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Reading can help you and your students make the
most of “Find out More”. This periodical issue
includes viewpoint articles on various topics of
specitic areas of general-interest to both teachers
and students in the following topics :

* Constructivism; Atheory to Improve EFL Students.

* Mobile Communication System for Learning
Foreign Language Vocabulary .

* Developing teaching and learning through
classroom research .

* An Overview of Post-Basic Education .

* Supporting Learning Through Formative
Assessment.
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Comnstruoetivisms £ theory
to [mprove EFL Students

Introduction

( jonstmctivism is basically
a theory based on obser-
vation and scientific study

about how people learn. It says

that people construct their own
understanding and knowledge of
the world, through experiencing
things and reflecting on those
experiences. When we encounter
something new, we have to recon-
cile it with our previous ideas and
experience, maybe changing what
we believe, or maybe discarding
the new information as irrelevant.

In any case, we are active creators

of our own knowledge. To do this,

we must ask questions, explore,
and assess what we know.

Constructivism approach to teach-

ing and learning is based on a

combination of a subset of

research within cognitive psychol-
ogy and a subset of research with-
in social psychology. The basic
premise is that an individual learn-
er must actively build knowledge
and skills (Brunner, 1990) and that
information exists within these
built constructs rather than in the
external environment.

By: Fathiya Mohammed
Amour Al Mawaliyah
Senior Supervisor
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All advocates of constructivism agree
that it is individualis processing of stimuli
from the environment and the resulting
cognitive structures, that produce adaptive
behaviour, rather than stimuli themselves
(Harnard, 1982). John Dewey (1998) is
often cited as the philosophical founder of
this approach. Bruner (1990) is considered
one of the chief theorists among the cogni-
tive constructionists.

Bruner (Kearsley, 1999)

past experiences, then context-rich, long-
term learning environments with tools that
enhance communication and access
instructional methods that provide real-
world examples are required. This kind of
learning environment will provide learners
with experience-based learning opportuni-
ties to practice and reflect on the learning
process and to a lesser extent the content.
According to con-
structivism learning

provides the following students should be pro- principles, in this
principles of construc- vided with opportunities kind of learning

tivistic learning;
1. Instruction must be

to expand and develop

environment the
tasks will reflect the

concerned with the expe- ~ Knowledge and experi- complexity of the
riences and contexts that ence by connecting them real world in which

make the student willing
and able to learn (readi-
ness)

2. Instruction must be
structured so that it can be easily grasped
by the student (spiral organization)

3. Instructional should be designed to
facilitate extrapolation and/or fill in the
gaps (going beyond the information given)

This approach suggests that educators
should first consider the knowledge and
experiences that learners bring with them
to the learning task. The curriculum and
the teaching methods should be based
according to the above principles, students
should be provided with opportunities to
expand and develop knowledge and expe-
rience by connecting them to new learn-
ing. From the above discussion, it is obvi-
ous that constructivism theory encourages
learners to build their own knowledge
based on individual experience and apply
this directly to their environment.
Therefore, the focus is on learning rather
than teaching with the individual at the
centre of a social process.

If learning is, as constructivists argue, a
process whereby we actively construct
knowledge using language based on our

to new learning

learners must func-
tion after the
planned learning
activities have
occurred. Approaches such as situated
learning, anchored instruction, apprentice-
ship learning, problem-based learning,
generative learning, and exploratory learn-
ing are grounded and derived from con-
structivist epistemology. Each of these
approaches articulates the way in which
concepts are operationalized for learning.
According to Duff & Jonassen (1991),
many educators have applied construc-
tivism to the development of learning
environments. From these applications he
has isolated a number of design principles;

1. Create real world environment that
employ the context in which learning is
relevant.

2. Focus on realistic approaches to solv-
ing real world problems.

3. Teacher is a coach and analyzer of the
strategies used to solve these problems.

4. Instructional goals and objectives
should be negotiated and not imposed.

5. Evaluation should serve a self-analy-
sis tool
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6. Provide tools and environments that
help learners interpret the multiple perspec-
tives of the world.

7. Learning should be internally controlled
and mediated by the learner.

Ernest (1995) suggests following implica-
tions of constructivism which derive from
radical and social perspectives;

* Sensitivity toward learnersi previous
constructions,

* Attention to metacognition and strategic
self-regulation by learners

* Awareness of the
importance of social

context. There are eight major
general principles of
learning that are derived
from constructivism.

An important concept
of constructivism is scaf-
folding which is a
process of guiding the
learner from what is
presently known to what
is to be known.
According to Vygotsky (1978) studentsi
problem solving skills fall into three cate-
gories;

1. Skills which the student cannot perform,

2. Skills which the students may be able to
perform,

3. Skills that student can perform with
help.

Therefore, The role of the teacher accord-
ing to the constructivism apprenticeship
model, is to apprentice how to do a task,
watches as the apprentice practices portions
of the task, and then turns over more and
more responsibility until the apprentice is
proficient enough to accomplish the task
independently. The four key aspects of
apprenticeship are: a) modeling b) scaffold-
ing ¢) fading d) coaching.

From the above discussion, it is clear that
constructivism has three main important
implications for teaching. First, teaching
cannot be viewed as the transmission of
knowledge from enlightened to unenlight-
ened; constructivist teachers do not take the
role of the "sage on the stage." Rather,

pY 0 A praigi - Ggayly gualal) saall

teachers act as "guides on the side" who pro-
vide students with opportunities to test the
adequacy of their current understandings.
Second, if learning is based on prior knowl-
edge, then teachers must note that knowl-
edge and provide learning environments that
exploit inconsistencies between learners'
current understandings and the new experi-
ences before them. This is a challenge by
itself, for they cannot assume that all learn-
ers understand something in the same way.
Further, learners may need different experi-
ences to advance to
different levels of
understanding.

Third, if students
must apply their cur-
rent understandings in
new situations in order
to build new knowl-
edge, then teachers
must engage students
in learning, bringing students' current under-
standings to the forefront. Teachers can
ensure that learning experiences incorporate
problems that are important to students, not
those that are primarily important to teachers
and the educational system. Teachers can
also encourage group interaction, where the
interplay among participants helps individ-
ual students become explicit about their own
understanding by comparing it to that of
their peers. Fourth, if new knowledge is
actively built, then time is needed to build it.
Ample time facilitates student reflection
about new experiences, how those experi-
ences line up against current understandings,
and how a different understanding might
provide students with an improved (not
"correct") view of the world.

It is obvious now that construc-
tivism is a theory about learning, not a
description of teaching. Learners construct
knowledge for themselves. Each learner
individually constructs meaning as he or she
learns. There are eight major general princi-
ples of learning that are derived from con-

structivism. They are:

(1) Learning is an active process, in which
the learner uses sensory input and constructs
meaning out of it.

(2) People learn to learn as they learn.

(3) Physical actions and hands-on experience
may be necessary for learning, especially for
children, but is not sufficient; we need to pro-
vide activities which engage the mind as well
as the hand.

(4) Learning involves language; the language
that we use influences our learning.

(5) Learning is a social activity.

(6) Learning is contextual.

(7) One needs knowledge to learn.

(8) Learning is not instantaneous, it takes
time to learn. .

By analyzing the above constructivism princi-
ples we can conclude that this learning theory
encourages learners to acquire necessary
knowledge and skills for finding meaningful
solutions to the real world problems. Their
leaning involves learner-centred, goal-directed
and situated activities.

Recommendations and Suggestions

The teaching and learning arena offer the
opportunity to work from the ground up, and
constructivist approaches can be encompassed
in the way we support learners, in the way we
assess learners, in the way we conduct
(Edwards A, et al, 2003), and in the way we
teach (Reid, 2003). So, maybe not new but con-
structivist approaches are “a work in progress”.
In gaining ground in the 21st century they offer
real potential to develop learners and guidance
practice for the demands of a post-modern soci-
ety, with all its risks and uncertainties. In terms
of truthfulness and usefulness, constructivist

approaches seem like the way forward for a
more holistic form of learning.
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Viobile Communication System for
Learning foreign Langnange

Yoeabulary

obile Learning
(M-Learning) can
be defined as

the type of learning which
takes advantage of
opportunities offered by
mobile devices. Using
mobile devices in learning
does not only aim at
breaking the traditional
face to face interaction in
classrooms, but it is also
used to transfer learning
inputs and outputs syn-
chronously and asynchro-
nously. In particular, in
educational situations,
mobile devices are used
to enhance the acquisi-
tion of content especially
in teaching and learning a
foreign language.

Khalfan Al-abri
Studies officer
Depatment of

Human Sciences

curriculum Engleish
Section
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One example of using mobile devices in
learning a foreign language is the method
of transferring vocabulary between teach-
ers (senders) and learners (receivers).
This method is the first and the most
important step of m-learning because
vocabulary is considered as the back
bone of mastering the language. Joseph
et al (2005) mention that vocabulary is an
important part of learning
a new language. Chen &

2

e
T;a
sy

device, handheld device or handheld
computer. Most devices are pocket-sized
computing devices (see figure 1 below).
All have display screens with touch input
or a miniature keyboard. The input and
output are combined into a touch-screen
interface. New inventions have become
effective to provide and enable users to
learn foreign languages.
Designers of tech-
nological devices for

Chung (2008) also believe New inventions have the purpose of learn-
that vocabulary learningis  hecome effective to N9 have provided the

a principal issue for

market with ample

English learning as it com- Provide and enable sgjections such as
prises the basic building users to learn foreign mobile phones, PDAIs,

blocks of English sen-
tences. Therefore, it is
clear that textbook writers
give great attention to
vocabulary in the text-
books and recommend teachers to spend
enough time of teaching the words to
learners. Methods and techniques of
teaching and learning vocabulary in
classrooms have always been under
change and development according to
the need and level of students.

Today, there is a trend that has been
adopted by many EFL situations to utilize
the new emergent technologies in teach-
ing and learning foreign languages such
as computers, mobile phones, iPods, lap-
tops, ...etc beside using Internet wire and
wireless access. Mobile devices are pre-
ferred by learners as they are spreading
all over the world rapidly. This fast growth
of mobile devices as seen by Houser et
al (2002), “ promises continued extension
towards “anywhere, anytime learning.
Pemberton and Fallahkhair (2005) think
that “Beyond the desktop, technologies
are currently being harnessed to support
many applications for learning formal and
informal, for children and adults, in class-
rooms and out on field trips, at home and
on the move.

A mobile device in spite of its shape
or type is also known as converged

languages.

laptops, games con-
soles, digital mini tele-
vision and wearable
devices. The
Learning2Go
Company has investigated all manner of
portable handheld devices ranging from
small UMPCis such as the OQO, tradi-
tional PDA”s, smart phones and Sonyis
superb PSP. All of these devices have
been found of great help to students.
Joseph et al, 2005 describe them to allow
learners to take the advantage of occa-
sional study opportunities.

The Learning2Go Company defines a
number of criteria that are considered to
be the main characteristics of a mobile
learning device:

* It Must Be Cool.

* It has to be small enough to be car-
ried around for immediate use.

* It has to be instant.

* It has to have wireless connectivity.

* It has to interact with existing educa-
tional networks, infrastructure (Such as
Whiteboard) and familiar software.

* It must be affordable.

* It has to have an in built camera.

* It has to have a high screen resolu-
tion.

* It has to have enough battery life to
last a school day.

* It needs to be robust enough for
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everyday use.

* Needs to be able to read standard
external memory cards.

* Needs to have input and authoring
tools.

* Needs to have the ability to browse
the net and play Multimedia and flash
content.

e
o 1

]
|

Using new technological devices in lan-
guage teaching and learning also help
students to develop new skills and allow
them to learn the language in a self-inde-
pendent learning situation. Learner
receives information and practices by
him/herself. S/he has to be aware of
such learning process and make use of
available time of learning.

On the other hand, mobile device should
also be equipped with technical features
in order to be suitable for learning. For
example:

1. They are situated to enable learning
to be in the most appropriate physical
location instead of in a classroom.

2. Social/Collaborative to allow teach-
ers and learners to interact, share and
collaborate using voice, text, and even
email, photos and videos.

3. Just-In-Time: Mobile access to data
comes with relatively high data costs,
slow data speeds, and storage memory
sizes considerably smaller than those
enjoyed by desktop PCs, however,
mobile devices such as mobile phones
are easy for learners to always carry with
them.

4. Lifelong to store and play content
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downloaded by a learner from many
sources and then taken around to access
learning on a personal area of interest.
Learners can also use mobile devices to
record and share their own informal or
life experiences with other learners or
friends, and get interesting and informa-
tive feedback that can help them develop
personally or professionally, without a
formalized course structure.

5. Contextualized/Adaptive and have
significant processing capabilities and
can provide a learner with content auto-
matically modified to suit their context -
such as the time of day, a learneris par-
ticular location, or their personal/learning
preferences.

6. Convenient/Portable to be carried by
a user for ready reference. With their
small size, low weight, and increasing
functionality, they are ideal to carry audio
or video files, or small text messages of
useful information.

7. Personalized to be customized by
their users - whether itis putting a cus-
tom ring tone on a phone, personalized
wallpaper on a PDA, or favourite tracks
on a media player. Learners can be
given the ability to customize or remix
the learning they download to their
mobile devices or the presentation of the
learning experience itself.

8. Ubiquitous to be used everywhere
the owners (learners) go. Mobile learning
approaches can be devised to take
advantage of this to provide ubiquitous
(anywhere, anytime) access to learning.
Vocabulary can be learnt through these
mobile communication devices.
Educational websites or programs create
a database in which all types of learning
vocabulary related to a certain language
course are processed in a way as pre-
sented in dictionaries. These databases
are sources of vocabulary that a student
can access and search the required word
using software or a specially designed

system. Additional advantages of utiliz-
ing this service can be provided accord-
ing to the need of the course. For exam-
ple, some students need to be given all
uses of one word and how it is formed
in written and spoken language ...etc.
Many studies have attempted to
improve the efficiency and performance
when learning English vocabulary. For
example, Song (2008) conducted a
small pilot study to explore the role of
Short Message Service (SMS) in
English as Second Language (ESL)
vocabulary learning for mobile audi-
ences. In this study, SMS was integrat-
ed into web-based vocabulary learning.
Ten participants were involved in this
study. An online test system was set-up
for recorded assessment data collec-
tion, and an open-ended questionnaire
interview was conducted via e-mail to
collect qualitative data. The research
findings show significant improvements
in the learner performance and in their
attitudes towards using SMS in their
vocabulary learning. In a reading
improvement experiment research, Lan
et al (2007) describe two studies of col-
laborative learning. In study one, the
weaknesses of collaborative learning in
a traditional EFL setting were observed.
In Study two, a mobile device supported
peer assisted learning (MPAL) system
was developed for the purpose of
addressing the identified weaknesses.
Two classes of twenty-six third grade
students participated in this research to
examine the unique contribution of
MPAL to collaborative EFL reading
activities. The collaborative behavior of
elementary EFL learners was video-
taped and analyzed. Detailed analysis
of the videotaped behavior indicated
that MPAL helped improve collaboration
in elementary school level EFL learners
and promotes their reading motivation.
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To conclude, it is the time to incorporate
all facilities of technology in learning
including the mobile devices. By this
method we can have effective learning
process.
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Developing tenching
and learning throungh
classroom researeh

Introduction

ffective teaching is depend-

ent on an understanding of
learners and learning. An effec-
tive teacher is engaged in a con-
tinual process of developing this
understanding through question-
ing what is happening in the
classroom and why. Teachers
can develop their ability to
explore, analyse and reflect on
their practice by conducting
small-scale research in their own
classroom. This article aims to
encourage teachers to do
research, and to explore how
they can do research.

Simon Etherton
Fathiya Al-Rhabi
Directorate of Human Resources
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Experience is
worthless unless
reflected upon

What is teacher research?
“Teacher research” is research con-
ducted by teachers into their own prac-
tice with the aim of improving learning
in their own classroom. Because of
this focus on the teacher improving
their own practice, it is sometimes
called “practitioner research”.

Teacher research is small-scale
because it often looks at teaching and
learning in a particular class in a par-
ticular school in a specific context. As
a result, it is sometimes referred to as
“small-scale classroom research”.

Teacher research explores practice
with the aim of improving it. This often
means exploring different ways of
doing things and seeing if they can be
made more effective. This process of
exploring, experimenting and reflecting
with an aim to improving is called
“action research” and is often associat-
ed with teacher research. Although
teacher research is usually action
research, it doesn”t have to be. Action
research involves researching an
action; changing something (the
“action” part) and seeing if it improves
teaching and learning (the “research”
part). However, there are times when
a teacher might just want to evaluate
how well something went in the class-
room or develop knowledge of the
learning styles or strategies of a partic-
ular learner in order to design an
appropriate remedial programme. This
is all valid and important research a
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teacher may do, but not necessarily
action research.

Why should teachers do
research?
Teachers should be engaged in a con-
tinual process of developing their
knowledge of teaching and learning
and building on their skills of teaching.
Experience is worthless unless reflect-
ed upon, understood and used to
inform future decisions. Teacher
research enables teachers to think
about, and reflect on, their practice. It
provides teachers with in-service pro-
fessional development, allowing them
to ask questions about their practice
and to find the answers that are rele-
vant and appropriate to their context.
Therefore, through research, teachers
develop their teaching and their under-
standing of teaching, which ultimately
results in better learning in their class-
rooms.

Teachers should also do research for
another reason. Usually, research is
carried out by “researchers”. These
experts, usually from Higher Education
institutions or Ministry evaluation
departments conduct important
research on teaching and learning in
schools. This research is usually large
scale, and the findings help to develop
theories and inform policy. Teachers
therefore find themselves and their
classrooms being researched by out-
side experts. Although useful else-
where, this kind of research often has
little relevance for teachers or direct
impact on the practice of the teachers.
Teacher research is a different kind of
research; it is conducted by teachers
into their own practice with the aim of
improving that practice in that context.
As well as informing and empowering
teachers, it also helps to develop con-
fidence. Research is something that
doesn”t only have to be conducted by
outside experts; it is something teach-
ers can do, and should do.
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Research can
provide
answers to
our questions

How can teachers do research?

“Research” is different from “reflec-
tion”. Both require teachers to ques-
tion; to want to find out more about
what, how and why things happen in
the classroom. This attitude of inquiry
is essential for both research and
reflection. Without an attitude of
inquiry, little will be learned or
changed. However, what makes
researching practice different from
reflecting on practice is that research
requires a systematic process of
exploring the issues, collecting evi-
dence and demonstrating how we
know what we know.

This systematic process of conduct-
ing research often goes through the
following series of steps or stages:

1. Question and review practice and
identify an area that you want to
investigate

2. Develop a research question

3. Do some reading to find out more
about the issue

4. Plan the research

5. Try something out or do some-
thing differently (an “action”)

6. Collect some evidence (data) to
see if it is better or not (observe or
ask)

7. Analyse the data to try to answer
the research question

8. Share what you have found out
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with other teachers

The process begins with questioning.
Research can provide answers to our
questions, but we have to ask the
questions in the first place. This isn”t
always an easy process. We have
not only to question what we are
doing in our classrooms, but also why
we are doing it. Teachers sometimes
know straight away what they want to
investigate; usually something that
has been worrying them for a while.
But sometimes it isn”t always clear.
One way to find an area to research
is to keep a teacher’s journal or diary
for a few weeks to record things that
happen and thoughts on those things.
By looking more closely at our prac-
tice and writing our reflections down,
we can begin to identify and think
about issues we might not have
noticed before.

These issues then need to be formed
into research questions. These ques-
tions are critical to the research
process because they guide the kind
of data that needs to be collected, the
way the data is collected and even
the way it is analysed. The research
question has to be specific, clear and
answerable. Usually the kind of ques-
tions teachers ask about their own
practice begin with the phrase iHow
can |..7 followed by a verb such as
iimprovei, isupporti, ichangei or ide-
velopi.

An example could be a teacher who
is unhappy that her learners can’t
read some common words such as
“her”, “their”, “when”, “who”, and
“that”. She identifies a research ques-
tion such as: How can | support my

grade four learners” ability to read

important high frequency words more
fluently? She decides to read more
about “high frequency grammatical
words” and discovers that children
learn to read these as

whole words. She then

well as developed her confidence,
interest and self-esteem as a
teacher.

As the Ministry of
Education recognizes the

decides to teach 10 amazed by value of teachers learning
high frequency words a the success about research and doing
week for four weeks research, there is now an
using flash cards, of her pro- 80 hour in-service

focussing on them in gramme research course provided

the text book and

spelling tests. She

keeps a journal during the four
weeks recording her observations
and reflections of how well they are
learning the words. At the end of the
period, she may give the learners an
additional quiz where they have to
read the words and say what they
mean. She also conducts a “confer-
ence”, or group interview, with a
sample of her learners to find out
their view of learning to read these
words. She is amazed by the suc-
cess of her programme and decides
to start doing the same with her other
classes, even grade two! She also
decides to share her finding with her
colleagues in her school and is even-
tually asked by her supervisor to
present her research at the annual
teachers” forum in her region.

This example shows how a teacher
uses research to solve a problem in
her teaching, and at the same time
has developed her understanding of
an important aspect of literacy devel-
opment. Although small-scale, the
process of conducting this research
has been meaningful for this teacher
and her learners and has resulted in
her professional development, as

for English teachers

called “Research for
Professional Development”. This
course is delivered by experienced
Omani trainers in most regions in the
Sultanate and is studied on a day
release basis during the second
semester of every academic year.
The small groups of participants
learn all about different aspects of
teacher research while conducting
research into their own practice.

So far, 60 teachers from 5 regions in
the Sultanate have benefited from
studying this course. They have con-
ducted interesting and meaningful
research which has been shared with
colleagues and which will be made
available to a wider audience through
publication. These teachers are now
also a valuable resource in their
schools and their regions, able to ini-
tiate further research initiatives and
support the research of their col-
leagues.

Research is something teachers can
do and should do. Understanding
how to conduct meaningful, relevant
and ethical research does require
support, but it is something well
worth supporting.
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Aims of the Course

English Language Teaching Coursebook for Grades 11 and 12, is to

enable students to consolidate and practise key language taught in previ-
ous grades. The curriculum design is meant to benefit all Omani students during
their last two years of secondary education, not just those going on to further
education. However, academic skills such as essay writing, summarizing and
note-taking are also developed.

The overall aim of Engage with English, the Ministry of Education Post-Basic

by Anne Collins and James
Echelberry
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The course aims to achieve its purposes
in the following ways:

1. By providing students with a functional
command of English as a preparation for
work or for further studies.

2. By giving students the skills and confi-
dence to use English outside the class-
room.

3. By developing studentsi awareness of
learning strategies they can apply to
develop their learning of English both
inside and outside school.

4. By developing study skills that will help
students become more independent, such
as speed reading, and strategies for
improving vocabulary development.

5. By using English as a medium for
learning about other cultures and con-
trasting them with the Omani culture.

6. By exposing students to a range of
reading genres outside the academic
reading texts encountered in the class-
room.

The curriculum is based around a skills-
based methodology with maximum oppor-
tunities for student-student interaction in
the classroom. The role of the teacher is
as someone who helps students carry out
tasks rather than a mere presenter of
information. Pair and group activities
where students undertake tasks together
and feedback to the class are regular fea-
tures of the course.

BT

Structure of the Course

Grades 11 and 12 each cover one aca-
demic year. The books for each year are
divided into two parts, 11A, 11B, 12A and
12B. Each of the four parts consists of a
Coursebook, Workbook, Teacheris Book
and accompanying CD.

The Coursebook and Workbook

The Coursebook and Workbook are divid-
ed into five general themes, or topics,
which follow the same pattern. The differ-
ent content of the units adds variety and
interest as they allow the topic to be
explored from different angles. Each
theme is divided into five units relating to
aspects of the topic, and focusing on a
specific language skill i reading, gram-
mar, vocabulary, listening and speaking,
and writing.

In each theme, there is a section called
Across Cultures, which focuses on differ-
ent countries. Each country has been
selected because of its particular interest
to Omani students planning to study
there, as well as increasing studentsi
knowledge of the wider world. At the end
of each Across Cultures section, there are
questions which enable students to carry
out a cultural comparison with Oman.

The table below shows the themes and
countries dealt with in Grades 11 and 12.

Grade Themes

Across Cultures

11A Communication, Past and Present, The UK, the USA, New Zealand,

Travel, Innovation, Food and Diet

Malaysia, India

11B Record Breaking, Music and Drama, China, Ireland, Australia, South Africa,
Connections, Planet Earth, Transitions Japan

12A Retail Therapy, Education, Transport, Egypt, France, Canada, Spain, Tunisia
Energy, Hospitality and Tourism

12B News and Journalism, Water, Global Jordan, Russia, Germany, Pakistan,
Issues, the Workplace, Citizenship Morocco
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There is also a section at the end of each
theme called Reading for Pleasure. The
purpose is for students to extend their read-
ing beyond the academic texts they
encounter in the units. Reading for
Pleasure covers a variety of genres such as
excerpts from novels, magazine articles and
biographies. The final section of each
theme is a review of the material covered,
which includes a glossary of the most
important vocabulary items. At the end of
each unit in the Workbook, students keep a
record of what they personally have found
most useful.

The Coursebook and Workbook are full of
opportunities for students to practise their
oral skills. Student talking time is built into
the course through discussion and presen-
tation activities. For example, at the end of
each reading section there is a Time to Talk
activity where students can express their
own opinions and ideas. The activity below
is from Grade 12B, Theme 1, Unit 1. The
topic of this theme is the news and journal-
ism.

Time to Talk

Work in groups of four. Choose one of
these newspaper headlines. Create a
story for your headline with your group.
Present your story to the rest of the
class.

* ACTRESS BREAKS REPORTERIS
CAMERA

* FAMOUS FOOTBALLER KIDNAPPED
* THIEF FOUND TRAPPED IN RUBBISH
BIN

* MISSING BOY FOUND LIVING WITH
WOLVES

Other speaking activities are the Activate
Your English section in each grammar unit,
and the Soundbites section in each listen-
ing and speaking unit. The latter highlights
the speaking function presented in the unit.

Other regular features are the Top Tip

boxes which are scattered throughout the
course, and contain short useful pieces of
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advice on a variety of learning strategies.
The example below is on essay planning
from Grade 12A, Theme 2, Unit 5.

Top Tip
Before You Write

Before you write an essay, it is very
important to plan and organise it.
Always write your ideas down on paper
rather than just planning the essay in
your head. A clear plan to follow will
save your time when writing your essay.

The end material of the Workbook consists
of a writing section where students carry
out a variety of tasks such as writing essay
plans and drafts, summaries, proposals and
letters. Both Coursebook and Workbook
contain a few pages of materials for com-
municative activities such as role plays. In
addition, many of the oral activities in the
course can be used as the basis of writing
tasks.

The final section of the Workbook is a refer-
ence section. In this section, students can
find guidance about the writing activities, as
well as a grammar reference section, a
wordlist and a review of the functional lan-
guage they have covered in the course.

The Teacher’s Book

To obtain the maximum possible benefit
from Engage with English, it is essential for
teachers to study the Teacher’s Book care-
fully before attempting to teach the units.
The Teacheris Book has been laid out as
clearly as possible to help teachers and
increase their skill and confidence in deal-
ing with the material. Aspects of the materi-
al which may be new or unfamiliar for
teachers are carefully explained, such as
how to calculate reading speed.

The learning objectives for each grade are
laid out clearly at the beginning of each
book, as well as how the material links to
other parts of the students’ curriculum such
as social studies and higher order thinking
skills.

The units are broken down into the sepa-
rate activities which are presented in the
order in which they should be taught.
Background information to the content is
given wherever necessary, as well as
ideas for how the teacher can lead-in
each topic. The listening scripts on the
CD are written out in full in the Teacheris
Book, and answers are provided for all
activities.

Getting the most out of the Engage
with English Textbooks for Grades 11
and 12

Lifelong learning, study skills and inde-
pendent learning

For people living in modern economies,
education has become a lifelong necessi-
ty. Students currently in the education
system, whether or not they plan to con-
tinue on to university or vocational train-
ing, will find that they never really &finishi
their education. The explosion of knowl-
edge and the speed of economic trans-
formation require constant learning. New
skills, new software and new procedures
are rapidly being developed. Developing
good study skills and habits is as impor-
tant as the knowledge that students
learn.

Study skills

Study skills taught in the Engage with
English series include reading, note tak-
ing, listening to lectures, presentation
skills, teamwork, research skills and writ-
ing. These skills reinforce the skills being
taught in other subjects, transfer across
the curriculum and will continue to be
useful throughout the studentsi working
lives. It is important that students learn
these key skills and their sub-skills, and
that they be considered equally important
to the knowledge that is contained in
these books.

Reading

There has been a great increase in the
use of multimedia presentation, but the
great bulk of multimedia is still written
content. The amount of information is
expanding at an ever-increasing rate.
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The reading skills such as previewing,
setting focus questions, skimming, scan-
ning, identifying main ideas and note tak-
ing that are introduced in these books
are not just for English. These skills
transfer to other languages and other
fields and are necessary for dealing with
large amounts of information.

Listening

Apart from improving listening ability, the
material is designed to teach key listen-
ing skills. Students are taught to prepare
for lectures, understand the structure of
lectures, listen for verbal cues, ask for
clarification and be able to note down
key information.

Teamwork

In their in-class pair- and group-work
activities, data collection and presenta-
tion activities, students learn to work
toward a common objective. They learn
to co-operate, to listen to the ideas of
others and to share responsibility. It is
important that students have time to do
these activities.

Writing and Research

Students are introduced to research
skills, note taking skills, the importance of
citation and reference and the essay writ-
ing process. These are not just skills that
are needed temporarily for academic
study. They are communication skills that
meet future work and study needs.

Presentation Skills

Oral communication skills for work
include the ability to make formal presen-
tations. Basic presentation skills are
introduced and practised.

Directing students to preview the
course material

All the information needed to use the
material is in the books. The best
approach to beginning the course is to
preview the material before starting to
use it. Make sure students are familiar
with all of the features of the books and
individual units.
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supporting Learning Through
Hormative Agsessient

Introduction

nformation gathered from
I assessment can be used
for two main purposes:
* Summative assessment is
assessment of students’
learning, with the aim of pro-
viding evidence for reporting
to parents and others. Its pur-
pose is to measure stan-
dards.

* Formative assessment is
assessment for learning, with
the aim of helping students to
achieve the relevant learning
outcomes. Its purpose is to
improve standards.

(by Mike O’Reilly, Assessment
Adviser,

Directorate-General of
Educational Evaluation)
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Both summative and formative assess-
ment are important and valuable.
However, in practice, research studies
0 such as those conducted in the UK in
the 1990s by Black and Wiliam and by
the Assessment Reform Group 6 have
shown that, even in countries with con-
siderable experience of continuous
assessment, much of the assessment
done by teachers is still actually sum-
mative, i.e. for the purpose of awarding
marks, reporting, etc, and that genuine-
ly formative assessment tends to be
neglected.

This may seem surprising, given that
many educators use the expressions
“continuous assessment” and “forma-
tive assessment” almost interchange-
ably. There is, of

course, a connection There is
between formative and
continuous assess-

a connection

clarify, some of the processes involved
in formative assessment.

Gathering Information

Formative assessment relies on getting
good-quality information about stu-
dents” current state of knowledge,
understanding and skills, so that these
can be built on and further developed.

One obvious method of doing this is
day-to-day observation. To “observe”
can be defined as “to watch (and listen
to) someone or something carefully”.
However, this process involves more
than simply keeping one’”s eyes and
ears open and noticing what is going
on. It also involves thinking about and
trying to understand what has been
observed. This can only
be done effectively if the
observer knows what
he/she is looking for.

ment. Indeed, one of between formative Teachers need, from

the main advantages of

continuous assessment and continuous
is that it can provide assessment

ample opportunities for

formative assessment.

However, formative and continuous
assessment are not the same thing.
The word “continuous” refers to when
and where the assessment takes
place, not to why it takes place, which
is what defines “formative” assess-
ment.

It can, indeed, even be argued that the
belief that continuous assessment is
somehow “automatically” formative is
actually one of the factors contributing
to the neglect of genuinely formative
assessment.

It is not easy to persuade teachers to
focus on formative assessment if they
believe that they are already doing it!
So let us now review, and hopefully

the start, to have a clear
understanding of the
various learning out-
comes for their subject,
and of what constitutes
success in achieving these outcomes.

In addition to observing, the teacher
also needs to actively seek out infor-
mation, and one of the most important
conclusions of the above-mentioned
study was that the quality of the
teacher’s questioning is crucial to the
success of formative assessment.

In particular, the following questioning
techniques are recommended, whether
the questions are addressed to the
whole class, to groups of students or to
individuals:

- By eliciting, rather than “telling”, the
teacher increases his/her chances of
finding out about what students know
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techniques promote a
“thinking” atmosphere
in the classroom

and think. This technique is particular-
ly useful at the start of teaching some-
thing 'new".

- By asking genuine questions, the
teacher can make the interaction less
artificial and more interesting for all
concerned. Students will sense the
difference between this kind of ques-
tion and the

usual kind of 'display' question, to
which the teacher already knows the
answer.

- Open questions, to which there is no
single correct answer, generally pro-
duce more interesting and revealing
responses than closed questions.

- By discouraging students from calling
out, and then carefully choosing who
should answer any question, a larger
proportion of students can be involved
and a broader range of information
can be gathered.

- Giving students sulfficient time to
think before answering is likely to
increase the depth and quality of stu-
dent responses, and gives all the stu-
dents a better chance to answer, not
just the ones who are good at
responding quickly.

- The teacher will also sometimes
need to check that they have correctly
understood what a student said or
intended to say, and especially why
they said it. This can be done by fol-
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low-up questions, or by re-formulating
or summarising the student’s answer.
- The teacher can also sometimes
adopt the technique of deliberately
withholding comment, not saying
whether an answer was “correct” or
not. Instead, the teacher can ask for
comments or other possible responses
from other students.

A thoughtful balance of these different
techniques will not only improve the
chances of getting good-quality infor-
mation about students” learning. It will
also promote a “thinking” atmosphere
in the classroom and encourage
everyone to listen to everyone else.

Taking Action

The information gathered from obser-
vation and questioning only really
achieves its formative potential if it
leads to some kind of action. It can
obviously, for example, feed into the
teaching, either immediately in the
form of decisions to make changes in
the focus, direction or pace of a lesson
in progress, or later in the form of
short-term and long-term planning. It
can also, more specifically, provide the
content of feedback given to students.

Giving feedback is not as simple as it
may appear. Firstly, it involves a num-
ber of practical decisions. For exam-
ple, the teacher has to select which
points and issues are most worth giv-
ing feedback about. This feedback
can then be given either to individual
students, or to small groups of stu-
dents, or to the whole class. It can be
given either immediately or later in the
lesson or on another day. It can be
given orally or in writing or both. It is
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students learn how to assess and

monitor their own work.

usually given by teachers, but it can
also come from other students.
Depending on the circumstances, each
of these options has its own advan-
tages and disadvantages.

Secondly, the use of simple grades
(“C”) or comments ('good”) or marks
(“7/10") alone is not sufficient. In order
to be useful, feedback needs to provide
students with a clear indication of what
they are doing right and where they are
going wrong, as well as with specific
suggestions for improving their work.

Thirdly, feedback requires careful han-
dling. Comments, suggestions and criti-
cisms should, of course, be honestly
stated, but they should also be
expressed in a tactful, patient and
pleasant manner. The whole way in
which the feedback is given, and the
atmosphere in which it is conducted,
should communicate a general sense
of good will towards the student, who
should feel that the teacher is “on their
side” even when 0 or especially when
0 criticism is being expressed.

Fourthly, and most fundamentally,
there is a problem familiar to practising
teachers and stated by Sadler (quoted
by Torrance and Pryor) as follows:
iEven when teachers provide students
with valid and reliable judgements
about the quality of their work,
improvement does not necessarily fol-
low. Students often show little or noO
development despite regular, accurate
feedback.i

In attempting to explain this phenome-
non, perhaps we should reconsider the
nature and purpose of the whole feed-

back process. In order for a student to
improve, he/she must:

- have an idea of the desired standard
of performance,

i be able to compare the actual per-
formance with the desired perform-
ance;

- take action to close the gap between
the two.

This analysis suggests that it is the stu-
dent’s awareness that needs to be
raised by feedback, and that the ulti-
mate purpose of giving feedback is that
students learn how to assess and mon-
itor their own work.

For this reason, feedback should not
simply be “handed down” to the stu-
dent as if he/she were just an “empty
container” waiting passively to be
filled'. There should be interaction, with
the teacher asking questions and lis-
tening carefully to the student’s
answers. The teacher should, in short,
both allow and encourage active self-
assessment by the student.

Promoting Self-Assessment
Teachers can promote and develop
self-assessment by students in four
ways:

- By providing information: In order to
assess their own progress, students
need to know what is to be assessed
and how it is to be assessed. They
need to be clearly informed of the
goals of the course, i.e. the learning
outcomes, and of the criteria (or stan-
dards) for assessment 6 in other
words, they need exactly the same
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kind of information that teachers need in
order to do their assessment work!
Students will, of course, need to be intro-
duced to the same information in an appro-
priate way and in lan-
guage which they can
understand.

the ultimate goal of

5

of failure” needs to be removed and
replaced with a different attitude towards
mistakes and other shortcomings. There
needs to be a recognition that these are an
essential part of the learn-
ing process.

formative assessment iS conclusion

- By providing instru-
ments: In order to get
students started, it may
be helpful if the teacher
provides, in the early
stages, ready-made formats, such as check-
lists, forms and questionnaires, which pro-
vide a structure for assessment activities
and allow students to focus on their
achievement of learning outcomes,
strengths and weaknesses, study habits,
strategies, preferences, etc.

- By providing opportunities: In order to
develop the necessary self-confidence, stu-
dents need practice in self-assessment and
decision-making. The teacher should be
constantly on the lookout for opportunities
for students to be involved in decisions
about their own learning. Portfolios, proj-
ects, group work and independent reading
all provide opportunities for decisions of this
kind, but perhaps the best kind of practice is
peer-assessment, i.e. providing students
with frequent opportunities to evaluate and
comment on each other”s work using the
relevant criteria.

- By providing encouragement: Many stu-
dents will welcome opportunities for self-
assessment and the increased independ-
ence it offers, but others may, for various
reasons, be more reluctant. These students
will require patient explanation, illustration
and encouragement. However, words of
encouragement are by themselves not
enough. The whole atmosphere in the
classroom must encourage them to be hon-
est and open. For this to happen, the “fear

for students to be able
to assess themselves

This article has argued
that the ultimate goal of
formative assessment is
for students to be able to
assess themselves and
thus improve the quality of their own work.
This kind of self-assessment is now very
much in the documents and on the agenda
in Oman. However, is it yet a reality in our
classrooms? Have students developed this
essential habit of reflection and self-assess-
ment? Most educators would probably
admit that the answer, on the whole, is still

no-.

If the current situation is to improve, it is
teachers in the classroom who will have a
central role in gradually bringing about this
change. As we have seen, conducting form-
ative assessment places considerable
demands on their skills, their awareness
and their judgement. This challenge needs
to be taken on by teachers themselves and
by those responsible for teacher training
and development.

Bibliography: - “Investigating Formative
Assessment”, Torrance & Pryor (1998)
-"Assessment and Classroom Learning” +
“Inside the Black Box”, Black & Wiliam (1998)
- Assessment for Learning: Beyond the Black
Box”, Assessment Reform Group, UK (1999)
- “Student Assessment Document” +
“Assessment for English: A Modular Training
Package”,

Directorate-General of Educational Evaluation,
Ministry of Education, Oman (2007)
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