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Preface
Languages and Learners: Making the Match is designed both as a methods text and as a 
practical guide for schools and teachers. It is intended for those preparing to teach languages, 
especially at the elementary and middle school level (grades K–8); for practitioners already 
involved with language teaching; and for teachers, parents, and administrators engaged in 
the planning or in the evaluation process. Although the focus of the book is on elementary 
and middle school, the principles and practices apply to all levels of language learning.

The book has been written by practitioners primarily for practitioners. We have in-
cluded the theoretical and practical elements that have been important to us in our own 
classroom practice and that we regularly share with our students and in workshop and 
professional development sessions. Although we have not placed the teaching of world lan-
guages at the elementary and middle school in a comprehensive theoretical or historical 
framework, we believe strongly that classroom practice must be built on a basic under-
standing of theoretical and historical issues. An understanding of theoretical issues can 
help teachers know why certain strategies are successful; it can empower them to be effec-
tive planners of curricula and interpreters of the program and its methodology to fellow 
teachers, administrators, parents, and the public.

We do not claim to be experts in all of the areas we have been attempting to cover, 
but we depend on others who are experts like yourself to help us keep it as current as 
possible.  The intent is that it is an entry-level resource that will help new teachers orient 
themselves to what is important and available in our profession.  We want it to be based on 
scholarship, but it is not intended to be a scholarly work.

New to This Edition
•	 Organization	around	the	TELL	(Teaching	Effectiveness	for	Language	Learning)	

Framework: The Teacher Effectiveness for Language Learning Project (www.
tellproject.org) delineates characteristics of effective foreign language teachers, 
all of which are anchored in professional literature recommending their use. The 
TELL project catalogs teacher effectiveness into seven domains: Environment, 
Planning, The Learning Experience, Performance and Feedback, Learning Tools, 
Collaboration, and Professionalism. Each domain provides specific guidance as 
to what research tells us that effective teachers do within that domain. Because 
of the importance of our profession having a unified vision of what teacher 
effectiveness means, the chapters in Languages and Learners: Making the Match 
have been organized in this fifth edition according to the TELL domains.

•	 Can	do	statements	at	the	beginning	of	each	chapter.
•	 New	examples	and	illustrations	of	concepts	presented	in	the	5th	edition.
•	 Insights	from	guest	contributors.
•	 Examples	of	student-created	work.
•	 Technology	integration	into	many	of	the	chapters.
•	 Additional	information	on	second-language	acquisition	and	child	development.
•	 Information	on	instructional	pathways	leading	to	proficiency.
•	 New	technology	chapter.
•	 New	assessment	chapter.
•	 Additional	thematic	unit	templates	and	completed	unit	plans.
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•	 Sample	lesson	plans.
•	 Examples	of	differentiated	instruction	activities.
•	 Expanded	section	on	teaching	in	the	target	language	and	providing	

comprehensible input.
•	 New	section	on	teaching	grammar.
•	 Revised	guidelines	for	small-group	and	partner	activities.
•	 Additional	section	on	using	stories	and	children’s	literature.
•	 Additional	section	on	the	Common	Core	State	Standards.
•	 Matrix	of	activity	types	added	to	activities	chapter.	Each	activity	is	numbered	

according to the matrix.

Student Population
The primary concern of this book is with the acquisition of a new language by majority-
language speakers who are not living in an environment in which their new language is com-
monly spoken. Students in bilingual and English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) 
programs, by contrast, are minority-language speakers in the process of learning the majority 
language, and they have complex needs in their adjustment to a different society—needs that 
we have not attempted to address. We believe, however, that the principles and strategies for 
language teaching offered in this book are also applicable or adaptable for teachers working 
with English language learners (ELLs) and with teachers of heritage language speakers. We 
have included at the end of this section information on how early language learning is spread-
ing throughout the world. Worldwide, the focus tends to be on English. See the section on 
Teaching English to Young Learners written by Joan Kang Shin.

Focus on Beginning-Level Classes
Many of the specific teaching suggestions presented here will be of special value to teach-
ers who work in the first years of elementary and middle school programs that provide for-
eign language instruction for less than half of the school day and for teachers of students at 
the novice proficiency level. Numerous programs across the country are new and are staffed 
with teachers who are relatively inexperienced at these levels. Many of these teachers find it 
 especially difficult to develop activities for meaningful communication in the early stages of 
second-language acquisition. Therefore, we believe that this emphasis will be the most helpful 
to the majority of readers. All of the activities can be extended and adapted to higher levels of 
language complexity and development and to other program models, and most of the ideas 
can be adapted to almost any level of instruction. In this sense, the ideas can be adapted 
to programs for heritage language speakers who have language skills that range across an 
 extremely broad continuum. Unfortunately, the focus of this book is not geared to the special 
needs of heritage language learners; we strongly suggest, however, that these learners have 
programs that are specially established to meet those needs.

World Readiness Standards for Learning Languages
This book makes frequent references to the Standards document, but does not attempt to 
teach readers about the Standards themselves. We recommend that readers use this book side 
by side with the World Readiness Standards for Learning Languages. If they are not yet a part of 
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your own professional library, we encourage you to order them from the website for ACTFL 
(American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages) online store, www.actfl.org). For 
quick reference, a brief summary is found in Chapter 3 in Figure 3.1 page 70.

The content of the Standards and the teaching philosophy they represent will be useful 
in any context, even for those who do not teach in a U.S. school setting.

Terminology
Foreign Language in the Elementary School (FLES) is a term that has often been used to label 
programs for languages other than English at the elementary school level. Many references 
in the literature continue to use the term FLES. In an attempt to firmly place these programs 
as part of a K–12 sequence, the profession is moving away from the term in favor of more 
general terms, such as early start programs, early language learning programs, and programs 
for young learners, and we have adopted this practice for this book. Note that current best 
practice for these programs calls for 30 to 40 minutes a day, three to five days a week.

No alternative is without its problems or potential for confusion. The term foreign 
language, although still widely used in both the United States and around the world, has 
negative connotations for some parts of the community. Second language is used in some 
discussions to mean the acquisition of the majority language by minority-language speak-
ers. The term second language is often inappropriate in any case, because a number of 
students in these programs may actually be acquiring a third or even a fourth language. The 
term language, when used alone, is easily confused with English language arts.

A number of states have chosen to use the term world languages, and still others 
are using the term Languages Other than English (LOTE), a term used in Australia. The 
 National Board of Professional Teaching Standards chose world languages other than 
 English, abbreviated to world languages. In this book we have used primarily the terms world  
language and foreign language, occasionally second language, and frequently the terms 
early language and target language. We make no distinction among the terms—since we 
don’t	feel	there	is	a	consensus	around	any	one	term,	we	decided	to	use	them	all!

We hope that this fifth edition of Languages and Learners: Making the Match will serve 
as a useful resource for teachers, supervisors, and planners, and that it will make a contri-
bution to the number and quality of language programs.

Acknowledgments From Helena Curtain
Since I have worked on this edition without the help and collaboration of Carol Ann 
 Dahlberg, who has retired from professional responsibilities, I want to acknowledge the huge 
influence she has had on me both professionally and personally. We conceived the idea of this 
book almost as soon as we met and we worked together continuously to make a difference for 
language teachers at every level. We chose to focus the book on K–8 since there was so little 
information in this area. I owe a very large part of who I am and what I am able to do to her 
brilliance and her guidance. Thank you, Carol Ann, from the bottom of my heart for those 
many years of working and learning together. Thank you too for being a major part of the 
foundation on which this revision is based.

On a personal level I would like to thank:

My husband, Tony Curtain, who has supported me in countless ways.
Diana	D’Amore	whose	friendship	and	support	was	instrumental	in	the	completion	of	
this fifth edition.
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Jessica Bradley, Greendale (WI) Schools
Dinara Bowers, Shelby County (Memphis, TN) Schools
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Finally, we celebrate especially the network of language teachers whose dedication, 
professionalism, and sharing bring the precious gift of new languages to learners of all ages.
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Children have a reputation for being natural language learners, for very good reason. 
Almost without exception, they have learned their native language with apparent ease, and 
by the time they are six years old, they have brought it to a level of fluency that is the envy 
of  non-  native speakers. Parents who bring their children into a second-language setting and 
immerse them in a new situation—for example, an elementary school taught in the foreign 
language—often experience a kind of miracle. After around six months, their child begins 
to function successfully in the new setting and at a linguistic level to which the parents can-
not hope to aspire, even when they have been studying the language seriously for a similar 
period of time.

These examples of children’s natural language learning ability might seem to suggest that 
the best thing to do to help a child learn a language is simply to place the child in the target 
language setting and then stay out of the way to let the miracle happen. Unfortunately, this is 

Second-Language Acquisition

•	 I	can	identify	and	explain	the	
major	concepts	of	second-
language	acquisition	theory	and	
research.

Sociocultural Theory and Second-
Language Learning: The Role of 
Mediation

•	 I	can	identify	and	explain	
mediation	tools	and	their	role	in	language	development.

Conditions Necessary for  Second-  Language Acquisition in the Classroom

•	 I	can	identify	and	explain	the	conditions	necessary	for	second-language	acquisition	to	
occur	in	the	classroom.

Cognitive and Developmental Characteristics of the Learner

•	 I	can	identify	the	major	cognitive	and	developmental	stages	and	explain	how	they	
apply	to	second-language	instruction.

The	Learner:	Setting	the	
Stage	for	Language
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2 Section 1 Fundamentals

not an approach that will make it possible to bring languages to every child. There is, how-
ever, both linguistic and psychological theory to help explain children’s seemingly effortless 
 second-  language acquisition and to provide insights that can make the classroom a better 
place for such language acquisition to take place. An understanding of this theory, consider-
ation of learner differences, and understanding the principles of child development and the 
characteristics of children at different stages of development will help prepare the teacher to 
create curriculum and activities that bring languages and children together effectively.

 Second-  Language Acquisition
 Second-  language acquisition theory may help to explain the puzzling situation of children 
who acquire languages more quickly and apparently with much less effort than their parents 
when placed in a local school in the  second-  language environment. The children are in a  
setting in which they are surrounded by language that is made meaningful because of the 
 context and the way teachers speak to them. They are given time to sort out the language that  
they hear and understand until they are ready to begin to use it for their own expressive pur-
poses. Their parents, on the other hand, are usually busy learning vocabulary and grammar 
rules, and they attempt to apply them later to a setting in which they have something to say.

 Second-  language acquisition theory is complex and varied. In what follows, we will 
introduce some of the major concepts and contributions of  second-  language acquisition 
theory and research to understand how instructional practice can be improved and brought 
in line with our knowledge of how languages are learned (see Lightbown and Spada 2006). 
Our review will begin with the work of Stephen Krashen in the early 1980s, one of the first 
researchers to examine the issue of  second-  language acquisition. Despite controversies and 
debates with his overall theory of language acquisition, Krashen can be credited for intro-
ducing a few basic concepts associated with contemporary language instruction.

However, other aspects of his theory have been questioned. For example, according to 
Krashen, the best way to gain ability in a new language is to bypass all conscious attention 
to how a language works; that is, formal instruction has little or no value to spontaneous 
language use. For several years, this theory, based on how children learn their first language, 
was widely supported and taken to be the key to successful mastery of additional languages. 
As we will discuss, although parts of Krashen’s theory are still relevant today, some of his 
beliefs have been critically reviewed and expanded upon based on our growing body of 
knowledge about how individuals learn and develop ability in languages other than their 
first. According to Krashen’s  learning-  acquisition hypothesis, two independent systems are 
used for developing knowledge of a language—the acquired system and the learned system. 
The acquired system is the product of unconscious processing and is similar to the way 
children gain knowledge of their first language. In contrast, the learned (conscious) system 
is a product of what happens in many foreign language classrooms where attention is paid 
to grammar rules, vocabulary, and language analysis. The conscious versus unconscious 
attention to language learning is one part of his theory that has come under considerable 
scrutiny and that has been questioned in light of recent theories advocating conscious con-
trol of one’s mental activity for cognitive development, including language development. 
Recent studies on formal instruction indicate that there is an advantage for making students 
aware of the relationship between language form and meaning. Additionally, it has been 
shown that progress in language development occurs when learners are given opportuni-
ties to reflect upon and discuss the formal properties of language as a  meaning-  making 
resource and when they are asked to reformulate or repair what they say and hypothesize 
and experiment with the new language (see the section on comprehensible output). In this 
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way, conscious learning plays an important role for the learner. It might be best to think of 
conscious and unconscious learning as supporting each other.

A second objection to the dichotomy of learning versus acquisition derives from the 
analysis of the metaphors we use to represent what takes place during instruction. The 
 learning-  acquisition metaphor represents the learner as an information processor who takes 
in data and analyzes it in much the same way that a computer application independently 
analyzes the numbers on a spreadsheet or words on a page. A contrasting metaphor for 
learning that has been proposed by Anna Sfard (1998) is the participation metaphor for 
learning. Here, rather than explain learning as an individual’s success at information pro-
cessing on the basis of input, learning is construed as full participation in socially organized 
activities. The quality of the learning is, thus, directly connected to the opportunities a 
learner has to participate in what is taking place during instruction and the kinds of inter-
actions he/she has with members of the learning community. Failure to learn using the 
 learning-  acquisition metaphor is often explained by individual learner deficiencies (lack 
of motivation, poor analytical skills, a low IQ, etc.). The same failure to learn based on the 
participation metaphor can be explained by a learner’s lack of access to learning tools, poor 
instructional interactions, neglect in receiving guidance and support, or marginalization 
from the learning community. The point here is that the metaphorical representations of 
learning are important to consider from multiple perspectives and that when we choose one 
metaphor over the other, conclusions about leaners, instruction, intelligence, etc. are always 
made from a particular perspective.

Comprehensible Input: Using the Language as the Vehicle 
and Content of Instruction
One aspect of Krashen’s theory that has remained central to foreign language educa-
tion is his concept of comprehensible input, which is called the “input hypothesis.” 
Comprehensible input is defined as the amount or level of language that the 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. Krashen refers to this process of comprehension of new language forms in the 
context of previously learned forms as i + 1. That is, a student’s current level of under-
standing (i) plus (+) language that is slightly beyond what the student already knows (1). 
According to Krashen’s input hypothesis, the most important factor in the amount of lan-
guage acquired by a learner is the amount of comprehensible input at i + 1 to which the 
learner is exposed. For Krashen, comprehension leads to language processing. Processing 
occurs when learners reflect upon, analyze, store, and access the language in the input that 
they hear (note the computer metaphor of the learner). In contrast to current theories of 
second-language acquisition, for Krashen, comprehensible input is all that is needed for 
language acquisition to occur, or what he refers to as the “necessary and sufficient condi-
tion for language acquisition.”

The input hypothesis provides a powerful reason for maximal use of the target lan-
guage for all classroom purposes (management, directions, tasks, activities, etc.). Despite 
criticisms that comprehensible input is all that is needed, this theory has contributed to 
our understanding of the importance of speaking in the target language rather than just 
 speaking about the target language, which is typical of  grammar-  based approaches to 
 language  learning. Students need to see and hear the target language in action if we expect 
them to be able to use the language in ways that go beyond mechanical exercises and mere 
knowledge of grammatical rules.
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4 Section 1 Fundamentals

Simply deciding to use the target language, however, is not enough. The language must 
be used in such a way that the message is interesting, worth listening to, and understood by 
the student, even though every word of the message may not be familiar. Being comprehen-
sible is accomplished through several means, including creating contexts that support com-
prehension (the use of gestures, examples, illustrations, experiences); the use of language 
that is tailored to students’ abilities and that does not go “over the heads” of learners (modi-
fied or simplified input, as described below); and by engaging students in interactions with 
the teacher that are made comprehensible through the teacher’s assistance, such as requests 
for clarification, provision of vocabulary when needed, and reformulations of what students 
are attempting to express. When teachers observe that students do not understand them 
when they use the target language, it may well be because they are using the target language 
at a level that is too far beyond the learner’s current ability to understand—actually i + 10 or 
perhaps i + 50. Learners who are presented with language too far beyond their current level 
may well conclude that they are not good language learners and/or that this language is 
simply too hard to be learned.

To avoid this unintended consequence of creating feelings of failure in students and 
developing in them identities as  non-  language learners, an important part of the teach-
er’s preparation for the use of the target language during instruction should be devoted to 
planning concrete ways of making the target language comprehensible to the students. For 
example, teachers can select visuals to support comprehension, create interesting contexts 
for allowing students to observe the new language in action, script what they will say and be 
knowledgeable about the language to be used (and to be avoided), and prepare interactive 
activities where students can make use of the new language they are learning and the types 
of supports that are needed to help them do so.

Using the Target Language During Instruction
In a classroom designed to encourage  second-  language acquisition, there is an emphasis on 
communication. The teacher provides students with an environment in which they are sur-
rounded by messages in the target language that communicate interesting, relevant informa-
tion in language they are able to understand and in language that is comprehensible to them. 
The teacher uses language at an appropriate level to the learners in which language material is 
entered and re entered in natural and  non-  repetitive ways. This use of language differs from 
the language used with peers and colleagues in the world outside the classroom. Part of creat-
ing comprehensible input for language acquirers consists of using strategies for making the 
message understood, variously known as “motherese,” “caretaker speech,” or “foreigner talk.” 
These terms are used to indicate that the kind of language we use with learners is similar to 
the language directed to children as they acquire their native language or with  non-  native 
speakers to grease the wheels of communication by establishing mutual comprehension of 
what is being said. Some of the characteristics of this speech, as it occurs naturally, have been 
well documented in the  first-   and  second-  language acquisition literature.

 1. A somewhat slower rate of speech (still with the normal rate of speech for that 
speaker, but at the lower end of the range).

 2. More distinct pronunciation (not a distorted pronunciation, however, which actually 
changes the sounds of the language). For example, most American speakers of 
English pronounce the “tt” in the word letter as if it were spelled “dd.” When asked 
to pronounce clearly, they often change their pronunciation of the sound to “tt,” 
thus distorting the language through an attempt to pronounce it “accurately.” Such 
distortions are not in the  long-  range best interests of the learner.
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Chapter 1 The	Learner:	Setting	the	Stage	for	Language	 5

 3. Shorter, less complex sentences. For example, complex sentences with independent 
and dependent clauses may be broken up into a series of independent clauses.

 4. More rephrasing and repetition. Paraphrasing is often used here as a way of defining 
the meaning of a word in the input that the learner may not know (e.g., That man is 
bald. He has no hair!).

 5. More frequent comprehension checks. These will ensure the hearer understands.
 6. Use of gesture and visual reinforcement.
 7. Greater use of concrete referents. For example, a speaker repeats the noun frequently 

when speaking to a learner rather than stating the noun once followed by utterances 
using a pronoun.

 8. Interactive supports. The teacher surrounds learners with language, allowing them 
to be actual participants in dialogue. In early stages of language acquisition, the 
teacher actually provides both verbal parts of a conversation. Later, the teacher might 
embellish  one-   and  two-  word responses by learners into complete utterances in a 
natural, conversational manner, at the same time modeling extended discourse and 
providing meaningful listening experiences. Later students are capable of taking over 
increasing responsibility as participants in the conversation.

Comprehensible Output
Questioning Krashen’s emphasis on the importance of comprehensible input as the only feature 
of instruction that matters to language learning, Merrill Swain (1985) has argued that, in addi-
tion to input, learners need frequent occasions to produce comprehensible “output.” Her argu-
ment is that speaking serves an important function in the language learning process beyond 
simply “practicing the language.” When learners are pushed to express themselves in the new 
language, they hypothesize about what they want to say and engage in meaning making, notice 
gaps in knowledge between what they can say and what they intend to say, and externalize 
language and reflect upon it, often leading to repairing what is said or noticing differences in 
the learner production and what is produced by more proficient speakers (Swain and Lapkin 
1995). Swain claims that these processes are equally important to acquisition and that, although 
input is necessary for acquisition, it is not sufficient and needs to be supplemented with fre-
quent opportunities to produce the language in meaningful and purposeful contexts.

Sociocultural Theory and Second-Language Learning: 
The Role of Mediation

Since the late 1980s, sociocultural theory, based on the work of Vygotsky and his colleagues, 
has gained increasingly more attention in the field of foreign and second-language learn-
ing. This theory contrasts sharply with early theorizing about how languages are learned, 
which are based on computer models of the mind (e.g., input and output and individu-
als as information processors). A major tenet of sociocultural theory is that learning and 
development of language represent higher mental functions and cannot be reduced to “in 
the head” models of acquisition. Rather, all higher mental functioning, such as using a 
language as a cultural  meaning-  making tool, is the result of external mediation in a social 
context. Mediation, as the term suggests, refers to the types of assistance and support that a 
learner requires to enhance performance and concept development. When teachers provide 
a word bank for a writing task, they help a student formulate an utterance by supplying an 

M01_CURT5211_05_SE_C01.indd   5 10/10/14   7:00 PM



6 Section 1 Fundamentals

important vocabulary word. By asking a leading question to enable a student to think more 
deeply about a topic, they are mediating the student’s learning and development. Mediation 
may also be provided by physical tools, such as textbooks, computer programs, charts 
and figures, and tasks of various kinds, and symbolic tools, such as language, one of most 
important cultural tools for mediating activity and the most common form of mediation in 
classrooms. In classrooms, teachers mediate language learning by using language as a way 
to explain concepts, support students’ attempts to use the new language, and interact with 
students in developmentally appropriate ways. In this way, language as a mediating tool is 
more than mere input to the learners’ brain for processing, but rather a way to establish a 
supportive learning relationship with the student by allowing students to perform beyond 
what they can do independently and, in the process, develop conceptual understanding of 
the tasks in which they are engaged. Sociocultural theory claims that the quality of media-
tion is consequential to what is learned. The importance of this fact is that to understand 
learning and development of our students requires examining closely the kind of mediation 
that learners received during instruction.

Comprehensible input could be argued to be one such meditational tool. However, we 
need to be careful not to equate simply providing comprehensible input with providing medi-
ation. Comprehensible input, while important for creating classes where the target language  
is used, is simply language directed to learners for individual cognitive processing. Mediation, 
as discussed above, implies the use of diverse tools, including language, that supports learning,  
assists in promoting developmental changes in the learner, and addresses the learners’ poten-
tial beyond what they can only perform alone. When teachers ask interesting and important 
questions, cue students for more information, or provide language supports during interac-
tion, these are cases of mediation and are quite distinct from simply directing comprehensible  
 language to learners who passively (and ostensibly) absorb and learn what they hear.

Effective mediation takes place in a learner’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). 
Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD emphasizes that in each learner there are two developmental 
levels—what learners can do on their own (their actual developmental level) and what they 
can do with assistance (their potential developmental level). The difference between what a 
learner can do alone and what he or she can do with help is the learner’s ZPD. This view of 
a person is quite different from standard developmental psychology that views individuals 
as having one clearly identifiable level of development. To illustrate this concept, consider a 
learner who composes an essay in a foreign language without mediation and with mediation. 
This learner can potentially produce two qualitatively different essays under the two condi-
tions. In the unassisted condition, the learner’s essay might lack precise vocabulary, miss 
important elaborations, or be composed without attention to coherence. With mediation, 
the same learner may improve performance and produce a stronger essay. What this means 
is it is not fair to characterize learners on only what they can do alone, which is not a valid 
assessment of their ability. A better assessment of their ability is to understand how learners 
make use of meditational tools and assistance of various kinds to improve their performance, 
whether the tools are used or ignored, and how in the course of mediation learners grow and 
develop. Given the qualitative differences we frequently observe between assisted and unas-
sisted performance, it is unfortunate that our present academic climate of high stakes testing 
seems to value only what students can do independently rather than what they can do with 
assistance (mediation). One goal of effective mediation is therefore to ensure that the assis-
tance we offer students is usable and within their respective Zones of Proximal Development. 
If mediation is beyond the reach of the learner, it cannot be used to move learning and 
development forward. If mediation is redundant and not needed by the learner (e.g.,  over- 
 helping), no development will take place. For this reason, working in a student’s ZPD means 
diagnosing what the student knows and what kind of mediation is needed to move beyond 
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his or her current understanding. And, of course, this implies different ZPDs for students in 
a single class and differentiating the kind of help that teachers provide.

Conditions Necessary for  Second-  Language 
Acquisition in the Classroom

Based on what has been presented thus far, can we detail some classroom conditions that 
would lead to more effective language learning? It appears that some general themes emerge.

	 •	 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. How we 
speak to learners needs to be  fine-  tuned to their abilities; the language that we provide can 
be neither “over their heads” nor language that underestimates their ability to deal with new 
language forms, meanings, and functions. We also know that students can understand more 
than they can say or more than they have formally studied, so withholding certain forms 
of language until complete grammatical analysis has been presented is not beneficial to 
language acquisition and may even create in students an attitude that they must be formally 
introduced to an aspect of the language before they can understand it or attempt to do so.

	 •	 Embedding new language in a meaningful context and in language students already know 
is a way to assist learners to comprehend and learn new language. In other words, grammar 
instruction does not always ensure comprehension nor is it always required for comprehen-
sion to occur. If this were the case, no child would acquire a first language given that formal 
study of a child’s native language might not occur until age eight, when a child is in school.

	 •	 Students also need frequent occasions to interact using the new language. Interaction 
needs to be promoted and supported in various ways. Teachers need to assist students in 
engaging in extended utterances by prompting them, providing needed lexical items, ask-
ing for clarification, checking comprehension, and confirming understanding of what has 
been said (referred to as the negotiation of meaning in the literature). This type of mediation 
clearly goes beyond the simple provision of comprehensible input from teacher to student. 
Additionally, assisting learners to interact in the target language is not be understood as 
only a test of knowledge, but rather as a site for the development of target language ability. 
The kinds of questions that teachers ask need to be understood as powerful tools for assist-
ing student thinking, supporting conceptual development, and promoting robust learning, 
not only for assessing knowledge. But this requires a skilled teacher who knows the differ-
ence between question tools that assess what students know (e.g., What colors do you see in 
this picture? What is the weather like today? Can you count from 1 to 10?) and those ques-
tions that function to assist student thinking and reasoning (Can you tell me more about 
why you think the character in this story is a good person? What does she do that makes 
you think this? or What happens when we change this word in the sentence? How does the 
meaning change? Do you think an orange will sink or float in water? Why?).

	 •	 Finally, classrooms need to be  mediation-  rich environments where students are offered 
tools of various kinds to support their learning and development. Rather than focus on past 
performance, teachers need to teach to their students’ futures by understanding where they 
are in the learning process and where they can go next. Mediation needs to be varied and 
evaluated for its effectiveness since all mediation is consequential to what students learn. 
Just as the tools we use in the world for a variety of tasks, such as cooking utensils, build-
ing tools, or computer applications, may be more or less effective to “get the job done,” 
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instructional meditational tools, including the language we use with students, may also be 
viewed in the same way. In some cases, the meditational tools we use may work quite well 
to bring students to higher levels of conceptual understanding. In other cases, our tools 
may simply allow students to complete a task or comply with a task requirement with little 
regard for how students understand the nature of the task, the concepts being used, and the 
potential for what is learned in one task for use in other contexts.

Instructional and Learner Factors in L2 Acquisition
Many factors are at work in the language classroom. There is variation among the charac-
teristics of the input to which students are or have been exposed, as well as factors relating 
to individual students.

Some of the most important of these issues are summarized in Figure 1.1.

Figure 1.1 Instructional and Learner Factors in L2 Acquisition

Instructional Factors Learner Factors

• Length of time in the program

• Time on task

Quality

• Curriculum with clear learning
 targets focused on what
 students can do with language

• Topics and themes relevant to
 the learner

• Meaningful and interesting
 comprehensible input

• Opportunities for negotiating
 meaning with teacher and peers

• Type of mediation provided
 (talk, tasks, texts)

• 
 for tasks & interactions.

• Age

• Cognitive abilities

• First language literacy

• Personality

• Confidence

• Motivation

• Language background

• Social and cultural
 background

• Attitude toward language
 learning

• Attitude toward other cultures

• Feeling of belonging in a
 learning community

• Previous language learning
 experiences

• Other…

Purposeful and Meaningful Communicative Interactions

Target Language Pro�ciency

(With underlying knowledge of

language forms, meanings, and functions

in cultural contexts)

Quantity
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Quantity

How long has the student been learning the language? The amount of language to which the 
students have already been exposed is a critical element in their current and future levels 
of language acquisition. Time is the great ally in the development of language proficiency 
since language learning takes time.

Does the program offer language every day for at least thirty to forty minutes for opti-
mal learning in a program for young learners, or is there less time available? Met and Rhodes 
(1990) identified time spent in language instruction and the intensity of that instruction as 
the two most critical factors in the rate and amount of language acquisition. The ACTFL 
Young Learner Task Force (Swender and Duncan 1998, 482) established thirty to forty min-
utes per day, three to five days per week, as a minimum time allocation for achievement of 
the performance goals outlined for  K–  12 learners.

Within the amount of time that is allocated to language in the school day, how much of 
that time is actually spent on language instruction? How often is the class canceled because 
of school programs or field trips? How much time is spent moving the students to the lan-
guage classroom, or taking out and putting away materials, or on disciplining? All of these 
factors cut into the allocated time, so that time on task is the real measure of the input avail-
able during a class period.

Quality

In addition to how much time is spent, we also have to look at the quality of that time. What 
kind of instruction is taking place? Is there intensity of instruction; that is, on average, is the 
target language used 90 to 100 percent of the time in cognitively engaging, developmentally 
appropriate, and meaningful and purposeful activities?

We must also consider how learning is supported through scaffolding student perfor-
mance on particular language tasks, such as helping them when they try to express them-
selves, breaking down a task into understandable steps that the student can follow, controlling 
their frustration when they encounter problems, or reducing overall task complexity. Many 
teachers are natural “helpers” and scaffold student performance frequently in the tasks they 
prepare for students and in the assistance they provide as students complete these tasks. 
Beyond scaffolding, we must also consider the quantity and quality of the mediation pro-
vided. Mediation is a larger concept and refers to specific forms of assistance that are present 
in the learning environment that focus on learner concept development, not just on moving 
through and completing particular tasks. Effective mediation results in conceptual develop-
ment, which may or may not occur in the situated context of scaffolding a language task, 
such as an  information-  gap task. Although learners may be successful at task completion 
through scaffolded assistance, they may leave the task with no conceptual understanding of 
the underlying interactional, language, or strategic factors that led to their success. In this 
scenario, what is learned in the  information-  gap task may remain there and not be available 
for use in other contexts. In contrast, in a  content-  based reading lesson, a teacher may scaf-
fold students’ comprehension of the literal meaning of the text but then move on to mediate 
greater insight into the concepts of the reading through asking leading questions, calling 
attention to textual features, probing for understating, or engaging students in a  text-  based 
discussion where divergent and deeper interpretations of the content are encouraged.

Learner Factors

On the other side of the figure are the attributes that the student brings to the language 
learning process. These are the factors within the student and the student’s social setting.
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First, how old is the learner? Age is strongly related to learning another language. 
Children are more likely to develop  native-  like proficiency before age ten, and they are 
also at a maximum of openness to other cultures. How literate are the learners in their first 
language? These skills will influence the ability of the learner to benefit from written forms 
of input.

In the figure, there is interaction between the two sides. The most positive instruc-
tional factors can also fail a student if the program does not take into account the attri-
butes of the individual learner and provide a learning community to which the student 
feels connected and actively involved and not marginalized or ignored. Every learner also 
brings significant cognitive abilities. These are related to the student’s capacity for anal-
ogy and intellectualization. Each learner has a unique array of abilities and capacities, of 
intelligences, and of learning styles and strategies. All of these dimensions affect the types 
of experiences that will best facilitate language acquisition for a specific learner, no matter 
what his/her age.

What factors in a learner’s personality will affect her or his ability to profit from 
target language input? Is the student a risk taker or an extrovert? Is the learner inhibited 
and afraid to speak up in groups? What other personality factors might support or  hinder 
language learning?

How strong is the student’s motivation to learn the language? Highly motivated stu-
dents seek out input and benefit from every opportunity to experience the new language.

What is the learner’s social environment? Is language learning valued at home and 
among peers? What is the learner’s attitude about language learning and about other cul-
tures and speakers of the new language? Has the learner had opportunities to interact with 
people from other cultures?

Once the input and attributes have been taken into account, the next step is interaction.
The learner must have the opportunity to use the language, to engage with the language, 

and to construct meaning with the language in order to learn it. With enough opportunities 
for communicative interaction, the final stage is, of course, proficiency in the new language.

Cognitive and Developmental Characteristics  
of the Learner

Just as  second-  language acquisition research has helped us to better understand the lan-
guage development of the students in our classrooms, cognitive psychologists have given 
us information about learning in general. Information about the brain can help us to find 
better ways to reach our students, and to make our time with them more effective. Multiple 
intelligences and learning styles models have been developed by psychologists and edu-
cators in order to assist the teacher in planning for a whole classroom of learners whose 
learning preferences and strengths may be different from those of the teacher—and they are 
certainly not identical with those of each other!

Information from Brain Research
In the field of cognitive psychology, the study of the brain has resulted in a significant 
shift in orientation away from the behaviorist principles that once dominated educational 
thought and practice. Rote learning, memorization, and “drilling” are being replaced by an 
emphasis on meaningfulness, metacognition, and process. For the behavioral psycholo-
gist, the student is considered to be a relatively passive subject, to be manipulated through 
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reinforcement techniques and drills. The cognitive psychologist, by contrast, sees students 
as active agents in the learning situation, controlling and shaping their own learning pro-
cesses according to their own goals and understandings and based on the type of assis-
tance they receive. In the behaviorist classroom, the students respond to external stimuli 
(e.g., a teacher question) and reinforcement (e.g., praise or correction), while in the class-
room based on cognitive psychology, the students’ own internal motivation, interests, and 
abilities drive the learning process. One of the most important principles of cognitive psy-
chology for the language teacher is that information is best learned and retained if it is made 
meaningful to students.

Kennedy (2006, 479) identifies several implications of brain research for the language 
teacher, highlighting the importance of engaging many senses and an enriched environ-
ment. She also notes:

•	 We	use	our	emotions to tell us what is important to learn and what to remember.
•	 The	brain	stores	information	based	on	functionality and meaningfulness.
•	 Emotions	drive	attention.
•	 Attention	drives	learning	and	memory.
•	 Repetition is necessary but it requires novelty with regard to instructional design 

(which should incorporate all five language processes—observation, listening, 
speaking, reading, and writing—and utilize a variety of methods and approaches).

Caine and Caine (1997,  104–  108), in their Brain/Mind Learning Principles, point out 
that the search for meaning is innate. Meaningful and meaningless information are stored 
separately, and meaningless or relatively unrelated information requires far more conscious 
effort to learn. Meaningful information is stored in a “spatial/autobiographical” memory that 
does not require rehearsal and can be recalled as a complete experience. Consider how easy 
it is to remember information, even a word in a new language, when it was encountered in a 
situation that was meaningful and memorable to you. Conversely, consider how difficult it is 
to recall facts when the information had no personal importance or meaning to you.

Ellis also emphasizes the significance of meaning, listing it as the second of his ten 
principles of instructed second-language acquisition: “Instruction needs to ensure that 
learners focus predominantly on meaning” (2008,  1–  2). He notes that activities focused 
on creating meaning are intrinsically motivating for learners; they help develop both com-
munication skills and the vocabulary and grammar needed to use the language effectively. 
Additionally, as stated above, memory is facilitated in meaningful interactions.

Patterning

One of the most important points about the brain and learning is the fact that the brain’s 
search for meaning occurs through patterning. The brain looks for patterns as it organizes 
information according to schematic maps and categories. As learners in language classes 
search for meaning in the experiences we provide for them, we must be sure to create com-
plex, meaningful experiences with ample assistance from which they construct their own 
patterns of understanding. This differs from common instructional practice that often 
attempts to  over   simplify tasks so learners will experience no cognitive struggle to complete 
them. Tasks, in addition to being meaningful and purposeful, need to be sufficiently rigor-
ous and robust so that learners can use their cognitive abilities to solve problems, seek out 
patterns and solutions, and engage in  higher-  order thinking. Mechanical tasks that require 
a minimum of cognitive engagement do not respond to the recommendations of recent 
work in  brain-  based research.

M01_CURT5211_05_SE_C01.indd   11 10/10/14   7:00 PM



12 Section 1 Fundamentals

What we now know about the brain suggests that it resists having meaninglessness 
imposed upon it; facts and skills that are presented in isolation need more practice and 
rehearsal to be stored. For example, if we were to ask students to memorize a random series 
of letters such as “f z g i h r c t u w d h,” students would be able to do this task, but it would 
require great effort since the series of letters is presented in isolation and is meaningless. 
Additionally, student performance would vary greatly with some students being able to 
reproduce the list while others might be unable to recall even a single  two-  letter sequence.

If we were to ask students to memorize the first letter of a series of words such as “yet, 
paper, snow, drive, boat, when, through,” the task would be somewhat easier, since the brain 
can attach some meaning to the words even though the words themselves are not connected 
in any way.

If, on the other hand, the teacher uses a meaningful sentence such as “The boy is going 
to Disneyland when school is over for the summer,” the brain has much more of an oppor-
tunity to attach meaning and make connections. This last series of letters combine together 
into a sentence that expresses a meaningful idea connected to the learners’ own experiences.

A child presented with this sentence may think of his or her favorite Disney charac-
ter, or may think about some of the pictures she/he has seen of the exciting events at this 
place. This sentence has a much better chance of being remembered, since it connects to an 
experience that is already in the child’s brain and it activates the child’s prior knowledge. If 
the sentence is actually the climax of an engaging and  emotion-  filled story, it is likely that 
the whole experience will be stored in memory quite easily. This is called episodic memory, 
which claims that information embedded in narrative (e.g., stories) is more easily recalled 
than random facts and figures.

Although it may seem to teachers that they are making things easier for learners by 
reducing learning to isolated “simple” words and sounds, such as letters of the alphabet or 
the names of various vocabulary items, it requires more work for the brain to remember 
these things, since it has no meaningful experience to which to attach the learning. In the 
example of asking the student to learn a series of isolated letters or words, the task is actu-
ally made more difficult because the student has to rely on rote memory rather than on the 
context and the connections that make the learning meaningful.

One general conclusion to this discussion is that the brain processes parts and wholes 
simultaneously. While it is sometimes necessary to focus on individual pieces or discrete 
skills, these individual pieces or discrete skills should be presented within a rich context. 
Any focus on discrete items, such as individual vocabulary or writing details, for example, 
must be made for a clear purpose, so that the parts become building blocks for holistic 
learning.

Emotions

Many researchers have described the importance of emotion in the learning process and in 
the construction of meaning. Emotions and thoughts cannot be separated and, thus, emo-
tions have a great effect on all learning. Vygotsky also claimed that emotion is the founda-
tion of all  higher-  order thinking. One of Caine and Caine’s (1997, 105) guiding principles 
states that emotions are critical to the brain’s patterning. If an event is related to positive 
emotions, there is more of a chance for successful patterning to take place. Jensen (1998, 72) 
puts it even more forcefully: “Emotions drive attention, create meaning, and have their own 
memory pathways.”

The socioemotional dimension of instruction and learning applies both to the types 
of experiences we provide for the students and to the classroom atmosphere we create. 
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Teachers control the emotional climate of their classes. Many of our student activities have 
positive emotions associated with them, such as games, songs, rhymes, and lessons involv-
ing movement and physical activity. Creating a warm emotional climate in which children 
feel  self-  confident, free, respected, and highly motivated is equally as important as providing 
activities that have emotional connections. Periodic celebrations of learning, target culture 
festivals, or individual achievements can contribute to the positive classroom atmosphere 
we hope to create. Mascots for the classroom can enhance the positive environment as well, 
such as a frog puppet “class member” or a “target language only” bear that goes home with 
the children on a rotating basis. A classroom climate that focuses on what learners can do 
rather than what they cannot do is a powerful way to establish positive emotions in students 
where even small successes are acknowledged and celebrated (Donato and Tucker 2010).

Stephen Krashen (1981), in his discussion of the “affective filter,” highlights the impor-
tance of emotions in the language learning process and the fact that children are known 
to resist learning when learning is unpleasant, painful, or being attempted in a punitive 
environment. Students’ ability to learn more readily those things they want to learn is well 
recognized. Krashen relates these experiences to language acquisition by describing a filter 
that the brain erects to block out second-language input, no matter how carefully de signed 
that input may be. The filter goes up in the presence of anxiety, low  self-  confidence, or the 
absence of motivation. The filter goes down, and the language input can come through, 
when motivation is high, a student is  self-  confident, and the learning takes place in a rela-
tively  anxiety-  free environment.

Social Dimensions

Meaning is constructed in social interaction where individuals attempt to express their 
views, opinions, and ideas and where all work toward mutual understanding. This pro-
cess is especially important in a world language classroom. As Frank Smith (2004) put it, 
“Language is not a genetic gift. It is a social gift.” Meaning can be constructed much more 
readily if social interaction is an important part of the learning. One of Ellis’ (2008, 2) 
principles affirms that, “The opportunity to interact in the second language is central to 
developing second language proficiency.” Games, role plays, and partner and small group 
activities motivate learners while at the same time enhancing learning by allowing learners 
to become  meaning-  makers in their new language.

The social dimension of games and classroom rituals provides another way in which 
the brain can attach meaning. Once the students have learned a concept, they can practice 
it in partners and small groups. The social relationships of partner and small group activi-
ties add to the richness of  meaning-  based experiences for the brain. Following are some 
examples of simple social activities that can be done in the classroom.

•	 At	the	beginning	of	class,	the	whole	class	can	greet	the	teacher	in	the	target	language,	
but then they can also greet several of their classmates in a very short, motivating, 
social partner activity.

•	 Students	can	practice	classroom	dialogues	with	partners,	or	“read”	to	each	other	a	
memorized story that they have written either individually or as a class activity.

•	 Students	can	do	a	partner	weather	report.	After	a	class	member	has	looked	out	the	
window and reported on the weather, the other students can tell their partners about 
the weather outside.

•	 Students	can	turn	to	their	partners	to	practice	or	process	a	new	phrase	or	a	new	
concept. Chapter 6, on partner and group work, will provide many other examples.
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Learning Styles
The individual learners in our language classes differ in many ways, at every level of instruc-
tion. Writers and researchers about learning styles have given us a plethora of ways to  analyze 
and describe learner differences, and all are useful. Learners can be characterized as visual, 
auditory, or kinesthetic learners; they can be classified as holistic or linear learners. Some 
researchers place learners on a continuum from concrete to abstract or from sequential to 
random. The most important insight, perhaps, from this information is the realization that 
almost all of the students in our classes are different from us, their teachers, and from each 
other, in a large variety of ways. This section describes a few of them.

We know that while some learners thrive in a highly social and interactive environ-
ment, others feel more comfortable and may do better when they can think and learn 
alone. Some learners are motivated and empowered by carefully structured, linear tasks 
and unvarying routines; they may find it annoying and distracting when bulletin boards 
or visuals are not carefully aligned and the classroom isn’t neat and orderly. Other students 
feel suffocated by so much structure and long for the freedom to  problem-  solve and create. 
These same students enjoy classes in which the teacher keeps them guessing and sometimes 
makes random leaps from one topic to another. These students don’t usually mind a little 
clutter—it makes them feel at home!

Some of our students need to touch, or move, in order to learn. (That’s probably true of 
almost every primary school child.) Some students benefit most from our visuals and our 
gestures when they are learning or reviewing language; others won’t feel confident of the 
information until they see it written out; still others, with poor vision or a brain that pro-
cesses visual input poorly, don’t benefit from either. Some children learn very well just from 
listening attentively to what is taking place—they may remember well without ever writing 
things down. Still others need to take notes and rework the information several times before 
it is firmly anchored. These examples just begin to describe the ways in which students dif-
fer from one another—and from their teacher! There are many other differences, too. Does 
a student learn best in a busy environment, perhaps with music in the background, or in a 
quiet setting? Some students learn best when they can volunteer and try things out; others 
need to feel very secure before trying anything new.

Multiple Intelligences
As we look at our classes closely, we can make an important discovery. Each class is brim-
ming with intelligence—but as with learning styles, each student’s profile is different. The 
work of Howard Gardner (1983, 1993, 1999) and applications by Thomas Armstrong (1993, 
1994) make us aware of eight distinct forms of intelligence that exist in our students, iden-
tified in Figure 1.2. Each of the forms of intelligence is valuable and necessary in society, 
although our schools have tended to support and nurture only the first two: linguistic and 
 logical-  mathematical intelligence. This practice has tended to leave other forms of intel-
ligence with far less recognition in the school setting. Armstrong (1993) points out that 
despite the emphasis on the first two intelligences, our students are not excelling in these 
areas, and questions whether it might not be the case that children learn best when “their 
entire range of capability is addressed and when multiple connections are encouraged in a 
balanced way.” 

As language teachers in a system that has long valued linguistic and  logical-  mathematical 
intelligence above all, we are in a good position to support other kinds of intelligence as well. 
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Some teachers, as they plan their units and lessons, lay out all the intelligences on a grid and 
systematically include some activity for each intelligence. Such an approach respects the value 
of all the intelligences and encourages students to do their best work at all times.

In a  thirty-  minute class period, addressing all intelligences might be a challenge, but we 
certainly can try to keep a balance among all of them over the course of a week, or through-
out a unit of study. Many of the activities and examples in this book show how we can create 
tasks and activities that address a number of different intelligences in our classes.

One of the important lessons that we can take from the research on learning styles and 
multiple intelligences is this: What interests and appeals to us as learners and as teachers is 
an important consideration as we plan, to be sure. However, it is a very unreliable guide to 
meeting the needs and interests of all the students in our classes. In every class we teach, 
there are bound to be more students who are unlike us than there are those who are like 
us. It is our job to build bridges to all learning styles, helping students to learn, as much of 
the time as possible, in a way that is natural and comfortable to them. Our goal as language 
teachers is to support the learning of every student, appealing to a variety of learning styles, 
and to nurture all of the forms of intelligence represented in each of our classes. Our goal is 
for every learner to experience success—on his or her own terms, as well as on ours.

Intelligence Excels at Language Application

Linguistic Reading, writing, telling stories, playing 
word games, etc.

Almost everything we do in 
class!

 Logical-  Mathematical Experimenting, questioning, figuring 
out logical puzzles, calculating, etc.

Surveys, making charts and 
graphs

Spatial Designing, drawing, visualizing, 
doodling, etc.

Illustrating a Gouin series;  
creating a picture of an object by 
writing the word for the object 
over and over

 Bodily-  Kinesthetic Dancing, running, jumping, activities, 
adding motions to songs and chants

Total Physical Response (TPR) 
building, touching, gesturing, 
etc.

Musical Singing, whistling, humming, creating 
melodies for favorite rhymes

Using songs, rhythmic chants 
tapping feet and hands,  
listening, etc.

Interpersonal Leading, organizing, relating, 
manipulating, mediating,  
partying, etc.

Small group and partner work

Intrapersonal Setting goals, meditating, dreaming, 
planning, being quiet

Journaling, portfolio building

Naturalist Understanding, categorizing, explaining 
things in the world of nature

Photography, field trips, 
classifying

Figure 1.2 Multiple Intelligences and Their Applications to the Language Classroom

Based on Gardner (1983, 1993, 1999) and Armstrong (1993, 1994).
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A second lesson, every bit as important as the first, has to do with the use of the infor-
mation on learning styles and multiple intelligences. Each student in our classes is an 
individual of remarkable complexity. No single category or set of categories is adequate to 
describe or explain that individual student, although at times the categories can be useful in 
finding a way to reach an individual student. If we begin to think in terms of “that concrete 
sequential in the second row,” or “that naturalist right in front of me,” however, we have 
missed the point and also missed the precious individuality of each student in our classes. 
The categories are useful in helping us to plan our classes and to diversify our teaching, but 
they should never be used to sort our students into “boxes” that limit our understanding of 
the whole person. Howard Gardner (1999, 91) identified this danger very clearly: “People 
so labeled may then be seen as capable of working or learning only in certain ways, a char-
acterization that is almost never true. Even if it has a certain  rough-  and-  ready validity, such 
labeling can impede efforts to provide the best educational interventions for success with a 
wide range of children.” The point is that we are all made up of several learning styles and 
possess multiple intelligences. Trying to equate or label a student with one category of intel-
ligence or style is misguided and wrong. Because we may have preferences for how we learn 
does not mean we need to be restricted to learning in one way. Rather, we need to provide 
opportunities for students to experiment with learning in various ways (learning styles) and 
through multiple ways of thinking and knowing (multiple intelligences) so that they can 
develop their full cognitive and emotional capacities and become a whole person.

Thematic Teaching and Construction of Meaning
Thematic instruction is an integral part of early language learning and provides an ideal envi-
ronment for constructing meaning. In thematic teaching, the curriculum is organized around 
a thematic center, which can originate in the classroom, the school, the environment, or the 
target culture. Language concepts and concepts from the regular curriculum and the target 
culture are interrelated and presented as a whole within a thematic framework. Language is 
tailored to the developmental level of the students; activities address a variety of learning styles 
and call forth a range of multiple intelligences. Students have many opportunities for identify-
ing patterns and connections, experiencing engaging activities with emotional content, and 
interacting with their peers. It is the goal of the thematic instruction described in this book to 
reach every child with meaningful language and culture experiences.

Developmental Characteristics of the Learner
The most important factor in teaching and learning in any setting is the learner. Learners 
of any age differ from one another in significant ways: Individuals may learn best through 
listening or reading, they may learn more easily alone or within a small group, they may 
require heavy visual reinforcement or learn better through verbal explanations, or they may 
respond better to a sequential or random organization of materials or experiences. Each 
learner’s experiences differ from those of class peers in a variety of ways. Children and young 
adolescents, however, differ from older learners in certain patterned and predictable ways as 
they progress through the stages of development. An understanding of these general devel-
opmental characteristics is essential for the elementary and middle school language teacher.

Piaget and Stages of Cognitive Development

The teaching of children has been profoundly affected by the work of Jean Piaget, who iden-
tified four stages of cognitive and affective development in childhood and adolescence. The 
child develops cognitively through active involvement with the environment, and each new 
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step in development builds on and becomes integrated with previous steps. Because two of 
the four shifts in the developmental stages normally occur during the elementary school 
years, it is important for language teachers working with children to keep the characteristics 
of each cognitive stage in mind (Piaget 1963). They are as follows:

 1. The stage of  sensory-  motor intelligence (zero to two years). During this stage, 
behavior is primarily motor. The child does not yet internally represent events 
and “think” conceptually, though “cognitive” development is seen as schemata are 
constructed.

 2. The stage of preoperational thought (two to seven years). This stage is characterized 
by the development of language and other forms of representation and rapid 
conceptual development. Reasoning during this stage is  pre-  logical or  semi-  logical, 
and children tend to be very egocentric. Children often focus on a single feature of a 
situation at a time—for example, they may be able to sort by size or by color but not 
by both characteristics at once.

 3. The stage of concrete operations (seven to eleven years). During these years, the 
child develops the ability to apply logical thought to concrete problems. Hands-on, 
concrete experiences help children to understand new concepts and ideas. Using 
language to exchange information becomes much more important than in earlier 
stages, as children become more social and less egocentric.

 4. The stage of formal operations (eleven to fifteen years or older). During this stage, the 
child’s cognitive structures reach their highest level of development. The child becomes 
able to apply logical reasoning to all classes of problems, including abstract problems 
either not coming from the child’s direct experience or having no concrete referents.

The thinking skills of most learners in elementary school are at the concrete operations 
stage, and experience plays a major role in all learning. Piaget points out that children are 
not simply miniature adults who have less experience and thus less knowledge to work with 
as they approach problems and new situations. They do not think like adults because their 
minds are not like adult minds. It is the privilege of the elementary school teacher to share 
their world and learn to work with it. Characteristics of children as learners at different ages 
and implications for language teaching are described below.

Egan and Layers of Educational Development

The work of the Canadian educator Kieran Egan (1979, 1986, 1992) provides insights about 
educational development. Egan describes development in terms of the characteristics that 
determine how the learner makes sense of the world. He thinks of educational develop-
ment as a process of accumulating and exercising layers of ability to engage with the world. 
As individuals develop, they add new layers of sophistication without leaving behind the 
qualities characteristic of earlier layers. As he puts it (1979, 1986), “Each stage contributes 
something vital and necessary to the mature adult’s ability to make sense of the world and 
human experience.” The final stage, the ironic layer, is made up of essential contributions 
from all the earlier stages, governed by the ironic orientation to the world. The characteris-
tics of each of Egan’s four layers are as follows:

The Mythic Layer: Ages Four to Five through Nine to Ten Years

•	 For	these	early	elementary	school	learners,	emotions	have	primary	importance;	they	
always want to know how to feel about what they are learning. They make sense of 
things through emotional and moral categories, e.g., good versus bad, happy versus sad.
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•	 Young	children	are	drawn	into	a	topic	or	an	idea	through	simple	polar	opposites.	For	
example, they find it hard to resist the appeal of very tiny versus really huge; freezing 
cold versus burning hot; a wicked witch versus the perfect princess. Once presented 
in this way, concepts can be developed by filling in between the poles.

•	 The	world	of	the	imagination	is	vivid	and	real	to	these	children,	so	they	move	easily	
in and out of worlds where animals talk or activities take place on a magical trip to 
another world.

•	 Learners	in	the	Mythic	Layer	often	believe	that	the	world	thinks	and	feels	as	they	do.
•	 These	learners	interpret	the	world	in	terms	of	absolutes,	in	the	same	way	that	a	fairy	

tale world operates. The wicked witch is all bad; the daring prince is all good.
•	 Using	story	form	is	the	ideal	approach	for	teaching	Mythic	Layer	learners.	Like	a	fairy	

tale, instruction should have a clear and strong beginning, middle, and end; it should 
introduce things using strong opposites; it should address absolute meanings; and it 
should have strong emotional and moral appeal. While it does not have to be a story, 
instruction should incorporate these strong story elements.

The Romantic Layer: Ages Eight to Nine through Fourteen to Fifteen Years

•	 Upper	elementary	and	middle	school	learners	begin	to	separate	the	world	around	
them from their internal world—they no longer assume that the world thinks and feels 
as they do. They are developing a sense of their own identity within this wider world.

•	 Romantic	Layer	learners	tend	to	see	this	outside	world	as	both	fascinating	
and frightening. As they seek out the limits of this world, they are drawn to 
extremes, e.g., the highest mountain, the longest word. They are also attracted to 
realistic detail, the more different from their own experience the better.

•	 These	learners	are	great	collectors	of	everything	from	baseball	cards	to	amazing	facts	
about a country on another continent. They often enjoy research on topics of their 
own choosing, and they are good at memorizing.

•	 Because	the	outside	world	can	seem	threatening,	students	learn	best	when new	
information incorporates and emphasizes qualities that can overcome the threat—
“transcendent” qualities such as courage, nobility, genius, ambition, energy, or 
creativity.

•	 Story	form	continues	to	be	important	for	the	Romantic	Layer	learner,	with	emphasis	
on realistic detail and  real-  life heroes and heroines.

•	 Although	it	may	not	seem	evident,	Romantic	learners	are	searching	for	and	
developing a sense “of romance, of wonder and awe.”

The Philosophic Layer: Ages Fourteen to Fifteen through Nineteen to Twenty Years

•	 These	learners	have	integrated	their	inner	world	with	the	outer	world.	They	now	
understand the world to be a unit, of which they are a part.

•	 Learners	in	the	Philosophic	Layer	try	to	organize	the	facts	and	details	they	collected	
in the Romantic Layer, creating their own systems for making sense of the world.

•	 Once	they	have	developed	a	system	of	organization,	these	learners	tend	to	believe	that	
they have found the system, and they become (over) confident that they know the 
meaning of everything!
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The Ironic Layer: Ages Nineteen to Twenty through Adulthood

•	 The	learner	recognizes	that	no	one	system	is	adequate	to	organize	all	knowledge,	but	
that systems are necessary to make sense of information. If one system does not work 
well, it can be discarded in favor of another one.

•	 This	is	the	mature,	adult	learner.

Teacher Comments: Elementary and Middle School 
Learners
Several experienced pre-K to middle school teachers have added their observations about 
students in the grade levels below, primarily from the point of view of the language teacher. 
They are:

Hal Groce, Anoka Public Schools, Minnesota
Alan Hans, Hilliard Tharp Sixth Grade School, Hilliard, Ohio
Patty Ryerson Hans, The Wellington School, Columbus, Ohio
Jessica Haxhi, Maloney Magnet School, Waterbury, Connecticut
Hildegard Merkle, Bethesda, Maryland
Joel Swanson, Mounds Park Academy, St. Paul, Minnesota
Myriam Chapman, Bank Street School, New York, New York
Ana Lomba, Author of language materials for children, Princeton Junction, New Jersey
Vicki Alvis, Fulton County Public Schools, Fulton, Georgia
Kate Naughter, Amman, Jordan

Preschool Students (Ages Two to Four)

These students are in a sensitive period for language development. They absorb languages 
effortlessly and are adept imitators of speech sounds. Because they are very  self-  centered, 
they do not work well in groups, and they respond best to activities and learning situations 
relating to their own interests and experiences. Although they have a short attention span, 

they have great patience for repetition of the 
same activity or game. Preschoolers respond 
well to concrete experiences and to large motor 
involvement in language learning.

Ana: Young children are very active and have short 
attention spans. It is important to plan your cur-
riculum with that in mind. For a  one-  hour class I 
may have from ten to fifteen different activities, but 
many of them are repeated from previous classes. 
Also, these activities are varied in nature to appeal to 
the diverse personalities of the students. It is a good 
idea to always carry an extra “life saving” activity. 
No matter how wonderful your activities for the day 
are and how great your expertise is, some days will 

Figure 1.3 Playful  three-   and  four-  year-  olds
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be rough. In days like this I would take out a bag of play dough or another tactile activity and 
postpone my wonderful plans for the next day. That’s how it is.

Developing phonological awareness in preschool is a critical skill in alphabetic languages. 
These phonological skills transfer from one language to another. Therefore, by including activi-
ties that develop phonological awareness in—say—Spanish, you are also helping young chil-
dren move forward in their path to building reading skills in English. Now, that’s something all 
early language educators should know! By using rhymes, poems, stories, tongue twisters, and 
many other  language-  rich activities in your instruction you are not only helping young children 
acquire better communicational skills in the new language, but also taking them a huge step 
further in their path to becoming proficient readers in their first languages.

Primary Students (Ages Five to Seven): Kindergarten  
and Grades One and Two (Level 3)

Most of these children are still  pre-  operational, and they learn best with concrete expe-
riences and immediate goals. New concepts and vocabulary are more meaningful when 
presented as pairs of binary opposites. Children like to name objects, define words, and 
learn about things in their own world; they also have a vivid imagination and respond well 
to stories of fantasy. They need to know how to feel about something in order to learn it 
well.  Primary-  age children learn through oral language; they are capable of developing good 
oral skills, pronunciation, and intonation when they have a good model. They learn well, 
especially beginning in first grade, through dramatic play, role play, and use of story form 
with a strong beginning, middle, and end. Because of their short attention spans, they need 
to have a great variety of activities, but the teacher must keep in mind that children of this 
age tire easily. They require  large-  muscle activity, and they are still rather unskilled with 
 small-  muscle tasks. Teachers of primary students must give very structured and specific 
directions and build regular routines and patterns into the daily lesson plan.

Kindergarten 

Patty:  Pre-  kindergarten and kindergarten students need to know that there will be daily oppor-
tunities for moving, wiggling, manipulating objects, and using songs and/or rhythm. They love 
to share their favorites (favorite color, animal, fruit, etc.). They love to use every available sense 
and to experience “magic” (using colored water, magic boxes, the appearance of unusual things 
in the classroom). It is crucial for them to “have a turn.” When playing games, they are most 
comfortable when they can see the system for assuring that everyone will have a turn (cards or 
Popsicle sticks with each child’s name).

Hildegard: I often “forgot” that my kindergarten students were not native speakers; they fol-
lowed my commands and instructions with such ease. They need to feel accepted, liked, part of 
the group, and to be noticed and smiled at by the teacher. Feeling uncomfortable in class makes 
them physically sick (tummy ache). They like to move constantly, manipulate  three-  dimensional 
things, put things together and take apart, be enchanted by stories.

Jessica: Kindergartners are capable of much higher levels of conversation and content than we 
ordinarily assume. They enjoy short dialogues (name, likes, etc.) performed with puppets— 
especially talking about themselves! They are engaged when making predictions and experi-
menting, such as with “sink and float” lessons. They also like being able to comment at every 
stage of the class, using expressions such as “I’m done!” “Look at this!” and “I did it!”
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Joel: These kids are a lot of fun. They will tell you what they are thinking and will not hold back. 
If you’ve gone too long someone will ask when the class is over. If they need to move, they will. 
When I am planning for kindergarten, I shoot for nine to ten activities in  thirty-  five minutes. Of 
course the “new” activity might just be a slight variation. You can throw in a twist on your song, or 
start making mistakes in a poem, but you have to plan ahead to keep them where you want them.

Grade One 

Patty: First graders still crave structure and routine, but also like more surprises within that 
routine. Using chairs to help define each child’s space is more helpful by this age. A system for 
turn taking is also still important. My first grade students enjoy creating and playing games that 
reinforce whatever language elements we are working on. Games that involve closing eyes and 
hiding objects are especially successful. I generally have one bulletin board dedicated to whatever 
the first grade students are learning about and they love seeing mysterious changes on the board 
and trying to figure out what caused them (e.g., what animal broke the branch off our apple 
tree?). They enjoy songs with big motions and the opportunity to add a silly twist to a song or 
game. Pretending is still very well received as well.

Hildegard: They need to feel successful. They like to take things home, tell endlessly about them-
selves, move, make things (crafts), draw, and label. They are interested in almost everything, holi-
day celebrations, fairy tales, themselves. Play, play, play! It is a good age to introduce and practice 
partner work and cooperative learning. Have a  take-  home folder for the parents to see.

Jessica: Our first graders have enjoyed cultural activities that they can participate in physically, 
such as a summer festival dance, tea ceremony, or pretend “flower viewing” picnic. As fifth grad-
ers, they often remember these early cultural experiences.

Joel: They are learning to read and write and love it when they can do those things in the target 
language. I take advantage of that every time that I can. They love to be read to and are amazed 
that they can read some things in the target language. Don’t forget the short attention span. You 
will still need to plan a lot of activities for a  thirty-   to  thirty-  five-  minute class.

Grade Two 

Jessica: The energy of second graders must be cherished! They are the most willing to participate 
in  story-  form pretending, physical acting out of adventures, and even repetitive dialogues. As 
with each grade, though, units must be meaningful and have a driving purpose. Since second 
graders get so excited, it is helpful to have a “ cool-  down” song or chant that leaves them quiet at 
the end of class.

Joel: Every day they remind me that they may be bigger than the kindergartners, but develop-
mentally they have a lot in common. They can do a lot in the target language, but watch out for 
expecting too much. They still aren’t to the point where they can deal in abstracts. They also have 
difficulties with too many instructions at once. Don’t forget to break complicated instructions 
down into easy chunks.

Patty: Second graders enjoy silly, surprise endings and having the opportunity to pretend that 
they are in a variety of situations. They also like to get specific when learning about various ani-
mals and enjoy a scientific twist to a lesson whenever possible.
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Intermediate Students (Ages Eight to Ten): Grades Three, Four, and Five

Children at this age are at a maximum of openness to people and situations different from 
their own experience. For these students, a global emphasis is extremely important, because it 
gives them an opportunity to work with information about countries in all parts of the world. 
As intermediates develop the cognitive characteristics of the concrete operations level, they 
begin to understand cause and effect. Students in intermediate grades can work well in groups. 
They can begin a more systematic approach to language learning, but they continue to need 
firsthand, concrete experiences as a starting point and to benefit from learning that is embed-
ded in context. The phenomenon of “boy germs” and “girl germs” begins to develop during 
these years, and children may resist partner situations with children of the opposite sex. They 
continue to benefit from experiences with imagination and fantasy, emphasis on binary oppo-
sites, and strong emotional connection to what is learned, as well as story form with distinctive 
beginning, middle, and end. In addition, they will benefit from themes based on  real-  life heroes 
and heroines who display transcendent qualities in overcoming the challenges of life.

Jessica points out that learners in these grades are bringing together much of the vocab-
ulary and functional chunks learned in earlier years and can apply them in more complex 
situations. In assessment they should be given meaningful contexts in which to use the lan-
guage they already know and to create new language, such as when designing commercials 
or skits, responding to picture prompts, or writing letters to pen pals. Students can work 
readily with rubrics and they usually enjoy peer editing and scoring activities. Teachers 
can balance their picture of students’ language progress through keeping a record of  mini- 
 assessments that check for understanding during a unit, along with larger,  rubric-  scored 
assessments at the end of the unit.

Grade Three 

Patty: My third grade students enjoy legends, geographic facts and details, drama, and dressing up. 
By this age they appreciate the addition of gross details from time to time (as with the hole in the 
skull of St. Aubert in the legend of Mont St. Michel). They still need structured dialogues and writ-
ing tasks (like postcards) but crave an increased amount of choice within that structure. Math tasks 
incorporated into our lessons are also well received at this age. For example, during our study of the 
Loire Valley, the students prepare floor plans on graph paper of a dream château. We then spend some 
time finding and comparing the area and perimeter of each student’s château and the various rooms.

Joel: Most of the kids can read and write in their first language. Working on the same skills in the 
target language is a lot easier at this point as well. They love fairy tales and I have yet to meet the 
third grader who doesn’t enjoy trying to make up their own in the target language. They are also 
at a point where they can help with younger kids because they have such strong language skills. I 
like to combine classes and have the third graders read to the kindergartners.

Jessica: Our third graders always seem more settled down and academic than the previous year. 
They enjoy more complicated  story-  based themes, but still love pretending. They can also handle 
more independent activities, such as making charts and illustrative pictures for presentations, 
surveying others, and working in pairs or groups.

Grade Four 

Joel: You have a new kind of learner in fourth grade. They are getting into a new developmental 
level. Abstract thought is coming into play. So are hormones and a new kind of peer pressure. 
In many schools there is pressure to start “dating.” Try to push yourself to see what the kids are 
really capable of. They will surprise you.
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Patty: My fourth graders enjoy a bit more friendly competition within games than my younger 
students do. They are fascinated with history, facts, and legends. They are more eager to do writ-
ten tasks and actually appreciate the responsibility of a little homework as long as it is a clear 
part of the routine (I give homework every Wednesday that is due every Friday. The parents and 
homeroom teachers are aware of this from the beginning of the year). Students this age seem 
to enjoy putting themselves in other people’s shoes, so we create imaginary families as we visit 
 French-  speaking countries across the world. In this way they choose a new name and must share 
their likes and dislikes based upon research they have done about the country in which they now 
“live.” We do more activities in the computer lab at this stage. We don’t do free Internet searches 
(not allowed in most elementary schools), but with bookmarked sites the students can do guided 
research as we explore various topics.

Jessica: Students in this grade seem to be more metacognitive about their language learning. 
They ask questions about “why” the language is used in certain ways and they see patterns and 
differences. I begin doing some direct strategy instruction in this grade to help them see how to 
extend their conversations and really respond to other speakers, as well as how to find meaning 
in context (while both reading and listening).

Grade Five 

Jessica: Fifth grade is a challenge! The “newness” of learning another language has worn off 
long ago, and the language students can use is becoming more difficult. Some students may have 
decided that they don’t like learning the language. The key is to provide experiences that re-ignite 
students’ interest in the language and culture while building on their language ability. They enjoy 
dialogues that they can manipulate to be funny and interesting, assignments with choices (a 
song, a drawing, a written piece, etc.), and learning about teens in the target culture. Some recent 
student interviews showed that they are most interested in being able to choose their own groups 
and partners at this age and throughout middle school.

Hildegard: They like to sit in their chairs (surprise!), memorize lists and poems and plays, write 
extensively, create books and projects, and perform. They like to work seriously and be seen as 
“adults.” They are interested in German peers and their social life; they like to display posters 
with writing and art. Students had German pen pals, and many kept them till graduation.

Vicki: Fifth graders are often the oldest students in an elementary building. They are eager to 
serve as school and classroom leaders so it makes sense to involve them in leadership roles where 
they can show off their skills in the target language. My fifth graders enjoy using fun props to 
report the weather and give the lunch menu in Spanish for the school’s daily newscast. Teachers 
and administrators appreciated fifth grade students using their language skills to promote special 
emphases during the school year. For D.E.A.R. Day (Drop Everything And Read), my students 
read books from the school media center in Spanish or about Spanish language cultures, and 
then wrote and shared mini book reviews for broadcast on the TV news. A good way to wrap up 
the school year is to have fifth graders write letters to tell incoming students what to expect in 
Spanish class. The next year’s crop of new students loved receiving the letters, and writing them 
gave my fifth graders a chance to reflect on their journey as language students. Provide fifth grade 
students a chance to shine beyond the school day by performing songs or skits for PTA meetings 
or International Night and entering foreign language association spoken language and poster con-
tests. Making your oldest elementary age students and their language skills visible will result in 
leadership opportunities for students as well as a valuable advocacy tool for your program.

 In the classroom set routines and procedures that will allow students to assert their grow-
ing sense of independence constructively. For example, early on in the school year have students 
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practice moving into groups quickly and efficiently by saying something as simple as “You have 
one minute to form groups of two, three, five, etc. “ Keep in mind that older students may have 
extended seat time in their other classes so build in opportunities for students to move in every les-
son. Fifth grade students are school savvy enough to consciously begin to develop a sense of how 
they learn. Create  self-  assessment checklists and offer students choices between various products 
for assessments. Children at this age are developing literacy skills in the target language as they 
 fine-  tune the skills in their first language, and they are quite empathetic and social. Consequently, 
it is a good time to introduce penpals/e-pals or just exchange hand written and personally illus-
trated postcards between “secret classmates” in the same building. Be sure to recycle vocabulary 
and structures from prior grades, but not activities, unless the activities can be made more chal-
lenging, meaningful, engaging, and developmentally appropriate for this age. Above all, keep in 
mind that fifth graders may be the “seniors” in the building, but they want to have fun as they learn.

Early Adolescent Students (Ages Eleven to Fourteen): Grades Six,  
Seven, and Eight

During the middle school and junior high school years, students are undergoing more 
dramatic developmental changes than experienced at any other time in life, and on widely 
differing timetables. The early adolescent must learn to deal with a variety of experiences: 
emerging sexuality in a changing and often unpredictable body; reaching a cognitive plateau 
for a time, and then finding new, adult intellectual tools; multiplying and rapidly shifting 
interests; a fluid and flexible  self-  concept; a need to rework interpersonal relationships with 
adults; turbulent emotions; extreme idealism; a need to assert independence; and a powerful 
peer group. A major goal of all schooling for children of this age is the encouragement of 
positive relationships and positive  self-  image. Middle school learners need the opportunity 
for broad exploration, as well as an introduction to the demands of academic disciplines.

Because exploring the limits of the real world is very important at this age, students will 
respond well to opportunities to learn in exhaustive detail about subjects that interest them. 
Heroic figures with qualities that transcend threats are especially good choices for empha-
sis, and  middle-  school-  aged children need learning experiences with a strong affective 
component. Students show high interest in the unusual and the extremes in the real world.

Myriam describes the middle school age in loving terms:

They have not yet become disaffected with school; they wear their hearts on their sleeves as long 
as it doesn’t show too much; they are winnable if what you want from them doesn’t interfere with 
their friendships or humiliate them in any way. They want to succeed in school, they enjoy mas-
tery (“hey, we really learned a lot today”), and they’ll do just about anything so long as the expec-
tations are clear and within the range of their abilities. I love their complexity and their struggles. 
I dislike their pettiness (squabbles over what seem to adults to be silly issues), their defensiveness 
(“She started it!”), and their occasional thoughtless cruelty to each other (especially among sev-
enth grade girls). I find that the hardest thing to keep in mind is that they are children. As their 
teacher, I can become so identified with them that I forget that they are still at the beginning of 
their lives as learners and developing human beings.

 Content-  based units with a definite culminating product work very well with all these 
groups. In every case, students must have something to show at the end of their unit of study: a 
book, a skit, a video presentation, a poster, or a mural.

Grade Six 

Alan: What motivates a sixth grader? Extremes, things that are really outrageous or gross. Hearing 
stories about real life and real problems. Personal tales of challenge and triumph, especially from 
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the teacher’s own life. The safety of working and presenting with others. Integrating elements 
from television, pop culture, and general teen angst into the curriculum in some way. Don’t 
assume they are adults when giving directions and tasks, but remember they love to be treated as 
if they are grown up. They need and want someone to lead, to look up to, even if they don’t act 
that way at times. They love challenges, to beat a certain score, time, or amount of something—
make this attainable and you’ll get more out of them. Pets, music, and team sports are good 
topics from which to draw activity ideas, especially helpful when trying to connect with students 
who are frequently disengaged.

Give them opportunities to assess their own learning. Have them grade their own rubric 
before finishing a project or task, then verify. This will yield valuable information on the stu-
dents’ perceptions of themselves and the clarity with which you communicated expectations.

Provide them structure—they need it. Partner tasks work well. We often assume they can do 
more than they are able to, and we tend to get frustrated when they don’t understand things in 
which we should provide them more guidance. Yet within this structure, they have the freedom 
to create, to share their funny, creative, outrageous, and unpredictable side. They’ll typically 
share experiences of a painful injury, a “disgusting” thing they did, or sometimes will show a 
part of themselves which reveals wisdom and reflection beyond their years. These unpredictable 
behaviors, their ups and downs of every day living, and their outward expression of these feelings 
makes teaching young people of this age eternally fresh and interesting.

Hal: Sixth graders want to know the “weirdities” in their own culture, as well as in others. They 
love to compare and contrast. Venn diagrams work extremely well, and prove to be beneficial at 
proving similarities. They love to research other cultures and find the “strange” points of interest. 
They also like to determine what would be “strange” to others about American cultures.

They like partner work, but still want to work with  same-  sex groups. They don’t seem 
to mind when partners switch every two to three minutes, such as with interviews, however. 
Activities are always timed. When I give them less time than I think they will need to complete 
an activity, it becomes more of a challenge for them and it keeps them on task. If they’re working 
and on task, I extend their time.

The teacher is a “monitor.” The students must be given information to use. Once they have 
enough, they need the opportunity to be creative with it and explore their world. They don’t want 
“peer” teachers—teachers who act like they do. They do want teachers who can relate to them 
and understand their vocabulary and interests. The adult role is extremely important.

Learners at this age level love to create new things and show them off. They especially like 
making menus and doing projects that can be displayed. They love supplemental language that 
doesn’t appear in books and that “only they” know.

Vicki: Sixth graders are willing to take chances and try out new language and cultural experiences, 
but at the same time they need the security of regular classroom routines and  well-  established 
procedures. They can be very empathetic toward others, which makes them willing to accept and 
appreciate cultural differences. They are very social, so I provide frequent and meaningful partner 
and small group activities. They like games, not so much for the competition as for the opportu-
nity to try out the language while they play. Sixth graders are eager to participate when tasks are 
based on  real-  life situations, such as expressing and supporting their personal opinions in creating 
a “Best and Worst of ” brochure to introduce visitors to business in their community.

Grade Seven 

Hal: They are interested in what kids their own ages are doing in the target culture, and the vocabu-
lary they use in everyday speech. They’re more willing to work in mixed partner activities, depend-
ing on the time of year.
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This age student is a bit more  self-  absorbed than sixth grade students. As with sixth grad-
ers, however, all language learning must have a purpose. These students aren’t concerned with 
register, the grammar, or whether or not the language is totally correct. Their concern is using 
the language and having others use it with them in return.

Myriam: The common assumption is that seventh graders are ready to look at language as a system, 
but this is the case for only a very few. I try to teach the language before I get students to analyze it, 
and I make grammar fun with all sorts of approaches, balls thrown in the air, magical sentences, etc. 
But in the end, I have concluded—teach grammar if you must, but don’t expect it to stick!

Kate: Seventh graders are both playful and intellectual. They need to be motivated by doing 
something that has meaning for them. They appreciate routine and clear guidelines, e.g., where 
the homework is every day. They need to have the teacher say things over and over again. When 
you have 20+ kids, they’re not all hearing you at the same time. They really do like to learn, even 
though they put on this persona that maybe it’s not cool, or pretend they’re not smart.

Grade Eight 

Hal: The “real” world starts rearing its head in the eighth grade. As with seventh grade, these 
students like to use the language in realistic situations, such as giving and taking direction, ask-
ing and denying information. This age still likes to explore, but a little more outside their “safe” 
world. This is where technology makes teaching profitable. They’re curious about what they 
don’t understand, but are hesitant (at times) to pursue it without guidance. An abundance of 
vocabulary, especially slang, is a must. Most cultures are interested in music, and modern music 
plays a vital role at this age level.

This age student wants more direct answers. They also want to learn things and share with 
their peers in an “informal” setting. Partner work is much easier at this age level (in comparison 
to sixth grade). Activities must change about every twenty minutes, depending on interest level.

Hildegard: They need to feel grown up and almost equal to the teacher, respected—their opin-
ion has to count. They like to do their own things their own way. They become  self-  motivated 
(some). They are interested in justice, global awareness, world peace, religion(s), and they are out 
to better the world. The teacher needs to tell students what needs to be done, give them strategies 
to accomplish the task, and then give them time to do it independently. Give clear descriptors of 
expectations and grading procedures; rubrics worked best for me. Unfortunately, many students 
come to our classes with loads of problems, so be gentle with their feelings.

Myriam: My eighth graders keep journals. They must write 12 sentences in French every week. 
I respond to their entries, commenting and keeping a conversation going. I also point out simple 
errors and I may include information that is not in the curriculum but which can be useful to the 
writer. I do not correct all grammatical errors since this journal writing is about  self-  expression 
and experimenting with language and not about being grammatically correct. Some students like 
to share their journals with friends or with the whole class, and some want to write continuing 
stories. These are collected and become class books that everyone can read.

Kate: Eighth graders are more receptive and more socially aware. They are finding out about 
themselves; they can be reflective and see their own growth. When even one or two have politi-
cal or social savvy, they can lead the class into a great place—sharing opinions, asking questions. 
Like seventh graders, they are very curious and very vulnerable, despite the façade.
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Summary
•	 	Second-		language	 acquisition	 theory,	 sociocultural	 theory,	 learning	 styles,	 multiple	

intelligences, brain research, cognitive psychology, and information about cognitive 
and educational development all contribute to a greater understanding of languages 
and learners.

•	 Information	in	these	areas	is	always	evolving	and	is	subject	to	new	questions	and	inter-
pretations as our understanding of human development and the mind continues to 
change and grow.

For Practice and Further Learning
 1. Choose a topic or a lesson (such as animals, foods, geography) that could be of interest 

to children at several age levels and explain how you would approach it differently at 
each of three different levels:
a. kindergarten
b. grade three
c. grade six or grade seven
Next, explain the type of assistance you would provide and how it would differ across 
the three levels of instruction.

 2. First, think of the types of meditational tools that are used during language instruction 
(social, material, and symbolic, e.g., use of teacher language). After identifying a few of 
these tools, explain why some tools may work better toward supporting learning and 
development and why others may not. Second, think of time when, as a teacher, you 
used one tool to assist learning only to discover that the tool was not the most appro-
priate for the job. What happened? Did you change the tool and, if so, how? What was 
the result?

 3. Explain your understanding of the difference between scaffolding and mediation.
 4. Teaching is interactive work requiring responsive assistance from the teacher. What 

does this statement mean to you?
 5. The term “concept” is used so frequently in education that we often fail to examine 

the meaning of conceptual development (versus simply learning a fact or being able to 
complete a task). In your view, how do you understand the concept of “concept”? Can 
you think of a situation that exemplifies learning to perform a task versus developing 
a concept? Are learning to perform particular tasks and developing conceptual under-
standing mutually exclusive? Finally, do you think this is an important distinction to 
make? Why or why not?

 6. Imagine a teacher has just been introduced to the concept of learning styles and multi-
ple intelligences. This teacher has decided that, from now on, she would prepare activi-
ties that each child would be required to complete using a particular style and mode of 
learning. What might you say to this teacher?

 7. Think of a routine instructional practice that is not supported by discoveries from 
 brain-  based research. Next, prepare an activity that reflects what we know from  brain- 
 based research. Explain how the activity supports how our brains process information, 
how learning would be facilitated, and how it differs from the routine instructional 
practice you identified in the first part of this task.
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Establishing Overarching Performance Targets
According to Greg Duncan, national world language consultant (2013), the most effective 
language programs focus on three processes:

 1. Establishing overarching proficiency targets (in all four skills) for each year of 
instruction.

 2. Designing instructional pathways that will lead students to reach the proficiency 
targets.

 3. Assessing both internally and externally to determine if the targets are being achieved.

Establishing Overarching 
Proficiency Targets

•	 I	can	establish	learning	and	
proficiency	targets	for	each	
level	that	I	am	teaching.

Process of Planning for 
Curriculum Development from 
National Standards to Individual 
Lessons and Activities

•	 I	can	follow	a	process	for	
developing	a	curriculum	that	
starts	with	standards		
and	ends	at	the	individual	activity	level.

Designing Instructional Pathways That Will Lead Students to Reach the Proficiency 
Targets: Thematic Planning and Assessments

•	 I	can	plan	a	thematic	unit	that	integrates	language,	culture,	and	content.

Designing Instructional Pathways That Will Lead Students to Reach the Proficiency 
Targets: Lesson Planning

•	 I	can	plan	daily	lessons	that	meet	the	diverse	needs	of	students	and	incorporate	
performance	targets	and	formative	assessments.

Planning	for	Curriculum,	
Unit,	and	Lesson	Design

How does my 
planning of learning 

experiences prepare for 
student learning? Professionalism

and
Collaboration

Programs

Learning
Tools

Performance
and Feedback

Environment

Planning

Fundamentals

The Learning
Experience
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These three processes are the basis for the organization of this chapter and are 
reflected in the curriculum graphic in Figure 2.1. Assessment is addressed in great detail in  
Chapter 9.

As we approach the task of planning for language programs that provide students 
with the experiences they need to be fully functioning global citizens, it is important 
to take into account the entire process from beginning to end. Each day’s lesson fits 
into a larger framework of planning that encompasses long-range learning goals; uni-
fied, sequenced learning targets; and a formative and summative assessment process 
that makes sure that the targets have been achieved. The curriculum development pro-
cess starts with standards and communicative principles that mandate experiences for 
students that enable them to function effectively in a variety of situations and modes 
of communication. This goal of the Standards is expressed in the introduction to the 
Standards document as enabling our students to “know how, when, and why to say what 
to whom” (ACTFL 2006, 11).

The process continues by setting proficiency targets for each level in the program and 
by attaching global benchmarks in the form of Can-do statements to each of those levels. 
The benchmarks will be correlated to the amount of instructional time that is available 
for each program. Once the proficiency targets and benchmarks have been established, 
instructional units and lessons must be found or created to help students achieve the 
 targets. Formative and summative assessments are an integral part of each lesson and unit, 
and external assessments that serve as validation of internal teacher-developed assessments 
are an important part of making sure that the curriculum helps students meet the targets 
that have been set.

Figure 2.1 provides an overview of the components that must be included in the 
 planning process and the various steps that are needed from beginning to end in order to 
move from standards to daily lesson plans and activities. The figure shows the process 
that takes place at each level of the program. What follows is a brief explanation of this 
process.

We must always remember that the characteristics of the learner guide and constrain 
all curriculum decisions. All elements of curriculum planning and evaluation must take 
into account the developmental level and individual differences among learners. Previous 
language learning and the experiential background of the learners also has significant 
 influence in curriculum planning. The urban student who encounters public  transportation, 
museums, and street vendors on a daily basis will likely be motivated by somewhat  different 
themes and activities from those that are successful with rural students, whose world is very 
different.

Teacher characteristics are also significant factors in curriculum planning. The teach-
er’s language skills and experiences with the target culture will influence all aspects of 
instruction. The classroom should be a comfortable place for the teacher, as well as for the 
student. Teachers are most effective if they teach according to their strengths and interests. 
The teacher who has spent several years in Quebec, for example, and who loves French-
Canadian music and history, will probably—and appropriately—design a curriculum that 
reflects those interests. The teacher who loves to sing will infuse the curriculum with 
music.
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Process of Planning for Curriculum Development from 
National Standards to Individual Lessons and Activities

World Readiness Standards for Learning Language
The national standards set the overarching direction for language learning within the 
United States context and contain broad statements that identify the knowledge and skills 
that students should acquire. The five goal areas embed eleven standards that guide the con-
ceptualization and design of learning experiences. These goals and standards should form 
the backbone of all planning that is done by foreign language professionals. (See Chapter 3 
Figure 3.1.) These standards require a system of supports, which include information about 
the language skills and the knowledge that students will acquire and information about how 
those skills will be assessed.

In addition to the national foreign language standards, two other important projects 
have numerous points of intersection with the standards. They are the Common Core State 
Standards and the Partnership for 21st Century Skills.

Common Core State Standards and 21st Century Skills

The Common Core State Standards for language arts and mathematics are designed to 
establish a unified direction for learning for all American students. The goal is that all 
American students will be on par with their international counterparts. The Common 
Core State Standards demand that students have engaging, meaningful, and challenging 
learning experiences, something that is equally important for language learning. Even 
students in the Novice proficiency range will benefit from challenging learning experi-
ences that require high order thinking skills.

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills has defined the skills and dispositions that 
American students need to possess for productive living in the 21st century. These skills 
serve as an overarching context for the development of learning experiences in all disci-
plines. They derive from the notion that it is difficult to imagine what students will need 
to know, and that we must therefore equip them with the skills and dispositions needed to 
manage new content. Language teachers should be aware of how these initiatives interface 
with national standards (available at http://www.actfl.org) and how the American Council 
on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) standards align with 21st century skills 
(available at http://www.p21.org).

Proficiency Targets
The next section of the top level of the planning graphic refers to Proficiency Targets. Extensive 
descriptions of proficiency levels are found in the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (http://www 
.actfl.org). The ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines describe broad, general language proficiency 
without regard to the setting in which the language is acquired.

Further helpful information can be found in the ACTFL Performance Descriptors for 
Language Learners (available at http://www.actfl.org). The Performance Descriptors are spe-
cifically designed to describe language performance for learners in a K-16 school setting. See 
Chapter 3 for a general discussion of language proficiency. 

It is important to establish proficiency targets for each level of the program and to com-
municate and explain the targets to all stakeholders. Setting proficiency and global can-do 
benchmarks implies that teachers plan courses, units, and lessons that provide instructional 
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experiences that aim to reach those targets. Setting such targets also implies that assess-
ment is aligned with learning targets so that there is a focus on what students can actively 
do with the language and not simply on the grammar and vocabulary that they know. In 
this process teachers provide descriptive feedback to students and assume the role of coach 
as they involve students in determining how they can improve and reach higher levels of 
proficiency.

See Figure 2.2 for the proficiency targets set by the Catalina Foothills School District 
in Tuscon, AZ. Figure 2.2 shows the expectations of this organization for the performance 
that will be expected from students at each level. This chart make it clear to the teachers 
that they must organize their instruction to provide the type of proficiency-based learning 
experiences that will help students reach the designated language proficiency level.

Student Learning Targets and Global Can-Do Statements
It is important to note that there are many labels that are used to signify what we want 
students to be able to do as a result of learning experiences. Some of these labels are called: 
goals, objectives, outcome statements, benchmarks, learning indictors, progress indicators, 
and so on. In this book, we tend to focus on learning targets and Can-Do statements but 
also use some of the other terms. When developing curriculum it is important to indi-
cate the hierarchy level of whatever term is being used. Some will be global statements 
and some will be more specific unit and lesson–based statements, sometimes referred to as 
“unpacked” statements.

The next level of the graphic is meant to show the global student learning benchmarks 
that are to be achieved by the end of the designated level. Once the general proficiency tar-
gets for the level have been established, the NCSSFL-ACTFL Global Can-Do Benchmarks 
can function as an effective source for learning targets (http://www.actfl.org). There is an 
online interactive  version of the Can-Do Benchmarks and also a downloadable version. 
Especially helpful in the PDF document found on pages 4 and 5 is the chart containing a 
complete overview of the proficiency levels and modes of communication (interpretive, 
interpersonal, and  presentational) with descriptors for each level and mode from Novice 
to Distinguished.

The NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-Do Statements were designed as self-assessment check-
lists to be used by language learners to assess what they “can do” with language in the 
Interpersonal, Interpretive, and Presentational modes of communication. The Can-Do 
Statements can serve two functions, one for programs and the other for student self- 
assessment. For programs, they provide learning targets for curriculum and unit design 
and can serve as progress indicators. For student self-assessment the Can-Do statements 
help students to chart their progress through incremental steps. A sample of the Novice 
High Can-Do statements for interpersonal communication and presentational speaking 
are found in Figure 2.3.

For program use, the NCSSFL-ACTFL Global Can-Do Benchmarks are a powerful 
resource for identifying appropriate Can-Do learning targets but they are not intended to 
be all-encompassing. They function well as a guide and as a starting point for establishing 
learning targets. Some are more specific than others. Most of the global Can-Do targets can 
be broken down and “unpacked” at the unit level, and then unpacked again at the lesson 
level. For example: in the list below “I can describe the weather in each season.” might be 
a unit Can-Do statement, and the statements below it are unpacked statements that would 
function at the lesson level.

M02_CURT5211_05_SE_C02.indd   33 10/13/14   11:40 PM



Fi
gu

re
 2

.2
 

P
ro

fi
ci

en
cy

 T
ar

g
et

s 
C

at
al

in
a 

Fo
o

th
ill

s 
Sc

ho
o

l D
is

tr
ic

t,
 T

uc
so

n,
 A

ri
zo

na

W
o

rl
d

 L
an

g
ua

g
es

 P
ro

g
ra

m
 A

rt
ic

ul
at

io
n 

C
ha

rt

E
le

m
en

ta
ry

 S
ch

o
o

l
M

id
d

le
 S

ch
o

o
l

H
ig

h 
Sc

ho
o

l
Ta

rg
et

s

G
ra

d
e 

9 
H

S1
N
o
vi
ce

	
H
ig
h

G
ra

d
e 

10
 

H
S2

In
te
r.	
Lo

w
	

to
	In

te
r.	

M
id

G
ra

d
e 

11
 

H
S3

In
te
r.	
M
id

G
ra

d
e 

12
 

H
S4

In
te
r.	
M
id
	

to
	In

te
r.	

H
ig
h

In
te
r.	
M
id
	

to
	In

te
r.	

H
ig
h

G
ra

d
e 

6 
M

S1
-A

N
o
vi
ce

	
H
ig
h

G
ra

d
e 

7 
M

S1
-B

In
te
r.	
Lo

w

G
ra

d
e 

8 
M

S2
-A

In
te
r.	
M
id

G
ra

d
e 

9 
H

S2
In
te
r.	
M
id

G
ra

d
e 

10
 

H
S3

In
te
r.	
M
id

G
ra

d
e 

11
 

H
S4

In
te
r.	
M
id
	

to
	In

te
r.	

H
ig
h

G
ra

d
e 

12
 

H
S5

In
te
r.	

H
ig
h	
to
	

A
d
v.
	L
o
w

In
te
r.	

H
ig
h/

A
d
v.
	L
o
w

K
in

d
er

. 
E

K
N
o
vi
ce

	
Lo

w

G
ra

d
e 

1
E

1
N
o
vi
ce

	
M
id

G
ra

d
e 

2
E

2
N
o
vi
ce

	
M
id

G
ra

d
e 

3 
E

3
N
o
vi
ce

	
H
ig
h

G
ra

d
e 

4 
E

4
N
o
vi
ce

	
H
ig
h

G
ra

d
e 

5 
E

5
N
o
vi
ce

	
H
ig
h

G
ra

d
e 

6 
M

S1
-B

In
te
r.	
Lo

w

G
ra

d
e 

7 
M

S2
-A

In
te
r.	
M
id

G
ra

d
e 

8 
M

S2
-B

In
te
r.	
M
id

G
ra

d
e 

9 
H

S 
3

In
te
r.	
M
id
	

to
	In

te
r.	

H
ig
h

G
ra

d
e 

10
 

H
S4

In
te
r.	
M
id
	

to
	In

te
r.	

H
ig
h

G
ra

d
e 

11
 

H
S5

In
te
r.	

H
ig
h	
to
	

A
d
v.
	L
o
w

G
ra

d
e 

12
 

H
S6

A
d
v.
	L
o
w
	

to
	A

d
v.
	

M
id

A
d
v.
	L
o
w
	

to
	A

d
v.
	

M
id

3–
4 
*

 p
er

 w
ee

k.
 T

o
ta

l: 
12

0 
m

in
ut

es
,  

2 
hr

s.
 p

er
 w

ee
k 

 
72

 h
o

ur
s 

p
er

 y
ea

r*

5 
*

 p
er

 w
k.

 T
o

ta
l: 

 
27

0 
m

in
ut

es
, 4

.5
 h

rs
.  

p
er

 w
ee

k 
16

2 
ho

ur
s 

p
er

 y
ea

r*

5 
*

 p
er

 w
ee

k.
 T

o
ta

l: 
20

7 
m

in
ut

es
,  

3.
45

 h
rs

. p
er

 w
ee

k 
 

12
4.

2 
ho

ur
s 

p
er

 y
ea

r*

*b
as

ed
 o

n 
36

 w
ee

ks
 p

er
 y

ea
r.

Th
e a

rt
ic

ul
at

io
n 

ch
ar

t f
or

 W
or

ld
 L

an
gu

ag
es

 is
 in

te
nd

ed
 to

 p
ro

vi
de

 g
ui

da
nc

e o
n 

th
e t

yp
ic

al
 p

at
hw

ay
s (

1,
 2

, 3
) f

or
 st

ud
en

ts
. A

t s
om

e g
ra

de
s/

le
ve

ls 
th

er
e i

s a
 ra

ng
e o

f p
ro

fic
ie

nc
y 

du
e t

o 
le

ng
th

 
of

 st
ud

y 
an

d 
co

m
m

un
ic

at
iv

e 
ab

ili
ty

 in
 th

e 
la

ng
ua

ge
. A

lth
ou

gh
 p

ro
fic

ie
nc

y 
ta

rg
et

s m
ay

 b
e 

th
e 

sa
m

e 
at

 so
m

e 
gr

ad
es

/le
ve

ls,
 th

er
e 

ar
e 

in
cr

ea
se

d 
cu

rr
ic

ul
um

 e
xp

ec
ta

tio
ns

 fr
om

 y
ea

r t
o 

ye
ar

.

34

M02_CURT5211_05_SE_C02.indd   34 10/13/14   11:40 PM



Chapter 2 Planning	for	Curriculum,	Unit,	and	Lesson	Design	 35

Figure 2.3 Excerpt from NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-Do Statements

I can describe the weather in each season.

•	 I	can	name	the	different	seasons.
•	 I	can	describe	today’s	weather.
•	 I	can	describe	weather	in	spring.
•	 I	can	describe	weather	in	fall.
•	 I	can	describe	weather	in	winter.
•	 I	can	describe	weather	in	summer.
•	 I	can	tell	what	weather	I	like.
•	 I	can	tell	what	weather	I	don’t	like.

Chappuis, Chappuis, and Stiggins (2009) outline four types of learning targets.

Knowledge Targets—facts and concepts we want students to know
Reasoning Targets—require students to use their knowledge to reason and problem solve
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Performance Skill Targets—ask students to use knowledge to perform and demonstrate 
a specific skill
Product Targets—specify that the students will create something

Performance skill targets are the ones most often used in the language classroom. The ques-
tion we need to ask when establishing learning targets and Can-Do statments is what do 
we want the students to be able to do? Learning targets should have clear and achievable 
goals, be task specific, and be in student friendly language. Once learning targets have been 
established, teachers can provide individual and class feedback so that students know if they 
are progressing toward their goals. Figure 2.4 shows an example of a learning target docu-
ment for a thematic unit from the early language learning programs in Chinese, Japanese, 
Russian, and Spanish in the Shelby County (Memphis, TN) schools. 

Designing Instructional Pathways That Will Lead 
Students to Reach the Proficiency Targets:  
Creating Units of Instruction with Thematic Planning 
and Assessments

In the curriculum development graphic in Figure 2.1, the next part of the process focuses 
on thematic units, lessons, and activities. Once the overarching proficiency targets and the 
global Can-Do learning targets have been established, the next step is to divide up the global 
learning targets among various units of instruction and then to create units of instruction 
with accompanying assessments, lessons, and activities that will enable students to reach 
the targets that have been set. Summative assessment of learning takes place with interpre-
tive, interpersonal, and presentational assessments in each unit. Formative assessment is 
embedded at the lesson plan level.

It is important that students build knowledge through content-rich activities that go 
beyond the vocabulary and functions of the language itself. One way to ensure that activi-
ties are content-rich is to organize instruction around thematic units. The remainder of this 
chapter addresses thematic planning and lesson planning in detail.

Since our standards orientation calls for integrated learning, and for using the language 
to make connections to other content areas, thematic planning and instruction are impor-
tant elements of an effective language program. Growing insight about brain-compatible 
learning supports thematic instruction, as well. As we teach new languages our focus is 
making meaning, rather than making accurate new sounds or grammatically correct sen-
tences (important though these may be). Eric Jensen (2005, 96) suggests that for meaning-
making to take place, we should evoke three important ingredients in our general practice: 
emotion, relevance, and context and patterns. A carefully designed theme can incorporate 
emotion, one of the most powerful channels for learning; relevance, a critical motivator for 
language learning; and rich context, an element that brings language learning to life and 
activates the pattern-making functions of the brain.

One of the important features of the World Readiness Standards for Learning is their 
emphasis on working toward a goal, and focusing on the “big picture”—or the “big idea.” A 
German teacher who helped pilot the Standards commented that with the Standards ori-
entation, she was planning in bigger “chunks”—essentially, developing themes that worked 
toward an important goal over a longer period of time. Many of the scenarios found in the 
Standards document are also examples of integrated thematic units.
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Figure 2.4  Shelby County Schools (Memphis, TN) Unit Framework with Novice High 
Proficiency Target
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Much of the elementary school curriculum in all content areas is built around themes, 
often as a means of integrating several subjects during the school day. The middle school 
curriculum is also growing ever more theme-based, as schools respond to the intellectual, 
social, and developmental needs of the early adolescent learner. As the language teacher 
connects language instruction to existing themes or creates language-specific themes, the 
language class is clearly an integrated part of the school day, and languages are perceived 
to be meaningful components of student learning. High school language programs also are 
relying more on thematic units as a way to ensure proficiency-based instruction, rather 
than depending on textbooks alone as the source of the curriculum.

In order to achieve and maintain high student interest and motivation in the language 
classroom, planners must organize the curriculum and the everyday activities of the class-
room around the needs and interests of students. In elementary and secondary schools, this 
is an individual challenge from school to school and from class to class. Faced with a per-
petual lack of published materials, the elementary school language teacher has to develop a 
great many materials personally, as the existing materials usually require adaptation to meet 
the needs of a specific school or class. Many language teachers often find that published 
materials may not be appropriate to the language or developmental levels of their students. 
Middle and high school teachers are also often in the situation in which the materials they 
are using do not meet the needs of their students and do not help the students develop the 
levels of proficiency that are targeted.

Advantages of Thematic Planning
Here is a listing of some of the advantages of thematic planning:

 1. Thematic planning makes instruction more comprehensible because the theme creates a 
meaningful context. In a thematic unit, students can interpret new language and new infor-
mation on the basis of their background knowledge. They are not just learning vocabu-
lary in isolation; they are using words to identify which animals are endangered in South 
America, or which foods came from Europe in the Columbian exchange (the goods and 
foods that were exchanged as a result of Columbus’s encounter with the Americas).

Thematic instruction makes the learning more relevant to the learner. When themes 
are well chosen, students will be more engaged with the learning because they can see its 
purpose and find it interesting and engaging.

 2. Thematic instruction connects content, language, and culture goals to a “big idea.” What is 
really worth understanding? Is it the past tense of the irregular verbs? Is it the names of six 
modes of transportation? Wiggins and McTighe (2005) advocate the organization of curriculum 
around “big ideas”: ideas, topics, or processes that reside at the heart of the discipline and have 
enduring value beyond the classroom. These are ideas, topics, or processes that are not obvious, 
about which students may even have misconceptions, so that learning can become a process of 
discovery or “uncovering.” Topics like these are likely to be of great interest to students, especially 
when they are approached as questions, issues, or problems (Wiggins & McTighe 2005, 65–66).

 3. Thematic instruction avoids the use of isolated exercises with grammatical structures, 
practiced out of context, that tend to fragment language at the word or sentence level and 
to neglect the discourse level. The thematic unit provides many opportunities for students 
to hear and use language in a variety of meaningful contexts. We have learned from brain 
research that manipulation of vocabulary and grammar in a drill setting is less efficient 
than the meaningful use of language in rich contexts. Students need contexts for extended 
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listening, for conversations in which real information is exchanged, and for oral and  written 
presentations of information and ideas. Fragmented language is not as memorable as 
 language learned in context—and it certainly isn’t as usable.

 4. Thematic planning changes the instructional focus from the language itself to the use 
of language to achieve meaningful goals. In thematic instruction, we focus on using the 
 language to communicate something related to a theme, rather than repeating words in 
isolation with no connection to the classroom or the student. Thematic instruction shifts 
the focus to communicating a message for a reason. As we shift the focus to what lan-
guage means and can do, students become motivated to acquire language and to be accurate 
because they want to communicate about information that is of interest to them.

 5. Thematic instruction involves activities or tasks that engage the learner in complex thinking 
and more sophisticated use of language. Even though learners may have very little language 
at their disposal, they are still capable of using that language in a complex and sophisticated 
way, if they have the opportunity and the interest. An engaging theme built around endan-
gered animals, for example, led one novice-level student to use simple vocabulary to make 
a very sophisticated statement. On a poster that was part of a class project of a leopard, the 
student wrote the caption No soy un abrigo (I am not a coat). This is a far more sophisticated 
and meaningful use of the verb to be than the obvious statement I am a boy or I am a girl.

 6. Thematic instruction involves the students in real language use in a variety of situations, 
modes, and text types. Thematic instruction, especially when it is organized in a story struc-
ture, gives students the opportunity to use language in a variety of situations, including simu-
lations of cultural experiences. A theme lends itself to all three of the communication modes: 
interpersonal, interpretive, and presentational. Text types within a thematic unit can range 
from preparing and reading poetry, to reading headlines, to creating or listening to a descrip-
tion, to participating in a conversation, to listening to a play. The list goes on and on.

 7. Thematic instruction offers a natural setting for narrative structure and task-based 
 organization of content. Wiggins and McTighe (2005) suggest that the story structure is an ideal 
 curricular design, in which meanings unfold as a unit works its way from beginning to middle 
to end. Stories make learning easier because the brain is naturally structured to use narrative to 
organize memory. Task-based learning also has a narrative structure as students work through 
the challenges of the unit in order 
to complete an important final task. 
Both of these powerful strategies 
for structuring learning are natural 
components of a thematic unit.

Organizing Thematic 
Units
A thematic unit organizes mean-
ingful experiences with language 
around a theme and on theme-
related tasks. These experiences 
prepare students to use the lan-
guage for a variety of purposes—
their own purposes—beyond the 
classroom.

No soy un abrigo
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Glastonbury Public Schools has developed a curriculum based on the principles of 
Understanding by Design, the curriculum design principle developed by Wiggins and 
McTighe (2005). The Spanish curriculum is organized around key “big ideas” and focus 
questions at each grade level, and these are developed through the use of guiding questions 
that focus each unit. For example, the “big idea” question in third grade is “Why is my day 
the way it is, and is it different from other countries?” The guiding questions include “What 
is school for?” and “How is my family different from others?” In fourth grade, the central 
question is “Why do we explore and what do we find?” Some of the guiding questions are 
“What is an explorer?”, “What influences have the explorers left on the types of homes we 
have today?”, and “What types of transportation do explorers use?”

Thematic instruction helps students go beyond knowledge and skills in their language 
use and brings them to the point of actually using these skills to gain access to impor-
tant ideas that are worth understanding. These important “big ideas” have enduring value, 
beyond the classroom and beyond the context in which they were learned.

For example, learning the terms for a variety of foods is typical content for the early 
language classroom. By itself, this food vocabulary is static knowledge, easily forgotten. 
When it is encountered in the context of a unit about the Columbian exchange—the 
exchange that took place between the Old and New worlds after 1492 when Christopher 
Columbus happened upon the island of Hispaniola in his search for India—however, the 
same vocabulary takes on relevance and importance as a tool for learning about something 
of lasting value and the vocabulary becomes more memorable. This thematic unit begins to 
uncover the “big ideas” of what happens when cultures interact with one another, and how 
things change over time.

Another common early language topic is animals, and sometimes this topic can also 
result in limited, static knowledge. Fourth-grade students in a beginning French class, how-
ever, used the animal vocabulary they had learned to uncover and share information about 
endangered animals. This experience gave the students a connection with the “big idea” of 
the interaction of all living things with their environment.

When planning a sequence of thematic units, the planning process will first attempt to 
give learners control over their immediate environment and then move outward, enabling 
them to discuss interests, needs, and concerns in the school beyond their classroom, in their 
families, and in their communities. At the same time, students will acquire and use the new 
language in contexts that are planned to be rich with cultural meanings and associations.

A commitment to thematic planning can free the language teacher at any level from the 
limitations of existing materials and lead to more interesting lessons and greater learning on the 
part of their students. Whether at the elementary or secondary school level, planning for for-
eign language instruction should be standards-based, thematic, multidisciplinary, and address 
the needs and the development of the whole student. A close look at the interdisciplinary value 
of connecting with other subject areas can lead to an effective integration of language

Gathering Resources
The first step in thematic planning is to assemble the resources and guidelines available for 
the planning process. At a minimum, this should include the following:

 1. The ACTFL World Readiness Standards for Language Learning, as well as state and 
local foreign language standards.

 2. The ACTFL Performance Descriptors for Language Learners and the ACTFL 
Proficiency Guidelines provide background information necessary for determining the 
appropriate proficiency level. 
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 3. The NCSSFL-ACTFL Global Can-Do statements can provide an inventory 
appropriate for the proficiency level of the students. In some cases, there may already 
be a local, district, or state framework existing for the program. The chart of language 
functions in Figure 2.5 represents the basic language tasks that will be addressed in a 
curriculum for language learning.

 4. A set of outcomes for culture, drawn from a program scope and sequence or a locally 
developed collection of cultural products, practices, and perspectives. 

 5. Common Core documents and outcomes and standards for the content areas of the 
general curriculum, including mathematics, science, language arts, social studies, 
health, music, art, and physical education. In general, related content for thematic 
units can successfully be drawn from concepts and skills at grade level or from earlier 
grade levels. Although many curriculum concepts and skills in preschool and primary 
grades can be communicated successfully in the target language at grade level, 
language skills of students in programs may not be equal to the more sophisticated 
content of some curriculum areas in the middle and upper grades.

Figure 2.5 Communicative Functions

Functions: Ways language is used for communicative purposes
(involving	both	initiating	and	reacting)

Socializing
•	 using	different	modes	of	address
•	 inquiring	about	health
•	 greeting
•	 introducing
•	 thanking

Exchanging information
•	 identifying
•	 asking	for/giving	information
•	 describing
•	 narrating	personal	experiences
•	 inquiring	about	or	expressing	knowledge
•	 inquiring	about	or	expressing	opinions
•	 asking	for/giving	permission
•	 stating	necessity	and	need
•	 inquiring	about	or	expressing	likes/dislikes/

preferences
•	 inquiring	about	or	expressing	wishes

Getting things done
•	 requesting
•	 suggesting
•	 making	arrangements
•	 reacting	to	offers,	requests,	suggestions,	

invitations
•	 inviting
•	 instructing

Expressing attitudes
•	 expressing	admiration
•	 expressing	approval/disapproval
•	 expressing	interest/disinterest
•	 expressing	friendship
•	 expressing	regret
•	 expressing	apology
•	 expressing	need

Organizing and maintaining communication
•	 attracting	attention
•	 expressing	lack	of	comprehension
•	 asking	for	repetition	or	rephrasing
•	 asking	how	to	say	something	in	the	target	

language
•	 asking	how	to	spell	something	mentioned
•	 asking	someone	to	explain	what	he/she	just	said

Source: Adapted from Australian Language Levels Guidelines Book: Syllabus Development and Programming. Woden, A.C.T.: 
Curriculum Development Centre, 1988.
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Establishing a Thematic Center
The thematic center is the focal point for curriculum development. Choice of a thematic 
center is based on interests of the student and teacher, the demands of the established 
curriculum, and the potential for the application and development of appropriate and 
useful language functions and communication modes leading to language proficiency. 
The focus of a thematic center might be a topic from the general school curriculum or it 
could be drawn from the literature or culture of the target language. The enduring under-
standings and essential questions of the thematic center focus all the activities of the 
unit and shape the decision-making process. One significant function of the theme is to 
focus on meaningful and interesting information and experiences as reasons for learning 
and using language. It also helps to connect ideas and information to make them more 
understandable and easier to remember. Possible themes might be selected or rejected on 
the basis of their potential for appropriate language outcomes, for salient and appropriate 
culture experiences, or for reinforcement of important concepts or skills from the general 
curriculum.

The curriculum for a school year consists of several thematic centers, each related to 
the others by systematic reinforcement of the unit just completed, and by careful prepara-
tion for and transition to the units that follow. Language functions and basic vocabulary 
are encountered and reinforced from unit to unit, due to the spiral character of the general 
elementary school curriculum. The units fit within the overarching language framework 
that has been established for the school or school district.

Choice of a thematic center should take into consideration:

•	 The	potential	interests	of	the	learners	and	the	teacher
•	 The	potential	relationship	to	the	goals	of	the	curriculum	for	the	grade	level	or	age	of	

the class
•	 The	potential	for	integration	with	the	culture	of	the	language	being	taught
•	 The	potential	for	story	form—that	is,	an	interesting,	unfolding	story	line	and	a	clear	

beginning, middle, and end
•	 The	potential	for	a	meaningful	response	to	the	question	posed	by	Egan:	“Why	should	

it matter to children?” (or learners of any age?)
•	 The	potential	for	the	application	and	development	of	appropriate	and	useful	language	

functions and communication modes
•	 The	potential	for	meaningful	culminating	performance	assessments	with	links	to	

real-world language use

Other factors influencing the choice and development of a theme might include 
school-wide or across-the-curriculum emphases, holidays or special school or community 
events, available materials and resources, or the presence of individuals in the school or the 
community with special background they can bring to the language classroom.

The focal point for a thematic center may be a topic from the general school curricu-
lum or it may be drawn from the literature or culture of the target language. Broadly based 
thematic units may be designed to last for weeks—explorations, for example, or change. 
Other units may have more focused themes, based on a single story, a holiday, or a special 
occasion like a birthday celebration. Figure 2.6 lists the themes that have been adopted for 
Advanced Placement programs. These themes can be the starting point for many interest-
ing ideas for engaging and meaningful thematic units. The Greece Central School District’s 
(NY) website (http://www.greece.k12.ny.us) contains useful lists of thematic topics.
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Figure 2.6 Advanced Placement (AP) Themes

1.	Global	Challenges
•	 Diversity	Issues—tolerance
•	 Economic	Issues
•	 Environmental	Issues
•	 Health	Issues
•	 Human	Rights
•	 Nutrition	and	Food	Safety
•	 Peace	and	War

4.	Personal	and	Public	Identities
•	 Alienation	and	Assimilation
•	 Beliefs	and	Values
•	 Gender	and	Sexuality
•	 Language	and	Identity
•	 Multiculturalism
•	 Nationalism	and	Patriotism

2.	Beauty	and	Aesthetics
•	 Architecture
•	 Contributions	to	World	Artistic	Heritage
•	 Ideals	of	Beauty
•	 Literature
•	 Music
•	 Performing	Arts
•	 Visual	Arts

5.	Science	and	Technology
•	 Current	Research	Topics
•	 Discoveries	and	Inventions
•	 Ethical	Questions
•	 Future	Technologies
•	 Intellectual	Property
•	 The	New	Media
•	 Social	Impact	of	Technology

3.	Families	and	Communities
•	 Age	and	Class
•	 Childhood	and	Adolescence
•	 Citizenship
•	 Customs	and	Ceremonies
•	 Family	Structures
•	 Friendship	and	Love

6.	Contemporary	Life
•	 Advertising	and	Marketing
•	 Education
•	 Holidays	and	Celebrations
•	 Housing	and	Shelter
•	 Leisure	and	Sports
•	 Professions
•	 Rites	of	Passage
•	 Travel

Source: College Boards.

Moving from a Topic to a Theme
There are many possible starting points for this process. You might start with an idea or a 
topic based on a curriculum concept, a poem, a story, a book, a school or grade focus, a 
piece of art or an artist, or a piece of music or a composer.

Deciding on a topic is really only the first step. The next step is to move from a topic 
to a theme. A theme is a richer basis for a unit, one that has greater potential for meaning 
and purpose. A topic usually involves just a loose collection of ideas, but a theme suggests a 
“big idea” and more focus for the unit. A theme explores the significance of some part of the 
topic. It provides a goal, or a destination, for the learning, resulting in a planned culminating 
activity. We often express this goal or destination by means of a focus question that guides 
the activities of the unit.

The topic of “animals,” for example, may address concepts from the regular curriculum 
but has no focus to tie it together. Where is such a unit going? Is there enough focus for the 
learning to be memorable? How can we ensure that such a broad topic will provide learn-
ers with meaningful experiences that lead to lasting learning? There is danger that such a 
loosely based unit will have only superficial learning results. A unit entitled “Where Do 
Animals Live?,” on the other hand, clearly has a focus and suggests rich opportunities for 
learning. The topic of food by itself can be very static but can be converted to a theme such 
as “How Can We Maintain a Healthy Body?” or “What’s for Breakfast?” In the breakfast 
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unit students can explore the foods eaten and money spent for breakfast in countries with 
various economic standards.

Reflecting on Kieran Egan’s Story Form Framework
Egan’s Story Form Framework (see Chapter 3) includes three key questions that are relevant 
to any grade level and to every unit, lesson, or activity we might teach:

What is most important about this topic?
Why should it matter to learners?
What is emotionally engaging about it?

In Egan’s Imagination in Teaching and Learning: The Middle School Years (1992, 94) 
he suggests additional questions specifically relevant to the older learners. He advises a 
focus on heroes and “transcendent human qualities,” such as loyalty and courage, as well as 
emphasis on extremes and the “limits of reality.” Among his provocative questions for this 
group of students are the following:

What transcendent human qualities can be seen as central to the topic?
How can the content be shown in terms of human hopes, fears, intentions, or other 
emotions?

In planning a daily lesson or a unit based on a thematic center, the language teacher 
might also ask these questions:

What language will students need to communicate about the concepts in this unit?
What kind of activities will help the students communicate?
What can I do as a teacher to motivate the students?
What kind of materials will help clarify the new information and make the experiences 
come alive for the learners?
What will the payoff be?
What performance tasks will bring resolution to the unit and show the teacher and 
the students themselves that the goals of the unit have been met?

Both a unit plan and a daily plan must include a variety of possible activities for meeting 
each goal.

Brainstorming a Web of Ideas
A useful preliminary step in planning a thematic unit is to begin a brainstorming process that 
yields a web-like organization of ideas related through meaning to one another and the central 
theme. A unit can be planned without this step, but brainstorming a web is very helpful since 
a web is a cognitive organizer, a visual representation of concepts and their relationships that 
allows the curriculum planner to see how the ideas and activities relate to each other in a non-
linear fashion. Using a web allows the planner to extend the theme in many directions and to 
flesh out the topic with meaningful categories and subcategories (Pappas, Kiefer, and Levstik 
1990, 51). Although not every element from the brainstorming web may find its way into the 
unit, ideas and activities gathered in this way form the basis for further planning.

There are various ways to build a web, but we recommend that it be based on subject 
content areas. Webbing by subject content areas enables you to think of activities that might 
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otherwise be overlooked and provides a rich source of ideas for the unit. Of course, web-
bing around subject content topics makes interdisciplinary connections and provides valu-
able links to the regular curriculum and supports content-related instruction. Figure 2.7 is 
a template for a web organized around subject content and Figure 2.8 shows a completed 
web. The subject areas relate to the Connections goal of the 5Cs and the web is supported 
by the Cultures and Communications goals. The Comparisons and Communities goals can 
be found in the various activities under each subject area.

Ensuring There Is a Balance of Language, Content,  
and Culture Objectives

 1.  Functional language objectives. This is the 
language necessary for dealing appropriately 
with the theme. These learning targets are not 
grammatical categories or vocabulary lists, but 
rather the functional uses of language: asking 
permission, explaining, giving directions, 
describing, and so on. These outcomes reflect the 
communication goal in the Standards for Foreign 
Language Learning in the 21st Century.

 2.  Subject content outcomes/Interdisciplinary 
objectives. This is the reinforcement and 
extension of concepts and goals from the general elementary and middle school 
curriculum, reflecting the connections goal in the Standards.

 3. Culture objectives. These reflect experiences with patterns of thinking and behavior 
that are distinctively representative of communities in which the target language is 
used—the products, practices, and perspectives of the cultures goal in the Standards.

Making choices in these three areas and maintaining a balance among them is the funda-
mental work of curriculum development. Like a three-legged stool, each goal should carry 

Language

Culture Content

Figure 2.7 Webbing by Subject Content Disciplines
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GeographyScience

Culture & Language
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Fine Arts

Physical
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Language
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equal weight in order to provide a solid foundation. The balance among language, content, 
and culture is very important, but the balance does not have to be equal in every unit. It 
will vary depending on what topic you are teaching. We do not want to have a program that 
only teaches mathematics and science and eliminates culture. We do not want a program 
that only uses language drills, but does not touch on any meaningful topics. We do not want 
a program that only teaches about the culture of the target language–speaking world and 
teaches it in English. If one unit gives more emphasis to content-related instruction, then 
the next unit may give more emphasis to culture. We must remember that being able to use 
the language and understand the cultural perspectives are our main goals. We use the cur-
riculum content to enrich our language activities so that the tasks we give our students are 
cognitively engaging.

Each of these three categories for decision-making overlaps with the others in sig-
nificant and sometimes problematic ways. For example, at the intersection of functional 
language and culture, the close relationship between language and culture is evident. This 
relationship is so deeply and tightly established that it is sometimes difficult to separate 
language and culture in instruction. Such a close relationship can lead to the inappropriate 
assumption that whenever the language is being used, the culture is inevitably being taught. 
At times, this assumption has resulted in a failure to identify specific cultural objectives 
and content for language curriculum. The Venn diagram represents visually the idea that 
even though there may be significant overlap between two of these areas, each of them 
also plays a distinctive and valuable role in instruction that must be planned for separately 
and carefully.

Both culture and subject content serve as opportunities for meaningful use of lan-
guage. Subject content is the integrative component that melds language learning with the 
immediate, relevant world of the learner. Culture is the distinctive contribution of the lan-
guage classroom to the general education of the learner. As balance is sought among these 

Figure 2.8 Sample Completed Web
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three essential components of the curriculum, it is important to avoid choosing trivial or 
superficial cultural and subject content elements simply to provide a token representation 
in the plan.

Backward Design
Another important foundation piece for thematic instruction is the concept of backward 
design. In their landmark book Understanding by Design, Wiggins and McTighe (2005) 
describe an approach to curriculum development that builds on and enriches the educa-
tional focus on standards and performance assessment. They describe the design process 
in three stages.

Stages in the Backward Design Process

2
3

1
Identify
Desired
Results Determine

Acceptable
Evidence

Plan Learning
Experiences,
Instruction

Enduring
Understanding

Essential
Question/s

Performance
Assessments Units and

Lessons

Stage 1: What Students Should Know and Be Able to Do

Stage 1 is the identification of desired results. The questions they ask bear remarkable simi-
larity to those listed by Kieran Egan: “What should students know, understand, and be 
able to do? What is worthy of understanding? What enduring understandings are desired?” 
(Wiggins & McTighe 2005, 17).

Stage 1 includes:

Enduring Understanding(s): The enduring understanding is the “Big Idea” of the unit.
Essential Question(s): The essential question gives the unit focus.
Targeted Standards: An important element is the standards that will be targeted dur-
ing the unit of study. National, state, and local standards will play a role here. Content 
standards for various subject areas should also be included here. Not all standards will 
be addressed in every unit, but each unit should take into consideration the range of 
possibilities that the standards suggest.
Learning Target:. Three major groups of learning targets or progress indicators give 
direction to the thematic unit. Learning targets should contain a balance of language, 
culture, and content objectives.

Stage 2: How Students Will Demonstrate What They Know and Can Do: 
Performance Assessments

In stage 2, the planner determines acceptable evidence that students have achieved the 
desired results and met the standards. The assessment possibilities range from informal 
checks for understanding to a performance task or project. (The unit will be anchored by 
performance tasks or projects.)
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In a standards-based curriculum, the summative cluster of performance assessments 
that include interpersonal, interpretive, and presentational tasks, is the opportunity for stu-
dents to show that they are able to use the language and concepts from the unit in a setting 
that reflects real-world language use. 

Stage 3: Preparing Students to Demonstrate What They Know and Can Do

During stage 3, the teacher plans learning experiences and instructional activities. At this 
stage, the planner needs to (1) identify enabling knowledge and skills that students will 
need, (2) identify activities that will equip students with this knowledge and these skills,  
(3) determine what needs to be taught and how it should best be taught, (4) decide on mate-
rials and resources, and (5) determine whether the design is  coherent and effective.

Organizing the Information in a Unit Plan Template
These elements and those that follow can be organized in a unit plan template, which serves 
as a chart for organizing information from the unit. Figure 2.9 contains an example of a 
blank unit plan template that could be useful in planning thematic units. Figure 2.10 is an 
example of a completed template.

What follows is a detailed explanation on how to complete a unit plan template. The 
components listed here may vary in the way that they are laid out in the unit plan format 
that is used, but the elements are the universal elements that the template should contain.

Filling in the Unit Plan Template 

What follows is a detailed explanation on how to complete a unit plan. The components 
listed here may vary in the way that they are laid out in the unit plan format that is used, but 
the elements are the universal elements that the plan should contain. These elements can be 
placed within a curriculum-mapping framework such as Rubicon Atlas.

Scenario (Optional) 

This is a short description in a few sentences summarizing the unit, including the beginning 
and end. This is helpful when sharing the unit with other teachers.

What Will Learners Be Able to Do with What They Know?

Targeted Standards These are local standards and benchmarks. They are usually global, 
overarching statements. This section is particularly helpful when integrating standards 
from the Common Core and from other curricular areas.

Learning Targets These are the very specific “Can Do” statements that clearly say what 
the students will be able to do with what they know by the end of the unit. (These targets are 
always stated in terms of what the students will do and not in terms of what you are going to 

*Note: Organizing what you will teach by using a Unit Plan Template helps you see that you are emphasizing 
the elements that will meet the standards and benchmarks of your curriculum. Creating a thematic unit is not 
a linear process—it is more of a spiral. At every step along the way, we need to monitor and adjust our work, so 
that it reflects the characteristics and content of good unit design. 
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teach.) The Can Do statements are organized around language functions. See the list of such 
functions at the end of this section. The number of learning objectives will depend on your 
unit. Remember that the learning targets must be observable and must specify what the 
students will be able to do. Use action verbs such as identify, describe, demonstrate, explain, 
and classify to help you in this process.

Remember also that in order to make the unit deep and rich, you want to be sure to 
include culture and the academic skills and processes that are part of the content of the gen-
eral curriculum. The unit should enable students to communicate about meaningful topics. 
Those topics can come from the language alone, from culture, and from the academic cur-
riculum of other subject areas.

How Will Learners Demonstrate What They Can Do with What They Know?

Performance Assessments At various points in the unit (assessments do not all have 
to take place at the end of the unit), students will complete performance assessments 
that show that they have mastered the learning targets. It is important to provide an 
assessment for each of the three communication modes: interpersonal, interpretive, and 
presentational. A rubric that clearly spells out the expectations should accompany each 
assessment.

Preparing Learners to Demonstrate What They Can Do with What They Know

Major Learning Activities This section of the template contains major learning activities 
in the unit. It does not contain every single partner activity, game, or exercise. Completing 
this section helps you to see the flow of the unit. This is not a complete list of all the activi-
ties but a general framework for the major activities of the unit. In the “Beginning” section, 
list how you will start the unit in order to motivate students. In the “Middle” section, list the 
MAJOR unit skill-building activities. In the “End” section, include how you will close the 
unit and indicate the culminating activity. You will list the remaining unit activities when 
you write your lesson plans.

Unit Language, Culture, and Content (What Students Know)

Language Chunks (Phrases and Sentence Frames) 
List the language chunks and phrases. This is important so that the goals of the unit 
go beyond the single word level by asking students to speak in phrases and sentences. 
Once the students have learned these language chunks, they can continue to build pro-
ficiency by combining them with connecting words such as and, but, because….

Essential Vocabulary (Critical Words)
List the essential vocabulary for the unit. You do not have to list every word, but be spe-
cific about the vocabulary so that the scope is clear. For example, say, “Adjectives such 
as tall, short, cold, hot” rather than simply “Adjectives.” This column helps you identify 
the scope of the vocabulary for the unit.

Structures (To Support Language Functions)
List the grammar the students will be using in the performances for this unit. The gram-
mar goal for the unit supports the communication goal. Students need to have opportu-
nities to practice the grammatical structures within a meaningful context. Students need 
to use and practice the grammar, rather than learn it through analysis and drill.
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Figure 2.9 Blank Sample Format for a Unit Plan Template

PROFICIENCy TARGETS

UNIT LEARNING TARGET

What will learners be able to do with what they know?

Unit Focus Question(s): (What underlying question is guiding the unit theme and guiding deeper 
learning?)

Targeted Standards or Benchmarks: (What state or local overarching standards or benchmarks 
does this unit address? This section is particularly helpful when integrating standards from other 
curricular areas.) 

Learning Targets (Global Can-Dos): (List specific, “unpacked” learning targets and “Can-Do” 
statements here. Be sure that the targets build proficiency by focusing on connected language 
chunks even at the novice level. This lists what students will be able to do. What students must 
know in order to accomplish the Can-Dos is found near the bottom of the template in “Unit 
Language, Content, and Culture.”)

UNIT PERFORMANCE TASKS  

How will learners demonstrate what they can do with what they know?

Interpretive Assessment
Listening	or	Reading

Interpersonal Assessment
Person-to-Person

Presentational Assessment 
Speaking	or	Writing

MAjOR ACTIvITIES

What MAjOR learning activities will prepare students to demonstrate  
what they can do with what they know?

(In this section list the major activities. This does not take the place of lesson plans but provides a plan for 
how the unit is structured, helps to show how the unit will flow, and pinpoints the most important activities 
in the unit. Many of these activities will also function as formative assessments.)

(continued)
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Mid
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Title/Theme/Grade/Teacher:
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Beginning	 (What	activity	will	hook	the	students’	interest	in	the	unit?	How	will	you	start	the	unit	to	
motivate	students?)

Middle	 (List	only	MAJOR	unit	activities	related	to	the	learning	targets.	Do	not	list	all	the	activities	that	
you	would	do	in	each	lesson	plan.)

End	 (What	activity	will	end	the	unit	and	give	students	a	feeling	of	accomplishment?	This	is	the	unit	
culminating	activity.	And	it	could	be	one	of	the	unit	performance	tasks	from	above.)

UNIT LANGUAGE, CULTURE, AND CONTENT (WHAT STUDENTS KNOW)

Language

Language Chunks
Phrases	and	Sentence	Frames

Essential vocabulary
Critical	Words

Structures
To	Support	Language	Functions

	 	 	

Culture

Products & Perspectives Practices & Perspectives Cultural Competencies 

	 	 	

Content Connections

Academic Skills Content

	 	

MATERIALS AND RESOURCES 

Digital Print Props/Realia/Manipulatives

	 	 	

Figure 2.9 Continued
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Figure 2.10 Sample Unit Plan: Unit Plan Healthy Decisions for Grade 5

PROFICIENCy TARGETS

UNIT OvERvIEW

This	unit	focuses	on	identifying	the	different	food	groups	and	creating	a	healthy	meal	using	target	culture	foods.	

UNIT LEARNING TARGET

What will learners be able to do with what they know?

Unit Focus Question(s): ¿Cómo sabemos comer bien? (How do we know how to eat well?)

Targeted Standards or Benchmarks: NYC Grade 5 Food and Nutrition Standards

Learning Targets (Can-Dos) I can identify 3 things about a fruit or vegetable from Hispanic world 
and say if I do or don't like its taste. (interpretive/presentational)
I can identify 3 milk products that are important for strong bones (interpretive/presentational)
I can identify 3 protein sources that are important for strong muscles. (interpretive/presentational) 
I can identify 3 grain sources that are important for energy. (interpretive/presentational)
I can identify 4 food groups for a varied plate and say that variety is important for a healthy diet.
(interpretive/presentational)
I can tell how many servings I should have of a food and if it is a healthy choice or not.
(interpretive)
I can present my recipe and menu choices to an audience. (presentational)

UNIT PERFORMANCE TASKS

How will learners demonstrate what they can do with what they know?

Interpretive Assessment
Listening	or	Reading

Interpersonal Assessment
Person-to-Person

Presentational Assessment 
Speaking	or	Writing

Reading	a	recipe	and	nutritional	label

Listening	to	a	peer	describe	the	steps	
of	a	recipe

Describing	a	menu	selected	
from	Latin	American	options	
and	preferences	for	specific	
aspects	of	it

Presenting	a	recipe	(its	origin	&		
ingredients)	and	its	steps	to	
visitors	to	the	class

MAjOR ACTIvITIES

What MAjOR learning activities will prepare students to demonstrate 
what they can do with what they know?

Beginning	 Tasting	exotic	fruits	after	handling	actual	foods	will	motivate	students,	as	well	as	graphing	
their	likes	and	dislikes

Middle	 Taste	authentic	foods	from	a	variety	of	Latin	American	countries	and	discuss	their	preferences	in	
TL	with	partners.	(Use	authentic	packaging	when	possible.)
Interview	partner	and	report	what	he/she	thinks	about	the	taste	of	foods	studied.
Describe	and	sort	foods	according	to	food	groups.
Identify	which	foods	have	a	positive	effect	on	energy	levels,	muscle	&	bone	growth	
Create	or	represent	models	of	healthy,	energetic	individuals	vs.	sick	individuals	or	bones	and	muscles	so	
that	they	can	draw	a	concrete	connection	between	foods	and	health.	
Compare	personal	diets	and	choices	to	those	featured	in	Hispanic	menus	and	recipes.
Recite	food	healthy	chant	or	“Comer	bien”	song	to	an	audience.

(continued)
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Read	nutritional	information	in	TL.

Create	balanced	menus	from	choices	provided	by	teacher	and	describe	the	ingredients	and	steps	in	
simplified	TL.	Explain	why	choices	are	healthy.

Follow	a	recipe	in	the	target	language.

End	 Students	will	showcase	their	learning	at	a	food	fair	held	in	their	classroom	and	invite	others	to	
attend	or	present	their	recipes	at	a	community	center.	

Students	will	present	a	chant	or	a	song	that	relates	food	choices	to	healthy	outcomes

UNIT LANGUAGE, CULTURE, AND CONTENT

Language

Language Chunks
Phrases	and	Sentence	Frames

Essential vocabulary
Critical	Words

Structures
To	Support	Language	Functions

Me	gust	a	No	me	gusta
Le	gusta	No	le	gusta
Me	hace	crecer
Tomo	decisiones

Las	frutas,	las	verduras	hispanas,	
fuerte/débil,	sano/	dañino,	
importante,	la	fuerza,	los	
huesos,	los	muslos,	la	energía,	el	
plato,	una	variedad,	la	fibra,	los	
carbohidratos,	una	fuente,	los	
lácteos,	los	granos,	proteínas,	
las	grasas,	las	porciones,	el	
tamaño	de	una	ración,	los	
embalses,	las	recetas,	la	fuente,	
las	calorías,	las	vitaminas	y	los	
minerales,	pirámide	alimenticia

Gustar	(me,	le)	
Es		 Escojo
Corto	 Bato
Mezclo	 Cocino

Culture

Products & Perspectives Practices & Perspectives Cultural Competencies 

Foods	from	Hispanic	World
Recipes	and	typical	
combinations	of	dishes	and	
appropriate	foods	for	different	
types	of	meals.

Predominance	of	fruits,	
vegetables,	proteins-beans,	
fish,	pork,	chicken,	and	grains	
such	as	rice	and	quinoa	in	Latin	
American	menus.

Target	language	recipes	should	
be	offered	by	teacher	to	have	
students	prepare	and	showcase	
in	a	typical	meal	celebration	at	
the	end	of	the	unit.

Content Connections

Academic Skills Content

Classifying	foods	according	to	carbohydrate,	
protein,	fruit/vegetable,	or	fat

Connecting	type	of	food	to	impact	on	body	
growth	&	health

NYC	Science	Scope	&	Sequence	has	a	food	and	
nutrition	unit	at	5th	grade	level.

Geography	&	flags	of	countries	selected	for	recipe	
profiles.

MATERIALS AND RESOURCES 

Digital Print Props/Realia/Manipulatives

Visit	www.goya.com	and	select	
“En	Español.”

Visit	www.exchange.smarttech.
com	for	food	pyramid	lessons	in	
Spanish.

Visit	www.choosemyplate.gov	
and	select	“En	Español.”

Visit	www.enchantedlearning.
com	for	a	food	pyramid	lesson	
in	Spanish.

Actual	or	plastic	fruits	that	
represent	target	culture	selections

Packaging	for	healthy	and	
unhealthy	foods	from	target	

culture

Figure 2.10 Continued

By permission of Victoria Gilbert.
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Culture 
Here list the cultural components of the unit. 

Content Connections
Here list the academic skills and processes from Bloom’s Taxonomy or the Common 
Core. In the content section list the topics from other content areas such as social stud-
ies or science. 

Essential Materials/Resources
What materials will you need to complete the unit? List books by name and author, 
name songs, and give Web addresses. Be as specific as possible. Remember others will 
want to benefit from your unit.

Some Challenges of Planning Thematically
When putting together a thematic unit, there are sometimes so many possible connections 
that it can be hard to know when to stop! It is likely that not all of the activities developed 
during the brainstorming process will be used in the current unit, and that is how it should 
be. These good ideas are not wasted, since many of them can be used in future units.

It is possible to push thematic teaching to the extent that it could seem artificial. One 
of the authors heard about a primary school teacher who decided on a “bears” focus in her 
class. Her students did math with teddy bear counters, solved bear word problems, read 
story after story about bears, ate bear cookies, put up a bears bulletin board, and so on. 
Although each of these activities was engaging in itself, the bear focus went on for so long 
that one of the students asked, “Do we have to talk about bears again?” The lesson here is 
that we need to be aware of how far to take a topic and also to gauge our students’ interest 
in a topic. This example illustrates a topically based and not thematically based web, but it 
still brings across the idea that we must not overdo any material. Common sense must rule 
when we are planning thematically!

When planning thematic units that are content-related, we do not expect learners to 
master all aspects of the content area we are drawing from, in contrast to immersion and 
bilingual programs where students must master the grade-level curriculum. In content-
related instruction, we are using various subject areas to make connections with the regular 
school curriculum and to give the students rich, cognitively engaging materials for language 
use. The focus in content-related instruction is on language learning and the content is used 
as a vehicle to make that learning more engaging.

Designing Instructional Pathways That Will Lead 
Students to Reach the Performance Targets:  
Lesson Planning

The importance of a written plan cannot be overemphasized. There is a remarkable correlation 
between the presence of a detailed written plan and the ability of a teacher to be creative and 
flexible in the actual class setting. Many early language programs have a very limited amount 
of class time in which to give children experiences with the target language. Only careful plan-
ning can prevent the loss and misuse of time, which is already in very short supply. Questions 
to consider during lesson planning: What activities will be used to ensure learners accomplish 
the lesson? What will the teacher be doing? What will the students be doing?

M02_CURT5211_05_SE_C02.indd   54 10/13/14   11:41 PM



Chapter 2 Planning	for	Curriculum,	Unit,	and	Lesson	Design	 55

Learning Targets/Objectives/Outcomes
The careful formulation of written learning targets (sometimes called can do statements, 
objectives, goals, outcomes, learning targets…) will help the teacher plan relevant activities 
and coherent lessons. Effective learning targets always describe what students will be able 
to do at the end of the lesson. The statements include action verbs that represent a student 
activity that is observable. Verbs such as teach, learn, and understand are not useful because 
they describe a process rather than an objective, and because they are essentially unob-
servable. It is often helpful to think of each objective as beginning with the phrase, “The 
students will be able to. . . .”

Here are some examples of lesson-level learning targets for a novice-level language 
class in the elementary school. 

Communication

•	 I	can	exchange	appropriate	greetings	with	the	teacher	or	a	classmate.
•	 I	can	point	to	a	day	of	the	week	on	the	calendar	when	it	is	named.
•	 I	can	identify	numerals	0	to	5	when	they	are	not	in	sequence.
•	 I	can	respond	correctly	to	the	following	commands,	individually	and	in	a	group:

stand up sit down
point to . . . touch . . . (color, number, body part)
walk turn around

Cultures

•	 I	can	identify	items	or	pictures	relating	to	celebrations,	traditions,	holidays,	or	events	
of the target culture.

•	 I	can	imitate	classroom	gestures	and	courtesy	expressions	commonly	used	in	the	
target culture.

•	 I	can	describe	an	event	from	the	target	culture.

Connections
•	 I	can	describe	the	weather	and	seasons.
•	 I	can	sort	and	describe	objects	according	to	attributes	(e.g.,	color,	shape,	length).
•	 I	can	name	and	demonstrate	the	relative	position	of	objects	(e.g.,	over,	under,	inside,	

and outside).
•	 I	can	identify	simple	land	forms.
•	 I	can	identify	common	animals	in	my	own	culture,	as	in	well	as	the	target	culture.
•	 I	can	categorize	foods	into	groups	(e.g.,	fruits,	vegetables,	grains,	and	meat).
•	 I	can	identify	elements	(e.g.,	shape	and	color)	in	my	own	and	others’	art	works.
•	 I	can	identify	and	use	appropriate	terms	of	measurement,	currency,	and	time	 

(e.g., measure clothing in centimeters, count target culture money, and tell time).
•	 I	can	locate	the	target	language	country/countries	on	the	globe	or	world	map,	using	a	

visual or an oral cue.
•	 I	can	retell	a	story	by	charting	or	graphing	important	elements	with	teacher	assistance.
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Suggested Lesson Plan Format
Greg Duncan, national consultant for languages education, has devised a lesson plan format 
based on backward planning. This format very simply and effectively provides for the three 
stages of backward planning. Figure 2.11 contains a sample lesson plan using the format 
below. Be sure to tell the students what they will be able to do by the end of the lesson and 
also tell them the sequence of activities for the lesson.

Stage 1

DO	 What	do	you	want	students	to	be	able	to	do	at	the	end	of	the	class?
This	should	be	a	real-life	use	of	language.

KNOW	 What	vocabulary,	structures,	and/or	culture	do	students	need	to	know	in	order	to	do	what	you	
have	targeted?

Lesson Plan Format
Unit	__________________________________	Lesson	Number	____________	of	____________

Grade	Level	_________________________________	Time	of	Year	to	Be	Taught	____________

Stage 1: What will learners be able to do with what they know by the end of the lesson?

DO
What are the learning targets for this lesson?

KNOW 
What	vocabulary,	language	chunks,	and	content	and	
culture	connections	do	learners	need	in	order	to	
accomplish	the	lesson	learning	targets?

Stage 2: How will learners demonstrate what they can do with what they know by the end of the 
lesson?
What will learners do (learning tasks/activities/formative assessments) to demonstrate they can meet the 
lesson can-do?

Stage 3: What will prepare learners to demonstrate what they can do with what they know?
Opening	Learning	Activity	*
Learning	Activity
Learning	Activity
Learning	Activity
Closing	Learning	Activity
. . . 

Materials needed for this lesson

Reflection/Notes to Self
*The number of activities will vary depending on the amount of time allotted for the lesson.

Source: Reprinted by Permission of Greg Duncan.

Greg Duncan and Myriam Met (2010; https://startalk.umd.edu) have added the follow-
ing helpful questions to accompany the above lesson plan format.
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There is a complete, detailed lesson plan guide developed by the University of Maryland 
Startalk Program entitled Lesson Planning Guide From Paper to Practice available at http://
startalk.umd.edu/lesson-planning/

Although the lesson plan format above appears very simple, there is much complexity 
underneath. Here are some details regarding the lesson outline in Stage 3.

In Stage 3 you provide a step-by-step description of activities and procedures, with a 
time designation for each one. As you plan for the class flow, it is important to keep in mind 
what you have learned from cognitive theorists. The first five minutes and the last five min-
utes of a class period are prime learning time. You must use this precious learning time very 
carefully, and make sure that it isn’t wasted in routine or unchallenging, undirected activity.

•	 Warm-Up:	to	help	students	make	the	transition	from	their	previous	activity	to	the	
language class. Often the warm-up consists of an opening routine.

•	 Introduction:	introduce	the	lesson	for	the	day,	and	inform	the	students	so	they	know	
the objectives of the lesson.

•	 Lesson	Activities	or	Procedures:	a	step-by-step	guide	on	how	you	will	present	the	
main part of the lesson and how students will practice the lesson components. Present 
the agenda of what will happen during the lesson to the students. Be sure that there 
is sufficient variety in the activities you have planned. Early language learners need 
variety and are unable to stay on task if an activity is too long. Eric Jensen (2005) 
suggests a maximum of 5 to 7 minutes of focused attention time for grades K through 2, 
8 to 12 minutes for grades 3 through 7, and 12 to15 minutes for grades 8 through 12.

•	 Closure:	how	you	will	bring	the	lesson	to	a	close.	This	could	be	the	culminating	activity	
of the lesson, or an opportunity for students to demonstrate their new learning.

Follow-Up/Homework How will you follow up on this lesson? If you assign homework, 
list it here and indicate whether handouts will be needed.

Developed by Greg Duncan and Mimi Met

Stage 2
How	will	you	know	that	students	can	do	what	you	targeted	as	a	performance?	What	will	they	do	to	
demonstrate	that	to	you?

Stage 3
Do	the	activities	in	the	lesson	 . . . 

☐	 Provide	sufficient	opportunities	for	understanding	new	words	before	expecting	production?
☐	 Provide	multiple,	varied	opportunities	for	students	to	hear	new	words/expressions	used	in	highly	

visualized	contexts	that	make	meaning	transparent?
☐	 Provide	students	with	an	authentic	purpose	for	using	words	and	phrases?
☐	 Engage	ALL	students	(versus	just	one	or	two	at	a	time)?
☐	 Give	students	a	reason	for	needing/wanting	to	pay	attention	and	be	on	task?
☐	 Vary	in	the	level	of	intensity	and	physical	movement	from	one	to	the	next?
☐	 Represent	the	best	possible	use	of	instructional	time?
☐	 Take	an	appropriate	amount	of	time	considering	the	age	of	the	learner?
☐	 Make	the	learner	the	active	participant	and	not	the	teacher?

Additional thoughts as each activity is envisioned . . .

☐	 What	will	the	teacher	be	doing	during	the	activity?
☐	 What	will	the	student	be	doing?
☐	 How	long	will	the	activity	take?

☐	 What	materials/resources	does	the	teacher	need	to	have	available?
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Lesson 2: vegetables of the Hispanic World
Teacher: victoria Gilbert Grade 5 Proficiency Target: Novice High

LESSON LEARNING TARGETS

What will learners be able to do with what they know by the end of this lesson?

DO KNOW

I	can	identify	3	things	about	a	vegetable	from	
the	Hispanic	world.
I	can	say	if	I	do	or	don't	like	its	taste.
I	can	tell	if	my	partner	likes	or	doesn't	like	the	
taste.

me	gusta	,	no	me	gusta,		le	gusta,	no	le	gusta,	
Las	verduras,	el	chayote,	la	yuca,	las	arvejas,	las	
zanahorias,	los	ejotes,	la	batata/el	camote,	ovalado,	
redondo,	puntiagudo,	comida	basura/dañina,	comida	
saludable,	las	vitaminas,	los	minerales,	sano/enfermo

ASSESSMENT

How will learners demonstrate what they can do with what they know?

Interpretive:	Students	can	identify	vegetables	correctly	as	demonstrated	through	response	to	TPR	exercises.
Interpersonal:	Students	can	interview	a	partner	and	report	on	their	preferences.

ACTIvITIES

What will prepare learners to demonstrate what they can do with what they know?

1)	 	Using	enough	images	of	the	3–5	selected	vegetables,	use	TPR	techniques	to	engage	children	in	
listening	and	pronouncing	the	names.	(Images	can	repeat	so	every	child	has	one.)	Give	short	commands	
like	“levanta el chayote, baja el chayote, levanta la yuca, baja la yuca”	and	slowly	build	up	speed	so	
students	understand	it	is	a	game	where	you	try	to	catch	them	not	following.	More	advanced	students	
can	give	commands	after	teacher	models.	End	with	students	having	to	confirm	the	identity	of	each	while	
deliberately	stating	the	wrong	name	for	vegetables.		T:”Es un chayote?”-S:	“No! es una yuca.”

2)	 	Have	actual	vegetables	in	a	basket	and	hand	them	around	naming	each	or	saying	a	sentence	about	
it	(color)	before	passing	it.	Have	students	try	to	match	the	outside	of	the	vegetables	to	images	of	a	
cross-section	(cut	open	vegetables	at	the	end	of	the	activity	to	confirm	or	dispel	predictions	about	
interior).	Sort	vegetables	by	color,	shape,	or	size.		Have	them	predict	if	they	will	like	it	or	not.	

3)	 	In	a	separate	container	have	enough	precooked	vegetable	kabobs	to	serve	one	per	student.	If	vegetables	
chunks	are	in	order	of	tasting,	one	at	a	time	can	be	tasted.	Have	students	tell	a	partner,	“Me gusta la/el	
_____	or	“No me gusta el /la	______.”	Partners	then	report	to	teacher,	“A	María,	no	le	gusta	el	____,	or	Sí	
le	gusta	el	_____.”	Teacher	summarizes	class	preferences	on	a	bar	graph	when	tasting	is	complete.

4)	 	Introduce	saludable	vs.	enfermo	with	images	on	a	poster	board	(divided	in	two	parts)	to	represent	a	
healthy	child	versus	a	sick	child.	Review	how	fruits	and	vegetables	can	help	you	remain	healthy	by	having	
students	place	images	of	fruits	&	vegetables	or	junk	food	under	the	correct	corresponding	picture.	
Introduce	sano	or	dañino	for	students	to	describe	the	foods	underneath	the	images	of	the	children.	

MATERIALS

Selected	vegetable	images,	images	of	cross-section	&	exterior,	actual	whole	vegetables,	knife	&	cutting	
board,	some	cooked	vegetables	in	chunks	cut	up	and	on	kabobs	in	same	order,	plates	and	napkins,	graph	
paper	with	x-axis	illustrated	with	one	of	each	vegetable	tasted	and	numbers	along	the	y-axis	for	counting	
of	how	many	students	like	a	particular	veggie.	Chart	paper	for	making	bar	graph	about	likes	and	dislikes,	
poster	board	with	images	of	a	healthy	child	and	a	sickly	one	(put	half	of	self-stick	hook	&	loop	dots	
underneath)	for	students	to	stick	corresponding	laminated	images	of	healthy	veggies	and	junk	food	(with	
other	half	of	hook	&	loop	dot)	on	the	posterboard.

Figure 2.11 Sample Lesson Plan from Healthy Decisions Unit
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Chapter 2 Planning	for	Curriculum,	Unit,	and	Lesson	Design	 59

Reflection How did the lesson go? Here, you make notes on items to remember for the 
next time that you teach the lesson, or the next time you meet with this class. Observations 
about individual students might also be listed.

Other Considerations It is important to plan in advance for strategies within the lesson 
to help you meet the needs of the diverse student populations in your classes. This includes 
attention to differentiation, as described later in this chapter, and modifications for students 
who have special needs.

Sharing the Lesson Plan with Students
Writing a lesson plan or a lesson outline on the board actually helps students to anticipate 
the variety of activities they will experience and to feel a sense of progress through the 
lesson or through the material. The plan itself can become the object of meaningful com-
munication and language practice, as the teacher asks learners to remind her or him of the 
next activity, or invites them to choose an activity from those remaining. Teachers in some 
advanced classes write the day’s schedule in sentences on the chalkboard, and it becomes 
a class activity at the end of the lesson or the day to rewrite the sentences in the past tense 
to show that the activity has been completed. Rather than talking about changing the tense 
of the verb, the teacher might say, “This sentence isn’t true anymore; how can we change it 
to make it right?” In some classes, especially immersion classes, the revised daily schedule 
could be written in a class diary, illustrated, and used to maintain a class history.

Factors to Consider When Planning the Lesson
Warm-Up

Each language class period, regardless of its length, should begin with a brief warm-up. This is a 
time for communicative use of completely familiar language. The warm-up has several purposes:

 1. It provides a review and a basis for new material to be introduced.
 2. It provides a transition from the instructional time the students have just experienced 

in their native language to an intensive experience of learning and thinking in the 
target language.

 3. It helps students build or regain confidence in their ability to work with the target 
language, because of the relatively easy level at which the warm-up is conducted. At 
some point in the warm-up, every child should have the opportunity to say something 
in the target language, either individually, in a small group, or in the larger group.

 4. It provides a time during which teachers and students alike can share dimensions 
of their personalities and interests—as they talk about likes and dislikes, families, 
weather (and how they deal with it)—and they can personalize applications of 
material they have learned earlier in a more structured setting.

The warm-up does not “just happen.” It must be carefully planned to include different 
material and strategies each day.

Balance of Old and New Material

Learners need a great deal of practice with new material before they are able to appropriate it 
for their own functional, communicative purposes. Every class period should contain some 
new and some familiar material; the exact balance will vary from day to day. One of the 
teacher’s tasks is to make the old material seem new and the new material seem familiar. The 
teacher must plan for many different contexts within which to practice in order to prevent 
boredom with the practice and to provide the children with a sense of progress—the old 
always seems new because the message to be communicated has a new context and the need 
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to communicate that message is also new. For example, when children are first introduced to 
numbers, they might count objects, participate in a count-out rhyme, guess which number 
the teacher has hidden in her or his hand, participate in a concentration game with numbers, 
play the game “Go Fish” with number cards, roll giant dice and call out the numbers, sing a 
song based on numbers, provide the number preceding or following a number given by the 
teacher, and so forth. For cultural emphasis, the teacher can show the students how to count 
with fingers in the target culture since this may be different from the way we count on fingers 
in the United States. Each activity presents a new context and a new challenge, but in the pro-
cess the learners have practiced the numbers vocabulary enough for it to become automatic.

Introducing New Material

When introducing new material, the teacher tries to build on what students have already 
learned so that they have maximum security and self-confidence. For example, on the first 
day of class, the teacher might point out, if appropriate, some relationships and cognates 
between the native language and the target language, and show how many of the target-
language words the student may already be familiar with without realizing it. When the 
class hears a new song, poem, story, or another message for the first time, the teacher may 
invite the students to identify familiar words and phrases. In order to facilitate this task of 
making the new seem familiar, the teacher will consciously “seed” or plant material in the 
lesson for Monday that will appear in a larger context on Wednesday or Thursday, so that 
the later, longer message will not seem entirely new—familiar material is already present.

For example, a German teacher has decided to introduce a birthday song because one 
of the students has a birthday on Thursday:

Zum Geburtstag viel Glück! (Good luck/happiness on your birthday!)
Zum Geburtstag viel Glück! (Good luck/happiness on your birthday!)
Langes Leben und Gesundheit! (Long life and good health!)
Zum Geburtstag viel Glück! (Good luck/happiness on your birthday!)

On Monday, the teacher introduces the exclamation viel Glück! (Good luck!) in the 
course of a game, demonstrating the contrast between the American gesture of crossed 
fingers and the German gesture of pressing thumbs to symbolize a good-luck wish. The 
exclamation is reentered at every opportunity during the course of the week. On Tuesday, 
the lesson includes the opposites kurz and lang (short and long), applied during a TPR exer-
cise at the chalkboard in which learners draw monsters with long and short hair, long and 
short arms and legs, and long and short ears and noses. On Wednesday, the teacher pre-
tends to have a cold, sneezing frequently, and the students are taught to wish the teacher 
and one another Gesundheit, which is already somewhat familiar to them. By Thursday, the 
only new words in the birthday song are the word for birthday itself; Geburtstag, which the 
teacher explains by means of showing a birthday cake and presents; and the word for life, 
Leben, which the teacher may explain by contrasting a long life of someone who is 96-years-
old with a short life of someone who is 2-years-old. After listening to the song one or two 
times (and with a minimum of repetition), the students are ready to sing the birthday song.

Planning from day to day should incorporate these linkages. The teacher should constantly 
be helping students recognize these links, so that the students discover language learning as a 
cumulative process, in contrast to what seems so often to be the case in other classes, where 
learning for the test (and later forgetting) seems somehow to be acceptable and inevitable.

Routines

Every class period, especially in the primary grades, should include a certain number of 
regular, predictable classroom routines that make heavy use of language repetition and 
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patterned teacher–student interaction. Calendar and weather activities that begin the day 
in many primary classrooms are examples of such routines. These routines provide learn-
ers with a sense of security, and they also give “meaning clues” to the content discussed 
in the course of the activity. Special routines are common for lineups to leave for another 
classroom, or for changing activities within the classroom. Passing out or turning in papers 
becomes an opportunity for routine use of language for many teachers.

A caveat regarding the calendar routine: Calendar activities are especially useful at the 
beginning stages, but as students progress in the language, the calendar should take up less 
and less time in order to leave more time for what the students are currently learning. In some 
classes, the calendar routines never change, year after year, even though students no longer 
need practice with the language and the concepts involved. When this occurs, valuable time 
is lost for new and more engaging material, and student progress and motivation are affected.

variety

Each class period should also include a number and variety of activities. In general, the 
younger the students in a class, the greater the number of different activities planned for 
each class period. The attention span increases with the age of the child, but even in middle 
school/junior high, activities should rarely last longer than 10 minutes, and they should 
usually be planned to last from 5 to 8 minutes.

Activities should be developed with attention to high- and low-energy requirements 
on the part of both the teacher and the students. The teacher might think in terms of plan-
ning for peaks and valleys of excitement, movement, or physical and verbal involvement. 
The early language teacher should plan activities at the end of the class period that leave 
the children ready to go on to work in other classes. Closing a class period with a game that 
leaves the children excited, unmanageable, or noisy will not earn the appreciation or the 
future cooperation of their next teacher.

Each lesson should include a balance of active and quiet activities, large- and small-
group or partner activities, and one- and two-way communication. It is very important for 
learners to have the opportunity to ask questions as well as to answer them and, especially 
in the TPR-oriented classroom, to give directions as well as to respond to them. It is also 
wise to plan for a change of pace and activities that involve movement outside of the desk 
or learning circle. Songs, games, and rhymes with actions can change the tempo and the 
emphasis of a class period, while continuing to further communicative goals.

Interactive Homework

Some teachers find it very useful to use homework as a means of connecting the language 
classroom with the home. When they give students tasks to complete at home and ask for 
parent signatures on the work, parents become more aware of what is happening in the 
classroom, and this can translate into greater support for learning. Students can read a book 
or a story that they have written or copied, name all the foods at a meal, teach their fam-
ily a series of TPR commands, perform a  story with accompanying gestures, and label the 
objects in their bedroom—the list is virtually endless. Teachers in Pinellas County, Florida, 
use a system of interactive homework as an assessment tool (see Chapter 9) (Gilzow and 
Branaman 2000). In programs that have very limited class time, interactive homework can 
be a means of extending the students’ amount of exposure to their new language.

Primacy-Recency Effect from Brain Research

According to David Sousa (2006), the placement of activities within a lesson is extremely 
important since in a learning episode we tend to remember best that which comes first, and 
remember second best that which comes last. We tend to remember least that which comes 

M02_CURT5211_05_SE_C02.indd   61 10/13/14   11:41 PM



62 Section 2 Planning

just past the middle of the episode. Sousa informs us that this is really not new information 
in that studies to this effect were first published in the 1880s. The important implications of 
this are that new learning must be presented at the beginning of the period (Prime Time 1) 
and that closure should be presented at the end of the period (Prime Time 2). The middle of 
the period (down time) can be used for taking attendance, checking homework, announce-
ments, and practice or review. See Figure 2.12 for a graph of these concepts.

It is interesting to note that as the lesson time lengthens, the percentage of down time 
increases because the information is entering into working memory faster than the brain can 
sort it. Sousa suggests, in the case of classes with block schedules, that the class be broken into 
smaller segments. Therefore, an 80-minute class could be broken into two 40-minute segments 
of Prime Time 1, down time, and Prime Time 2, or even better broken into four 20-minute seg-
ments since this would lead to more prime time. So as we plan our lessons, the effect of prime 
learning time must be foremost in our minds.

Differentiation
We know that all students are unique and bring to the classroom their own strengths and needs. 
We also know that everyone can learn a language, but everyone learns in different ways, at a 
different rate, and for different purposes. Based on this fact, differentiated instruction attempts 
to provide students with multiple options for taking in information and making sense of ideas. 
Differentiated instruction asks that teachers be flexible in their approach to teaching and that 
they adjust the curriculum and presentation of information to learners, rather than expecting 
all the learners to be able to accomplish the demands of the curriculum in the same way. The 
intent of differentiating instruction is to maximize each student’s growth and individual success 
by meeting each student where he or she is and assisting in the learning process.

In differentiated instruction, every student is learning the same concept but may be 
learning it in a different way and at a different level of complexity. The key to differentia-
tion is that students are offered choices and are matched with tasks compatible with their 
individual learner profiles. It is important that no matter which choices students make, 
the choices must all deal with same learning targets: the same key knowledge and skills 
that are the focus of the  learning. 
Differentiated instruction is 
based on the following beliefs 
(Tomlinson 2001):

•	 Students	differ	in	their	
learning profiles.

•	 Classrooms	in	which	students	
are active learners, decision 
makers, and problem solvers 
are more natural and effective 
than those in which students 
are served a “one-size-fits-
all” curriculum and treated 
as passive recipients of 
information.

•	 Making	meaning	out	of	
important ideas is the 
focus rather than “covering 
information.”

Figure 2.12  Primacy-Recency Research 
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Curriculum can be differentiated in three ways:

 1. By Content: The concepts, principles, and skills that teachers want students to learn. All 
students have access to the same core content. Struggling learners do not receive watered-
down content. They are taught the same big ideas as their classmates, but access those ideas 
in different ways and at different levels of complexity.

 2. By Process: Multiple options for taking in what is being taught. The activities that help 
students understand the ideas and skills being taught. Teachers provide some students with 
more complexity and others with more scaffolding, depending on their readiness levels.

 3. By Product: Multiple options for students to express what they know. Flexible grouping 
and tiered activities are two essential aspects of differentiation. Teachers can vary whole-class 
instruction by teaching small groups or individual students. Students can be grouped based 
on readiness, interest, or learning profile. Groups don’t necessarily have to be homogeneous. 
A teacher might group students with similar or different readiness levels. When using tiered 
activities, the teacher keeps the concepts and skills the same for all students but provides 
options for learning that vary in terms of how complex they are, how abstract they are, and 
how open-ended they are. There are several examples of tiered activities later in this section.

Willoughby (2013) suggests that teachers can use the following overall strategies as they are 
thinking of implementing differentiated instruction for their students.

Based on Content

• Utilize pretests to assess where individual students need to begin study of a given 
topic or unit.

• Encourage thinking at various levels of Bloom’s taxonomy.
• Use a variety of instructional delivery methods to address different learning styles.
• Break assignments into smaller, more manageable parts that include structured 

directions for each part.
• Choose broad instructional concepts and skills that lend themselves to understanding 

at various levels of complexity.

Based on Process

• Provide access to a variety of materials that target different learning preferences and 
reading abilities.

• Develop activities that target auditory, visual, and kinesthetic learners.
• Establish stations for inquiry-based, independent learning activities.
• Create activities that vary in level of complexity and degree of abstract thinking required.
• Use flexible grouping to group and regroup students based on factors including 

content, ability, and assessment results.

Based on Product

• Use a variety of assessment strategies, including performance-based and open-ended 
assessment.

• Balance teacher-assigned and student-selected projects.
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• Offer students a choice of projects that reflect a variety of learning styles and interests.
• Make assessment an ongoing, interactive process.

Suzanne Irujo (2008) offers some valuable general principles regarding differentiation:
 1. Differentiated instruction is not the same as individualized instruction. Every student 

is not learning something different; they are all learning the same thing, but in 
different ways. Every student does not need to be taught individually; differentiating 
instruction is a matter of presenting the same task in different ways and at different 
levels so that all students can approach it in their own ways.

 2. The basis for differentiation must be your knowledge of the standards that your 
students must achieve and of where each of them is with respect to those standards. 
In order to know this, you must have a workable record-keeping system based on 
observation of students’ performance during learning activities.

 3. If you have classroom management problems, you need to solve those before you can 
begin to differentiate instruction. Many teachers “aim down the middle” because it’s 
the only way they can keep control of the class.

 4. Change only works when it is done one small step at a time. Many teachers make 
the mistake of trying to change too much at one time. Then nothing works because 
they can’t focus on a large number of new things at the same time, so they give up on 
trying to change.

 5. Reading about examples of differentiated instruction and talking with other teachers 
who are doing it can be very helpful. Remember, however, that what works in one 
context may not work in yours.

Victoria Gilbert at St. David’s School in New York City uses differentiation strategies in all 
of her Spanish teaching. Here are her comments on the activities she planned for a unit 
called Decisiones saludables (Healthy Decisions). In this unit she combined learning about 
the Inca civilization with learning about healthy choices.

We were studying food in the context of the Incas diet compared to modern day and using the verb 
to eat and ‘I like and I don’t like’ in order to learn about the foods, as well as discussing everyday what 
we’re having in the classroom for snack—part of daily routines. Students also practiced asking partners 
what they ate for different meals. The variation in how we approach the content, the different processes 
used, and the different outcomes or products possible are shown in the chart below. Teachers use dif-
ferentiation as a way of being responsible to the multiple learning styles in their classes. It is simply good 
practice to vary what you do, how you do it, and what you expect students to be able to show for it.

Content What	I	eat What	Incas	ate What	I	like	to	eat/	
What	I	don’t	like

Healthy	food	
choices

Process Visual	images Tasting	Incan	foods Games	with		
manipulatives

Song	about	food	
choices

Product Tell	what	you	partner	
eats	for	breakfast,	
lunch,	snack,	or	dinner

Fill	out	a	booklet	
about	Incan	food/
meal		traditions

Write	what	you	eat	
for	breakfast,	lunch,	
snack,	or	dinner

Perform	the	song	
with	gestures
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Gilbert uses the question sequence in Figure 2.13 to ensure that she differentiates, but 
also to ensure that higher-level thinking is being addressed in her class. This questioning 
sequence comes from the Healthy Decisions unit that is found in Figure 2.10.

Sample Tiered Choice Boards

Choice boards are one example of the tiered activities that are often found in differenti-
ated instruction. Choice boards are organizers that contain a variety of activities from 
which students make selections. They provide students with the responsibility of deciding 
what they will do to satisfy class requirements, and can be organized so that students are 
required to choose options that focus on several different skills. The varieties of tasks in a 
choice board are purposefully differentiated according to learning preference, readiness, 
and challenge or complexity. Choice boards offer options that provide different learning 
preferences and activities that are challenging but not frustrating. The greatest advantage 
of choice boards is that they are a source of tasks that are designed and differentiated to 
respond to the needs of a particular group of learners.  See Figures 2.14-2.16 for examples 
of choice boards.

Remembering Indicate	“X”	with	TPR Point	to	the	white	llama.

Remembering Answer	yes/no	question Is	this	a	llama?

Understanding Ask	for	identification	of	
something

Is	this	a	__________________	or	an	Inca	chasqui?

Applying Ask	for	elaboration	about	
something’s	characteristics

What	is	the	chasqui	(foot	messenger)	like?	(possible	
answer,	fast,	smart,	travel	on	foot,	etc.)
What	does	this	fruit	taste	like?

Applying Ask	for	combining	of	two	or	
more	elements

What	is	a	chasqui’s	job?	(to	deliver	messages	by	
running	to	the	next	post)
What	would	you	use	to	eat	this?

Ask	for	comparison	between	
two	things

Which	fruit	would	you	rather	eat?

Analyzing Ask	for	analysis	and	
reporting	on	significance	of	
something

What	does	this	quipu	tell	the	Inca	king	about	the	
numbers	of	the	llama	herd	in	X	town?
Why	is	this	a	healthy	choice?

Evaluating Ask	for	judgment	about	
something

Is	that	good	or	bad	news?
Do	you	agree	with	his	reasoning	about	the	
healthiness	of	the	choice?

Ask	for	persuasion	on	
something

What	should	the	Inca	king	do	now?
What	fruits	should	we	put	in	our	salad?

Creating Ask	for	generation	of	
something	new

How	could	you	use	quipu	to	deliver	messages	to	
school	nurse	about	attendance?
How	else	could	we	include	this	fruit	in	our	menu?

Figure 2.13 Question Sequence for Differentiation

By Permission of Victoria Gilbert.
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Appetizer: Every	student	must	“share”	this	activity

Entrée: Students	select	one	of	three	choices

Side Dishes: Students	select	at	least	two	from	at	least	four	
choices

Dessert: (Optional)

Figure 2.15 Dinner Menu
Assignments can be differentiated using the Dinner Menu format

Show me you know and can use the _____________________ we learned this week.

Create	a	chart	that	analyzes	a	verb	pattern Fill	in	the	blanks	using	the	word	bank	in	the	
letter	Susan	writes	to	her	friend	in	Spain.

Write	your	own	song	using	verbs Read	the	story	(using	the	verbs)	and	make	a	
story	map

personajes

problema
resolución

Write	&	perform	a	skit	using	10	verbs	we	learned. Recite	a	poem	your	teacher	gives	you

Figure 2.14 Choice Board

By permission of Victoria Gilbert.

Choice boards are sometimes arranged in nine squares in a Tic-Tac-Toe format 
just like the game, but depending on the needs of the task or the needs of younger 
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Think Dots Choice Board for Clothing Unit

Describe	what	your	favorite	movie	
character	wears

 
 

Tell/Write	5	things	that	your	
teacher	is	wearing	today

 

Total	the	bill	for	dry	cleaning	
and	tell	the	client	how	much	
it	will	cost	to	clean	the	items.	

Tell	your	partner	5	items	of	
clothing	he	needs	to	put	on	from	
the	classroom	trunk

 

Your	little	brother	or	sister	is	
growing	and	needs	new	clothes.	
Tell	your	mom	what	doesn’t	fit	you	
that	you	can	hand	down.

Decide	on	a	packing	list	for	a	
trip	to	your	favorite	location.	
Make	a	list.

Figure 2.16 Think Dots Choice Board for Clothing Unit

By permission of Victoria Gilbert.

learners this can be adjusted to provide more or fewer squares. Students can be asked 
to choose three assignments that align horizontally, vertically, or diagonally. It is also 
possible to allow them to choose any three squares. Tic-Tac-Toe choice boards can also 
be aligned to Bloom’s taxonomy with each square filled with a task from various levels 
of the taxonomy.

Think Dots

Think Dots are made of six cards that are hole-punched in one corner.   The set is held 
together with a notebook ring, a loop of string, or any other device that allows students 
to flip through the set easily.  Each card has one or more dots on its front.  On the back of 
each card is a question or task that asks students to work directly with important knowl-
edge, understanding, and skills related to the topic they are studying. Figure 2.16 shows an 
example of a Think Dots activity used by Victoria Gilbert.

For Practice and Further Learning
 1. Examine a world language curriculum document and assess how it addresses the areas 

listed in the curriculum development graphic at the beginning of this chapter
 2. Choose a potential theme for a unit and develop a web of possible concepts and content 

for the unit.
 3. Fill out a unit plan template for your unit.
 4. Write a lesson plan for teaching a content-related topic.
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 5. Write a lesson plan for teaching a culture-related topic.
 6. Choose an instructional topic and plan for differentiated activities according to  content, 

process, or product.
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Differentiation in the World Language Classroom, Wiki created by Leslie Grahn and 
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 http://daretodifferentiate.wikispaces.com

Differentiation Strategies for Foreign Language Instruction. Wiki by Toni Theisen, 2009 
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