Young Learner Teacher Development

Summary of YL SIG discussion held in January 2008, with contributions from:

Wendy Arnold, Janice Bland, Mary Carney, Helen Doron, Dindy Drury,  Ruth Goode, Jennifer Hejtmankova, Jana Jilkova, Sermin Kazazi, Jake Kimball, Bob Korngold, Gordon Lewis, Alison Miyake, Martin McMorrow, Sandie Mourao, Elena Prattisoli, Claudia Richardson, Susanna Schwab, Andrew Wright

Definition of teacher development

We used the terms teacher development, teacher training and teacher education interchangeably to include anything, whether standardised training on a course or a more organic, dynamic personal experience that helps teachers to learn. Three main focuses emerged during  the week’s discussion. 

How can teachers develop in contexts in which top-down policy decisions have been made based on the premise that ‘younger is better’? 

The question of whether earlier really is better was an absorbing topic, and so discussion tended to focus more on this than on teacher development

Discussion supported the idea of optimal conditions rather than optimal age.  Such conditions were often viewed as being immersion or bilingual ones.

Contributors pointed output that the conditions under which children learn an L2 in classrooms do not usually replicate the learning conditions in immersion or bilingual contexts. There was agreement that in contexts where children were exposed to English once or twice a week, in conditions which were not ideal, there was little evidence to suggest that acquisition takes place quickly. One classroom teacher and trainer commented that in these conditions children learn ‘Sometimes more than you would ever expect, sometimes less’.  

What might a trainer working with teachers of adults and teens who make the change to teaching young learners need to take into account?  

One contributor asked how working with teachers of adults and teens compared to working with teachers of young learners, and also asked about the value of using loop input with young learner teachers.

Responses included the observations that:

· pre-service teachers may find it hard to identify YL-friendly contexts in which to embed language

· Managing young children’s behaviour may be a challenge for some

· During input on a course, some teachers may not appreciate experiencing activities at children’s level. Leavening of these activities with reference to psychology, educational or ELT theory (or a mix of these) may make teachers more open to input. 

· Loop input can be supported with 

· the viewing and analysis of video/DVD lesson extracts during training sessions 

· classroom investigation 

What is loop input? 

This topic in turn generated discussion as to what loop input is, and what its pros and cons could be. The term, originated by Woodward, refers to a process of structuring input so that process mirrors content, with time allocated after input to a discussion of both content and process. There was agreement that the experiential element of loop input could be a useful way of helping teachers to see what a way of teaching or teaching activity/sequence  might look like in class, while the refection on content and process also gave teachers the chance to consider the theory underlying what they had experienced. 

Some references on early start English

Bongaerts, T. (2005). Introduction: Ultimate attainment and the critical period hypothesis for second language acquisition. IRAL 43, 259-267
Bongaerts surveys a number of articles which look into the issue of whether there is a critical age for learning a foreign language and finds no hard evidence to support the claim of a critical age. The evidence seems rather to point at a range of factors which influence rate and degree of acquisition, of which age is only one

Marinova-Todd, S, Bradford-Marshall, D  Snow, E (2000) Three Misconceptions about Age and L2 learning TESOL Quarterly 34/1 

The authors survey article concludes that researchers have tended to misinterpret data about early L2 acquisition in terms of speed and ability in relation to age. In addition to an overemphasis of children’s abilities, they believe researchers have underemphasised the results of data on adults’ ability to acquire an L2 to near native levels. 

Nikolov, M  (2000) Issues into Research into Early FL Programmes in Research into  Teaching English to Young Learners Ed J. Moon and M. Nikolov University Press Pecs 

Nikolov summarises four arguments surrounding the issue of whether an early start a head start

1. Younger is better (linked to the notion of a critical age hypothesis )

2. Older is better (older children tend to acquire grammar and vocabulary more

quickly, based in part on their more developed abstract thinking abilities)

3 Younger is better in some areas (e.g. phonology)

4. Younger is better in the long run.

Read, C Is younger better?; ETP Issue 28 2003
Read, like Nikolov, points out that older learners may have cognitive advantages over young learners when it comes to learning in L2 classroom contexts. She argues that non-linguistic benefits (cultural educational, social, emotional) in teaching foreign languages as a school subject may outweigh any linguistic benefits children gain from early start English 

Rixon, S (1999) Optimum age or Optimum conditions? Issues related to the teaching of languages to primary age children.. http://www.britishcouncil.org/english/eyl/article01.htm (available though the Internet Archive Wayback Machine) http://www.archive.org/web/web.php 

Rixon argues that  what helps children learn a foreign language in a classroom is not so much their age, but more factors such as the skill of the teacher they have , the materials they use, and other variables. 

Some references on teacher development

Craft, A (200) 2nd edition Continuing Professional Development: a Practical Guide for Teachers and Schools 

Very specific to UK education. The first section, on teacher and school development is of general interest, however. 

Richards, J and Farrell, T. Professional Development for Language Teachers CUP 2005)

After a chapter on the nature of teacher education, this book explores eleven strategies teachers can use to develop. The strategies covered range from keeping a teaching journal to peer coaching and action research
Some references on working with teachers

Bolitho, R and Wright, T 2007 Trainer Development www.lulu.com
Twelve chapters dealing with principles, processes and stages in training courses, the role of different kinds of input, theory and discussion in training. The final chapter focuses on  developing as a trainer. 

Woodward, T (1991) Models and Metaphors in Language Teacher Training …

Now out of print. Plenty of  ideas on providing input and process options for sessions with teachers. Includes a definitions and examples of loop input.

Woodward, T (2004)Ways of Working with Teachers (Tessa Woodward Publications) An updated version of her earlier Ways of Training’ (now out of print). A range of practical ideas for trainers. 

http://eltj.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/reprint/57/3/301 Tessa Woodward’s explanation of loop input in ELT Journal. 
