Interview Julia Reckermann

Transkript 
00:00:00 NS 
A very warm welcome to Professor Julia Reckermann. Thank you for participating in today's interview. You are an expert in teaching English to young learners. 

00:00:09 NS 
After teaching at primary schools, you became a lecturer for TfL and specialised in teaching English as a foreign language. 

 00:00:16 NS 
Currently you work at the university in Münster. I would like to take up your expertise for first question. What motivated you to specialise in this study field? 

00:00:27 JR 
Yeah, thank you very much for the second introduction. Also, for the question, um. 
 
00:00:34 JR 
I will try to narrow this now to the field of study of teaching English to young learners, because obviously there's quite a few more aspects that I do focus on in my research, but I'll stick to this one here, and in fact, it mirrors the core motivation that motivated me to quit my job in school, which I absolutely left and to go back to university and to go into educating future teachers for the very simple reason that when I was working at school I have seen so many English lessons that, excuse my language, when absolute catastrophe that I decided in order to make a difference and in in order to train future teachers how to teach English to young learners and that they can do way more than what is in some of the course books that back then, I didn't like all that much. I decided I needed a bigger scope and I wanted to go back into the university and wanted to dig deeper into everything that I knew as a teacher about teaching English to young learners, and then also pass that knowledge and maybe also my motivation and inspiration for teaching English to young learners on to future teachers of English. 

00:01:36 JR 
Hoping that one day we'll have many, many Medi educated teachers of English in the primary school who are highly motivated and very well qualified to do their job there. 


 00:01:49 NS 
Yes, thank you for this insight. I would like to continue with the next Question. English as a lingua franca and means of global communication plays a key role in our globalised world. 

 00:02:01 NS 
Here in Bavaria, English is introduced in the third grade. However, in Bavaria, English is not graded in primary school education and therefore it is not relevant for the transition to secondary school. What is your view on this? Do you agree with the system, or would you change it if you could? 

 00:02:21 JR 
Thank you and I must say I do love that question because yes, I would change the system if I could, but I can't. 

00:02:26 JR 
Those of you who know me might know that enough of this failure. I put quite a bit of effort into trying to change that. 

00:02:33 JR 
They now postponed English back into your three, unfortunately without any success and Bavaria they do start in year 3. 

 00:02:39 JR 
I personally would always start in year 1. And that's the biggest change I would make about the system, and if I could, I would also increase the exposure time that they have to English. I would not only give them two lessons a week, but more than those two. 

00:02:52 JR 
Maybe even in different subjects, but I think that that goes a bit beyond the question coz I think the question aims at the issue of the role of English and the status of English in the primary school, and certainly if it's not relevant for the transition to secondary school. Not relevant for the transition between the grades in the primary school, and not graded at all, that doesn't necessarily lead to English having a better status and playing an important role in the overall school system, particularly in view of they enter into secondary school and secondary school teachers sometimes don't have the best opinions about English in the primary school. 



00:03:30 JR 
Um, grading it and making it relevant for the transition, though, might help that to a certain extent, but I think that a lot more needs to be done regarding the status of English and that's employing qualified. 

[noise] 

00:04:01 JR 
And now I lost my common thread. Um, yeah, I wanted to say that it's important to make sure that the status and the role of English is accepted and is accepted by everyone, and I think that goes beyond just making it important for the transition or making it relevant for the transition and also beyond grading it, whereas both would be a step in that direction, but I'm not sure whether I would like that step. Particularly the question of grading it because grading does, to my mind, completely stand in contrast to working in a differentiated and individualised way. 

00:04:36 JR 
So I would always go for the individualization and differentiation, and rather against the grading system. At least in the way that we have it at the moment. 

00:04:48 NS 
Those are very interesting points you just mentioned, and you actually touched on my next question, because here in Bavaria English is taught from grade three and is only receives two lessons per week and as we cannot change the syllabus, would you argue that the available time we have is sufficient to develop basic competences in a well-planned classroom? Or should we start using English outside the regular timetable in normal daily routines? 

00:05:20 JR 
Ehm Yeah, the answer to that is 2-fold. On the one hand, I would argue yes. If English lessons are taken seriously and are done well and in an authentic and meaningful way to the learners; there's quite a bit you can achieve with only two lessons per week. But we do know from research that intensity and the time of input and the time we spend with the language does lead to better results eventually. I would argue that it is always better to have increasing exposure an more than just the two lessons that we have at the moment in Bavaria. 

00:05:55 JR 
Yeah, it is certainly a good idea to use English outside of the actual language teaching, curriculum and I would always argue that you could do so in so called clear modules, which is either teaching a whole topic in English in a different subject. 
00:06:09 JR 
For example, I published an article on how to teach rugby in the PE classroom with English as the language of instruction as a bilingual module, but that can also be a lot shorter. It can also just include an English song or talking about classroom management in English. 

00:06:24 JR 
To a certain extent though that is somehow totally artificial coz if I'm the class teacher of a class and they know that I speak German, why should I do some sort of classroom management collecting money for drinks or whatever in English? There's not much authenticity to that. So it's a question of communicating that with the learners and the question of keeping that as authentic as possible. 

00:06:48 JR 
The two lessons that we have, maybe I should add that we should use them well and we should not spend time on drawing and colouring. 

00:06:56 JR 
If I see learners and teachers encouraging their learners to colour in the picture and then they colour for half an hour and there's no language involved whatsoever, that's an absolute waste of time to my mind. So the time that we have, we should spend that on qualified input qualified output, qualified teaching. 

00:07:15 NS 
Thank you, I totally agree, and well, we as teachers in primary schools were confronted with a very diverse group of learners and from your point of view, which specific activities would you recommend we should use to cater to these different needs of learners? 

00:07:36 JR 
Yeah, thank you. That is a question that I could easily write a whole book about or talk about hours and hours. 

 00:07:41 JR 
I'll try to keep it as short as possible an recommend rather open scenarios of teaching where we try to open up as many aspects as possible, still keeping the structure in, keeping the organisation that particularly some learners do need. We can't just open up everything and just let them work autonomously. That usually doesn't work. 


00:08:02 JR 
But in my lecture, I gave the example of using more open tasks. For example, the task present your favourite animal and that is open in so many respects that it does also allow differentiation in many respects. Differentiation of time, of interest, of method, of process, of product, of answer and so on and so forth. 

00:08:20 JR 
The second method that's a bit more practical and you give up less structure as a teacher is that of using activity corners or learning buffet where you provide the learners with different activities and allow them to choose to work in their own pace. 

00:08:35 JR 
The only thing I find important if we work with that method is that we don't only give them worksheets, we include them only in reading and writing activities, but that we also give them more interesting materials, speaking activities, listening activities and so on, and that we cover a broader range of activities and of tasks in these more open learning scenarios. 

00:08:58 NS 
Okay, thank you for that insight. I would actually like to link back to the reading activities as textbooks are very popular in as a teaching medium and in your opinion, which aspects should we consider when choosing textbooks and teaching materials in general? 

00:09:20 JR 
And you mean course books now, not picture books? 

00:09:22 NS 
No, I mean picture books. 

00:09:25 JR 
Okay, okay um. 

00:09:30 JR 
There are so many aspects I don't know where to start to be honest. I think one of the most important issues is that the book is interesting to me as a teacher and that I really like it and I'm really into it because only then I can convey my motivation and my inspiration to the learners that I'm teaching and then second important that the learners actually interested in it, that it is content that they are interested in and that they want to hear about. 
00:09:54 JR 
Picture books will, to a certain extent be too childish, content wise. So, it's important that they don't feel too childish to the learners that they're still a story that is still appealing to learners in the primary school because those that we usually would use as picture books are those that were written to learners that are a lot younger. We know from research that most owners don't care that they find it really interesting to know that they can understand a real book. 

 00:10:20 JR 
A book from the English speaking world, but still they shouldn't be too simple and they shouldn't be too child. 

 00:10:26 JR 
The visualisations should be appealing the language should, best case scenario be somehow repetitive, not too repetitive, still authentic but somehow repetitive. You should be able to do something with the book after you read the book to them. 

00:10:41 JR 
Oh and so on and so forth. There are quite a few selection criteria and I do find it very important that we actually look at these criteria before we choose picture books to make sure that the books that we use and there's quite a bit of preparation included in either using a book via storytelling or using a book via reading and that the preparation that we put into it is actually worth the effort. 

00:11:03 JR 
One thing I like is if we ask the learners which topic or which book they would like to do, and I once did so with my year two. I asked them which topic they wanted to do and they chose the topic of aliens and there's a really cool picture book that's called Aliens Love Underpants, which I did with them and they were very, very motivated to do so. 

00:11:23 NS 
It's very interesting. 

00:11:26 NS 
I would actually like to continue with that question coz it sounded like you would probably take books that are more childish but easier to read than books that would normally be for their age group, but probably harder to read. 


00:11:47 JR 
Yeah. 

00:11:50 NS 
So, um. When choosing books, if the language is too complex, even though the story would be suitable for the age group, we shouldn't pick those books? 

00:12:04 JR 
Um, no, that's not what I want to say it because the language in an authentic picture book will probably always somehow be too complex. 

00:12:12 JR 
I think again, it's a question of scaffolding and a question of how do I present the book? Do it just give them the book and say please read it and understand it? 

00:12:20 JR 
That is certainly not going to work. Or do I do as much as I can to support understanding if we look at the method of storytelling, that would usually be storytelling techniques and I can use a lot of storytelling techniques, for example, alternating my voice, using my body language, working a lot with pointing. 

00:12:40 JR 
And so on and so forth. So all these techniques that support the listening or the comprehension process during the actual storytelling I can do a lot beforehand, and that concurs with what I have with what I've said about supporting reading that is contextualising the picture book. Choosing a picture book that is of interest to the learners doing pre-reading a pre-storytelling activities that engages the learners with the content and also with the language of the story. 

00:13:08 JR 
So not the same with reading and the supportive measures of reading I've already provided in my lecture, so I think it's a question of scaffolding and support in order to make complex texts accessible to young learners. 

00:13:19 JR 
Obviously, though, there are texts that will be too complex. If it's a Shakespeare poem, I can do whatever they want. They will not understand it. 
00:13:28 NS 
Okay, thank you. That's much clearer now. 

 [noise] 

 00:13:35 NS 

I would just continue, I think...yeah. So, in recent years, technological advancements have resulted in the development of various digital learning and teaching opportunities. 

00:13:47 NS 
Also, for the teaching of English. In your opinion, how can or should digitalization be integrated into classrooms when teaching English? 

00:13:58 JR 
Yeah, I think that a lot of opportunities to integrate digital tools in the teaching of English already in the primary school. 

00:14:05 JR 
And one I'm thinking of are so called picture book app sticking to the topic of picture books that for example Annika Kolb have investigated that would be authentic English picture books that were transferred into apps on the apps have various features that support the learners autonomously. Working with these apps and understanding or diving into these stories in a very interactive way. 

00:14:30 JR 
To my mind, they don't replace actual storytelling that a teacher is doing. They are just different. They are a different means of how we can get learners to dive into an authentic English picture book. Uhm. 

00:14:44 JR 
Also, all these other apps that we know, green Screen, Book creator. I think all of them can nicely be used for different activities, but I think what teachers always need to ask themselves is the question of the added value. 


00:14:58 JR 
If I use this tool, is there an added value towards just using something on pen and paper. And I think the added value is always the question that we should ask ourselves in addition to the question, do the learners need to know how to write in a Word document? 

00:15:14 JR 
How to create a PDF? How to I don't know, create something with the book creator and so on, because obviously we also need to introduce learners to different tools and how to use these tools wisely for their future lives. So those would be the two questions that I would ask myself. 

00:15:31 JR 
But still, I do think that digitalization bears many possibilities to be used in primary school English teaching. 

00:15:41 NS 
Okay, thank you. Before I come to an end. I have one more question. For German class is a positive effect can be seen when children can decide on the topic they would like to write about. However, English spelling is not as easy as in German and full spelling can easily be unintentionally strengthened. 

00:16:02 NS 
You've already talked about that a bit, but I would like to ask to what extent would you argue should we encourage children to write freely? 

00:16:12 JR 
I think we should encourage them to write freely, despite all the difficulties, because if we allow them to write about something that they are really interested in and that they want to write about, there is a lot of motivation, and they will eventually produce quite long texts in English that they came up with independently. 

 00:16:29 JR 
I think the question again is how we frame that and how we support that. So, if we can provide them with a couple of chunks or building blocks or sentence beginnings that can help them. That we look at the genre that we're asking for. If we're asking them to write a letter that we tell them how to start with ‘Dear Natalie’ and how to finish ‘warm regards, Julia’ so that we give them a genre example that they can use for orientation and that we provide them with the words and the phrases that they do need in order to write that. 

00:16:58 JR 
I don't want to say that we should give them a letter that they should just copy because that is super boring and that's also not free writing. 

00:17:06 JR 
So even if we provide them with building blocks, I would still say that we should encourage them to use the language creatively and to go beyond the language that I as a teacher provide them with. 

00:17:17 JR 
Particularly if it's something that will then be exposed in the hall or demonstrated or a letter that will be sent to someone, I would always include some sort of correction, so I would ask the learners to give me their products and I would go through the products together with them. 

00:17:32 JR 
That doesn't always have to be the teacher. That can also be peer feedback in the first instance I can, for example or appear can underline words that are spelled incorrectly and that I would just ask the learners please check that word. Please look it up in a dictionary. 

00:17:46 JR 
Um, so for the sake of motivation and authenticity, yes, I would always encourage them to write freely, given that there is enough support and enough orientation and enough structure that they can use. 

 00:17:57 JR 
And of course, the outcome. You could see that on the animal poster will be very, very different. They will be learners that can easily write a whole page and there will be other learners that put very hard effort into just writing two sentences. 

00:18:12 NS 
Okay, thank you. You've mentioned very interesting points. 

 00:18:15 NS 
And those will be very important for future career and as time passed by quite quickly now, I would like to come to our last question. 
 

00:18:30 NS 
We are going to be future teachers of English at primary schools. What lost tips and tricks can you give us from your field of study? 

00:18:41 JR 
Yeah, I knew the question in advance. As you might guess, and I put quite a bit of thought into what I should tell you, because obviously I could give you so many tips based on what I have said. 

 00:18:51 JR 
One tip would be don't spend time on colouring and drawing in the English classroom but used the time that you have wisely. 

00:18:59 JR 
I would also like to give you the tip to exit the course book as often as possible and to do something beyond the course book because there's so many cool things that you can do if you leave the course book behind, and if you do, there's something like picture books that you won't find in the course books. Talking about picture books buy and get hold of as many authentic picture books as possible and then also use them in class. 

00:19:23 JR 
They are definitely my favourite teaching method and also the learners, all the learners I've worked with so far also really like picture books, although not all of them like reading, but they did love storytelling. 

 00:19:35 JR 
I know with primary school learners this might somehow be different. But the sentence “don't teach how you were taught” but try to critically reflect on the way you were taught. 

00:19:46 JR 
Is that really the teacher that you would like to be? What would you like to be as a teacher? What is a modern way of teaching? What do we know from research? 

00:19:54 JR 
And try to if necessary, and very often it is necessary because in the primary school quite a bit has changed over the last one or two decades. 

00:20:03 JR 
So, try to go away from how you were taught and start trying to find your own style of teaching. 

00:20:10 JR 
And another thing I found very important. Don't be happy-clappy all the time so just don't colour in all the time and also don't only do songs and games all the time because there are so many more challenging yet still relevant, authentic and interesting things that we can do with children and that will eventually at the end of your 4 lead to very promising results. And last but not least, your motivation usually concurs with your learner's motivation. So, try to be as motivated and as motivated as possible when teaching your learners and try to inspire them about learning English in a in an interesting, meaningful, authentic way. 

00:20:48 JR 
Try to teach them why they learn English and why this is important for them and their future lives and just be the living example that English is a great language to learn and to use. 

00:20:57 JR 
And I'll finish here. That's it. 

00:21:00 NS 
But those were very many and very interesting tips we can take along. Many thanks for taking time for answering our questions, Julia Reckermann. It was a great honour to have you today as a guest. 

00:21:13 JR 
Thank you very much. It was a pleasure to me as well. 

