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

A proposal for an exam preparation syllabus

4. Syllabus Rationale

4.1. Introduction


The present chapter aims at presenting the exam syllabus designed for the purposes of this dissertation. First, the structure of the syllabus will be described. Then, the rationale of the syllabus will be provided, while the choice of activities, modes of work employed and the materials suggested will be justified.

4.2. Presentation of the suggested syllabus
4.2.1. A description of the suggested syllabus

The syllabus constructed is an exam syllabus which aims at preparing primary school students for the A level integrated KPG exams during the ‘all day’ school (see Appendix 5, 111). The target group of this syllabus is fifth and sixth graders participating in the ‘all day’ school programme. It is estimated that primary school students attend school for approximately 35 weeks each year, however, only 30 of these weeks are before the administration of the A1/A2 level KPG exams (i.e. the first two weeks of May). Moreover, the findings of the survey indicate that almost two teaching hours per week are devoted to English in the ‘all day’ school, each of which lasts 30-40 minutes.

Thus, the suggested syllabus consists of 30 tables, one for each school week. The tables are divided into two parts; each part corresponds to the content of a teaching hour. In the first column of the tables a title for the lesson is provided. In the second column (under the label ‘content’) a description of the lesson is given, while in the third column the objectives of each lesson are listed. Suggested activities are described in the fourth column of the tables and finally, the strategies taught or revised during each lesson are included in the last column.  

It should be clarified that the aims of the present syllabus do not include skills development. Its goal is to equip future candidates with test-taking and test-wiseness strategies which can enhance their performance in all four modules of the A level integrated exam. It is assumed that the teaching of all four skills, grammar and vocabulary is catered for during the morning classes, hence, the exam course under discussion aims at training the students on how to deal with testing situations and more particularly with the A1/A2 level KPG exam.

In the next section an example of how the syllabus can be used focusing on a week’s teaching is provided.

4.2.2. The exam syllabus: An example 
In the present section a part of the syllabus was selected in order to demonstrate how the syllabus can be used. As it is stated in the title of the seventh week (see Appendix 5, p.121), learners are introduced to writing test-taking strategies. According to the description found in the second column of the table, in lesson 13 and 14 learners (see Appendix 5, p.121) develop and practice writing test-taking strategies. One of the basic goals of both lessons is to introduce writing as a non-linear, three stage process; thus, students are involved in planning in lesson 13, while they are asked to complete a writing activity in lesson 14, which they will later edit (i.e. in lesson 15, see Appendix 5, p.123). As it becomes apparent, the three lessons are linked through the presentation of one writing stage at a time. More specifically, as can be seen in the third column of the table, the aims of the thirteenth lesson include introducing writing test-taking strategies, raising the students’ awareness of metacognitive strategies and presenting the three stages of the writing process. The abovementioned aims are going to be achieved through the learners’ engagement in the following meaningful activities. 
In the fourth column, the teacher is provided with the description of the activity suggested in lesson 13; learners of both levels are given a writing task in which they are requested to write an email to a friend (e.g. narrating a school trip). They are asked to study the topic/rubrics for a few minutes and then the teacher makes a plan on the board using different techniques such as brainstorming, writing an outline or even asks the students to experiment freewriting. After the teacher has introduced the notion of planning and the different ways in which students’ can plan their work, he/she asks them to make a plan of the activity given within the time left. The students are allowed to use the ideas expressed in class but they are also encouraged to add their own information as well. At the end of the class, the teacher collects the learners’ drafts. 
At the beginning of the fourteenth lesson, the teacher returns the students’ plans. However, the activity can be more fun if the teacher allows students to exchange or share drafts. Then, they are asked to complete the activity given in lesson 13 following the plan they are provided with. Finally, the students will have the opportunity to edit their own or their peers’ work in lesson 15. The focus of the lesson is to train students to use test-taking strategies and not to develop their writing skills. It should be noted though that the content of the present syllabus is only an indication of what should be included in each lesson. It does not provide the teachers with the information of a lesson plan and thus, the teachers are allowed to embellish its content, use different activities and improvise while implementing the syllabus.  

 In the following section the choice of adopting a test-taking strategy approach in the present exam syllabus will be justified.
4.3. Adopting a strategy-based approach in an exam preparation course
The exam syllabus suggested is a syllabus of the process type as it focuses on “the processes through which knowledge and skills might be gained” (Nunan, 1988: 40). More specifically, the present syllabus focuses solely on the development of test-taking strategies which could enhance the learners’ performance in the exams. Primary school students are introduced to test-taking strategies, while they are trained to exploit them in testing situations through their engagement with activities which encourage test-taking strategy use. 

A strategy based approach in preparing the students for the A level integrated exam was adopted for two reasons; (i) learners are assumed to develop their linguistic competence in English in the morning classes of primary school and (ii) there would not be enough time to focus both on the development of their linguistic and their strategic competence during the ‘all day’ school programme. Moreover, as mentioned in the first chapter of the study, strategy training is of great importance as it tends to enhance both language learning and the students’ performance in the exams (Lee and Alley, 1981, Amer, 1993 and Cohen, 1998a).
As mentioned in the second chapter, in which the test-taking strategies to be included in the syllabus were presented, the strategies are divided into four categories labeled as the four language skills, which correspond to the four test modules of the A level KPG exam. Test-wiseness strategies were also included in the present syllabus with a view to familiarize the students with testing situations. It should be noted that primary school students tend to be inexperienced test-takers. Additionally, the findings of the study indicate that learners are usually threatened by testing, thus, mastering the use of test-wiseness strategies was identified as a need to be catered for in the present exam syllabus. Test-wiseness strategies are introduced first in the syllabus designed and are considered as a separate category from test-taking strategies. The numbering of test-taking strategies follows the numbering of the exam modules (i.e. Reading Comprehension is tested in Module 1, thus, the reading test-taking strategies are 1.1-1.13).

In the next section the factors determining the content of the syllabus and the steps taken in its design are going to be discussed.   

4.4. Towards the development of the syllabus
The present syllabus was designed on the basis of the findings of the questionnaire survey, which have been presented and discussed in the third chapter. The questionnaire was used as an elicitation tool that could provide valuable information about the students’ needs and wants. The teachers’ views of the English classes both in the morning and the ‘all day’ school as well as their perceived learners’ needs were taken into account in the design of the syllabus. Furthermore, teachers’ views, as derived from my personal communication with them, are also taken into consideration in the production of the present exam syllabus and the development of the activities suggested.

As presented in the second chapter, the national school curriculum and the KPG exam specifications were studied contrastively to examine their compatibities. The findings of the comparison, as mentioned before, indicate that the two documents were compatible, thus, a connection between the primary school and the state exams was feasible. At the end of this first stage of the syllabus design the test-taking strategies to be incorporated in the exam syllabus were articulated. Determining the target audience and conducting the questionnaire survey was the second step of the syllabus design. Once the study was completed, the test-taking strategies were sequenced and meaningful activities aimimg at their development were designed and incorporated in the syllabus. The teachers’ suggestions played a significant role in the syllabus design, especially in the design of the activities proposed. In section 5.5 it will be shown how the findings of the study determined the syllabus content. 
In the following section the sequence of the information included in the syllabus will be explained.
4.5. The sequence of the syllabus

As it has been previously mentioned, the present syllabus aims solely at the development of test-taking strategies. Hence, the spiral sequence was ideal for strategy development. A spiral syllabus involves revision and recycling of the content presented. White (1988: 80) argues that cyclical or spiral syllabi do not “merely provide a return to an earlier point, however, for the concept of recycling embody the idea of adding something new to what has been learned before”. Accordingly, the notion of test-taking strategies is first introduced and then, the actual strategies for each language skill are presented. These strategies are then recycled either through activities which encourage their use or through mock tests in which an extensive use of test-taking strategies is expected. 
As far as the internal criterion of the strategy presentation is concerned, the “simple to complex” grading was adopted (Richards, 2001: 150). Receptive skills strategies were presented first. Receptive skills appear to be easier for young learners to master. Children tend to get nervous whenever they have to produce either spoken or written language. Moreover, speaking and writing require students to have mastered several features of the target language such as vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, punctuation, choice of appropriate words, spelling, structures, sentence linking, functions etc. (Madsen, 1983, Phillips, 1993, Ioannou-Georgiou and Pavlou, 2003). Thus, future candidates are first introduced to the test-taking strategies used when comprehending and then to those used when producing the target language.
Finally, there is variation in the sequence of sub-skills of reading, writing, listening and speaking. In the presentation of writing test-taking strategies the “chronology” sequence was adopted (Richards, 2001). Thus, the strategies were presented in the order they are going to be used in an exam situation; planning strategies were presented first (lesson 13), then, writing strategies were introduced (lesson 14) and editing strategies were presented last (lesson 15). In the receptive skills though, the “simple to complex” sequence was followed (Richards, 2001), i.e. guessing and inferencing (lessons 10 and 11) or answering as many questions as they can from the first listening of the tape (lesson 12) are presented first because they are evaluated as less demanding, while listening for gist or listening for specific information are introduced later on (lesson 20 and 19 respectively). As far as the speaking test-taking strategies are concerned, it should be noted that learners are first provided with all the speaking strategies (lesson 16) and are then encouraged to use the ones they favour while performing speaking activities of all types (e.g. in lesson 21).
 In the following section other important features of the present syllabus are going to be discussed.
4.6. Other features of the syllabus
4.6.1. Types of activities and modes of work


The majority of the activities suggested in the present syllabus are communicative activities. According to Prabhu (1987) there are three type of activities fitting the needs of the communicative classroom and providing opportunities for negotiation of meaning; (a) information gap activities, which include the exchange of information between learners, (b) reasoning gap activities, which involve “deriving some new information from given information through processes of inference, deduction, practical reasoning, or a perception of relationships or patterns” (Hedge, 2000: 59) and (c) opinion gap activities, which involve expressing one’s “preference, feeling or attitude in response to a given situation” (Hedge 2000: 59). Harmer (2001: 85) listing the characteristics of the communicative activities, he claims that they create a desire for communication, have a communicative purpose, focus on content rather than form, use a variety of language, while no teacher intervention or materials control is required. The activities, also called tasks, should be fully exploited in the language classroom through the learners’ engagement in understanding, identifying and the taking up of learning opportunities (Crabbe, 2007).  

Pair and group work, role-plays as well as working on projects may provide learners with opportunities to negotiate while communicating. (Lewis and Bedson, 1999, Hedge, 2000, Beglar and Hunt, 2002). Moreover, information gap activities and projects (see Appendix 5, p.114, 128,132, i.e. weeks 3, 10, 12 respectively) are ideal opportunities for games and tend to motivate students because by definition they encourage them to explore language and act autonomously. It should be noted at this point that pair and group work was demonstrated as the most favoured mode of work by all teachers in the present study.

Projects are also an ideal choice for the present syllabus because they seem to fit the young learners’ profile as well as cater for the needs of a mixed ability class (see Appendix 5, p.114, 132, 134, i.e. weeks 3, 12 and 13). Hedge (2000: 364) maintains that when working with young learners, projects “encourage imagination and creativity, self-discipline and responsibility, collaboration, research and study skills and cross-curricular work through exploitation of knowledge gained in other subjects”. Working on projects also allows for skills integration, also called the ‘layered approach’ (Fried-Booth, 1986: 8), according to which all four language skills are practiced in the different stages of carrying out a project.  Project work is also ideal for mixed-ability classes because it gives teachers the luxury of assigning different roles to students’ of different learning profiles, while maintaining their motivation at the same time (Phillips, Burwood and Dunford, 1999, Prodromou, 1992). Last but not least, project work has been indicated by the participants of the study as one of the most popular modes of work in the ‘all day’ school. Kosovitsa (2006) also suggests that project work can be easily implemented in the ‘all day’ school as it fits the holistic learning approach promoted by the national school curriculum enhancing the learners’ autonomy at the same time.
The different types of activities suggested in the syllabus (e.g. inferencing activities, role plays, information gap activities etc) can be presented as games to children (Lewis and Bedson, 1999). Groups can function as teams either working for the same purpose or competing each other with a view to engaging students in communication and developing their co-operation skills.
4.6.2. Materials used

An exam class bank contains (a) information about the exams, (b) past papers, (c) practice tests, (d) texts, (e) students’ work and (f) teacher-made activities (May, 1996).
 In the present exam syllabus for the A level KPG exams, information about the exams were exploited in the syllabus design process as a source of activity types to be proposed
. Furthermore, the integrated A1/A2 level KPG exams were introduced in May 2008, thus there are only two past papers available for the time being, while there are no coursebooks or practice tests aiming at preparing candidates for the target exams. Hence, in the absence of practice tests, it is the teacher’s responsibility to design meaningful and motivating activities aiming at training the students on how to deal with the A level integrated exam. 
In the syllabus, an attempt has been made to provide useful ideas of activities aiming at facilitating the difficult task of materials development. It is also suggested that authentic texts or the students’ work can function as useful tools in the teachers’ hands in materials design (Nunan, 1988, Hedge, 2000, May, 1996). At this stage teachers are encouraged to use their creativity and imagination and use materials from internet texts to menus as the core of the activities to be designed (e.g. see week 12). Having identified the objectives of each lesson (i.e. which are described in detail in the suggested syllabus) and consulting the exam specifications even inexperienced teachers may be able to design simple but attractive for the children activities.
4.6.3. Homework

Previous literature on the field (Mitilis, 2006) suggests that the vast majority of parents whose children participate in the ‘all school’ programme expect them to complete all their homework during the ‘all day’ school hours. Hence, it was assumed that assigning homework in the ‘all day’ school context would be absurd. It would probably be an extra burden for students and would trigger their parents’ negative reaction. Moreover, only a minority of the teachers inquired have argued that their students can handle some extra homework. 

For the abovementioned reasons it was decided not to include homework in the syllabus. It is even suggested that occasionally some time or even whole lessons can be devoted to completing the learners’ homework for the morning school English classes. Thus, the lessons and the syllabus should be adjusted to the students’ needs. In addition, if students complain or ask repeatedly for help in the completion of their activities assigned, the ‘all day’ school teacher can discuss the issue with the English teacher of the morning classes and ask him/her not to ‘overload’ students’ with excessive homework. 

In the next chapter conclusive remarks of the study and its teaching implications will be discussed.
� In the exam specifications of the A level exams teachers can find the activity types encountered in the exam as well as possible sources of texts (i.e. the Internet, posters, signs etc).
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