
 
 

 

 
This exemplar features the oral storytelling curriculum developed by Miss Nikelle Ebert, a NET
teacher at Christian Alliance Cheng Wing Gee College.

The project followed Miss Ebert's 1B class for 10 weeks during the second term of 2003-2004, The
course began with Miss Ebert reading aloud fairy stories to her students, and concluded with a
summative assessment where students worked in groups to read an extract from a story to their
teacher.

From our observations, there are several distinctive features worthy of examination and
description:

 Reading aloud

By reading aloud to her students, Miss Ebert
generated interest and motivated students to
engage in the language.

 Correction and feedback

The way Miss Ebert corrects and provides
feedback to her students helps students
improve and overcome any learner anxiety as
second language learners.

 Group work

The use of group work in lessons helps
promote cooperative learning.

 Assessment

The assessment rationale and implementation
offers teachers an interesting and viable
alternative to existing practices for assessing
oral English.
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When Miss Ebert arrived at Christian Alliance Cheng Wing Gee College two years ago, she was
asked by the panel chair to design an oral curriculum for the junior form students. The Form One
curriculum had to encompass poetry in the first term, and storytelling in the second. Miss Ebert
would teach each class of students once a cycle. Other than that, Miss Ebert was given free rein
with its design.

Course aims
 

When designing the curriculum, Miss Ebert had a number
of language objectives for this course. She hoped to help
students attain:

  
1. Increased fluency and better pronunciation

 2. Better reading skills
 3. Exposure to more vocabulary

 4. Awareness of different sentence structures

In addition to these, Miss Ebert hoped to use poetry and
storytelling to:

5. Create interest and motivate the students to speak more English
 6. Build the students' confidence to use English

Although this research focuses upon Miss Ebert's storytelling curriculum with her 1B
oral class, it also makes references to the few lessons we observed from her first-term
poetry unit.

 



 
 

 

  
Christian Alliance Cheng Wing Gee College is a school in Tai Wai that uses English
as the medium of instruction. It first came to the attention of this project due to
the fact that the students had significant value-addedness in their Hong Kong
English Attainment Scores across all junior forms during the year 2000-01.

Two years ago, Miss Ebert and the English panel chair started to plan an oral curriculum for junior
form students (S.1) that aimed at enhancing students' oral skills through the teaching of short
stories and poems. It was decided that stories and poems provided the teachers with a rich context
for language input in class. Miss Ebert was given the freedom to design her own course and over
the last two years it has evolved into a very distinctive approach to the teaching of oral English in
lower forms.

 
 

  
  

 
 

For more details about the school, please visit their
website

School contact information:

School address: 12-14 Chik Wan Street, Tai Wai. ( 新
界沙田大圍積運街12-14號)

School telephone: 2604 9762

Principal: Mr Yuen Kwok-Hei (袁國禧先生)

E-mail: school@cwgc.edu.hk

 



 
 

 

  
Because Miss Ebert only has one oral lesson per cycle with each junior form class, she has
designed fairly self-contained lessons to maintain continuity. Each story therefore lasts only one or
at most two cycles. The focuses of the lessons include:

1. Story structures
 2. Vocabulary 

 3. Pronunciation 
 4. Group work skills

 5. Presentation skills 
  

 

The oral assessment takes place during class time at the end of term.

 

 

The following table gives an idea of the range of stories covered in the ten weeks of the second
term (2004): 

 

10 Feb The Elves and the Shoemaker

2 Mar Cinderella

11 March Lady and the Tramp (1)

22 March Lady and the Tramp (2)

31 March Video - Timmy's gift

22 April The Town Mouse and the Country Mouse

4 May The Petrol Tank

13 May Oral guidelines and presentation

24 May Preparation for oral exam

3 June Oral assessment

 











 
 

 

 
What criteria does Miss Ebert use in selecting the text? 

  

Miss Ebert is conscientious about selecting her texts for the oral curriculum. She
selects stories according to the following criteria:

  
 
1. Stories that students will be familiar with

 As Miss Ebert only sees her students once a cycle, it is important that each lesson be
discrete and self-contained. Familiar texts activate the students' schemata more
readily, and will engage the students' motivation from the outset.

2. Stories that stimulate the imagination of students
 By choosing fairy-tales such as Lady and the Tramp or Cinderella, Miss Ebert is able to

tap into the imagination of students, thereby arousing their interest. One student
reported in an interview afterwards that he found the stories interesting "because it
won't happen in real life."

3. Stories that contain ample examples of the target language items she aims
to address

 Miss Ebert uses her stories as a "tool" to approach her language and teaching
objectives, allowing her to:

 - introduce new vocabulary,
 - contextualise pronunciation work, and

 - introduce different sentence structures, including those related to story
structures (e.g. "Once upon a time")
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Miss Ebert believes strongly in providing the students with a sound model of how to read the text
before they start to work on it. She does this for two reasons:

  
 

 
1. To engage students' attention from
the outset

 As can be seen from the video, the usually
"boisterous" 1B class are mesmerised by
Miss Ebert's storytelling. When students
were asked at the end of the term what they
enjoyed best, several boys cited Miss Ebert's
reading aloud as being "so interesting" and
something that they "remembered the best"

 

 
 

2. To model the language contained in the text
 By modelling the language for her students, the class is exposed to good examples of

pronunciation, intonation and stress. They are then expected to produce this later on,
both in group work and in the final assessment.



 
 

 

  
Throughout the course, Miss Ebert took time to read stories
aloud to her students. This normally occurred as the class
was being introduced to a new text or fairy story. In
interviews, Miss Ebert spoke passionately about how she
feels that reading aloud has a calming influence on her
students and how it can motivate them to read and enjoy
texts. Indeed, during the lessons, the students' attention
was evidently engaged by the teacher reading to them. In
interviews with students, many even said that their
favourite part of the course was when Miss Ebert read to
them. For some, it was probably the first time that
someone had read a whole book to them.

Much research has been done into the benefits of reading
aloud to students in class. Although there are claims that
reading aloud takes up too much time, many educators and
researchers believe that the time spent is worthwhile
because it enhances classroom instruction and leads to
academic achievement.

 
There are many advantages to reading aloud in front of students.
Some of the most important benefits are that it allows students to
experience the rhythms of the English language, it models and
produces enjoyment and it promotes learning from the printed
word. The students are encouraged to engage with the text, and
the reading from the teacher often helps the weaker students or
low achievers in the class (Bridge, 1989). Morrow and Weinstein
(1986) argue that this actually encourages reading, models fluent
reading and is a way to share reader responses. Greaney and
Hegarty (1987) developed this theme by claiming that teachers
who read aloud to their students are, in fact, recommending a
book, and that this may, in turn, lead to increased reading.

Miss Ebert sees that reading aloud to her class taps their interest
and attention. However, it is not just the element of enjoyment that
she is keen to develop. She also claims that reading aloud is
integral for continuing to model what good readers do as they read
texts to achieve comprehension.
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Why use group work?

In an interview, Miss Ebert mentions that she attempts
to use group work as often as she can, in order to:

1. Maximise opportunities for students
to speak

 In an oral class with 41 students, it is nearly
impossible to give each student a chance to
speak up in the classroom. However, by
forming groups, students have many
opportunities to practise speaking.

2. Reduce anxiety in the students
 From her own experience in learning

German, Miss Ebert is aware of learner
anxiety in speaking a second language.
Students gain confidence through practising
with their friends, so that when they are put
on the spot in class, they have built up the
confidence to present their ideas.

 

 
  Effective group work requires group-work training

1B are an energetic class, and without the proper structure, they can easily get out of
hand. In order to "channel their energy into something productive", Miss Ebert devoted a
lot of time in the first term to training the class in how to do group work. This included:

Teaching the students to form groups quickly and
efficiently.
Giving clearly defined roles for the students in each
group (leader, reporter, note-taker, contributors)
Giving explicit and clear instructions about the purpose
and expectations of the task.
Actively monitoring the students and providing support
during group work.

 
 



 
 

 

  
Classroom organisation is a major concern for many teachers because of the large class sizes and
the small and cramped classroom conditions. In Miss Ebert's
class, there are 41 students, which makes it very difficult for
her to involve and engage the attention of every student in
oral lessons. This experience is one that is shared by many
teachers in Hong Kong. However, Miss Ebert realises the
importance of group work in promoting and achieving the
teaching and learning goals of her curriculum.

Group work is a cooperative activity with a number of students
(usually 3-5) discussing a topic or solving a problem. In
groups, there is often more participation and more equality in
turn allocation. Additionally, the students feel more relaxed in
groups because they are working with peers and feel more
able to experiment with language. In a whole-class setting this is not the case and there is the
added "pressure" imposed (consciously or not) by the teacher. Students can take risks in their own
group without fear of comment or derision from a whole class listening to their response. In the
group, the teacher is not present and so the dynamics are altered. As a result, the group formation
allows students to take some of their own decisions regarding their learning.

 
 

The other benefit of group work is that the teacher is freed
from his/her normal role as the transmitter of information
from the front of the classroom. Instead, the teacher can
walk around and monitor each group, stopping to provide
advice and support to individual students.

There are, of course, problems associated with group work. In
local settings, many teachers worry about increased noise
levels when students work together. This can often pose
problems for teachers who are expected to "manage" the
class efficiently (which often translates into keeping the
students quiet). Also, it is true that not all students respond
to group work. Many students prefer to work on their own

and dislike being asked to work with others. The students may not like one another and this is a
potential problem for teachers when forming groups. Finally, many students revert to their mother
tongue when placed in groups and so teachers may feel that the use of group work is counter-
productive.

 
It is easy to find problems with group work, but the advantages of cooperative learning surely
outweigh the negative factors mentioned above. In Miss Ebert's class, there is a focus on
cooperation, as seen in the final assessment, and so group work fits perfectly into the overall
objectives of the oral curriculum. Miss Ebert admits that the class can be "a handful" at times, but
when they know what they are supposed to do, they work attentively and with enthusiasm. This
stems from the teacher's conscious attempt to share the teaching and learning objectives with her
pupils. The students are also given clear roles in each group and they all know what they have to
do.

Significantly, this type of learner training starts at the beginning of the school year as the teacher
gradually moves from using columns and rows of students in cooperative tasks towards a more
formalised version of groups where students choose their own partners. Miss Ebert allows her
students to choose their own groups as she believes that ownership of the task is a powerful
motivating force. However, she also reserves the right to change the groups if the students are not
working together according to her instructions and expectations. Hence, she is able to manage the
classroom organisation efficiently and fairly.
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Miss Ebert considers correction and pronunciation to be an
extremely important part of her class, and believes this is
doubly so given her role as a Native English Teacher (NET).

1. Teaching pronunciation and vocabulary in context
 Miss Ebert teaches pronunciation in context. Without

touching on IPA symbols, she works with her class on
difficult sounds as they arise from the stories. Examples
include the "L" sound (e.g., Lady and the Tramp) or the
"th" sound (e.g., The Elves and the Shoemaker). 

  
Similarly, the class go over the key vocabulary items of the
stories. Miss Ebert stressed that it was not so important
for the students to understand every single word in the
story as much as to gain confidence that they could

approach a book and get a grasp of the story.

Sometimes Miss Ebert uses the story as a springboard for teaching other vocabulary items. Aside
from learning that "puppies" are baby dogs from Lady and the Tramp, students were also
introduced to other baby animals, such as kittens, calves, ponies and kids.

 
2. Making pronunciation fun and physical

 Miss Ebert uses syllable-clapping and exaggerated face movements to illustrate the sounds of
words. This makes pronunciation practice lively and interesting. It also helps students make the
connection between the kinesthetic action and the sound produced.

 
 
3. Face-to-face correction with an awareness of over-
correcting

 Miss Ebert notices which students need the most pronunciation
help in the class, and when she walks around the classroom, she
will position herself so that those students will be able to see her
face and model her.

At the same time, she is keenly aware that students may be
embarrassed if they are singled out. Correction is an area that
can have a number of psychological effects on the learner
(Bartram & Walton, 1991), so Miss Ebert is careful to correct in
an encouraging manner, thereby creating an environment in
which her students have the confidence to take risks when
producing English.

 
4. Encouraging students to help each other

 Miss Ebert attempts to create an atmosphere where it is acceptable for students to seek help from
their friends. In doing so, she has been able to produce a class atmosphere in which students feel
confident to help and correct each other - even during a presentation or a final exam.
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Although Miss Ebert has been teaching in HK for two years,
she displays remarkable sensitivity to the psychological
factors that often inhibit L2 learners in the classroom.
Horwitz (1991) has argued that learning a foreign language
is psychologically unsettling, and in a study conducted on
students in Hong Kong, Tsui (1996) suggested that learners
adopt a deliberate strategy of being reticent and passive in
class. Many teachers in HK will be familiar with "passive"
students who are unwilling to answer questions in class,
even when they know the answer to the teacher's
questions. Many Asian students do not like to be seen to
"show off" in front of their classmates by answering
questions and therefore choose to remain silent. Other
students are often afraid of answering questions for fear of
derision from the class or, worse, the teacher. These cultural phenomena have implications for the
teacher, especially in oral classes where students' L2 output is expected to be maximised because
of the focus of the lesson.Miss Ebert talks openly about not wanting her students to "lose face" and
therefore adopts group work in class so that there is more equal participation from students and
less fear from them as they work together using the target language.

Miss Ebert is also aware of the importance of positive
reinforcement throughout her lessons, and in particular when she
is correcting students or providing them with feedback. Instead of
highlighting an individual student's errors or mispronunciation in
front of the class, Miss Ebert makes the conscious decision to
speak to the student individually. She monitors the students and
models the language when she hears an error being made. By
doing this, she is able to help students with specific problems and
they can then address the error on their own without having to
speak up in front of the class.

Miss Ebert also places great emphasis on encouraging students to
correct one another. This peer support stems from the group work that underpins the lessons, and
which could be observed in many lessons as well as in the final assessment. By encouraging a
positive atmosphere in class where students are willing to take risks with the language, the
common problems of learner anxiety and reduced self-esteem are significantly lowered. Not
surprisingly, teachers of 1B reported increased confidence in the students as a result of Miss
Ebert's oral curriculum and her teaching strategies in lessons.
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As the assessment is a storytelling presentation, in the classroom, in groups, it is a logical and
integrated conclusion to the curriculum.

 
Structure and rationale of the assessment
process

  

 
1. Assessment is scheduled for the final lesson

 In many local schools, the NET teacher has to assess
students individually in the exam timetable, which
can be quite tedious for the NET teacher, and
stressful for the student. By structuring the oral
exam in groups in the final lesson, this assessment is
an efficient use of time and teacher effort.

 
 

 

 

2. Students choose text for oral
  

 
Each group of students is allowed to select an
abridged version of a story they have studied in class
to present in the exam. Interestingly enough, while
students reported that they chose the stories
themselves, Miss Ebert explained to us that she
pushes stronger students towards more difficult texts,
and weaker students towards simpler texts.

 
 

 
 

3. Students are given criteria for assessment 
When the assessment criteria are transparent,
students know what to aim for and what to improve
upon. Miss Ebert does this in two ways:

Students are taught presentation skills and
practise evaluating each other's class
presentations ( Video of presentation skills )

Students are given  written copies of the
criteria and Miss Ebert goes over what is expected of them in class.

 

 



4. Students work in groups for the final exam
  

Having group work in the final exam is an extension of the
group work students have engaged in throughout the
term. The rationale and the benefits of this remain the
same: to reduce learner anxiety, to foster cooperation and
peer learning, and to reduce unhealthy competition.
Storytelling also lends itself to group presentation, as
students can play with different character voices, as well
as individual and choral arrangements.

  
 
 
 
 
5. Students receive teacher support

 Aside from modelling storytelling in class, Miss Ebert also
makes a tape of her reading the stories available on the
school server for students to practise. Furthermore, Miss
Ebert gives personalised feedback and correction during
the group work sessions. Students are also encouraged to
find her outside class and seek help.

  
 
 
 

6. The final test occurs in the oral lesson
 On the day of the final assessment, students present their 2-3-minute stories in

groups in front of Miss Ebert. The other students can prepare quietly by themselves or
take time to watch their classmates. In the exam that we observed, the atmosphere
was supportive and students spoke with confidence. Students were respectful and
appreciative of their peers' work and even offered corrective feedback.









 
 

 

  
1. Handouts

Criteria for the exam, outlining the details (stories available, dates, etc.)
Marksheet for the exam
Sample story (The Elves and the Shoemaker)

 

 
2. Additional videos

(a) Presentation skills

In this video, Miss Ebert works on the presentation skills with the
students (video taken from the first term poetry unit, December
2003).

 
 

 
 

  

(b) Feedback on group practice

This video shows a group of girls practising for the oral
assessment. Nikelle listens to them and gives them feedback.

 
 

  

(c) Storytelling competition

After the assessment, the group with the best score from each
class had a chance to present to the whole form in an end-of-
term storytelling competition. Watch the students from 1B
perform on stage here.

 

 
3. Sound files

To prepare the students for their exam, Miss Ebert recorded herself reading the
stories and put this on the school intranet for her students to listen and practise.
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After a year of working with Miss Ebert, the students
have improved in language, in confidence and in their
social skills. They can recall the stories and poems, even
from the first term, so the materials and the course have
clearly made an impact on them.

     

In their own words:
  

From student interviews

Better pronunciation, use of new vocabulary, increased
confidence and interest in stories

"Our pronunciation is better."
"We learn more difficult words and use them in writing and
reading."
"I am more confident now."
"The stories are good. I am interested in them."
" Students were able to remember poems and stories from the
first term, which indicates that they enjoyed the classes and
the texts chosen."

From Miss Ebert's
observations

Students are more relaxed and fluent

"I just want them to have a try... I've seen girls come up to me and
they know what they want to ask about the text but they just don't
know how to say it. But now they will try or they will ask someone to
help, 'How do you say that in English?' They seem more relaxed
as a result and are not so defensive. Also, there are definitely
students who have achieved greater fluency."

 

 
 
From classroom observations
and questionnaires

 
 
Better team members, better language learners

There is a supportive and cooperative atmosphere in lessons in
which students can help each other learn.
Students have become more articulate and fluent at the end of
the year than they were at the beginning.

From a student questionnaire:

Significant increase in use of cognitive and rehearsal
strategies.
Significant increase in perceived control of English learning .
Significant decrease in learner anxiety.

 
 
From their class teacher

 
Confidence in quieter students due to support from class



"Even the quieter students, or the shy students, still have to speak
up, because all of them have to come out, and recite the story in
front of the class, or tell the story in front of the whole class. So
even if maybe at the very beginning they were shy, once they see
that the other students can do it, they all can do it. So I think the
atmosphere is fine. And then the whole class, they show support
to the students - I mean, who speaks in front of them. That's
why they won't be shy any more."

 
 
From their panel head Good relationship with their NET

"I can see that the students enjoy all these oral lessons. They've got
very good relationship with our NET (Miss Ebert). I don't think our
students will be afraid of talking to foreign English speakers."

  
 

 



 
 

 

  
The design of the curriculum by Miss Ebert closely follows a model suggested by Hoover & Patton
(1997), in which teachers were advised to do the following:

 
1. Select the subject to be taught
2. Plan the general method of instruction taking

into account class size, etc.
3. Obtain or make required resources and

materials
4. Identify students who will need some

adaptations
5. Student considerations:

Does the student have the required skills for
this work (e.g. literacy)?
Can the student work without supervision? Can
the student work cooperatively with others?
What is the attention span of the student?
Does the student have any behaviour problems?
What will the work output be from this student?
Will the assessment procedure have to be modified?

 

 
In the oral lessons featured in this exemplar, it is clear that the
teacher has planned her lessons with many of these
recommendations in mind. The texts are chosen because of their
interest level to students as well as their appropriacy in terms of
the target language. The teacher copes with individual differences
in the class through her employment of group work and the
adaptation of texts, particularly in the final assessment where
students work together to present their texts. The group work
also helps to overcome the limitations brought about by the large
class size. Students are very aware of their learning objectives

throughout the lessons, and this comes from the clear instructions given by the teacher.
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A successful curriculum is one that is able to adapt itself to the
needs of the individual students and classes, as well as to
changes in the school and society. In our interviews, Miss
Ebert recounted to us the changes she has made this year, as
well as changes she would like to make in the future.

1. Adapting the curriculum to the changes in the school

This is the second year of the oral storytelling curriculum in
action. Miss Ebert noted that she has added the video
"Timmy's Gift", in part because last year's curriculum was cut
short by SARS, but also because:

"I wanted to include a different medium, and I wanted
them to hear a different English speaking voice other
than my own, which is sometimes really hard to get

over here, if you don't have time to cut and paste resources."

 
 
 
2. Reflecting on what went well

When reflecting upon what went well in the class, Miss Ebert's response reveals her ability to adapt to
the needs of that particular class.

"They're a kind of an excitable class... and one thing I've achieved is getting them to
channel the excitement and channel it into something, instead of just being a bit silly
about it. Some of the boys still need a lot of restraint, let's put it that way. But I think they
know that they can be excited but if they are going to be excited they also need to do
something with it."

 
3. Reflecting on what could be done better

As a teacher who is eager to improve from year to year, Miss
Ebert critiques her teaching this year. She reflects that perhaps
she could have moved to less structured activities a little sooner.

"Next year - if I am still teaching Form One and doing the
same thing, I am going to try making them speak more
with me by prompting them earlier."

 
4. Maintaining high expectations of the students

When asked whether she had any advice she could share with other teachers, she urged teachers to
have high expectations of students, while maintaining realistic language expectations and
established routines with the junior form classes. Miss Ebert also talks about the importance of
building a community atmosphere in the class, and being willing to try out different ideas.
 

 



 
Curriculum design

Clear and cohesive structure
Works within logistical limitations
Uses storytelling to generate interest in English

 

Reading aloud

Models English
language rhythms
Creates
enjoyment and
learning from the printed word

Group work

Encourages peer
learning
Maximises
speaking
opportunities

Pronunciation,
Vocabulary and
Correction

Creates
opportunities for
work on: pronunciation, intonation,
fluency and vocabulary acquisition
Correction is encouraging and
implemented with an awareness of
student's needs

 

Assessment

Integrated and
transparent
assessment
Efficient use of
teacher time and effort
Promotes cooperative learning

 
Result

Students have noticeably gained in confidence and fluency,
according to the teachers and students and from classroom
observations

 
 
Reflection

Demonstrates an ability to reflect and adapt curriculum according to changes in
the school and society
Reflects on the curriculum in relation to individual classes of students
Maintains high expectations of students

 
 

 

  




