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Outline 

This paper, written with the less confident English teacher in mind, expands on some of the principles behind activity-based learning in the English classroom and summarises activities that can be done with young learners. It then goes on to outline ways in which new teachers and non-native speaker teachers can develop their own classroom language and interactive skills. 
1.  Playing ball

We began the session with me playing ball with some of the audience, throwing, catching, (and dropping!) four balls of different colours: red, green and two yellow ones. I talked all the time about what I was doing, pointing out the colours of the balls, and  asking participants who wanted to catch a ball, throw a ball etc, and commenting on what was happening.  People in the audience then hid them while I turned my back to them, and then I had to guess who had them by asking fairly general questions. 

Why did I do this? To demonstrate that the language used in the course of an interactive activity like throwing balls around can provide comprehensible exposure to English that will help learners acquire a lot of English naturally.  Learners will be listening for key words and phrases, noticing words that are salient, and over time will absorb not just words, but phrases and patterns and become familiar with the flow of English used in a natural and understandable context.  

Also, playing a game or doing an activity like this is fun, - everyone was listening and engaged in the ball throwing, as they didn’t know who was going to have to catch it next. Learners learn best when engaged in the interaction, interested and relaxed.

2. Why use the target language in the classroom? 

Children can only learn a new language if they have sufficient exposure to it being spoken around them. Children are natural language learners (they have all learnt their first language!) so long as they experience the language in use, in meaning-focused situations that engage their attention, so that they listen and try to understand.

Take English, for example. If they don’t hear much English, they will not learn to use English. They can only acquire what they hear and attend to. The more English they hear, the more English input they absorb, the more words they will understand and the faster their comprehension will grow. The same goes for French or German or any foreign language.

Some children may not begin to speak it freely for some time; others like to imitate sounds and words and phrases. They learn a lot through listening; speaking develops later. (Think how much language babies hear, before they begin to talk.) 

Research has shown (Lightbown and Spada, 1999) that children are most unlikely to learn a foreign language if their input (i.e. the TL they hear) is restricted to pattern practice and vocabulary teaching. They need to experience meaning-focused interaction in the TL, and lots of it. 

So you need to talk in the target foreign language as much as possible. No need to try to make perfect sentences – we don’t talk in sentences, we talk in meaning units. Don’t be afraid of making mistakes: the children will not notice – they will be listening for meaning. 

3. How can we help children understand when we speak the new language? 

Task 1 Think of four or five ways you can help children to understand when preparing for, rehearsing  or doing an activity. Think what I did when playing ball. 
What other ways do YOU use to help children understand? Talk to a colleague and share ideas. Then list them in English.

(See key at end of this paper!) 

4. Language teachers world-wide – using the target language

I used to teach French to 11-16 year olds in a West African Secondary School. I knew I should use French in class, but my French was not good and I felt quite worried about speaking it with my students. I was scared I would make mistakes.  Many foreign language teachers throughout the world feel the same way. After a year or so, I realised my students did not notice if I made a mistake and they became used to trying to speak French to me. The more French I spoke, the better my French got and I gained confidence. And they improved too.

In primary English classrooms, it is vital to speak English, but you do not need a huge amount of English to do so.  A lot of classroom language is very specific: phrases for general classroom management, activity specific language, and story-based language. Examples follow.

General classroom management:

Starting and ending lessons and activities: Hello – is everybody here? /  OK – that’s all for today – see you Monday!

Organising your classroom: Can you turn your chairs round to face the clock.

Giving instructions: Get your books out, OK? And find page 24. Page 24. 24. Ready?

Control and discipline: OK calm down! Quiet everybody! Ssssh. / Everybody sitting down please – Kevin!
Establishing routines: So, now, what do we do when we are learning a new song? 

Saying what is going to happen: Now, look at what we are going to make today.

Turn-giving and eliciting: Hands up! / Now who wants to start the story?

Responding to children’s talk (accepting, evaluating, rephrasing, and extending):  Child responds: One. Teacher:  Very good, so you’ve got one sister. Is that right? Child nods. Teacher: Older or younger than you?

Encouraging individuals: Right, Lea, let me see – yes, that is good, do you want me to help with the next bit?

Recasting into English what a child has said in mother tongue: Child asks in Spanish Should I put the pictures from the envelope on the floor? Teacher: Yes, on the floor, empty it on the floor. 

Activity specific language

Giving instructions for activities and games: Here is my bag – shall we see what is in it?  What do you think is in it? Ready to watch? Try and remember everything. 

Giving feedback during activities: OK, so you have guessed five things – there are still three things left. Three more things.

Chatting about the things or events in the activity: a ball – yes, a small green ball. It’s not actually my ball – it’s my daughter’s ball. Where shall I put it? Over here? 

Summarising/ending the activity: Let’s check now – is the bag empty? So what things did I have? Who can remember? 

5. Activities for listening and speaking

It is easier to speak in English if you have something definite to hold and/or point to, something you and the children can see: a toy, a picture, a text-book picture, storybook pictures, a child’s drawing, a model, a poster.  Think how you could use these and think what English you might use for the activities below.

5.1 Listening

- Listening activities:  listen and point, listen and mime, listen and draw.

- Listening games: e.g. true/not true, Simon says, Bingo with colours or fruit. 

- Listening to stories, with or without pictures; acting out stories.

Children do not have to speak the new language at first. They listen and do something and this shows you whether they have understood. At first some will speak a lot of mother tongue – that is natural, don’t worry; recast some of their comments into the target language for the class.  

5.2 Speaking for practice - focus on form
- Pronunciation and social routines: e.g.  How are you today? Fine thanks and you? Yes, very well thank you. 

- Useful classroom phrases: e.g. Your turn! /  Excuse me, what does … mean? / Please, how do I say… in English?  

- Matching games, e.g. picture dominoes, matching words/phrases to picture cards.

5.3 Speaking for meaning - using the foreign language for real communication. 

- Picture quizzes: True or not true? Same or different? 

- Guessing games: Mystery bag, Guess the picture, Guess which monster I have here, Mystery animals, Guess the mime, Classroom hide-and-seek:

- Listing and classifying tasks: list the things/the toys/animals/food you can/could see in the picture. What other kinds of toys/animals /food can you think of?  Classify them in order of size/favourites/cost. Repeat these as Memory Challenge games.

- Odd word out, giving reasons: e.g. tennis, basketball, piano, soccer. 
- Draw and speak: personal presentations, children talking about their drawings

5.4 Using texts (spoken and written) 

- Story-based activities: guess what happens next, when listening to a recording, stop the tape and let learners continue the story, sequencing story pictures, memory quiz, retelling with changes - spot the change, retelling by one of the characters. Using the text of the story for ‘word and phrase searches’, e.g. find all the phrases expressing location, all the words expressing actions, all the phrases with the word ‘in’.. etc.

- Science experiments: demonstrating the experiment and getting children to predict what may happen and why; miming the process of the experiment while others guess; following written instructions for doing the experiment, reporting the results.  Later, use the text of the written experiment for ‘word searches’, like Find the words for all the  objects used / six  words or phrases  expressing movement / five phrases to do with water or liquid. 

Task 2  Think of other ways you can use and re-use written texts; think of  different purposes/things for learners to listen for when hearing recordings for a second or third or fourth time…

5.5 Two bits of advice

Use lots of target language! Feel free to use words and patterns they may not already know – children are good at guessing and they need to expand their vocabulary – they pick up new words and phrases naturally.

Let your learners speak! Don’t worry if they make mistakes! Communicating through the new language is ESSENTIAL if we want children to be successful with it. Allow them to express themselves using whatever words they know. Try to encourage all their attempts to say something, like parents do when their child is learning their mother tongue. They will slowly gain confidence and feel positive and speak more.

6. Developing your classroom language skills: fluency not perfection!

Planning lessons and preparing to interact in the target foreign language

- When planning lessons, identify things to talk to the children about – things in your mystery bag? A photo of your family? Pictures children drew?  Plan short bursts of teacher talking time – at least two or three a lesson. 

- If revising the last lesson – plan a memory challenge activity (e.g. ‘places I hid the key’) or a true/not true quiz based on a recent picture or last lesson’s story.

- Plan what to say in the target language when you enter the class, to socialise:

 e.g. tell the class about something you did, or plan to do. Then begin the lesson with a familiar routine, e.g. a song, a chant or a physical activity.

-   Plan how to give instructions in the TL for each activity and plan how to end it. 

 Rehearse and record 

- Prepare with a colleague; think together of what you could talk about in the next week’s lessons, and rehearse what you might say. 

- Rehearse inside your head the target language you will use for each stage of the lesson. Record yourself talking, for example about a picture you will use, or giving instructions for each activity. Play it back and record it again. 

Ideas from other non-native speaker teachers for improving fluency in the target language

- Borrow children’s story-book cassettes or CDs in the TL from a library, and listen to them until you can say them in your head. Pause the CD – continue the story out loud. 

- Start a story-telling circle with your colleagues. Choose a children’s book, and practise telling the story out loud in English, talking about the pictures before you read each page. Practice the questions you might ask.

- Email pen-friends: try to find a primary teacher in another country to write to. 

- Find a fluent English speaker to have lunch or tea with once a week, and socialise.

Find out more about each other’s cultures. 

- Listen to recordings of other teachers teaching in English. Notice how, in spoken language, we do not try to speak in sentences. We speak in ‘meaning units’, often using short phrases, e.g. OK, settle down, quiet now! What number? Hands up! Finished already?  Make notes of useful phrases and activities on the recording.

- Record parts of your own lessons regularly. Tell the children beforehand that you want to record some lessons to see how much English is spoken. This may encourage them to speak more English. Record children’s pair and group work, too.

- Read Asterix or Tintin books in English. Read it out loud and enjoy it!

To sum up

Your learners will only learn to speak if they see you speaking and if they feel good about trying to speak themselves.  Encourage them to talk; praise all their efforts – don’t pick on their mistakes! Don’t expect them to speak in ‘written’ language. Show interest in what they are saying, expand on and / or recast their replies. If you look confident using the TL, they will get more confident too. Let your learners learn!

Key to task 1: Making gestures (e.g. for catch) , pointing to objects (green ball, yellow ball, another yellow one – they’re both yellow) demonstrating actions (throw it to someone else then hide it). Also, giving examples, using pictures, flash cards,  drawing maps, paraphrasing,  quick use of Arabic translation.

For more activities and recordings of real lessons taught in English in different countries see ‘English for Primary Teachers: a handbook of activities and classroom language’ by Mary Slattery and Jane Willis,  OUP.  
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