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​About the Author: Jackie Bolen
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I taught English in South Korea for a decade to every level and type of student, including every age from kindergarten kids to adults. These days, I'm living in Vancouver and teaching English to a variety of students. In my spare time, you can usually find me outside surfing, biking, hiking or on the hunt for the most delicious kimchi I can find. 

In case you were wondering what my academic qualifications are, I hold a Master of Arts in Psychology. During my time in Korea, I completed both the Cambridge CELTA and DELTA certification programs. With the combination of 20 years teaching ESL/EFL learners of all ages and levels, and the more formal teaching qualifications I've obtained, I have a solid foundation on which to offer teaching advice. I truly hope that you find this book useful and would love it if you sent me an email with any questions or feedback that you might have (jb.business.online@gmail.com). 

Jackie Bolen around the Internet

ESL Speaking (www.eslspeaking.org)

YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/c/jackiebolen)

Instagram (www.instagram.com/jackie.bolen)

Pinterest (www.pinterest.com/eslspeaking)
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​Introduction to the Teaching ESL For Newbies
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If you've ever been to a conference, taken a TESOL course of some kind, or read a book on how to teach English, then you may have had a similar experience to me. While I have found some useful things at conferences as well as in courses or books, there was also a lot of fluff. By “fluff,” I mean things that were pretty far removed from what happens in a language-learning classroom. It was either too theoretical, not used by teachers today, or it was just obvious that the person talking about the stuff hadn't taught a class in a while! 

In this book, I aim for just the practical things that work. By work, I mean the things that help students with language acquisition. You'll find 101 ideas, ranging from how to build relationships with students, to how to monitor and provide feedback to students. In short, a little bit of everything related to teaching English effectively! These ideas are tried and true—I've spent more than 20 years in a variety of ESL/EFL classrooms. I hope you'll appreciate this practical guide and would love to hear from you with any questions or comments that you might have. 
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​101 Things I Wish I Had Known
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​#1: How To “Remember” Names
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Everyone likes other people to remember their names! This is a universal truth and students are no different. If there's only a few students in each class and not that many classes, it's easy enough to remember them. 

However, this isn't the case for many teachers. In South Korea, I often had 6 or 7 classes with 30+ students that I only saw for 2 hours a week. It was very difficult to remember names, especially considering that I don't speak Korean as my first language. There are a couple of ways around this. 

One thing to consider doing in a situation like this is to use name tags. I get students to fold up a piece of standard paper into a triangle, write their name on it and put it on their desk each class. It's easy to call on someone or do attendance with a glance. 

Another option is to have a seating chart. A lot of teachers use this method but I don't love it because it locks students into a certain seat the entire semester and what if they don't like the person they're sitting next to? I like to give my students a larger degree of freedom than that. 

What about giving students English names? This is something that some foreign teachers do and it can certainly be easier for a native English speaker to remember “Bob, Amy, Kat, and Chris” than “Min-Gyu, Dong-Hee, Sun-Ah, and Tae-Myun.” I have never done this because names are associated with identity and I don't want students to have to give up theirs in my class! 

Instead, I give students a choice of what to put on their name tags. They can use their actual name, a nickname, or an English name. Just be sure to associate a nickname or an English name with what you have on the attendance sheet for easier administration. 
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​#2: How to Give Feedback
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Whenever I ask students what they want from me in class, a large number of them say feedback about their speaking or writing. I certainly think this is possible, however, it might look different than what many students expect. 

Students sometimes think that the teacher should correct every single error that they make. However, this can be demoralizing, especially for beginners who make a mistake or multiple mistakes in almost every single sentence that they speak. Or, a paragraph or essay that is covered with a million little red marks. This can lead to some negative energy between the teacher and student! 

Instead, I focus feedback on a few things:

	Things that impede understanding of what the student is trying to say or write. 

	Things that a student at their level should be able to execute perfectly. For example, no higher-level student should make mistakes with the simple past. 

	Things that are directly related to the topic of the day. For example, if I'm teaching the first conditional, I'll correct every single first conditional mistake. 

	Things that multiple students are doing. This is often related to my teaching being less clear than I thought it was!

	Things from previous classes. I'll just do a quick reminder in this case. 
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​#3: Focus on the Positives
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To build and maintain a good relationship with students, focus on the positive, not the negative. Think about these statements. Which do you think will get the better result in the long run? 

	Be quiet. / Thanks for listening so well everybody. 


	Clean up. / Thanks for being so helpful with cleaning up Tim. 

	Don't use your phone. / You're working hard on making good sentences. Well done. 


Whenever possible, try to point out the instances of good behavior or habits, instead of focusing on the negative things. Make sure to use polite and respectful language like, “Thank you for _____ (behavior),” and clearly identify what you want to reinforce. 
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​#4: Quick Tips for Classroom Management
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Classroom management is important! This is because effective learning doesn't happen that well in chaos and most people find chaotic environments quite stressful. Compare that to a calm, relaxed, and focused class. Learning will happen more effectively here. 

Many TEFL training books and courses say things like, “Maintain control in class,” or, “Be sure to manage class effectively.” Those things are important but they sometimes don't give a lot of practical tips for how to get there.

Here are a few quick classroom management tips and tricks: 

	Use a variety of topics and engaging activities. If students are interested in class, they usually don't do things you don't want them to be doing! 

	Use routines. When people know what to expect for things like handing out papers, doing partner activities, going to the bathroom (children!), doing an entire class activity, etc., the less room there is for unwanted behavior. 

	If you have a co-teacher, don't rely on them! This can lead to frustration, particularly if they are a little bit lax with discipline. Instead, rely on yourself to manage the class using a method that you find effective. 

	Use patience and humor in large doses. 

	Never, ever lose your cool. NEVER! If you must, step outside the class for a minute. Say that you forgot something in the office or whatever excuse you need to make. Or, tell students to talk with a partner about “ABC” for 2 minutes. And use that time to collect yourself. 


A word about expectations. I find that spelling these out explicitly makes the rest of the course go more smoothly. I plainly state when students can use their cell phones (to look up a word in a dictionary, do a bit of research for something in class, or to see the PowerPoint slides online if they forget their glasses that day) and when they can't (to text their boyfriend, chat with a friend, look on Facebook, etc.). 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​#5: Consider Avoiding the Microphone

[image: ]


Whenever I go into classrooms that only have 20 or 30 desks filling up the entire space, there is always a microphone that has been put to obvious use in the immediate class before me. It's sitting on the podium, turned on, and I always wonder why.

Who has such a small voice that they can't project it enough for a class of 20 or 30 people? Does anyone just stand at the podium and lecture the entire time? Do people like holding a microphone in their hand for 75 minutes? 

Unfortunately, in some countries the common teaching practice is to lecture while reading a ‘teacher script’ and students are expected to be information-absorbing automatons who silently write down every word and memorize each fact; the reality is often that some or many students are chatting and ignoring the teacher, sleeping, playing games/using their phones, etc., and the teacher ignores this while using the microphone and speakers set to high volume so that the few students actually paying attention can hear the lecture . . . avoiding use of a microphone sends a strong signal to students that you are ACTIVELY ENGAGING with them when teaching—and that you expect them to actively engage in learning too.
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​#6: A Word About Phones in Class 
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Call me old school, but I don't love having my students using phones all the time in class. I think the temptation to start using phones for things other than studying English is all too real. In general, I ask that students have their phones on silent, in their bags or at minimum, face down on their desks. When students can use their phones to do something in class, I explicitly state this so there's no confusion about it. 

Here are some situations in which I might get students to use their phones in class: 

	I put all of my PowerPoint slides and other class materials in a shared Google Drive folder. If the school Internet is down or the computer and projector aren't working for some reason, I ask students to follow along with the lecture on their phones. 

	Students might have to do a bit of research for an activity in class. 

	To look up a word in a dictionary.

	For something like a picture question scavenger hunt.


That's about it! Other teachers will certainly make better use of smartphones, but I don't think it's necessary, and it can sometimes even inhibit language learning. Have a look here for some more thoughts about classroom rules: www.eslspeaking.org/english-classroom-rules.
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​#7: The Key to Student Motivation 
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Motivation is key to learning anything! As the old saying goes, “You can lead a horse to water but you cannot make him drink.” This goes for learning English too. Of course, some students are just good students and will learn anything eagerly. And some people just don't like school and will be reluctant to take part in most classes. It’s nearly impossible to know what is going on in a student’s personal life at home with family, their economic situation, etc.—basically, the human conditions a student is juggling while also trying to learn. Keep this in mind and realize that you're not a miracle worker. 

However, there are certainly some strategies that can increase student motivation including: finding out why students are studying English, using a reward system and icebreakers, encouraging study at home, having some routines but mixing it up a bit, and using authentic materials or teaching content, if possible. 

Figure Out the Why

There are a whole variety of reasons why people are studying English. If you can tap into this, you'll have a great class! Here are some possibilities: 

	To get a higher score on an English proficiency exam like the IELTS or TOEFL.

	To make English-speaking friends or communicate with a romantic partner. 

	For immigration purposes. 

	To study at a college or university in another country. 

	For their work. 

	To watch English movies or TV.

	For travel. 

	For a job interview in English.

	Because their parents or school are making them (this one is a bit tricky!).


If you can tap into student's personal motivations and design lessons to meet these needs, you've already done most of the hard work!  Ask students why they are studying English. Make a short online survey, or do a paper and pencil one, and make it a requirement as part of their participation score. Have a quick discussion about it. They'll usually willingly tell you. 

What about those students who hate English and are being forced to take it? I try not to take it personally. It has very little to do with me. Instead, I try to make the course as painless as possible for them and don't let it get me down. I do try to engage with that person in a friendly, kind, encouraging, and helpful way and this can often make a big difference. They've maybe never had this in a language class before.
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​#8: Have Some Routines, but Mix It Up
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Doing the same things in class can be comforting in some ways because people know what to expect. However, it can be boring and demotivating to do the same old, same old, every single class. 

I try to strike a balance between having some routines and then mixing it up with a variety of topics, games, and activities. I also like to celebrate some popular holidays with special lessons and perhaps even have a class party. When students are enjoying class and don't quite know what to expect each day, it will increase motivation. Find out more here about routines for children: www.eslspeaking.org/teaching-english-to-children.
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​#9: How to Make English Class More Interesting
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Students who are interested in class will be more motivated to learn English. Sure, intrinsic motivation is ideal but if you can level up the external motivation by having a great class, then why not? There are several ways to make English lessons more interesting. Here are my top ten ideas:

	Use student-centered activities so that they are more engaged with the lesson objective/s and language practice/learning.

	Use a wide variety of games and activities.

	Use technology, but not all the time.

	Laugh and have fun with the students.

	Think about interactive lessons above all else.

	Consider task-based activities.

	Change groups and partners often.

	Get outside (make sure that this is not against admin policy) if the weather is nice by doing something like a picture quest or scavenger hunt.

	Think about how to get students out of their seats and moving around the class.
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​#10: Encourage Home Study for Serious Results
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There is a general rule of thumb that it takes 10,000 hours to become an expert at something, so it's impossible to master a language in only an hour or two each week. That's often how much time students spend with us! I accept the reality that students may come to my class, speak English, and then walk away from it and not speak another word of English until they're in my class again. 

I accept it but I also try to fight against it! I offer bonus points for extra work done at home (think carefully about how to verify this), coming to chat with me during office hours, or for attending English-speaking clubs of some kind. I also like to assign some “fun” homework such as making English videos with friends or family members, reading an English book, or keeping an English journal. These allow a lot of freedom to use English in a less formal kind of way. 

A key concept in learning a language is that it's often better to study for a little bit each day instead of all at once. I try to do things to encourage this in my classes such as having regular vocabulary tests, having small “review” tests every week or two, and checking English journals once a month instead of only once at the end of the semester.
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​#11: Ask Students if they Want Homework
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Adults usually have very different expectations about things like homework when they're studying English. Some will expect it, while others won't. Ask students what they want and they'll usually tell you! They may also have some very specific ideas of things they want to do. Some ideas are the following:

	Writing an essay or other kind of writing like a resume or cover letter.

	Reading a simple English novel or graded reader.

	Recording themselves saying something.

	Preparing an English speech.

	Etc.


If you’re new to teaching, carefully consider how much time it will take to check the

homework you give based on what students ask for—checking (reading, listening to recordings, watching videos, or however checking takes place) multiple classes (do a guesstimate of how much time per student/per homework item) of homework on top of other regular teaching duties may be a LOT more than you realized when agreeing to homework suggestions students might make. That being said, the extra time and energy may be worth the rewards of higher test/assignment/exam scores as well as improved English proficiency. It's up to you but should be carefully considered. 
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​#12: Use Icebreakers
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If students are friends with each other, or at least “friendly,” it will increase motivation. One of the best ways to do this is to use some icebreakers at the beginning of the course if students don't know each other. 

Which ones to use depends strongly on the age and language level of the students. Consider picking up a copy of this book: 39 ESL Icebreakers (by Jackie Bolen) or find some more ideas here: www.eslactivity.org/esl-activities-for-first-day.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​#13: Assess Prior Knowledge
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A key way to increase motivation in any class is to find out what students already know and work from there. This is especially true in a language class. If students have been studying English for 10 years, they've probably done units on weather, hobbies, sports, family, etc. at least 10 times! And they've seen the simple past, modals for advice, the basic future forms, etc. at least 10 times! 

That's why it's key to find out what students already know, instead of just slogging through it one more time. If you have a textbook, it can often seem kind of mandatory to just cover the pages in it. However, there are a few ways around this. 

Give students a little “test” at the beginning of class to find out what they already know and target the lesson to things like negative forms, disagreeing with the other speaker, or fluency and improvisation. For example, students may be familiar with simple past verbs (regular & irregular) but they may have difficulty making questions or using the negative form. It can be quite demotivating to go over the ins and outs of basic sentences using the past tense if students are already quite good at them. 

Another way to get around this is to have students do a self-discovery worksheet for grammar or vocabulary instead of lecturing on it. If students blow through the worksheet and get near-perfect scores across the board, then don't waste time on it in class and instead offer more opportunities for freer practice. 

For language skills and proficiency (especially in speaking) consider doing a speaking exercise with students in two circles and have a list of common conversation topics on the board; rotate partners in the circle every 60-120 seconds or so and change topics with each rotation; the teacher should walk around listening to the students and monitoring for how easily they talk about the topics, or how much they might struggle—and adjust lesson planning based on these observations.  This will be a better use of class time.

For vocabulary-focused classes, I like to use one of these two activities for a warm-up. I'll use the topic of “Christmas” as an example. The first way is a mind map brainstorming activity. I write Christmas in the center of the board and get students to shout out words they know that relate to them. We assign them to categories as we do that. The second way is to show students a picture of a Christmas scene and get students to shout out the nouns/objects that they see or describe what the people are doing. Both of these mini-assessments of prior knowledge tell me what students already know and what language skills/content they might not. They also help to set the context and activate prior knowledge, which can make any new words far more memorable because there are “hooks” within the brain for these words to stick to.
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​#14: Use Authentic Materials When Possible
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Another possibility for higher-level students is to use authentic materials (not designed for English learners) whenever possible. When talking about food, use menus from a restaurant in Canada or the USA. Use a news article from CNN or the BBC to talk about a current event. Find a job application form and have students fill it out. 

Not only does this help prepare students for the “real world” of English, it also helps them gain confidence. Of course, tailor the lesson to their needs and find authentic materials that are related to this. 
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​#15: Teach “Content” Whenever Possible
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If someone has been studying English for more than 10 years, slogging through another ESL/EFL textbook can be demotivating. The units from textbook series to textbook series are often very similar and at a high enough level, students can usually handle a whole lot more than that. 

When I was teaching at a Korean university, I often taught conversation classes by major. For example, I would have an entire class of film or nursing majors. The vast majority of students in these classes were already quite proficient in English and were bored by talking about the weather or hobbies for the umpteenth time! For the nursing majors, I designed some lessons around medical and ethical dilemmas and did some task-based projects related to things in the medical field. For the film majors, I used some short English films and designed lessons around them. 

The results? Fantastic! Students were interested in class and enjoyed the learning experience. For me? It was a chance to flex my creative lesson-planning abilities and have some fun talking about topics that I was interested. 
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​#16: Use Pairs or Small Groups Often
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Whenever possible, I like to have students working with each other instead of me. This is true except when I have a class with only 2 or 3 students. In this case, we can all chat together. Think about an hour long class of 9 students plus a teacher. If you have a class discussion for the entire time, that's 5-6 minutes of student talking time each. However, if students are chatting in groups of 3, that's around 15 minutes of student talking time, assuming that the teacher takes a bit of time to set up the discussion, elicit some answers from students, and give feedback. The difference is obvious! It gets even worse in a class of 20 or 30 students with only 2-3 minutes of talking time! 

How to make groups? It's a good question. I generally like to mix it up and let students chat with their friends sometimes. Then, I like to assign numbers at random the other half of the time and get all the “1s” to sit together, for example. This ensures that everybody will get to talk to almost every student in the class at some point during the course. 

Each student will present different motivational elements: some are funny, some are introverted or extroverted, and some will be advanced while others are lower level—all of these variables can produce language learner motivation whether it’s talking to the student who is funny in order to laugh or helping a lower level student when the other language learner has a higher level and wants to help them out.

Some teachers prefer to put the weaker students with the better students. This way, the better students can assist the weaker ones. I don't love doing this because it puts an unfair burden on the good students. They should get an opportunity to flex their language muscles with a good conversation partner once in a while! 
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​#17: Consider Learning Styles
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People have different learning styles. Some theorists list more than this, but the four basic ones are visual, auditory, reading & writing, and kinesthetic. I'll go into a bit more detail about each one but suffice it to say, the best teachers take these various learning styles into account and try to target each one at some point during a 1-2 week cycle, or even within a single class. 

Visual learners learn best by seeing something. Pictures, timelines, and color-coded PowerPoint slides work well for these learners. This is especially true when teaching grammar. These kinds of learners love timelines to help them understand grammar as it relates to the past, present, and future. 

Auditory learners learn best by hearing something. They can often pick up a lot from just listening to the teacher talk about something but be careful—this can lead to a teacher-centered classroom. Instead, have students chat with a partner or in small groups. Also consider doing some listening-focused lessons, focusing on pronunciation and using some songs or podcasts in class or for homework.  

Some people learn best by reading and writing. They are the people who do well in the traditional school setting. They enjoy learning tasks like reading-focused lessons, writing assignments, note-taking, and multiple-choice tests. 

The final learning style is kinesthetic. These people learn best by doing things. In a language class, something like a survey activity is ideal for them. Also consider having “task stations” set up around the class and students can move from task to task, writing the answers down in their notebooks. Tasks effective for kinesthetic learners could be making a sentence using a certain word, a matching exercise, or finding the “odd one out.” Get creative and do fun activities like taste testing for the food unit or having a “secret bag” with objects that students have to feel and describe. 

Lessons with a wide variety of activities will often target these four learning styles quite easily. Check out this article: https://eslspeaking.org/types-of-learning-styles/.
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​#18: Help Students who are Reluctant to Participate
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Often when students don’t want to participate, it’s because their language skills are far below that of their classmates. I try to coax them into the lesson in a variety of ways. Here are some of the methods that I've used successfully in the past. 

	Change where the student sits, and with who—often, students enable bad behaviors in each other. Move the student to the front of the class (proximity to the teacher can have an impact on behavior and attention) and separate them from their friends. If their behavior improves, consider letting them return to sit with friends. NOTE: Carefully consider doing this when teaching adults in university because students may become vindictive and give extremely bad reviews at the end of the semester.

	Avoid language tasks that may embarrass students by always giving practice time before language performance tasks that are done in front of other people. Also, allow students to use scripts if they need them when doing dialogues and for communicative tasks. Consider mask-like puppets to give students the illusion of anonymity and being ‘hidden’ from view.

	Find out if there are external events that may impact student motivation and energy levels like field trips, huge assignments, or upcoming exams in other courses and adjust expectations and the lesson/course objectives if necessary.

	Consider whether or not a student might have a learning disability or some kind of psychological disorder like anxiety/panic attacks—their refusal to participate may have nothing to do with a bad attitude and be about something that they don’t wish to disclose to you and their classmates.

	Ask other teachers what their classroom rules and management strategies are—sometimes it may be the case that your expectations and how you run your classroom are quite different than the majority of the teachers in your school which can lead to students’ routines and habits being challenged without the teacher knowing that’s what is happening


If the same student is refusing to participate over and over, talk to them. Find out how they are feeling. Get to know some of their interests and try to incorporate them into activities. It can be difficult if you are teaching large classes and only see each group once or twice a week but a little personal attention goes a long way.

When dealing with a difficult student, put yourself in their shoes and think about why they are acting a certain way. It probably isn’t just to disrupt class. There's likely a reason to address. 
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​#19: Use Presentation-Practice-Production (PPP)
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This is how a lot of ESL/EFL lessons are structured and taught around the world. It's been made popular by TEFL courses like the CELTA. If you follow the steps prescribed in most ESL/EFL textbooks, you'll be following this sequence. It's also popular because it works!

What is it? It first starts with a presentation of the target language. This sometimes involves the teacher explicitly telling the students about the target language, in a small lecture. However, it doesn't have to be exclusively that. Some other options include a video of another person doing that, a self-discovery worksheet, or more of an inductive learning approach where the students see numerous examples and can come up with some rules.

The next step is practice. It can be helpful to think of this stage as “controlled practice.” Controlled practice involves a precise use of the language according to the rules mentioned in the first stage. It's most often done using a worksheet, or in a very controlled speaking exercise. During the practice phase, exercises can move from very controlled to slightly more room (teacher guided but with less control) for learner input and freedom. The teacher is monitoring closely for errors and should be correcting all of them that relate to the target language during this stage. 

The next step is the production phase. It can be helpful to think of this as the “free practice” phase. Teachers can get creative and come up with games and activities that use the target language. For example, a board game, writing activity of a freer nature, survey activity, group presentation, conversation activity, etc. Students should be reminded to use the target language in a precise way but the teacher doesn't necessarily need to correct errors. Instead, I correct errors related to the target language that I hear more than once or ones that impede communication. Have a look here for more details: www.eslactivity.org/teaching-language-methods-approaches.
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​#20: Try out the Test-Teach-Test Approach 
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Test-Teach-Test (also known as TTT) is a language teaching approach where students complete diagnostic tests at the beginning of the lesson, without help from the teacher. After looking at the results, the teacher plans and presents a lesson based on the specific needs of the student or class. Finally, learners can do a task (test) at the end to put into practice what they’ve learned.

I use this approach when I suspect that students have probably seen the material before. For example, almost all ESL/EFL textbooks, at all levels, have a unit on the weather, hobbies, food, etc. In terms of grammar, things like irregular simple past verbs and modals for advice are very popular. This is where I might consider using TTT. 

There are three stages to this style of lesson. I’ll talk about each of them in more detail here. Or, have a look at this article of mine: www.eslspeaking.org/test-teach-test.

#1: Test

The main goal of the first test stage is for the teacher to observe errors that students are making with the target language. The teacher should set the context by having the students do a “test of” some kind. It can be an actual test, or it could be a task or activity of some kind that uses the target language.

The teacher observes and monitors to see how students are using the language. Look particularly for any errors or omissions and write them down in preparation for the “teach” phase.

Choose activities or tasks carefully at this point. You want to find something that lends itself easily to the target language. Some ideas here include: Information Gap Activities, Talking about a Picture with a Partner, or this Guessing Game.

These activities work better for finding out what vocabulary students know about a certain topic. To find out about grammatical knowledge, I generally give an explicit test of some kind that can easily and quickly be graded in class, or use conversation starters with the target grammatical structure.

It is absolutely vital that the teacher keep the test phase light-hearted and explicitly tell students that their grades are not impacted by the ‘test’ (ESPECIALLY the first time you do this with a new class). Also, give praise and positive comments about ANYTHING students get right. Otherwise, you may find yourself teaching a class that is demoralized and demotivated.

#2: Teach

The main goal of the teach stage is to fill in gaps in knowledge with explicit teaching and for students to focus on accuracy with the target language. The teach stage of TTT is kind of equivalent to the presentation stage of PPP (presentation/practice/production). This is where the teacher explicitly teaches some grammatical point or presents a vocabulary set.

What you do here depends on the results from the test stage. If students made errors with the target language, then focus on that. For example, if the target language is the simple past and students struggled with making negative past sentences, teach that.

However, if students already know the target language well and made few errors with it, consider pivoting and focus on something else that students made errors with (for example, in previous classes). This does require some thinking and planning on the fly which can be challenging for new teachers. If you are new to TTT, consider preparing low level, mid level, and high level variations of the lesson plan based on how students perform during the testing stage.

Whatever option you choose (focusing on the target language or something new), the aim of this stage is to work on form and accuracy. It’s roughly equivalent to “controlled practice” in other types of teaching styles. It could include drills, gap-fill worksheets, dialogue substitution, examples on the whiteboard, or explicit teaching.

#3: Test

The goal of the second test stage is to help students improve their fluency while maintaining accuracy with the target language. To round out the lesson, students will do another “test” of some kind. This can be a task or activity that uses the language in a freer way. The focus should be on improving fluency with the language while still maintaining a good degree of accuracy. As mentioned above, make at least a general variations-based-on-levels lesson plan so that you don’t have to come up with a second test with little to no time to plan—students can sense when a teacher is ‘flying-by-the-seat-of-their-pants.’

Like in the first stage, the teacher should monitor and offer feedback to the students. Hopefully, accuracy and fluency have improved concerning the language taught during the previous stage.

Some activities to consider using for this are role-plays, board games that focus on the target language, telling a story, or presentations.

What Are Some Advantages to TTT?

There are several advantages to this kind of language teaching. Here are a few of them to consider:

	The lesson is based on students’ needs.

	No time is wasted focusing on things students already know well.

	“Testing” can be motivating for students to improve their knowledge.

	During the first stage, students can discover the language for themselves which can be motivating.

	It can help students build confidence as they move from stage to stage.


Disadvantages of TTT

There are several disadvantages. Here are some of the main ones:

	It can be overwhelming to weaker students in the first stage if they aren’t able to complete any of the “test.”

	It requires the teacher to adapt on the fly.

	The first part can be time-consuming if the teacher gives a task or test that is too difficult for students to complete.

	It’s not suitable for beginners.

	It’s quite difficult to execute with mixed-level ESL/EFL classes.

	Students may not be familiar with this teaching approach, as opposed to Presentation-Practice-Production which they’ve probably seen hundreds of times before, or Task-Based Learning.


Check out this article for more details: www.eslspeaking.org/test-teach-test.
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​#21: Consider Cognitive Load
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In 1988, John Sweller published a paper in Cognitive Science about Cognitive Load Theory. He changed the way we think about information processing and memory. It has some very practical implications for language classes. 

A “cognitive load” refers to how much information our working memory can hold at any one time. Because working memory is quite limited, we should take care not to overload it with things that don’t directly contribute to learning. This is sometimes known as the Cognitive Overload Theory.

One interesting aspect of this theory is that in the brain, auditory and visual information are processed separately. It’s known as the “modality effect.” This means that learning should combine auditory and visual information in tandem. For example, explaining a complex diagram by talking about it (auditory input for learners) can be easier to understand than adding more visual details to it.

Another key aspect to consider is the way working memory handles automation and schema in our long-term memory. Working memory handles well-established schema as a single item and automated schema hardly counts towards the finite number of items. This means that drawing upon existing knowledge is key to learning and also that pre-teaching basic things will help learners remember more complex and difficult information.

That are a lot of theories but what does this mean for the language classroom? I'll discuss a few of the practical applications below. Or, check out this article for more details: www.eslactivity.org/cognitive-load-theory-sweller.

Set the Context

It’s important to set the context in any lesson plan to help students activate their prior knowledge. This is closely related to schema and automation. A simple way to do this is to use a warm-up activity like picture prompt. Put a picture up on the screen that contains some of the target vocabulary or leads to the target grammar (The people are eating ice cream. I see a slide and swings at a playground). Another option is to have students chat with a partner for a minute or two about something loosely related to the topic of the day. 

Key Concepts Only

Sure, it can be tempting to cover every single thing in a language lesson! However, it’s not helpful. I would rather my students have a solid grasp on a few key things instead of knowing everything just a little.

The way that I handle this in a grammar or vocabulary lesson is to first set the context. Then, I have students discover the language in a reading or listening passage. After that, I’ll do some explicit teaching, but only the basics. After that, it’s time for some practice and only after that is done will I talk about the exceptions. 

Review, Review, Review (and Review More)

The goal of a teacher should be for a new language to become schema and ultimately automatic. This happens through lots of reviews, both in class and at home. It is helpful for learners is to learn language in “chunks.” These are expressions, phrases, idioms, phrasal verbs, etc. that contain more than one word (also known as collocations). It's better to memorize them together. For example, “An apple a day keeps the doctor away” or, “wake up/go to bed” than all the words separately. 

Another kind of learning and memorizing of language parts that are grouped together can be seen in articles + nouns. This is a grammar and language skill that many students often struggle with. A simple and effective strategy to help students with correct articles with nouns usage is to teach them new vocabulary nouns WITH the correct article + noun, or no-article + noun, pairing.

Giving Instructions and Intrinsic Cognitive Load

Keep it simple, stupid! What are the fewest instructions you can give to result in students doing the activity that you want them to do? That’s what we should aim for. Also, don’t forget about ICGs (instruction checking questions) to make sure students understand (How long do you have to finish? 10 minutes. What questions should you talk about? The ones on page 12 in the book.).

Think about Teacher Talk

Aim for the middle ground with teacher talk. Baby talk is ridiculous for an adult so keep those articles in there and speak in grammatically correct sentences. However, grading language by speaking more slowly and using simple vocabulary or grammatical structures is a good teaching practice. And of course, omit fluff words that don’t aid in understanding. Check out these two examples:

	Fluff style: “Okay, so anyway, you’re going to find a partner first. Then, just talk to them about his or her experience this weekend. What they did, where they went, how it was in general. Oh, the past tense. You’ll want to use the past tense, okay? Alrighty. Go get your partner. You got one? Talk for 5 minutes now and I’ll stop you when it’s done. Okay. Get started. Why isn’t anyone talking?”

	Short, focused style: “Find a partner. Talk with them for 5 minutes about this past weekend. Don’t forget to use the past tense.”


Which one
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