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Abstract: More and more parents and educators have been interested in small children’s learning English
because it is an essential beginning for their future effective learning and using English. This paper
aims to investigate small children's learning English at a rural primary school in the Mekong Delta. The
classroom observation and extra English lessons were conducted to obtain data on the issue. The results
show that the students like games, singing along and can imitate the teacher s pronunciation rather well;
generally, most of the students are active to participate into the activities.
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I. Introduction

It is obvious that the demand for foreign languages
of a workforce with communicative competence,
especially in English, is stronger than ever as the
nation engages regionally and internationally and
where English is often used as an official language
or a working language. Nowadays, more than
ever, students need the ability to use English to
communicate effectively in a multicultural and
integrated regions and world, which contributes to
educational and economic advancement.

It has become the concerning issue that what
should be done to support students’ achieving the
outcomes set. MOET has been organizing a large
number of training courses on English teaching
methodology, IT utilized in teaching and learning
English, or professional development, which
all aim at improving the quality of teaching and
learning English in educational settings. However,
it is important that teaching and learning English
should be put a foundation from the lowest level for
primary school students who will contribute to the
development of the country in the future.

In order to investigate small children’s learning
English at a rural primary school in the Mekong Delta,
classroom lessons were observed and extra English
lessons were experienced by the first grade students
of this school. Totally, there have been 6 periods of
classroom observation of third-grade classes together
with about 20 periods of an English course to the first
grade students to get data for the issue.

II. Findings and discussion
1. Findings from classroom observation of third
grade English classes

Classroom observation was carried out in three
different classes. The teacher’s lessons were recorded
with her agreement to supplement the notes during
the lessons. The content of the lessons and classroom
activities as well as notes have been shown in Table 1.
Table 1: Observation sheet — English lessons — Grade
3 — Theme 1

Class: 3/1 |Lesson: 1

Content  |Vocabulary: Stand up, sit down, hands up, hands down,
be quiet,
make a line

Practice: Stand up, please./ Make a line, please.

Classroom | Teaching vocabulary (checking memory: Slap the board)
activities |Matching pictures and the words
Speaking activities (TPR): Teacher — Students;
Student 1 — Students;
Student 2 — Students;
Student 3 - Students
Playing game: “Teacher says”
Writing the words

Notes The students can pronounce the phrases.

Two teams compete to match the pictures with the words
which is interesting.

The students followed the teacher’s command very well.
However, when the student spoke out the words to their
classmates, they did not pronounce the words smoothly
but interruptedly.

Most of the students violated the rules of the game
because they did not notice the words “Teacher says”,
they even responded to the command without these
words.

It is time-consuming for the students to write the words.

Class: 3/4 |Lesson 2

Content | The English Alphabet
Practice:

What letter is it? - It’s letter A.

Classroom |Teaching the English Alphabet
activities | Questioning and answering: What letter is it? - It’s letter

(Téacher — Students, Pair work)
Singing the English Alphabet song

Practicing spelling names.
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Notes It seemed to be difficult for the students to remember the
alphabet at a time (especially, f, j, w, z perhaps, because
there are not these letters in Vietnamese).

Some students did well. The others couldn’t remember
all the letters.

Generally, the students can sing along.

The students tried to spell their names slowly with the
tones in the song.

Class: 3/4 |Lesson 6

Structure Review:

What letter is this? - It’s letter (A).

What’s his name? - His name’s Tom.

Where is she from? - She’s from River Town.
How old is she? - She’s eight.

Content

Classroom |The TPR activities
activities |Singing along
Questioning and answering
Playing games

Notes The students’ acting was better than their speaking.
They were good at singing along.
The students couldn’t ask and answer very well.

It should be pair-work activity, not whole-class one.

From the notes in Table 1, it has been seen that
the students like playing games with their teams or
classmates (especially, competitive games), singing
and TPR (Total Physical Response) activities because
they like moving around. However, they have trouble
in remembering English words and speaking out the
words or simple sentences in English and writing
English words takes them a lot of time.

2. Finding from the extra English lessons to the first
grade students

With the school principal’s permission and co-
working with the teacher of the class, English lessons
used as extra activities after school were conducted
with one of the first-grade classes every Friday
afternoon. A 20-period course was designed for this
class, which consists of the following content.

Numbers (from 1 to 20): 4 periods

Greetings: 4 periods

Hi/ Hello/ How do you do?

How are you? — I’'m fine. Thanks. And you?

What’s your name? — My name’s (Nam).

How old are you? — I’'m (six).

Colors: 4 periods

Black, white, red, yellow, blue, green, brown,
gray, orange, pink, violet

What color is it? — It’s (green).

School things: 4 periods

Book, notebook, pen, pencil, pencil case, eraser,
ruler, crayon, school bag, water bottle

What’s this/ that? — It’s a pen.

Animals: 4 periods

Cat, dog, duck, chicken, pig, lion, tiger, elephant,
penguin

I like (cats).

Singing two English songs (included in lessons on
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Numbers and Colors )

Number songs

Color songs

The common tasks and activities for these
lessons are using pictures, toys and realia to teach
vocabulary and it is essential to be followed by a
memory checking task (using games to check); using
games or songs to practice the words or structures;
completing words with letters or completing simple
sentences with words; tracing words; coloring
words; and painting. It has been recognized that the
students like playing games (they are usually excited
in playing the games), singing along and can imitate
the teacher’s pronunciation. Most of the students are
active to participate into the activities whenever they
have opportunities; however, they are sometimes too
noisy, so letting them paint or color pictures, trace or
color words is the best way to settle them down. They
need reviewing English words or structures regularly
and time to practice writing with sample words.

Personally, I think that it is the classroom
teacher that can help the students improve their
English language skills because English language
environment plays the most important role in English
learning settings, however, the students lack this kind
of environment. Therefore, it is the educators that need
think of creating the English language environment
for small learners even when they are kindergarteners
or even they start their learning English at primary
schools.

It has been seen that there are appropriate tasks
and activities in the textbooks and the English lessons
have been begun teaching in primary schools from
the first grade. Therefore, what are the key factors
in enhancing small learners’ English? Obviously,
the findings from classroom observation, and from a
20-period English course as well as the background
of teaching and learning English at the school have
shown that the primary school students are able to
learn English quite well, however, the thing they
do need is English language environment. It means
that it is necessary to organize teaching and learning
English with the purpose to create more English
language environment for the learners.

As it has been seen that one of the factors
which serves to develop learners’ communicative
competence is that the input exploited in the process
of teaching and learning in the target language. The
so-called input may come in written and spoken form,
in the case of spoken input, teachers’ instructional
language is believed to play an important role in
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language teaching as a communicative means in
teaching process and a significant source of input
in the target language (Cook, 2008). Therefore, it is
concerned that the English language environment
can be one of the factors which facilitates students’
communicative competence.

Additionally, the meaningful interaction in the
target language in which speakers are conveying
and understanding the messages is required for
acquisition (Krashen, 1988). It is recognized that
the aim of language learning should go beyond
acquiring competence to produce correctly
grammatical sentences. More importantly, it
ought to enable learners to express as well as
interpret meaning appropriately in specific context
(Sickinger & Schneider, 2008b). Inappropriate
language performance, resulting in unsuccessful
communication, can lead to misunderstanding and
miscommunication in the target language and may
leave the native speakers with the perceptions of the
non-native speakers’ being abrupt or impolite (Brock
& Nagasaka, 2005). Therefore, it is significant for
teachers of English to create more opportunities for
learners to use English even small children.

II1. Conclusion

From the investigation into the current situation

by observing classroom and extra English lessons, it
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has shown that the small students like games, singing
along and can imitate the teacher’s pronunciation;
generally, most of the students are active to participate
into the activities. Sometimes they have difficulty in
remembering English words and speaking out the
words or simple sentences in English and writing
English words takes them a lot of time which need
more practice, which need more practice. It is
suggested that painting or coloring pictures, tracing
or coloring words is effective to control the small
children’s making noise. Therefore, it is significant
that teachers should create English language
environment for the primary school students, which
can be helpful and useful to them so that the small
children can get more and more benefits in their
learning English.
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