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PROGRAMAMPROVEMENT IN

NGAPURE

BY OMAR RACHID

photos: SAS Communications Office

hen we get visitors in our language classrooms at Singapore American School (SAS),
the first comment we hear is, “Wow, these students can speak!” From new teachers,
to external consultants and everyone in between, the comments are similar. There
is a sense of awe and pride that students taking a language course are not only
conversant in the world language they are studying, but that they are also seeking opportunities

to demonstrate their abilities and welcome opportunities to engage authentically.
The students are the source of our pride, the result of the vision, commitment, and continual
growth of our educators and leaders who embarked on the journey toward proficiency nearly a

decade ago.
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Is Your Language Program
Delivering On Its Goals?

In the six years that I've been an educator and
in my current role as Interim Director of World
Languages at SAS, if there is one thing that
rings true across all of our Chinese, French,
and Spanish classrooms it's the strong focus
on developing students’ oral proficiency. When
we set off on this journey toward proficiency

a decade ago, the World Language Department
at the time charted a course based on the fol-
lowing philosophy:

Language and communication are at

the heart of the human experience

and individual identity. Therefore, it

is imperative that all students have
opportunities to become equipped both
linguistically and culturally in other
languages to establish and maintain
relationships, and to function confidently
within a global society. We believe that

the primary purpose of learning another
language is to develop the ability to
communicate effectively in real-life contexts.
We recognize that a communicative
approach, that meaningfully integrates
authentic resources and technology, is
essential to successful language acquisition.

Drafted in February 2011, this is evidence
of the groundwork laid and a testament to the
durability of the message. Are we delivering
on it?

I believe that we are effectively equipping
students linguistically in other languages, and
that we are evolving in our understanding of
what it means to equip students culturally.

That said, we're a work in progress. As a
proficiency-based program, it has taken time,
resources, energy, people, collaboration, and
innovation to deliver on this commitment. As
tends to be the case in many international and
American schools abroad, we have a transient
community of educators and leaders. While we
benefit from a relatively steady and healthy
faculty tenure of about seven years, this
constant renewal of educators and leaders has
actually helped infuse our program with new
ideas and the energy needed to keep develop-
ing our language program.
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A key takeaway from this decade-long
journey is to create a common framework
everyone can rally behind and then back it up
with appropriate professional learning. By the
end of this school year, SAS will have 63 ACTFL
Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) trained educa-
tors. Nineteen of these professionals have
pursued full certification in Chinese, Spanish,
or French, and some have dual certification.
Having this many OPI-trained educators has
allowed our professional learning community
teams to utilize a common framework to
address student learning.

How Do We Ensure That
Learners Reach Their Goals?

SAS serves more than 3,700 students in
pre-K-12 programs in Chinese, Spanish, and
French. One of the best ways to make sure that
they continue to be well served is to strength-
en our Professional Learning Community (PLC)
culture and regularly seek external validation
of our benchmarks and practices.

Through our principals, deputy principals,
director of world languages, and PLC team
leaders, we constantly seek ways to make our
PLCs stronger. Significant investment in PLCs
in all departments and at all grade levels is
critical. We have found that by structuring our
teams to be collaborative we are better able to
reach all of our students. We accomplish this
using the four PLC Questions:

I. What is it we expect our
students to learn?

When thinking about curriculum and instruc-
tional design, we pay attention to everything,
from our units of study to the physical learn-
ing environment, to guarantee student suc-
cess. We have tried innovations in the learning
environment, from creating opportunities

for co-teaching intermediate level courses,

to curriculum review that led to an increase

in the number of language functions taught
and assessed.

Our PLC teams have very specific objec-
tives, while our vertical and divisional teams
have very focused contexts, functions, and
intercultural communication objectives that
help streamline the student experience. This

includes a curriculum roadmap that shows
the agreed upon units of progression across
language levels.

This means that students in Intermediate,
whether they are in Grade 3 or Grade 11, all
focus on the same unit of study with the func-
tions tied to that unit. What is tailored within
each division is age-appropriate content,
instruction, and assessment.

2. How will we know when they
have learned it?

Using backward design, we embed formative
tasks throughout that culminate in a final
performance assessment. One of the pivots
we made two years ago was to intentionally
expand the functions of language that we
assess. We did so both horizontally and verti-
cally, meaning that we went beyond narration,
description, and asking and answering ques-
tions, to also include the expression of feel-
ings, hopes, emotions, dreams, opinions, and
advice. We addressed each of these functions
from Novice to Advanced levels.

This expansion in the functions assessed
allowed us to deliberately determine the
functions focused on in each thematic unit.
We are now at the stage of determining the
best Intercultural Communication Can-Dos for
the unit functions and thematic contexts to
give a culturally responsive dimension to our
linguistic expectations.

Additionally, we include time to “calibrate”
our assessment practices wherever possible
so that we refresh and adjust our expecta-
tions at each proficiency level and sublevel. To
calibrate we take sample student assessments
from different grade levels, but within the
same language level, and have that team of
teachers score the work independently. After
the independent scoring, the team comes
together to share how they would have scored
the same samples, and a consensus score is
reached. This allows us to calibrate the way we
score student work. Calibration is the hardest
part of our practice to maintain because it
is dependent upon the time available across
divisions. We're trying to move away from
sporadic calibration events to a more system-
atic approach.
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3. How will we respond when
some students do not learn?

This is by far the most difficult issue to
address. As educators, we so often teach to
the middle. The single most effective practice
that we've instituted at our school to address
this question is to level our language courses.

We have multi-year classes across lan-
guages, where students remain until they
reach the exit proficiency level. For example,
Novice High at the elementary school level
takes one to three years to achieve depending
on language difficulty (Chinese vs. Spanish) as
well as each student’s individual progress, and
the same is true in the Intermediate realm.
Students remain until their demonstrated
performance clearly indicates that they are
ready for the next level. Since we conduct
regular assessments, students are able to move
up when they demonstrate readiness; they do
not have to wait until the end of the semester
or school year.

Students who are still not close to reaching
the exit target by the end of their second or
third year are identified and, with the help of
our PLC teams, we purposefully design inter-
vention practices that target the functions,
skills, and performance that they need to
reach the proficiency level benchmarks estab-
lished by the NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-Do Statements.
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SAS Elementary School students in Chinatown during the SOAR campaign.

4. How will we respond when
some students already know it?

This is the easiest question for us to address be-
cause we have spent almost a decade aligning
our course names to reflect the proficiency level
the cohort is working toward. For example, we
have courses such as Spanish Novice, Intermedi-
ate, and Intermediate High, which are designed
as multi-year courses so that students can reach
the specified benchmarks. We also have Novice
High in Interpersonal Listening & Speaking for
our Novice cohort, Intermediate Mid Interper-
sonal Listening & Speaking for our Intermediate
cohort, and Intermediate High across all modes
for our Intermediate High cohort.

Students by Performance Level

800

Once a student reaches a course proficiency
exit target, they are promoted to the next
level. This means that students always know
where they are regarding a language func-
tion because we have used the NCSSFL-ACTFL
Can-Do Statements and AAPPL Score Descrip-
tors in our rubrics for each course. Throughout
their language learning career at SAS, students
and educators alike know what proficiency
sub-level each student is at and what they
need to achieve across different functions to
advance to the next level. If they are in Inter-
mediate Low, they know what an Intermediate
Mid sounds like, looks like, and feels like in
each of the functions.

KEY:

N1 Novice Low

N2 & N3 Novice Mid
N4 Novice High

600

1T Intermediate Low
12 & 13 & 14 Intermediate Mid
15 Intermediate High

400

Students

200

N1

N2 N3 N4

n

AL Advanced Low

AL

Semester 1 (Dec. 2020) Performance Score
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Elementary School Chinese immersion students.

Since we attach proficiency performance
descriptors to the scores and comments re-
ported at the end of the semester, we have data
that shows that our educators, students, and
parents speak the same proficiency language.
For interpersonal speaking at the end of the
first semester in December 2020, about 25%
of our students scored either Novice Mid or
Novice High, 40% scored Intermediate Low,
25% scored Intermediate Mid, and about 10%
scored Intermediate High or above. Knowing
this allows students to take personal agency
and ownership of their learning.

Throughout this decade-long journey we have
kept coming back to our philosophy, continu-
ally revising our common agreements. We went
from focusing on thematic units to scaffold-
ing functions and unpacking functions within
contextual themes and intercultural commu-
nication targets to provide a framework for
teachers. This sandbox allows for unfettered
creativity in designing learning experiences.
Coupled with external validation, we were able
to analyze our data and extrapolate strengths
and areas of growth in our program.

This analysis revealed that our students
were speaking, and that by the end of their
second year in a language classroom, most
were scoring in the Intermediate Low and
Intermediate Mid ranges.

About 25% of our language courses across
grades K-12 are geared toward achieving an
Intermediate High level or higher (Advanced
Low/Mid, Advanced Placement, and Advanced
Topics), evidence of the proficiency levels
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reached by our students. Our commitment to
a daily world language program that starts as
early as preschool, as well as the vision and
expertise of our 76 educators in the world
languages and immersion programs, allows us
to deliver an exemplary program to more than
3,700 students.

- SAS

The SAS Story

Our team continually seeks to renew skills and
share practices by participating in confer-
ences locally, regionally, and internationally.
Coordination between the Director of World
Languages and principals to ensure a com-
mon language with students, educators, and
parents allows for clear communication and
good organization. This is not a seamless ex-
perience, however, but rather one that requires
constant communication and effort.
* We seek to attract, recruit, and retain
the best educators and leaders. Our
retention rates are among the highest
among international schools, and for every
job opening that we post we receive an
average of more than 40 applications.
*  We honor the past and walk in the
footsteps and teach in the classrooms of

those who came before us. By honoring
tradition and seeking ways to innovate, we
honor what is both tried and true and seek
to sharpen and rethink our practices. We
do all this for our students, who see their
teachers as learners as well. As educators
and learners, we seek to learn from the
best. One of the benefits this world of
Zoom has afforded is that it allows us

to have reqular, embedded touch points
with our consultants rather than day-long
in-services or week-long consultations.

* We open our doors to our neighbors near
and far. In the six years that I have been at
this school, our world languages department
has welcomed visiting groups and teachers
both virtually and in person from schools
here in Singapore, as well as from the
United States, Japan, India, Bangladesh,
United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia.

* We also celebrate and grow our internal
talent. While maintaining safe distancing
practices, every Tuesday for about 20
minutes one of our world language
teachers shares a practice during our
‘Kopi Konnections’ in a virtual setting.
Kopi is a Malay word for coffee. These
informal gatherings allow us to learn from
one another.

While we have many strengths to celebrate, our
greatest asset is our team of world language and
immersion teachers and instructional assistants.
These educators are focused on learning objec-
tives and the student experience, both vertically
across divisions and horizontally across language
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and grade levels. This allows us to have a com-
mon purpose with differentiated delivery.

We moved from rubrics to progressions using
the World-Readiness Standards for Learning
Languages as common criteria and further fleshed
them out by functions so that we communicate
mastery to students by function and then glob-
ally by proficiency sub-level. We continually seek
expertise and consultancy from ACTFL experts and
others in the field. We are at the point now where
we have established communicative benchmarks
and set aside time vertically to calibrate our
assessments and expectations, embedding oppor-
tunities for teacher feedback throughout each
cycle in order to process the changes.

Our Path Forward

We have a lot to learn and many ways to learn
it. Our educators bring with them a breadth

of experiences from different school systems,
language programs, and learning environments.
Our students bring with them their multilingual
selves and rich family histories of multilingual-
ism. Our multilingual host country, Singapore,
which boasts four national languages, offers
many lessons. And we have lot to learn from
our peers and partners who are delivering
language education around the world.

Our immediate next steps will be focused
on efforts to deepen our current practices in
assessment design and calibration so that we
are even better able to support new teach-
ers entering our PLC teams and keep our key
practices around student learning and the four
PLC questions firmly in place. It really helps
to come back to these questions because they
ground our teams in goal and purpose.

Additionally, our interpersonal speaking
results have grown quite strong as a result of
instituting daily 45-minute language classes
almost 10 years ago for all our students in
kindergarten through Grade 12. We are very
proud of this and it has also led us to explore
ways to achieve similar growth and support
in literacy. We have been engaging in cross-
divisional work this year to try to grow just
as strong in our understanding of teaching
and assessing literacy as we do speaking. An
embedded next step for our program de-
sign is how to incorporate the NCSSFL-ACTFL
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Intercultural Can-Do Statements as part of our
curriculum, instruction, and assessment across
all three of the languages offered at SAS.

Every team in our program has grappled
with our purpose and what this would look
like for the age level and proficiency level that
they teach. From our Dual Language Immersion
classrooms to our Advanced Topics courses
and everything in between—it all stems from
innovation through collaboration. By adhering
strongly to a focus on student learning and
placing students at the center of every deci-
sion, we are able to bring everyone on board.

It has not been easy, but we have had
visionary leaders who have sought to attract and
retain educators who have a focus on proficien-
cy, collaboration, and student learning. Our edu-
cators remain with us for an average of seven
years, a longer tenure than at most international
schools, and have voted SAS as the seventh best
employer in Singapore (Straits Times).

We're a continual work in progress and it

takes a team with an ongoing commitment to
growth, questioning, innovating, creating, and
reflecting to produce. If you are interested in
pursuing program improvement, start with the
learning outcomes. Consider what you want
your students to be once they exit your program
and then work toward designing the learning
experience at each level for your context.

It has been a humbling journey to be on
and we would be happy to collaborate and
learn from other programs on their journey to
proficiency. The common framework we devel-
oped through OPI training, the common assess-
ment and reporting progressions we developed
based on ACTFL benchmarks and AAPPL score
descriptors, and the evolving and responsive
curriculum we refine each year as a team have
all contributed to where we are today. We have
room to grow when it comes to literacy and
intercultural communication, and we encourage
fellow educators to reach out, because we learn
best when we learn from each other.

As goes the saying, “If we build it, they will
come.” We owe a great deal of our success to
the tireless dedication of our educators, their
commitment to our students and to our school.

Omar Rachid is the Interim Director of World Languages
at the Singapore American School in Singapore

SOME THOUGHTS ABOUT SAS

“I like it because it's a small group
and it’s challenging. I like that we
don’t have homework and that we
play a lot of games.”

“Language in SAS is one of my
favorite classes.”

“The Spanish class at SAS has
taught me to read, talk and write
in Spanish better than I ever
have before.”

“The new spaces in the language

rooms are comfortable and learning
friendly and have all the materials
for success.”

“The teachers in my language class
are very good and manage to make
a language class a lot of fun.”

“My daughter has been learning
Chinese since she was two, but
she’s never been willing to speak.
In her first week of immersion, she
just naturally blurted out several
things in Chinese, so her confidence
improved almost immediately.”
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