Integrating preparation for the A level KPG exams in the ‘all day’ school programme:

A proposal for an exam preparation syllabus


Introduction

It is a fact that the number of young learners of English has dramatically increased during the last decades while their average age has significantly dropped (Cameron, 2003). Learners all over the world are introduced at a very early age to the English language as many linguists, language teachers and even parents seem to support the claim ‘the earlier, the better’ (Bourke, 2006 and Cameron, 2003). Some support early learning associating it with the Critical Period Hypothesis (Cameron, 2001). Lightbown and Spada (1999) describe the Critical Period Hypothesis as “a time in human development when the brain is predisposed for success in language learning” (Lightbown and Spada, 1999: 60). Arguing both for and against this idea, the authors conclude that age is only one of the affective factors influencing language learning and thus, it does not exclusively affect the learning process. 
In Greece, learners are introduced to the English language in the third grade of primary school at the age of 8. However, the majority of Greek students also attends language courses in private language centres, i.e. frontistiria (Sougari, 2006). Despite the reforms in the Greek educational system in 1985 and 1997, it is believed that “everyday educational practices focused, and to an extent continue to do so,  on transmitting and acquiring fixed knowledge and adopted rather traditional teaching methods- which reinforced the existence of frontistiria” (IACM/FORTH, 2003: 3). 
Two of the reasons justifying such a choice, made mainly by the learners’ parents, may be that by starting early, learners have the opportunity to receive more years of instruction in the target language and secondly because there is a general belief that younger children tend to grasp language easier due to their recent experiences in mother tongue acquisition (Brewster, Ellis and Girald, 1992, Cameron 2003).  Additionally, a significant number of learners begin such courses before attending third grade because their parents want them to develop the basic language skills which they will later exploit in the primary English classroom. Thus, primary students seem to follow two different curricula and syllabi in English: one in the state primary school and another in private language centres.
This duality in language teaching has a significant impact on language learning. Discussing with state primary English teachers
, I came to the conclusion that learners are often de-motivated in the primary English classroom because the instruction they receive is below their linguistic level and they complain that their classes are not demanding compared to the ones they have in private institutions. Another challenge most English teachers have to face in primary schools is the over-populated mixed ability language classroom (Sougari, 2006). As mentioned above, each student has different learning experiences and has received different amounts of input. Thus, it is the teachers’ responsibility to adjust their teaching to their learners’ needs and wants and to inspire and maintain their students’ motivation in English language learning. 
In addition, a lot of students register in private language centers to attend preparation courses for language exams. It should be highlighted at this point, that obtaining language certificates at a young age is particularly popular in Greece. Thus, preparing the students for a recognized language exam in primary school will also cater for their need to obtain a language certificate and can relieve parents from the financial burden of having to pay tuition fees in private language centers. 
Considering the difficulties encountered in the Greek primary schools, the present dissertation suggests the inclusion of preparation for the A level integrated KPG exam in the Greek primary school programme. First, the feasibility of such an attempt is examined and the need for a connection of the primary school with the KPG exams is identified. Then, a suggested syllabus to be implemented in the Greek ‘all day’ school and materials to be used in class for the preparation of the A1/ A2 level exams are suggested. 
The ‘all day’ school was chosen for as a context for preparation of the KPG exams because it offers a flexible programme for both the instructors and the students. In their regular morning sessions, teachers are obliged to follow the syllabus suggested by the Ministry of National Education and Religious Affairs but are allowed to improvise in the ‘all day’ school. According to Chryshochoos and Chourdaki (2005: 1), ‘all day’ schools “offer ‘lunch’ and cater for the needs of pupils whose parents are at work throughout the day”. The goal of English teaching in the Greek ‘all day’ school is to help learners assimilate the knowledge acquired in the regular English classroom, raise their language awareness as well as extend and develop the skills previously acquired (Kavadia and Chryshochoos, 2002). In other words, the work done in the regular morning English sessions can be enriched and extended with the preparation of the KPG exams in the ‘all day’ school programme.
According to the A level exam specifications, the exams are loosely linked with the national school curriculum, hence, it is assumed that the inclusion of the KPG exams in the Greek primary school curriculum is feasible. Moreover, the KPG exams address people living or working in Greece
 and thus, the students’ mother tongue is used in the exam. Consequently, the exams are candidate-friendly for young learners and are an ideal opportunity for providing testing experiences with a good washback effect. Moreover, it is argued that both the traditional classroom and official tests can create negative attitudes towards testing (Ioannou and Pavlou, 2003) and thus, familiarizing young learners with language testing situations should be included in the school syllabus as well. Last but not least, since the exam addresses both A1 and A2 level candidates it also caters for the needs of the Greek mixed ability class and the ‘all day’ school, in which the teacher has to deal with learners of different linguistic levels or even learners of different classes (i.e. students of the fifth and sixth grade). 
Consequently, the aim of this dissertation is to identify and articulate the need for the connection of the state language exams and the state primary school through a small-scale study in primary schools and suggest a syllabus to be used in the ‘all day’ school with students of the fifth and sixth grade of primary school for the preparation of A1-A2 level KPG exams. The fifth and sixth grade of primary school were chosen for two distinct reasons. They include students of both levels; those who only attend the English classes of primary school and those who also receive instruction in private language centers. 
Moreover, it is an undisputed fact that only a few students do attend the ‘all day’ school in the fifth and sixth grade. It is expected that preparing the students for the KPG exams may motivate older primary school students to join the ‘all day’ school as well. The study also aims at increasing the learners’ motivation and at fully exploiting the time devoted to English in the primary school. Another goal of incorporating the KPG exam preparation in the ‘all day school’ programme, is to help learners become acquainted with the format of the KPG exams and train them in using test-taking strategies which could be useful in future testing situations. Cohen (1998a) stresses the need for the inclusion of test-taking strategies in exam syllabi arguing that it is equally important to present future candidates with the exam content as well as to equip them with useful test-taking strategies which could enhance their performance in the exams. Finally, the syllabus suggested could be useful to materials designers, English teachers in primary schools or private institutions preparing learners for the A level integrated KPG exam and even students themselves. 
  As regards the methodology of the present work, a contrastive analysis of the A1/A2 level KPG exam specifications with the national school curriculum (DEPPS) was conducted to investigate the compatibility of the two documents as well as the feasibility of such an attempt. In order to identify the need for a connection between the state language exams (KPG) and the curriculum of the Greek primary school a questionnaire survey was conducted in the present dissertation. The questionnaire constructed for the purposes of the present study was distributed to English teachers in Greek primary schools and teachers in the ‘all day’ school programme. It aimed at tracing primary English teachers’ opinions about the possibility and need of including preparation for the KPG A level exam in the English classes of the ‘all day’ school programme and the implications it may carry for the learning process. Through the questionnaire survey the following research questions were addressed:

· Are teachers familiar with the KPG exams? What is their opinion of the credibility of the KPG exams?
· How motivated are students in their English lessons?

· Is there a need to cater for formal language certification in the Greek primary school? 
· Is a connection between the state exams and the Greek ‘all day’ school feasible?
The results of the questionnaire guided the design of an exam syllabus and the development of suggested activities to be used in the fifth and sixth grade of primary school for exam preparation for the A level KPG exams. 
As far as the structure of the dissertation is concerned, it is divided into the following five chapters:
Chapter 1: Language learning theories and the teaching and assessment of young learners
The aim of this chapter is to present the current theories of language learning to be adopted in the present study with a focus on cognitive development theories and theories of teaching young learners. Both theories of first and second language acquisition are discussed moving from Piaget and Vygotsky to Krashen. The issue of assessing young learners is also addressed in this chapter. 

Chapter 2: The national school curriculum, the A1/A2 level KPG exams and their compatibility
 
This chapter provides a contrastive analysis of DEPPS and the KPG specifications for the A1/A2 level exams in terms of content, aims and the principles adopted. In other words, it draws the link between the school curriculum and the KPG exams. The outcome of this contrastive analysis is a set of test-wiseness and test-taking strategies which form the backbone of the syllabus designed and presented in Chapter 5.
Chapter 3: Research Methodology and Results
In this chapter the methodology adopted and the processes followed when conducting the survey are discussed. The questionnaire developed for primary school teachers is described and its rationale is provided. Then, the main findings of the questionnaire survey are presented. Last but not least, the implications of the results for the syllabus and materials development are briefly discussed. 
Chapter 4: Suggested Syllabus Description and Rationale
In this chapter the syllabus suggested for the preparation of the A1/A2 level of KPG exams is described and the choices made in its construction are justified.
Conclusion
In the last chapter of this dissertation, the reader is provided with recommendations concerning the implementation of the suggested syllabus and is presented with the constraints that may emerge. Moreover, the implications for teacher training and the need for redefining the goals and nature of the English primary classroom of the ‘all day’ school’ are stressed.
In the next chapter the theoretical backbone of the present study is provided. The language learning theories underpinning the design of the syllabus are presented with a focus on assessment and young learners’ characteristics.[image: image1.png]
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