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English Language Instruction for Young Learners and the
Need for Curricular Reform
• The prominence of English as an international language has resulted
in widespread curricular reform aimed at beginning English
instruction at an early age.
• A curriculum that is designed with younger learners in mind must
consider:
• Their unique developmental and educational needs (Wood & Attfield, 2005);
• The specific contextual variables and constraints;
• The overall goals of language teaching and learning (Bourke, 2006).
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Purpose of the Study
• Reports on curricular development generally focus on the finished product,
with less attention to the underlying process of preparing a new teaching
program.
• To address this shortcoming, the authors prepared the current report, which
describes the process of designing the English language curriculum for young
learners at the primary (grades two through four) and elementary (grades five
through eight) levels in Turkey.
• First, the previous English language teaching (ELT) curricula that were
introduced 1997 and in 2005 are reviewed.
• Afterward, the planning, theoretical underpinnings and design process of the
new curriculum, which was embedded within the context of broad national
education reform, are explored.
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The Introduction of English Language Instruction at the
Primary and Elementary Levels in Turkish Schools
• In 1997, English was first introduced as a compulsory subject at the elementary level, requiring students
from grades 4 through 8 to undergo English language instruction.
• The 1997 reform also laid the groundwork for Communicative Language Teaching, which presented a
departure from the more traditional, structural methods of language teaching that had been commonly
used in the past (Kocaoluk & Kocaoluk, 2001).
• In spite of the effort to address the educational needs of younger learners, research in the late 1990s
revealed a gap between the curricular goals and actual classroom practice.
• Recognition of this shortcoming led to further reform of the ELT curriculum in 2005. The newly revised
program entailed:
•
•
•
•

Greater attention to a student-centered, communicative approach (Kırkgöz, 2006).
Redesigned teaching materials;
A greater number of classroom hours devoted to instruction;
Attention to experiential learning, multiple intelligences, neuro-linguistic programming and content-based instruction.

• In 2012, a new action plan involving widespread curricular reform was implemented as a means to revitalize
the primary and elementary curriculum and improve the overall quality of education.
• With respect to English language learning, this reform (known as the 4+4+4 program) effectively lowered the
starting point at which English instruction begins from age 9 to age 6. This structural change created the
need to once again redesign the ELT curriculum.
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Designing the New ELT Curriculum
The authors of this study were closely involved in the development of the new curriculum. The procedures underlying its
design, as well as the theoretical framework that was followed, are described in the following sections.
• Drawing the general framework by the core committee of experts:
• In this phase, the researchers appointed to the project conducted a thorough study of English language teaching programs prepared
for young learners. Among the curricula collected and examined were those used in Cyprus, Finland, Korea, Malaysia, Serbia, Taiwan,
the UK, and the US.
• Following this process, a team of academics and school teachers – all of them native speakers of Turkish who were English language
specialists – were invited to review the assembled curricula.
• This team, together with the core group of researchers, identified the problems in the existing Turkish curriculum and provided
suggestions for dealing with these. The following points were accepted as necessary aspects of the new teaching program:
1.

Following a spiral curriculum in which students’ prior knowledge is solidified and put to use in such a way as to promote meaningful communication, rather than teaching
discrete points in each unit

2.

Use of headlines, especially at lower levels (“Water?” rather than “Are you thirsty?” or “Do you want some water?”).

3.

Giving importance to cultural and individual differences (Çelik & Erbay, 2013).

4.

Involving parents in their children’s language learning so as to extend foreign language learning to home life.

5.

Making use of internet technology as much and widely as possible due to its familiarity to many learners and its demonstrated educational benefits.

• In addition, the team of experts recognized that the new curriculum would need to address issues specific to the Turkish teaching and
learning context, including crowded classrooms, heavy course loads for teachers, and the need to prepare students for standardized
national exams.
• Finally, a topic-based syllabus centered on a communicative approach was found to be most appropriate for teaching English to
young learners (Bourke, 2006).
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The Theoretical Foundations of the Revised ELT Curriculum
Teaching English to young learners and Vygotsky’s socio-cognitive theory of learning
• One of the most significant factors in planning and developing the new English language program
was the consideration for teaching a younger group of learners.
• According to Vygotsky, children learn best through social interactions with others – parents,
caregivers, teachers and even peers – in constructing their understanding of the world around
them; this understanding has affected curricular and teaching applications worldwide (Cameron,
2001).
• Cameron (2001) points out that younger students are not able to grasp the abstract concepts of
language such as grammatical structures; however, they tend to be enthusiastic learners who
learn best through hands-on activities that they perceive as fun.
• Keeping these points in mind in mind, the redesigned ELT curriculum encompasses a variety of
meaningful tasks and activities which may appeal to the relevant age groups, as well as
accounting for a variety of different learning styles. Activities may include:
• Role play;

• Dialogue;
• Songs and chants;
• Total Physical Response (TPR) exercises;
• Art projects;
• Story-telling.
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The Theoretical Foundations of the Revised ELT Curriculum
(continued)
Creating Relevance – the Communicative Approach to Language Teaching
• In the past, the focus of language instruction has often been on successful
acquisition of grammatical structures and vocabulary, rather than on language as
a means for human interaction (MNE, 2013).
• As a result, English has often been viewed by learners as an abstract exercise
with little relevance in their daily lives, which has in turn often led to poor
motivation for learning and substandard achievement.
• Therefore, drawing on the arguments of Hymes (1972) and Widdowson (1978),
the researchers believed that the role of the language as a means for
communication should emphasized, as was the case with the 2005 curriculum.
• To accomplish this, the program was designed to encompass a communicative
approach to language teaching, highlighting the forms and lexis of English in reallife contexts in order to create relevance in learners’ daily lives.
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The Theoretical Foundations of the Revised ELT Curriculum
(continued)
Communicative competence and the CEFR
• The researchers agreed that it was important to design the new curriculum
around the principles of the CEFR, which emphasizes the development of
communicative competence, as well as intercultural awareness and learner
autonomy (CoE, 2001).
• The various learning activities were centered on authentic communication in reallife scenarios, where learners can practice using the language to carry out fun and
interesting activities. Learning activities should include features geared toward
young children such as songs, chants, games and stories.
• Learner autonomy is also encouraged by means of self-assessment and asking
learners to keep a record of their progress through maintaining a dossier of their
language encounters, projects and other evidence of their learning.
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The Prepared Model of the English Language Curriculum
(2nd-8th Grades) (MNE, 2013, p. v)
Levels
[CEFR]
(Hours / Week)

1
[A1]
(2)

Grades (Age)

2 (6-6.5)

Listening and Speaking

3 (7-7.5)

Listening and Speaking
Very Limited Reading and Writing

4 (8-8.5)

Listening and Speaking
Very Limited Reading and Writing

5 (9-9.5)

Listening and Speaking
Limited Reading
Very Limited Writing

2
[A1]
(4)

3
[A2]
(4)

Skill focus

Main activities/ strategies

TPR/Arts and crafts/Drama

Drama/Role-play
6 (10-10.5)

Listening and Speaking
Limited Reading°
Very Limited Writing°

7 (11-11.5)

Primary: Listening and Speaking
Secondary: Reading and Writing

8 (12-12.5)

Primary: Listening and Speaking
Secondary: Reading and Writing
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Theme-based

Presentation to the MNE
• The completed curriculum was accepted unanimously by the
research team.
• The final draft was presented to the Board of Education by
one of the authors for the approval of the MNE.
• After questioning the author representing the curriculum
preparation group concerning the content of the curriculum
and the underlying educational theory, the curriculum was
accepted by the MNE on February 2, 2013.
• As the next step, the curriculum was disseminated on the
MNE website (MNE, 2013).
• Finally, course book developers were asked to follow this
model in preparing teaching texts to meet the needs of
young learners of English. The core experts (the authors of
this study) were invited by the MNE to provide suggestion for
implementing the new curriculum to course book writers and
publishers.
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Conclusion
• Throughout this presentation, we have examined the changing curriculum for primary and
elementary ELT education in Turkey. The new teaching program was prepared following a
thorough review of contemporary curricula used in other countries in consideration of the
methodological and technological developments and current issues related to teaching English to
young learners. The project described here is the result of the cooperation of the largest group of
academics, researchers and teachers in the history of Turkish education. It is also noteworthy that
the design of the new curriculum is especially relevant in terms of Turkey’s present candidacy to
the EU, which calls for the development of new education programs in all subjects, including
English.
• As there has previously been little discussion in the literature concerning the procedures followed
in preparing an English language curriculum at the primary and elementary levels, the authors
believe that this report will be of assistance to curriculum specialists, as well as teachers, in
understanding the rationale behind the design of the curriculum. Furthermore, this process has
the potential to serve as a framework for other nations in which the development of an ELT
curriculum for primary and elementary education is a major issue.
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