FACTORS AFFECTING LEARNING TO READ IN ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE

FACTORS IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING CONTEXTS THAT CAN INFLUENCE THE LEARNING TASK (BECOMING SKILLED READERS AND WRITERS):

· THE NATURE OF THE WRITTEN FORMS OF THE FIRST LANGUAGE.

· THE LEARNER’S PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE IN L1 LITERACY.

· THE LEARNER’S KNOWLEDGE OF THE FL.

· THE LEARNER’S AGE.

FIRST LANGUAGE
EACH LANGUAGE IS STRUCTURED DIFFERENTLY, AND THE DIFFERENT STRUCTURES OFFER USERS DIFFERENT SUGGESTIONS TO MEANING. SO WHEN WE LEARN OUR FIRST LANGUAGE, OUR BRAIN / MIND ‘TUNES INTO’ THE WAY  THE PARTICULAR L1 WORKS, AND WE LEARN TO PAY ATTENTION TO PARTICULAR CUES TO MEANING THAT ARE MOST HELPFUL. WHEN WE MEET A NEW LANGUAGE, OUR BRAIN / MIND AUTOMATICALLY TRIES TO APPLY THE FIRST LANGUAGE EXPERIENCE BY LOOKING FOR FAMILIAR CUES.

PART OF LEARNING A FOREIGN LANGUAGE IS DEVELOPING NEW UNDERSTANDINGS ABOUT THE PARTICULAR CUES TO MEANING THAT THE NEW LANGUAGE OFFERS, AND THAT DIFFER FROM THOSE OF OUR FIRST LANGUAGE.

THE TRANSFERABILITY OF KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS AND STRATEGIES ACROSS LANGUAGES DEPENDS CLOSELY ON HOW THE TWO WRITTEN LANGUAGES WORK.

ENGLISH IS A COMPLICATED ALPHABETIC WRITTEN LANGUAGE, AND ALMOST ALWAYS  REQUIRES LEARNERS OF IT  AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE TO DEVELOP NEW SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE, IN ADDITION TO WHAT CAN BE TRANSFERRED.

THE LEARNER’S FIRST LANGUAGE LITERACY EXPERIENCE
LITERACY KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS PARTLY DEVELOPED = ONLY SOME ASPECTS ARE AVAILABLE FOR TRANSFER, AND THEY MAY BE ONLY PARTIALLY MASTERED.

WE MUST CONSIDER THE METHODOLOGY OF TEACHING LITERACY SKILLS IN THE FIRST LANGUAGE. 

                                       DO WE USE THE SAME? 

USING A QUITE DIFFERENT APPROACH TO TEACH HOW TO READ IN THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE CLASSROOM MAY BE A GOOD IDEA, BECAUSE IT HELPS CHILDREN  TO DIFFERENTIATE THE LANGUAGES AND THE LITERACY SKILLS REQUIRED IN EACH; IT MAY ALSO CONFUSE CHILDREN  BY REQUIRING THEM TO COPE WITH DIFFERENT DEFINITIONS OF ‘GOOD BEHAVIOR’ OR ‘SUCCESS’ IN READING.

SOCIAL ASPECTS OF FIRST LANGUAGE LITERACY MAY ALSO INFLUENCE LEARNING TO READ IN A FOREIGN LANGUAGE, THE EXTREME CASE WHEN A CHILD’S L1 DOES NOT HAVE A WRITTEN FORM, OR WHEN THE MEDIUM OF EDUCATION IS A SECOND LANGUAGE, SO THAT THE CHILD DOES NOT LEARN L1 LITERACY.

THE LEARNER’S KNOWLEDGE OF THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE
ORAL SKILLS IN THE NEW LANGUAGE ARE AN IMPORTANT FACTOR IN LEARNING TO BE LITERATE.

PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS IN THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE, THE ABILITY TO HEAR THE INDIVIDUAL SOUNDS AND SYLLABLES THAT MAKE UP WORDS, WILL DEVELOP FROM ORAL LANGUAGE ACTIVITIES, SUCH AS SAYING RHYMES OR CHANTS AND SINGING SONGS.

VOCABULARY KNOWLEDGE IS EXTREMELY IMPORTANT. IN THE EARLY STAGES CHILDREN SHOULD ONLY ENCOUNTER WRITTEN WORDS THAT THEY ALREADY KNOW ORALLY.

PRONUNCIATION SKILLS IN THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE WILL BOTH AFFECT LITERACY AND BE ASSISTED BY LITERACY DEVELOPMENT.

BECAUSE WRITTEN WORDS ARE TURNED INTO SPOKEN WORDS IN THE READING PROCESS (AND VICE VERSA IN THE WRITING PROCESS), INACCURACIES IN PRONUNCIATION MAY STOP FINDING THE RIGHT SPOKEN WORD  TO MATCH WHAT IS READ. SEEING WORDS WRITTEN DOWN CAN HELP TOWARDS ACCURATE PRONUNCIATION BECAUSE OF THE VISIBILITY OF ALL THE LETTERS OF A WORD; SOUNDS THAT MIGHT BE UNSTRESSED, AND THUS NOT NOTICED IN LISTENING, WILL BE EVIDENT IN WRITTEN FORM.

AGE
AGE OF STARTING TO LEARN TO READ COINCIDES WITH FIRST LANGUAGE READING EXPERIENCE.

HOWEVER, THERE ARE OTHER FACTORS THAT MAY MAKE LEARNING TO READ AND WRITE IN ENGLISH A VERY DIFFERENT EXPERIENCE FOR CHILDREN OF SIX OR TEN YEARS OF AGE:

· THE YOUNGEST CHILDREN ARE STILL LEARNING HOW WRITTEN TEXT WORKS, SO THAT THEY MAY NOT BE ABLE TO TRANSFER EVEN THE MOST GENERAL CONCEPTS ABOUT TEXT AND PRINT.

· THEY ARE STILL MASTERING THE FINE MOTOR SKILLS NEEDED TO SHAPE AND JOIN LETTERS, AND SO PRODUCING A WRITTEN SENTENCE TAKES A LONG TIME, AND, BECAUSE THEIR ATTENTIONAL CAPACITIES ARE ALSO LIMITED, THEY MAY ONLY BE ABLE TO WRITE A SMALL AMOUNT.

· BECAUSE OF CONSTRAINTS OF MEMORY, WHEN READING A SENTENCE, THEY MAY NOT BE ABLE TO RECALL THE BEGINNING BY THE TIME THEY HAVE REACHED THE END.

TEACHING CHILDREN  BETWEEN THE AGES OF 6 AND 9 YEARS TO READ AND WRITE IN ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE CAN MAKE USE OF SOME METHODS USED WITH CHILDREN FOR WHOM ENGLISH IS A FIRST LANGUAGE (IT COULD BE A GOOD IDEA TO PUT ON EXTRA STRESS ON THOSE ASPECTS OF ENGLISH LITERACY THAT CONTRAST MOST STRONGLY WITH THE LEARNER’S FIRST LANGUAGE READING AND WRITING).

BY THE TIME CHILDREN REACH 10 YEARS OF AGE OR THEREABOUTS, THEIR FIRST LANGUAGE ORACY AND LITERACY ARE PROBABLY QUITE FIRMLY ESTABLISHED:

· THEY UNDERSTAND ABOUT HOW WRITTEN TEXT WORKS;

· THEY ARE IN CONTROL OF THE FINE MOTOR SKILLS NEEDED FOR WRITING;

· THEY ARE ABLE TO TALK AND THINK ABOUT THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN LANGUAGES.

AT THIS AGE, READING AND WRITING CAN BE PART OF FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING, EVEN FOR BEGINNERS, BUT WE MUST NOT FORGET THAT ONLY FAMILIAR VOCABULARY (AND GRAMMAR) SHOULD BE USED INITIALLY IN WRITTEN FORM.

STARTING TO READ AND WRITE IN ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE

OBJECTIVES FOR READERS UP TO AGE 7. THEY CAN PROVIDE A SOUND BASIS FOR FURTHER LEARNING. MOST CAN BE LEARNT INFORMALLY RATHER THAN THROUGH DIRECT TEACHING.

THEY ARE NOT LISTED IN AN ORDER OF TEACHING.

TEXT:

· ATTITUDE TO LITERACY: ENJOY BEING READ TO FROM A RANGE OF BOOKS; ENJOY LOOKING AT BOOKS.

· PRINT CONVENTIONS: LEARN HOW TEXT IS WRITTEN DOWN IN LINES AND PAGES, WITH SPACES BETWEEN WORDS, CAPITAL AND SMALL LETTER.

· PARTICIPATE IN RANGE OF LITERACY EVENTS IN SCHOOL, AND LINK TO OUT OF SCHOOL LITERACY EVENTS.

SENTENCE:

· LEARN TO COPY SHORT SENTENCES THAT HAVE A PERSONAL MEANING, AND READ THEM ALOUD.

WORDS:
· LEARN A BASIC SET OF WORDS BY SIGHT.

· BEGIN SPOTTING WORDS AND LETTERS IN BOOKS.

MORPHEMES / SYLLABLES
· LISTEN TO RHYMES, CHANTS AND SONGS, AND, BY JOINING IN WITH THEM, LEARN BY HEART, AND BE ABLE TO SAY OR SING THEM.

LETTERS / SOUNDS
· LEARN THE NAMES, SHAPES AND SOUNDS OF SOME INITIAL CONSONANTS.

· BEGIN TO LEARN THE ALPHABET IN ORDER, BY NAME.

CREATING A LITERARY ENVIRONMENT IN THE CLASSROOM

· LABELS

· POSTERS

· MESSAGES ( A ‘ POST BOX’)
· READING ALOUD IT CAN BE DONE IN SEVERAL WAYS:
· TEACHER READS ALOUD, CHILDREN JUST LISTEN, AND PERHAPS LOOK AT PICTURES.

· TEACHER USES A ‘BIG BOOK’, i.e. A LARGE BOOK WITH LARGE ENOUGH PRINT SO THAT ALL CHILDREN CAN SEE.

· EACH CHILD USES A TEXT.

ALL THREE MODES OF READING ALOUD SHOULD BE USED.

FROM LISTENING AND WATCHING AN ADULT READ ALOUD, CHILDREN CAN SEE HOW BOOKS ARE HANDLED, HOW TEXTS ENCODE WORDS AND IDEAS, HOW WORDS AND SENTENSES ARE SET OUT ON A PAGE.

READING ALOUD FAMILIARISES CHILDREN WITH THE LANGUAGE OF WRITTEN ENGLISH:

· THE FORMULAIC OPENINGS: ‘ONCE UPON A TIME…

· THE FORMULAIC CLOSINGS: ‘AND SO THEY ALL LIVED HAPPILY EVER AFTER.

· THE PATTERNS OF TEXT TYPES: STORIES AND INFORMATION TEXT.

· THE PATTERNS OF SENTENCE TYPES.

AFFECTIVILY, READING ALOUD CAN MOTIVATE CHILDREN TO WANT TO READ THEMSELVES.

PAIRED READING, WHERE CHILDREN TAKE TURNS TO READ TO EACH OTHER IN PAIRS, MAY BE HELPFUL.

IT IS VERY IMPORTANT THAT CHILDREN REGULARLY READ ALOUD INDIVIDUALLY TO THEIR TEACHER, SINCE IT IS ONLY BY LISTENING CAREFULLY TO HOW CHILDREN ARE MAKING SENSE OF WRITTEN WORDS THAT WE CAN UNDERSTAND THEIR PROGRESS IN LEARNING.
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