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1. Our Tasks at the Elementary Level

Much of what we are doing at the elementary level has a multitude of purposes. While we teach basic communication skills in English, we are also:
· [image: image1.jpg]


preparing students for subject matter and secondary level English learning;
· helping the integrate them into Cdn society;
· raising their awareness of all aspects of language learning (in both L1 and L2); and
· helping them develop positive attitudes towards language learning and culture.
Brewster, Ellis & Giraud (2002), p. 5.
And, as teachers in the Canadian K-7 system, we are teaching immigrant children in an ESL environment. As such we are interesting in promoting:

· communicative competence (using English for real communication) (Canale & Swain, l980); and 

· cultural awareness (understanding the complexities of how culture and language interact) (Hinkel, 1999). 

2. The Particular Needs of Children

As Brewster, Ellis & Giraud (2002) stress, children often:
· have a lot of physical energy

· have a wide range of emotional needs

· are emotionally excitable

· are developing conceptually and are at an early stage of their schooling

· are still developing literacy in their first language

· learn more slowly and forget things quickly

· tend to be self-oriented and preoccupied with their own world

· get bored easily

· are excellent mimics

· can concentrate for a surprising lot time if they are interested, and

· can be easily distracted, but also very enthusiastic.

3. Interpretations of how Children Learn
Piaget contended that students actively engage with their environments and try to make sense of what they see around them. This was a break from Locke’s view of the brain as a tabla rasa (blank slate), in which teaching is equated with learning. 
Piaget’s elaborate stage model of child learning contended that children were not ready for abstract thought (eg. grammar rules) until the age of eleven. Many have contended that Piaget underestimated the abilities of children to reason and on the roles played by language and adults. He has also been criticized for emphasizing their negative (or deficit) attributes in comparison to adults. 

Donaldson (1978) found that children often display great skills in reasoning if the tasks presented to them make sense from their own perspectives. By modifying the tasks we design for students, we can elicit a fair amount of intellectual engagement. 
Bruner stressed that learning is constructionist. Students select what they want to learn based on their perception of their own needs. Learning is a process (and not a product) that is similar to building a house. The foundations must be laid before the rest can be built. This he called scaffolding. As student teachers, we are often encouraged to provide scaffolding for our students: ways to lessen the intellectual burden to certain aspects of the tasks we design for the classroom. The idea is to build on previously learnt knowledge and concentrate the intellectual burdens of a particular task in one or two target areas that are relatively new to our students. 

Vygotsky stressed that adults (esp. parents and teachers) are essential to language and cognitive development. Adults provide scaffolding to children by presenting models and tasks that are just outside their range of mastery by within their range of engagement. This is what he described as the Zone of Proximate Development (ZPD).

Vygotsky also stressed the role of language played in learning. Believing that language comes before thought (the direct opposite of Piaget’s belief), he emphasized the need to carefully build language components into any pedagogical task design.

4. Theoretical Interpretations of Language Learning
The first thing to note is that there are four general theoretical views on how language is learnt:

behaviorist

Skinner: rote and habit formation

nativist (or innate)

Chomsky: genetic

cognitive-developmentalist

Whitehead: language is an aspect of general cognitive development; is only possible at a certain stage (Lenneberg’s critical stage hypothesis)

social-interactionist

Bruner (scaffolding); Vygotsky (ZPD; human thinking is through language): children learn language through interaction with others (esp. parents/ adults); support and challenge; movement towards independent learning.

these four theoretical orientations have different viewpoints as to whether or not L1 acquisition processes similar to L2.
behaviorism contends that they are essentially identical

innativism also stresses the similarities (transference from L1 to L2 through interlanguage)

cognitive-developmental models stress the differences, noting that the L2 learner is more cognitively developed than the L1 learner

social-interactivists also stress the differences, noting that the social contexts for L1 and L2 acquisition are very dissimilar; they emphasize that L1 learners are highly motivated and the language must be highly contextualized; L2 learners tend to be more able to deal with decontextualized language and with situations where the purposes are not immediately apparent. 

“To simplify, we can say that some L1 and L2 acquisition processes are very similar, although many of the learning conditions are very different. In terms of processes, most learners go though four phases: 
· first they work out rules about how the language works; 
· second, they generalize these across a group of similar instances; 
· third, they go on to overgen​eralize, or use rules where they are not appropriate (e.g. young children learning English go through a phase of saying goed and putted for past tense instead of went and put); and

· finally, going on to use language items correctly. 
With regard to language learning conditions, pupils learning an L2 do not have as much time as Ll learners, they receive far less one-to-one interaction, may not receive such high-quality input, receive input from a much reduced number of sources, and above all, have a very different motivation for learning”.  (Brewster, Ellis & Giraud, p. 20).
5. Learning to Learn, Learning Strategies, and Multiple Intelligences
At the elementary level we are not so much interested in helping the development of topical knowledge as fostering the development of learning awareness. 

Developing learning awareness is built on focusing on the skills that comprise what Chomsky has called the LAD (Language Acquisition Device), the innate skills that all children possess, of “noticing, observing, analyzing, comparing, deducing or conceptualizing” (Brewster, Ellis & Giraud, p. 7). 

Active learning models, such as the ones discussed above, refer to these abilities as learning strategies or learning styles (Gardner, 1993).

Although some (Anning, 1991) have suggested that children tend to use limited forms of learning strategies, others have contended that children often use a surprisingly wide variety of strategies, picking and choosing among a set of what  Berman (1998), elaborating on Gardner’s typology of learning styles, has described as multiple intelligences:

· Linguistic Intelligence e.g. a learner with a good vocabulary; a good reader, who learns well from stories and likes doing crosswords

· Logical-mathematical Intelligence e.g. a learner who is good at or likes using computers, is good at problem-solving and likes classifying, sequencing and ranking activities

· Spatial Intelligence e.g. a learner who enjoys drawing, who learns well

· from using pictures, charts, maps, diagrams etc.; completing mind or word maps or webs is also enjoyed

· Kinesthetic Intelligence e.g. a learner who learns through manipulating and moving objects and lively activities - action rhymes and games

· Musical Intelligence e.g a learner who learns well through the use of chants, rhymes and songs

· Interpersonal Intelligence e.g. a learner who learns well from pair- or group-work activities such as interviews, games, surveys, etc.

· Intrapersonal Intelligence e.g. a learner who is a good self-evaluator and likes to reflect, as when doing self-assessment exercises, learning diaries, etc.; someone who likes independent learning, such as proj​ect work and presentations; someone who likes creative writing

· Naturalist Intelligence e.g. a learner who is good at recognizing patterns in things; someone who notices similarities and differences between things, who is good at classifying and organizing things into groups. This kind of intelligence enriches the other seven intelligences.



summarized by Brewster, Ellis & Giraud (2002) p. 34- 35.

These forms of intelligence have been linked to various pedagogical activities in this way:
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