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

A proposal for an exam preparation syllabus

1. Language learning theories and the teaching and assessment of young learners
1.1. Introduction
Over the last decades, English has been established as a lingua franca gaining popularity as a foreign language all over the world. People of different age, nationality and cultural background learn English for different purposes. It is widely accepted that all learners are unique individuals; however, some kind of categorization is inevitably necessary for the forming of language theories. The age factor is characterised as one of the factors having an impact on the language learning process (Cameron, 2001) and thus, young learners of English are considered to be a group of learners sharing some common characteristics which differentiate them from adults. 

This chapter provides the theoretical framework on which the present research and the syllabus suggested were designed and based on. Its aim is to present the theories and principles underpinning the teaching of children. Moreover, it aims at sketching the primary students’ profile describing the common features young learners tend to have in common as well as their learning preferences and needs. Last but not least, the practices suggested in this section will be applied in the syllabus design section of the present dissertation.
1.2. Language learning theories, methods and approaches

1.2.1. Learning theories, first language acquisition theories and their implications for teaching
In the following section, some of the most popular first language acquisition theories will be discussed. It should be stressed at this point though, that it is of vital importance for second and foreign language teachers to be acquainted with the way children master a new language. The knowledge of the learning process will enable language teachers to plan and organize the teaching process appropriately according to the learners’ abilities and to respond to their needs. Moreover, the learning theories presented in this section are the source of most second language learning theories discussed in the next section.
One of the most evolutionary movements in cognitive psychology which had an impact on the development of language learning theories was the constructivist movement. Theories of constructivism view learners as actively involved in the learning process trying to construct “their personal meaning, that is their own personal understanding, from their experiences” (Williams and Burden, 1997: 21). Piaget, a child developmental psychologist, who developed his theory in the 1920’s, was one of the first to present learning as an active process. He indicated that learning occurs through the interaction of the child with his/her environment. In other words, according to Piaget, children experience constant interaction with the world surrounding them. They are considered to be actively engaged in learning trying to demystify the world and solve the occurring problems. Thus, learning is the outcome of the interaction between the child and the surrounding environment. Piaget (1923) has also divided the child’s development into the following stages of development: (i) the sensori-motor stage (from the child’s birth to two years of age), (ii) the pre-operational stage (from two to seven years of age), (iii) the concrete operational stage (from seven to eleven years of age) and (iv) the formal operational stage (from eleven years onwards) (Pinter, 2006: 7).
Pinter (2006) stressing the importance of this categorization for language teaching clarifies that the development of such stages emphasize the existence of different learning profiles in different ages. It is essential for language teachers to be aware of the changing needs and interests of different age groups so that they can adjust their input and feedback to their needs and “select suitable materials that are developmentally appropriate for the given age group in a given context” (ibid: 10). In addition, in language learning the environment surrounding children includes the language classroom and the input they are exposed to. Thus, classroom tasks and activities should be considered as opportunities for learning (Gibson, 1979, Cameron, 2001). Despite its great contribution to the field, Piaget’s theory has been criticized over the years for underestimating the young learners’ abilities. Donaldson (1978) suggests that when children work on familiar tasks presented by familiar adults, they do perform better than argued in Piaget’s theory.  
Jerome Bruner, was an American cognitive psychologist influenced by Piaget’s work. Bruner (1960, 1966) also viewed language learning as an active process in which children should be encouraged to take responsibilities and experiment with language. Thus, he suggests a discovery approach stressing “the need to learn how to learn” (Bruner, 1960: 4 in Williams and Burden, 1997: 24). Bruner (1960) also claimed that any subject can be taught to learners of all ages if the form is appropriate and adjusted to the learners’ needs. This statement “gave rise to the notion of the spiral curriculum” (Williams and Burden, 1997: 25). In a spiral curriculum items are not taught exhaustively, rather they keep recurring adding new elements to the previously acquired information (Richards, 2001). Both discovery learning and the spiral curriculum are two principles influencing the design of the syllabus proposed in this dissertation.
Another aspect influencing learning is the social context surrounding the children and this was first introduced by Lev Vygotsky (1962, 1978), a Russian psychologist. Piaget stressed the child’s interaction with its environment, while Vygotsky focused on the child’s interaction with others. More specifically, Vygotsky, who belongs to the “social interactionist” movement, was concerned with the impact the help of parents, teachers, peers or siblings has on the child’s learning. According to his theory, more experienced individuals, which he called mediators, bridge the gap between what is already known to children and what is unexplored yet. Vygotsky has also developed the concept of the “Zone of Proximal Development”; the ZPD describes the territory between the child’s current knowledge and the potential knowledge children could achieve with the help of mediators (Pinter, 2006). Consequently, Vygotsky emphasized the influence of the social environment in learning, a factor which should be taken into consideration in second and foreign language learning as well.  In second language learning students acquire language through their interaction with the teacher and their peers. The teachers act as mediators and tend to “regulate children’s learning” (Pinter, 2006: 12).
Williams and Burden (1997) suggest a “social constructivist” model to learning combining all the theories presented above. The four key factors determining the learning process according to their suggested model are the following: the teachers, the learners, the tasks and the context. The learning process is a constant interplay between these four elements, none of which “exists in isolation” (ibid: 43). The teachers may be responsible for selecting the tasks but learners give their own interpretations to those selected tasks. Thus, tasks are “the interface between the teacher and the learners” (ibid: 43). This interrelationship of the four elements and the impact they have on each other will be taken into account in the syllabus design section. 
In the next section, some of the most prominent second language learning theories will be described.
1.2.2. Second Language Learning Theories

Many of the theories presented below are influenced by the first language theories discussed in the previous section. One of the most dominant figures in the development of second language theories in the past decades has been Stephen Krashen. Krashen (1985) developed the Monitor Model, which was constituted by five linked hypotheses: the Input, the Acquisition, the Monitor, the Natural Order and the Affective Filter hypothesis. Below the Input Hypothesis is discussed.
According to the Input Hypothesis “humans acquire language in only one way- by understanding messages or by receiving ‘comprehensible input’ ” (Krashen, 1985: 2 in Cook, 1993: 51). In other words, language learning occurs while learners are trying to comprehend the messages received. Krashen, discussing the quality of the input to be received, specifies that it should be just beyond the learner’s current level. Thus, he symbolizes the learners’ present competence with i and the input which should be provided to them with i+1. The input however, should not be much higher than the learners’ present competence for them to be able to understand and assimilate the information they receive. 
Swain’s Output Hypothesis (1985) came as a response to Krashen’s Comprehensible Input Hypothesis. Swain claims that understanding the input received is not enough for language acquisition to occur. Instead, learners should be encouraged to produce language (either spoken or written), namely to produce output.

Moreover, according to Long’s Interaction Hypothesis (1983), it is through the interaction with the interlocutor that learning occurs. According to Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005: 167) “Long adopted Krashen’s view about the role of comprehensible input” but also emphasized the significance of interaction and its contribution to language learning. The argument of the Interaction Hypothesis is that when learners interact with others, they receive and produce input at the same time. Finally, another theory concerning the learners’ modifications while interacting is the negotiation of meaning theory. Ellis (1997: 141) defines negotiation of meaning as “the interactive work that takes place between speakers when some misunderstanding occurs”. However, negotiation of meaning does not cause acquisition; rather it facilitates the learning process (Ellis and Barkhuizen, 2005). In the syllabus design of the present paper, an attempt will be made to encourage learners’ interaction and negotiation of meaning with certain activity types and modes of work such as pair and project work. 
It should be also noted that the ‘Monitor Model’ had a great impact on the development of the communicative approach in second language teaching, which arised in the 1980’s. In the next section learner autonomy and learning strategies instruction are discussed.
1.2.3. Learning strategies instruction
Current approaches in language teaching are learner-centered, namely they tend to view the learner as an individual actively involved in the learning process, focusing on his/her needs and wants. Developing learner autonomy has been one of the key principles of most current approaches to second and foreign language learning. Learner autonomy can be achieved by encouraging students to take responsibilities and initiatives in the learning process and by training learners to ‘how to learn’ (Nunan and Lamb, 1996). Training students to use learning strategies is considered as one of the paths leading to learner autonomy. 

Oxford (1990: 8) defines strategies as “specific actions taken by the learner to make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective and more transformable to new situations”. O’ Malley and Chamot (1990) classify learning strategies into three broad categories: cognitive, metacognitive and social/affective strategies. Cognitive strategies are “thought processes used directly in learning”, while metacognitive strategies are employed in the learners’ regulation of their learning, i.e. the planning, the self-monitoring or the evaluation of the learning process (Hedge, 2000: 77). Last but not least, social/affective strategies concern the choices learners make while interacting with others (O’ Malley and Chamot, 1990, Ellis, 1997). Strategy training is considered to enhance the learners’ performance (O’ Malley and Chamot, 1990), hence, it is the course designer’s and the teacher’s responsibility to provide opportunities for strategy use and training. In the last section of this 
 test-taking strategies are discussed. Both learning and test-taking strategy training are included in the syllabus constructed for the purposes of the present study.        
As previously mentioned, the present dissertation is concerned with primary school students; thus, in the next section the young learners’ profile as well as their needs and wants will be discussed.
1. 3. Teaching Young Learners

In the previous section language learning theories and approaches were reviewed. It should be stressed at this point that all language learning theories and practices are shaped taking into account the characteristics of the learners receiving the instruction. As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, age is one of the factors affecting the learning process; hence, young learners tend to be considered a group sharing common features. In the present section, the young learners’ characteristics are going to be discussed. The young learners’ preferences and special needs reported are taken into account in the syllabus design of the present study.
1.3.1. Young Learners Characteristics
It is widely known that every student has his own unique learning profile and wants; however, young learners tend to share some common features and have special needs. Most researchers and theoreticians use the term ‘young learners’ to refer to students who are approximately five to eleven years old (Scott and Ytreberg, 1990, Ioannou-Georgiou and Pavlou, 2003, Harmer, 2001). Young learners are often divided into two categories; students who are five to seven years old and students who are eight to eleven years old (Scott and Ytreberg, 1990). It is argued that the students belonging to the two abovementioned categories differ in their maturity level, perception of the world and their language system developed, as well as their willingness to take responsibility in the learning process (Scott and Ytreberg, 1990). The target group of the present study is primary school students, thus, its focus will inevitably be on the second young learners’ category.

It has been indicated that young language learners tend to approach a foreign language in the same way as they learn their mother tongue (Dunn, 1983). In addition, children seem to employ concepts and strategies used in first language learning while experimenting with a foreign language. Hence, it has been argued that the impact of first language acquisition on foreign language learning is strong and must be exploited in the latter by introducing children early to language learning.

In order to sketch the young learners’ profile, we will describe their preferences, as well as their learning behaviour. First of all, it has been indicated, that children tend to be holistic language learners; due to their lack of experience in language learning, they find it difficult to understand how the language system works or to focus on language structures and forms (Agullo, 2006, Pinter, 2006). Young learners have a tendency to pick up language easily when they receive plenty of comprehensible input (Krashen, 1985) and especially when they have fun (Scott and Ytreberg, 1990, Lewis and Bedson, 1999, Pinter, 2006). In addition, children may have ‘short attention and concentration span’ and may hesitate to take responsibilities or ask questions in the learning process (Scott and Ytreberg, 1990, Ioannou-Georgiou and Pavlou, 2003).

Adults on the other hand, as Pinter (2006) suggests tend to be analytical learners who hypothesize about language, use their knowledge of the world, understand and follow the rules of communication and last but not least, have a variety of language use strategies and language learning strategies at their disposal which they exploit in the learning process. In contrast, children are not trained in using language strategies and find it difficult to pay attention to form and detail.

According to previous research in the field (Asher and Garcia, 1982, Dunn, 1983, Pinter, 2006), young learners are more privileged in mastering pronunciation and adapting to the phonological system of a foreign language easily. Read (2007: 19) explains that “through exposure to English in the form of classroom language, instructions, games, stories, dialogues, conversations, rhymes, chants and songs, children develop familiarity with the sound, rhythm and intonation patterns of English and imitate these features in a natural way”.
Summing up, an early start has a positive effect in the development of listening skills and pronunciation; whereas there are some areas, such as grammar acquisition, in which children seem to ‘make slower progress’ because of their tendency to focus on content rather than the language form. (Cameron, 2001, Harley et al., 1995). Consequently, “earlier means better” is true only in some areas of language learning.

Moreover, profiling young learners Pinter (2006) explains that they tend to be less anxious than older learners. According to Pluckrose, “at no other time in life does the human being display such enthusiasm for learning, for living, for finding out” (Pluckrose 1979: 27 in Dunn, 1983:1). 

All the abovementioned characteristics that children tend to share should be taken into consideration not only in syllabus design and lesson planning, but also in the ‘on the spot decisions’ made by teachers in the language classroom. For instance, it has been mentioned above that young learners tend to have “short attention and concentration span” (Scott and Ytreberg, 1990, Ioannou-Georgiou and Pavlou, 2003, Hughes, 2003) and therefore, it is the teacher’s responsibility to maintain their students’ concentration. It is thus suggested, that teaching young learners should be enriched with repetition, comprehension checks and gestures which can enhance children’s comprehension (Cabrera and Martinez, 2002) because through the recycling of information the possibility of assimilating the new input may be increased.
Last but not least, another important aspect in teaching young learners is maintaining their motivation. Teachers of young learners should always seek for innovative methods to preserve their students’ motivation for the following two reasons. First, because in foreign language learning motivation has to be stimulated and second because children tend to get bored easily. Harmer (2001) describing the primary English teacher suggests that he/she should supply his/her students with “a rich diet of learning experiences” and be prepared to be flexible in order to maintain their motivation (ibid: 38).

Thus, motivation plays a determinant role in teaching young learners and the teacher’s role in motivating his/ her learners is central (McDonough, 2007, Moon, 2000, Kharma, 1977). Nikolov (1999) has found that young learners are usually intrinsically motivated. Commenting on Nikolov’s findings, Pinter claims ‘that they want to learn English because they enjoy the activities and the comfortable atmosphere in class (ibid, 2006: 37). The ‘immediate classroom learning environment’ (Wu, 2006) and the promotion of learner autonomy (Wu, 2006 and Pinter, 2006) are also considered two factors enhancing the learners’ intrinsic motivation. Finally, Read (2007) also suggests engaging learners in purposeful activities motivating them to learn the target language. All the above will determine the content of the syllabus and materials suggested in the present dissertation.
The present study aims at constructing a syllabus to be used for the exam preparation of primary students for the A level integrated KPG exams, thus, in the following section issues of assessment and testing with a particular focus on young learners’ assessment will be addressed. 
1.4. Assessing Young Learners

1.4.1. Defining evaluation and assessment

The term evaluation usually involves “an examination of the context in which the program occurs, of the goals, syllabus, and structure of a course, and how these can be planned and developed, as well as analysis of the teaching and learning that takes place during the course” (Richards, 2001: 286). Consequently, evaluation in education is not only restricted to the measurement of the learners’ proficiency and their performance. It also includes the evaluation of methods, materials, syllabi, the teacher’s effectiveness and the assessment of language programmes (Rea-Dickins and Germaine, 1992, CEFR, 2001). 
It should be noted that evaluation and assessment are two terms which are often used interchangeably (Gronlund, 1981, Nunajn and Lamb 1996). However, the term assessment is mainly used to refer “to a variety of ways of collecting information on a learner’s language ability or achievement” (Brindley, 2001). Genesee (2001) defines assessment as “part of the evaluation that includes the collection and analysis of information about student learning” (Genesee, 2001:145). Moreover, the term assessment is also an umbrella term, which includes testing, and focuses on what the individual learner has learnt (Brindley, 2001, Hughes, 2003). In the present paper, the terms assessment and evaluation will be used to refer solely to the learners’ performance.

Assessment in language learning is carried out for different purposes, thus, assessment tends to be divided into two distinct categories deriving from its different uses. The first type, formative assessment, aims at gathering information to be used in the reform of a language programme or the teaching practices employed in it, whereas the second type, summative assessment focuses on the end product of learning, i.e. the learners’ achievement. Rea- Dickins and Germaine (1992) also divide evaluation of learner outcomes into two categories:  (1) evaluation in terms of products, (i.e. summative evaluation) and (2) evaluation in terms of process (i.e. formative evaluation). The authors refer to the IELTS exams as an example of the first category because the exams:

 “do not provide any detailed information on what candidates who have obtained a low score need to do in order to improve on their performance, i.e. band level. It is thus a summative measure of what learners can do, providing limited guidance in the area of the four language skills where students need to improve their language proficiency”

(Rea-Dickins and Germaine, 1992: 117).
On the other hand, evaluation of learner outcomes with respect to the learning process is discussed in a parallel to the PLR (the Primary Language Record), which provides further information for both parents and teachers, concerning the “day-to-day teaching in the classroom” (Barrs, Ellis, Hester and Thomas 1988, Rea-Dickins and Germaine, 1992).

 
In addition, Hedge (2000) adds formal certification to the purposes of assessment. She explains that formal certification is realized through “structured tests of the paper-and-pencil variety [which] are usually provided by an external organisation” (ibid: 377). Assessment in the form of ‘testing’ aims at certifying the learners’ ability to use the target language is gaining popularity over the last decades and has become “a multi-million dollar global business in which the need of internationally recognized certification of language proficiency works with learners’ or their parents’ understandable demands to see proof of the outcomes of their struggle to learn and the money they have invested in it” (Cameron, 2001: 216). The most popular examinations in Greece include the ESOL exams organized by the British Council, the Michigan exams administered by the Hellenic American Union and the KPG exams administered by the Greek Ministry of National Education and Religious Affairs.

1.4.2. Assessment of Young Learners
As the target group of the present study is primary school students, young learners’ assessment will be discussed below. The assessment of young learners should be carried out with great attention, as well as with respect to the children’s needs. Their characteristics should be taken into consideration both in the test design and the exam preparation process. McKay (2005) stresses that “young learners are going through a period of social, emotional, and cognitive growth, they are developing literacy; and they are highly vulnerable”. Thus, young learners are usually threatened by assessment because they tend to feel excluded by adults from the assessment processes (Moon, 2000). Moon (2000) explains that “this may contribute to a lowering of self-esteem in some children and the development of negative attitudes about assessment” (ibid: 150). To prevent this from happening, Pinter (2006) stresses the need for alternative ways of testing; she suggests that traditional tests can be threatening and de-motivating. Observation, self-assessment training, working on portfolios and exploiting project work are only some of the alternatives suggested to test young learners indirectly and leading to positive washback effect. Furthermore, Cameron (2003) suggests not only the use of written but also the use of oral, CD-ROM portfolios to assess the oral skills development as well. Keeping a portfolio is expected to be a stimulating activity, especially for young learners for whom demonstrating their new knowledge and abilities can be extremely rewarding (Ioannou-Georgiou and Pavlou, 2003). Finally, Hughes’ (2003) suggestions for the development of positive attitudes towards assessment include making testing an integral part of assessment, as well as making assessment an integral part of the teaching programme, providing immediate and positive feedback and including self-assessment training in the teaching programme.

1.4.3. Teaching exam preparation courses 

As mentioned in the introduction of the present paper, an exam syllabus is constructed for the purposes of this study. Exam syllabi could be classified into two broad categories: a. Syllabi which include both teaching of language forms and familiarizing candidates with the exam format and content and b. Syllabi which focus on training the learners’ in dealing with a specific examination. The syllabus constructed in the present paper is of the second category; it is assumed that Greek primary students develop their linguistic skills in the morning classes of primary school. Thus, the exam course suggested to be implemented in the ‘all day’ school programme aims at introducing testing and the KPG exams to primary school students and training them to use test-taking strategies which could enhance their performance in the exams. Thus, it does not aim at developing the learners’ linguistic competence and it is intended to be used with A level primary school students.
It should be stressed at this point that one of the main aims of exam courses should be to demystify the exam (May, 1996). In such courses, the syllabi used are designed or adapted to the exam content. Thus, exam syllabi are exam-oriented syllabi focusing on the learners’ exam preparation. Such syllabi are mainly used by private language institutions in Greece, as mentioned in the introduction of the present dissertation. Exam specifications and exam past papers are two of the most useful tools exploited in the design of an exam syllabus (May, 1996). Exam syllabi are mainly used with adolescent learners; however, the exam syllabus designed for the purposes of this study will address primary school students and thus, it should take into account the young learners’ characteristics mentioned in the previous section.

A suggestion made by Stathopoulou (2008) concerning the learners’ exam preparation is one of familiarizing the learners’ with the examination format and content through the adoption of a test-taking strategy approach.  Test-taking strategies are considered to “consist of both language use strategies and test-wiseness strategies” (Cohen, 1998a: 218-9). Cohen indicates that language test performance is dependent on the test-takers’ language knowledge, their ability to use the language and their test-wiseness. In other words, he suggests that “test-taking strategies consist of both language use strategies and test-wiseness strategies” (Cohen, 1998a: 218).  It should be clarified though, that test-wiseness strategies derive from the learners’ test-taking experiences as well and not solely from their language proficiency. Thus, it is claimed that test-taking strategy training can facilitate language learning and can enhance the learners’ performance in testing situations (Lee and Alley, 1981, Amer, 1993 and Cohen, 1998a). 

Cohen stressing the need for the inclusion of test-taking strategies in the language curriculum also comments that:

 “It would seem beneficial for curriculum planners and teachers to make sure that an instructional program not just indicate to students what will be on a test, but also the kinds of test-taking strategies that may be expected to produce success on given testing formats” 

(Cohen, 1998a: 257). 

Cohen (2006) also clarifies that both test management and test-wiseness strategies should be taught to learners. Test-wiseness strategies are employed by test takers to “tap their actual language knowledge or lack of it” (Cohen, 1998b: 92). Examples of test-wiseness strategies include choosing to proceed around the text and not via the text (Fransson, 1984), e.g. translating a text in order to answer to comprehension questions (Cohen, 1998b), copying material from the source text in summarizing activities (Cohen, 1994), postponing dealing with the items they consider as most demanding (Cohen, 1998b).
The syllabus designed aims at familiarizing future candidates with both test-taking and test-wiseness strategies.

In the present chapter the theoretical background underlying this study was provided. Given the fact that the dissertation concerns primary school students, there has been a focus on young learners’ characteristics and assessment. The information presented in this chapter will be taken into account in the syllabus design process (see Chapter 4). In the following chapter a contrastive analysis of the national school curriculum and the A level KPG exam specifications will be conducted to investigate their compatibility and the feasibility of including the target exams in the ‘all day’ school programme.
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