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Welcome to CfBT Education Trust

CfBT Education Trust is a top 50 charity providing education services for public
benefit in the UK and internationally. Established 40 years ago, CfBT Education
Education Trust Trust now has an annual turnover exceeding £100 million and employs 2,300 staff
worldwide who support educational reform, teach, advise, research and train.

CEfBTD)

Since we were founded, we have worked in more than 40 countries around

the world. Our work involves teacher and leadership training, curriculum design
and school improvement services. The majority of staff provide services direct

to learners: in nurseries, schools and academies; through projects for excluded
pupils; in young offender institutions and in advice and guidance centres for young
people.

We have worked successfully to implement reform programmes for governments
throughout the world. Government clients in the UK include the Department for
Children, Schools and Families (DCSF), the Office for Standards in Education,
Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted), and local authorities. Internationally, we
work with educational ministries in Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Singapore among many
others.

Surpluses generated by our operations are reinvested in educational research
and development. Our research programme — Evidence for Education — aims to
improve educational practice on the ground and widen access to research in the
UK and overseas.

Visit www.cfbt.com for more information.

and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent
of CfBT Education Trust
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Foreword from CfBT Education Trust
Tony McAleavy, Education Director, CfBT Education Trust

CfBT Education Trust has been privileged to work with Abu Dhabi Education
Council (ADEC) over the past four years on the Abu Dhabi public private
partnership approach to school improvement. | am delighted to write a few words
of introduction about an important initiative that has taken place in CfBT assisted
schools and kindergartens across the Emirate of Abu Dhabi.

At CfBT Education Trust we are committed to an evidence-informed approach to
all areas of our global education practice. As a not-for-profit organisation we invest
over a million pounds a year in educational research. This project was funded
from this public research programme. We wish to develop the professionalism of
all teachers with whom we work and action research is a good way to do this.
Through this publication we are demonstrating the powerful connection between
professional learning and student outcomes.

Each and every one of the schools and kindergartens described in this publication
has been on a research journey. This book is a marvellous demonstration of the
distance they have all travelled, but this does not signify the end of the road. | hope
that all the teachers involved in this research, and all the teachers who read the
accounts of the research, will feel inspired to continue their own research journeys
and continue enhancing their own professional development. As a result | am
confident that they will significantly enhance the education of the young people
they teach.

CEfBTH

Education Trust
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Foreword from Abu Dhabi Education Council

Masood Abdulla Badri, Professor and Head of Research,
Planning and Performance Management, Abu Dhabi Education Council

| am pleased that CfBT has collaborated with the Abu Dhabi Education Council to
produce this attractive and informative collection of action research project reports.
As we embark upon the new Strategic Plan for education reform in our Emirate,
the Abu Dhabi Education Council believes that research is vital to establishing a
sound knowledge base for policy makers and teachers.

We strongly endorse initiatives such as this to encourage and empower our
classroom practitioners to conduct research in their own classrooms and schools.
Teachers, researchers and policy makers all need to collaborate to create system-
wide improvement in our evidence collection and to share effective practice. The
fact that the majority of the action research described in this book was carried out
by Emirati early years teachers bodes well for developing sustainability.

| am informed that CfBT intends to build upon this initial project in the coming
years; both by embedding action research across more kindergartens and primary
schools, and by launching this approach in secondary schools too.

I would like to thank CfBT and the Principals in the ten participating schools for
their valuable contributions to this collection and to congratulate all the contributors.
| look forward to seeing further publications of this nature in the future.
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Introduction

In 1996, Professor David Hargreaves called for teaching to become an evidence-
based profession.! One means of contributing to this development is for schools to
become more engaged with and in research.?

CfBT Education Trust advocates an evidence for education ethos. This ethos
encourages the ‘use of evidence as a normal part of decision-making’.® As part of
CfBT's own School Design Programme, CfBT promotes research engagement for
school staff, including staff working in the United Arab Emirates (UAE):

‘Undertaking this action research project has been a challenging but worthwhile
experience. It has allowed the school team to explore and discuss the impact of
their pedagogical practices. As teachers it is very easy to get into the daily routine
of planning, delivering and assessing without truly thinking about the effect we as
practitioners have on the children we teach.’ (Al Yassat Kindergarten, Abu Dhabi).

‘Action research is a powerful tool in evaluating the effectiveness of a strategy,

a method, or even an activity that takes place in the classroom. As such, results
from this research have provided me with more insight into the factors that help
motivate children to read in their own language.’ (Khadijah Al Kubra Girls’ School,
Abu Dhabi).

CfBT works closely with the Abu Dhabi Education Council (ADEC) to operate a
number of primary schools and kindergartens in Abu Dhabi. In December 2009,
33 teachers from 13 primary schools and kindergartens in Abu Dhabi participated
in a one-day professional development workshop to learn how to conduct an
action research project in an educational setting. The training included: designing
research questions; an introduction to qualitative and quantitative research
methodologies; an overview of data analysis; and a brief discussion on research
ethics. Following the training, six primary schools and four kindergartens decided
that they would like to conduct an action research project.

Hargreaves (1996) Teaching as a Research-based Profession: Possibilities and Prospects (Teacher Training
Agency Annual Lectures 1996). Teacher Training Agency

> Sanders et al. (2006) Supporting Research Engaged Schools: A Researcher’s Role. NFER
* Morris (2008) Evidence Matters. CfBT Education Trust
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Introduction

The following chapters of this book have all been written by the teachers
who participated in the action research project. They explain, for each school
and kindergarten:

¢ the background to the research topic each chose and the reason
they chose it;

¢ the methodology that they selected;
e the findings from their project; and

e conclusions and reflections on what was learnt and what might
happen next.




In Chapter 1 Lorraine Charles and Fatima Al Hosani from Ajnadeen School discuss
perceptions of the value of education and ambitions for the future amongst girls

in a primary school in Abu Dhabi. Following a survey of staff and students, they
find that girls place a very high value on education, and are ‘educationally and
occupationally ambitious’.

In Chapter 2 Troshini Nandoo investigates the use of action learning and
assessment at Jaber Bin Hayyan School. Using a literature review and a survey of
school staff, Troshini found that teachers use active learning techniques most often
during group work and are most likely to use a checklist when assessing active
learning. Troshini reports that following the action research project, all the teachers
at Jaber Bin Hayyan will be trained in assessing students according to the social
and personal criteria used for the project.

In Chapter 3 Donelle Church reports a long-running intervention that introduced
the use of phonics in teaching English at Al Ensan Kindergarten. Using baseline
data from 2008, Donelle demonstrates the positive long-term effect on students’
ability to read and comprehend that she hopes to sustain through a structured
approach to phonics for the 2010/11 academic year.

In Chapter 4 Mariam Al Hosni and Laura Hoyle discuss an intervention to improve
the participation of lower-achieving speakers at Haleemah Al Sa’deyah Girls’
School. They found that their intervention raised the self-confidence of the target
group of Grade 3 less able speakers and prompted them to try their best during
English language sessions. They now plan to share the best practice they have
identified with their colleagues in the English department at Haleemah Al Sa’deyah.

Action research in Abu Dhabi 9




Introduction

In Chapter 5 Barbara Cuenca-Farrow, Latifa Ahmd, Amna Abdulla and Samar
Dawood report a team approach to investigating the impact of differentiation at

Al Yassat Kindergarten. They found that all the teachers at Al Yassat Kindergarten
recognised the importance and positive effects of differentiation on children’s
learning. They also comment that their project has enabled the staff to take time to
truly reflect on what differentiation is and what it means at their kindergarten.

In Chapter 6 Faiza Al Ameri and Kiriwai Tapuke from Al Kindi School describe their
intervention that demonstrated that students’ understanding of maths concepts
was best achieved by a balanced use of the textbook and relevant hands-on
activities. They also used a student questionnaire which showed that the students
themselves recognise that the teacher is the most critical part of an effective
lesson. The researchers will now share their findings with their fellow teaching staff
and brainstorm ways in which a mixed approach for delivering lessons could be
adapted to other subject areas.

In Chapter 7 Ms. Mona and Ms. Delia Canterbury from Al Fayhaa Kindergarten
report observations of their Year 2 kindergarten students’ reading habits. They
noticed that students pretend to read, or act like the teacher when holding a book,
and with instruction could show the direction that the text should be read, where
to start reading, and where to finish. They explain that their research results will
make an impact on how they teach in the future and how Al Fayhaa Kindergarten
will now focus more on reading.

10



In Chapter 8 Amna Al Yahal, Khadija Bin Faisal, Mona Al Tenaji and Wadeema Al
Romaithi from Abu Dhabi Children’s Kindergarten describe the range of methods
they used to investigate the factors that impact on students’ sense of their Emirati
identity. They found that promoting national identity is a priority in the UAE and

as a result of the research they plan to review some ideas and solutions, which
have been partly applied in the Abu Dhabi Children’s Kindergarten during the year
2009/2010 to promote the national identity in the early years.

In Chapter 9 Angela Dodds and Eman Khalaf from Ibn Sina Boys’ School
discuss the use of interview data and academic records to improve the level of
Arabic in their school by understanding and predicting ability levels when children
start Grade 1. They found that children with kindergarten experience perform
much better in Arabic than those without and plan to identify these in order to
provide extra support and early intervention. Their research also highlighted a
communication gap between kindergartens and primary schools and they plan to
improve the transition process at lbn Sina based on this discovery.

In Chapter 10 Nadiah Wishah and Mariam Ibrahim Khatim from Khadijah Al Kubra
Girls’ School describe how they ran a reading intervention that increased students’
motivation to read. They warn, however, that as with any intervention, the impact
of results are directly dependent upon the effort and motivation of teachers,
parents and students to consistently implement strategies and additional ways to
maintain and develop students’ skills and motivation to read. They hope though,
that the results from their research will continue to contribute to the development
of reading in Khasijah Al Kubra School and help to change the reading culture and
staff perceptions concerning the teaching of reading in Arabic.

Action research in Abu Dhabi 11







The perception of the value of education and ambitions for
the future amongst girls in a primary school in Abu Dhabi

Lorraine Charles and Fatima Al Hosani, Ajnadeen School

1.1 | Introduction

The economy of the UAE is almost entirely dependent on migrant workers. The
Government is eager for its nationals to assume positions in the workforce within
both the private and public sectors. Presently, UAE nationals make up only 5

per cent of the total workforce.* While UAE nationals make up 52 per cent of the
public sector workforce,® they constitute only 0.3 per cent of the private sector
workforce.® It is recognised that women in the UAE are a relatively untapped
source of human capital and that full female participation in the economy is
necessary for sustainable economic development. Gender equality is now
enshrined in the UAE constitution, enabling the balance between modernisation,
cultural heritage and Islamic beliefs to be maintained. Traditionally, women had
low aspirations in terms of further education and career prospects. However, the
proportion of females in higher education has risen remarkably at a rate that has
not been achieved in any other country in the world. During the years 1990 to
2004 the number of female university students has grown to double that of male
students. It is estimated that 95 per cent of all females in the final year of high
school apply for admission to higher education and 60 per cent of all students in
higher education are female. However, women constitute only 27 per cent of the
local workforce,” and while this figure is growing annually, they are still under-
represented. There is an increased emphasis on the education of girls as the
Government of the UAE desires that the number of women entering the workforce

increases over the next 10 to 15 years.

Gulf News (2009) ‘Emiratis in private sector make 0.3 per cent of workforce’ Gulf News 24 June 2009
Online resource accessed March 2010 http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/uae/employment/emiratis-in-private
sector-make-0-3-percent-of-workforce-1.28862

> Gulf News (2010) ‘Emiratisation remains a real challenge’ Gulf News 29 January 2010 Online resource
accessed March 2010 http://gulfnews.com/opinions/columnists/emiratisation-remains-a-real-chal-
lenge-1.575196

Gulf News (2009) ‘Emiratis in private sector make 0.3 per cent of workforce’ Gulf News 24 June 2009 Online
resource accessed March 2010 http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/uae/employment/emiratis-in-private-sector-
make-0-3-percent-of-workforce-1.28862

UAE yearbook (2009) http://www.uaeinteract.com/uaeint_misc/pdf_2009/

Action research in Abu Dhabi 13



The perception of the value of education and ambitions for
the future amongst girls in a primary school in Abu Dhabi

1.2 | Research aims

This study aimed to investigate the value that girls place on their education and
their employment aspirations. It further aimed to examine what current female
students perceive to be the purpose of education. A comparison was made
between the perceptions of the students and that of the teachers as to the extent
to which the girls value education. The research was conducted under the concern
that while there are increasing numbers of female students in higher education,
their participation in the workforce is comparatively low.

1.3 | Methodology

The study was carried out in a girls’ primary school in Abu Dhabi. A total of 108
Grade 5 girls took part in a bilingual English-Arabic questionnaire survey and of
these, ten were selected for in-depth interviews in Arabic. The questionnaires were
administered by the classroom teachers and interviews conducted by members of
the research team. The girls were careful when completing the questionnaire and
voiced that they found the questionnaire interesting to complete. They appreciated
that such interest was taken in their impressions of school and their aspirations for
the future. Similar sentiments came across in the ten who were interviewed. This
behaviour indicates that girls want to have their voices listened to as they were
keen to tell us why they came to school and to reflect on their future. A similar
survey was also administered to the teachers. Twenty teachers responded to

the questionnaire survey about what they perceived as their students’ views on
education and their prospects for the future.
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1.4 | Results

The analysis revealed that the girls were educationally as well as occupationally
ambitious. All of the girls surveyed expressed a desire to attend university. This is in
contrast to their teachers’ views about the percentage of them who would attend
university. The majority of the teachers surveyed thought that 60-79 per cent of the
students would attend university, while a smaller amount thought that over 80 per
cent would attend (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: The percentage of students teachers thought would attend university

. less than 10%
. 10% -29%
. 30% - 59%
. 60% — 79%
. 80% - 100%

Further, all of the students interviewed appreciated the salience of the relationship
between attaining good grades and gaining admission to university. They all
claimed that they had good grades and that they would study hard to guarantee
that they could attend university. The students felt that there were few obstacles
preventing them from achieving their goal. Most were aware that they needed to
work hard to attain the grades needed to enter university. This is in contrast to
their teachers’ perceptions. The majority of teachers surveyed expressed that their
students’ grades and their English ability were the main barriers preventing the girls
from being able to gain admission to university (see Figure 2). The teachers felt that
the grades some students achieved were not good enough.

Action research in Abu Dhabi 15



The perception of the value of education and ambitions for
the future amongst girls in a primary school in Abu Dhabi

Figure 2: Teachers’ perceptions of the main barriers preventing the students
gaining admission to university

. Their English Ability

. Self-motivation

All the students who were surveyed claimed that someone in their family had
attended university, be it a parent, aunt or uncle or brother or sister; however,
few had discussed it with their relatives. This was evident as there were many
misconceptions about university amongst the interviewees and some admitted
that they knew nothing at all about what happened at university. Despite this,
they all saw university as being a positive step for their future and were all actively
encouraged by their families to attend.

When asked about their occupational aspirations, over half of those surveyed
claimed that they wanted to be either a doctor or a teacher. There was a strong
correlation between the profession chosen and the students’ role models. Of
those who had said that they wanted to be teachers, their role models were family
members who were teachers, or their own teachers. Those interviewed who
wanted to be doctors had family members who were also doctors. Although the
majority of girls surveyed claimed that their mothers did not work, they reported
that they felt their family encouraged their ambitions and supported them in their
choice of career.

16



All of the girls interviewed expressed the opinion that school was important,

with over 90 per cent stating it was ‘very’ or ‘extremely’ important. Amongst

the reasons that they gave for the importance of school, going to university was
number one. Other reasons included getting good jobs and helping the future
children with their studies. Interestingly no one responded that future financial gain
was a reason that school was important. Those interviewed felt that their peers
also valued education and were equally ambitious. Some even expressed concern
for those of their friends who they felt did not value education enough and thus
were not studying as hard as they should.

1.5 | Conclusion

The results have shown that the girls place a very high value on education. They
were all educationally and occupationally ambitious. They all (100 per cent) claimed
that they wanted to attend university and would work hard to achieve this goal.
There was an overall awareness of the need to achieve good grades in order to
attend university. The girls had very high occupational aspirations for the future
which correlated with the value they placed on education, with the great majority
wanting to be teachers and doctors. In contrast, the teachers perceived that a
number of the students would not attend university. They perceived that the girls
actually placed less value on education than the survey showed the students to
have.

If these results are anything to go by, within the next generation, there will be a
massive increase in the number of Emirati women in the UAE workforce. This could
positively impact on the economy of the UAE, making the country less dependent
on imported foreign labour. Furthermore, the high attendance at UAE universities
by female students looks set to continue over the next generation. Again, this will
have a positive impact on the country, making the knowledge economy envisioned
by the leaders a reality.

An area for further research would be to conduct a similar survey in a primary
school in Al Gharbia, a rural region of the Emirate of Abu Dhabi and compare the
responses of the students with those of Abu Dhabi City.

Action research in Abu Dhabi 17






2

Action learning and assessment

Troshini Nandoo, Jaber Bin Hayyan School

2.1 | Introduction

Jaber Bin Hayyan is a Boys’ Primary School in the capital of Abu Dhabi for
students between the ages of six and twelve. The student population is made up
of both Emirati and non-Emirati students, and the teaching staff includes Emirati,
Middle Eastern and Licensed Teachers whose native language is English. At Jaber
Bin Hayyan, there is currently a focus on different assessment methodologies for
all core subjects. These include ‘active learning assessments’ as well as traditional
pen and paper type assessments. Active learning assessments involve given
criteria and teacher observation, and aim to enable the teacher to plan lessons that
develop the social and personal skills of students.

2.2 | Research aims

This study aimed to investigate students’ personal and social development through
active learning. The aims of the project were to investigate:

e the impact of active learning on student interaction; and

e the impact of group work on the personal and social development of Grades
1 and 2 students.

Action research in Abu Dhabi 19



Action learning and assessment

2.3 | Methodology

A literature review was conducted in order to fully understand the complexities of
the field of active learning and assessment. A questionnaire was then distributed,
asking teachers about their use of active learning and assessment. A total of 24
school staff completed the questionnaire. An observation of two assessment focus
groups was also conducted.

20




2.4 | Results

Findings from the literature review revealed that passive involvement in learning
generally leads to a limited retention of knowledge, whilst active learning results in
students remembering 70 per cent of what we say and do, due to participating in
the discussion and listening.® According to Felder and Brent (1997), not only can
student retention improve, but there can also be improvements in student-teacher
interaction, student-student interaction, communication skills, teamwork and the
attitude towards the subject and motivation to learn. According to Gayle Mindes
in Assessing Young Children, observation is the cornerstone of the assessment
system. She suggests that observation enables teachers to make accurate
inferences regarding the needs of the children and gather the information needed
to assess their developmental progress.

The Cone of Learning, adapted from Edgar Dale, Audio-Visual Methods in Teaching, Holt,
Rinehart and Winston.

Action research in Abu Dhabi 21



Action learning and assessment

Findings from the questionnaire indicated that the teachers at Jaber Bin Hayyan
use active learning techniques most often during group work (see Figure 1). The
questionnaire also revealed that teachers at Jaber Bin Hayyan are most likely to
use a checklist when assessing active learning (see Figure 2).

Figure 1: Activities where active learning techniques are used

80%
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10%
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Figure 2: Assessment criteria for active learning
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2.5 | Conclusion

Teachers at Jaber Bin Hayyan use active learning more than any other form

of assessment, as part of a holistic approach to student development that
encompasses good social and personal skills. The teachers reported that
students react positively to active learning, and actively co-operate in the learning
environment when they feel relaxed and secure. This may be because a positive
classroom environment enables students to build self-confidence and ensures that
every student has an important role to play in the process of learning. The lesson
focus is no longer on the educator but on the objective to be achieved.

Following the action research project, all educators will be trained in assessing
students according to the social and personal criteria used for the project. This will
ensure that there is continuity in developing the social and personal skills of the
students.

Action research in Abu Dhabi 23






3

Teaching English using phonics

Donelle Church, Al Ehsan Kindergarten

Al Ehsan Kindergarten —
Phonics lesson

3.1 | Introduction

Al Ehsan Kindergarten in Abu Dhabi accepts students from the age of three
years six months to five years six months. There are two levels in the school:
KG1 and KG2, and the students are all Emirati although some have Asian,
Indian, European and African family links. Kindergarten attendance is not
compulsory in Abu Dhabi, so it is difficult to attain high rates of attendance.
The teachers at Al Ehsan all have Arabic as their first language and are
managing very well in planning and conducting English lessons for their
students. The Abu Dhabi Education Council (ADEC) placed CfBT staff in

the school in August 2008 for approximately three years in order to improve
student outcomes by assisting teachers to improve their educational planning,
pedagogy, monitoring student performance and reporting to parents. In
addition to this, an ESL Trainer works in the school and provides English
lessons for all teaching and administrative staff. It is expected that together
with the introduction of English, mathematics and science will be taught using
both English and Arabic. The school follows the ADEC Curriculum which has
its origins in Australia. Monitoring student progress in English, mathematics,
science and information technology is formally assessed twice yearly using
assessments which are linked to the ADEC Curriculum standards.

A particular focus at the school is to ensure that students develop a good
understanding of the English language during their kindergarten years and
beyond. English reading skills are developed by using a planned and structured
approach to the teaching of phonics. It is felt that a structured approach

is most beneficial to both the students and the teachers. This approach is
supplemented with English stories, talking and listening activities and by
introducing some early years writing skills. The approach is systematic and
comprehensive in the teaching of phonics and involves teaching single sounds
and simple blends. In addition to this the sounds are taught using stories,
songs, words, drawings and rhymes with actions.

Action research in Abu Dhabi 25




Teaching English using phonics

3.2 | Research aims

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of implementing a structured
approach to the teaching of English with KG1 students at Al Ehsan Kindergarten.
In order to achieve this research aim, the following research question was posed:
what is the effect of implementing a structured approach to the teaching of English
to students whose first language is not English?

3 i 3 | M eth Od 0] 0 g-y Al Ehsan Kindergarten — Teacher

and student revising sounds

A literature review was conducted in order to determine the international evidence
base for teaching English using phonics. Following on from the literature review,

a primary data collection was conducted using a quantitative action research
methodology. This included a collection of student-level data relating to KG1
progress in English,® followed by the implementation of the structured approach
to the teaching of English in KG1 and the embedding of revision into planning
and daily routines in the classroom when teaching English. Finally, a second data i
collection was conducted in KG1 English to compare the previous results. The m

. . S
intervention was as follows: Al Ehsan Kindergarten — Students
working together

¢ Staff developed and delivered a series of professional learning workshops
for the teachers based on a structured approach to teaching phonics. These
were conducted during May and June of 2009. Further phonics professional
learning programmes were planned and delivered in September 2009 and this
included a session for parents who were most enthusiastic and welcomed the
school’s approach to the teaching of phonics and ultimately English.

e The structured approach to the teaching of phonics
commenced at the beginning of the 2009 academic
year and to this extent daily half-hour lessons were
presented to students. Teachers were given regular and
constructive feedback on their performance in relation
to the way in which they were teaching phonics.

¢ Baseline data was collected earlier in the year on KG1
students in English, so this data was compared with the
new data
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e Teachers developed a weekly newsletter for parents that outlined the sound
of the week and gave information that parents could use at home to further
assist their children with the phonics programme.

e The structured approach to the teaching of phonics consists of a five-day
plan that is repeated each week for every sound that is taught.

Introduce the sound. Tell a story associated with the sound.
Demonstrate the actions that reflect a song linked to the sound. Use a
big book for the story and to discuss the pictures and the words. Point
to the words. Ask the students if they can see the sound.

Retell the story. Revise the sound. Teach students the action to the
song. Show the flashcard with the sound. Complete a workshest
based on the sound e.g. Colour a picture and trace over the sound.

Revise the sound with a song and actions. Use the big book and flash
cards with the sound. Students are given the sound of the week on a

small square of paper and they then glue their sound of the week into

their own personal sound books.

Introduce a few words, maybe two or three that contain the sound of
the week. Ask the students if they can find any sound that they have
learnt in the words. Re-read the story, discuss the pictures, sing the
song and do the actions.

Read the story again. Discuss the words that have the sound in question.
Revise the sound with actions from the song and trace the sound in the
air, on the floor and on paper. Discuss the words that contain the sound.
Draw a picture about the sound, for example ‘d’ for dog.

e As each new sound is introduced, revision of previous sounds is embedded
in the day-to-day planning and practices for teaching and learning. One
sound is introduced each week.

The teaching of reading using a structured phonetic approach is
supplemented with talking and listening activities, English stories, sentence
completion activities, drawings and art that are linked to the sound of the
week. Every effort is made to integrate phonics with other learning areas such
as science, mathematics, art and music.

A staff member prepares a display each week highlighting the sound of the
week and students’ attention is drawn to this by the teaching staff.
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Teaching English using phonics

3.4 | Results

Findings from the literature review revealed some compelling evidence to suggest
that a systematic approach to teaching phonics in the early years had a positive
long-term effect on students’ ability to read and comprehend. According to
Torgerson, Brooks, and Hall (2006) in their review, entitled A Systematic review
of the research literature on the use of phonics in the teaching of reading and
spelling, a systematic phonics instruction programme within a broad literacy

curriculum appears to have a greater effect on children’s progress in reading than A/ Ensan Kindergarten — Student
making a ‘u’ for umbrella

whole language or whole word approaches. The National Inquiry into the Teaching
of Literacy (2005) by the Australian Government Department of Education, Science
and Training found that for beginning reading during the early years of schooling,
findings from meta-analytic syntheses of a large volume of local and international
evidence-based research consistently indicated that direct, systematic instruction
in phonics makes significantly greater contributions to children’s initial and
subsequent growth in reading, writing and comprehension, than do alternative
approaches involving unsystematic or no phonics instruction. According to Ehri, in
his article entitled Systematic phonics instruction: Findings of the National Reading

Panel (DfES, 2003), systematic phonics helped children to learn to read more Al Ehsan Kindergarten — Student
. . . L. . . completing a worksheet based on
effectively than programmes with little or no phonics instruction. Ehri also noted the sound

that phonics instruction facilitated reading acquisition in both younger and older
readers. However, the impact of phonics instruction was significantly greater when
phonics was used in the first years of schooling than in later years after children
had made some progress with another method.

Analysis of the 2008 KG1 baseline assessment revealed that of the KG1 students
assessed in November 2008, approximately:

® 1 per cent showed an awareness of letters and sounds and were able to read

their own name cards Al Ehsan Kindergarten — Student
‘tracing over the sound’

e 2 per cent were able to distinguish between letters and numbers

® 1 per cent of students were able to attempt to write English letters.
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In November 2009, after the structured approach to the teaching of phonics had
been introduced, approximately:

e 52 per cent showed an awareness of letters and sounds and were able to
read their own name cards

e 55 per cent were able to distinguish between letters and numbers

® 90 per cent were able to attempt to write English letters.

3.5 | Conclusion

The literature review revealed compelling evidence to suggest that a systematic
and structured approach to teaching phonics in the early years has a positive long-
term effect on students’ ability to read and comprehend. A multi-faceted structured
approach (including songs, actions, games, stories, tracing, drawings, writing and
discussions) to the teaching of phonics has contributed to the ongoing successful
outcomes as identified in the 2009 KG1 baseline data and students have clearly
developed new skills that were not evident in the KG1 data from the previous year.

It is planned to continue with the structured approach to phonics for the 2010/11
academic year as it has been so successful, and to continue to build capacity with
the teaching staff by encouraging some staff to role model phonics lessons for
their colleagues, including any new staff who may be at the school next semester
and beyond.
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What is the impact of paired speaking and listening
strategies on less able ESL pupils in Grade 3 English?

Mariam Al Hosni and Laura Hoyle, Haleemah Al Sa’deyah Girls’ School

Haleemah Al Sa’deyah Girls’
School — Pupils participate in
whole class discussion

4.1 | Introduction

The research project is in the area of speaking and listening skills. The area is
important to Haleemah Al Sa’deyah Girls’ School as it addresses the issue of
children who underperform in speaking and listening in English, their additional
language. Haleemah Al Sa’deyah Girls’ School is located in the rural area of
Shahama, outside of Abu Dhabi City. There are 500 students in Grades 1 to 5,
ranging from six to eleven years of age. The students come from mainly Emirati
families, with some of the parents being mixed nationalities; however, all students
have Arabic as their first language. The school follows the ADEC (Abu Dhabi
Education Council) curriculum and English, mathematics, science and information
technology are taught using the English language.

4.2 | Research aims

The overall goal of this project was to raise the confidence and independence of
less able pupils in English in Grade 3. The research had two main aims:

¢ To raise the levels of participation in group and class discussion;

¢ To raise confidence and enjoyment in speaking and listening.

4.3 | Methodology

A questionnaire was designed and carried out with the target children to elicit their
opinions on speaking and listening in the English classroom. There was a range of
questions about speaking in English and Arabic and working independently or within
a group. A two-week series of lessons was planned in which the following speaking
and listening strategies were introduced: think / pair / share;° talk partners; and
teacher-led group discussion.'” The theme of the unit of work was ‘The Weather and
Seasons,’ the learning was scaffolded through the introduction of new knowledge
and vocabulary, opportunities for rehearsal (talk partner, think / pair / share), followed
by planned activities to apply new skills. The target children were given additional
support every other day through teacher led group discussions when the teacher
explicitly modelled and encouraged speaking and listening skills.

During whole class teaching the teacher gave the students time to reflect on a key question (think) before
working with a friend (pair) to discuss their ideas (share)

' The teacher worked with the target children four times during the two-week unit of work. The teacher used
the focus group to model speaking and listening behaviour and to provide praise and encouragement to the
students.
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What is the impact of paired speaking and listening
strategies on less able ESL pupils in Grade 3 English?

The pupils were observed every day for two weeks and their levels of participation
in speaking and listening were recorded using a set of specific criteria. It was
recorded how often the pupils did the following:

e Put their hand up to ask / answer questions
e Ask / answer questions in Arabic

e Ask / answer questions in English

Haleemah Al Sa’deyah Girls’
School — Speaking and listening
with a talk partner

e Speak to other pupils about activities in Arabic

e Speak to other pupils about activities in English.

4.4 | Results

Analysis of the pupils’ questionnaire responses showed that most enjoyed listening
to the teacher but did not enjoy speaking in class. All pupils preferred to speak in
Arabic and did not enjoy answering questions in English. Children liked to work

in a group but did not like speaking in English during group work. Following the
intervention:

e The children were more involved in the lessons and there was a definite
increase in motivation;

e The children worked enthusiastically;
e The activities increased the students’ levels of confidence;

e The children began to speak more frequently in English and less in Arabic.
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The planned routine use of paired speaking and listening opportunities balanced with focused teacher led
discussion led to successful learning. The target children responded well to the think / pair / share activity, and
it was evident that they were thinking about the key question; however, they initially found it difficult to share
their ideas with a friend. On day 1 of the project two children spoke to their talk partner in Arabic whilst two
children did not speak at all to their talk partner. After day 3 of working with a talk partner using the think / pair
/ share strategy there was an increase in the level of speaking as all the children were communicating with
their talk partner either in English or Arabic. By day 6 all the children were speaking and listening with their talk
partner, the levels of Arabic decreased and the use of English began to steadily increase (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Speaks to other pupils about the activity in English
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What is the impact of paired speaking and listening
strategies on less able ESL pupils in Grade 3 English?

The teacher focus group allowed the teacher to explicitly model speaking skills, introduce new vocabulary

and ask and answer questions. The children rehearsed these skills when working with their talk partner. The
students enjoyed the activities and increasingly became more confident working in pairs. The levels of speaking
and listening were raised and the children became more active learners. The students responded very positively
to praise and with encouragement their levels of confidence increased. On day 1 of the project one student
raised her hand once to answer a question in class. By day 8 of the project all students raised their hand to
answer questions between four and eight times (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: Puts their hand up to ask / answer questions
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4.5 | Conclusion

The investigation concluded with improving the participation of lower-achieving
speakers. It also raised the self-confidence of the target group of Grade 3 less able
speakers. It prompted them to try their best during English Language sessions;
they exhausted their efforts to participate and take turns in answering teacher
questions. The girls enjoyed the activities and responded very well and they all
improved their speaking and listening skills: one student began to participate in
discussion, which she had never done before in an English session; one student
frequently used English to ask and answer questions; and two students asked and
answered questions and talked to each other frequently in English.

As a response to the above findings the school intended to:
* Plan advanced speaking and listening activities with the target group;
e Add extra English Language sessions for the target group;

e Share good practice with the English department, model and coach lessons
using think / pair / share and talk partner speaking and listening strategies; and

e Prepare a cross-curricular speaking and listening day, with a whole school
focus on speaking and listening skills in English and Arabic.
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The impact of differentiation

Barbara Cuenca-Farrow, Latifa Ahmd, Amna Abdulla and Samar Dawood, Al Yassat Kindergarten

Al Yassat Kindergarten —
Staff meeting to decide on
a research topic

Al Yassat Kindergarten —
Staff discuss the research aims

5.1 | Introduction

Al Yassat Kindergarten is a government maintained school that caters for 298
children ranging from three to five years of age. The school is situated in Al
Shahama in the suburbs of Abu Dhabi City. All children who attend the school
have Emirati parents (although some mothers are of foreign origin) and come from
the area around the school. Children attend school five days a week from 7.45am
until 12.15 pm. The school staff consists of fourteen class teachers, seven activity
teachers and numerous support staff who are responsible for the children as they
travel to and from school. The teachers all have Arabic as their first language;
however, it is expected that the ADEC curriculum for English, Maths and Science
be largely delivered in the English language.

This research project is in the area of pedagogy, focusing on the impact of
differentiation to children’s learning at Al Yassat Kindergarten. This area is of
particular importance to the staff at Al Yassat who are not only highly committed
to creating an enjoyable, memorable kindergarten experience but to providing the
best possible academic start for all children. The school’s vision is ‘To prepare
learners for a brighter and more distinguished future through a nurturing school
community that contributes to the country’s development targets’. At Al Yassat
Kindergarten the staff recognise that children progress at different rates and would
like to ensure that effective pedagogical practice, teaching and learning is taking
place which is appropriate to the child’s level, needs and developmental stage.

5.2 | Research aims

Differentiation in schools is a much discussed topic and has many different
definitions. At Al Yassat Kindergarten we consider differentiation to be the
adjustment of teaching methods and activities to meet the specific needs of
individuals or groups of children. Teachers at Al Yassat currently differentiate their
lessons by planning activities for three ability groups, higher ability (HA), average
ability (AA) and low ability (LA). Through staff collaboration and discussion the two
main aims of this research were identified:

¢ To look at the existing practices and differentiation happening throughout Al
Yassat Kindergarten;

¢ To gauge the effect of differentiation at Al Yassat Kindergarten on children’s
achievement. Is it effective?
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The impact of differentiation

5.3 | Methodology

A mixed method approach was used, including both quantitative and qualitative data collection techniques.
Specifically, the following methods were used:

e A questionnaire survey of all fourteen class teachers to gauge their feelings on differentiation and how it
has developed within recent years

e Class observations of a cross-section of KG classes to see what pedagogical practices are used and
how differentiation is delivered

® Planning scrutiny — to look at and review planning methods

e Data analysis - focusing on phoneme knowledge progress in Arabic
and English, and

* Pupil interviews with a small selection of children from each class
throughout KG2.

Whilst methods of research were decided as a KG2 team, staff members took responsibility for gathering
research in specific areas. The following findings were then presented back to all team members allowing
collaborative discussion and reflection. This method proved very effective whilst allowing staff autonomy over
how involved they became in actively gathering research. It involved all members in the reflection and next
steps. Some team members were also actually able to comment more objectively, seeing the research findings
with fresh eyes, having not been involved in the process of information gathering.

5.4 | Results

Of the fourteen anonymous teacher questionnaires that were sent out twelve were returned. As the majority
of questionnaires were completed in Arabic, the comments of the teachers have been summarised in English.
These indicate that all teachers recognised the importance and positive effects of differentiation to children’s
learning: it ‘accepts children’s different abilities and addresses them’. When asked if they differentiate in their
classrooms most teachers responded ‘yes’, with only three responding ‘most of the time’. Teachers plan in
KG teams with specific teachers taking responsibility for writing up certain session plans after a collaborative
planning meeting. Teachers commented that whilst they feel confident to create their own differentiated
activities specific to the needs of their class, they tend to follow the suggested activities most of the time.
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Interestingly, when asked to comment on teaching before the current practice of differentiation was introduced, the
teachers recognised that differentiation had already existed to a lesser degree in their use of learning centres: ‘The
differentiation was in giving the children the choice of what to do and where to go.’

By scrutinising the planning it is evident to see what a professional learning journey Al Yassat and its teachers have been
through. The quality and depth of long-, medium- and short-term session plans are a far cry from those of an academic
year ago. Whilst there is some evidence of different learning centre activities in English, planned differentiated activities
(in recognition of ability level) did not really begin, in the sense of focused learning tasks and activity, until February 2009.
During this period of time several planning formats were trialled and developed, and differentiation practices could be
seen, although they did not appear to be embedded. Through discussion with teachers it is evident that they often felt
overwhelmed and unsure of what effective planning should look like during this period of development. The method

of planning introduced in September 2009 has been sustained and embedded. Whilst the focus has often been on

the English, maths and science plans it is now reassuring to note that teachers have adopted what they recognise

as effective planning, assessment and teaching methods in Arabic sessions. Teachers now ensure the progress of all
ability groups by rotating their teacher focus activities where they aim to either consolidate or take learning further. Other
activities are designed to be completed independently where children can practise and consolidate learning and skills.

One of the reasons that differentiation was selected as the focus of this research project was the developments
that were taking place in Arabic sessions. Prior to this year, differentiation of activity in Arabic sessions and
language teaching did not exist. Drawing upon the success of this kinaesthetic approach to teaching phonics in
English, teamed with the expertise of a KG2 teacher, pedagogy and differentiation are steadily developing in the
teaching of Arabic too. This is of great significance as teachers are transferring what they know of how children
learn and effective differentiation from one area of the curriculum to another.
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The impact of differentiation

As with the planning and pedagogical methods, assessment practices and data collection / analysis have
developed significantly in the past academic year. It is evident from the graphs below that children are making
good progress in both English and Arabic phoneme knowledge; this can be largely attributed to the teaching
methods and differentiated approach.

Figure 1: KG2 Progress in Arabic sound / letter knowledge
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Whilst the remainder of our research findings have confirmed to us the effectiveness of our differentiation
practices, the responses we received from interviewing the pupils to gauge the effect of ability groups and
differentiation was perhaps the most interesting and revealing part of our research. The interviews were
conducted in small groups in the children’s first language of Arabic. Through these interviews we learnt of the
emotional and social impact of differentiation at Al Yassat as opposed to the academic impact. As is common
when asking children how they feel about something, there was a variety of responses, some of which were
contradictory. In the initial four interviews (higher-and average-ability children) all children realised that they were
organised into groups, although some seemed unsure of the reason, with one little girl commenting that is was
because ‘they love each other’. They mostly expressed satisfaction with their groups and the activities and
work given. Although one child who had recently been moved from the average ability ‘cat’ group to the high
ability ‘tiger’ group articulated a desire to go back to her former group. When asked about the reason she said
‘they always do more beautiful things... we always write and write.” On reviewing the session plans teachers
were able to see an imbalance of creative craft and writing activities for the higher ability groups. Whilst the
children viewed certain learning activities as play, they viewed writing as work. Teachers have already adjusted
the balance of activity approach over any given week to address this interpretation. When the teachers began
to analyse the findings of the pupil interviews it became very apparent that the lower ability child had not been
represented. It was decided that a further interview would be carried out to see the effect of differentiation on
this group. Again the children were aware they were grouped but had no concept of why. This was reassuring
to the teachers who had feared a negative impact of a child knowing they were grouped as lower ability.

5.5 | Conclusion

This project has indicated that all teachers recognised the importance and positive effects of differentiation to
children’s learning, and it has enabled the staff to take time to truly reflect on what differentiation means at Al
Yassat Kindergarten. It has opened up discussion about the Early Years practice in other countries, views on
differentiation in kindergartens and educational child development theories. Fundamentally it has confirmed
to staff that their method of differentiation is effective for the children of Al Yassat. Whilst staff recognise that
their systems are still developing and will continue to grow with the children, they feel secure in their methods
of differentiation at this time. They continue to adapt, develop and implement the pedagogical practices
associated with differentiation to improve the teaching of Arabic. Whilst the KG2 teachers do not feel ready
to undertake major curriculum changes at present, they recognise that there are many ways to deliver a
differentiated KG curriculum and may look into developing a cross-curricular centred-style classroom approach
with focused teaching groups in the future.
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Using manipulatives to improve student learning
in Grade 4 maths

Faiza Al Ameri and Kiriwai Tapuke, Al Kindi School

Al Kindi School — Shape name test

6.1 | Introduction

Established in 1985, Al Kindi School is a boys’ public primary school in central Abu
Dhabi that caters for students in Grades 1 to 5. As of March 2010, there are 255
students at Al Kindi School, ranging in age from 5 years 6 months to 15 years.
Staff are predominantly Emirati and the student base is evenly split — 154 Emirati
students and 101 non-Emirati (for example from Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Palestine,
Somalia, Yemen and Sudan).

A new curriculum has demanded a move away from the traditional teacher-led
style to a more student-centric approach. This in turn has highlighted the need
to improve the thinking skills of students as they take on a more active role in
their learning. An action research project presented an ideal vehicle with which to
investigate ways of improving students’ problem solving abilities.

6.2 | Research aims

Kennedy (1986)'? defines manipulatives as ‘objects that appeal to several senses
and... can be touched, moved about, rearranged, and otherwise handled by
children’. Sowell’s meta-analysis of 60 studies (1989)'® on the effectiveness of
various kinds of manipulatives from kindergarten to university age students found
that manipulatives are effective but tended to be used more often with students at
elementary level. Research on the use of manipulatives has tended to focus on this
age group and found hands-on objects to be particularly beneficial in the teaching
of maths to the primary students — facilitating understanding and the ability to
apply mathematical principles (Jones, 1986).'

In Goldsby’s review of studies on primary/elementary students (2009)'®, achievement in
maths when students use manipulatives can be better than when students do not use
manipulatives. However, of key importance to teachers is the finding that short-term
use of manipulatives had no impact on maths learning — only when instruction lasted
one year or more did student achievement in maths improve (Sowell, 1989).

Kennedy, L.M. (1986) ‘A rationale’, Arithmetic Teacher, 33, 6-7, 32

Il, E. (1989) ‘Effects of manipulative materials in mathematics instruction’, Journal for Research
Education, 20, 498-505

Jones, S. (1986) ‘The role of Manipulatives in introducing and developing mathematical concepts
in elementary and middle grades’ http://www.resourceroom.net/math/Jones_mathmanip.asp

Goldsby, D. (2009) ‘Research summary: Manipulatives in middle grades mathematics’ http://www.nmsa.org/
Research/ResearchSummaries/Mathematics/tabid/1832/Default.aspx

Action research in Abu Dhabi 43




Using manipulatives to improve student learning
in Grade 4 maths

It is worthwhile to note that while hands-on objects have been shown to impact
positively on student performance in maths, manipulatives are certainly not without
their shortcomings. Indeed Goldsby (2009) cautions that hands-on objects on their
own ‘cannot be expected to improve mathematics education’.

The aim of this project was to identify whether manipulatives can improve
students’ learning in Grade 4 Maths at Al Kindi School.

6.3 | Methodology

A pre-test, with text in Arabic and English, was used to establish a baseline score
for three Grade 4 classes (67 students in total) and determine their knowledge and
understanding of 2-D shapes.

The test consisted of 10 multi-choice questions and was trialled with a group
of five Grade 5 students of different ability levels. The test results were used to
identify two classes from Grade 4 with similar scores for a ‘control’ and ‘test’
group. The researchers wanted to compare the performance of the two most
similar groups to evaluate the impact of hands-on objects on student learning in
their maths lessons. The control group would receive lessons with tasks from the
prescribed textbook. Lessons for the test group would incorporate activities using
a variety of hands-on objects with little or minimum use of the textbook. Due to
the planned use of hands-on objects, classroom management was an additional
factor considered when selecting the test and control groups. After five days,

a sixth and final session was used to conduct a post-test (in both English and
Arabic). The test comprised 17 questions and was given to 62 students across
the three groups. In this test, a ‘challenge question’ was added. The question
required knowledge not directly covered in the five lessons so the answer was
not included in the final score.

Students also completed a survey (in English and Arabic) anonymously.
The survey had 10 questions, a mix of multi-choice, open-ended
questions and a simplified Likert rating scale.
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6.4 | Results

Lessons that relied primarily on a single source, for example the prescribed
textbook, or used only hands-on objects had a negligible impact on improving
students’ understanding. Students who were taught from the textbook had the
least chance of improving their level of understanding. Using a mix of the textbook
and hands-on objects appeared to be the best method of increasing students’
understanding of a topic (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Gomparison: Pre-test vs. Post Test
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Using manipulatives to improve student learning
in Grade 4 maths

Regardless of the teaching style, the majority of students enjoyed their lessons
(92 per cent) and felt that they contributed positively to their understanding of the
topic (83 per cent) although this was not matched by a similar improvement in the
post-test scores.

A total of 53 from 65 students provided comments on how lessons helped with
their understanding of 2-D shapes. The lessons ‘helped with... homework/study’
(four comments), the ‘name of shapes’ (four comments) and ‘to understand the
line of symmetry’ and ‘angles’ (two comments). Only three comments however
specifically mentioned how the lessons improved a student’s ‘thinking’ or helped
them with ‘how to solve problems’.

A total of 33 out of 60 students (55 per cent) indicated that they preferred lessons
using both the textbook and hands-on materials/games. For the test and control
groups preferences were fairly evenly split between a mixed style of teaching

and lessons using only a textbook. For students in the mixed group, however,

the preference was more obvious with 15 from 18 students preferring the mixed
teaching approach. This suggests they were the most satisfied with their lessons
and the other two styles were less appealing.

The majority of students rated ‘the teacher’ as the single most important part
of their maths lessons (53 per cent) and this is reflected in the previous rating
on enjoyment of lessons while games were overwhelmingly rated as the least
important part (73 per cent). The results were similar across all three groups.
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6.5 | Conclusion

The study showed that students’ understanding of maths concepts was best
supported by careful planning of lessons by the classroom teacher to achieve a
balanced use of the textbook and relevant hands-on activities. However, the use
of manipulatives / hands-on objects does not, on its own, appear to be any more
effective in improving student learning in Grade 4 Maths than sole reliance on the
prescribed textbook; students themselves recognise that the teacher is the most
critical part of an effective lesson.

Both researchers will now share their findings with teaching staff in subject-specific
groups and follow with a session in which staff can evaluate their teaching practice
and brainstorm ways in which a mixed approach for delivering lessons could be
adapted to their subject area.
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The use of English and Arabic language books in Year 2
kindergarten classes

Ms. Mona and Ms. Delia Canterbury, Al Fayhaa Kindergarten

7.1 | Introduction

Al Fayhaa means ‘the oasis which is rich with hills and greenish trees’. Al Fayhaa
Kindergarten was established in 1970 and has a vision ‘to educate a generation
that is healthy and capable of high self esteem’. This will be achieved by making
decisions though children’s education, which will prepare them to be members of
our society and help them to develop our nation. The mission of the kindergarten
is to ‘produce a physically fit, knowledgeable and skilful child capable of taking
personal decisions and equipped with the desired personal attitudes and social
behaviours’.

Many projects are carried out in Al Fayhaa Kindergarten. One of the most
important is the Arabic Language project. In Al Fayhaa, Arabic is a very important
subject and it is of special concern. Children who are interested and capable of
reading are encouraged to read more Arabic short stories and there is continued
revision of Arabic letters and simple Arabic sentences for children who are at the
middle and low levels. In addition, there is an annual celebration of Arabic language
including different activities such as songs, plays and shows.
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The use of English and Arabic language books in Year 2
kindergarten classes

7.2 | Research aims

This research project is in the area of literacy skills. This area is important in Al
Fayhaa Kindergarten because reading skills need to be improved. The main aim of
the research is to investigate the use of English and Arabic language books in Year
2 of Al Fayhaa Kindergarten. In order to achieve this research aim, the following
two research questions were addressed:

¢ Research Question 1
Which are more popular amongst Year 2 kindergarten students, English
or Arabic books?

e Research Question 2
What can be done to improve reading amongst Year 2 kindergarten students?
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7.3 | Methodology

In order to address the aims of the project, a mixed methods approach was used,
including both qualitative and quantitative techniques. Specifically, the following
methods were used:

e Observation of children reading in class: observing how and what they
choose to read during playtime;

Recording how many books they use and the language they are written in;

Interviewing children to find out why they like particular books.
These include questions like:

— Why did you choose this book?

Why do you like this book?

What is your favourite picture?
— How does it make you feel?

— Which colours do you like best?
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The use of English and Arabic language books in Year 2
kindergarten classes

7.4 | Results

Children learn to read as they gain literacy skills. It was noticeable that students
improved their vocabulary as they read through the books page by page. They
were extremely interested in the sounds of the words and to see the pictures that
go with them. They made a connection between the picture and the word. They
would ask for a certain word, and repeat it often in English.

Although literacy is a developmental process, skilful instruction is necessary, and
one technique is to pronounce the words and have the children repeat them. It
was interesting to note that children often came back to the same books, and
could remember the words and how to pronounce them. Often the pronunciation
would be wrong, but a prompt or a repeat of the correct pronunciation — in other
words modelling — would help them along.

The ability to listen, speak, read and write begins to develop before children go to
school and continues throughout their school years. What is extremely important
is giving the children the opportunity to handle books, look at the pictures, turn the
pages and say the words. If we can establish and inculcate a love for reading and
books from this early age, half the educational battle will be won. It is important

to teach children physically how to hold the book, how to turn the pages, etc. It
was also a delight to show them how in English we start by opening a book from
the right to the left, unlike in Arabic, and how we read the words from left to right.
Some of them struggled with this change initially, but gradually got used to it and
could even tell some of their friends in Arabic how to read ‘the other way’.

Through our observations we have noticed that students pretend to read, or act
like the teacher when holding a book; in other words follow what was modelled.
They also write the letters, and after a while they point to, and try and read, the
word from left to right, instead of from right to left as in Arabic. They recognise a
few letters and names, and can repeat them with the right pronunciation. Often the
inflection is different because of their strong first language, Arabic.

After a while, students were able to recognise and point to the front and back of a
book. They could identify the title. They could also identify and point to a letter or
a word with the same letter. They could show that we read left to right in English;
where we start reading and where we finish.
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7.5 | Conclusion

These results will make an impact on how Al Fayhaa Kindergarten will approach
literacy development in the future. Teachers will need to focus on reading

a lot more. Guided reading must take place, as well as associated phonics
programmes. Al Fayhaa Kindergarten may need to focus more on buying suitable
reading material to capture the boys’ interest. Books on topics that appeal to
boys, such as sport and cars, must be included in the resource material. Class
libraries should be further stocked with these kinds of books. In addition, to break
down natural barriers or the aversion that some boys have to reading, male guests
should be invited to school to read to the different groups or classes. More events
like the recent Literacy Week must also take place, where teachers make literature
come alive by dressing up as the characters and enacting stories.
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The national identity of the Emirati kindergarten child

Amna Al Yahal, Khadija Bin Faisal, Mona Al Tenaji and Wadeema Al Romaithi,
Abu Dhabi Children’s Kindergarten

8.1 | Introduction

The Abu Dhabi Children’s Kindergarten (ADCK) is located in the emirate of Abu
Dhabi. The age of the boys and girls ranges from 3.6 to 5.6 years, and it includes
two levels (KG1 and KG2). All enrolled students are Emirati nationals, but the
mothers might be from different nationalities.

National identity is a nationwide concern in the UAE; there are many foreign

workers from other cultures and there is a high level of concern regarding

National identity is a nationwide
concern in the UAE preserving the Emirati national identity. The Abu Dhabi Education Council (ADEC)

promotes student awareness about national identity and works in partnership with
school staff to develop the quality of Emirati students’ education. In this research
we focus on the factors that affect the kindergarten child’s national identity and
present suggestions and ideas that have been implemented at ADCK to reinforce
the national identity in the academic year 2009/10.

8.2 | Research aims

This research project aimed to identify the factors that impact on students’ sense
of their Emirati identity and to identify ways to improve this. In order to achieve
these research aims, the following research questions were addressed:

e Research Question 1
What are the factors that impact the KG child’s sense of her/his Emirati identity?

® Research Question 2
How can we, as educators and parents, improve students’ awareness of their
Emirati identity?
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8.3 | Methodology

In order to address the aims of the project, a mixed methods approach was used
including both qualitative and quantitative methodologies. Specifically, the following
methods were used:

e Curriculum analysis: a textual analysis of the different units taught in Year 1 of
kindergarten and an analysis of the culture-oriented activities;

e Literature review: a review of all relevant literature on the topic of children’s
sense of Emirati identity;

® Parents and teachers’ questionnaires: two questionnaires were designed to
gather data on parents’ and teachers’ views on the topic of children’s sense
of Emirati identity. The questionnaires included a range of question types,
including list, ranking and open-end questions. Sixteen Grade 1 kindergarten
teachers at the Abu Dhabi Children’s Kindergarten, and seven parents were
given surveys to fill out in March 2010.

8.4 | Results

The school is responsible for promoting the national identity as soon as the child
is admitted to kindergarten. In order to learn the extent of focus and concern the
curriculum has on the national identity, the research team analysed the UAE’s
kindergarten curriculum and found that it has a number of ‘standards’ that include
a section related to local culture and heritage. These state the necessity of
including activities that raise the child’s awareness of Emirati culture, heritage and
national celebrations in daily lesson planning. They also state that there is to be an
efficiently used cultural centre at school, as well as using correct classical Arabic
alongside English in school displays.
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The literature review revealed that the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Community
Development has defined the ‘ideal citizen’ as follows:

¢ |Is a hard worker and seeks steady career progression
e Keeps his appointments

* Honest

¢ |s aware of the country’s history

e Loves his family

e Willing to help others

* Religious

¢ Entertains positive thinking and a sense of initiative
e |s open and interactive with the world

e Supports the empowerment of women

* Enjoys leadership skills in all aspects of life

e |s very productive

¢ |s committed to strict ethics

¢ |s endowed with a strategic vision

e |s fluent in Arabic

e |s loyal to his country and proud of it

e |s well educated

¢ Believes that he belongs to the Arab world

e |s hospitable and friendly.®

6 Ministry of Culture, Youth and Community Development (2009) National Identity. Online resource accessed
March 2010 http://www.mcycd.ae/en/nationalidentity/Pages/default.aspx
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In the ‘Emirates Newspaper’, Sami Al Reyami defines national identity as ‘the group
of features and common characteristics that distinguish a nation or a community or
a country from others’. He writes that ‘individuals take pride in their national identity
and it forms the essence of their existence and distinct personalities and from it they
derive strength to face challenges’ and that ‘the national identity contains consistent
components, which are: the environment, history and religion’.'” The literature
suggests four main risks to Emirati national identity:

e Diversity of culture and nationalities: the expatriate population has increased
up to 79 per cent during the past thirty years.'® These unfamiliar foreign
cultures will necessarily affect the national identity of the Emirati people.

¢ The increasing presence of home-workers and nannies in Emirati homes: the
existence of non-Emirati maids, nannies, cooks, farmers, builders and other
helpers inside the Emirati households has a major impact on the children who
spend much time with the nanny while the parents are away busy with their
professional careers. Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce has reported that the
average number of domestic work permit visas, according to the Ministry of
Interior in 2007, was over 83,600, with Filipinos and Indonesians dominating,
with over 80% of these jobs. They also reported that the percentage of domestic
workforce is around 5% of the total UAE population (268,000 workers) and 6% of
Abu Dhabi’s population (120,000 workers).'®

Foreign marriages: The high costs of marriage and dowries in the past
has caused young Emiratis to marry non-Emiratis. This has an impact on
the children who are exposed to different values, customs, thinking and
sometimes two different languages.

Media and mass communication: globalisation and the multitude of satellite
channels have transformed the world into a micro village. Images are

now breaking the language barrier, and satellites are broadcasting

images all around the world that erase geographical and cultural

borders. This is a significant factor that impacts Emirati children’s
personalities. It affects the social and cultural development and the

values of the UAE community in general, and Emirati children in particular.

1726 January 2009

8 Mamdooh Abdul Hameed (2010) ‘Multi-culture nationalities in the country’ Al Bayan Newspaper.
6 April 2010, Edition 10833

9 Elssa Baxter, Translation of: Aseel Al Anni ‘Population count 2010’ Gulf Newspaper. Wednesday
30 September 2009
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These four areas were put to teachers as part of the questionnaire survey

and teachers were asked for their opinion of the impact these factors had on
kindergarten children. The majority agreed that media and communication was the
factor with the least impact on national identity whereas the presence of nannies/
maids inside homes and marrying non-Emiratis both had the biggest impact on
national identity.

The majority of parents who responded to the questionnaire survey said that they
would like to see an increase in cultural activities in the curriculum, and suggested
the following activities:

e Field trips to heritage destinations;
e Enriching the curriculum with lessons that promote the national identity;

e Celebrating national occasions and identifying customs from other
Arab countries;

e Educating the children about the UAE’s heritage through pictures, movies and
heritage songs

¢ Introduction of Emirati ‘living heritage’ by elder generations, e.g. cultural
games, dressing the children in traditional clothing, preparing traditional
dishes, telling traditional stories, henna painting and knitting.

8.5 | Conclusion

This research has found that promoting national identity is a priority in the UAE

due to its importance to national affiliation and loyalty, and its relevance to both
Emirati locals and residents of the Emirates; His Highness Sheikh Khalifa Bin Zayed
Al Nahyan says ‘he who has no identity does not exist in the present, and has no
place in the future’. As a result of this research, teachers at ADCK will review some
ideas and solutions which have been partly applied in the Abu Dhabi Children’s
Kindergarten during the year 2009/10 to promote the national identity in the

early years. That was made possible thanks to collaboration with the Abu Dhabi
Education Council which has highlighted many standards to serve this goal.
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Does bilingual kindergarten experience affect children’s
ability in Arabic in Grade 17

Angela Dodds and Eman Khalaf, Ibn Sina Boys’ School

Ibn Sina Boys’ School

9.1 | Introduction

lon Sina is a government boys’ school (Grades 1-5) in Al Shahama, a rural area
between Abu Dhabi and Dubai within the Emirate of Abu Dhabi. The school roll is
560. Boys at the school come from mainly Emirati families who were settled there
as part of the rural settlement project. Some families are mixed nationalities where
Arabic is their first language. The families mainly come from Bedouin backgrounds.
Some teaching staff are local Emiratis, and some from Al Shahama itself. The
remainder are from other Arab-speaking countries.

The feeder kindergartens for lbn Sina School are Al Yassat and Al Amal. Al Yassat
also works in partnership with CfBT to improve standards. Children learn English
and Arabic here. Before the research, we had been informed that children learn
Arabic only at Al Amal. Some children do not attend kindergarten.

9.2 | Research aims

This research project is in the area of bilingual early years experience. This area

is important to Ibn Sina Boys’ School because the quality of Classical Arabic is a
priority in our School Improvement Plan. The main aim of the research was to find
out whether the children who are able in Classical Arabic were advantaged by their
kindergarten experience. In order to meet this research aim, the following research
questions were addressed:

e Research Question 1
Which children are the least and most able in Arabic?

* Research Question 2
Is there a link between these groups and their KG?
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Does bilingual kindergarten experience affect children’s
ability in Arabic in Grade 1?

9.3 | Methodology

In order to address the aims of the project, a mixed methods approach was used,
including data analysis and interviews. Specifically, the following methods were
used:

¢ Looking at Arabic Baseline data for Grade 1 - collating results and sorting
them into three categories — Al Yassat Kindergarten, Al Amal Kindergarten
and no kindergarten experience

e End of Semester 1 data for these three groups
e Comparing results with transition information from kindergarten
e Interviews with three Grade 1 Teachers

e Interviews with six kindergarten Teachers — three each from Al Yassat
and Al Amal

e Interviews with nine Parents of children — three each from the three groups.
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9.4 | Results

Children who attend kindergarten are far more able in Arabic when they start
school than those with no kindergarten experience (see Figure 7). This trend
continues through to the end of Semester (see Figure 2). We discovered that
children at Al Amal Kindergarten do in fact learn English, but as a distinct subject.
(Al Yassat children learn science and maths in English too.) Their Arabic results are
very similar to Al Yassat Kindergarten’s results. Al Amal’s teachers would, however,
like more time to be spent on Arabic.

Parents whose children did not attend kindergarten taught them Arabic at home.
Those whose children did attend kindergarten and were also taught English did not
feel that learning English confused their child.

Grade 1 teachers were aware of which kindergarten group children were from,

but not about transition information. Information about ability levels would help
them to plan and prepare better at the start of the year. Kindergarten teachers said
they provided schools with transition information. The research has highlighted a
breakdown in communication.
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ability in Arabic in Grade 1?

Figure 1: Baseline

Percentage of students
N w B (%)) ()]
o o o o o
X R R 8 ¥

10%

0% 1

Band

Figure 2: End of Semester 1

IS
S
X

Percentage of students
n w
o o
X R

10%

0%

Band

64




9.5 | Conclusion

The aim of the research was to improve the level of Arabic in our school by
understanding and predicting ability levels when children start Grade 1. We have
learned that both feeder kindergartens teach English and Arabic, and that children
from these kindergartens perform much better in Arabic than those with no
kindergarten experience at all. Identifying children with no kindergarten experience
next year will support early intervention. The special educational needs teacher
will be encouraged to target these children at the start of Semester 1, and Arabic
teachers will be encouraged to differentiate their support for these groups too.

The research has highlighted a communication gap. The transition information
written by kindergarten teachers is kept on file by lbn Sina School, but apart from
medical and official information, it is not read by the Arabic teachers, special
educational needs teacher, or by social workers unless a child presents a problem.
The transition process will now be improved on the basis of this discovery. It is now
a development point for the school, and the sharing of this information will be a
priority for Grade 1 teachers in Semester 1. Grade 1 pupils entering Ibn Sina next
August will benefit from this research, and the impact on their Arabic should last
beyond their first year at school.

Action research in Abu Dhabi 65







10

Motivating students to read in Arabic

Nadiah Wishah and Mariam Ibrahim Khatim, Khadijah Al Kubra Girls’ School

10.1 | Introduction

Khasijah Al Kubra School is a primary school for girls located in Abu Dhabi City.
There are five levels in the school, Grade 1 to Grade 5, and four sections within
each level, except in Grade One, which has only two sections. Students are mainly
Emirati, although there are also a number of students from Asian, Indian and
African heritage. A minority of students are from other Middle Eastern countries
such as Palestine, Egypt, Jordan and Syria. All the teachers have Arabic as their
first language with the exception of two teachers in Grade 2 whose first language
is English and are part of the Licensed Teacher initiative introduced to the school
by ADEC in August 2009. The school follows the ADEC K-5 curriculum, which

has its origins in Australia, to teach all subjects except Arabic, Islamic Studies and
Social Studies. These subjects follow a curriculum set by the Ministry of Education.

Reading is a fundamental skill that is required for success in all areas of
development, and as such the staff at Khasijah Al Kubra School believe that
children should strive to develop their skills and motivation to read both in their
first language of Arabic and in English. Students have more difficulty becoming a
successful reader if:

e they are rarely encouraged to read for pleasure;

¢ they have little practice;

e they are not given any attention from the teacher;

® inappropriate strategies are used in the teaching of reading in Arabic;

e there are limited resources to teach and enhance reading for pleasure in

the classroom.

With these in mind, the research examined each of these areas of difficulty,
with the aim of developing students’ motivation to read.

Action research in Abu Dhabi 67



Motivating students to read in Arabic

10.2 | Research aims

Mills (2003), states that the purpose of action research is to gather information and
insight that will help to develop positive change in schools. Throughout the history
of educational research, the teaching of reading has always been a primary focus.
The wealth of research about reading reflects the widespread interest in all aspects
of the reading process, especially in motivating children to read. Surprisingly,
children’s attitudes toward reading are receiving little attention in developing
children’s ability in literacy. Therefore the aim of this research is to determine

the factors that influence children’s positive attitudes toward reading; children’s
personal experiences in reading; children’s confidence in reading; teachers’
attitudes toward reading; and teachers’ ways of teaching reading.

Our interest in the area of developing reading was sparked in 2009 when we
successfully introduced a ‘Home and School Reading Program’ at Khadijah Al
Kubra Girls’ School. This had a positive effect on the students and parents, who
both welcomed the idea and began to see reading as both an important and a fun
activity. The introduction of the Home and School Reading Program also appeared
to have a positive impact on reading scores. This research project is based on a
small-scale study that examines the most effective ways to motivate students to
read for pleasure in their first language. Students’ motivation to read, particularly in
their first language, was an area of great importance to the school which views this
as an important part of their heritage and culture.

10.3 | Methodology

The research was conducted in Khadijah Al Kubra Girls’ School. Participants
included a group of 25 girls from Grade 5 and their Arabic teacher. All students
were native speakers of Arabic.

We chose to give questionnaires to the Arabic teachers, in order to develop a
clearer understanding of the teaching methods currently being employed to teach
reading and the kinds of activities that were being used to motivate students to
read in Arabic. This would help serve as a baseline and allowed us to determine:

¢ what interventions/strategies were currently in place to teach reading in Arabic;
e what strategies are/have been successful in teaching reading in Arabic;

¢ what needs to be developed in order to maximise the effective teaching of Arabic.
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The use of a group questionnaire was chosen as the main tool for collecting data
because questionnaires ‘allow the teacher [or] researcher to collect a large amount
of data in a relatively short amount of time’ (Burns, p. 63).

As well as choosing a focus group of five students to interview, it was also decided
to choose a teacher to work with and to implement interventions. A number of
elements were taken into consideration when choosing student participants (for
the focus group) as well as determining the focus teacher. The focus group was
selected on the basis of scores achieved on a reading test conducted in December
2009. Those students from Grade 5 with the lowest reading age were selected,

as well as those who underperformed in a reading paper conducted in April 2009.
Children working at below average levels were selected, as it was felt that these
students would gain most benefit from intensive intervention.

When interventions to help motivate students were discussed with the focus
teacher, she was prepared to try the following interventions/strategies:

¢ to choose a ‘Reader of the Week’;

¢ to develop a reading book incentive chart;
¢ to read daily to the children;

¢ to conduct reading competitions;

¢ to develop a ‘Reading Buddy’ system.
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With the support of the researchers, it was agreed to implement all strategies
mentioned above, as it would help to improve the teacher’s confidence in
developing children’s reading skills.

Questionnaires were also given to a focus group of five children both before
and after intervention. These were designed to elicit the children’s views and
experiences of reading in the classroom and reading at home. They also set out
to develop a clearer understanding of the types of books or reading material the
children had experience of and what would motivate them to read. This would
allow us to determine:

e what interventions/strategies are currently in place to motivate children to
read in Arabic;

e whether or not the students read for pleasure in Arabic and what books or
material they read;

e what needs to be developed in order to maximise their current levels of
motivation, willingness to read and interest in reading.

An observation of the focus teacher teaching reading was used as another form of
evidence to glean additional information and to help decide the most appropriate
intervention to implement.

10.4 | Results

The analysis of the data gained in questionnaires and interviews indicated that
listening to the students reading raised their confidence and attainment in reading.
It also showed that students’ level of accuracy in reading increased as a direct
result of immediate feedback from the teacher. Students liked to read books

from a range of genres including fantasy, horror stories and non-fiction books
about history. Some students claimed that they wanted to read but the lack

of encouragement (from home/school) hindered them. These findings suggest
that whilst it is important to surround the children with books, it is essential to
spend time listening to them reading in order to help raise their confidence and
subsequent attainment in reading.
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The teacher questionnaire highlighted that all the teachers were confident in
developing children’s reading skills. Teachers stated that the strategies currently in
place included whole class teaching, listening to children reading, reading aloud

to children, silent reading, shared reading, students reading aloud to the class and
reading games. However, the use of these teaching strategies varied from teacher
to teacher, where some teachers used the strategies on a regular basis, in contrast
to others who either never used or rarely used such strategies.

The teaching strategies that all the teachers felt were the most successful in
teaching reading in Arabic were being read to by the teacher, children reading
aloud to the class and reading games and activities. All of these strategies except
reading games and activities were identified as essential in the delivery of the
Arabic Curriculum from the Ministry of Education.

10.5 | Conclusion

Our research has shown clearly that by implementing interventions such as reading
strategies, it is possible to generate interest in reading and increase students’
motivation to read. Similarly it is clearly evident that teachers and parents play an
integral role in supporting the development of reading in terms of acting as role
models, motivating children and creating a reader-friendly environment for children.

However as with any intervention, the impact of results is directly dependent
upon the effort and motivation of teachers, parents and students to consistently
implement strategies and develop additional ways to maintain and develop
students’ skills and motivation to read.

Therefore it is hoped that results from this research will continue to contribute to
the development of reading in Khasijah Al Kubra School and help to change the
reading culture and staff perceptions concerning the teaching of reading in Arabic.
Only then we will see a real impact on attainment and on students’ achievements
in reading in Arabic and English.
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