English with 1st and 2nd years! 

What a thrill!

Discussion held from February 27th to March 6th 2009 

Fielded by Ana Alexandra Silva, Marisa Alves and Sandie Mourão.

TOPICS COVERED:

1. Working with 1st and 2nd year children

2. Routines

3. Course books

4. The amount of L1

5. Songs / chants

6. Stories / Picture stories

7. Using Puppets

8. Mixed ability Classes

9. Materials/ resources suggested

“(…) There is nothing more important than enjoying teaching. Children can smell a happy teacher and it affects them in a very positive way.  So, be happy enthusiastic teachers, no matter what.  That’s the best way to beat any system!”
Sandie Mourão 

1. WORKING WITH 1ST AND 2ND YEAR CHILDREN

My 1st graders, specially, did not know really how to follow instructions, still didn't manage to follow classroom rules and conventions and had a hard time staying focused and calm in order to listen to the teacher. It takes a long time to achieve and develop a change in them to get to that step where they finally know exactly how to behave in a school environment specially inside a classroom. They definitively demanded unconsciously constant motivation to do things and to respond to my expectations. So motivation came from almost anything I could think of: either through my voice (imitating funny sounds, fooling around a bit, making up fantasy characters, telling silly jokes, playing songs and dancing in a "clumsy and funny" way to them, etc ... It's almost like being a complete "clown" 
in order to grab their attention and so far I can say it has worked. 


However when it comes to motor skills I must disagree a bit with the idea that when they come to school for the first time, that children still don't have those skills much developed. Totally untrue when referring to my own 1st graders. They were so used to all sorts of craftwork so using scissors was no problem to them and also asking them to move a part of their body, do an action like "jump" or "bend your knees" was no hardship whatsoever. 

What still happens to a certain extent every now and then is the fact that they easily don't hide a certain shyness towards certain activities which somehow forces the "clown" in me to once again enter the motivation and lifting up need to come above and make them believe that they can do it and most importantly ... there is nothing wrong in doing bad at the start because they will learn to do it better and better in time. Making children believe in this approach of things is a hard thing and emotionally is strong but not impossible. 

As a teacher, I easily put aside the linguistic fundament of teaching English for these children. Why? Well considering that they are going to start developing metalinguistic and metacognitive skills during their first four years of primary school I never intent to teach them the language under such goal. It makes no sense to me when dealing with this age field.  Language here mostly composed of easy words and easy catchy phrases and "language chunks" is a complete game and it should be treated as a game since that it's the best way for them to learn and retain those bits of language in their minds. They don't know that later all these learning will have such an important role in their lives and will allow them to do one extraordinary thing: COMUNICATE in a different language. "English" is for now the name of a "game", a "game" that they can also find bits and pieces of it in their real life (due to contact to the language through games, music, TV, family and others, etc) but still not in the sense of the "communicative approach". That will naturally come up when they are grown up enough to think about it and recognize languages (either native or foreign) under that perspective. 


Limited reading and writing? True! But training that in my classes? Noooo way! Too soon for that and those two language skills I have learned to put aside completely with 1st graders and then only every now and then bring a bit into my classes with 2nd graders. I am a complete believer that like a baby every child can easily learn 
anything by LISTENING because that was how I learned English when I was only 6 or 7 years old. (…)


When you say that you had to behave almost as a "clown" I can see the 3rd cycle and secundário teacher emerging from you. Educadoras de Infância do it all the time; those strategies you mentioned are the ones a Educadora uses all the time! So you are adapting to their age level; you do have to use strategies that adapt to their age level, and if that means singing and dancing so be it! You are establishing a connection with your young learners, and that's the only way they will learn!
Not all 1st graders are so comfortable using scissors or doing physical motion as yours; it really depends on their background education. If they attended pre-school they will be able to perform those tasks, but if they did not, those tasks you talked about can be a real problem for them. Motivation is the key word! 

Ana Alexandra Silva

The "clown" thing was really something I had to put inside of me as an adult to truly get closer to these children. I see it as a huge responsibility to reach their world and understand their own reading of what surrounds them and therefore the "clown" or any fantasy character I could come up with to truly make them feel joy on their learning. For me that is the most important achievement and truly part of the motivation process. I really liked when you mentioned you saw the "secondary" teacher in me with this because I had to perform the same way when starting out my teenagers. It's like an adult having to learn how to reach younger students and making them come closer to what you want. I felt the same need when dealing with VYL in primary schools. So the strategy is the same but obviously the character have to differ, and as you said we all need to learn to adapt those "characters" towards our class age levels and see how it works. It's cool to be an actor on a secondary level and bring into class their teen idols but it's even funnier and at the same harder to bring child characters into this world of theirs with the same purpose: educate and learn. 

Nuno Simões

2. ROUTINES

There's a section on young learners in Winter 2006 - Lynne Wilson's article is useful as it also reminds us that routines are important.


Start with a song - either a specific hello one or one which is part of the unit of work at the time. This brings everyone together and helps them get into English mode!Finish with a reflection about what we've done in the lesson, briefly going through which activities we did, any new words / remembered words, whether we enjoyed ourselves. I think it's really important to start reflecting on learning as early as possible, so I always start with my 1º ano children.

Sandie Mourão
Routines are important - for the children and for me. 
I have created some routines with my students:


· We always start the lessons with a song, a greeting song.Sometimes we sing more than one in order to remember different songs we have approached throughout the school year.

· It's also the moment I use to revise some of the chants we have learnt, they might forget it if they don't "use" it now and then.

· The other routine we have is to check if all students are in the room. I ask for someone's help, my secretary, and that student reads all the children's names. The others have to answer in English. They all enjoy this moment - all students have the chance to talk in English and to be heard by his/her classmates. (I don't let the secretary read the list unless the whole class is quiet) Students love the chance of being the secretary and in the beginning of each lesson I always have several students asking to play that role. (I got this idea of creating a secretary in the Sharing Session in Évora and it has been a success!)

· We also start by checking on the weather: we have the picture of a girl I drew (they coloured it and chose a name for her) and they have to choose different clothes for her to wear. This way they can remember how to ask and answer aboutthe weather. We started by doing this every lesson, now we only use it now and then, just to make sure they don't forget this vocabulary.

· I also have some routines for the end of the lesson, although sometimes I fail to do them if, for some reason, I don't have the time.I usually ask what their favourite moment/activity was and why. I also try to evaluate the students' behaviour in the end of each lesson giving them points. This is a very important feedback for them 
and has helped me to improve some difficult situations. 

Marisa Alves
I also evaluate my student’s behaviour - there is a chart on the board, with their names and the date of the lessons. They are evaluated by colours - red (bad), yellow (average) and green (good). At the end of each lesson, I 'colour' the day of each student according to their behaviour during the lesson that day.  When the chart ends (a chart for each month) if there is student with all 'greens', that student gets a present next class. So far I've given pencils and sharpeners, and they enjoy getting them. The students who don't receive anything are encouraged to behave better the following month, so they too can get a present.
I think it's a good strategy...

Tânia
I basically use most of your starters and finishers too in my classes(…). But along with that one, I have an Achievement Chart and a How-much-English chart (their favourite!!).  Representing the class, one pupil comes to stick one, two or three UK flags on the How-much-English chart depending on how much English they think they used in the class. This makes them make a great effort to use as much English as possible in class. Even a simple Yes or a No is said thinking on the How-much-English chart!! 

Daniela Coelho


I also share your routines, with light personal changes. Always a song to start (this song might change along the school year), always the question "Who's missing  today?", always a song to finish it up! Do not be "afraid" to use English in your class; the students will understand you (if not on the 1st attempt, they will understand it by the 2nd or 3rd attempt).

Ana Alexandra
I also evaluate my students’ behaviour - there is a chart on the board, with their names and the date of the lessons. They are evaluated by colours - red (bad), yellow (average) and green (good). At the end of each lesson, I 'colour' the day of each student according to their behaviour during the lesson that day.  When the chart ends (a chart for each month) if there is student with all 'greens', that student gets a present next class. So far I've given pencils and sharpeners, and they enjoy getting them.  The students who don't receive anything are encouraged to behave better the following month, so they too can get a present.
I think it's a good strategy...

Tania 

The Achievement Chart (…) is very, very simple. It's a chart for the whole class with three big yellow stars. In alphabetical order (as I also do for all the other charts), I call pupils to come and stick a star if they think they didn't work hard that day and three if they think they did. But it's always a moment where we talk for one or two minutes about how much they worked as a class but only one child a
class sticks the stars. As you can see it's not a very formal and profound thing! I'm not assessing their learning process directly. I'm just making them think about their effort to work hard in class. And they always are very aware of what they learn and their effort to concentrate and work and learn!

Daniela

As far as regular activities are concerned, I always ask Ss what the weather is like (they also have a weather chart hanging on the wall). They know the song "How's the weather?" and the words "sunny, cloudy, windy, rainy, snowy, hot and cold", so we sing that song at the beginning of every lesson! For instance, if it's sunny today, I ask them "How's the weather?", they answer "It's sunny". Then it's time to sing, I count 1, 2, 3 and we only sing that part of the song.  I taught them some gestures to go with the song and they love it. :) 

I created a behaviour chart too (I would use a red, yellow or green marker) - unfortunately it worked fine at the beginning of the school year but then Ss started not paying much attention to it.. Perhaps it's my fault too.. but there are some students who behave badly and don't care about a red mark on a chart. (I'm considering reviving the chart though)

“Only for Friends”
The different things we do to start / finish class.  First I’d like to say that I think it’s time well spent, especially in the early years.  I like to spend the first couple of months with my year 1 students setting up routines and expectations. Once it’s done we can move fast forward, but until I am sure all children are clear about how they are expected to behave I will go slowly.  


Routine helps children become autonomous learners, and that’s one of our objectives.  It’s worth spending that extra time when they are very little.  It means that as they develop as language learners you will see the difference.  I remember when I had my first group of students for four years – I’d had them from pre-school through to year 3.  I slowly began to notice little things that were the results of repeated routines and activities.  The reflection activities in particular helped children see the importance of working in pairs, and speaking only in English – they realised why we did these activities.  There’s a reason for everything!  I like to ask children why they think we do activities in pairs, they usually say Porque é fixe!   Well yes!  But when I show them that it’s fixe and it means they can get more practice, speak more English, and also help each other they look at such activities in a different way.

I haven’t gone off the point... What I’m trying to get at is that even if routine activities appear not to include the content you want to ‘teach’, and sometimes you think arghh that’s five minutes of my lesson... It is well spent.  You need to ensure that the other 35 mins is quality time too!  

Don’t forget with just 1hr and 30 mins of English / week we are not able to make miracles.  Go slowly but surely and over time we’ll get there.  Often we don’t see the benefits of what we do for a couple of years – but if we stay with a group, you will see them.

Sandie Mourão
3. COURSE BOOKS

Course books: I have no problem in working with them and not working with them. I see course books mostly as a source for all kinds of materials that I "re-do" and "recycle". I can copy a page with 6 images and turn each image into a game card or flashcard, whatever! And that provides me enough resources for a specific class. 


I agree it's exaggerating when banning course books! First of all we're in a school environment where children lean dealing with school books and learn through then. How armful can an English course book be for them. Silly really! I would understand if the reason were "they are very expensive" and we can't afford to give one per pupil. Therefore it's ok not to use them. I have had that experience of not using course books. The group I was working with prepared all sorts of activities for us so it helped me to not spend so much time researching for things the whole time. I mean: no matter how many benefits or drawbacks all kinds of resources are worth having and using. In the very end, trust me, it all depends on your own creativity and the way you decide to use them in class. Nothing else... they are there to help you but the "final word" is yours as a teacher. 

Nuno Simões
Using course books (CB)!  This is tricky! 


Zap A & B (OUP) has been mentioned several times.  I use it with my year 1 as well.  I’m wondering what books other teachers use.  ZAPPY (Porto Editora) is popular, mainly because of the price.

There are pros and cons for both situations.  Nothing is perfect.

If we all had lots of spare hours in our day we could spend them creating wonderful materials for our classes!  Materials based on fantastic picture books / traditional stories / cross curricular work  etc... It’s just so much easier to have a book with everything prepared!  

In pre-school I don’t use a CB, but I’ve only ever worked in primary for one year without a course book.  I was so excited – but disappointed with the results.  They were year 3, and I’d worked with them for four years, so I knew them well. The kids missed the book, and told me regularly.  I spent hours preparing my classes, and they didn’t all go well.  But on the other hand we  did some really exciting things.   We covered topics we would never have touched on in a CB.  I was working on my own – maybe if I’d been with a group of teachers all working together with no CB it would have been different?  

I like the support of a solid programme a CB can provide, and the knowledge that kids like having a brightly coloured book.  But there is nothing worse than having to work with a CB which is low quality and based on a bad learning programme.  I’m lucky I’ve always chosen what I want to work with, so I think I made a sound choice.

Sandie Mourão
On course books: This is my third year using Macmillan's Mini Magic and Story Magic (I've even used Macmillan's Patch and Robby with pre-schoolers. ..). These course books are mandatory in my teaching environment and I'm expected to complete the books' exercises so that parents can rejoice in their children's accomplishments!!

 

I think I'm getting to a point where they don't feel like the right thing to do, though they were really a good help in the beginning, specially when it came to 1st and 2nd grades - which was a totally unknown territory for me. Macmillan organizes its course books around a main story and every activity that follows always relates to that. The upside to this is course cohesion, structured learning and so on, but if you feel the need to break free and introduce something else, it becomes a real dilemma, because it's difficult to create a meaningful connection between, let's say, a nursery rhyme, or a real book and that 'terribly' familiar context that the children have become accustomed to. This is my major issue with using course books, or at least these ones. I think they trick me into creating a restricted universe of English. Last year I found out about supersimplesongs and became addicted to them. I use a lot of their material with the younger kids, applying it for routines and coolers and mini class breaks, but I still haven't managed to build a significant connection between that and the work we do that comes from their CB. 

 

Teaching 1st and 2nd graders is really my biggest challenge. If on the one hand they seem to be much easier to teach and to 'enchant', the fact is that it is much more difficult to structure their learning in order to get them to understand the purpose of it, and liaise each class with the next. They can enjoy their classes much more than the older ones, they bond with the teacher in two seconds, they have no trouble following your lead, dancing and singing and moving, but when I come home and think about where I'm taking them, in terms of language learning, I often see this big scaring question mark... 

 

I guess that if I could do more project work with them, something that would implicate a need for real language, I'd soon get some positive results, but working with the course book leaves me no time to do that. 

Ana
 

As far as the books are concerned, I've already mentioned I'm using Zap A and B but I don't use them every lesson. Sometimes I want to talk about topics which the book doesn't cover. And I also like doing some games I know they enjoy, such as bingo cards with words and/or pictures, a contest with teams for vocabulary practice, wearing a blindfold and identifying a specific object, etc. 

I don't think the book is vital but it is a great aid indeed! It shouldn't be regarded as a bad thing. We should, however, choose a good book. If we're not going to work with it, it's useless.
(Books may be a bad thing to parents who have to buy them. In my school, parents didn't have to pay for them).


A good book doesn't make a good lesson. A good teacher makes a good lesson and he/she may not need/use the book. 

Bárbara

You just mentioned such an important aspect; when you have a course book (CB) it doesn't mean that you should follow every single step on it, but it can be such a major help, specially for those teachers who are just starting. There are some good CB and some not so good, but there is not one perfect CB! So, you have a solid background in the CB and if you want you can always introduce new subjects! I've worked with Little Bugs 2 and I really enjoy it, but I missed one of the units, for instance. In every unit there is always some kind of work that is not related to the book, although it's related with the topic! 

Ana

In relation to Course Books, I prefer planning my lessons without depending on a course book. As Barbara has said, sometimes books don't cover a topic we want to talk about or activities we want to do. I like to feel free to choose and plan my activities. On the other hand, if parents have to buy one, I will feel bad if I don't use it (in my school parents have to pay for them).

Rita

Being a slave to a CB is terrible.  

But for beginner teachers having a solid structure is often useful, especially if it’s a quality CB.   It supports new teachers in particular, especially if they’ve never worked with year 1 students.  

When I started teaching I was lucky enough to use I SPY (OUP) and I learned to be a much better teacher – seriously!    A Good CB should have a Teacher’s Guide which believes in developing the teacher as they use the book.  This is something many of the UK publishers work hard to provide, but local publishers still haven’t quite got there.  It’s impossible not to use activities from CBs if we have none of our own. It’s a kind of mix and match!

So good CB are well worth using, but better to not be chained to.

Sandie Mourão
In what concerns to the CB...I once more must agree with Sandie because I have also worked without CB last year and "I was so excited – but disappointed with the results. (...)The kids missed the book, and told me regularly."I believe the teacher and the kids should have the freedom to let their imagination fly and without the CB it might be easier...or not...it depends... But I must admit I LOVE THE FREEDOM OF PLANNING MY LESSONS without following strict rules or a only a CB...I love finding out new stuff, new ways of helping the kids to start loving a language I love... 
With my 1st graders I should be using ZAPPY 1, but their primary teacher and me analyzed the book and reached to the conclusion that it's not adapted to their level and I must say other books such as "ENGLISH ADVENTURE" from LONGMAN, with which I worked (level 4) are much funnier and more interesting to this levels ( Levels A and B being for 1st and 2nd grades)... There are, however two books I find quite good from EDIÇÕES NOVA GAIA –PEEK A BOOK 1 and 2...check them at their website... http://www.novagaia .pt/ 

Ana Evaristo

I think it's only good to have something we can grab on to, but if the quality is inferior, we have to get some other resources... But in general, I think kids like to have their books, they're always enthusiastic when they hear that they're going to receive an English Book.

Tânia

4. THE AMOUNT OF L1

Do you speak in English or Portuguese in class? I mean, are we supposed to speak English all the time? I don't think so, but I always try to include more English words/sentences in my lesson, of course.

Bárbara


I think we should be aiming for as much English as possible in our classes. But I also think that we can use Portuguese to our advantage to support our students.  But not every one would agree with me.  

As long as we are aware of when we use Portuguese and that it is being used in situations which are not detrimental to our students’ English learning.  We want to create an environment which promotes the use of English, and so to do this we need to use English for as much as possible.  I think it’s important to allow children to use Portuguese, and as teachers we can recast and help them say things in English.  I often use Portuguese to create a relationship with students, for my beginner students I couldn’t do that in English.  

I also think it’s important to let children talk about things in Portuguese which they would not be able to do in English.  If we are using picture books for example, they provide rich visual input which may provoke discussion, often too advanced for the English they have – I would allow the discussion in Portuguese, as long as I didn’t lose the English in the story. 

If we make it clear we want them to try hard to use English children will, but that shouldn’t mean we ban Portuguese.  

Sandie Mourão
The amount of English in the English classroom is a BIG issue! I must agree with Sandie when she says that Portuguese shouldn't be banned, and adopt an only English position. It's so important for our young ones to listen to the sounds of English. If they don't listen they will not became acquainted with the sounds of English. So, you could say that I'm a BIG defender of English in the English classroom. Where else will they have the opportunity to listen to English??? They have to listen, to repeat, to infer meaning. But again, balance and good judgment are the keys questions! We are Portuguese, so whenever our mother tongue is needed we should use it! We do not want to alienate students, we want them interested! So, the amount of English increases from one class to the other; if in the 1st lesson you use 10% of English by the last lesson of the school year you should be on 70% English and 30% Portuguese. If in the 1st lesson of a certain unit you use 20% English, by the last lesson of that same unit you should be using 70% English. 
There are some lessons where I can speak loads of English :)
Sometimes I can't :(
But it's so good when I can: giving simple instructions, asking questions...

Ana Alexandra Silva

I use as much English as possible. I use lots of gestures but if I can't make myself clear I usually ask the best student(s) to explain in Portuguese or if it doesn't work I explain the activity in Portuguese. However I try to use examples, I try to do the first example on the board, I try to show with gestures, etc. 

 

Most classroom language I use is in English. Even the little ones know how to say "May I go to the toilet?". They know it very well because I don't answer unless they say it in English and if they forget it, they ask for classmates' help. I always praise their effort with words, gestures (thumb up) and a smile.  They know classroom language better than much vocabulary learnt because they have the chance to hear it and to use it every lesson. In fact they enjoy using English to ask for permission to use coloured pencils for example, or to answer "Yes, it is" after the question "Is it correct?". Of course sometimes they forget to use English, for instance to say "four", but then I insist "In English, please" and they make the effort, if necessary I use my fingers and we count together. I always ask "May I clean the board?" and they have to answer in English, frequently they say "Yes, it is" instead of "Yes, you may", but anyway we have fun trying to use the language as much as possible.

 

However now and then they doubt their skills:

- Florêncio Moniz once told me "If a child doesn't understand some words but gets the global meaning of what is being said, no problem, they are happy, but if an adult doesn't know a word, they say they understood nothing." 

- After several lessons reading a story and commenting on it, a student came to me at the end of the lesson and asked if I could tell the story in Portuguese. I asked some questions about the story in Portuguese and he answered me correctly. Then I said "See, there is no need to tell the story in Portuguese. You understood everything." He smiled.

 

But there is one situation where I use Portuguese: it's when I want to talk about their behaviour, to say I don't want them to do something and why, etc. That is too hard for them to understand in English and I want them to react immediately, so I need to use Portuguese.

 

So I guess we should use it as much as possible but if we feel we need to use Portuguese at some point of the lesson then we should. I have tried having the whole lesson just in English. They all understood what they had to do but their behaviour was much worse than usual. They understood my body language, they knew my facial expression meant I was not happy but still they kept on pushing the limits. So now, whenever I feel the need to use Portuguese, I do.

Marisa Alves

5. SONG / CHANTS

Today while finishing  my "scarecrow" craft task with my 1st graders they heard the song "scarecrow song" and basically all they had to do was performing in a simple dance routine the gestures the scarecrow mentioned in the song ... they did it with no problem but once again with my help. 
Since children tend to find it a bit more difficult to listen to something (specially when you teach them from 16.30 to 17.30 ... a specific schedule I prefer not to comment on!) I had to translate the 
lyrics doing myself the dance routine which consisted on:


a) waving arms
b) shaking legs
c) clapping hands
d) stamping feet
e) nodding their heads


After two times listening to the song and doing the "dance routine" nice and smoothly I suddenly realized that this was a great change to do it but with no music in the background just them chanting and moving along with me ... so (since I have no voice for children chants and songs LOL) I chanted it and they repeated it (I said each lyric like 2x or 3x and then they followed repeating it and doing the gesture I asked for). Totally entertaining they loved it and even wanted more ... but the lesson was coming to an end. 

I even enjoyed myself ... so why wouldn't they?

Nuno Simões

That's great! You saw that you could go a step forward and you did! And the children responded to your call. English should be a positive, engaging experience, and that's the right way to do it! The routine you speak about may not be easy for them, but it is a challenge they most happily engage in.


Let me share with you a song about a Little Piggy!  It was a major success amongst my students. It goes like this. Piggy is a pet animal that only speaks to me in English, he sometimes asks me if he wants one of the students to do something. He is my personal helper and he is also a reward if a student behaves! He/She may sit by Piggy during the class! Do not look so sceptical... It does work :)
The song:
I'm a little Piggy (sung to: "I'm a little teapot")
I'm a little piggy (point to Piggy)
Short and stout (hands to say short and stout)
Here are my ears (point to the ears)
Here is my snout (point to the snout)
When I see the (hand on your forehead)
Farmer in the dell,
I oink, oink
And wiggle my tail. (wiggle the tail)


They really loved this song; they want to know all things about Piggy. Now Piggy has been on holiday on his family's farm in England, of course. With this song you are covering farm animals: What other animals live in the farm with Piggy?Colours: what colour is Piggy?; Body parts: ears, snout... then go to legs, eyes.... I think it can work as an ice-breaker. .. the 1st lessons; and then you can call Piggy and he may help you with other activities.

Ana Alexandra Silva

Do you know a book called Music & Song, by Tim Murphy (Oxford English, Resource Books for Teachers)? 

 

It's an interesting book to use with all age groups but the last paragraph is dedicated specially to using music and chants with young learners.

Murphy says "When children sing (...) They become the word they sing, as their bodies move and their voices leap to express their feelings. Repetition seems never to bore them although it may sometimes drive teachers crazy!"

In this section he suggests some jazz chants (rhythm without singing a melody) and TPR songs, also called action songs. He always refers to time, aim and preparation of the activities, often suggesting variations for the same activity.

For those fond of this kind of activity, Murphy's book is very helpful as it guides the teacher step by step. He gives an interesting piece of advice, one I should have read before doing my first chant with my students, years ago: "Do not insist on perfection". ;-)

He suggests sample materials for TPR exercises and shows how to use songs like "My hat it has three feathers" or role-play songs, that is, songs that can be acted out, such as The bear song.

 

Lately I've used a chant with my students.  It was about animals and it's similar to a song I used to know.  It goes like this:

I saw a cat 

kissing a bat.

I saw a dog

kissing a frog.

 

It's an easy one to explain, I used pictures a student drew for me.

I do it with the whole group first. They have to repeat my words. I always use a monster voice so they know when they hear it they have to repeat what I'm saying. Later I use other kinds of voices too and they love it.

After repeating the chant once or twice, I split them into two groups and one of the groups has to repeat the last words:

Group A (or boys group): I saw a cat

Group B (or girls group): cat, cat, cat

A: kissing a bat

B: bat, bat, bat

Sometimes I ask them to clap their hand and they also enjoy that.

 

I imagined one to use in Easter: 

The Easter bunny 

is really funny 

with chocolate eggs 

on its legs.

 

I also imagined another one to use with numbers:

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 

Let's go for a drive (we pretend driving a car and we have to hop because the road is terrible)

6, 7, 8, 9, 10

Let's visit Big Ben (we point at our eyes and mimic a tower)

Marisa Alves

My favourite is a Carolyn Graham chant 
http://www.amazon. com/Jazz- Chants-Student- Carolyn-Graham/ dp/0195024079


I like chocolate, yes I do!
I like chocolate, yes I do!
I like chocolate, yes I do!
I like chocolate too!  (OR Yum, Yum, Yum, Yum, Yum!)

Replace chocolate with anything! Other food... Fav activities ... Fav subjects ... Pets ... Whatever!

One child sings <<I like xxx, yes I do!>>  The rest of the class replies <<I like chocolate too!>>

Chants are excellent for helping children pronounce English words and get the rhythm right!

Sandie Mourão 

I guess 1st and 2nd graders are great energizers for teachers. They just can't get enough of chanting and singing and acting! Here are some routines I use with them: classroom management is an only-English speaking time, from the line up outside, when we chant variations of  

(to the tune of Frère Jacques)  "Are we ready, are we ready/ yes we are/yes we are/ for standing in a straight line or to go into the classroom / for sitting very quiet / here we are / here we are"

 

to all the other small routines we have to get things going. We always start class with a modified version of Elisenda Papiols' chant "Hands up/hands down", which goes like "Hands up, hands down, shake your body (x2)/ it's English time!!!" (shouting) and then a very focused moment when they wait for the "...and sit down!!" command to see who is the last to sit - no consequence, it's just for fun..

 

Then after roll calling we have this short dialogue with finger puppets, where two children go to different corners of the classroom and then pretend to walk and bump into each other. They start the year with simple greetings and little by little we introduce more complex sentences like "I've got a ___for you/thank you!" or  "What a nice t-shirt!/thank you." etc..

 

We also have a chant that goes like "everybody sit down (quiet/line up/smile/sleep/ jump/or anything we need), sit down/sit down/everybody sit down/just like (child A - for modelling the action)". They love this one because they're always trying to do better to get their names in the song. Sorry I can't tell you to what tune it is. 

Ana

"Hands up/hands down", which goes like "Hands up, hands down, shake your body (x2)/ it's English time!!!" (shouting) and then a very focused moment when they wait for the "...and sit down!!" command to see who is the last to sit - no consequence, it's just for fun.. "

I can make something up though. I like singing so I can just try out a melody. 

Bárbara

I usually use the songs from "Super simple song" site, because they are taught with gestures, which makes teaching and learning easier and funnier. I have already used the greeting song "Hello! How are you?" to teach feelings, the weather song "How's the weather?" (this one has already been referred in this discussion) and the colour song "Find something blue" to teach colours and play with them. 
I also think songs and rhymes work very well.

Rita

This is the first time I've worked with 1st and 2nd graders. I thoughtit would be difficult to teach them things without writing the wordsbut it's cool! They love songs and are fast-learners. I always addsome gestures because I think it's fun and helps them learn. In addition, the book (I've chosen Zap A and B - OUP) also providesgood songs related to each topic. The fact that Ss own a book is verymotivating too! They enjoy its colours, the characters, etc. However,we don't use the book all the time, of course.

“Only for Friends”
I use them [songs] (specially Longman or Oxford course books CDs these are the best ones in my opinion with really great songs and great short simple easy following stories kids can understand) as often as I can specially because they LOVE it. You see, every time they see me with a CD they all put a smile on their faces so in that sense it creates joy and motivation. I love being eclectic and selecting the best pieces of everything I look for and collect it all to make my own lessons plans. I invest a bit on certain resources that sometimes can be expensive but I do it because I need to have ways to create as many strategies, resources and activities as I possibly can based on whatever I find. It's not a hard thing for me, it just takes a bit of time and lots of patience! 

Nuno Simões
6. STORIES / PICTURE STORIES

I particularly enjoy the stories, the chants, the rhymes.
Children enjoy listening to stories in their own mother tongue and are familiar with narrative conventions. Picture books present language in a context. It makes it cognitively demanding, therefore a challenge that children will happily engage with.
So here's a recent story I've worked on with my 2nd graders...

The Gruffalo by Julia Donaldson (MacMillan)
A box, a shoe box, is taken into the class. This mysterious object (at least for the students it should be mysterious) is decorated with several drawings, stickers, papers of different colour); the box has a little cat door. The Teacher should build up the suspense by trying to make the students to guess what is inside. One of the students is asked to put his or her hand through the cat door and get one of the things out of the box. As they take the things out of the box they may want to try to guess what the box is about. When all the items are out of the box the Teacher presents the characters in the story that is about to be told: the little mouse, the fox, the owl, the snake and the gruffalo. By using a decorated shoe box you can prepare your students for the story. They are now ready to listen to the events of the story; they know the characters and they do want to know the events. Whether you use such a strategy (the box) or not, is not relevant; what is really important is that you, as a teacher, should be able to understand that the students need to be prepared for the story.

Ana Alexandra Silva

I have had the pleasure to try Ana's shoe box idea. 
I used it as soon as I went back to school. I used it with all my classes, from 1st to 4th year students.
I used it to introduce a story called "The lamb who came for dinner", by Steve Smallman and Joelle Dreidemi. It's about an old wolf that is tired of having vegetable soup and would love to eat some lamb for dinner. Ironically, there's someone knocking at the door and guess who? It's a lovely lamb! (You have to read the whole book to enjoy the tenderness shown in the great pictures and the story itself.)

It worked really well as the box allowed me to introduce the new vocabulary I wanted the children to know. The other reason why this was so successful is the suspense it created and that caught the children's attention. They were all expecting to get something interesting from the box and they laughed every time someone took an object out of it.It also worked because the objects I used were my children's toys. I used Barbie furniture, doll clothes (related to the cold weather) and fur toys to let them know the name of the animals involved in the story; all this important to understand the plot. 

Of course, my younger students wanted to touch the toys. It took several lessons to finish this unit and in the end of each lesson they would come next to me and start "organizing" the furniture, sitting the wolf and the lamb on the chairs, getting them dressed, etc.

Another reason why I think it was important for the success of this strategy is the fact that I love

this book and that I really enjoyed myself while telling the story. I had different voices for each one of the animals, used lots of mimics and used the book to show the pictures. Everyone understood the story, even the younger students. 

Marisa Alves

Marisa said how long the shoe box strategy took; this might discourage you to use it! Don't! Most of us are trained as 2nd and 3rd cycle (also secundário) teachers and time is something that we treasure and need! Because those teachers are bound to a syllabus, they must comply to Ministério directions. Although we have Orientações Programáticas they are not mandatory; this does not mean that you should not follow them (you should know them and follow them as far as possible), but you don't have to go through all the contents. So, if your 1st or 2nd graders are having fun (and learning) with a strategy why rush into another, that might not work...
If you used your time building a shoe box you should use intensively; not just use it once and move on.

Marisa also told us that probably the success of the strategy worked so well because she really enjoys the story; I would dare to say that was the reason why the strategy succeeded! If you don't feel the connection with the story; if you don't like it... it's almost certain that your young ones won't like it! When you want to tell a story, choose one that you really enjoy! And you do tell the story in English, using voices, mimics and pictures as Marisa points it! They will understand (trust me, please)!

Ana Alexandra Silva

Did you try to play the story using the students as actors? You would probably be amazed on how much language they could reproduce. I know it can be a bit messy... but again, you are not rushing! Take your time! If they really enjoyed the story about the scarecrow, I bet they would love to act it and sing the song! I find that sometimes English teachers do rely too much on CD's and don't allow the students to sing by themselves. I should say that I'm a very bad singer, but I always try to eliminate the CD once the students are confident enough to sing solo!

Ana Alexandra Silva

I've tried in past acting the "Goldilocks and the 3 Bears" story with my former 1st and 2nd graders last years. They were all a mix class and we changed the whole classroom into a bear's house with the 3 different beds, 3 different bowls (used plates from the school canteen LOL) and three different sized chairs. The pupils were involved used masks of each character and while I read the story aloud as narrator the rest of the class said almost all the lines of each character in choir while their fellow actor classmates acted out their roles,. It was fun and not messy because they were only a class of 12 so not "chaos" here. I am truly thinking repeating this experience with my 1st and 2nd graders again this year. I hope to do 
it well. 

Nuno Simões

And yes, my pupils are absolute fans of songs, chants and stories. 
Even though they are a bit tired at the end of the day to truly listen to anything as soon as they see me putting a CD on the CD platter in class ...that's when fun comes in and the "tiredness" vanishes for a moment. And games too though they require being calm to listen and follow instructions and also allows students to be a bit noisier inside the classroom.

Nuno Simões

7. USING PUPPETS

I use a puppet with my pre-school children and tend to slowly let go with year 1 & 2.  But I often regret it.  Kids as old as year 4 still ask about their pre-school puppet, and have a special place for him in their heart :-) Puppets really do make a difference.  

Has anyone bought the OUP book by Mary Slattery called ‘Teaching with bear’?  
http://www.oup. com/elt/catalogu e/isbn/1320? cc=global 
It’s wonderful and comes with a bear puppet, who is just gorgeous!  Mary  also spoke about using puppets at the APPI conference last May.  What I like about her book is  that it is so down to earth.  She doesn’t give her puppet a voice as such, he’s just there in presence.  That makes a lot of sense, and can be less threatening for you as a teacher too!  I never give my puppets voices, and I thought I was doing it wrong!  I feel much better now I know that Mary doesn’t either :-) 

One of my first puppets was a little while polar bear called Polly.  She was actually one of my daughter’s soft toys, but I opened her up, and took out her stuffing (I made sure my daughter didn’t see!) - she is such a sweet puppet, and the kids loved her.  I think there’s something special about a puppet who is soft and fluffy – I’m never very keen on the ones made of cloth.    The OUP course ZAP A and ZAP B has been mentioned several times this week... It also has a puppet, but it’s just a simple cloth hand puppet, and lacks the realness of a soft toy.  I don’t use it, though I think that the kids thought he was OK!  

Children’s division between reality and fantasy is still very hazy in year 1... That they are still happy to live in a magic world with puppets.  It’s worth making the most of!

Sandie Mourão
8. MIXED ABILITY CLASSES

Our discussion has mentioned course books. I find it really hard to use the CB with the mixed ability classes. 

That is my main problem: I feel I have to pay attention to the different groups and it's hard to get it as good as I'd like to. Now and then I have to remember myself that my expectations have to be a bit different according to their school year.

 

Florêncio Moniz has given me some suggestions: ask older students to help younger ones, use the same topic for all the students but after the speaking and listening activities  ask the younger ones to do something different, more related to arts and crafts, while the children from 3rd and 4th years can work and play with writing and reading skills. That's what I usually try to do. But still, it's not easy and it's not perfect.

 

This week we have been talking about the human body:

I started with "heads, shoulders, knees and toes" and did some activities Florêncio suggested in Évora's Sharing Session (TPR activities): 

- drawing a girl/boy on the floor and they had to hop onto the right body part;

- I asked them to follow my instructions and point at the right part of their body, according to the words they heard; 

- then I asked a student at a time to do the same: say a word and the others had to identify it, pointing at their body (they can say any word they remember, even if they aren't sure what it means);

- I asked them to hop on 3 different parts of the drawing and say their names (they would choose only the words they knew - this makes them feel more confidant), of course I chose the best students to go first;

- I asked the older children to read a word and to hop onto the right "answer", this way they could practise reading skills.

 

- I split the mixed ability classes  into "mixed ability pairs" (e.g. a 1st year and 4th year children), so the older ones could show them the right answer if necessary. In some cases it was, but not for all children.

- The older students did some crosswords, the younger ones had to colour a picture;

- The older children also did a gap filling exercise: they had to colour a bird with the colours they wanted, then they would have to complete the sentences with the right colour according to their own picture (e.g. the bird has got ... toes).

- But the thing they enjoyed the most was the monster dictation (to revise numbers and body parts). I did the 1st monster on the board with them, then I asked them to sit in pairs and to follow their partner’s instructions.  I only did it with the smallest class, where only 3 children are from the 1st and 2nd years. I realized the younger students enjoyed doing the monsters but they played mainly a passive role, where they had to draw but not to dictate. 

Marisa Alves

I think it’s really important to try all sorts of tactics to deal with mixed ability.  It’s a difficult situation to be in, and there is no real solution for any group.

Sandie Mourão 

9. SUGGESTED LINKS

I think this article by Jayne Moon gives an excellent insight on how the teaching age of our learners is important:
http://www.britishc ouncil.org/ portugal- ensinar-ingles- revista-archive. htm 
http://www.britishc ouncil.org/ ie2005w30- jayne-moon. pdf
Ana Alexandra Silva

Jayne Moon's article is excellent. I saw her give the talk at the YL Conference in Lisbon in 2005 - she is such a wise lady. The article is an excellent way to remember that starting early is not always best! It depends on so many factors: 
How long / often are the lessons
Teachers competence and training with YLs
Aims and expectations
Appropriate methodology
Appropriate assessment methods
Professional support for teachers

... and she finishes by saying how important it is that the experience is positive. We need to remember that. Positive for the children and for the teachers.

Sandie Mourão 

Topic - Farm Animals
1st - greetings (We sang "I'm a Little Pig" and a few others "Rolly hop!" (Sandie taught me this one!) and "Point to the..."
2nd - vocabulary revision (flashcards, questions! "Is this a pig?" - "No, it's a cat!) - 
3rd - they actually ask me to listen to the story "The moon is in the river" again! And repeated the animals' line almost every single time!
4th - Acting: in my classroom there is a platform by the blackboard; the platform was turned into a boat :) There were 6 animals and they all entered the boat: "Where are you going?/I'm going to bet a boat./Can I come with you?/Yes, of course, duck" And these lines are repeated whenever a new animal steps in. So we had a sheep, a duck, a cow, a hen, a horse and a cat. All the students had the chance to be an animal. They loved it!
5th - Tidy up song - it was time to go!


It's great to be a teacher!!!!

Ana Alexandra Silva


So I guess I could share now two examples of class activities that I've used in class with my 1st and 2nd graders:

a) Topic: Toys (a suggestion I tried with my 2nd graders)
* Each student gets a 6 piece mini-flashcards where they can identify six different toys that they have already learnt and used in previous lessons (e.g. doll)
* Use a simple song whose lyrics are as easy as possible and most importantly have clear catchy phrases (e.g. "laugh and play" are often repeated many times in English primary course book songs and that frequency of repetition easily leads them to say that phrase almost spontaneously.
* Allow the children to listen to the song one fist time to know the melody, the vocals, and possibly recognize one or two words which they might already be familiar with (e.g. a colour or a number are 
more often recognized). Then during a second time they will try to listen more carefully to the song and find out words that refer to the topic "Toys". So as they listen to the song, the teacher presses pause when a specific word comes in (e.g. ball or game) and the children then pick up a card where the heard toy is and raise it with their hands. When they manage to get it all right I just say "Hooray" and they all clap happily for having made it right. When they fail to get it, I just show the flashcard (big sized) with the image they were supposed to choose. Never show them any facial sign that makes them feel sad and disappointed with the failure, keep up the spirit making them feel the game is not over yet. 
* Another possible game to use with this song and this time around using my own flashcards: make it a competition as children love to get points and win games! Choose 2 pupils to start with - play the song, pause it the same you I explained before and when you do so, those two pupils have to immediately run towards the blackboard or any other place inside the classroom where you place your flashcards and they must put their hands on the right one according to the word in the song they listened. Who gets it right, gets a point for his or her team. "Hooray"!! :)

Drawback: sadly games can be messy, and this last one brings us a drawback I have also experienced - competition can be a bit too aggressive for children as they all have the will to win but not the strength to accept defeat. They are still quite egocentric and releasing themselves from such flaw takes time ... so remember not to forget your "clown" character to help them in anyway you can to learn to be less concerned with such defeat and at the same time teach winners to respect their classmates' defeat. 


b) Topic "Body" (used with my 1st graders during 2-3 classes)

*I selected recently a story and a song taken from the course book "Zap" (OPU) and said to myself that I could try the story, the song and a craft activity with my first graders. How?Well first I started out by introducing them a character -
"Scarecrow" and with it told them that they would listen to a sad story that happened to him. "Oooohhhh" (LOL) So I had this 6 picture story card I made myself to help them out to understand the story. So I first showed them the story through those cards and they were able to identity different elements and understand what was going on (this was an opportunity for them to learn a few new words like "bird" or remember words like "girl" (if you go through that course book you 
will find a page with the 6 images and the characters in it!!!). 
Besides learning the story through the images, I had to also use my "drama skills" to help them out (e.g. "wave your arms" or "shake your legs") I did these motions and they immediately followed me by doing them as well. That was fun!!! So this not only helped them to develop interpretation skills and understanding events presented in a picture sequence, but also develop language skills by reviving old words and introducing new ones, plus, developing motor skills. 

*After all that, children got the chance to listen to the story hearing the characters speak. And they had no hard time to follow the listening once again helped by the story cards and obviously guided by me. The funniest thing was seeing them repeating one catchy phrase the scarecrow used constantly in the story "they don't go away" ... they easily repeated that one ...

* As soon as the story was told and explained, the children started making their own scarecrow: I resized into a A3 format copy of 5 different images of the scarecrow where, in each one of them, only one part of his body was clearly seen lacking then other parts. In groups of 3 (my 1st grade class is made of 15 pupils) they received one copy of the scarecrow plus inside an envelope the missing pieces of the scarecrow for them to cut, paste and colour on the right place of the A3 scarecrow. It was fun to see the different looking scarecrow all coloured differently. Their craft were placed on their classroom walls so that they could show it to their main teacher the next day. :)

*Finally, after finishing the craft, they get the chance to hear a song about our friend scarecrow, in which he sings to children to "shake your legs" or "clap your hands" with him. This requires revising body parts vocabulary once again (once again is never too much!!) and the actions they learnt with the story. It's awesome to see them doing the gestures while listening to the song, but only after you explained them how to do things in a coordinated and organized way (and that can take a bit of time and patience! Remember that children of these ages are still slow in their skill learning process!)

Nuno Simões

