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Three Basic Principles that Enhance English Language Learning
Basic Principle #1:  Increase Comprehensibility
Think to yourself, “How will I make my meaning more understood by the students?”

· Build on the student’s prior knowledge.  Begin activities with what students already know.  Start with the “big picture”.
· Use activities that move students from concrete to abstract thought.
· Always introduce new vocabulary and new concepts within a meaningful context.
· Be certain that the non-verbal clues that you use are clear, straightforwardly unambiguous, and free of cross-cultural confusions.
· There are 4 kinds of visuals in education.  Increase and incorporate their use as much as makes sense to show meaning:
· pictures / photographs
· props
· realia
· graphic organizers
· Give demonstrations to help show your meaning
· Use new vocabulary repeatedly; in a variety of contexts; recycle new vocabulary frequently right after it has been introduced and then continue its use after that
· Students need to hear vocabulary used repeatedly in order for them to acquire it and use it themselves.
· Allow students to do hands-on activities
· Show the meaning of what you’re talking about.
· Talk about what you’re showing.
· Simplify speech, but don’t oversimplify.  Speak naturally.
· Start with oral and aural activities first (so students can learn to hear the sounds of English first) and move to written activities later.
· Structure written text carefully using graphic organizers and visual clues whenever possible.
· Check for comprehension frequently.
· Ask students for a “physical response” (instead of saying, “Do you understand?”)
· Thumbs-up/down
· Point to something
· Move something (themselves; a picture in 1,2,3, order)
· Use repetition:  don’t be afraid to say the same thing several times during the course of instruction or say the same thing in a variety of ways.  Choose lessons that have natural repetitions of key words, key phrases, and key concepts.  (Remember it is the repetition of words and concepts that aids students in acquiring these themselves.)
· Focus on key concepts of the lessons.  Leave out the extemporaneous.  Learn to choose the essential.
· Recycle learned concepts:  build on what the students already know or on what you have already taught them to teach new concepts.  Instead of constantly presenting new, new, new concepts, connect concepts and build on previous knowledge to build new knowledge.  Recycle previously learned vocabulary to introduce new concepts and new vocabulary.
· Use what it isn’t to teach what it is.  A good way to teach the meaning of vocabulary is through opposites when possible.  (For example, to show what invisible means, demonstrate what visible means; then compare it to invisible to demonstrate the meaning.  Similarly, show the meaning of delicious/tasteless; fair/unfair, etc.)
Remember that these things by themselves don’t increase comprehensibility.  Teaching isn’t a solo performance.  It’s a symphony.  It’s a work of art.  It’s about making connections to meaning.  The teacher needs to do more than just talk and show pictures.  

Basic Principle #2:  Increase Interaction and Language Use 
Students won’t learn English by just listening to a teacher talk.  Language is learned by practicing it and by interacting with others, even if that means that the interaction is not always perfect.  Students must be allowed structured and unstructured interaction times to practice with the English language.  Less teacher talk and more student talk, that is, more student interaction about the subject and topics being learned, means more English proficiency, including more academic English proficiency, for the student.
That means if teachers always have students in neat rows expecting quiet classrooms, or always sitting quietly at tables with their hands respectfully folded, language is not going to be developed.  Language is dynamic.  Humans learn to speak by speaking and interacting.  

In situations where the classroom is made up of students whose language proficiency is dominant in a language other than English, teachers may find it more challenging to encourage children to keep student peer conversations in English.  After all, if their dominant language is other than English, and their primary concern is to communicate, keeping the language practice in English isn’t what the children are thinking about.  They just want to get their point across and they will use whatever language system is most efficient to get the job done!  That is the natural thing to do – whatever the child’s age.  Therefore, it’s just natural for a classroom of native Spanish speakers to speak to each other in Spanish, not English, no matter how badly the teacher wants them to learn English.  This means the teacher has to give them a really, really, good and sensible reason to use English (and that’s not always going to be just because the teacher said so!)  (Actually, it’s easier to get a classroom of older students to comply, because they are more metacognitively aware of learning another language.)  For younger students, the use of humor and always making target language activities fun are good stimuli.  Play games, sing songs, tell jokes, do magic tricks, do easy craft activities that are step-by-step demonstrations students can see and follow.  Providing students with a language partner they have to use the new language with, even an imaginary target, such as a puppet, gives students a sensible reason to use the target language.  Tell the class that the class pet only speaks the target language and create activities designed to talk to the pet – be creative!  Remind teachers that they are the language models in the classrooms.  Teachers themselves need to provide excellent examples of rich, interesting vocabulary for children at all times.  In addition, they need to know how to structure the classroom day to maximize student interactions.
Allow students to interact with each other about what you are teaching.  
· Plan cooperative rather than group activities. 
· Plan to have students use the vocabulary of the lesson in their interactions with each other in meaningful ways.
· Make sure all students need each other to complete the interactive tasks.
· Make sure all students have an equal role to play in the interactive task.
· Be certain there is accountability for all students in the task.
There are distinct and important differences between truly cooperative work and group work as illustrated in Chart A.  This is not to say that there is not a role for group work in the classroom.  It is just to say that teachers should realize the differences and plan for them.  The two activities yield different interactions among students and different end results.
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Basic Principle #3:  Increase Use of Higher Order Thinking Skills and Teach Learning Strategies
Students come to school with a need to develop thinking skills and with a need to learn how to learn.  It is the responsibility of the educators that teach them to help students develop to their full potential through practice in thinking skills that challenge them to prioritize, make choices, categorize, make inferences, justify their opinions, synthesize ideas, process their thinking, express themselves convincingly, develop organizational skills and develop study skills that are appropriate to the individual’s cognitive ability, age, and learning styles. 

This means that the teachers will benefit from training that teaches them how to ask students the right kinds of questions that develop those skills. 

Chart 2 provides an illustration of the kinds of questions teachers can ask ELLs, taking into consideration their limited English skills and using strategies to increase comprehensibility, from lower- to higher-level thinking order.  Teachers should remember to make their questions comprehensible by applying the concepts of Basic Principle #1 when posing questions.

	Lower Level Thinking

	Knowledge:

Identification and recall of information
	Who, what, when, where, how _________________________?

Describe _______________________________.

	

	Comprehension:

Organization and selection of facts and ideas
	Retell ___________________ in your own words.

What is the main idea of ____________________?

	Higher Level Thinking

	Application:  

Use of facts, rules, principles
	How is ____________ an example of _____________?

How is ______________ related to _______________?

Why is ______________ significant?

	

	Analysis:

Separation of a whole into component parts
	What are the parts or features of _________________?

Classify __________according to _____________?

Outline/diagram/web __________________.

How does ____________ compare/contrast with _________?

What evidence can you list for_________________?

	

	Synthesis:

Combination of ideas to form a new whole
	What would you predict/infer from ___________________?

What ideas can you add to________________?

How would you create/design a new ___________?

What might happen if you combined ______ with _______?

What solutions would you suggest for ___________?

	

	Evaluation:

Development of opinions, judgments, or decisions
	Do you agree?

What do you think about _____?

What is the most important __________?

Prioritize ____________.

How would you decide about _______?

What criteria would you use to assess_______________?


Specific Strategies that Enhance English Language Learning 
(target:  math)

Teach the Text Backwards
The traditional sequence of introducing text/math activities in education has been this:
1. Read the text.  (This often means “read the text to the student” or introduce the math theory.)
2. Answer the questions (by doing the math problems.)

3. Discuss the material (by giving the answers to the math problems)
4. Do the applications/expansions.

The “Teach the Text Backwards” strategy is often used in content classrooms (and is modified here for the math class) by encouraging teachers to modify their delivery to include the same four steps, but change the format to accommodate math:
· 4:  Read the text.  (text can be from trade books, internet sources, or traditional texts; make these real life scenarios that require an application of the math concepts as well as an understanding of the math concept)

· 3:  Answer the questions (ask:  What math will we need to know to solve this problem?  When in real life will we need to use this math?  What will you do?  How did you do it?  Then what did you do?  What did you think?  Etc…)  
· 2:  Discuss the material  (Have a real discussion and ask:  How will we solve this problem?  What do we need to do to solve this problem?  What math do we need to know to solve this problem?  Etc….)
· 1:  Do the applications/expansions  (Present the problem in a real life scenario.)
Chart 1














Group Work





Any one student could potentially complete the assigned task alone while the others in the group look on.





One or a few group members could do well while one or a few group members do not














One or a few group members can hitchhike; they are not required to overtly participate or their task is primarily symbolic or busy work.











There is a lot of wait time or down time when members of the group are not overtly active

















Cooperative Work





Students need each other to successfully complete the assigned task.








All group members


must participate.

















Public performance is required.





Participation is equal.











Most or all of the group is overtly active at once.








Cooperative Work and Group Work


Are Different


and Yield Different Results








Chart #2
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