Eating Habits” and “Advice 
on Eating”.

Strategy used 

and rationale
Implementation detail

Adapt the 
curriculum
to enable learners 
to learn at their 
level and pace that 
suit them best 

Set core and extended learning content for 
different instructional groupings: 
• Taught the stronger class the core and 

extended food vocabulary together with the 
strategy of compounding nouns to increase 
the range of topic vocabulary that students 
had to learn but targeted the core word list 
only in the weaker class

• Taught all classes the concept of “food pyramid” covered in the textbook 
while expanded on the concept “a balanced lunch” in the stronger class 
through a supplementary text adapted from an authentic government leafl et 

A word compounding game for the 
stronger class

A word compounding game for the

�
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Provide learners 
with different 
tasks to match 
their stage of 
progress

Designed varied activities/tasks for varied classes to achieve different aims:
• Asked students in the weaker classes to 

describe their classmates’ food pyramid 
using the vocabulary about “food groups” 
and the quantity words “plenty of”, “too 
much”, “too many” and “enough”, giving 
students further practice to reinforce their 
learning of the core language items covered 
in one unit 

Provide all 
learners with the 
same task but vary 
the instructional 
support in the 
learning process 
to give suffi cient 
preparation and 
assistance 

Gave more input to help the weaker classes complete the food riddle guessing 
task which required students to draw on their new and previous knowledge 
about food names: 
• Used an extra matching activity, focussing on the target “old” words to bridge 

any gaps in students’ knowledge before presenting the new vocabulary 

Used graded exercises in the weaker classes to allow students to proceed at 
different levels of support:
Developed two graded versions of the same task sheet for the food diary 
information-gap activity to familiarise students of varied abilities with the 
structures “fewer ……than”, “less ……than” and “more ……than”:
• Included more clues and guidance in the easier version at the beginning 

and less at the end, helping the struggling learners to take increasing 
responsibility for their own learning  

• Gave more open-ended instructions 
in the challenging version, allowing 
more flexibility in the exercise to 
stretch the stronger students

�

�

Excerpt of the exercise 

Excerpt of the exercise 

�

�

• Required the stronger class to evaluate 
whether the lunchboxes on the menus 
were healthy or not using the additional 
knowledge acquired in class, enabling 
students to pursue the topic 
in greater depth and make 
connections across what 
they learned in the two units
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Use formative 
assessment to 
inform adjustment 
in teaching 

Adopted a game approach to designing a formative assessment activity to 
diagnose students’ needs and assist students in making progress in the learning 
of countable and uncountable nouns: 
• Required students to do different actions to 

show if the nouns were countable (“Stand 
up” for “Countable noun”; “Cross one’s 
arms” for “Uncountable noun”; “Scratch 
one’s head” for “Unsure answer”) to check 
students’ understanding in a non-threatening 
environment 

• Observed and analysed the class learning performance to decide on the 
follow-up actions in the subsequent lessons

• Retaught the language point using an adjusted teaching approach in the 
weaker classes to help students overcome their weaknesses but proceeded 
to the next teaching point in the stronger class where no major learning 
diffi culties were spotted                  

Employ a variety 
of teaching 
methods to 
increase learning  
motivation and 
to suit learners of 
different needs, 
interests, learning 
styles and abilities

Used different questions to develop students’ readiness and nurture motivation 
through giving them a sense of success during the class discussion on a story 
about healthy eating:
• Posed different types of questions, ranging from factual questions like “What 

foods did Ian eat?” to interpretive questions such as “What do you think 
about the character, Ian?” and encouraged students to build on one another’s 
answers to enable all students of different ability ranges in class to hear and 
learn from a wide range of responses.

• Targetted the challenging questions at the stronger students first, then the 
weaker students and offered them assistance in the process by providing 
linguistic cues, for instance, giving the weaker students some options of 
adjectives to consider when asking them to comment on the main character.

f d d h

�

Modifi ed ways of presentation(fewer food items as examples)
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“Healthy eating” poster done in group

Excerpt of the mnemonics used

Varied teaching methods to cater for different learning styles:

Learner style 
catered

Teaching approach

Visual • Displayed the target 
food vocabulary 
with pictures on the 
classroom notice 
boards for students to 
refer to during the class 
activities in the module

• Showed a diagram to 
graphically illustrate the 
differences in quantities 
when introducing the 
quantity words

Kinesthetic • Invited students to put the food cards in the 
correct layers of the food pyramid while 
introducing the concept of a balanced diet

Analytical • Created mnemonics to help students store and 
retrieve the target food words

Auditory • Built in more information-gap activities to  
create an authentic need among students to 
communicate

• Played music while students were working and 
used a song as input

Concrete • Included group 
work and 
cooperative 
learning  
activities to 
foster interaction 
among students

�

�

“H l h i ” d i

�
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Provide all 
learners with 
the same task/ 
exercises but vary 
the output to 
create challenging 
learning 
experiences 

Expected different levels of performance from different classes in the advice 
letter writing task: 
• Required the weaker classes to suggest general advice on healthy eating 
• Required the stronger class to recommend a healthy lunchbox in addition to 

giving advice
 

Promote learner 
autonomy to 
arouse motivation 
and to pace 
learning according 
to learners’ 
abilities  

Allowed choices in the learning outcome of the poster design task by asking 
individual students in class to choose the levels of challenge they wanted to 
work at while creating the rhyming slogans about healthy eating        

Impact

ÿ Teachers’ repertoire of strategies to cater for learner diversity has expanded as a result of the try-
outs to adjust their teaching through differentiating the learning content, instructional strategies as 
well as expectations of the learning outcome in the module.  They realised that designing graded 
exercises is just one of the many approaches to meeting students’ diverse needs.       

ÿ From teachers’ observations, students responded well to the adjusted curriculum.  For example, 
students’ effi ciency of learning has improved.  Teachers noticed that students in the weaker classes 
could remember the target food vocabulary better with the use of mnemonics and made remarkable 
progress in learning countable and uncountable nouns through strategic reteaching whereas those 
in the stronger class learned more knowledge and skills beyond the textbook curriculum in the 
same module.  Besides, students’ motivation and interest increased because of the “variety” in the 
module.  For instance, it was found that students, especially those in the stronger class, were eager 
to challenge themselves by working beyond the basic task requirement.  Instead of attempting one 
slogan at one particular level of performance as expected, some students produced two slogans at 
more than one level of challenge.        

  

 

 

 

   

An example recommendation made by the stronger class

Easier level (Complete the given slogan)
Challenging level (Produce a new slogan)

�
�
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Facilitating factors

ÿ The strategic deployment of the PSM(CD) and an ex-P5 teacher in the co-planning process has 
greatly facilitated the process of differentiating teaching as it has taken advantage of the PSM(CD)s 
rich knowledge about brain-based teaching and the ex-P5 teacher’s practical experiences of teaching 
the year level in the last school year.  Their involvement has enabled the P5 English teachers of 
the current school year to adapt the curriculum and teaching approaches more appropriately for 
effective teaching and learning.   

ÿ The school principal’s full support in giving allowance for trimming down the textbook materials has 
created ample space for the differentiated curriculum.    

ÿ The teachers’ willingness to make changes and their fl exibility in managing change has encouraged 
them to continually make adjustment to their teaching in response to students’ learning needs.  

Way forward

A gradual approach has been adopted to align the mainstream curriculum with the curriculum for the 
remedial class held outside normal school hours to help the struggling learners to master the target 
language step by step with a sense of achievement.  For instance, the remedial class completed an 
easier exercise before doing a diffi cult one in the regular class.  In the future, more attempts like this 
can be made to cater for diversity at the curriculum planning level as teachers gain more confi dence in 
using the differentiation strategies at the classroom level.
   

Reference

Tomlinson, C. (2001). How to differentiate instruction in mixed-ability classrooms. Alexandra, VA: 
ASCD.

King’s College Old Boys Association Primary School No. 2

Peggy TSANG (Language Support Offi  cer)
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Helping dyslexic students learn English at Key Stage 2 
 

Background

This school supports students who need intensive individual attention on their learning and social 
development.  The English teachers have had some experience in tailoring teaching objectives and 
materials for the students over the past years.  However, they think that much is needed to be done to 
support the students with special learning difficulties such as dyslexia.  Three upper primary teachers 
launched a two-year project examining the teaching of students with dyslexia at P4 and P5 levels.   
  

Levels

P4-5

Strategies used

When the project commenced in 2006, teachers reported that P4 students were weak in learning many 
subjects, especially in English language.  The teachers found some students had serious difficulties in 
writing and spelling and were reluctant to read English texts.  Some liked speaking but many were not 
motivated and could not concentrate on listening to the teachers’ instructions.  These may be features of 
dyslexia.  "Dyslexia" means "difficulty with words" and is sometimes known as "word blindness ".  With 
the support of the Language Learning Support Section, the school carried out a project on catering for 
the needs of these students when learning English.   The strategies adopted were:

  ÿ To increase teachers’ understanding of the typical behaviour and the learning problems of dyslexic 
learners so that they can modify the curriculum and instruction to suit their needs.

  ÿ To closely monitor the learning progress of dyslexic learners, e.g. keeping learning portfolios and 
collecting student work to keep track of progress.

  ÿ To emphasise enhancing learning motivation in planning the curriculum.

What happened

Stage 1: Diagnosis (Sept.- Nov. 2006)

To identify the dyslexic features of students, teachers collected information from student work, daily 
classroom observation, and two diagnostic language tests.

1. Sample mistakes of dysgraphia found in student work
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2. Diagnostic Tests

(i) LAMK: a battery of tests provided by 
the Special Education Section for early 
identification of learning difficulties in 
students

(ii) School assessment test: developed 
collaboratively with Language Learning 
Support Section

(iii) Using classroom observation:  Writing, reading comprehension, and reading aloud were chosen 
for observation of dyslexic features.  The teachers used a checklist as reference and entered the 
information in student learning portfolios.  The list was developed after a selective literature review of 
dyslexia and English language teaching.

(iv) Action after diagnosis: Keeping student portfolios

Five students were chosen as focus students.  To avoid missing any potential cases, the teachers kept 
learning portfolios on all students.  Samples of focus students: 

Teddy
• Quiet and alone, willing to learn on his 

own, unable to write a sentence or even 
English letters, speaking test results poor.

Kenneth
• Well behaved, weak in listening and spelling, no 

directionality – letters ”b”and “d” reversed, poor at 
reading.

A learning portfolio records a student’s 
personal information, his family background, 
his dyslexic features and school work. 

The portfolio is also a reflective log for 
teachers.  Teachers identified the problems of 
the focus students and planned some strategies 
to help the students learn better. 

An extract of a teacher’s reflection in a student 
portfolio is shown on the right. 

Dyslexic features to be remedied:

Handwriting:
(i) Confusing the letters ”b” and ”d”
(ii) Omitting letters in a word
(iii) Poor handwriting 

Strategies:
Kenneth sometimes relies on others, e.g. when 
he sometimes forgets how to write the letter 
”b” or can’t recognise the letter, he just asks 
his friend to write it for him.  Will ask him to 
think carefully before writing anything.

�

� �

�
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Stage 2: Remediation and Modifi cation in action (Nov. 2006 – Jun. 2008)

After identifying the dyslexic features of their students, which included poor short-term memory and 
attention span, weak spelling and writing skills and weakness in sequencing and organising information 
(Levine, 1984; Root, 1994; Peer, 2000; Turner & Pughe, 2003), teachers decided to try out special 
teaching techniques to enhance students’ learning motivation, and improve their writing skills.

Examples of task modification and teaching techniques used in the project: 

  1. Enhancing the learning motivation of students

(i) Tapping students’ multiple intelligences

(a) Adding pictures to one’s writing
Some dyslexic students are good 
at drawing.  In most of the writing 
activities, the teachers let students   
add pictures or art work to their 
work. 

(b) Model making: Making Festival Stalls and making a 
short presentation to the class

Some dyslexic learners can do well in oral reading. The 
students were allowed to paste a short introduction to the 
back of the box (below).  This helped them read aloud 
without the need to memorise the sentences when they 
were holding the box during their presentation.

e.g. Project: A Gentle Reminder on 
Environmental Protection

e.g. Fish bookmarks: My resolution in 
the new school year

�

�
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(ii) Adopting a multi-sensory approach to help some dyslexic learners

In this unit on ”Shopping”, the teacher brought along real objects to the classroom.  Through seeing 
and touching or even tasting the foods, students were able to remember the meaning of some words.

As well as realia, other examples of a multi-
sensory approach to learning include learning kits, 
PowerPoint, etc. to strengthen the audio and visual 
impact of the teaching content and to involve 
students in games which appeal to their five senses 
in physical activities.

2. Adopting special techniques to help the students improve their handwriting and writing skills

(i) Providing individual tutorials to improve the mastering of English letters

To help the students write English 
letters accurately, teachers taught  
after school tutorials using copy 
books and worksheets.  Penmanship 
worksheets were at times printed on 
A3 size sheets for the students.

(ii) Varying the task demands and expected language outcomes

Teachers used a unit on ”Changes 
at home”,   in order to facilitate 
students’ understanding of the text 
type of ”manual”.  To cater for the 
low comprehension ability of the 
students, the teachers produced a 
3-fold manual leaflet for the students 
to draw and write about how to keep 
pets. 

Less able students including the dyslexic learners were 
allowed to write one single sentence only for each picture.  
The more able ones could write more.

(iii) Providing a real example of a finished product for writing tasks
The teachers found that their students particularly the dyslexic students could not comprehend verbal 
instructions effectively.  They usually provided a real example of the writing output as the students 
found it easier to process pictorial information.

�

A sample menu shown to the class A fi nished menu prepared by a group

  

 

�
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(iv) Assessment for learning: changing the mode of response to dictation

Instead of using the conventional form of dictation (i.e. 
teacher reading aloud words and phrases for students 
to listen to and write down in their book), the teachers 
provided some sentences containing words of similar 
spelling or some distractors.  Students listened to the teacher 
and circled the words they heard.  In this way, the mode of 
response was changed and students found it manageable to 
listen to and recognise the target words instead of spelling 
the words themselves.  To distinguish between two words is 
already a challenge for the dyslexic students.

 

Progress

ÿ On focus students

The students made different degrees of progress in their learning.  The teachers found that students 
improved more noticeably in mastering English letters and their handwriting was legible.  The case of 
Teddy is a good example.  But like some other weak students, he still cannot handle cursive writing.

Kenneth was found to be very weak in English and did not take the initiative to learn.  His motivation 
to learn improved to some extent.  He likes writing lines and sometimes even asks teachers for extra 
exercises.

On the whole, with modification of task demand, provision of samples, adjustment of assessment 
format etc., the students could complete pieces of writing well: restaurant menus, bookmarks, pet 
keeping manuals, project work, and invitation letters.  They could also present their work briefly to 
their fellow students.  With satisfaction gained through completing English tasks, the joy of working 
collaboratively with other students, and the praise of teachers for their work, many students had 
greater learning motivation after the two years.  It is good to learn from Teddy’s P6 English teacher 
this year that he has taken the initiative to use a dictionary to check the meaning of words related to 
sports after watching a movie on basketball.

� �
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ÿ Teachers’ refl ection

Teachers’ efforts are always worthwhile even though not all students show the same progress.  
Teachers found that they knew more about how to help students and gained more confidence in 
addressing the needs of the dyslexic students.  

The mistakes identified in student work became a kind of data pool which will be used to set a 
diagnostic test in the new school year.  The students’ learning portfolios kept by the teachers will also 
be kept for reference by other teachers who teach these students in the following years.

Facilitating factors

The project succeeded in enriching the knowledge and skills of the teachers in analysing the needs of 
their dyslexic students and devising teaching materials and techniques.  The crucial facilitating factor 
is the school’s committed support for students’ special needs in learning and social development.  In 
a supportive school environment, teachers can introduce change to the teaching content and flexibly 
allocate resources for teaching.  Another important factor is the small class size set-up of this school.  
Teachers could give intensive attention to individual students inside and outside the classroom and 
render necessary language and pastoral support to them. 

Diffi  culties and suggestions

It is never easy for a teacher to teach a second language to students of different abilities in one class.  
It is even more challenging for a teacher to address the needs of dyslexic students.  In the project, the 
teachers gained an initial understanding of dyslexia.  They still needed to take part in formal training 
courses or workshops to enrich their knowledge of dyslexia.  Apart from human resources, teaching 
resources on catering for the dyslexic needs are also important for the school.  More funding can be 
allocated to purchase learning kits and tools for meeting particular dyslexic needs, and subscribing to 
magazines relating to support for dyslexic students for the professional development of teachers. 

"Dyslexia" is one of the many types of learner diversity in education.  With sufficient understanding of 
the needs of dyslexic students and more experience in planning and delivery, teachers who are assigned 
to teach dyslexic students should be able to help them learn with progress and satisfaction.
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