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ABSTRACT

Nowadays, school education concentrates on developing pupils’ skill to learn - teachers should
help pupils understand the meaning of education in their life and encourage their independent
inquiry. The essence is not just getting excellent grades. Instead, it is about pupils taking respon-
sibility for being interested, for participating and for reflecting on their performance. The men-
tioned features are characteristic of self-regulated learning - a transversal skill to be honed from
early school years. Overall, research on pupils’ self-regulated learning reveals that if mastered as
a skill at an early age, it positively influences pupils’ academic performance. Based on the evi-
dence of prior research, the authors of the article consider relevant ‘Can-Do Statements’ to be of
importance to develop and enhance pupils’ self-regulated learning skills parallel to their academic
achievement. Therefore, the current study aims to examine how self-regulated learning ‘Can-Do
Statements’ applied in lessons of English in Year 4, can improve pupils’ confidence regarding their
self-regulated learning and their foreign language achievement. The research method is a case
study comprising a research sample of 19 Year 4 pupils (nine to ten years old). The pupils come
from a rural school in Latvia, Vidzeme region. The data are collected using lesson observation
sheets, language tests and a questionnaire for pupils to ensure triangulation of the data. Empir-
ical data show that ‘Can-Do Statements’ implemented in English language lessons help pupils
work on self-regulated learning skills simultaneously achieving academic performance goals they
set for themselves. However, the level of achievement depends on whether an individual pupil
relates ‘Can-Do Statements’ to oneself and one’s learning process. Even though the data show that
the efficient use of ‘Can-Do Statements’ would ask for meticulous lesson planning, it can also be
witnessed that their application allows creating a positive learning environment, which in its turn
is beneficial for the rapport of the teacher and pupils.

Keywords: young learners, self-regulated learning skills, ‘Can-Do Statements’, foreign language
learning and performance.
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Introduction

Learner-centred paradigm in education has been a dominant 21st-century trend in
different parts of the world. Some of its characteristic features are pupils’ personalised
learning, differentiated classroom instruction and deep approach to learning - learning
to be ready for real life (Cunningham, 2020; Bolstad et al., 2012; Watson & Reigeluth,
2008; O’Neill & Mcmahon, 2005). It has to be emphasised that pupils who take an interest
in their learning and are responsible for their learning process can set learning objectives
and assess their performance better, reach better learning outcomes and gain more sat-
isfaction with their academic performance (Pandolpho, 2018; Hattie, 2009; Zimmerman
2002; Pintrich, 2000). The mentioned features regard foreign language learning as well.
Teachers have to be aware that pupils will need their foreign language competence to
communicate, not simply remember grammar patterns or separate vocabulary items by
heart (Council of Europe [COE], 2020). Therefore, a sustainable, learner-relevant foreign
language learning should start at an early stage.

In the context of Latvia, in the school year 2020 / 2021, schools started to implement
a new state standard of basic education (Cabinet of Ministers, 2018). The new standard was
an outcome of a project A Competence Approach to the Curriculum, named Skola2030
(further in the article referred to as School2030) (Ministry of Education and Science of
the Republic of Latvia, 2019). The goal of the particular approach implemented as a Euro-
pean Social Fund (ESF) project by the National Centre for Education (NCE) is to develop,
approve and implement a general education curriculum for children and adolescents aged
1.5 to 12 that provides the necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes for the 21st century
(Eurydice, 2023). The subject content of the field of languages is divided into three main
parts called Big Ideas — which are Language in Communication, Text and Its Development,
Language Structure (Valsts izglitibas satura centrs [VISC], n.d.). Alongside the mother
tongue — Latvian, pupils start to study a first foreign language, which is mainly English
(further on). According to the Model programme for English as a first foreign language,
pupils of Year 4 have mastered Al language level and are on the threshold of A2 accord-
ing to the language levels described in the Common European Framework of Languages
(CEFR). Consequently, pupils can, for example, give information about their interests and
describe the environment they are in creating short and simple spoken and written texts in
present and past using simple connectors; observe the attitude of others and express their
emotions verbally and non-verbally according to the communication situation; read and
listen to simple texts. Additionally, pupils keep learning to assess their performance by
working with the European Language Portfolio (ELP) for primary school pupils and apply
information and communication technologies to check their written texts (VISC, n.d.).

Besides the subject content areas, pupils must work on transversal skills and habits
(values and virtues). The goal of the six transversal skills - critical thinking and prob-
lem-solving; creative activity and entrepreneurship skills; self-regulated learning; cooper-
ation; civic participation; digital literacy (Cabinet of Ministers, 2018; Skola2030, 2019),
is to help pupils become competent members of the 21st society by being able to apply
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the previously mentioned generic skills in a variety of areas in their future life. Values
and virtues, in their turn, are meant to help pupils be aware of the importance of general
qualities like being respectful, diligent, conscientious, honest, tolerant, etc.

Having had the experience of teaching English to primary school pupils, the authors
of the article are particularly interested in methodology that would allow helping pupils
master a foreign language while simultaneously developing their skills to learn. That is
because, as mentioned earlier in the article, self-regulated learning (further in the arti-
cle referred to as SRL) is one of the key transversal skills in the education system in
Latvia and one of the features of 21st-century education. What is more, SLR proved its
importance during the Covid-19 pandemic when plenty of students and teachers had to
adapt to the new situation when it was no longer possible to communicate face-to-face
in the classroom. Students were required to become more independent and accountable
for their learning process (Barron Rodriguez et al., 2022). As regards the term used SRL,
according to the previous research, such type of learning, in general, is referred to in
the theoretical literature as either self-directed learning (further in the article referred to
as SDL) or self-regulated learning SRL. SDL and SRL are comparable in several ways, but
it is essential to distinguish between the two. According to Linkous (2020), some scholars
argue that the distinction lies in the strength of influence, as SRL excels in cognitive and
motivational aspects of learning while SDL excels in external control aspects; but other
scholars argue that the connection between the two is less clearly defined and describes
the interchangeable usage of the terms. Linkous (2020) concludes the mentioned ambi-
guity leads to confusion among academics and practitioners, which in turn results in
ineffective instruction and transmission of the information on the terms to university
students . In the present research, the term SRL is being applied. Firstly, SDL is a concept
of adult education from the 1970s to-1980s whereas self-regulated learning, which is
younger, originated from educational psychology and cognitive psychology. Based on
the concepts described by Zimmerman (2002) and Pintrich (2000), SRL is an active,
constructive process whereby learners set goals for their learning and attempt to monitor,
regulate and control their cognition, motivation, and behaviour, guided and constrained
by their goals and contextual features of the environment. For example, having a decent
place for learning (a desk, lighting) or a notebook, where a learner can write the goal
of the learning session. SDL has also been treated as a broader concept in the sense
of the learner’s freedom to manage one’s learning activities and the degree of control
the learner has. In SDL, this is the learner who defines the learning task. However, in
SRL it may also be a teacher (Loyens et al., 2008, as cited in Saks and Leijen, 2014, p. 192).

Relying on the findings of the theoretical research, the authors of the article believe
that a practical tool to improve pupils’ self-regulated learning skills and academic per-
formance in English lessons is ‘Can-Do Statements’. It is known that to improve learning
achievement in any study subject, teaching aims and learning outcomes must be for-
mulated. Furthermore, learners should be informed on how to achieve the set learning
outcomes. Consequently, it is essential that clear descriptors indicating what a learner
has already accomplished and what has to be done next are designed. As explained in
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the CEFR (COE, 2020), the idea of scientifically calibrating ‘can do’ descriptors to a scale
of levels originally comes from the field of professional training for nurses. Tests were not
very helpful in assessing a trainee nurse’s competence. Instead, a systematic, informed
observation by an expert nurse, guided by short descriptions of typical nursing compe-
tence at different levels of achievement was needed. The ‘can do’ approach was transferred
to language teaching and learning in the work of the Council of Europe in the late 1970s.
This happened through three channels:

(a) needs-based language training for the world of work;

(b) interest in teacher assessment based on defined, communicative criteria, and

(c) experimentation with self-assessment using ‘can do’ descriptors as a way of

increasing learner reflection and motivation (COE, 2020).

Since its formal beginnings in 2001, the CEFR has been translated into 37 languages
and its usage as a tool for establishing levels of learning, teaching, and evaluation has
moved beyond Europe, from Asia to Latin America. The illustrative descriptors are pre-
sented within the descriptor scale. Each descriptor scale gives samples of typical language
use in a certain topic, calibrated at various levels. Each descriptor has been designed and
calibrated independently of the other descriptors on the scale, such that each description
gives an independent criterion statement that may be applied independently of the scale.
The illustrative descriptor scales apply to the same set of levels to the communicative
language activities and strategies, plurilingual and pluricultural competence, commu-
nicative language competencies and signing competencies (COE, 2020). These skill-based
descriptions of ability focus on communication intent and provide a highly practical
approach that looks at what individuals can accomplish and do practically in the real
world. It can be something against which learners can be assessed or they can self-as-
sess their own performance. In addition, a successful technique of identifying not only
the current stage of the child’s learning, but also the attainable future steps to be taken
(Cambridge University Press [CUP], 2013; Scrivener, 2011; Mathieson, 2004). When stu-
dents become involved in assessing their own progress by ticking oft simple ‘can do’ state-
ments, relating to assessment criteria, and when they engage in meaningful constructive
feedback in self or peer assessment, then assessment in the form of constant feedback can
become a powerful tool for learning and one that students can take ownership of as they
create their own learning progression perspective (Jones & McLachlan, 2009).

All in all, educators of young foreign language learners can use the ‘Can-Do State-
ments’ to:

o guide their lessons,

o better comprehend the language skills of pupils with varying levels of language
proficiency,

o develop their understanding of what the pupils’ language acquisition process can
look like,

o collaborate on the scaffolding of pupils’ need to engage in content-area learning
while simultaneously developing their language skills,

o differentiate language instruction and classroom assessment (WIDA, n.d.).
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Therefore, the aim of the current study is to examine how self-regulated learning
‘Can-Do Statements’ applied in lessons of English in Year 4, can improve pupils’ self-reg-
ulated learning and their foreign language achievement. The methodology of the study
is explained in the next section of the article.

Methodology

Representing a small-scale research in education, a case study (Hamilton, 2018;
Cropley, 2002) on the use of ‘Can-Do Statements’ in English lessons to improve Year
4 pupils’ self-regulated learning and foreign language achievement was performed in
arural secondary school in Latvia at the beginning of an autumn semester of the school
year 2022 / 2023 (September — October). All in all, these were eight English language
lessons with 19 Year 4 pupils (nine to ten years old; nine girls and ten boys) making
a non-probability convenience research sample (Cohen et al., 2007). It was possible to
have lessons at school as the Covid-19 restrictions had been cancelled. Data were collected
via three data collection methods - lesson observation; pupils’ work (tests, blog posts);
a questionnaire for pupils - to align with the principle of triangulation (Hamilton, 2018;
Cropley, 2002). One of the article’s authors conducted the case study within the frame-
work of their teacher’s practice closely cooperating with an experienced school colleague.
The school administration and the pupils’ parents were informed about the research in
order to obtain legal permission to engage pupils in activities that envisaged the use of
‘Can-Do Statements’.

Based on the literature overview on the topic of SRL for primary school pupils and
the fact that certain school had their local study planner which had presented the pupils
with the core ideas on goal setting in learning, four independent age-relevant ‘Can-Do
Statements’ were designed:

1. Ican set the goal of my task,

I can make a to-do list using the criteria,

I can reflect on my learning journey;,

I can evaluate my work.

What is more, these were just four statements because the time constraints of
the study had to be taken into account. The researchers had to be aware that pupils
would not be able to work on numerous statements at once.

The source material used for mastering English was Unit 1 ‘How do we make friends?’
from ‘Bright Ideas 3’ by C. Palin and S. Philips (2018) as it has been acknowledged by
the Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Latvia and had been used in
the certain school on a permanent basis. By the end of the unit, the pupils were expected
to write a post ‘An Amazing Day with My Friends’. As regards the English language
performance, they had to use present continuous, prepositions of movement and names
of activities people can do together with their friends, for example, read a book, play foot-
ball, watch TV, etc. For the part of SRL, the pupils had to demonstrate their skill to apply
the aforementioned four SRL ‘Can-Do Statements’ while getting ready for doing and then

AN
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assessing their work. Then the backwards design in lesson planning was put into practice
(Model Teaching, 2019) to get a logical sequence of the lessons that would be compatible
with the assessment procedure of the final product created by the pupils. The structure
of each observed lesson followed the same pattern in which the emphasis was put on
pupils either setting the goal for certain activities, planning their work, reflecting on it or
finally assessing the outcome. Each of the activities concentrated on language topics that
would lead pupils to use necessary grammar structures and vocabulary items in writing
the post. With that purpose in mind, particular worksheets for pupils to enter their ideas
on the goal of each lesson, steps to be taken to attain the goal, reflection thoughts and
self-assessment ideas were designed.

In the course of the case study, the pupils’ work was observed in seven lessons.
Each ‘Can-Do Statement’ was turned into an indicator with two descriptors revealing
the pupils’ skill to manage their own learning. Table 1 lists the indicators and descriptors
to assess pupils’ SRL skills.

To observe the pupils’ work on each ‘Can-Do Statement’, the following observation
sheet was used (see Table 2). Each lesson focused on one certain descriptor or a com-
bination of two to help pupils work on SRL by doing one thing at a time. It has to be
noted that pupils could use English and / or Latvian to work on their SRL skills as
the language necessary to explain their opinions and formulate phrases and sentences
just in English might be complicated for Year 4 pupils. In the observation, three dif-
ferent notes were possible: yes (if the pupil demonstrated readiness to work on the task
described in the descriptor), no (if the pupil did not demonstrate readiness to work on
the task described in the descriptor), partly (if the pupil demonstrated readiness to work
on the task described in the descriptor, but one needed assistance in carrying it out).
Also, a number of pupils who were not present in particular lessons is added. Further on
in the article, Table 3 will give a summary on all seven lessons in which 19 pupils were
observed in lessons of English.

Table 1 Indicators and descriptors to assess students’ self-regulated learning skills
Indicators Descriptors
1. Can determine the goal of a learning task. 1.1. Try to formulate the goal of a learning task.

1.2. Ask for help to formulate the goal of
a learning task.

2.Can map out the steps necessary to achieve  2.1. Use criteria to map out necessary steps
the goal of a learning task. (to-do list).
2.2. Analyse what skills, knowledge and
resources are necessary for the goal.

3. Can monitor the achievement of previously 3.1. Reflect on previously mapped out steps.
mapped out steps to achieve the goal of 3.2. Reflect on emotions during the learning
the learning task. journey.

4.Can evaluate the result of the predetermined 4.1. Compare the initial goal and the result.
goal. 4.2. Share the result of the learning task.
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Table 2 Lesson observation sheet (an example)

Date: xx Descriptors
Students 14, 1.2. 2.1. 2.2. 3.1. 3.2. 4. 4.2.

1

To obtain evidence of the pupils’ language achievement, two separate formative
assessment tests were assigned — one test on grammar structures and one vocabulary
test. The researchers decided to apply tests provided by the publisher of the book which
was used in the case study. Then, to witness how pupils performed both the English
language and the SRL skills, they had to compose a post called ‘An Amazing Day with
My Friends’ complementing it with a drawing and submit the work.

Ultimately, the pupils were asked to assess their SRL skills by completing an impro-
vised questionnaire. They were asked to draw a comparison between the beginning of
the case study when they had just started to work on the idea of SRL - a few of its
components, and the end of the case study when they had already spent eight lessons
practising specific steps of taking control over their learning by setting goals, planning
work, reflecting and assessing it. The pupils had to mark the place how skilful they
thought they were at the beginning and at the end of the study on two lines resembling
thermometers.

The next section of the article provides an analysis of the gathered data on how
self-regulated learning ‘Can-Do Statements’” applied in lessons of English in Year 4
improve pupils’ self-regulated learning and their foreign language achievement.

Results and Discussion

Table 3 gives a summary on seven observed lessons in the form of numbers - it shows
how many students responded to the teacher’s encouragement to set a goal for their work,
plan, monitor, and evaluate it. It can be seen that pupils manage to form goals they should
attain in learning (descriptors No 1.1. and No 1.2.) if they receive help from a teacher who
offers relevant vocabulary to make set goals understandable. However, thinking of logical
steps that would leave them to the outcome is problematic (descriptors No 2.1. and No
2.2.). This makes the researchers realise that the age group of the respondents have to be
taken into account. For example, Year 4 pupils should be assisted more when they plan
how to reach their goal and when they reflect on their work (descriptors No 3.1. and No
3.2.) and evaluate it (descriptors No 4.1. and No 4.2.) as abstract thinking has not fully
developed at this age.

Opverall, the numbers in the table more serve a quantitative purpose, which is not
an aim of the particular study, thus it may become a subject of a different research article.
Therefore, next paragraph of the article offers a descriptive analysis of the data adding
more information from the researchers’ notes accompanying the observation tables.
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Table 3 Representation of the data of 19 observed pupils in seven lessons of English

Descriptors

1.1. 1.2. 241 2.2. 3.1. 3.2. 4.1. 4.2,
1lesson 1lesson 3lessons 3lessons 2 lessons 2 lessons 2 lessons 2 lessons

yes 7 2 21 3 22 - 15 3
partly 6 - 13 44 10 - 2 -
no 6 17 3 - - 38 18 35

notin

alesson 2 - 5 - 6 - 3 B

AlL19 pupils together over
the course of the study

A descriptive analysis of the observation of seven lessons shows that at the beginning
of the research, the pupils did not even understand what the idea of ‘set a goal’ meant.
Initially, the teacher had to help pupils choose the necessary words to make the goals
understandable and achievable. However, a positive sign was that the majority of pupils
were interested in the assigned task, and they tried their best to invent a goal for their
learning activities (Table 3, descriptors No 1.1 and No 1.2.). Unfortunately, three pupils
showed no interest in taking responsibility for their learning and did not participate in
the goal-setting process. The authors of the article have to acknowledge that the work-
sheets used in the learning process were of utmost importance as they gave a visual hint
to pupils of what they were expected to do.

As regards creating a to-do list, the pupils found it complicated to envisage a logical
sequence of tasks they would have to accomplish to get to the goal. Again, the worksheets
with visual prompts served their purpose and helped pupils think of the necessary knowl-
edge and skills they would need. Moreover, the visual prompts that assisted the pupils in
devising a list of to-do activities helped to reflect on the success of each completed task.
The authors of the research should mention the fact that it was demanding for the pupils
to concentrate for a longer time to make the list of to-do activities complete. It might be
an age-specific psychological feature as Year 4 pupils’ attention and concentration span
is not that developed yet. What is more, reflection should not be presented as an abstract
idea. Instead, specific examples of ideas or words used have to be offered on worksheets
because Year 4 pupils still tend to think in terms of concrete not abstract ideas.

The last of the four ‘Can-Do Statements’ was easy to complete for the pupils who had
been interested in their learning and demonstrated it by actively participating in previous
lessons. As the particular statement deals with the pupils’ ability to evaluate their work,
the pupils who had not engaged in setting the goal activities, had not tried to make
a to-do list of tasks to be accomplished in order to reach the goal and had not indulged
in reflection on their work, found it challenging to evaluate their work. It was because
they missed information on what exactly and how had to be evaluated. Consequently,
the pupils’ age, their interests, character and previous learning experience may affect
the use of ‘Can-Do Statements’ in lessons.
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Figure1  Comparison of the results between grammar and vocabulary test results and
grammar and vocabulary performance in the post writing assignment

Overall, the observation data show that by applying ‘Can-Do Statements’ in lessons
of English, it is possible to encourage pupils work on SRL showing them how it can be
improved in future by indulging in particular activities on setting the goal of the task,
planning the procedure, and then reflecting and evaluating its success. . However, it has
to be admitted that only five pupils exhibited nearly all of the descriptors that indicate
the development of the self-regulated learning skills. Only one pupil was spotted ana-
lysing the necessary skills, knowledge, and resources for the goal, according to the data
(descriptor No 2.2.). There is no evidence of any pupils who were capable of emotional
reflection during the learning journey (descriptor No 3.2.). As it can be seen, not all
the pupils succeeded in working on their SRL skills and not all the pupils were excited
to do that at all. Nevertheless, the authors of the article advise teachers to take the chal-
lenge and plan upon performing a similar sequence of foreign language lessons devoted
to assisting pupils learn to become responsible for their own learning because it creates
rapport of trust and understanding in the classroom.

Besides SRL, the pupils’ achievements in learning the English language were tested.
Figure 1 displays a comparison between the pupils’ performance in separate vocab-
ulary and grammar tests and their combination in the assignment of writing a post
on an amazing day spent with friends using both necessary grammar structures and
new vocabulary. It has to be noted that all three tests represented formative assessment
purposes.

Figure 1 depicts that the majority of pupils exhibit greater proficiency in vocabulary
and grammar in their post writing assignment compared to their performance in sepa-
rate vocabulary and grammar tests. The authors of the article are of the opinion that it is
because the pupils knew about their final post writing assignment from the beginning of
the research, therefore, they were more personally involved in its execution and presenta-
tion. To sum up, SRL ‘Can-Do Statements’ incorporated in lessons of English not only
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enhance the pupils’ self-regulated learning skills, but also improve their foreign language
achievement. In general, ‘Can-Do Statements’ may help pupils better assess their own
work as the statements may help pupils focus, spend time thinking and give an idea of
experiencing real-life situations.

To complement the data retrieved from the lesson observation and the tests taken by
the pupils, the authors of the article explored the pupils’ opinion on the benefit of the use
of ‘Can-Do Statements’. Namely, the pupils were asked whether the activities on learning
to set a goal, plan a to-do list, reflect on and assess their own work, had increased their
confidence as self-regulated language learners. Figure 2 gives a summary of the pupils’
viewpoints.

The authors of the research appreciated that the majority of Year 4 pupils had con-
sidered the proposed SRL activities beneficial. Figure 2 in combination with the lesson
observation and the pupils’ test data, testify that self-regulated learning ‘Can-Do State-
ments’ do bring results in the context of both Year 4 pupils’ SRL skills and the English
language achievement. However, as there were pupils who either had not experienced
any changes in their skills and performance or had become even less confident or found
the experience frustrating, the authors of the article conclude that certain adaptations
to the framework of the lesson structure should be introduced and the materials imple-
mented have to be revisited to make the learning process more personally relevant accord-
ing to a certain pupil’s learning needs. In particular, there is a need for extensive and
meticulous lesson planning and consideration of the implementation process to ensure
efficient development of SRL skills and improvement in English language achievement.

As the particular case study was a small-scale research, its authors have to admit that
it has certain limitations due to the size of the research sample and the time frame. There-
fore, it could be suggested that Year 4 pupils of several other schools participate in such
research for a longer time to establish a more profound basis for conclusions. It would
give a chance for teachers to spend more time helping pupils work on each descriptor
thus honing SRL skills and enhancing English proficiency.
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Figure2  Pupils’ feedback on the benefit of self-regulated learning ‘Can-Do Statements’
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Conclusion

Learning a foreign language or learning anything new is something necessary, inev-
itable and complicated at the same time. Especially for young learners as they have not
developed a routine of learning yet. What is more, besides sharing curiosity they would
not learn anything they do not consider personally relevant. Therefore, one of the tasks
of teachers is to help primary school pupils learn how to learn thus developing their
self-regulated learning skills. Even though it is required of the teachers in Latvia by
the new competence-based curriculum, not all teachers are eager to indulge in the pro-
cess of helping pupils master transversal skills alongside the obligatory subject content.
However, if a teacher decides to do that, one has to be aware of what effective techniques
there are available in the field of methodology. Nowadays, when teaching and learning
foreign languages are based on the use of the CEFR descriptors - ‘Can-Do Statements’,
teachers may find it practical to use the idea in other areas as well because both teach-
ers and pupils might already be familiar with the concept. ‘Can-Do Statements’ can be
incorporated in helping pupils learn to take responsibility for their learning thus letting
them master a self-regulated learning skill. As the evidence of the present study suggests,
if it is done in lessons of English as a foreign language in primary school with Year 4
pupils, teachers may foster not only the performance of their pupils’ English achieve-
ments but also boost pupils’ confidence regarding their self-regulated learning skills.
Unfortunately, a particular pupil’s level of performance may depend on how closely one
relates the content of ‘Can-Do Statements’ to one’s learning. Despite the necessity to have
carefully designed lesson plans for the effective use of ‘Can-Do Statements’, the present
study makes it evident that their implementation enables the creation of the atmosphere
in which pupils become more confident learners.
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