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Abstract

Elementary school English education has been attracting attention, but teacher education in
this area has not been established. Developing teachers’ English proficiency as well as their
teaching skills is an urgent issue. In this study, what kind of instruction, using what kind of
material is effective for the development of English proficiency required for elementary school
teachers in Japan is examined with three Japanese graduate students in the teacher education
course. Three explicit instructions with past tense and three implicit instructions with future
tense were given to all of them using a task directly related to their work. Their improvements
in the use of the target grammatical items were measured with pre- and post- tests. Explicit
focus on form instruction seemed to be effective in terms of the development of both accuracy

and fluency.
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1. Background of this study
1. 1. English Education Reform in Japan
Obligatory foreign language activities were
officially introduced into Japanese elementary
schools in 2011. It is taught to 5" and 6"
graders for 35 periods (45 minutes per period)
each year. Instruction is delivered by the team-
teaching of a homeroom teacher and an assistant
language teacher or by a homeroom teacher
alone or with personnel in the community, etc.
The objective of foreign language activities in
elementary schools is to form the foundation
of pupils’ communication abilities in foreign
languages while developing the understanding
of languages and cultures through various
experiences, fostering a positive attitude toward
communication, and familiarizing pupils with
the sounds and basic expressions of foreign
languages. Among these objectives, three goals
should be achieved through foreign language
activities classes at elementary school: (a) to
develop the understanding of languages and
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cultures, (b) to foster a positive attitude toward
communication, and (c¢) to familiarize pupils
with the sounds and basic expressions of foreign
languages. MEXT provided every pupil with
a textbook, Hi, friends! 1 and 2, and its digital
material for instruction. It also provided each
elementary school with a guidebook for training
to teach English, and asked every prefectural
board of education and every school to conduct
30 hours of teacher education. However, it is not
easy for elementary school teachers to acquire the
skills that will help pupils achieve the three goals
after only 30 hours of training because most of the
teachers have not majored in English or studied
TEFL.

Under the new course of study which will be
fully implemented in 2020, English will become a
subject. According to English Education Reform
Plan corresponding to Globalization by MEXT,

In order to promote the establishment of an
educational environment which corresponds
to globalization from the elementary to lower/
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upper secondary education stage, MEXT
is working to enhance English education
substantially throughout elementary to lower/
secondary school upon strengthening English
education in elementary school in addition
to further advancing English education in
lower/upper secondary school. Timed with the

2020 Tokyo Olympics, in order for the full-

scale development of new English education

in Japan, MEXT will incrementally promote
educational reform from FY2014 including
constructing the necessary frameworks based

on this plan. (MEXT, 2013, p.1)

The plan says that, in the third and the fourth
grade, English Language Activities classes will
be given 1-2 times a week with supervision by
the homeroom teacher to nurture the foundations
for communication skills. In the fifth and the
sixth grade, in addition to class teachers with
good English teaching skills, actively utilizing
specialized course teachers, English Language
(Subject) classes will be given three times a
week to nurture basic English language skills.
In order to achieve these goals, teachers’
English proficiency and teaching skills must
be developed. To improve English teaching
skills of elementary school teachers, MEXT
is planning not only to develop and provide
audio training materials but also to improve the
teacher education program and promote teacher
employment. This will help elementary school
teachers to improve their teaching skills to some
degree, but their voluntary learning of English
will also be indispensable.

1. 2. English Abilities Required for Elementary
School Teachers

There are mainly two situations where
elementary school teachers need to use English.
One is the foreign language activities classes
where teachers need to direct the pupils and
engage them in the language activities in English.
The other is the preparatory meetings where
teachers plan their classes with assistant language
teachers. Teachers need to explain the aims and
the class procedures to the assistant language
teachers and exchange opinions with them
over the plan. In planning the development of
elementary school teachers’ English proficiency,
attention should be paid to these two issues.
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2. Literature Review
2. 1. Instruction of Grammar

Grammar instruction was traditionally
delivered under grammar-translation method,
where grammar rules are explained explicitly,
and then learners apply the rules to interpret
the text. This teaching methodology was
not successful in leading the learners to L2
acquisition and was replaced by audio-lingual
method, where repetition and pattern practice are
the dominant activities. This method also did
not work effectively in terms of L2 acquisition
due to the lack of L2 use in meaningful contexts.
Communicative language teaching, which
emphasizes meaning-focused instruction, has
taken the place of the audio-lingual methods. In
this approach, less attention is paid to grammar
instruction.

In the second language acquisition research,
whether grammar instruction is necessary for the
development of second language proficiency has
always been an important topic. The necessity
of grammar instruction in second language
acquisition has been discussed from three
positions. One is the non-interface position,
which argues that explicit knowledge can
never be transferred into implicit knowledge
through explicit teaching of grammar (Krashen,
1982, 1985). On the contrary, the idea that
explicit knowledge can be changed into implicit
knowledge through instruction is called the strong
interface position (Dekeyser, 1998). The other
position is the one just in between the two, and
it is called the weak interface position. Many
researches have been done on whether grammar
instruction is effective in language learning, and if
so, what kind of instruction is more effective than
others.

This study was conducted in Japan, an EFL
environment, where the L2 input that learners
receive only comes from class. In such an
environment, whichever position of the three
we may take, it is indispensable for learners to
have some kind of form-focused instruction to
push their L2 learning forward, otherwise they
wouldn’t be able to form any knowledge of
language with such a limited amount of input.
Therefore I would take form-focused instruction
as a means of teaching grammar.
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2. 2. Focus on Form

As the traditional L2 teaching method that
separated grammar from communicative contexts
was not successful, communicative language
teaching has become dominant. Among the
communicative approaches, content based
teaching such as task based language teaching,
has emerged based on output hypothesis and
interaction hypothesis. At the same time,
however, grammatical accuracy is difficult
to develop only through meaning-focused
instruction (Swain, 1985). Also, as the noticing
hypothesis emphasizes the importance of noticing
of target language forms for language acquisition
(Schmidt, 1990, 2001), it has been considered
important to draw learners’ attention to language
form during communicative language use. Long
(1991) suggested a focus on form approach.

Focus on form means having learners become
conscious of which language form to use in
order to convey their messages in the course of
communication. The focus on form approach
enables learners to pay attention to language
form in a communicative context and to connect
form, meaning, and function of a certain message.
Focus on form tasks and instruction techniques
vary: some are explicit and some are implicit,
some are input providing and some are output
eliciting.

2. 3. Explicit Instruction vs Implicit Instruction
Norris and Ortega (2000) made a meta-analysis
on 49 researches of L2 instruction effects which
were published between 1980s and 1990s and
found the superiority of explicit instruction over
implicit instruction. Explicit instruction includes
explicit explanation of the target language or
consciousness-raising tasks. On the other hand,
they pointed out that the superiority of explicit
instruction may be due to the fact that the tests
used in most of the researches are to measure the
explicit knowledge not the implicit knowledge.
Spada and Tomita (2010) also conducted a
meta-analysis on 41 form-focused instruction
researches, and studied where different results
were made between the two instructions both
on learning simple grammar rules and complex
grammar rules. The result was that explicit
instruction was more effective than implicit
instruction regardless of the complexity of
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grammar rules. They also studied to see if there is
any relationship between the two instructions and
knowledge types (explicit and implicit) acquired.
They found that explicit instruction resulted
in higher results both in explicit knowledge
test and in implicit knowledge test, especially
significant in implicit knowledge of complex
grammar points. These results show that explicit
instruction can enhance implicit knowledge,
which learners can utilize in communication and
denied the non-interface position. However,
Spada and Tomita pointed out that these tests
used for measuring the implicit knowledge cannot
always measure the implicit knowledge and that
the development of more valid test is necessary.

To conclude, explicit instruction is effective in
L2 learning but more research is necessary about
how effective it is to the development of implicit
knowledge.

3. Method

3. 1. Research Questions

1. Does explicit instruction help learners improve
their accuracy better than implicit instruction?

2. Does explicit instruction help learners improve
their fluency better than implicit instruction?

3. 2. Participants

Three graduate students who will start working
as elementary school teachers participated
in this study. All of them are in the second
year at School of Professional Development,
Graduate School of Education, Nara University
of Education. They are Japanese who were born
and raised in Japan. Their L1 is Japanese and
L2 is English. They are studying for these two
years to develop their skills as elementary school
teachers, and none of them majored in English in
university. Their profiles are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Profile of the participants
. JHS
.. EnngSh English STEP
Participant | learning ,
. teacher’s grade
period .
license
AA. 8 years Yes 2" grade
B.B. 8 years No Pre 2" grade
C.C. 8 years No 3" grade
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A.A., has the highest English proficiency of
the three. He enjoys talking with others both in
Japanese and English. He lived abroad for three
years when he was in high school. In the high
school, all the classes were conducted in English.
He is fluent in daily English conversation but
often makes errors and has difficulty expressing
his ideas especially when talking about topics
above the daily level. His English proficiency
in terms of STEP test is 2" grade level. He
majored in psychology in university. He has a
junior high school English teacher’s license as
well as elementary school teacher’s license and is
interested in English education in Japan. He has
taught several English classes at an elementary
school on his teaching practice during these two
years.

B.B., is an outgoing person who likes chatting
with others. He has no experience living abroad
or studying English outside of school but is
interested in communicating with others in
English and showing positive attitude toward
English communication. He has not taken
English classes since he finished his second year
at university. His English proficiency level is pre
2" grade level. He is good at communicating
with others using communication strategies such
as gestures, facial expressions, and drawing
pictures. These strategies help him a lot with
his communication in English. Although he
often makes grammatical errors, his positive
attitude toward communication also helps him
communicate successfully with others. His major
was music education and is good at singing. He
taught one or two English classes on his teaching
practice during these two years.

C.C., is rather shy compared with the other two
participants, but still enjoys talking with others.
He has never lived abroad or studying English
outside school. He has not studied English for
about eleven years since he finished second year
at university. After graduating from university,
he worked for a company for more than 5 years.
After that, he decided to become an elementary
school teacher and entered this graduate school.
His main interest is in developing learners’
autonomy. His English proficiency is about
at STEP 3" grade level. His vocabulary and
grammar use is very limited and he often stops
when speaking English. His pronunciation is
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sometimes difficult to understand. Although
he thinks he needs to practice and improve his
English skills, he feels he is not good at it and
does not like to communicate in English very
much.

3. 3. Tasks and the Target Structures

These students are going to start working as
elementary school teachers in next April; thus,
they start teaching foreign language in half a year.
All of them are motivated to study English, and
especially they want to improve skills that are
necessary to conduct English classes as well as
English proficiency itself. As mentioned earlier,
there are mainly two kinds of English skills that
are necessary for elementary school teachers;
English skills to conduct their teaching and
those to talk and discuss about lesson plans with
assistant language teachers. Therefore I chose
one of these, practicing discussion about lesson
plans (see Appendices A and B) with assistant
language teachers, as the task for this teaching
project.

I talked with the three students and planned a
task to match a real situation they would meet
when they start teaching. The task involves
explaining and talking about the lesson plan with
an assistant language teacher. Each participant
is supposed to be a homeroom teacher. Each
of them is supposed to have taught the previous
English class by himself and he is going to team
teach the next class with the assistant language
teacher. He is explaining about these two English
classes to the ALT. This task is composed of two
parts; explaining what they did in the previous
lesson and explaining what he is planning to
do for team teaching with the ALT in the next
class. They are given a teaching plan book for
elementary school foreign language activities and
asked to explain two continuing lesson plans. The
book is written in Japanese and each lesson plan
is shown in a chart, so they cannot translate the
sentences directly from Japanese to English, but
they need to compose the sentences by themselves
and organize the sentences so that it is easy for the
ALT to understand. The students had to explain
the lessons orally, but they were also allowed
to use notes to draw pictures for helping the
explanation. I played the part of ALT. The ALT
basically listened but sometimes gave scaffolding
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and corrective feedback on their errors.

The target language selected for this study was
past tense and future tense. In the former part of
the task, the students had to explain their lesson
that had been done, so they described the story
in past tense. In the latter part of the task, they
had to explain their lesson that was going to be
done, so they used future tense. These situations
usually happen when talking about lesson. Thus
these are structures that elementary school
teachers have to acquire first. That was why these
structures were selected as target of this teaching
practice.

3. 4. Procedure

Three instructions were given to each of the
three students and pretest and posttest were given
to measure the improvement. Each instruction
was about 45 minute long including reflection of
the task. The schedule is shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Project Schedule

st nd wd
Participant | Pretest instrLction instrzuction instriction postest
AA. Nov. 2 Nov. 9 Nov.16 Nov.30 | Dec.7
B.B. Nov. 2 Nov. 9 Nov.16 Nov. 30 | Dec.7
C.C. Nov. 2 Nov. 9 Nov.16 Nov. 30 | Dec. 7

As for pretest, the following two tasks were
given.

Tasks; You are an elementary school teacher. In
your foreign language activities class,

1) Tell your pupils what you did last weekend.
2) Tell your pupils what you will do this weekend.
You have one minute for each speech.

The test was given to each student incidentally
so that they would not see each other’s
performance. The tasks were not given to the
students in advance, and the student who had
finished the test earlier were asked not to tell the
others about the tasks. The first task “Tell your
pupils what you did last weekend” was aimed at
eliciting stories told in past tense. The second one
was aimed at future tense. One minute was timed,
but the student wasn’t stopped when one minute is
over and allowed to finish his speech.

Three instructions were given to each student
in November, 2015. The procedures for all
the instructions were the same. The students
were asked to perform the following tasks.
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Tasks; You are an elementary school teacher.
You taught your previous foreign language
activities class by yourself, and you will team
teach your next class with an assistant language
teacher. You are now explaining your teaching
plans to him.

1) Tell the ALT what you did in the previous
class.

2) Tell the ALT what you will do in the next
class.

The students were allowed to select any lesson
plans from the book that were given.

There was no time limit to their performance,
so they could explain as much as they wanted.
During the performance, I played the role of the
ALT. 1 listened to the students’ explanation of
the teaching plans and did not disagree with the
plans. No instruction or explanation about the
target structures, past tense and future tense were
given before students’ performance of the tasks
because these target structures are the ones the
students were already familiar with. Instead,
each time the participant made a mistake about
the target structures, corrective feedback was
provided. Instructions on target structures were
given explicitly on the past tense and implicitly
on the future tense. Each time they made a
mistake with the target structure, past tense, in
task 1, I told them that they had made a mistake
by giving explicit correction or metalinguistic
feedback, and elicited their modified output. I
gave recasts for future tense, so whether the
students notice the errors they made were up to
them. When they made errors with non-target
structures, no feedback was given as long as the
output was understandable. When the output
was not understandable, they were asked to
repeat or paraphrase what they said (clarification
request). They were allowed to draw pictures,
use gestures or to show pictures to the ALT. The
instruction was given individually, but they were
allowed to see each other’s performance. All
three participants saw all the others’ performance.
After each performance, about 15 minutes
were spent for reflection on the performance.
During the reflection time, the students could
ask questions or ask for advice. I gave general
comments on their performance.

After the three instructions were finished, the
posttest was given. As for posttest, the following
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two tasks were given.

Tasks; You are an elementary school teacher. In
your foreign language activities class,

1) Tell your pupils what you liked to do when
you were an elementary school pupil.

2) Tell your pupils what you will like to do when
you are seventy years old.

You have one minute for each speech.

The test was given exactly the same way as
pretest was given.

All the performances on pretest, instructions,
and posttest were recorded and analyzed. The
results of pretest and posttest were compared
in terms of accuracy (rate of appropriate use of
the target structure) and fluency (speaking speed

(wpm)).

4. Results and Discussion
4. 1. Pretest
Task 1)

Student A.A.

Last Friday I went to my grandparents’ house.
My grandparents live in Shizuoka. I take, I took
Shinkansen to go there. It takes three hours. In
my grandparents’ house, I played Shogi, do you
know Shogi, with my grandfather. He was very
very strong. I was enjoyed it, I enjoyed it. T went
to Hamamatsu. Hamamatsu is very famous for
eel. Eelis unagi. 1love unagi, and I ate unaju.
I want to go there again. Thank you.

Although he made several mistakes he
noticed them immediately and modified them
appropriately. These quickly modified errors
were to be counted as 0.5 errors in this study. As
for the underlined “take”, both present and past
tense can be applicable. After the speech he said
that he intended to use the past tense, so this was
counted as an error in the use of target structure.
There were eight occasions in his speech that he
should use past tense. Among them, he made one
error and two 0.5 errors. That counts up to two
errors, so his accuracy is calculated as 75 % (6 /
8 =.75). He also spoke 79 words in 57 seconds.
His speaking speed was 83 words per minute. In
this study, the rate of appropriate use of the target
structure is considered in terms of accuracy, and
speaking speed (wpm) is considered in terms of
fluency. As for other points, although there was
an error in number (eel), that was the only error
recognized in his speech. He spoke clearly as if
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he were speaking to the pupils.
Student B.B.

Last Saturday, I went to Youth Challenge
Forum which university student thinking about
future of Nara, Nara’s sightseeing, Nara Park,
and so on. In this event there are four groups
and my group is the group which the student
think, thought about sightseeing. In fact,
when I was a university student, I majored in
sightseeing. And I ean spend happy time in this
event. After this event, I went to Torikizoku, do
you know Torikizoku? 1Tt is a space of drinking,
with my friend, Masa. Masa drank so much,
and [ am worried about his health.

This participant tried to talk about his special
event on the weekend, but it seemed the event was

a little challenging for him to describe accurately.
As a result, he could not access correct words
for the situation, and frequently made errors.
Especially at the end of the speech, he seemed to
have forgotten that he was supposed to speak to
the pupils during English language activities at
school! He was basically conscious of using the
target form, past tense, but when he was thinking
how to express the situation, he seemed to have
been unconscious of that.
Student C.C.

I went to Universal Studio Japan last week.
Member is Ichiro, Taro. We enjoy --- because ***
so --- stay till final time. I become sick, sleeping
always in bed.

This participant has not had English lesson for
11 years and recently started to practice English.
He had one minute for his speech, but he often
stopped being at a loss what to say next. It was
difficult for him to put the words in order to form
a simple sentence.

The result of this task is summarized in Table 3.

Table 3. Result of Task 1

Participant Fluency (wpm) | Accuracy (%)
AA. 88 75
B.B. 65 60
C.C. 35 35
Task 2)

Pretest of this task was done right after task 1)
and the students’ performance was analyzed in the
same way as task 1). Its result is shown in Table 4.
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Table 4. Result of Task 2

Participant Fluency (wpm) | Accuracy (%)
AA. 83 75
B.B. 58 50
C.C. 29 20

The speed of speech became faster with all
three students and accuracy didn’t change with
A.A. while the other two of them showed higher
rate than task 1). Increase in speed was probably
due to the fact that they had made one speech
just before they made this task 2) speech. Higher
rate in accuracy with future tense by relatively
low-proficiency students can be thought of as
the difference in complexity. Also it is because
Japanese speakers find inflection (past tense) in
English rather difficult.

4. 2 Instructions

Instructions were given to each student three
times. In the instructions, the students were
required to explain two teaching plans. The
students could select two teaching plans (two
continuous periods) and explain what he taught
in the previous class and what he and the
ALT are going to do in the next class. During
the performance, I listened, and when they
made errors on the past tense, I gave explicit
instruction. For example, when a student said,
“Then I explained the rule of the game, and
pupils listening,” I gave elicitation by responding
to it, “And what did pupils do? And pupils... ”
“Listened, Pupils listened.” When a student said
“When pupils were singing, I prepare for the
game,” I gave them meta-linguistic feedback
by saying, “’Prepare’ is present tense. You are
talking about the past, so you should say it in the
past tense. So you should say ... ” “prepared for
the game.” Students liked this type of explicit
instruction. They would quickly write down the
modified output on a notebook and they seemed
satisfied when they found something to improve.
As for future tense, on the contrary, I used implicit
instruction. When a student said, “When we sing
a song, I tell pupils to sing loud,” I gave him a
recast by saying “OK, when we sing a song, you
will tell them to sing in a loud voice.” In such
cases, students often noticed the modification, but
when multiple points were fixed at the same time
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in the recast, they seemed to be unconscious of the
modification of tense. The instructions were done
individually but other students were allowed to
observe the instruction. All the three participants
were very keen on the study. Although they were
not required to attend other students’ instruction,
all of them joined all the other students’
instruction. They recorded each other and asked
each other questions. Two of them (B.B. and
C.C.) listened to their own recording and wrote
down what they said in the performance, and even
modified the writing again. During the reflection
time after the task performance, the students
asked many questions about the expressions and
grammar points, so estimated 45 minutes usually
became 50 or 55 minutes long.

4. 3 Posttest

After all three instructions, a posttest was
administered. After the three instructions, they
seemed to have got more used to and feel less
nervous about speaking English. The result of the
summary of the test and the comparison with the
pretest are shown in Table 5 and 6

Table 5. Result of Task 1

Fluency | Improvement o/ | Improvement
Name (wpm) %) Accuracy (%) (%)
AA. 85 +2.4 80 +6.6
B.B. 76 +31.0 75 +50
C.C. 42 +44.8 20 0
Table 6. Result of Task 2
Fluency | Improvement o/ | Improvement
Name (wpm) %) Accuracy (%) %)
AA. 79 -10.3 75 0
B.B. 72 +10.7 65 +8.3
C.C. 38 +8.5 40 +14.2

Table 5 shows that improvement can be seen

in all the students, especially significant with
the two students with lower proficiencies. From
Table 6 also, improvement can be seen in all the
students, but this time it is not as significant as
Task 1. From the comparison of the two charts,
we can say that explicit instruction was more
effective than implicit instruction especially with
the learners with low proficiencies.

5. Conclusion
The research questions were as follows.
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1. Does explicit instruction help learners improve
their accuracy better than implicit instruction?

2. Does explicit instruction help learners improve
their fluency better than implicit instruction?

The results indicated possibilities that explicit
instruction was a more effective method on
the improvement of English proficiency of the
graduate students who are in the elementary
school teacher education course. Further studies
in this area are necessary because developing
elementary school teachers’ English proficiency
is our countries’ pressing task. This instructional
approach of using the task directly related
to their work seemed to be effective both in
motivating the learners and in improving their
English proficiency. However, when we look
at the improvement of fluency and accuracy
respectively as I set the research question,
the results varied depending largely on the
participant.

As for question 1, participants A.A. and B.B.
showed greater improvement after explicit
instruction than implicit instruction, but C.C. did
not show improvement after explicit instruction
while improvement was seen after implicit
instruction. We have to have a closer look at this
fact before we can answer yes to this question.

As for question 2, all the participants showed
better improvement after explicit instruction than
implicit instruction. From the results, the answer
can be yes. Through the explicit instruction, the
participants became more confident, so that they
could speak without stopping to think what to say
next.

Although the participants seemed to show
improvement in this study, there are things to
improve. First, the number of participants is too
small to statistically answer the questions. Next,
in this study, the students were so keen on their
study that they studied a great deal at home using
various strategies. This made the factors that
helped them improve their proficiencies complex,
and we cannot directly identify the reason. Lastly,
this instruction was conducted only three times,
which should be repeated several more times to
precisely measure the improvement.

As the development of elementary school
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teachers English proficiency is an urgent issue, we
need to continue studies of this area.
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Appendix B. Teaching Plan (£ B4
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“Do you like it math?”
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