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I conducted my observation at Norwood Street Elementary School.  I consider myself familiar with the school, as I have conducted several hours of observations there for my other Education classes.  Norwood is a kindergarten through fifth grade public school in the Los Angeles Unified School district.  The school is home to 947 students; ninety-seven percent of the students are Latino, and two percent are African American.  Sixty-five percent of the students are classified as English Language Learners (greatschools.net).  I observed Ms Mata’s first grade class of 20 students.  All of the students in Ms Mata’s class were Latino, and I was there during a daily, forty-five minute period designated for “English language development.”  During the period of time that I was in the classroom, I observed many activities that I could relate to theories of language learning that we have discussed and read about in class.


I first found evidence for Cummins distinction between surface fluency and academic language proficiency, formally basic interpersonal communicative skills (BICS) and cognitive/academic language proficiency (CALP).  Cummins elaborates on this concept in his dual iceberg model, which illustrates how “subject matter knowledge, higher-order thinking skills, reading strategies, writing composition skills, developed through the medium of L1 transfer or become available to L2 given sufficient exposure and motivation”(Cummins, 1992, p.23).  I observed the students in Ms Mata’s class as already having grade-level proficiency for reading and writing in English.  When the children first came into the classroom, they were to read to themselves or with a friend, and all the books that the students read were at a first-grade level, in English.  Later, a few students read aloud a few sentences they had written about a class field trip.  I was very impressed with their vocabulary and grammar skills.  According to the teacher, the students are Spanish speakers at home.  The students’ reading and writing skills would fall under what is labeled as “common underlying proficiency” in Cummins’ dual iceberg model, as the students can read and write in English as well as in Spanish.  


My observation of the students was that they were conversationally competent in English.  However, aside from their reading and a few examples of the students’ writing that was read aloud, I did not see the students participating in activities that required CALP.  Psychologist Donaldson is cited in Cummins’ chapter as cautioning against assuming that these students are completely proficient in English, saying “children’s facility in producing language that is meaningful and appropriate in interpersonal contexts can also give a misleading impression of overall language proficiency”(Cummins, 1992, p.20).  I admit that I am probably overestimating these students’ fluency levels in English, and possibly their teacher is as well.  The majority of classroom activities that I observed called upon the students BICS, in activities like singing the months of the year and counting aloud.  There was little evidence to suggest that the students could really analyze something written or spoken in English.


During my observation I also found that the teacher was initiating classroom activities that were contrary to some of Krashen’s hypotheses from his Second Language Acquisition Theory.  According to his acquisition-learning hypothesis, we acquire, not learn a language.  “It seems that acquisition is far more important.  It is responsible for our fluency in a second language, our ability to use it easily and comfortably”(Krashen, 2005, p.39).  However, the about half of the English language development period that I observed was spent on “teaching” English, through grammar instruction.  For example, the teacher was playing a game with the students in which she had a pile of classroom objects.  One student would study the objects then close his or her eyes while the teacher took one of the objects away.  The student would then have to guess aloud what object was missing.  After a few rounds, the students were instructed by the teacher to speak in complete sentences, i.e. “The pencil is missing.”  


In his input hypothesis, Krashen says that we learn new structures in a foreign language by “understanding language that contains input containing structures that are a bit beyond the acquirer’s current level,” known as comprehensible input (Krashen, 2005, p.40).  Krashen goes on to discuss the silent period, which is “a time during which [students] are building up competence via input, by listening.  When they are ready, they start to talk”(Krashen, 2005, p.42).  In my opinion, the students in Ms Mata’s class were being forced to speak and use challenging grammar structures too early.  Like I already mentioned, almost the entire English language development period was centered on oral exercises, including a lot of reading aloud and recitation.  For example, one of the first activities was figuring out what day it was and then reciting aloud as a class, “Today is Friday the 23rd.  Yesterday was Thursday the 22nd.  Tomorrow will be Saturday the 24th.”  Also, at one point, the teacher had written a sentence on the board that the students had helped her formulate.  Once written on the board, the sentence contained a grammatical error, reading “the person turn” rather than “the person turns.”  The teacher asked the students to find and help her fix the error, briefly giving an oral overview of the grammatical rule that confused the students because the lesson was not given through comprehensible input.


Lastly, I saw evidence for Krashen’s affective filter hypothesis and his discussion of the causative variable.  According to the hypothesis, adults acquire second languages faster at first because they can make more input comprehensible, but children succeed in the long run because they have a lower affective filter (2005).  Essentially, affective variables like self-esteem and anxiety are less likely to hinder the learning of children.  I saw many examples of this during my observation.  One of the activities from the period involved having a student stand up at the white board.  The teacher would play a cassette tape that recited numbers.  Once the student heard the number, he or she would write the number and then write the number that comes before and after.  The students who were writing the numbers on the board frequently made errors, but did not seem at all embarrassed or flustered, and welcomed their fellow students’ corrections and help.


During almost every class session this semester we have discussed how despite plenty of research dealing with second language acquisition, we are still failing to implement effective pedagogy in our schools when it comes to teaching second languages.  I witnessed some of this during my observation.  The students appeared to be conversationally fluent in English, and their reading and writing skills seemed to be at grade level.  However, during this class time devoted entirely to English language development, too much emphasis was spent on forcing the students to speak and write when they maybe do not have the necessary skills to do so yet.  If the teacher wishes to make the most of her students’ bilingual education and teach in the most effective manner, she should follow the suggestions from Krashen for successful bilingual programs, like making more of an effort to make sure that she is providing her students with comprehensible input.  Instead of giving quick grammar lessons on singular verb tenses, she should have modeled the correct manner of speaking with that grammatical structure for her students, and should not have forced her students to produce that grammatical structure right away.  The students should not be forced to speak so much if they are not comfortable doing so.  I think more of the period should be dedicated to listening to new yet comprehensible input, and maybe some physical activities that require oral interaction and could help them develop the language they need for everyday practical activities.


Another point that we have discussed repeatedly in class is how every lesson is a language lesson.  Even though the subject period I observed was designated English language development, Ms Mata brought in activities that could fall under the category of math and social studies as well as language.  One activity was specifically designed around writing the numbers that were spoken aloud.  Another time, the students were instructed to count out loud by tens.  When Ms Mata introduced the memory game with the different classroom objects, she gave a brief overview of how the game comes from Europe, and apparently the students are being continuously introduced to games from different countries.  Through all of these activities, the students were enriching their knowledge in English and also gaining information that will help them in their subject matter studies.  For me, seeing how a teacher can integrate different subjects into language instruction was really valuable and has further prompted me to spend time thinking of how I can do the same in my own classroom someday.

