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INTRODUCTION

Purpose
This practical guide introduces teachers who may be new to the United States and may have had limited experience teaching
in U.S. schools to basic methodologies for teaching world languages to children in elementary schools (usually kindergarten
through 5th or 6th grades). It may also be used by beginning language teachers in international settings around the world,
including those teaching English to young learners in public and private schools.

Many teachers who come to the United States to teach languages have excellent world language skills as well as teacher
certification and teaching experience from their home countries. However, they may be less familiar with current
methodologies for teaching languages to children and/or the terminology used in the United States to describe the language
learning process. This guide will address these components.

Divided into five “best practices,” the guide is intended to help teachers figure out, in a short period of time (often in less than
a month before school starts), how best to start off a class of young learners and where to obtain resources to find out more.
Each best practice is highlighted with a description of the methodology, detailed hands-on strategies, video clips of the
practice, issues to consider, reflections, and resources. The guide is intended as a short overview of good teaching practices,
but it does not take the place of a comprehensive methods text or teacher preparation program.

We consulted several excellent resources on best practices for teaching languages to children, including Guiding Principles for
Language Learning (n.d.); from the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL); Curtain and Dahlberg’s
Languages and Learners: Making the Match (2016); Glisan and Donato’s Enacting the Work of Language Instruction:
High-Leverage Teaching Practices (2017, 2021); and the National Foreign Language Center’s STARTALK Principles for
Effective Teaching and Learning (2019). Building on the literature and on teacher practice, our recommended practices are
unique in that they are crafted with a different audience in mind – teachers who have limited knowledge of the American
education system and may or may not have experience teaching language to children.

Adopting these best practices will start teachers on their way to becoming skilled in teaching in a student-centered,
proficiency-based world language classroom.

FLES Instructional Model
The foreign language in the elementary school (FLES) model used in the United States may be different from what teachers
have worked with in the past or how they learned a second language themselves. In this model, the focus is on
communication and using language in meaningful, relevant contexts. The overarching goals of a FLES program are for
students to develop proficiency in the language and to gain cultural understanding. The FLES model is different from
immersion-based language instruction (immersion, dual language, and two-way immersion) in that those programs teach
academic subjects in a language other than English for 50% or more of the school day.

Research and classroom experience show us that the more students are involved in and leading their own language learning
in student-centered classrooms, the more they will be able to communicate in the language. Teachers engage students in all
phases of language learning by providing them with meaningful experiences on which to build language. Meaningful
experiences include hands-on, tactile, content-enriched, and experiential learning activities that exemplify the concepts that
they are learning. In other words, students are learning language and culture in the context of the activities they are
experiencing, instead of learning language in isolation. Often, these activities are related to the content being learned
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elsewhere in the curriculum, such as mathematics, science, social studies, healthful living, and the arts. This type of language
instruction in the FLES classroom is called “content enriched.”
The following chart (Figure 1) summarizes FLES instruction in the 21st century.

Figure 1. What is FLES in the 21st Century

What is FLES in the 21st Century?

FLES Foreign language in the elementary school (grades K-5),
with the goal of language proficiency and cultural understanding

A program model for teaching languages
to children that:

● Helps children to communicate in real-life situations
● Teaches language in context
● Provides meaningful language experiences
● Incorporates subjects from the elementary curriculum into

language instruction
● Teaches about culture through hands-on activities
● Meets 3-5 times a week for weekly minimum of 90 minutes
● Offers ongoing instruction (continuing year to year)

What FLES is not: ● Isolated vocabulary words
● Memorized lists
● Explicit grammar instruction

Other U.S. language programs for
children:

Immersion, Dual Language, and Two-way Immersion, where academic
subjects are taught in a language other than English for 50% or more of
the day

Language is taught in elementary schools in a variety of contexts. Ideally, the FLES teacher has his or her own classroom to
set up as they would like. In other cases, the teacher is an “itinerant” teacher and teaches students in other teachers’
classrooms, bringing along a cart with all the needed instructional supplies. Another model is one where students have some
instruction with a teacher, and some instruction online. The online instruction can take place in a technology laboratory, in a
classroom with mobile devices, or remotely.

This educational resource will help teachers guide young learners in developing language skills based on a set of research-
and experience-based best practices. Lesson examples are applicable to teachers of all languages, though many are
provided in Spanish because it is the most commonly taught language in the United States.
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How to Use this Guide

The guide can be used in at least three ways:

(1) It can be used as a self-instructional stand-alone module, where the teacher reads through the guide, works through the
“Reflections” topics that incorporate each of the five best practices, and explores the “Resources” provided.

(2) It can be used as a guide for a collaborative workshop, where teachers, guided by an experienced teacher or methods
specialist, work together to learn, observe, and practice the concepts introduced.

(3) Lastly, it can be used in a “community of practice” model, where teachers work with each other to learn the material,
practice and receive feedback on teaching sample lessons, and collaborate on developing lesson plans.

Of course, the way each teacher uses the guide will depend on the nature of the FLES program, the number of language
teachers available to participate, and the availability of leadership for training. However the guide is used, we hope that all
teachers will gain pointers and techniques for adapting best practices into teaching!

References
American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages. (n.d.). Guiding principles for language learning.

https://www.actfl.org/resources/guiding-principles-language-learning

Curtain, H., & Dahlberg, C. A. (2016). Languages and learners: Making the match: World language instruction in K-8
classrooms and beyond. (5th ed.). Pearson.

Glisan, E. W., & Donato, R. (2017). Enacting the work of language instruction: High-leverage teaching practices.
(Vol. 1). ACTFL.

Glisan, E. W., & Donato, R. (2021). Enacting the work of language instruction: High-leverage teaching practices.
(Vol. 2). ACTFL.

National Foreign Language Center. (2019). STARTALK principles for effective teaching and learning. University of Maryland.
https://startalk.umd.edu/public/principles
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OVERVIEW

Summary of Best Practices

1. Always use the target language so students are provided the maximum opportunity to hear and experience the
language and cultures.

2. Use gestures, actions, visuals, and props to make the language easier to understand and build student
comprehension.

3. Provide language experiences in meaningful contexts to make the target language easier to remember. Use
engaging thematic units, culturally authentic themes, and subject matter from each grade level (e.g., mathematics,
science, social studies, healthful living, the arts).

4. Design student-centered, hands-on instruction to build student language skills with active, engaging strategies
and help them take ownership of their learning.

5. Incorporate partner and small group work to give students extensive opportunity to practice language skills with
each other in a nonthreatening manner.
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Characteristics of an Effective FLES Class
When you walk into a well-run FLES class, these are some things you will observe:

● The class is lively, colorful, and welcoming – a special place where children enjoy learning and celebrating
language and culture.

● Teachers speak only in the target language.

● There’s a lot of student talk (class may sound noisy!).

● Students are actively engaged in meaningful learning.

● Teachers engage students through hands-on activities, movement, props, manipulatives, language games, songs,
and chants.

● There’s a lot of visual stimulation in the classroom or on the teacher’s cart (e.g., colorful posters, calendars,
puppets, cultural objects, books).

● Students are working with partners on hands-on language and culture projects.

● Teachers and students use technology (laptops, smart boards, Chromebooks, etc.) with child-appropriate apps to
support learning.
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BEST PRACTICES FOR TEACHING LANGUAGES
TO CHILDREN

Best Practice #1: Always Use the Target Language

Introduction

A critical characteristic of a successful language class is that the teacher (almost) always uses the target language during
formal instruction as well as informal interactions. This may sound obvious – that the teacher speaks the target language
instead of English in order for the students to learn it – but it merits emphasizing because it may be difficult to do at the start.
The teacher should only use English in the class in rare cases. (These cases would include emergency situations where
students need to have information immediately and don’t yet have the vocabulary in the target language, or when an adult
comes into the room needing to talk to the teacher and does not speak the target language.) Otherwise, the teacher
should communicate in the target language, using simplified language and gestures that are understandable to
novice learners.

How can you teach beginning-level students without relying on English? It’s not easy at first!

With the realization that children learn a second language the same way they learn their first, you can focus on strategies that
families use at home with young children.

“Let’s play ball!” says the mom. She then rolls the ball on the floor to the toddler and says,
“Here comes the ball! Roll the ball back to me. There you go. Thank you! Here it comes
again. Stop the ball! Roll it back to me.”

Children learn language through hearing words repeated many times in a variety of contexts. The mom is using the word “ball”
in context. She is touching the ball, rolling the ball to the child, identifying it as a ball (“Here comes the ball!”) and encouraging
the child to roll it back. After playing the ball-rolling game off and on for months and hearing the mother say the word in a
variety of ways, the child will eventually internalize that “ball” is the round toy that s/he is playing with and will eventually try to
say the word.

This strategy that parents and caregivers use to help youngsters develop first language skills is ideal for the FLES classroom
as well. Young children learn language at home through hands-on experiences and exploration of their surroundings. That is
exactly what we want to see in the elementary school language classroom. Children should be encouraged to acquire the
target language naturally, in a very similar hands-on experiential manner to how they learned their first language.

In teaching beginning-level students completely in the target language, you need to carefully plan how you’re going to do it.
What are your language goals for the lesson? Content goals? Cultural goals? What basic concepts will you be introducing?
What hands-on experiences will the students be participating in as you introduce basic language? Learners will gradually
adjust to the teacher speaking only the target language, and they will soon be able to follow along, understand, and actively
engage in fun and meaningful language learning.
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Rationale

Most FLES classes meet for only one and a half to four hours a week. That is a very small amount of time to spend learning a
language (only 53-140 hours an academic year). Since many students are not exposed to the language outside of the
classroom walls, they depend on the language class for all the language that they learn. Therefore, students need as much
language input as possible in the classroom. The more input in the target language they receive, the more language they will
be able to produce (output) (see Swain, 1993, for details on the output hypothesis). That is why the American Council on the
Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL, n.d.) recommends that 90% or more of instruction be conducted in the target
language.

Oftentimes new teachers need an adjustment period to get used to speaking only the target language. New Jersey teacher
Elena Spathis (2020) describes her adjustment:

“I quickly discovered that maintaining the target language with novice students was not an
easy task; it required careful planning and preparation. It may cause some resistance and
discomfort at first, but in time, students grow accustomed to entering your ‘target language
zone.’ Many of them may even embrace it, and will undoubtedly benefit from it.” (p.1.)

Strategy Breakdown

1. Only use the target language! Get the students onboard!

Often teachers use a two-sided sign in the front of the class, e.g., “HABLAMOS ESPAÑOL” on one side and “WE ARE
SPEAKING ENGLISH” on the other. The teacher flips it to the “español” side when language class is in session. This serves as
a reminder for both the teacher and the students to use only the target language. If you ever need to switch to English (e.g.,
discussing emergency procedures, talking with a non-Spanish-speaking teacher) then you would use the “English” side. Just
remember to switch back the sign when you’ve finished speaking in English. You will be surprised at how quickly the students
catch on and will remind you if you haven’t switched it back.

FLES teachers incorporate the target language in everything they do. From day one, they share class rules with the students
using a chart with pictures, and introduce them with gestures and modeling (demonstrating). North Carolina Spanish teacher
Amy Talley uses the following chart (see Figure 2) to remind students to listen, look, participate, and respect. She claps three
times to get the students’ attention, and then uses the appropriate gesture and points to the particular rule that she wants
them to follow.

Figure 2. Reglas de la Clase
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To get yourself, as the teacher, comfortable speaking Spanish or another language all the time in class (especially if you are
not a native speaker), experienced teachers suggest talking with other Spanish speakers (adults and children) during the
school day in Spanish, as well as your students outside of class, whenever you see them. Even if it’s just to say, “Hola, ¿Qué
tal? ¿Cómo estás?” it will put you in a Spanish mindset and will be great for your students to hear you speaking Spanish in
real-life situations outside of the classroom. And if there don’t happen to be any other fluent Spanish speakers at the school,
have an imaginary phone conversation every once in a while with a Spanish-speaking friend. Your students will enjoy trying to
figure out what you’re saying!

2. Use simplified language to build comprehension

New Jersey FLES teacher and Interim Primary School Director Nathan Lutz (2018) states that “helping make new language
comprehensible to learners is one of our biggest jobs as world language educators” (p. 1). Teachers provide an environment
where students are surrounded by messages in the target language that are interesting and engaging and that are
understandable to them.

The teacher needs to use language in an appropriate way and at an appropriate level for young learners to understand. This
“comprehensible input,” according to Stephen Krashen’s input hypothesis theory (1983, rev. 1996), is defined as the amount
or level of language that students can fully understand, plus new language that is slightly beyond their abilities but made
comprehensible through context and embedding new language in previously learned language (Curtain & Dahlberg, 2016, p.
3).

Creating comprehensible input for language learners includes using strategies for making the message understood, similar to
“motherese” or “caretaker speech,” e.g., speech that a mother or caretaker would use in talking to a child.

Some of the characteristics of this speech, used by experienced language teachers, include:

● a somewhat slower rate of speech (slower than a native speaker)
● distinct pronunciation (along with slower speech, enunciate each word clearly)
● shorter, less complex sentences (“Let’s go to the media center. We’ll get books!”)
● rephrasing and repetition (using paraphrasing to define the meaning of a word, e.g., “The glass is empty; there is

nothing there.”)
● frequent comprehension checks (to ensure the listener understands) (“Are you ready to go to the playground?”

[wait for verbal or nonverbal response] If comprehension is not apparent, rephrase: “Are you ready to go outside?”)
● use of gestures and visual reinforcement (“John, please turn on the light,” while pointing to the light and moving

your fingers up and down as if on the switch)
● use of concrete referents (repeating the noun frequently instead of stating the noun once followed by use of a

pronoun, e.g., “Joanie is going to the babysitter’s house. Joanie will be meeting her brother there.”)
● interactive supports (embellishing one- and two-word student responses into complete sentences in a natural

conversational manner, while modeling extended discourse and providing listening experiences. Student: “Dog
happy.” Teacher: “Yes, the dog is happy! The dog loves to play ball with Nathan and Allison.”
(Adapted with permission. Curtain & Dahlberg, 2016, pp. 4-5)

In addition to using these strategies to make language more comprehensible, teachers use the new vocabulary and structures
in various contexts to reinforce the language, as opposed to just repeating vocabulary words over and over again. This
practice gives students multiple opportunities to process new forms as well as to understand the range of uses of vocabulary
items and structures.
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3. Use simplified routines to build understanding

Establish routines for beginning and ending the class, moving from place to place, responding to questions, etc. Establishing
and demonstrating routines in the target language will help students become accustomed to, and be more comfortable with,
the target language environment. The more predictable the routine, the better. It is also important to go through the lesson
with smooth transitions so that the students will have optimum time to use the target language. Once students are
accustomed to the language expectations for routines and transitions, the use of the target language will be easier for both
teacher and students.

Issues to Consider

● Time management is often a challenge for FLES teachers because they have many classes and grade levels each
week, and the amount of instructional time is usually limited. Fine-tuning your time management skills can help
maximize class time in the target language. Try to provide a language-rich environment during the entire class that
sets up a routine for the flow of the class. For example, you can establish a daily routine for opening class that
includes greeting the students followed by a calendar activity: “Bonjour! Comment ça va aujourd'hui?” [Hello! How
are you today?] and ask students to respond, e.g.: “Bien/très bien/pas mal.” [Well/very well/not bad.] Next, using a
large calendar, call on students to respond to the questions: “Quel jour sommes-nous aujourd'hui?” [What day is it
today?] and “Quelle est la date aujourd'hui?” [What is today’s date?] Ask students to go to the calendar and point to
the correct day and date while they respond orally to the questions. Similarly, having a routine closing activity for each
lesson, such as a familiar song or chant, can help students get ready to calmly transition back into their regular class.

Example: Au revoir, les amis (Goodbye friends song)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1dE5_UXsTSc:

Au revoir les amis, au revoir, Au revoir les amis, au revoir.
Au revoir, les amis, au revoir, les amis, Au revoir, les amis, au revoir. A demain!

● When new teachers comment that they can’t make themselves understood to students in the target language, North
Carolina FLES teacher Shawna Catlett reminds them that not all students will understand them even when they are
speaking in English. Some students may not be auditory learners and/or may have other learning challenges, while
other students may be new to the United States and are learning English and the target language at the same time.
She stresses the importance of using comprehensible input all the time, and that children will learn language at
different rates.

Reflections

1. In a FLES program, how is teaching language to children similar and different from parents/caretakers teaching
children their first language?

2. How can you set the tone for a target-language speaking environment in your class and school? How will you
establish the environment so that students are encouraged to speak the language as much as possible?

3. What posters and signs can you display around the room and school to encourage students to speak and read the
language?
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Resources

American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages. (2012a). ACTFL proficiency guidelines. ACTFL.
https://www.actfl.org/resources/actfl-proficiency-guidelines-2012

The ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines describe what an individual can do in a language in spontaneous, non-rehearsed
contexts and are based on five levels: Novice, Intermediate, Advanced, Superior, and Distinguished.

Catlett, S., Barber, C., Bernad, A., Holland, J., Ouazzani, N., Perera, C., & Roth, J. (2015, 23 October). Keeping it in the target
language. [Paper presentation]. Foreign Language Association of North Carolina (FLANC) Conference, Durham, NC,
United States.
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1riDiwNvQ6gEDgaRinA-X2unagTaZtiGVO2qIwqCbC3c/edit?ts=60afd053#sl
ide=id.p

This PowerPoint presentation by the elementary world language team of the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools (NC)
offers research-based strategies to keep instruction in the target language and engage learners, including use of
metacognitive strategies, visuals, gestures, and partner and small group activities.

Gantenhammer, D. (2015, November 12). 12 Fun speaking games for language learners. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/discussion/12-fun-speaking-games-language-learners

The author provides a variety of interactive games to encourage speaking in the target language.

Spathis, E. (2019, April 9). More talking in world language classes. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/article/more-talking-world-language-classes

This article offers strategies to increase student participation in the target language.

Speno, J. [Mundo de Pepita]. (2020, April 1). Sí me gusta/No, no me gusta activity for Spanish class [Video]. YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ky-elIXIHHs

This (8 min 49 sec) video activity was designed for first graders participating in remote/distance learning. Note the use
of the target language throughout, including explicit instructions, clearly spoken language, and modeling of each step
of the activity. Ms. Speno encourages parents to have their children pause the video as needed so they don't have to
“race to keep up with her.” She uses illustrated instruction cards for each step that reinforce how she typically
provides instructions in the classroom.

References

American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages. (n.d.). Facilitate target language use. Guiding principles for language
learning. https://www.actfl.org/resources/guiding-principles-language-learning/target-language

Curtain, H., & Dahlberg, C. A. (2016). Languages and learners: Making the match: World language instruction in K-8
classrooms and beyond. (5th ed.). Pearson.

Krashen, S. D., & Terrell, T. (1983, rev. 1996). The natural approach: Language acquisition in the classroom. Prentice Hall.

Lutz, N. (2018, June 7). Six core practices for early language learners. EducationWeek.
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https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/opinion-six-core-practices-for-early-language-learners/2018/06

Spathis, E. (2020, July 23). Using the target language with novice foreign-language learners. ACTFL SmartBrief.
https://www.smartbrief.com/original/2020/07/using-target-language-novice-foreign-language-learners

Swain, M. (1993, October). The output hypothesis: Just speaking and writing aren’t enough. The Canadian Modern Language
Review. 50 (1), 158-164.
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Best Practice #2: Use Gestures, Actions, Visuals, and Props

Introduction

Language teachers are continually making decisions about how best to introduce a new topic or theme, how to make it
comprehensible in the target language, and how to make it fun and meaningful. When teachers connect language with
actions and visuals, they provide additional context and also appeal to various learning styles. With all learners, but
especially with young learners, the more teachers accompany their language with gestures and visual
reinforcement, the more their students will understand.

And of course, you’ll want to maintain a sense of fun and playfulness as you do this.

As teachers adjust to speaking only the target language with students, and as they add gestures and visuals to emphasize
what they’re saying, students will gradually be able to follow along, understand, and actively engage in fun and meaningful
activities that lead to language learning.

Rationale

When teachers speak the target language but do not add gestures, props, and visuals to emphasize what they are saying,
students become frustrated and lose focus. Students need to hear language in a meaningful context and be engaged with the
activity that leads to language learning, e.g., through gestures and visuals, in order to be motivated to learn language. Curtain
and Dahlberg (2016) explain,

“Learners need to see and hear the language in action and be able to comprehend what is
being said to maintain their interest and motivation to listen to a foreign language.” (p. 7)

If the language that learners hear and see in the classroom is made comprehensible, they will be better able to progress in
language learning. And that is why teachers’ nonverbal communication and use of visuals and props are important. Use of
facial expressions (happy/sad), hand movements (thumbs up/thumbs down for yes/no), gestures (wide hand gesture
signifying all students; pointing with index finger to identify one student), visuals (photographs, drawings, quick sketches, etc.),
movement (let’s swim the backstroke), and props (can you put the cow in the barn?) are indispensable in the language
classroom.

Strategy Breakdown

1. Gestures

Some teachers use a lot of gestures naturally in everyday conversation and continue to do so in the language classroom. That
is great! It is very helpful for your students – it gives them extra information about what you’re trying to say. Other teachers are
not accustomed to using many gestures and need to learn to use them with their students. If this is the case with you, you
can practice making gestures with your hands (and some facial expressions) for the following common terms:

Vocabulary

big/small
tall/short
strong/weak
funny/serious
happy/sad

tired
mad
thirsty
hungry
yummy
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You can even exaggerate your gestures and responses to them to help connect students to meaning and add a little humor to
the class.

Common classroom requests where you can use gestures to demonstrate
Turn on the light. (Point to the light switch and move your fingers up and down.)
Turn off the light.
Open your backpack.
Close your backpack.
Please help pass out papers.
Please collect the papers.

2. Props/Manipulatives

There are many ways you can use hands-on materials, such as props and manipulatives (physical objects used as teaching
tools, e.g., artificial fruit and cultural products), to accompany class activities, so that students learn and review new language
to attach meaning to objects. Favorite props include puppets, stuffed animals, plastic food items, a dollhouse with furniture
and toy people, etc.

Maine FLES teacher Julie Speno developed a simple vocabulary review game for her kindergartners, “What’s Missing?,” that
illustrates how you can use toy animals to review vocabulary. View:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ocCQ12ONbp0&t=302s

Notice how she asks the name of the animal (tigre [tiger]), and then students sometimes add additional information (pequeño
[small]) to describe the animal. At one point when they didn’t guess the right animal, she made the sound of the animal (guau
guau) to help them guess (perro [dog]). Often teachers encourage students to touch the animals (though in this particular
video students are not visible to interact with props for privacy reasons). Once the animal names are reviewed, the teacher
has the students hide their eyes and then she removes one of the animals from the display. Next, she asks a higher order
thinking skill question, “What’s missing?” where the students have to remember what the original animals were and which one
was taken away. Ms. Speno especially likes the game because it incorporates surprise, suspense, and practice all in one, and
it works well with novice learners at the one word utterance level. For written details on playing this game, see:
https://www.mundodepepita.com/2016/05/whats-missing-fun-vocabulary-game.html

3. Visuals

Using visuals in the classroom, especially those large enough for the whole class to see, is an effective way to reinforce the
language and content being taught. Visuals (pictures, photographs, models, graphic organizers, maps, videos, etc.) help
students better understand the concepts and help them focus. Sometimes when students don’t understand oral directions or
questions, visuals can help them understand and process the language.

A good example of using visuals to illustrate language is how a teacher reads to students from a “big book” (a target language
book in a large size, e.g., 18”x24”). One teacher said the advantage of big books is that they make it as if students are “all
sitting in your lap while you’re reading,” because of the large size of the print pages and illustrations. An entire class of children
can easily see the illustrations and can ask questions about the pictures and the story. Another option, if you have a large
class, would be to read a story aloud and use your smart board to show the illustrations, so everyone can get a good view.
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4. Actions/Movement

Incorporating actions and movement into elementary grade classes is a favorite for all learners and a must for world language
classes. Children learn through actions that help establish meaning and set a purpose for language use. For example, when
learning about Olympic sports, students practice demonstrating kicking a soccer ball, hitting a baseball with a bat, dunking a
basketball, serving a tennis ball, and ice skating.

An example of a simple song with actions and movement is the popular “Mi Cuerpo [My Body],” which introduces names of
body parts, incorporates common verbs, and uses movement to enhance learning. This version by Con Brio 1 is sung in both
Spanish and English: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pqtYi-WRZl4
(Con Brio 1, Deanna Gestrin and Siri Olesen, directors of Coastal Sound's youngest choir in performance June 15, 2014 at
Evergreen Cultural Centre.)

If you prefer to sing the song with accompaniment, use the following video while your class sings and does the actions:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_pg44LYpKdw

Or sing with the audio version on Sol y Canto’s CD: El Doble de Amigos/Twice as Many Friends:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OrPGWEm4tAM

Credit: Song composed by Puerto Rican singer-songwriter Gil Raldiris.

Questions and commands with nonverbal (action) responses

Not only should teachers use nonverbal means of communication, but students should be encouraged to also. This gives
students, especially in their first days of class, the opportunity to communicate with the teacher and other students without
having to speak. This helps all students, but especially those who are shy, those not yet confident in their language skills, or
those who don’t want to sound “funny” in front of their peers.

You’ll want to start with the easiest possible questions and requests, such as commands.

Following Commands

Some easy commands to practice in class, that effectively introduce learners to new language through listening and physical
involvement, include:

Point to the window.
Point to the teacher.
Point to your ear.
Walk to the white board.
Walk to the door.
Walk to the back wall.
Turn on the light.
Turn off the light.

When giving a command for the first time, the teacher models the behavior. Then the class can respond together to the
command with actions, and eventually after practice with the group, students can respond individually.
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Yes/no questions

Next, you can introduce questions that just need yes/no responses. Those can be answered with:

A. thumbs up/thumbs down (students use thumbs up to respond “yes” to a question and thumbs down
to respond “no”);

B. nodding “yes” or shaking head “no”;
C. using a “gesture” stick with a smiley face on one side to respond “yes” and a frowny face on the other

side to respond “no”; or
D. speaking the actual words “yes” or “no” in the target language.

Examples of yes/no questions include: Did you bring your lunch? Are you ready for recess? Are you taking the
bus today? Are you happy today? Are you sad today?

Issues to Consider

● In a FLES program, the use of a variety of support mechanisms – gestures, visuals, and props – is
essential throughout instruction to help build students' comprehension. How do you decide which are most
important to start off with? In preparation for the academic year, a FLES teacher can think about items that will be
used most frequently and for multiple purposes, and gather these items first. For example, a “magic box” that holds
small objects/manipulatives, a class puppet or stuffed animal, and a ball or bean bag can be a starting point for a
collection to which other items can be added as needed.

● When designing instruction for children in grades K-5, it is important to try to see the world through a
child's eyes. We want to make learning as fun and engaging as possible while also being developmentally
appropriate. Because use of the target language is key, it is important to use a wide array of experiences with
gestures, visuals, and props that emphasize and even exaggerate certain concepts so that the children will
comprehend meaning. However, it may not necessarily feel natural at first for a teacher to use different facial
expressions and gestures. As the FLES teacher gains experience and becomes more familiar with the students and
classes, with practice, it will become easier to develop a “personality” that works well. It can also be helpful to
observe other teachers in the lower grades to take note of how they use support mechanisms in their
classes as they interact with their students.

Reflections

1. What are some of the advantages of using gestures and hands-on materials for instruction with young students?
2. What would be a reason that you would want to exaggerate your response or gestures to a student or the whole

class?
3. Why might you want to ask students questions that they could answer nonverbally?
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Resources

Disberger, K. (2012, May 3). Spanish with Señorita Disberger – Lincoln Elementary School. [Video]. YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PgbmU7c-TRI&t=15s

This (3 min 57 sec) video shows a typical first year FLES class in Kansas with an enthusiastic teacher who uses a lot
of gestures and great teacher-student interactions. The video shows a wide range of activities, songs, actions, and
use of props that illustrate best practices outlined in this guide:

(1) partner work with students introducing themselves to each other, e.g., Student A: “¿Cómo te llamas? [What’s
your name?]” Student B: “Me llamo Daphne, mucho gusto [My name is Daphne, nice to meet you]” (shake
hands);

(2) song, “Mi Cuerpo [My Body],” to teach body parts through actions and singing;

(3) group singing of weather song to reinforce weather topics, “¿Qué tiempo hace? [How’s the weather?]” to the
tune of “Oh My Darling Clementine”;

(4) student-led song, with actions, “Cabeza, hombros, pies, dedos” (Head, shoulders, feet, and toes) to teach body
parts;

(5) song to reinforce colors, “Anaranjado, anaranjado, verde, blanco, y azul [Orange, orange, green, white, and
blue],” sung to the tune of La Cucaracha;

(6) lion puppet who introduces himself to each student, “Me llamo Leoncito [My name is Little Lion],” and asks them
their names; and

(7) active student involvement as they use a “fly swatter” (a common FLES tool) to point to different types of weather
patterns on a chart.

Multilingual Performance Project. [Creative Multilingualism]. (2020, June 29). Modern foreign languages and creativity in
primary schools.[Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gDFNj_oozd4

This video introduces simple ways to incorporate drama games and creative activities in the FLES class. See
especially the French Café Role Play (view from 25 sec to 1 min, 52 sec) with two or more participants, where each
child selects an emotion out of a box, and they have to use that emotion (happy, sad, angry) as they carry out a café
role play that they’ve practiced before. Their classmates then have to guess what emotion they are portraying.

STARTALK. (2017, August 15). Professional learning resources: Checking for understanding [Video]. YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EuuSRXbfhhA

This (3 min 49 sec) video illustrates how teachers use different strategies, including visuals, gestures, and props, to
help with student understanding and checking for understanding. (Note that some teachers use English in this video.)
The video illustrates good use of hand signals in checking for understanding: thumbs up (if you can do the task);
thumbs wiggling in the middle (if you’re still working on it); thumbs down (if you need a lot more work on it). A Russian
teacher demonstrates students using “response clickers” (handheld wireless devices) that are a student favorite and
can be used for creating quick interactive polls, answering questions, and quickly compiling responses. A Japanese
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teacher leads students with hand motions to illustrate word stress and pronunciation; a Russian teacher pulls out a
pair of athletic shorts from a suitcase to use as a prop (and gets a good laugh from the class), provides the cognate
word in Russian шорты [shorty], and uses her hand to show on her leg where the shorts would be.

Reference

Curtain, H., & Dahlberg, C. A. (2016). Language and learners: Making the match. World language instruction in K-8
classrooms and beyond. (5th ed.). Pearson.
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Best Practice #3: Provide Language Experiences in Meaningful
Contexts

Introduction

Children learn language best, whether it’s their first language or additional languages, when it is meaningful to them, rather
than presented in isolated words or phrases. Teaching language in this way means providing students with engaging
age-appropriate topics to explore, participate in, and learn about in the target language.

How can teachers best maximize language development using engaging learning contexts that help students make
connections between language and content? They can plan proficiency-based instruction in contexts that address the
learners’ holistic development.

An overarching practice that has been shown to engage students in all phases of language learning is to provide students
with experiences that are meaningful to them on which to build the language that they are learning. Meaningful
experiences are hands-on, tactile, literacy-based, or concrete learning activities that exemplify the concepts that they are
learning. Even at a very young age, children who practice language in real-life situations gain understanding of how to express
meaning for different purposes.

An excellent way to find meaningful contexts for FLES activities is to select themes and topics from the regular curriculum
(math, science, social studies, the arts, etc.) as well as from the target culture (family and daily life, typical foods, cultural
artifacts, popular music, environmental issues, traditional stories, cultural celebrations, etc.). (See Figure 3 below for the three
components of FLES.) Incorporating the target culture is a superb way of providing real-life cultural experiences in everyday
language learning. Teachers can incorporate daily life culture while teaching language structures that students can use in a
variety of settings.

Figure 3. The Three Interrelated Components of FLES
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Rationale

Why are meaningful language experiences needed? Why can’t we teach in a more traditional way with lists of vocabulary
words to memorize and simple grammatical concepts to teach? Research tells us that children learn best by participating
actively in their learning, and this is particularly true for language learning. Curtain and Dahlberg (2016) describe how
instruction based on meaningful language experiences, in appropriate contexts, ensures that the language building tasks are
purposeful. The contexts should mirror authentic, real-world situations familiar to the students. They can be very basic, such
as providing visuals and props or teaching a song, or more complex, such as organizing activities around an integrated
thematic unit based on a topic from the regular curriculum.

Learning through context in this way, with engaging hands-on activities, helps children make the connection between
language and meaning. Providing different learning contexts helps children make connections with real-life communication
purposes. These experiences represent authentic use of the language, just as students would use the second language to
interact with native speakers.

Creating context for communication can include the use of:

● concrete materials such as props and manipulatives
● hands-on experiences with language
● interactive games
● songs, rhymes, short poems, and finger plays
● social situations such as dialogues and role-plays
● stories
● content-related instruction (e.g., math, science, social studies, the arts)
● partner and small-group work

(Adapted with permission. Curtain & Dahlberg, 2016, pp. 90-94)

Overall, there are four components to teaching language through meaningful experiences:

● Teach language in meaningful contexts (select contexts of interest to children).
● Practice language through communicative activities (use hands-on participatory tasks).
● Use a variety of contexts to teach simple language expressions (select different settings to practice similar language).
● Incorporate authentic culture to link language, culture, and content.

Following through with these strategies helps teachers develop a communicative teaching style that moves away from lists of
vocabulary words and isolated expressions and structures toward real-life communication.

In designing meaningful communication for elementary school learners, simple language outcomes are used without
simplifying the communication goals. As international teachers, you can select from many examples of everyday culture in
your country to bring to the classroom. As your students experience the contexts for communication you provide, they are
also gaining language ability in authentic cultural situations. As you plan daily instruction, think about ways you can
incorporate scenarios for communication from your culture that link language, culture, and content.
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Strategy Breakdown

Meaningful learning contexts that lead to development of proficiency and cultural knowledge are created in carefully designed
lessons that scaffold language, subject area content, and culture over time. Scaffolding refers to ongoing support provided to
a learner by the teacher. It can be accomplished by separating challenging tasks into easier, more manageable steps to help
with learning, and providing assistance with each step. Scaffolding is especially helpful in the early stages of language learning
so that students don’t get frustrated.

What are our learning targets and when do they occur in our design plan? Our weekly schedule will influence our decisions
about long-term learning goals, use of topics and thematic units, and language outcomes. A new FLES teacher may find it
easier to think about long-term goals and organize topics that support the elementary grades curriculum. With more
experience, it will become easier to determine how topics relate and are interconnected with themes. As we consider how
best to provide meaningful learning contexts that connect language, content, and culture with the goal of proficiency, there
are many possible ways to design instruction to meet our learners’ needs.

The sky’s the limit in selecting the contexts for learning, as long as the developmental stages of the learners and their
worldview are considered. There are often no required topics or themes for FLES instruction by grade level, so teachers are
encouraged to select engaging themes that have multiple opportunities for hands-on activities, cultural topics, music, rhythm,
dance, etc. New teachers may find it easier to select units and lesson plans already developed by experienced teachers (see
Professional Resources for sample units), while others may prefer to develop units based on the children’s lives, cultural
backgrounds, school curriculum, student interests, teacher interests, etc.

A. Content-Enriched Instruction

There are many topics that support meaningful communication experiences in the lower grades while reinforcing concepts
from the elementary grades curriculum. For example, we can compare weather in our community with weather in a target
culture community on a given day using weather expressions, Celsius and Fahrenheit temperatures, descriptions of
appropriate clothing needed for the weather, and activities we do in each season. These language domains that support the
topic of weather also include content from science, math, geography, and social studies, reinforcing students' understanding
of subject areas they are studying. As an international teacher, this is an excellent time to integrate details about your culture,
guiding students to use language structures and vocabulary they are learning to compare the weather, activities, clothing,
etc., in your home country and theirs.

1. Content-Enriched Themes Based on School’s Grade-Level Curricula (Grades K, 3, 5)

Content-enriched or content-related instruction in a language class has double benefits – it helps reinforce subject area
knowledge and helps students build language skills in academic areas. Whatever context is selected, it is important to design
instruction based on meaningful contexts that are connected and lead to intentionally planned language outcomes. For
example, the social studies curriculum aligns well with the FLES model and offers a variety of topics that support young
learners' development in grades K-5. Figure 4 below shows three grade-level examples of themes that integrate social studies
with the language curriculum.
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Figure 4. Social Studies Integrated into FLES Curriculum

Kindergarten

A typical kindergarten theme, such as “All About Me,” can be used in the FLES class with language learning targets
about the child and his or her world. Sample language goals that focus on the child can include: What is your name? My
name is (Laura). How old are you? I am (6) years old. Describe your family. How many brothers and sisters do you have?
What are their names? I have (two) sisters and (one) brother. Their names are (Beth, Allison, and Sam). Do you have a pet?
What is your pet's name? I have a (dog). His name is (Happy).

Grade Three

In grade three, learners are expanding their view of the world and are more aware of their surroundings and community.
The topic of the local town/community is appropriate for learning language related to where the child lives. Sample
questions and responses could include: In what town and state do you live? I live in (Gilbert, South Carolina). What is the
name of your school? My school is (Gilbert Elementary School). What activities do you do in your town/neighborhood? I go
to the (park) and the (gym). I like to play (soccer) and (basketball). What do you like to do on the weekend? I like to play
(video games) with my friends. What do you like to do during summer vacation? I like to go to the (swimming pool) and the
(movies).

Grade Five

By grade five, most students are learning about U.S. history, including current events, civic participation, civil rights, and
how the government works. They are also taught to analyze the reason behind events, and make connections and
comparisons. These skills dovetail nicely with the goals of the national language standards (National Standards
Collaborative Board, 2015), and fifth grade language students can make connections and comparisons in the target
language on historical themes between the United States and other countries.

Sample comparisons include: (Ecuador) is in South America. The (United States) is in North America. The president of
Ecuador is (________). The president of the United States is (________). The capital of Ecuador is (Quito). The capital of the
United States is (Washington, DC). Primary food products of Ecuador are (bananas) and (cocoa). Primary food products of
the United States are (corn), (soybeans), and (wheat). The flag of Ecuador is (yellow), (blue), and (red), and has (a seal with
an eagle). The U.S. flag is (red), (white), and (blue) and has (13 stripes and 50 stars). (“Salve, Oh Patria”) is the national
anthem of Ecuador. The (“Star Spangled Banner”) is the national anthem of the United States.

2. Culture and Content Integration: West African Daily Life  (Grade 5)

Going to the Tailor in Côte d'Ivoire (Ivory Coast)

Visiting a tailor in the West African country of Côte d'Ivoire is a topic that offers young French learners cultural perspectives on
how fabric is selected, clothing is styled, and a tailor is hired to sew clothing for families in some French-speaking countries.
As students learn French words and phrases to choose fabric and talk with the tailor about measurements for custom-made
clothing, they are also building upon familiar language and using grade-level content area skills, such as measuring with the
metric system. They are also learning about a revered piece of francophone West African culture – the pagne, a long,
rectangular, often brightly colored or decorated piece of cloth used for a wide range of purposes. Students use African
currency to “purchase” fabric and take body measurements using the metric system for clothing to be made. Planning a visit
to the tailor includes several lessons that lead up to the visit (see Figure 5), focusing on specific language.
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Figure 5. A Visit to the Tailor in West Africa

1. Using Ivorian currency (West African CFA Franc) to purchase items found in the market, starting
with food items and moving on to fabric:

Je paie 400 CFA pour un ananas. I pay 400 CFA for a pineapple.

1,000 CFA pour un kilo d'arachides. 1,000 CFA for a kilo of peanuts.

4,000 CFA pour cinq poissons. 4,000 CFA for five fish.

5,000 CFA pour un pagne. 5,000 CFA for a piece of cloth.

2. Purchasing fabric at the market to make clothing items:

C'est combien pour deux pagnes? Je paie 10,000 CFA
pour deux pagnes.

(How much is it for two pieces of cloth? I pay 10,000 CFA for
two pieces of cloth.)

3. Measurement of body parts to make clothing:
les bras, les jambes, le dos, la taille (arms, legs, back, waist)

De quelle longueur sont les bras/les jambes? De quelle
longueur est le dos/la taille?

(How long are the arms/legs? How long is the back/what is
your waist measurement?)

Les bras mesurent ____ cm
Les jambes mesurent ____ cm

(arms measure  ____ cm
legs measure  ____ cm)

La taille mesure ____ cm
Le dos mesure ____ cm

(waist measures  ____  cm
back measures  ____ cm)

4. A “visit” to the tailor:

Dialogue between the tailor and customer

Client: Bonjour, Madame/Monsieur. (Hello, Madam/Sir.)

Tailleur: Bonjour, Madame/Monsieur. Je peux vous aider? (Hello, Madam/Sir. May I help you?)

Client: Je voudrais me faire faire un pantalon bleu avec ce
pagne. Voici le pagne.

(I would like to have a pair of blue pants made from this piece
of cloth. Here is the piece of cloth.)

Tailleur: Bon! Je vais prendre vos mesures. En mesurant …
les jambes mesurent 70 cm et la taille mesure 61 cm.

(Well, let me take your measurements … By measuring ...
your legs measure 70cm and your waist measures 61cm.)

Client: Bon, c'est combien? (Well, how much is it?)

Tailleur: C'est 2,500 CFA, s'il vous plaît. (It's 2,500 CFA, please.)
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Client: Voilà 2,500 CFA. That's 2,500 CFA (handing him the money).

Tailleur: Merci beaucoup, Madame/Monsieur. S'il vous
plaît, revenez dans deux jours pour prendre le pantalon.

(Thank you very much, Madam/Sir. Please come back in two
days to pick up the pants.)

Client: Merci, Madame/Monsieur. Au revoir. (Thank you, Madam/Sir. Goodbye.)

Note: This unit was created by Manda Clancy, Wake Forest University, 2003. Reprinted and adapted with permission.

B. Thematic Units

Another effective way to provide meaningful contexts for learning a second language is through the use of thematic units. The
thematic approach focuses on a broad theme with supporting topics that connect language, subject area content, and
culture. For example, the theme of an imaginary journey to another country is one that pulls from many interrelated topic
areas. In their “travels” to Argentina, students can learn about major cities, geographical features, historical landmarks,
traditional customs and foods, a child’s daily activities, well-known historical and contemporary figures, products of the
country, contributions to music and the arts, etc. Because a thematic unit includes many different topics, it may be taught
over the course of weeks, months, or even a full academic year. And while designing a thematic unit may be time-consuming
for the FLES teacher, the vast array of learning experiences that children will have during the “journey” will help them gain
language ability through content related to the target culture.

To help ensure that language and content go hand in hand, thematic units can also focus on a specific cultural concept or
piece of art. For example, the mola art of the Kuna people of Panama, hand-made textiles that form part of traditional
women’s clothing, can be investigated by children who can make their own “molas” with markers on cloth, or with layers of
cloth using the original reverse appliqué technique. Older students can research the history of the indigenous group, the
history of the designs (originating as body painting, transferred to fabric designs after colonization by Spaniards), and the
influence of outside cultures.

Here’s an example of a thematic unit that integrates the teaching of culture (visiting a traditional market) with language, while
reinforcing content from the elementary grades curriculum.

1. A Visit to a Local Market in the Target Culture

Your students will enjoy learning about a local market in a setting from the target culture, the array of things for sale, and how
to purchase products from a vendor. The concept of going to a market in one's town may be new to your students in the
United States who are accustomed to going to a grocery store or supermarket to buy food. In order to set up a “visit” to an
open-air market in the classroom, consider these questions: 1) How do you prepare students to be able to use the language
needed to “buy” products from a “vendor"? 2) What conversational exchanges or customs will be used that the students
aren’t familiar with? See Figure 6 below for details on setting up a market visit.

LaunchYourClassroom.com | Page 24

https://launchyourclassroom.com/


Figure 6. Setting up a Visit to the Market

Think about the language that students will need on their trip to the market, including language structures
and vocabulary (food items, clothing, household goods, numbers associated with items sold at the market,
etc.).

How much does ______ cost? The  ______ cost(s) ______.
How many  _______ would you like to buy?
I would like to buy two  _______.

Plan lessons that give students sufficient practice using the new language. For example, teach the vocabulary
for the items your students will “purchase” by providing visuals and manipulatives with the local price marked.

You can access short YouTube videos of markets that will give your students an idea of what a visit to the market is like,
who goes to the market (families, only women, only men, etc.), what they are buying, etc. After teaching the names of
some of the items using visuals, you can ask students which items they see in the video, and how much they cost.

Students can practice saying the name of the item that costs the amount you say, ask and answer questions in
pairs about how much items cost, compare currency used in the target culture with U.S. dollars, create a grocery list to
prepare a meal (working in pairs or small groups), do math problems to determine how much items cost or how many
they can purchase with a given amount of money, etc.

These activities will require several lessons as students learn the new language and practice using it for different
purposes, all based on a “trip” to the market.

Set up a market in the classroom using visuals and manipulatives with attached prices. Model for students the
questions and answers they will use in the transactions between the buyer and vendor. Next, assign students to be
vendors and buyers. Students use currency from the culture (either real or pieces of paper with the denomination written
on it) to “purchase” items. You can carry out the visit to the market as a whole class with all students engaged
concurrently in visiting different vendors, or you can have selected partners work together as vendors and buyers while
the rest of the class completes another activity.

As a follow-up activity to the market visit, you can guide students to write in a journal the items purchased, cost, date of
visit, and also ask students oral and written questions to assess their comprehension and language development.

The different types of activities associated with the trip to the market over the course of several lessons will give your
students adequate time needed to internalize understanding of how to communicate in an authentic experience.
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2. Other Examples of Meaningful Language Experiences in Cultural Contexts

● Teaching about fruit of Latin America? Make a tropical fruit salad! If you are teaching fruit in your Spanish class, you
can highlight fruit available in Spanish-speaking countries. Fill a large bowl with artificial (or real) fruit, including items
like mango, papaya, banana, coconut, pineapple, honeydew melon, watermelon, etc. Students can practice naming
the fruits, using the question and response: “In (country), what locally grown fruits are in a fruit salad?” “In (country),
there is (mango, papaya, coconut, pineapple, melon, watermelon).”

● Teaching about ordering a meal in a local café? Set up a café in the classroom! Students play roles of waiters and
customers. Students can practice ordering typical food, drinks, dessert; making polite requests, e.g., “I would
like …”; and saying “please” and “thank you.”

● Teaching about famous landmarks in the target culture? Set up the classroom or hallway with key landmarks!
Landmarks can be drawn on butcher paper on the walls. Students conduct “tours” of the landmarks for another class
using simple language structures such as: (The Louvre Museum) is located (in Paris). (The Mona Lisa) is in (the Louvre
Museum).

● Working on asking for and following directions to community landmarks? Set up a mini community in the classroom!
For example, have students draw a school, local park, library, grocery store, and toy store on butcher paper.
Students can be divided into tour guides and tourists. Tourists ask: Where is the school? Tour guides answer: The
school is next to/in front of/to the left of/ to the right of/ the park, etc.

● Teaching about the Amazon rainforest? Have students do a live demonstration of the levels of the tropical rainforest!
After learning about the three levels of rainforest coverage, students select one of the three:

(1) Students (seated on the floor) at the bottom level, called the forest floor, are the ground covering and
represent the smallest creatures, plants with large dark green leaves to absorb sunlight, and decomposing
leaves.

(2) Students (standing behind the bottom level, with their hands on their knees) in the middle level, called the
understory, are the medium-size trees, jaguars, leopards, and insects.

(3) Students (standing in the back) at the top level, called the canopy, are the tallest vines and trees that spread
their leaves to attract sunlight and cover most of the forest. Animals include red-eyed tree frogs, howler
monkeys, and toucans.

This lesson fits in well with units on the environment, global warming, and every country’s responsibility for climate
change. Students are introduced to the trees, shrubs, animals, birds, and insects of the rainforest at each of the three
levels and learn about the relationship between the levels. They can ask each other: What plants and animals are on
the ground level of the rainforest? In the middle level? At the top level? What is the relationship between the three
levels?
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Issues to Consider

● As an international teacher, you can make culture come to life for your students through examples you
share that give them an idea of what it is like to live in your country. These examples provide a variety of
authentic contexts for meaningful communication experiences. Because you may teach many students during the
week, it may not be possible to provide each student with hands-on experiences such as sampling authentic foods,
making traditional crafts, etc. However, students can still benefit from engaging in meaningful communication as they
see images, photos, videos, cultural artifacts, etc., that represent daily life in your culture. So, think about ways in
which you can integrate your culture to design communication activities that support and build on
students' language ability and cultural knowledge.

● Helping students develop their language skills requires multiple opportunities during each class period for students to
practice new language structures and vocabulary. While it may seem overdone in lesson planning to give students
five to six different activities in one period to practice using particular language expressions, it is important to
remember that young learners need many different ways to demonstrate comprehension and application
of meaning. In addition, we are purposefully designing instruction that builds language ability by adding to students'
familiar knowledge over time, continually engaging students in repeating the new language in different experiences.
As we focus on introducing new structures and vocabulary, there are many ways to do this: whole class
communication involving questions and answers – teacher to student, student to teacher, student to student – as
well as pair/group activities and independent work.

● FLES teachers generally teach many classes each week and have very busy schedules. Planning instruction for
young learners that leads to proficiency development requires thoughtful planning of learning experiences, beginning
with the end results in mind. Because planning time is often limited, try to design instruction that makes the most of
your planning time as well as the time you have with your students, so you are realistic about language and learning
outcomes. One way to do this is to check with your elementary school colleagues to become familiar with
the curriculum they are teaching. Based on this information, you can select topics and design
communication contexts in the target language that reinforce the elementary grade’s curriculum.

Reflections

1. How do you currently use communicative activities as meaningful learning experiences in your classes? What benefits
do you see with regard to student engagement and language outcomes?

2. In what ways do you use cultural contexts for meaningful learning experiences? What aspects of daily life in the target
culture are important for children to experience?

3. How do you provide hands-on, student-centered activities in which students are engaged in making connections
between content, language, and culture?

4. In your school, what topics are used from the grade level curriculum as meaningful contexts for language proficiency
development? How do the contexts support integration of subject content from the elementary grade’s curriculum,
e.g., science, math, geography, social studies, the arts?

5. As an international teacher, what topics and themes can you use to plan authentic cultural experiences? How can
you use examples of daily life in your culture as meaningful communicative contexts in the FLES program?
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Resources

Clementi, D., & Terrill, L. (2014). The keys to planning for learning: Effective curriculum, unit, and lesson design. ACTFL.

This professional resource is a practitioner’s guide to developing curriculum, units, and lesson plans based on
research and best practices for proficiency development. It includes sample templates, units, and lesson plans.

Loyola, S. W. (2014, June 18). Authentic activities for the world language classroom. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/authentic-activities-world-language-classroom-sarah-loyola

The author presents 30 authentic communication activities using the three modes of communication.

Obillos Dela Rosa, J. P. (2021, April 22). How to bring traditional games to world language classes. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/article/how-bring-traditional-games-world-language-classes?fbclid=IwAR3fU-yRkNtN2FOc
tAHJv37RglhQiSUEkqAR6qDBo13J9p-ANejm8fBK75o

A Tagalog language teacher describes ways to use authentic games to engage students in interactive
communication. He comments that “I’m always gratified by just how much interactive and culturally relevant activities
change the dynamic in my world language classes, and in my experience nothing beats traditional games from the
target culture.” He suggests sharing videos of the game being played to build a priori knowledge about the game’s
dynamics and culture. For example, in this video (2 min 15 sec), Dela Rosa shares the game tumbang preso,
somewhat like kick the can, with his students: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5_MZ2_B7jKI

Spathis, E. (2020, September 4). 4 ways to incorporate culture in world language instruction. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/article/4-ways-incorporate-culture-world-language-instruction

This article provides ways to integrate cultural contexts to build authentic communication ability.

Talley, A. (2010). Ecuadorian market: Lesson integrating language and content
[Video]. Part 1:https://youtu.be/m2I5jD0z-nk, Part 2:https://youtu.be/HmmCnYLeGO8, Part 3:
https://youtu.be/ecypzsIVZhA

Spanish teacher Amy Talley is teaching fifth grade students at a Title 1 school in North Carolina, in a class that has
been meeting 3 times a week, 25 minutes each, for 3 years (29 min 55 sec). Scenario: Near the end of a unit on
Ecuador, students “go” to the market and “purchase” souvenirs from their trip. Goal: recycle all the vocabulary that
has been presented from the beginning of the trip to the present. Students will need to be able to say what they’re
buying and where it is from, e.g., folk art painting from Tigua, Ecuador; llapingachos (stuffed potato patties) from
Quito; or cuy (guinea pig) from the Andes mountains. They’ll also practice math skills as they total their purchases in
Spanish using dólares y centavos (dollars and cents), and use multiplication skills when they buy more than one item
of a kind. Language structures include: asking how much something costs, discussing what they want to buy, and
expressing the total cost in dólares. The lesson takes about 25 minutes.

Background: students have been studying about Ecuador for several months. They “flew” to Quito, visiting the
rainforest, Andes mountains, and Galápagos Islands. They have a good sense of the country and culture – they’ve
done readings, graphic organizers, paragraph writing, and have “shopped” in markets previously.
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Best Practice #4: Design Student-Centered Hands-On
Instruction

Introduction

The mindset for classroom instruction in U.S. schools has gradually shifted over the years from a teacher-centered approach
to a student-centered approach, although student-centered classrooms are still not necessarily the norm. In today’s schools,
there are many examples of hands-on learning and differentiation, but there is still a lot of teacher-talk and a focus on the
same outcomes for all students.

What exactly do we mean by teacher-centered classrooms? Simply stated, Lisciandrello (n.d.) explains it as “the teacher is
at the center of the learning”; for example, the teacher is the main source of information; students look to the teacher for most
decisions; students’ attention is on the teacher, rather than other students; the teacher talks more than the students; and
rules are teacher-created (p.1).

In teacher-centered classrooms, student expectations are the same for all, the teacher does most of the talking, and students
are expected to follow directions, do homework, and get the right answers.

In student-centered classrooms, on the other hand, the dynamic shifts. Students have some control over what they learn and
how they learn it. Students work together to create class rules. Teachers provide feedback to support learning, not just to rate
students.

As explained by Lisciandrello (n.d.), student-centered learning is more of a philosophy than a resource or strategy, and “there
are a thousand ways to do it right” (p.1).

Examples of student-centered learning include:

● Active learning (where the learner builds on what they know to construct understanding, there is a focus on hands-on
learning, and the first step is often to limit teacher talk)

● Collaborative learning (where students work with classmates, get instant feedback, develop social-emotional skills)
● Differentiation (where instruction is adjusted to a student’s individual needs—via content, process, product, or

environment)
● Social-emotional learning (where students learn self-control, cooperation, and self-regulation)
● Student voice (where students are given choices and a platform to speak, increasing student engagement and

learning)

(Lisciandrello, [n.d.], p.1)

Student-centered FLES classrooms can easily be recognized by hands-on instruction and students actively involved in
learning. Students are moving (using gestures to aid communication, demonstrating activities, moving around the classroom
to different centers), talking and listening to each other, talking and listening to the teacher, and working in pairs and groups.
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Rationale

World language teachers have recognized that student-centered instruction is ideal for the language classroom. There
is now widespread agreement that student-centered learning has a positive impact on learning a world language, and in
particular, active learning supports deeper understanding, better language retention, and increased fluency. While no
classroom is totally student-centered, there are always ways for teachers to make their classrooms more student-centered.

Strategy Breakdown

1. Create an inviting environment. The physical space in which young students are learning language and
experiencing a new culture should reflect the child's world. An inviting environment makes learning fun. The FLES
classroom should surround the students with colorful images that represent the target culture, e.g., pictures and
photos of significant places and daily life activities, flags, maps, artwork, etc. Grouping desks/tables rather than
putting them in rows allows students to interact with others and move about the room as they participate in activities.
If a dedicated classroom space is not available to the FLES teacher, which is quite common in schools, traveling to
individual classrooms with a cart of materials is an option. A cart decorated with colorful pictures and realia
representing the target culture can easily become magical to a child as the cart can signify the special time of the
week in which the child is immersed in another language and culture.

2. Design activities that allow movement. Children are active, energetic beings, and need to move about and
interact frequently with other children. Throughout each FLES class, instruction should involve a variety of
purposefully planned interactive experiences that engage the children in a different activity every few minutes. This
should happen in an orderly way as directions are modeled in the target language and a routine is established. At the
same time, the noise, chatter, and laughter associated with children engaged in learning is positive evidence of a
student-centered classroom. Children love to play, and lively play is a wonderful way to have fun through language
and culture. Some activities, such as think-pair-share and board games,require less movement than group work,
activity stations, games, and songs, but all of these can be included as part of a well-designed lesson. For example, a
game may be as simple as asking students to guess what is in a mystery box or it may be more involved as students
toss a ball to each other to ask and answer questions.

3. Include hands-on experiences. A major component of FLES is the use of hands-on, multisensory experiences.
Similar to the approach used in the elementary grades classroom, FLES instruction can provide many ways for
children to explore and learn through discovery. That is, the use of multiple modalities – tactile, kinesthetic, visual,
auditory, and olfactory – enhances the learning process for all students by giving them different ways to connect
language with meaning. This approach is also an excellent way for international teachers to incorporate their culture.
The use of objects and products from the target culture is a concrete way to help students learn about specific
practices. For example, learning about currency to purchase items, sampling foods, looking at artifacts, singing
traditional songs, playing games, and watching video clips of daily life events helps students experience the language
and culture firsthand. Additionally, physical activities that involve tossing a bean bag or using a die to get information,
using an interactive or white board to arrange visuals in the appropriate sequence, simulating a telephone
conversation with a partner, etc., are simple ways to engage students in hands-on activities.
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Issues to Consider

● No classroom. FLES teachers often do not have their own classroom. They travel to many classrooms each day
and use the space of their elementary school colleagues. As an itinerant teacher, it may not always be possible to
make changes in the arrangement of the physical space. If this is the case, the FLES teacher will want to work with
the classroom teachers to determine how to develop similar routines for student-centered activities and movement,
so the students will already be familiar with the procedures. This collaboration will help lessons go more smoothly.

● Large numbers of students. FLES teachers teach multiple classes a day and see many students each week. The
schedule can be challenging to try to create activities and materials for the number of students in the program. As
much as possible, try to make sets of materials such as games, pair/group activities, etc., that can be
used by multiple classes for different purposes. This will make it easier to organize and store materials.
Sometimes it may be easier to have one set that serves as a class model in lieu of individual sets, so students can
participate in hands-on activities guided by the teacher as a whole class activity. For example, making a recipe,
conducting a science experiment, or using large maps can be engaging hands-on experiences led by the FLES
teacher with the students’ participation.

Reflections

1. What ideas do you have for designing or enhancing effective student-centered and hands-on instruction in your FLES
program? What modifications can you make in lessons to better facilitate student-centered instruction?

2. What strategies do you or will you use to establish a student-centered classroom in which students learn the routine
for movement, physical activities, pair and group work, etc.?

3. If you observed a grade-level teacher, what strategies did you observe for making instruction more student-centered?
4. What characteristics do you find important in creating an inviting student-centered language classroom?

Resources

Teacher Effectiveness for Language Learning (TELL). (2016, March 7). Engaging & motivating language learners: Classroom
vignette. [Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VUvjwSvRT6Q

This (5 min) video demonstrates how student-centered activities engage and motivate students as they learn
language naturally. Teachers demonstrate a wide range of best practices: using the target language at all times; using
gestures, visuals, and props; providing meaningful language experiences; and incorporating partner and small-group
work.

Loyola, S. W. (2016, September 9). In language classrooms, students should be talking. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/in-language-classrooms-students-should-be-talking-sarah-wike-loyola

The author provides strategies to promote student-centered instruction for proficiency in the target language.

Williams, A. (2016, September 9). Student-centered world language classrooms. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/article/student-centered-world-language-classrooms
This article describes how project-based learning can help develop proficiency in the target language.

Reference

Lisciandrello, J. (n.d.) The 6 signs of a student-centered classroom. Room to Discover.
https://roomtodiscover.com/student-centered-classroom/
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Best Practice #5: Incorporate Partner and Small Group Work

Introduction

The main goal of a FLES program is to help students develop proficiency in the target language and gain cultural
understanding. In order to give students many opportunities to demonstrate speaking and listening skills, class time needs to
be student-centered and include a variety of meaningful communication activities. The use of partner and small group work
allows for this. Students practice their skills with other students and are given the extended communication practice they
need.

Research from both cognitive learning theory and second language acquisition theory tells us that in order to acquire
language, learners need to express themselves orally. Stichter, Stormont, and Lewis (2009) note that in classrooms where
there are higher amounts of student talk, more students excel academically. In addition, Fisher and Frey (2007) find that
teachers can more easily check for understanding when they encourage student oral language and use certain questioning
techniques. In student-centered classrooms, learners work with partners and in small groups, and these formats
give them many more opportunities to practice their language skills as well as to actively participate in concrete
and meaningful experiences.

Rationale

Incorporating partner and small group work, with the goal of getting students to talk to each other in the target language, is a
powerful way to build proficiency. Partner (or pair) and group work, conducted to support the language objectives of the
lesson, provides intensive practice for students in a socially familiar manner.

There are many advantages to using partner and small group activities:

● Each student in partner work has multiple opportunities to speak in a short time period.
● Even very shy students can develop confidence to speak in a small group.
● Students can practice saying new words without having to do so in front of the entire class.
● Students participate in two-way communication – a chance to both ask and answer questions.
● Individual students are less likely to get left out in small group discussions.
● Students receive more language input directly addressing them.
● Students get opportunities to practice social skills and thus demonstrate more on-task behavior.

The question is often asked: how can students learn by talking together if they don’t even speak the language very well? The
answer is – it doesn’t matter that they don’t speak the language well. The important thing is that they are communicating with
each other – they are getting their messages across in their own way. In addition, they are getting much-needed practice in
expressing themselves orally that is critical to the language learning process. Lastly, as an added bonus, these interactive
strategies, often under the umbrella of cooperative learning, help promote social skills as well as language skills.
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Strategy Breakdown

Partner and small group activities support and reinforce student use of vocabulary and language structures in meaningful
communication practice. It is important to plan activities that help students see connections between the activity and how the
language is used in daily life in the target culture.

Sample lesson: Identifying food items and asking and answering questions about them
(This novice level lesson leads up to one that includes planning and preparing an authentic meal.)

Practice the question: “Do you like_____?”

Practice answers: “I like_____/I don't like_____”

It is important to give students different ways to practice using the vocabulary in lessons that lead up to the
culminating lesson in which the meal is planned and prepared. Before students can engage in the final activity of preparing a
meal, they must first learn the needed language and have opportunities to practice the language in various class activities,
including partner activities. You can use manipulatives (food items), visuals, artwork, and photos of food items and local
markets for students to name, identify, and practice asking and answering questions.

Introduce a limited number of food items in each lesson and add to them over several lessons, so you give students
sufficient time to be able to use both the question and responses in natural communication. For young children
(pre-school/kindergarten), three or four new vocabulary words in one class period with one question and response is
sufficient.

Here’s an example of questions to use in this lesson:

Do you like [apples? bananas? oranges? kiwi?]

Answers:

I like/do not like [apples/bananas/oranges/kiwi].

1. Partner work

Before asking students to work in pairs, model the question and responses through whole class instruction. For
example, hold up the actual food or point to visuals of the food item (e.g., a picture of bananas), and ask the question: “Do
you like bananas?” (See Figure 7.) Initially, the students can use nonverbal ways of showing likes or dislikes. Students
can indicate their responses by using the thumbs up or thumbs down gesture for “like” or “do not like,” or can hold up images
of smiling or frowning faces to show their “yes” or “no” response.

You can also call on individual students to respond to the same question orally: “I like/do not like bananas,” while they
hold up a smiling or frowning face to indicate their preference. They can also just say “yes” or “no” orally.

Alternating questions and answers between the whole class and individual students gives the students multiple
opportunities to use the vocabulary for communication, which will help them remember it. For young students in the pre- to
emerging literacy stage, the visual symbols support comprehension and oral language development. For students who are in
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the early stages of reading, the written question and responses can accompany the visuals, so students will connect the
meaning with the written word.

Next, model the question and response with individual students. Lastly, ask two students to model the question
and response with each other for the class.

Figure 7. Pre-literacy question and responses (for students with no literacy skills in native
language and/or second language)

Objective: Identifying food items and asking and answering questions about them. This novice level

lesson leads up to one that includes planning and preparing an authentic meal.

1. The teacher uses this visual to model a conversation back and forth, asking the question and then

saying the answers while pointing to the related visuals.

2. The teacher asks “Do you like bananas?” in the target language, and calls on a student to give a

thumbs up or down.

3. The teacher asks the question to another student, requiring a yes or no response.

4. The teacher asks the question to another student, requiring a full-sentence response from a

response bank.

5. The teacher asks two students to model the question and the response.

6. After a quick transition, students rehearse the questions and answers in their collaborative pairs or

groups. Students can use a worksheet like this for added support and accountability.

7. Once students have returned to their whole-class setting, the teacher goes over their responses and

gives a short formative assessment.

Now it’s time for the partner work. Assign pairs of students and, using smiling and frowning faces with visuals of the food,
ask students to take turns asking and answering the question, “Do you like _____?” The first partner (Partner A) has a group
of pictures of the foods they have learned. The second partner (Partner B) has a picture of a smiling face and a frowning face.
Partner A holds up a picture of a food and asks the second partner, “Do you like ____?” Partner B responds verbally and
holds up the smiling or frowning face to match their answer, “I like ______” or “I don’t like _____.” The partners take turns
asking and answering the questions. Lastly, they figure out the likes and dislikes they have in common.
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For those students practicing beginning reading, use the Figure 8 worksheet with a partner.

Figure 8. Pair Work: Beginning literacy questions and responses (for students learning to read
and write in their native language and/or second language)

Your role will be to walk around, monitor students’ activities, and assist them as needed. When you bring the class back
together, ask three or four students the same question to give them another opportunity to practice and for you to informally
assess their progress as a follow-up activity.

2. Small Group Work

Usually, groups of three to five students work best for student interaction and classroom management. Similar to partner
activities, it is important to plan activities that give students additional opportunities to practice familiar language in meaningful
communication.

In a small group activity, each student should have opportunities to contribute ideas. For example, a group activity
focused on meal planning (using food from the target culture) could involve asking and answering the question:

“Do you like (chicken and potatoes)?” and “I like/I don't like (chicken and potatoes).” If students have already been introduced
to foods eaten for lunch in the target culture, the group activity could be planning an authentic lunch, selecting the food items
they prefer from a list (meats, vegetables, desserts, and beverages). The activity would give students multiple opportunities to
use the question and multiple answers in deciding as a group what they will have for their lunch.

As with pair work, before assigning students to groups, it is important to model the activity as a whole class by having
students practice the question and answers a few times, so they become familiar with asking and responding. Call on several
students to ask and answer questions with you to model how this goes, and then with each other. These student-teacher and
student-student interactions will serve as good examples for the class to follow in small groups.
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Next, assign students to small groups. Using a prepared handout or dry erase boards, students take turns asking and
answering the question to determine the foods they like for lunch, drawing each food item and labeling it. When the class
reconvenes, call on each group to provide their meal selection orally. See Curtain and Dahlberg (2016), p.160, for meal
planning activity.

Issues to Consider

The use of partner and small group work is an effective way to engage learners in interactive language. It is always important
to model the activity with the whole class before asking students to work in pairs or groups. That way, they feel comfortable
with the activity, know how to use the language in the intended contexts, and can carry it out using the target language. The
routine you want to establish for using partner and small group work in your class may require some time, but once students
become accustomed to the way this activity works, it will become easy to use in your lessons. Steps to consider:

● Transitioning. In order to make transitions go smoothly from whole class to pairs or small groups, you can establish
a way to assign students so that they move easily and quickly once you ask them to work with their partners.

● Assigning pairs. For pairs, you can ask them to turn to the student on their left/right, in front/behind them, varying
their partner each time so they interact with different students.

● Grouping young children. For small groups of young children, you can assign the groups by students' names and
keep these groups for a period of time, so the children become familiar with their partners and can get into groups
easily when it is time.

● Grouping older children. With older children, you can ask the students to count off one to four around the room
and assign an area in the classroom for each group of four to convene to do their work. Or, if time allows, you can
use other ways to divide groups of three or four, e.g., by birthday month, seasons, favorite sports teams.

Reflections

1. How can you use pair and group work to support authentic communication activities for topics you are currently
using in your FLES program? Do you have ideas for additional ways to use pair and group work that you have not yet
tried? If so, what are they?

2. What do you notice about student engagement and participation during pair and group work? Do some activities
work better than others? Why or why not?

3. How do you monitor your students’ participation during pair and group work? As you circulate among students, how
do you use information on students’ progress to inform your instruction?

Resources

Catlett, S.  (2021, May 27). The after party: Keeping it in the target language [Video]. YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fLOjSsuBNXA

This (53 sec) video clip shows a small group activity in Carlos Perera’s grade five FLES Spanish class at Seawell and
Morris Grove Elementary Schools, Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools (NC).

Spathis, E. (2019, June 21). Station rotation in world language classes. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/article/station-rotation-world-language-classes

This article presents ways to use work stations for individual students and small-group collaboration in the target
language.
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS

We hope you found some useful ideas and themes in this guide to explore with your world language students. Probably the
most valuable lesson you can take from these best practices is to design your classes so that the subject matter is engaging,
interesting, and of an appropriate developmental level for the children.

Most important of all, we want you to enjoy your students and your teaching and make sure your students are having fun too.
Are you enjoying the topics? Are the students involved and celebrating the language and culture(s)? Is your classroom filled
with music, movement, and laughter? Are the students taking ownership of their own learning, and able to see their language
progress? If you’re starting to see any of these results, you are on your way to a student-centered, active, collaborative, and
engaged class that is working toward a deeper understanding of language and culture.

It is a long journey, but well worth the effort, as you prepare your students to be contributing global citizens who can
communicate effectively in a multilingual, multicultural world.
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PROFESSIONAL RESOURCES

National Guidelines for Language Instruction

The following guidelines are used by the world language profession as resources in the development of proficiency-based
curriculum, instruction, and assessment practices in language programs from elementary school through university.

American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages. (2012a). ACTFL proficiency guidelines. ACTFL.
https://www.actfl.org/resources/actfl-proficiency-guidelines-2012

The ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (2012a) describe what an individual can do in a language in spontaneous,
non-rehearsed contexts, and are based on five levels: Novice, Intermediate, Advanced, Superior, and Distinguished.

American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages. (2012b). Performance descriptors for language learners. ACTFL.
https://www.actfl.org/resources/actfl-performance-descriptors-language-learners

The Performance Descriptors for Language Learners (2012b) describe “how well” students should be able to
perform, based on the proficiency levels.

American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages. (2017). NCSSFL-ACTFL can-do statements. ACTFL.
https://www.actfl.org/resources/ncssfl-actfl-can-do-statements

The NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-Do Statements (2017) are aligned with the Proficiency Guidelines (2012a) and Performance
Descriptors (2012b) and are used to create learning targets and chart student progress toward language and
intercultural proficiency.

National Standards Collaborative Board. (2015). World-readiness standards for learning languages. (4th ed.). ACTFL.

The World-Readiness Standards for Learning Languages (2015) describe the content or the “what” that students
should be able to do in another language in an instructional setting.  Three modes of communication – interpersonal,
interpretive, and presentational – are used in the World-Readiness Standards for Learning Languages (2015).

Curriculum Planning, Thematic Units, and Lesson Plans

Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs. (2017, November 2). Madame Gadié’s French Class. [Video]. YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ow8dNWY802c

Take a look inside Madame Gadié’s first grade French class (1 min 44 sec) at Shepherd Elementary School,
Washington, D.C., as she discusses the benefits of early language learning.

Calico Spanish. (n.d.). Spanish for kids. www.calicospanish.com.

This site offers a wide array of resources for teaching young children, including songs, stories, games, and videos.

Catlett, S. (n.d.). Videos [YouTube channel]. Retrieved February 6, 2022 from
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCMbeOy8UZR74EtVisvU46dg/videos
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A French FLES teacher in Chapel Hill-Carrboro Schools (NC) shares instructional videos in which she demonstrates
use of songs, puppets, visuals, and props on a variety of topics.

Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools (NC). (n.d.). CHCCS elementary world languages thematic units.
https://docs.google.com/document/d/e/2PACX-1vQg_Eq9aOhBRDGQu74q4sKHkYAgjeT4F4xZvCJmWDq_mvWb4Ij
w6yvmhLHQsUtxbUmr8EGlLQfTETGZ/pub

The Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools’ world language grade K-5 curriculum focuses on five themes. The units based
on these themes (thematic units) illustrate the use of content, language, and culture across grade levels in developing
language proficiency and cultural knowledge. The themes are: Unit 1 “We're Off to School;” Unit 2 “Welcome Home;”
Unit 3 “Who's Hungry?;” Unit 4 “What to Wear?;” and Unit 5 “What in the World?”

Glastonbury (CT) Public Schools. (2021). Foreign language in the elementary schools (FLES).
https://www.glastonburyforeignlanguage.org/about-us/fles

All children take Spanish in grades 1-5 in Glastonbury Public Schools. This website provides information on their
grades 1-12 curriculum, rubrics and sample units, external assessments, essential questions, and placement. The
website also provides extensive information about the district’s world language program, including STARTALK and
summer programs, exchange programs, and a showcase of student work.

Gilbert, V. (2020, August 24). From input through intake to output in FLES. How to organize your planning so it just flows!
[Paper presentation]. Greater Washington Association of Teachers of Foreign Languages (GWATFL), Washington, DC,
United States. https://youtu.be/spkUspk-gpw.

Victoria Gilbert presents strategies for planning instruction using activities and games in FLES (7 min 25 sec).

Goethe Institute. (n.d.). https://www.goethe.de/en/index.html

The Goethe Institute offers a wide array of resources, materials, and lesson plans for the elementary grades German
program.

Grahn, L. (n.d.). https://www.grahnforlang.com

Former Howard County (MD) Public Schools World Languages Coordinator Leslie Grahn offers resources in many
languages to support K-12 world language teachers, including visuals, authentic resources, subject area content, and
social justice topics.

Langer de Ramirez, L. (n.d.). Mis cositas. http://www.miscositas.com/

This teacher-developed website offers a wide array of authentic cultural resources in many languages, including
teaching materials, videos, virtual picture books, and realia.

The following are thematic units designed for use in the early grades:

Spanish Thematic Units: http://www.miscositas.com/units.html#spanish
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El Bosque Tropical is a thematic unit about the tropical rainforest designed for beginning Spanish students. It includes thirteen
lessons, resources, games, and activities.

Cuenta Colombia is a thematic unit about Colombian folklore designed for intermediate Spanish students. It includes thirteen
lesson plans, resources, folktales, and activities.

French Thematic Unit: http://www.miscositas.com/french.html

Raconte-moi l’Afrique is a thematic unit designed for French students in grades 5-8. Using the central theme of a Gabonese
folktale, students learn about the geography and culture of French-speaking West African countries.

Mandarin Thematic Unit: http://lorijoy.globat.com/units.html#asian_languages

The Jianfengling Rainforest is a thematic unit designed for beginning Chinese students that includes lesson plans, games,
resources, and activities.

Ohio Department of Education, World Languages and Cultures. (2017). Backward design.
http://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Learning-in-Ohio/Foreign-Language/World-Languages-Model-Curriculum/World-La
nguages-Model-Curriculum-Framework/Instructional-Strategies/Backward-Design

This backward design framework helps educators implement a proficiency-based language program that has instruction
planned with the end goals in mind.

Spathis, E. (2021, April 5). Boosting student motivation in world language classes this year. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/article/boosting-student-motivation-world-language-classes-year

The author presents ways to make interdisciplinary connections, provide positive reinforcement, and incorporate games to
promote motivation and student engagement.

STARTALK. (2017, August 15). Learning targets for student motivation and performance. [Video]. YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4goFRAKSZjU

In this (30 min) video presentation, Dinara Bowers, an elementary grades Russian teacher, discusses learning targets and how
to use them to guide proficiency-based instruction and assessment.

STARTALK. (2020, October 26). STARTALK principles for effective teaching and learning. [Video]. YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8zZR1VrSt5Q&t=2s

Principles explained in this (15 min) video include implementing a standards-based and thematically organized curriculum,
conducting performance-based assessment, using the target language and providing comprehensible input, facilitating a
learner-centered classroom, adapting and using age-appropriate authentic materials, and integrating culture, content, and
language.

Talley, A. (2017). Imaginary journey to Chile using a graphic organizer and the language experience approach. [Video].
https://youtu.be/DGPZZf1nMTM & https://youtu.be/QrIWiD1tv9w
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In these two video clips (4 min 42 sec), North Carolina teacher Amy Talley uses a graphic organizer to elicit student
responses to questions about their “trip” to Chile, e.g., what they see, do, eat, etc, in various places as a strategy that
leads to the culminating Language Experience Approach (LEA)-guided story. These activities are included in a
thematic unit about Chile that takes place over several weeks.

Wiggins, G., & McTighe, J. (2005). Understanding by design. (2nd ed.). Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development.

The authors present a process for designing instruction, Understanding by Design, that focuses first on the final learning goals
and then planning backward to design lessons that help students reach these goals.

Professional Associations, Learning Communities, and Social Media Groups

American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) www.actfl.org is a membership organization for educators
and administrators in PreK-graduate level as well as business and government. ACTFL offers professional development,
including an annual convention, as well as publications, assessment tools, research initiatives, and advocacy to build
language capacity in the U.S.

Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL) www.cal.org is a non-profit organization that promotes language learning and cultural
understanding through its contributions in research, resources, professional development, and policy analysis. CAL seeks
solutions to issues involving language and culture in the following areas: world languages, bilingual and dual language
education, linguistically and culturally diverse populations, English as a second language, assessment, and immigrant and
refugee integration.

Creative Language Class http://www.creativelanguageclass.com/ provides a blog and Facebook page with instructional
ideas, inspiration, and solutions to support world language teachers.

French and Spanish Teachers in the U.S., a private Facebook group, focuses on sharing pedagogical resources and ideas. To
join, request an invitation on their Facebook page.

Language Learning for Children (LLC), an ACTFL Special Interest Group, provides a networking system to support and
advocate for early language learning in the United States. Contact membership@actfl.org to join.

National Network for Early Language Learning (NNELL) www.nnell.org is a membership organization that supports and
advocates for early language teaching and learning in grades K-8. NNELL holds its annual meeting at the ACTFL Convention
and provides professional resources, including publications, summer institutes, and a worldwide Twitter chat for early
language educators (#earlylang chat) to discuss current issues.

Parents for Languages, a Facebook group for parents of school-age children, provides a forum to share ideas to promote and
support early language learning in U.S. schools. To join, request an invitation on their Facebook page.

STARTALK offers professional development programs for world language teachers and grants that support teachers and
students of eight critical languages. STARTALK is a federal grant program funded by the National Security Agency.

Teacher Effectiveness for Language Learning (TELL) Project, a project of the National Foreign Language Center, offers an
extensive collection of resources to enhance the effectiveness of world language teachers.
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Teaching Spanish to Children, a private Facebook group hosted by Mundo de Pepita for elementary and middle school
Spanish teachers, focuses on planning and building curriculum, as well as sharing and providing resources to each other. To
join, request an invitation on their Facebook page.

World Language Classroom, a private Facebook group created by French teacher Joshua Cabral, provides resources, tips,
and tools for teaching world languages. To join, request an invitation on his Facebook page.

Technology Integration

Boyd, L. (2020, August 20). How to use Pear Deck in language classes. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/article/how-use-pear-deck-world-language-classes

The author presents five ways to use an educational technology tool in engaging, interactive lessons on vocabulary and
culture, while also checking on students’ well-being.

Eaton, M. (2021, April 22). Powerful, lesser-known tech tools for teachers. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/article/powerful-lesser-known-tech-tools-teachers?fbclid=IwAR2pIrBeJ8V0gtonglEQueEM
2QgIe12CKoHKX2L_QaQJmcDHqWSHXEcp3V4

The author provides information on free web-based technology tools to support online learning.

Spathis, E. (2019, December 5). 6 Top tech tools for world language classes. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/article/6-top-tech-tools-world-language-classes

The author discusses six apps that can be used to promote listening, speaking, reading, and writing in the target language.

Spathis, E. (2020, July 29). Prepping to teach world language classes either online or in person. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/article/prepping-teach-world-language-classes-either-online-or-person

This article provides strategies to establish a strong learning community that also connects with the target culture.
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APPENDIX
How to Plan Instruction

1. Identify end results. Whether our instructional design is based on organized topics or a thematic unit, it is important
to begin the planning process with the final outcomes in mind. What do you want students to know and be able to do
in the target language and at what points in time? Consider these goals for learning outcomes and begin mapping
out a plan, working backwards.

Three national frameworks that guide curriculum, instruction, and assessment planning are the World-Readiness
Standards for Learning Languages (2015), the Performance Descriptors for Language Learners (2012), and the
ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (2012). The standards represent the content knowledge we want students to possess
and are organized as the five C's: Communication, Cultures, Connections, Comparisons, and Communities. Three
modes of communication—interpersonal, interpretive, and presentational—emphasize the context and purpose of
language use. The Proficiency Guidelines define the level of language ability one has in spontaneous communication
compared to a native speaker's ability: novice, intermediate, advanced, superior, and distinguished. The Performance
Descriptors provide the gauge for students' development of language ability based on the proficiency levels as
students move from performance in the classroom setting to using proficiency for real-life communication purposes.

2. Plan communication experiences. Plan topics that provide a variety of learning contexts and communication
experiences that support the topics. Include specific language structures and vocabulary that students will use in the
communication tasks. For example, on the topic of activities and hobbies, students could work in pairs to interview
each other about their interests. The language structures and vocabulary needed for the interview will be taught over
the course of several lessons, giving students a variety of opportunities to use the language orally and in written
expression, building to the interview. The NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-Do Statements (2017) inform our planning and give us
a basis for evaluating students' communication ability as we guide them toward proficiency development.

3. Plan lessons that build to end results. If you start with the end in mind for planning purposes, you will then be
able to plan individual lessons that scaffold learning and build language over time. One example of a communication
task that represents an end result, or learning target, is a guided writing activity. For example, students can write an
entry in a travel journal about an experience they had during an imaginary journey to the target culture. In planning for
this end result, you can provide activities in sequential lessons in which students use the language structures and
vocabulary based on the travel experience. These intentionally planned lessons scaffold language, content, and
culture, building up to the lesson that includes the writing activity as a learning outcome.
Here is a sample travel journal entry from a beginning Spanish student:

Guatemala es pequeño. El quetzal vive en el bosque tropical en Guatemala. El
quetzal es rojo y verde. En Antigua, yo veo un volcán. El volcán es gris y café. En el
volcán hay lava. La lava es roja. ¡Guatemala es fantástico!
(Guatemala is small. The quetzal lives in the tropical rainforest in Guatemala. The
quetzal is red and green. In Antigua, I see a volcano. The volcano is gray and
brown. In the volcano there is lava. The lava is red. Guatemala is fantastic!)

(For references, see Professional Resources, p. 40)

LaunchYourClassroom.com | Page 45

https://launchyourclassroom.com/


Lesson Planning
Lesson planning is an essential part of instructional design, and in a FLES program, creating lessons with learning objectives
that build to proficiency outcomes and cultural knowledge is our goal. The backward design approach, beginning with
planning the end goals based on a curriculum unit or theme (as described on p. 45 above), provides a road map for designing
communication experiences that will include opportunities for students to reach the desired outcomes. Daily lessons are the
incremental “steps” that guide our students on the “route” filled with meaningful communication experiences.

While school districts vary in the format used for lesson planning, each lesson should include similar components. Similarly to
planning the big picture and the final goals and outcomes we want to accomplish based on the five best practices outlined in
this guide, we also plan each lesson intentionally to help students meet an objective.

What should students be able to do in the target language? What knowledge should they have as a result of the experiences
and contexts in which they are engaged? Starting with this objective as the end goal, we can then determine the flow of the
lesson and the steps needed to reach the lesson objective. How will we open the class and focus students' attention? How
will we activate students’ prior knowledge to review familiar language on which the new language is built? What
student-centered activities will we use as a communication context to introduce students to the new language they are
learning (stated lesson objective)? What guided communication experiences will we provide for our students to practice the
new language? Finally, how will we close class? We will want to use an activity to informally assess our students’ ability to use
the new language (stated lesson objective) before they transition back to their regular class.

The lesson plan template provided below (Figure 9) is one example you can use in daily planning. For additional information
about designing units and lessons, including sample lesson plans, see Curtain and Dahlberg (2016), pp. 29-68.
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Figure 9. FLES Lesson Plan Template

Language: Grade(s): Topic:

Unit/Theme:

Student Objective(s): What should students be able to do in the target language? What
content and cultural knowledge should students gain from the language experiences in this lesson?

“I Can” Statement(s): List what the students will be able to do at the end of the lesson, in
the form of an “I can  ______” statement.

Opening Class with Greeting and Warm-up Activity: Greet students in a
friendly manner and ask how they are doing to help them focus on starting class. Use a routine
activity, such as the calendar, to ask questions about the date, day, and weather.

Activating Strategy—Review Activity: Engage students in an activity that helps them
connect with prior language, content, and cultural knowledge.
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*Input/Model—Introduction of New Language in Context: Engage learners
in guided use of new language to support student objective using visuals, manipulatives, questioning
strategies, etc.

*Guided Practice/Independent Practice: Engage learners in multiple language
experience activities to support the student objective. In this part of the lesson, there will be three to
five different activities for learners to engage in using the language in context, e.g., partner/group
activities, working independently, etc.

Closing Activity: Bring the lesson to a close through a summarizing activity and leave-taking.
Use a guided activity to reinforce the student objective (above) and assess students’ comprehension
of new language.

Resources and Materials Needed:

Follow-up to Lesson – Reflection Questions for Teacher: How did the
lesson go? What went well? What could be improved? What changes should be made next time for
more effective instruction?

*The majority of class time will be spent in these two lesson components.

LaunchYourClassroom.com | Page 48

https://launchyourclassroom.com/


ABOUT THE AUTHORS:

Mary Lynn Redmond (BA, EdD, UNC-Greensboro; MAEd, UNC-Chapel Hill) is Professor Emerita of Education and former
Coordinator of K-12 Foreign Language Education at Wake Forest University (NC). She has served as president of the
American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL), president of the Foreign Language Association of North
Carolina (FLANC), and president and executive secretary of the National Network for Early Language Learning (NNELL). Her
foreign language education research covers a wide range of topics, and she has published articles in The French Review,
Hispania, Foreign Language Annals, Learning Languages, and The Language Educator as well as numerous book chapters
and instructional resources.

Nancy Rhodes (BA, Denison University; MS, Georgetown University) is currently a Senior Fellow at the Center for Applied
Linguistics where she served as Director of World Language Education, overseeing language research, professional
development, and program evaluation projects at the elementary and secondary school levels. She advocates for and
conducts research on innovative language programs for children (Elementary School Foreign Language Teaching: Lessons
Learned over Three Decades (1980-2010), 2014; Foreign Language Teaching in U.S. Schools: Results of a National Survey,
with I. Pufahl, 2010). She is a founding member and served as the first Executive Secretary of the National Network for Early
Language Learning.

LaunchYourClassroom.com | Page 49

https://launchyourclassroom.com/

