WORKING WITH YOUNG LEARNERS: PRIORITIES AND PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

(excerpts from Susan Halliwell, Teaching English in the Primary Classroom)

Young children do not come to the language classroom empty-headed.

They bring with them an already well-established set of instincts, skills and characteristics which will help them to learn another language.

We need to identify those and make the most of them. For example, children:

1 are already very good at interpreting meaning without necessarily understanding the individual works;

2 already have great skill in using limited amount of language creatively,

3 frequently learn indirectlyrather than directly;

4 take great pleasure in finding and creating fun in what they do;

5 have a ready imagination;

6 above all take great delight in talking!

How does each of these qualities help a child in the foreign language classroom and how can the teacher build on them?

1. CHILDREN'S ABILITY TO GRASP MEANING

Very young children are able to understand what is being said even before they understand the individual words.

Intonation, gesture, facial expressions, actions and circumstances all help to tell them what the unknown words and phrases probably mean. By understanding the message in this way they start to understand the language. 

They continue to use this ability in all their school work, even when their mother tongue skills are well established they may find it difficult to follow purely verbal instructions and information.

When this happens, or sometimes simply out of laziness or inattention, children will tend to rely on their ability to 'read' the general message. Their message-interpreting is clearly part of the way they learn new words, concepts and expressions in their mother tongue as well as in a second language.

So when the children encounter a new language at school they can call on the same skill to help them interpret the new sounds, words and structures. 

We want to support and develop this skill. We can do this by making sure we make full use of gesture, intonation, demonstration, actions and facial expressions. 

ex.: Storytelling: children do not have to undestand every single word to grasp the meaning of a story when they have aural AND visual stimuli (pictures, miming, expressions, objects, etc.)

2. CHILDREN'S CREATIVE USE OF LIMITED RESOURCES

In the early stages of their mother tongue development children excel at making a little language go a long way. 

They are creative with grammatical forms. They are creative with concepts. Children often create new words by analogy. Sometimes they make up words that do not actually exist. 

This phenomenon is fundamental to language development. In the process of manipulating the language to convey meaning we may produce inexact language, but we usually manage to communicate. In doing so we are actually building up our grasp of the language because we are actively recombining and constructing it for ourselves. 

This process is a very deep-rooted human instinct and it occurs naturally when we have the urge to communicate, when we want to find a way to express. 

This is why games are so useful and so important. It is not because they are fun, but because the fun element creates a desire to communicate and partly because the games can create unpredictability. 

If we acknowledged the need for unpredictability, it follows that in addition to occasions when the children practise learnt dialogues or other specific language items under a close teacher guidance, there will also be occasions when we set up an activity and then leave the children to get on with it, even if they will make some mistakes. We must allow children the opportunity to make mistakes.

3. CHILDREN'S CAPACITY FOR INDIRECT LEARNING

Language activities which involve children in guessing what phrase or word someone has thought of are very good examples of this phenomenon in action. As far as children are concerned, they are not trying to learn phrases: they are concentrating on trying to guess right. However, by the time they have finished the repeated guessing, they will have confirmed words and structures they only half knew at the beginning. They will have got the phrases firmly into their minds. Guessing is actually a powerful way of learning phrases and structures, but it is indirect, because the mind is engaged with the task and is not focusing on the language. The process relates very closely to the way we develop our mother tongue. We do not consciously set out to learn it, we acquire it through continuous exposure and use. 

Both conscious direct learning and subconscious indirect learning, or 'acquisition', are going to help someone to internalise a new language: the first encourages accuracy, the second fluency. It will depend on a mixture of intellectual development, temperament and circumstance whether we are more inclined to use one system rather than the other. So in the classroom we will need to provide scope for both systems to operate. 

For this reason we can see why it is a good idea to set up real tasks in the language classroom if we can. Real tasks, that is to say worthwhile and interesting things to do which are not just language exercises. 

We can also see why games are more than a fun extra. They too provide an opportunity for the real using and processing of language while very effective opportunity for indirect learning. They should not be dismissed as a waste of time. Nor should we regard them just as something we can introduce as a filler for the end of the lesson after 'real work'. They are real work. Their purpose is not enjoyment, but learning. 

Once you call a language-learning activity a game you may convey the message that it is not to be taken seriously: this is anti-educational and potentially demoralizing. The dangers of considering an activity a 'game' are: 1) the tendency of some teachers to call activities 'games' for the sake of raising initial motivation when they are not in fact games at all; 2) the danger that the obvious enjoyment caused by the game may obscure its contribution to learning.

4. CHILDREN'S INSTINCT FOR PLAY AND FUN

Sometimes, it has to be said, children choose the most inconvenient moments to indulge in making fun. They bring a spark of individuality and drama in everything they do. In this way they make language their own. That is why the instinct for play is a very powerful contribution to learning. 

Similarly, no matter how well we explain an activity, there is often someone in the class who produces a version of their own. Sometimes it is better than the teacher's original idea. 

One example: in a class of nine to ten years old children were asked to follow directions round a map in order to check true\false statements about the location of shops. The cards and maps they were using had been clipped together with a paper clip. One pair proceeded to 'drive' the paper clip round  the map each time they traced the route. They made appropriate cornering noises as they turned left or right, and reversed with much vocal squealing of brakes when they went wrong. The teacher's first reaction was to tell them not to be silly. Second thoughts suggested that by translating understanding into physical reaction they had thought up a much more powerful way of giving meaning to the phrases 'turn left', 'turn right', etc. 

5. THE ROLE OF IMAGINATION

Children delight in imagination and fantasy. It is more than a matter of enjoyment, it is their way to make sense of the world. In the language class this capacity for fantasy and imagination has a very constructive part to play.

Language should be concerned with real life. But the real life of children includes the act of fantasising, imagining monsters with five legs, ten pink eyes and a three blue horns. If we accept the role of imagination in children's lives we can see it provides another very powerful stimulus for real language use. We need to find ways of building on this factor in the language classroom too. 

Ex.: Describe the monster that lives down the hole. What does it look like? What does it eat? How old is it? 
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6. THE INSTINCT FOR INTERACTION AND TALK

Of all the instincts and attributes that children bring to classroom this is probably the most important for the language teacher. It is also the most obvious. Let us just say that this capacity can surface sometimes unwanted in the classroom. But it may come to our advantage. It is one of the most powerful motivators for using the language and we must try to build on it. Without talking children cannot become good at talking! They can learn about the language, but the only way to learn to use it is to use it. 

Wanting to communicate means having a good reason for doing so. We are not very interested in telling someone something we already know. Similarly we do not particularly want to be told about something we can see for ourselves. There is only a limited point in saying “She is wearing a red dress” if both the child and the teacher can see the same picture. In this situation the only reason for the child to male the statement is to check it or to please the teacher. We have a much stronger reason for communicating if we are offering or seeking information that is not already shared. This is why so-called 'information-gap' activities are so popular in the language classroom. 

Ex.: the pair of children sit opposite to each other and erect a visual barrier between them, so that neither can see what the other is doing. Each child has the same base picture sheet and a set of small pictures of items relating to it. In this case it is the outline of a room and various furniture items to arrange in it. Child A starts to arrange the furniture in the room. By cooperative question\answer exchanges the pair have to get child B's furniture arranged identically, but they may not look at each other's pictures. So B can ask “Is the chair next to the door?” (yes/no question). In this kind of activity children take imaginative liberties. They will arrange fridges on roofs and bicycles in the bathroom in order to confuse matters by being unpredictable. 

Here the linguistic demands are contained. The language used is limited to a few objects (chair, table, fridge, stove, bin, tv, carpet, sofa, books, etc.), a set of preposition that will have been practised beforehand (near, under, over, next to, on, right, left), and the model to make questions and give answers (“Is X next to\under\on\... Y?” - “Yes, it is \ No, it isn't.”).

