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Introduction
Following the intention of the Japanese Ministry of Education to introduce
English education into all elementary schools within the next two or three
years, increasing emphasis 1s being placed on English education aimed at
young learners. This decision has been made in the light of the continuing
international importance of English and the Ibelief that the earlier learning is
started the better'. But, in order for course designers within elementary
schools to devise- effective courses, they need to be aware of the current state of

research into language learning as it applies to young learners. In this, the first

' As yet, there is no clear evidence that starting foreign language education in primary
education produces any particular beneficial results (Gika and Superfine 1998). In Korea
where English language was introduced into the elementary school curriculum in the
late 1990’'s no concrete results as to the effectiveness of the programme have been
demonstrated. However, still it is argued that children learn language more efficiently
than adolescents and adults. Gage (1998) suggests it is dangerous to accept the ‘obvious’
as being synonymous with the truth. Therefore, a detailed longitudinal study into the
effects of introducing English language education in elementary schools is required,
particularly in places where it is relatively difficult to get natural exposure to the target
language. Finally, Gika and Superfine (1998) suggest that such instruction will only be
harmful if the teacher is untrained. Thus, it is also important that adequate training and
resources are made available.
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of two connected papers, I will provide a summary of the relevant literature in
order to indicate points which I feel act as important guides to creating courses
of study at the elementary school level. This summary will provide a
theoretical background for the subsequent paper which will offer a suggested
course of study for a particular grade at elementary school. To begin to
understand the issues involved, I will first briefly look at some aspects of
educational psychology and show how these are relevant to children’s learning.
In this and the paper that follows, I will argue that a cognitive educational
psychologicél approach is the most appropriate to language learning, especially
at the elementary school level. I will, then, move on to look at the following
areas in more detail; motivation and rewards, children as language learners, the
role of the teacher, the importance of planning, the classroom environment and,

finally, some issues relating to learning activities.

Educational Psychology: Behaviourism
Behavioural educational psychology argues that answers to questions lie
within the physical world and that through using the scientific method
important factors can be isolated and studied. Early behaviourism
concentrated largely on the behaviour of animals and applied the results to
human behaviour. Important here is the work by Skinner (1957) who put
forward the idea of operant conditioning in which rewards are used to
condition particular types of behaviour. This approach had a strong influence
on language teaching in the form of the audio-lingual method. As Williams and
Burden say, “In spite of its shortcomings, a structural or audiolingual approach
has nevertheless dominated language teaching around the world” (1997:11).
Ideas such as operant conditioning relate to motivation, a topic which will be
discussed in detail later. However, behaviourism has been criticised because it

sees the learner as largely passive, and increasingly the idea that people can be
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conditioned to produce the wide range of language required to be considered
proficient has been questioned. Therefore, within language teaching there has
been a gradual rejection of behaviourism and attention has moved to consider

the role the learner plays in his or her own learning.

Educational Psychology: Cognitivism
Cognitive educational psychology looks at how the mind thinks and learns.
Cognitive psychologists argue that it is through observation that patterns and
rules which may explain these processes can be identified. It is argued that the
learner is an active participant in his or her learning and that through
interaction they create their own understanding of the world arouhd them.
Consequently, ‘thinking’ is seen as being socially determined and this provides
learners with a meaningful reason for learning (Glaserfield 1995 cited in
Williams and Burden 1997:49) . Piaget suggested children go through the
following developmental stages:
® Sensori-motor stage where the child explores its environment through its
senses
® Intuitive preoperational stage where the child begins to organize
thoughts and understand the world in a more sophisticated way and has
the ability to begin to use its imagination and memory
® Concrete operational stage where the child’s thoughts are still largely
locked within the concrete world rather than the abstract
® TFormal operational stage where the child can think in the abstract, though
may be subject specific rather than a general ability.
However, though research now shows that Piaget’'s projection of the specific
ages at which people might reach a particular stage are inaccurate the overall
idea remains a useful one. Therefore, because in general elementary students

will be somewhere between the first and second stage, teachers “.. should not
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expect them to have reached the stage of abstract reasoning, and, therefore,
should not expect them to apply this to sorting out the rules of the language. It
is more important at this stage to provide experiences in the target language
which relate to aspects bf the child's own world” (Williams and Burden
1997:22).

Piaget identified two keyrprocesses related to language learning: assimilation
and accommodation. When a child changes incoming information to suit
existing knowledge the child is assimilating input. In contrast, when existing
knowledge is modified to fit incoming information, the child is accommodating
input. The importance of these two ideas is that they shift the focus to
understanding how learners deal with input and that learning will only take
place when thb child is ready and able to process in the information given.
Based on these ideas, Piaget argued that children’s errors are important as

they reveal the state of the child’s understanding (Flavell 1998:34).

Williams and Burden (1997) argue that Piaget’s work can still be considered

relevant today as it stresses:

® the importance of the individual

® the relationship between language, thinking and experience

® using tasks which are appropriate for the léarners cognitive level

® the ideas of assimilation and accommodation, as they are closely related to
research into second language acquisition

Developing the work of Piaget, Vygotsky, and later Feuerstein, argued for the

importance of the social context in language learning. They suggested that

because learning takes place within a social context it is this interaction which

is essential for a child to learn. Consequently, they argue that interaction with

the teacher plays a key role in helping learners to process and organize their

thoughts (Willians and Burden 1997:67).
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Having briefly looked at two schools of thought related to language learning, 1

would now like to consider how they relate to the important topic of motivation.

Motivation
In general it is considered that people are motivated to do things because of
either the extrinsic or intrinsic value. Extrinsic motivation relates to an
_external impulse and, in terms of learning a language, it may be improved
status through getting a better job, or promotion, resulting from acquiring
certain abilities and / or qualifications. Intrinsic motivation stems from the
learner’s own desires. Therefore, people do something because they want to
rather than because of some external influence. The two may be neither
mutually exclusive nor fixed. Someone could start something because they
were told to, but later they continue because of their own desire and the
personal satisfaction it gives. This is important when teaching young learners
as usually the motivation to start a foreign language does not emanate with the
child concerned, therefore the challenge is to encourage enjoyment in learning
for itself rather than focusing on it as a means to a distant and often

insubstantial end.

A behaviourist approach to language leaning favours giving rewards for the
production of a ‘correct’ response. However, Strong, Silver and Robhinson
(1998) argue that extrinsic rewards are ineffective for creating longer term
motivation and that an extrinsic reward “..consistently fails to produce any
deep and long-lasting commitment to learning” P.189) A cognitive approach,
instead, argues that learning should be engaging to promote success, curiosity,
originality and a positive relationship between learners. Consequently, rewards
should be in praise of the work created and the learner’s effort rather than

whether or not a ‘correct’ response was given and that teachers need to help to



63 WALTERS Nicholas

create an environment which tolerates errors (Cameron and Pierce 1998,
Clifford 1998, Scott and Ytreberg 1990) . Clifford argues learning needs be
within the child’s Zone of Proximal Development (Vyogotsky) so that there is
a moderate chance of success. Students will quickly loose interest in tasks that
are either difficult or too simple and this will have a negative effect on their
motivation. With increasing achievement that learners will be motivated to try
harder and therefore begin to perceive the intrinsic value of learning
(1998:168) . It is also important that learners are encouraged to sustain theif
efforts to persist with a particular task and this requires prompt feedback

9

otherwise the relevance of the task will decrease “.. from a teacher’s point of
view, motivation is seen as simply sparking an initial interest, for example,
presenting an interesting language activity. However, motivating learners

entails far more than this” (Williams and Burden 1997:121).

Children and Language Learning
I would, now, like to go on to look at children as language learners. Cognitive
educational psychologists point out that when young children come to the
language learning classroom they already have a certain amount of linguistic
knowledge and experience relating to their own culture and first language
which teachers can make use of to help them learn the target language.
However, young learners see the world differently from adults and attempt to
understand things that happen around in their own way and often simply
accept information that is given them (Scott and Ytreberg 1990). In addition,
children up to the age of seven may feel responsible for breakdown, in
communication because they are unable to assess the guality of the input they
receive. Consequently, from a cognitive perspective, it is important that
teachers monitor carefully to ensure that the students begin to develop a

culturally appropriate understanding of the world around them and begin to
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accept the need to questions things when they do not understand (Cameron
2001). Therefore, initially, emphasis should be placed on solving problems as
this will provide a stronger basis for leaming than a focus on producing a

correct answer without proper thought (Gardner and Boix-Mansilla 1998).

Children, and in particular, younger children like to play and can be
encouraged to use the target language without realizing it when they are
deeply involved in an activity this can give them frequent opportunities to
experiment with the target language which is essential in helping them to
accurately organizing the input they receive (Moon 2000). In addition, as was
argued above, because learners at this age are unable to understand abstract
ideas, items of vocabulary should, be established through labeling concrete
objects. These words and ideas can then be assimilated and accommodated into
the students existing knowledge. Lakoff (1987 cited in Cameron 1994) argues
that it is the process of forming word categories that lays the basis for thinking.
Phillips (1998) argues that thinking itself is a very important and dincult skill
for young learners to master. Very often children form faulty conclusions as to
how to categorize words and ideas and so the teacher has a very important role
to play in helping students to become experts in organizing and making links

between the information they receive (Cameron 1994).

The importance of self-esteem
Like adults, children are emotionally complex and are affected by perceptions
of their performance within the language classroom. As such, feelings of failure
will create a negative self-image and possibly negative opinions of language
learning. Moon says, “children are every bit as complex emotionally as adults,
and are equally affected by their experiences with regard to their language

learning” (2000:18) . Therefore, it is important that teachers help learners to
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build a positive self-image. In order to do this, teachers should help them to
identify the goals they want to achieve and the means to achieve them. This
means helping learners to make choices about their own learning, as taking
control away from children may encourage them to become externalizers
(learners who are unwilling to accept responsibility for their perfomance) as
opposed to internalizers (those who take control of their own learning). The
teacher needs to help learners realize that they can have an effect on their own
learning by beginning to accept some responsibility for their own
improvement. From a cognitive perspective, an important function of
education is to help students develop autonomy and independence, “A
cognitive view of education, then, centres around individuals making decisions
about their own actions as opposed to being at the mercy of external forces

over which they have no control” (Williams and Burden 1997:119).

Therefore, it is important to build a positive learning environment. This can be
done in a number of ways. Firstly, and very importantly, the teacher should
provide a good role model. Secondly, teachers should avoid using games
involving competition as these can often instill a sense of failure. Rather, games
should focus on cooperation as these have the benefit of developing the
learners’ social skills while giving a greater sense of achievement. Thirdly,
display examples of the students’ work to help them realize that the effort they

have made in creating something is valued (Scott and Ytreberg 1990).

It is clear, then, that a goal is, as far as possible, to create learner independence.
In order to achieve this, the teacher has an important role to play. Thus, whilst
teachers need to provide support and assistance they must have their own
very clear and realistic goals of what they want to achieve and how these goals

will benefit the language acquisition of their students (Pearsall 1996).



Preparing a Course of Study for Elementary School Students 71

Therefore, I would now like to move on to look more closely at the role of the

teacher in teaching English to young learners.

The role of the teacher
In considering the role of the teacher, I want to look at three areas: firstly, the
importance of the teacher’s beliefs and self-image, secondly, the importance of
planning and finally, the teacher’s role in creating a positive classroom

environment.

As was noted above, the teacher should also be aware of his or her own beliefs
about teaching language and.how it 1s learned. Whilst it is not necessary for
these beliefs to be the theories in vogue at any particular time, it is important
that teachers can articulate and explain them clearly. If the teacher has a clear
sense of how learning can be achieved, he or she will better be able to guide
their students. In addition, it is also important that the teacher has a wide range
of teaching techniques so that he or she can respond to both different situations
and to the differing needs of the students (Met 1994). Williams and Burden
argue that “Beliefs [are] far more influential than knowledge in determining
how individuals organize and define task and problems, and [are] better

predictors of how teachers [behave] in the classroom” (1997:56).

As with the learners, it is very important that teachers have a positive self-
image because it is through this that they will be able to present themselves as
positive role models for their students. Students quickly realize when teachers
are unsure of themselves and the consequence of this is that students will feel
that such teachers are unable to guide them effectively. Thus a negative self-
- image can have the negative effect of lowering students’ motivation and

consequently of increasing feelings of incompetence and inadequacy.
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Uultimately, students may develop a fear of faillure which may inhibit risk
taking and creativity, things which are vital in becoming a proficient language
user. Therefore, the teacher’s self-image not only affects the students’ feelings
of security within the classroom it also has a role to play in deciding whether or

not a child has a positive image of learning English (Moon 2000:16).

Finally, an important element in helping teachers to create a positive self-
image is to have confidence in and, at least, a basic awareness of the target
language. Even if their linguist skills are not what they would wish they were,
“... the language teacher needs to convey a sense of self-confidence in using the
language whilst at the same time respecting learners’ attempts to express

themselves and their view in the language” (Williams and Burden 1997:62-3).

Planning
In order for teachers to be able to put their beliefs into language learning into
practice and to have the confidence to present the target language effectively,
they need to be competent at planning classes. Met says “All good teachers
must be good planners..” and “.. the planning phase of the teaching process
requires high levels of thought and may be the most important element in
successful teaching” (1994:160) . Effective planning helps teachers to see the
pitfalls of the activities they want to use and also, what materials will be

required to ensure they run smoothly.

In the discussion above, I argued that learning is a social activity. Research has
shown that children learn language best when it is presented in familiar
contexts (Scott and Ytreberg 1990; Cameron 1997). Careful planning is -
important to ensure that language is related to contexts with which the

students are familiar so that the meaning of the language chunks that the
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teacher has identified as being the linguistic focus of the activity will be much
easier for the students to realize. It is this attention to meaning within context
that aids learning (Garrod 1986; Superfine 1996; Read 1998; Cameron 2001).
Felberbauer (1998) suggests that younger children are more likely to take and
interest in language when it is related to familiar topics. In addition, creating a
clear and familiar context will make it easier for teachers to present a genuine
purpose for completing tasks because it is this which is such an important

element in producing effective learning activities.

Effective planning also ensures that there is continuity between classes so that
students are given a sense of progression whilst at the same time allowing
elements within the target language to be revisited to deepen students’

understanding (Bruner cited in Williams and Burden 1997).

Finally, teachers need to plan their monitoring of their students. Whilst this is a
highly complex skill which takes time to develop, it is, nevertheless, essential
because it is through monitoring that the teacher is better able to identify
where students need support and to offer appropriate solutions. However, it
should be pointed out that the students’ performance should be assessed upon
how they try to use their language resources rather than solely on their

linguistic accuracy Gadusova and Hart'anka 1996).

Building a positive classroom atmosphere

The teacher should try to create a classroom atmosphere that is both relaxed
and enjoyable, while having a strong sense of community so that children are
discouraged from laughing at other’s mistakes. Though this may not always be
possible, it is important that the teacher establishes clear rules which are

explicitly explained and understood by the students to achieve this aim.
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Ultimately, it is desirable that some of the running of the classroom be given to
the students as this can help to build learner independence (Read 1998; Seager
1998; Lewis 1999; Moon 2000). In addition, whether or not the teacher actually
does, he or she should appear to ‘like’ and be interested in all of the children
and try to involve them in conversation, responding to the topics they raise as if
they are genuinely interesting and important. Teacher talking time which is
focused only on formal instruction will create a classroom atmosphere that

remains formal rather than becoming relaxed (Moon 2000).

The teacher should not only strive for a positive relationship between him or
herself and the students but also between the students themselves, so, he or
she will need to think carefully about patterns of student interaction. Varying
patterns in which the students work together helps them to apply their
knowledge in different situations. This is important as it reinforces the
socializing role of education. Johnson argues that,. “a sociocultural perspective
on language acquisition emphasizes the fact that language development and
social growth go hand-in-hand. These two processes viewed together are called
language socialization. That is, children are both socialized through language
 and socialized to use language in culturally preferred ways” (1994:187). Scott
and Ytreberg (1990) point out that frequently children prefer to work alone
whilst being in the company of others, but because at this level students are
also learning about what is appropriate social behaviour, it is important to help

them to learn to work together cooperatively.

Tasks
Finally, I would like to consider the issue of language'learning tasks. The
discussion here will be brief as this topic will form a major part of my

subsequent paper.
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Initially, children should focus on listening and speaking tasks. This is because,
even with their first language, students are only able to begin to cope with the
written language at between the ages of 8 to 9, therefore, it is unreasonable to
assume that they should take on the additional burden of dealing with written

English (Cameron 2001).

Secondly, tasks should also ensure success at various levels by having multiple
positive outcomes. In this way, students can perform to the best of their ability
and still feel that they have achieved their goals and so will be encouraged to
continue to strive to increase their abilities. In addition to designing tasks with
multiple outcomes, teachers will also need to consider how much, and what
kind of, support should be given to students. Initially, the teacher may need to
provide a significant amount of support, but as the students gain confidence,
this support should be withdrawn so that students develop the ability to think
for and rely on themselves. Nevertheless, while support is being withdrawn,
the teacher should ensure that adequate feedback is given to enable the

students to see how they can improve (Moon 2000).

Finally, tasks should be designed to provide purposeful repetition. Language
needs to be used frequently for it to become part of the students’ active
vocabulary. Whereas simple repetition, with nb clear purpose, has little effect
on aiding memorization, games where repetition of phrases is an integral part
of the activity will help language to be absorbed more quickly as it is being
used in a meaningful way. In addition, following the rules of a game means that
students must not only apply their linguistic knowledge to the task, but they
must also use their skills to devise strategy and so on to accomplish the task.
This can help to motivate especially young learners who would otherwise soon

lose interest (Lewis 1999).
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Conclusion
In this paper I have briefly outlined factors which I feel should be used to
inform course design at the elementary level. Firstly, I outlined research into
educational psychology which highlights important factors concerned with
helping children to learn a foreign language. From that discussion I noted that
children require a supportive, relaxed and an enjoyable learning environment
in which to study. Further, I argued that language should be related to familiar
contexts and have a clear focus on meaning as opposed to linguistic structure.
Following this, I looked at specific areas related to course design. In particular, I
looked at children as young learners and showed that it is essential that they be
helped to acquire and maintain a positive self-image as this will help them to
achieve greater autonomy in their future language learning. I then argued that
teachers have an important in helping young learners to achieve this and that it
is the responsibility of the teacher to provide a positive role model. It is also
essential that teachers strive to maintain a positive classroom atmosphere in
which teacher-student and student-student relationships are valued and
encouraged. I argued that this is because whilst young learners are learning a
language they are still in the process of learning how to live within society and
need guidance in how to cooperate with others. Finally, I briefly looked at
issues relevant to tasks. Here, I argued that tasks should allow for multiple
outcomes so that students, While trying their best, are able to experience
satisfaction at having completed the task to the best of their ability. Further, I
pointed out that tasks are the means by which language can be meaningfully
practiced to ensure that it can be internalized and later be actively produced.
In the paper that will follow this I win use the points raised here to provide a
theoretical framework for a course of study for sixth Japanese elementary

school students.
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