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Language strategy



Language Arts and the Caribbean


The language mix in the Caribbean


Most people born in the Caribbean speak one (or more) of the new languages created on the slave plantations. For convenience, we will call these languages Creoles. However, it would be more accurate to name them after the territory where they developed, for example, Guyanese speak Guyanese Creole and Vincentians speak Vincentian Creole. These Creole languages differ significantly from the European languages that are now the official languages in these territories. The grammar of each is different and, even though the words seem to be the same as those in the European language that was present at the time of their creation, the meanings are often not the same.


Researchers and many educators maintain that we are better equipped to learn another language once we have a sound foundation in our own first language. If we apply this to the Caribbean, it means that, for most Creole-speaking children, their learning of Standard English (SE) would improve if they were first educated in Creole.


While this is not current policy in schools, there are many strategies that teachers can employ in the classroom to address the challenges faced by children upon entering a school system that adopts a different language from the one that they speak at home.


In coming up with some strategies for bilingual education in our Creole-speaking contexts, we recognise the following:





1  Research has suggested that mother-tongue-based education is preferable, but in the absence of mother tongue education, we can still go a long way in addressing some of the issues facing students of SE as another language.







    •  Paying attention to Creole in order to make learning SE better has strong pedagogical support from experts in second language acquisition. As mentioned above, a strong base in the mother tongue is an asset when learning another language. The evidence suggests that learning a second language benefits from a strong foundation in one’s first language.


    •  Self-esteem and confidence improve when the education system validates one’s first language. As a result, motivation to learn another language increases. Students become more enthusiastic about school; dropout rates and absenteeism are reduced. Students begin to value their own cultural norms more than before. Parents become more willing to participate in school activities and some even begin to want to be educated themselves.








2  Errors are a natural part of all learning.







    •  Interlanguage is a well-established concept in second language acquisition. In the second language learning process, students create a new language, with rules influenced by both their native language, as well as the language being learned. Some of these rules may be easily traced to one of the two languages, but some do not obviously resemble either.


    •  Students naturally hypothesise that the second language works the same as their first. They therefore transfer rules from their first language to the second. As they learn more about the second language, they will adjust those rules.








3  Students need to understand why they are asked to learn SE.





Strategies for delivering Language Arts


As we have suggested, any approach to Language Arts in the Creole-speaking Caribbean should encompass both the Creole and Standard English (SE) languages. While it is recognised that SE is required by current policies, the strategies for delivering Language Arts in the Creole-speaking Caribbean should aim to develop critical language awareness with the following among its objectives.


Students should be able to:





1  differentiate between the Creole and SE languages



2  describe, in simple terms, the Creole language situation, its history and social-political background



3  use Creole to express their ideas and creativity in class projects, using both written and spoken means



4  use SE to express their ideas and creativity in class projects, using both written and spoken means.





In addition, students should begin to view their native Creole language more positively and to have a more positive approach to learning SE as another language. Students should begin to:





1  correct the idea that Creole is nothing more than SE spoken badly



2  develop pride in their native language



3  develop self-esteem through learning that their native language has its own rules too.






A Introducing Language Arts to the classroom


Students often want to know why they have to learn Standard English (SE) and how their Creole language fits in with this policy. Some of the answers to these points can be approached by:





1  discussions about language – In general, how are languages named? What name should we give our language? Why not name it after our country, for example, Jamaican/Antiguon?




2  a brief history of our language and country – How did we come to be speaking the way we do?




3  discussions about why we study SE – Should we also study our own language, if it isn’t English?




4  comparing Creole and SE, and contrasting the patterns in the two languages. Teachers will need to recognise the contrast between the rules of Creole and the rules of SE. In particular, they will need to give examples of how each language works, emphasising that each language has its own rules, and encouraging student belief that each is equally important.



5  celebrating our language, as part of celebrating our culture. For example, celebrate a Creole Day and the name of each territory’s Creole language.






B Recognising and correcting our language ideologies


As teachers, you too need to examine the language ideologies you have acquired.





1  Be careful about how you might inadvertently express your own ideology. Students are not ‘struggling with language’: they’re ‘struggling with Standard English (SE)’. Students already have a fully functional language, which they acquired long before entering school.



2  Policy makers and educators often talk about literacy as though it automatically means literacy in SE. We can also be literate in Creole. Similarly, Language Arts is usually viewed as synonymous with Language Arts in SE only, whereas it needs to be synonymous with both languages.



3  Avoid telling students to ‘speak properly’ when you mean to say ‘speak English’. We can also speak Creole properly (and badly).



4  Discuss language issues as they come up. For example, a talk show host mentions that a child of seven wants to talk to him because he said ‘moanin’ not ‘morning’. Discuss the different ways of speaking. Ask: Is there anything wrong with using Creole on the radio? Are there countries where they speak more than one language and treat them both equally?




5  Language learning is about discovering patterns, not learning definitions of grammatical terms, such as nouns, and so on. Help students to discover the patterns themselves.






C Approaches to teaching Standard English


Making a practice of exemplifying Creole with Standard English (SE) is a key approach to teaching Language Arts inclusively and well. For example:





1  From time to time, you will focus on a grammar pattern in SE. Grammar is about patterns that are associated with some kind of meaning. These kinds of meanings are often subtle and difficult. Showing how Creole expresses the idea behind an SE pattern allows students to get the gist of the function of the SE pattern. However, you (and they) should know that this is not an exact match. Each language expresses somewhat different meanings.



2  Allow students to see/hear the contrast in SE versus Creole structures. Point out that this is not about correct versus incorrect. Some structures lend themselves to such contrast. For example, SE uses some form of the verb to be in sentences such as: John is angry/happy/funny. Creole does not: Jaan veks! …. Contrast the past tense of these sentences: John was angry versus Jaan bin veks: Jaan di / did veks.)



3  Understand that errors are a natural part of learning any language. Do not berate yourself or your students for their errors. Be realistic in your expectations. Keep in mind that language learning takes years. Do not criticise students for things they have not yet learned (or not learned well).



4  Understand the nature of language students’ errors. Know when errors are a transfer of patterns from students’ native Creole language and when they simply may be a mistake. Explain to students that the two languages do things differently: Here is how it is done in your language; here is how it is done in English.




5  Develop the skill of being able to analyse students’ work for the ‘pluses’ and not just the ‘minuses’. Which aspects are correct/have they achieved correctly?



6  Concentrate your grading on just the few structures that are the focus in your syllabus. Judge which errors to comment on and which to let go for the time being. (Explain your grading to parents/administrators.)



7  Writing/reading reports in SE. Create your own class readers. After students have participated in some activity together, such as a field trip or a science experiment, have students talk about the experience in Creole. Write a version in Creole first. Put that up on the ‘Creole’ wall. Later, write an SE version of the same content to go up on the ‘Standard English’ wall. Use that as the SE reader for the week.



8  Have ‘free talk’ sessions in Creole followed by saying it in SE. Do not try to translate. It is not easy and never truly successful. This will improve students’ grasp of the rhythm, as well as the pattern of each language.



9  Have some sessions for creative writing in SE without grading for grammar. Discuss the structure of the piece. Deal with the grammar in a separate class.






D Creole and Standard English as two different languages


Encourage students to think of Creole and SE as two different languages.





1  Have some clearly established signals that indicate: Now we are speaking Creole – Now we are speaking English.








    a  This could be something that converts the classroom to a foreign country, where SE is the dominant language or maybe different spaces dedicated to one or other language.


    b  Alternatively, students could put on some simple clothes (a hat/a sleeveless ‘jacket’) – something that indicates whether it is Creole time or English time.








2  Role play: Now I am speaking to an English speaker. He/she knows no Creole. Now I am speaking to a Creole speaker. He/she knows no English.
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Teaching tip


Avoid role play that reinforces stereotypes, for example: Creole can only be used in the local market but not on the radio.
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3  Discuss the contrast in the words of the two languages.







    a  Words that are totally different, for example: juk versus prick, prod, stick, puncture (African words, and so on).


    b  Idiom differences, for example: Mi main jos ron pan yu (Jamaican Creole) versus You just crossed my mind.


    c  Words that sound English but differ in meaning, for example, body parts: han an futvs, versus arm/hand and leg/foot. But relationships: aunt, uncle, family are the same in English and in Creole.








4  Contrasting structures in the two languages. Present students with lists of examples for a particular pattern (in both languages) and let them tell you the difference in patterns.



5  Teach the method of spelling Creole words, as well as SE words. For instance, check with the Jamaican Language Unit of the Department of Linguistics at the University of the West Indies (Mono Campus) for assistance and guidance in this area. Writing systems have already been devised for some Creole languages and others can be prepared, if needed.



6  Recognise the thoughtfulness behind some unconventional SE spellings in students’ writing. Many of these reveal that students have grasped a spelling rule even though it is not the conventional one. For example, the child (or adult) who spells soup as ‘supe’ is not ignorant of SE spelling conventions. (Note that in any case, English spellings can be inconsistent.)



7  Ask students to work on creating picture dictionaries that illustrate Creole spellings. Do the same for SE but keep them separate.



8  Make it fun. Turn it into a game. For example, you are contrasting to be in SE with its equivalent in Creole. Perhaps contrasting sentences are on the board. Suggest, for example, a game of Musical mats. Use two different-coloured mats: one for Creole, one for SE. When the music stops, those on the mats will read/compose an appropriate sentence, for example: My name is Joey. I am a boy. I am in Grade 2. Versus: Mi neem Joey. Mi a wan baai. Mi de in Greed 2. Choose one structure if you are now beginning to teach that one, and incorporate more as the year goes along.






E Make space for students’ self-expression and creativity


The following ideas are sympathetic and supportive of the Creole languages and can easily be incorporated into, and alongside, any Standard English (SE) teaching.





1  Allow creative writing in Creole as well as SE. Do not make corrections of spelling or grammar in Creole. Do not treat Creole as bad SE. Do not translate into SE, as this negates students’ creativity.



2  In the early stages, before the distinction between the two languages became clear, students’ SE compositions will be written in recognisable English spelling but the idioms, vocabulary and grammar will be largely Creole. This is to be expected. Give students credit for:







    a  the way they organised and sequenced their ideas


    b  their use of any dialogue that brings the character to life


    c  details that contribute to the atmosphere or setting.





Begin to count the things that students have accomplished. Do not just focus on what they have not yet learned. Learning another language takes about ten years, at least. (This will also involve a new mind-set on the part of teachers and administrators.)





3  Recognise the thoughtfulness behind some unconventional English spellings in students’ writing, for example: soup written as ‘supe’. Display Creole and SE proverbs on separate walls of the classroom and discuss their meanings. Proverbs lend themselves to a variety of linguistic and cultural issues. They can be used to teach the concept of metaphor and other rhetorical devices. They also tell us about the life circumstances and history of our ancestors.



4  Use Creole proverbs to discuss metaphor and other rhetorical literary devices.



5  Do lessons on poetry, song lyrics, stories and plays in Creole and put students’ efforts on display.



6  Have some sessions for creative writing in SE without grading for grammar. Discuss the structure of the piece. Deal with the grammar in a separate class.



7  Interview local artists about their lives and work. Conduct the interview (as if) for a ‘Creole-language radio station’ and then for an ‘English-language radio station.’



8  Write reviews of the work of artists (in both languages).



9  Start a Creole and SE blog/website/newspaper using the orthography (spelling system) determined for the language (where such orthography already exists).





F Expository language and Creole





1  Interview an older person who speaks mainly Creole. Ask about their farming techniques/special skills/old time practices/dating in days gone by, and so on. If possible, record the interviews in audio and video format, as well as doing a written report in Creole. (Prepare questions for the interview in advance.)



2  Interview someone who speaks SE only. Do the same as above.



3  Prepare news broadcasts in both languages.



4  Prepare blogs in both languages. (On occasion, allow students to determine topics.)



5  Invite an expert to talk about and demonstrate a special skill or interesting phenomenon. Write reports in both languages.





The above are just some strategies that can help you to foster a classroom where multilingualism can help, not inhibit, creativity, and where every child feels valued for their contribution. There are many more – be creative!





Introduction



Welcome to the Step by Step series. This pan-Caribbean primary literacy course develops skills across Language Arts, so that upon completion of the series, students should be equipped with the speaking, listening, reading and writing skills that they need in order to have the best chance of success in their primary exit exam and beyond.


How was the series developed?


We wanted to ensure that the material we created works in your classrooms. We trialled sample material in schools across Trinidad and the Eastern Caribbean for use during Language Arts lessons to see how the content worked in practice. We developed it following feedback, and then tried it out again in schools so that we could develop it further. We spoke to educators including teachers, teacher trainers, ministries and researchers. And, of course, we spoke to students.


The series has multiple components designed to teach Language Arts through a variety of methods. These include:


Write-in Workbooks


Levels K and 1 are full-colour Workbooks that integrate all areas of Language Arts. They are designed to be write-in resources so that students can develop their writing skills through activities such as ‘Trace and write’.


Student’s Books


Levels 2–6 are full colour, reusable Student’s Books. Students are expected to write their answers to questions in the Student’s Books and in their exercise books. This approach develops their ability to work from multiple books at once.


The Student’s Books for Levels K–6 contain units that deliver the key skills of the Language Arts as identified in the curriculum from the Eastern Caribbean and Trinidad. Each unit is written with lively activities and sympathetic illustrations around a theme that supports these key skills.
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Let’s Look at … develops student’s visual literacy using images and other resources.
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Reading and comprehension uses poems, stories and expository extracts to develop students’ understanding.
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Listening and speaking encourages active participation using skills like re-telling stories, role play, pair work and group work.
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Working with words increases and improves students’ vocabulary and confidence in how to use words.
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Grammar provides activities designed to carefully progress students’ knowledge from Level K to Level 6.
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Writing encourages creativity and confidence with thoughtful activities closely linked to each unit’s theme.
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	A friendly mobile phone, ‘Smarty’, helps students with hints and tips throughout the levels.











Teacher’s Guides


The Teacher’s Guide underpins all of the components of the course and give the classroom teacher sample lesson plans and advice on integrating the additional reading components into lessons.



Step by Step components


The following chart can be used as a guide to selecting the correct Step by Step components for use in your classrooms:
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Using Level 2



Student’s Book 2


Student’s Book 2 contains 28 units. These are divided into three ‘terms’ of teaching units, plus one assessment unit at the end of each ‘term’. You are encouraged to use each as a term’s worth of materials, with a natural progression from ‘Term 1’ through to ‘Term 3’ in the teaching year.


Teacher’s Guide 2


The Scope and sequence chart at the beginning of the Teacher’s Guide (pages 4–7) provides an overview of what is taught and where it is in the course against the key Language Arts skills defined in syllabuses from across the Eastern Caribbean and Trinidad. It contains all the necessary skills for students to develop as they progress through a literacy course at Level 2 (ages 6–7 years). For clarity, these are organised into:
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How each unit is organised


Teaching notes


The Teaching notes for each unit are divided into sections based on the key language skills. The key outcome(s) of each lesson is presented at the start, together with a list of the Teaching aids required to teach the lesson.
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By the end of this lesson, students should be able to:





•  work out information from an image.





Teaching aids: Student’s Book page 41.
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Each section divides the material into manageable chunks, but they should not be interpreted as ready-made classroom lessons: the amount of time required for each lesson will vary according to the ability and needs of your students, and a variable content. They provide you with carefully thought-out steps around which to base your own lesson plans to suit your own timetable and students.


Read through the whole unit in advance and then organise the material to suit the particular needs of your students.


At the end of each unit is an Assessment list, which suggests questions that you can ask yourself to evaluate how well your students have achieved the learning outcomes.


Assessment


Units 10, 20 and 28, called Looking back A, B and C, are the three ‘end-of-term’ revision and assessment units, which review the previous set of units’ content and provide assessment activities and advice.





Approaching work



Reading to writing


The course as a whole follows a reading to writing model. In general this means that students start a unit by reading an example of a particular genre or text type and then use it to study all the skills required in order to write something similar or related, which they do by the end of the unit. The focus of each unit is on a text (story, poem, song, and so on), and most of the activities develop from that text – but at this level, much of the emphasis is still oral.


Integration


It is convenient for syllabuses and analysis to consider language as separate skills (speaking, reading, writing, grammar) but in real life, when we use language for communication, we do not respect these distinctions. For example, in a conversation, we have to listen and speak, we have to employ our knowledge of grammar and vocabulary, as well as understanding many different conversational skills, (for example, turn-taking and asking for clarification). Maintaining rigid separation of the skills through a timetable can lead to students acquiring knowledge without being able to apply it. For example, they may have a good theoretical knowledge of grammar, but not be able to use it when they speak and write. Therefore, in this book, the lessons are integrated and most involve several skills in completing a task or fulfilling an objective.


Student-centred


The focus needs to be on the student learning, not the teacher teaching. In the unit notes, you will continuously see the instruction to elicit or prompt information from students, as opposed to instructing them. Never tell students what they can tell you. Get into a habit of turning just about everything into a question so that students are kept on their toes by trying to answer. It does not matter if they do not get the right answers all the time. If they try to answer, they are at least thinking about the question and will absorb the answer better when they hear it. When they do give good answers, give plenty of praise; if they make mistakes, encourage them.


Students need to have plenty of opportunity to speak on their own after listening to good models from you, the teacher. Some students may not get the opportunity to hear and use Standard English outside the classroom, so you need to maximise their opportunity to practise. Pair work (see teaching technique 1, page 19) is very good for this and is used a lot in the course. When you ask students to work in pairs, make sure that everyone knows who their partner is and what they have to do. As an alternative to pair work, students can work in groups of three or four.


Language diversity


Students come into school with a range of exposure to Standard English (SE). Many will be unaware that there is a difference between the local vernacular or Creole and SE. The most important thing is for you to model the SE form that you want students to learn. However, this does not mean you should not value the home language of students, which has an important role in the community. As students get older and more mature, they need to develop an understanding of the differences between Creole and SE, and their different roles as languages in society. To facilitate this, we introduce examples of creative writing in Creole in the Step by Step series, which should allow you to give value and respect to non-standard forms of English while developing awareness of the differences.



Reading aloud


The stories need to be read aloud to the class. Give students a good model by reading with plenty of expression. To do this, you will probably need to practise reading the story once or twice before the lesson. You need to engage students in the reading. Use it to model good reading strategies by asking questions, and encouraging students to start asking questions, about the text. Once students have had a good introduction to the story, there are various activities to develop their comprehension and critical skills such as:
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