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NOTES FOR TEACHERS

English Teaching Forum supports the teaching of English around the 
world through the exchange of innovative, practical ideas. Below is a 
description of each section of the journal, along with suggestions about 

how to use it. 

ARTICLES provide practical, innovative 
ideas for teaching English, based on current 
theory. 

READER’S GUIDE corresponds to the 
articles in each issue and can guide your own 
understanding as well as discussions with 
colleagues. 

TEACHING TECHNIQUES give English 
teachers the opportunity to share successful 
classroom practices. 

MY CLASSROOM focuses on one 
teacher’s classroom and describes ways that 
the teaching environment shapes learning. 

TRY THIS gives step-by-step instructions 
for carrying out language-learning activities in 
your classroom.  

THE LIGHTER SIDE features an 
English language–based puzzle that can be 
photocopied and given to students to solve 
individually or collaboratively.

You can use the same pre-, during-, and 
post-reading approach to reading Forum 
articles that you might recommend to 
students. Before reading, consider the 
title and scan the text; then answer these 
questions:
• What do I expect this article to be about?
• What do I already know about this topic?
• How might reading this article benefit me?

As you read, keep these questions in 
mind: 
• What assumptions does the author make—

about teaching, teachers, students, and learning?
• Are there key vocabulary words that I’m not 

familiar with or that the author is using in a way 
that is new to me? What do they seem to mean?

• What examples does the author use to illustrate 

practical content? Are the examples relevant to 
my teaching?

After reading, consider answering these 
questions on your own and discussing 
them with colleagues:
• How is the author’s context similar to and 

different from my own?
• What concept—technique, approach, or 

activity—does the author describe? What is its 
purpose?

• Would I be able to use the same concept in my 
teaching? If not, how could I adapt it?

Search for related articles at american 
english.state.gov/forum; the archive goes 
back to 2001. Submission guidelines are 
also posted on the website. Email manuscripts 
to etforum@state.gov.

ON THE COVER
Hook Mountain Picnic is a winter scene at Nyack Beach State Park in Upper Nyack, New 
York, on the Hudson River. It was painted by Beverley Bozarth Colgan, a watercolorist who 
specializes in views of beautiful landscapes in the United States. As a longtime resident of 
the Hudson River Valley, she has painted the majestic river and its surroundings. She has 
also painted views of Cape Cod (in the state of Massachusetts), national parks, and lesser 
known but wonderful areas. Ms. Bozarth’s work has appeared in many books and magazines, 
including those dedicated to gardening, architectural design, and residential improvement. 
Many of her original watercolors and prints can be seen at bozarthwatercolors.etsy.com.
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CHRISTINE ROELL

Germany

Using Nonprofit Commercials 
to Teach English

A udiovisual texts are a valuable resource in language teaching 
for several reasons. One is that they promote multisensory 
learning in the classroom. According to recent studies, 

multisensory instruction makes learning more effective and 
sustainable—provided that the material is didactically sound, tailored 
to the teaching situation, and of limited duration (Weiss 2016). 

What is more, communication in the  
twenty-first century has changed due to  
the widespread use of the Internet and  
mobile devices, social media networks,  
and video-sharing platforms. All these forms 
of communication use audiovisual texts that 
are multimodal—they consist of two or  
more modes, such as sound, written text,  
and moving and still pictures. It is important 
to reflect this reality in the classroom, as  
“in the English language curricula of a  
number of countries—for example, 
Singapore, Canada and Australia—two new 
skills, ‘viewing’ and ‘visually representing,’ 
have been added to the traditional skills of 
reading, writing, listening and speaking” 
(Donaghy 2019). This also applies to Europe, 
where the Council of Europe has added the 
following audiovisual comprehension items  
to its assessment scale:

• following changes of topic and identifying 
main points; 

• identifying details, nuances, and implied 
meaning; 

• delivery: from slow, clear standard usage 
to the ability to handle slang and idiomatic 
usage (2020, 52).

Films or videos are common forms of 
audiovisual text. Their study promotes the 
use of critical-thinking skills, such as analysis, 
interpretation, and evaluation, because  
“the act of engaging with a film … requires 
students to truly consider what they are 
watching beyond merely recounting the 
narrative” (Baratta 2019, 11). Rössler  
(2020, 4) argues for the specific use of 
aesthetic audiovisual texts, for instance short 
films, feature films, movie trailers, music 
videos, corporate videos, and nonprofit 
commercials, to train receptive skills; 
the interplay of image and sound in these 
audiovisual texts is more complex than in 
purely informative texts. Due to their higher 
complexity, aesthetic audiovisual texts are 
particularly suited for training critical-
thinking skills.

Nonprofit commercials and public service 
announcements (PSAs) are an interesting 
film category that can be considered aesthetic 
audiovisual texts. They are designed by 
governmental agencies, nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs—nonprofit 
organizations that function independently of 
the government), voluntary organizations, and 
civic groups. Their aim is to raise awareness 
of a social issue and inform, educate, and 
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These films are an inspiring resource in the English classroom 
because various narrative devices and cinematic techniques  

are used to achieve the organizations’ goals and  
because they provide ample opportunities for language  

practice and development of critical thinking. 

persuade viewers to take action, encourage a 
change in behavior, offer assistance, or appeal 
for donations. They address issues that include 
poverty, the plight of refugees, bullying, 
domestic violence, health, and safe driving. A 
well-made nonprofit commercial entertains, 
educates, and stimulates its audience. 

These films are an inspiring resource in the 
English classroom because various narrative 
devices and cinematic techniques are used to 
achieve the organizations’ goals and because 
they provide ample opportunities for language 
practice and development of critical thinking. 
This article discusses techniques that nonprofit 
commercials employ, shows ways of exploiting 
them for teaching English, and provides a 
list of films in the Appendix that may be of 
interest to English language teachers. 

ADVANTAGES OF USING NONPROFIT 
COMMERCIALS IN THE ENGLISH 
CLASSROOM

Nonprofit commercials (in this article also 
referred to as “films”) are a valuable resource 
for language teachers for the following 
reasons:

• The aim of the commercials is to reach 
as many people as possible to spread an 
organization’s message and promote its 
cause. Therefore, they are freely available 
on the Internet and can be watched and 
shared from any place with an Internet 
connection or with a mobile device.

• The films are short—usually less than 
three minutes long—but most are 
professionally made and frequently tell a 

complete story. They can be integrated into 
a lesson of topic-based language learning 
(where the contents of the lesson are 
arranged around a topic); they can also be a 
subject for language practice or a resource 
in project-based learning. 

• Different types of learners can benefit 
from the films because they communicate 
through multiple channels—images, 
sound, speech, and text.  

• Films with minimal speech (or no speech at 
all) can be selected for low-level students, 
and activities can be adapted accordingly. 

• The films can be used in communicative 
language activities to develop an array 
of skills, including listening and reading 
comprehension, writing (analysis and 
reviews), speaking (discussion and 
presentation), information analysis, and 
research.

• The films can serve as a springboard to 
discuss important global issues that are often 
interlinked, for instance social, ecological, 
and socio-economic concerns (Grimm, 
Meyer, and Volkmann 2015, 163–164). 

• Film and critical-media literacy are 
developed when students analyze the films 
and study the websites of the organizations 
that released them. 

To make full, productive use of these films, 
teachers should (1) become familiar with the 
types of films available and the causes they 
relate to; (2) understand how the films can 
be used in language teaching; (3) have at least 
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a basic knowledge of narrative elements and 
cinematic techniques to allow both teachers 
and students to describe the films they choose 
to study; and (4) preview the films before 
showing them to students to make sure the 
content of the films is appropriate for their 
context.

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS OF FILMS

Important elements of the narrative of a film 
are the plot, the setting, the characters, and 
the point of view. Narrative techniques used 
in the nonprofit commercials presented here 
include telling a story from a subjective point 
of view, role reversals, and plot twists.

A story can be presented as if the narrator 
is an objective third party who watches the 
action from the sidelines, or it can be told 

from a character’s subjective reality. This does 
not necessarily refer to the character’s optical 
viewpoint. It means that the audience perceives 
the world subjectively as it is reflected in the 
character’s consciousness—which may hear and 
see things that seem real to the character but 
are not real in the film’s world. 

For example, a film titled Fragile Childhood: 
Monsters depicts children engaging in everyday 
activities, like playing on a playground and 
eating ice cream. The children, who look 
distraught, are accompanied by figures that 
seem to have sprung from a horror movie. The 
viewers are not sure what is going on until 
the question, “How do our children see us 
when we’ve been drinking?” is shown towards 
the end. It becomes clear that the audience is 
partaking in the children’s subjective reality 
by witnessing how they perceive their drunk 

Technique Examples

Shot sizes • Aerial shot. Captures the view of the action going on below
• Extreme long shot. Often used as an establishing shot to set up the 

location for the scene; the frame is dominated by a landscape or a 
setting.

• Long shot. Shows the character in the film in his or her entirety
• Medium shot. Shows the subject “from around the knees or waist to 

the top of the head” (Archambault 2015)
• Close-up and extreme close-up. The subject fills the entire frame. 

These shots are effective in conveying a character’s emotions and in 
drawing attention to significant objects and details in a scene (Kuhn 
and Westwell 2012, 84).

Camera angles • High angle. The camera is placed above the subject.
• Eye line. The camera is placed at eye level.
• Low angle. The camera is placed below eye level.
• Dutch angle. The camera angle is deliberately slanted to one side, 

usually to create unease inside the mind of the viewer.

Camera 
movements

• Tilt. The camera moves up and down.
• Pan. The camera moves horizontally.
• Track. The camera is moved away from or towards a scene to follow 

the action.
• Hand-held camera. The jerky movement conveys a sensation of 

authenticity and immediacy.
• Point-of-view shot. A subjective shot from a character’s viewpoint

Special effects • Physically or digitally created camera effects, such as reverse 
motion, fast motion, and slow motion

Table 1. Overview of common cinematic techniques 
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parents as monstrous figures. (Note: Links to 
films referenced in this article, among others, 
are listed in the Appendix.)

Amnesty International’s When You Don’t 
Exist portrays the traumatic experiences of 
refugees. The film uses a plot twist when it 
turns out that the roles have been reversed: 
the refugees are not from an African, Latin 
American, or Asian country but, contrary 
to expectations, white Europeans who seek 
refuge in Africa. 

CINEMATIC TECHNIQUES 

A number of techniques are inherent in 
filmmaking, including lighting, camera angles, 
camera movement, cuts and transitions, and 
sound. Filmmakers use them to, for example, 
create a dramatic effect, build suspense, 
influence the viewers’ emotional reaction, and 
make us sympathize with a character.

Table 1 provides an overview of common 
cinematic techniques; more techniques 
and further explanations can be found at 
Archambault (2015) or by searching online 
for “cinematic techniques.”

For example, camera angles and camera 
movement can produce attention-grabbing 
visual effects, and “the relationship between 
the camera and the object being photographed 
(i.e., the ANGLE) gives emotional information 
to an audience, and guides their judgment 
about the character or an object in the shot. The 
more extreme the angle … the more symbolic 
and heavily-loaded the shot” (Wilson 2013). 

The film A Tale of Two Mothers—part of a 
vaccination campaign—employs both the 
split-screen technique and parallel editing to 
create the impression of simultaneity when 
showing the routines of two mothers looking 
after their babies. In Refugees: The Shared Story 
of Harry and Ahmed, the split-screen technique 
juxtaposes two persons on the screen and 
shows clips of their refugee experiences 
side by side to highlight their similarity. The 
commercial Water Walk occasionally employs 
slow motion to draw the viewer’s attention to 

an African girl’s long and arduous trip to fetch 
water. And in Domestic Abuse Advertisement, 
slow motion and other special effects show a 
victim’s possessions being dragged into a pile, 
as if moved by an invisible hand.

Another key element of film language is sound, 
which includes speech (dialogue or voiceover), 
music, sound effects, and silence. Sound 
influences the viewer’s emotional reaction, for 
example by building or releasing tension and by 
enhancing a dramatic or comic moment. 

Soundtrack dissonance is the use of a 
soundtrack that contrasts with the visual 
subject or activity. The film Talk to Your Kids 
About Alcohol uses dissonant sound to convey 
its message: A father makes claims about the 
supposed benefits of social drinking; however, 
he speaks not with a male voice but with 
different children’s voices. Then a message 
is shown: “Make sure you’re the one who 
talks to your kids about the risks of alcohol.” 
The incongruity between the kids’ voices 
and the image of an adult man highlights the 
importance of parents talking to their kids 
about alcohol before other influential persons 
in their lives persuade them to consume it. 

Animation is an art form that is sometimes 
used to explain complex relationships in a 
simplified way and communicate information 
with visuals. The short film The Journey 
of Plastic shows how a plastic bottle that is 
thrown away ends up in the food chain. 
Educate a Girl and She Will Change the World also 
uses visual instead of verbal input. 

In the animated film There’s a Monster in My 
Kitchen, close-ups and extreme close-ups are 
used to show the feelings of the protagonist. 
High-angle camera shots create a sense of 
menace.

WAYS TO EXPLOIT NONPROFIT 
COMMERCIALS IN THE LANGUAGE 
CLASSROOM

Following are ways for teachers to use 
nonprofit commercials through topic- and 
project-based learning. The sequence presented 
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Teachers can show a nonprofit commercial to introduce a topic; 
they can also show two or more films that cover the same issue 
to compare their stylistic features and methods of persuasion.

here moves from (1) watching and analyzing a 
film as a class; (2) discussing the film and the 
topic; (3) independently watching and analyzing 
a different film individually or in groups, then 
sharing information and ideas; and (4) as an 
option, in groups, choosing a cause and making 
a storyboard and film to promote it.

TOPIC-BASED LEARNING

Teachers can show a nonprofit commercial 
to introduce a topic; they can also show 
two or more films that cover the same 
issue to compare their stylistic features and 
methods of persuasion. When teachers use 
these commercials, it is helpful to follow the 
method of incorporating pre-viewing, while-
viewing, and post-viewing activities. 

Pre-viewing activities 

The following pre-viewing activities create 
expectations and prepare students to think 
about and discuss the topic: 

• Pre-teach or review relevant vocabulary.

• Activate students’ prior knowledge  
about the topic by asking what they  
know about it, showing pictures related to 
it, or having them talk about it with  
a partner.

• Listen to the soundtrack of the film or 
part of the film and speculate on what it is 
about.

• Watch the film or part of it without the 
soundtrack and speculate on what it is 
about.

• Show learners one or several screenshots 
from the film to make them curious and 
speculate about its content.

While-viewing activities

• Have students watch and listen for  
answers to questions—for example,  
about the setting and characters—and for 
key words.

• Ask students to observe and notice specific 
details.

• Stop the film before the end, especially in 
case of a plot twist or surprise ending, and 
speculate about what will happen.

Post-viewing activities

• Talk about the film: “How does the 
commercial make you feel? What do  
you think the main message is? Do you 
think the commercial is effective?  
Why/Why not?” 

• Discuss the main message of the film.

• Discuss opinions and attitudes regarding 
the topic.

• Describe the plot of the film and  
compare the students’ descriptions 
(especially for films that are ambiguous in 
some way).

• Assign students to write a review or 
comment on the film.

• Have the class conduct research on the 
topic.

• Study global issues that are often 
interlinked, such as environmental 
problems, water shortage, wars, and 
refugee crises.

It is recommended to watch a nonprofit 
commercial at least twice—the first time  
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to ask for feedback regarding content and  
the response to it, and the second time to  
pay attention to cinematic techniques and 
analyze them, thus promoting students’ 
critical film literacy. The second viewing 
helps “learners analyze and interpret 
moving images, encouraging them to think 
critically about film itself and looking 
beyond the surface of the screen, to 
consider a film’s intentions and techniques” 
(Donaghy 2015, 32). This competence is 
important because “any attempt to ask larger 
cultural or ideological questions about a 
film is inadequate if it does not include 
some reckoning with the work’s formal 
dimensions” (Dix 2016, 12–13). 

Additional viewings

Students might also benefit from additional 
viewings. Here is one possible approach:

First viewing. Watch and try to understand 
the language used and the overall message; 
become aware of possible emotional 
responses.

Second viewing. Watch and listen for 
specific words/terms, images, etc.

Third viewing. Watch and focus more on 
the narrative; after this viewing, work 
with a partner to summarize the film and 
ask questions, then discuss.

Fourth viewing. Look for cinematic 
techniques and details that might have 
been missed earlier; discuss in pairs or as 
a class.

Fifth viewing. Watch one more time for 
overall impact.

TWO TEACHING EXAMPLES BASED ON 
NONCOMMERCIAL FILMS 

Rain Forests

The issue of the destruction of rain forests 
because of climate change is the focus of 
Greenpeace’s film Every Step Counts to Save the 
Amazon. Language-focused activities include 
writing a description, collaborating with other 
students, expressing one’s opinion, and talking 
about routines.

Pre-viewing activity 

The matching exercise in Table 2 describes 
Greenpeace’s mission (Greenpeace 2021). 
Write the exercise on the board and ask 
students to match the four verbs with the 
incomplete sentences to create a positive 
message. 

Go over the answers with students: 1. B; 2. D; 
3. A; 4. C. 

Next, ask students what kind of organization 
they believe has established this mission. 
After they make their guesses (and maybe 
have guessed Greenpeace), ask them what 
they know about Greenpeace and what 
expectations they have about a film that the 
organization has made.

While-viewing activity

Tell students that they will view a short video 
produced by Greenpeace. After the first scene, 
pause the film and have students speculate on 
what the film is about. Then have them watch 
the film until the end, where the objective 
of the campaign becomes obvious. Next, 
students work in pairs to write a description 
of the events shown in the film. After 
finishing, the pairs compare their text with 

___ 1. Prevent

___ 2. Promote

___ 3. Protect

___ 4. End

A. _____ biodiversity in all its forms.

B. _____ pollution and abuse of the earth’s ocean, land, air and fresh water.

C. _____ all nuclear threats. 

D. _____ peace, global disarmament and non-violence.

Table 2. Pre-viewing matching exercise 
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that of another pair. Depending on the size of 
the class, all or some of the descriptions can 
be read aloud and compared. 

Students watch the film again (perhaps 
several more times) and answer the following 
questions:

• Is the intent of the film to inform or to 
persuade?

• Who is the target audience? 

• What techniques are used to create an 
impact on the audience?

• What kind of sound is used? What is its 
effect?

• What information is provided in the 
inserted texts?

• What is meant by the appeal to get sneaker 
manufacturers to “refuse to buy the leather 
that’s killing our future”?

• How does the film make you feel? 

Allocate one or two questions for each student 
to focus on (although everyone should answer 
the question “How does the film make you 
feel?”). After rewatching the film, students 
congregate in groups to share their notes, 
which are later discussed by the whole class. 
In this film, reverse motion is used to trace 
sneakers back to destruction of the Amazon 
rain forest. In addition, the film employs a 
combination of images, text, energetic music, 
sound effects, and special effects like flashback 
and flashing images to make an emotional 
appeal. You can also draw the students’ 
attention to the last scene, which shows the still 
unspoiled rain forest in an aerial shot. The film, 
which addresses consumers in general, does not 
provide any hard facts and figures; students can 
discuss why the filmmakers decided to use this 
approach and how effective they think it is.

Post-viewing activities

Tell students that agriculture is one major 
reason for the deforestation of tropical rain 

forests. According to Rainforest Concern 
(2021), “the forests are cut down to make way 
for vast plantations where products such as 
bananas, palm oil, pineapple, sugar cane, tea 
and coffee are grown. As with cattle ranching, 
the soil will not sustain crops for long, and 
after a few years the farmers have to cut down 
more rainforest for new plantations.”

Ask students to brainstorm ways they can 
shop sustainably for food, clothes, and other 
products; students discuss their ideas in 
groups and then share with the class, while 
a student writes the suggested ideas on the 
board. Alternatively, students use self-adhesive 
notes for their ideas, which can later be 
clustered on the board according to different 
aspects. Students copy the results or take a 
photo. They then discuss with a partner the 
ideas they have already implemented into their 
lives and how consistently they practice them 
(always, often, sometimes, or never)  
and the ideas they will or may implement in 
the future.

Another option is for students to take the 
interactive self-test about their ecological 
footprint at Global Footprint Network 
(2021). Or you can prepare your own survey 
about students’ everyday habits, especially if 
you want to provide lower-level students with 
relevant vocabulary. Further materials, such as 
texts to read at home, are found at Rainforest 
Foundation US (2021). 

Road Safety

A second example concerns road safety. 
One approach is for students to analyze and 
compare two campaign films. Language 
activities include listening comprehension, 
talking about personal mobility, discussing 
the effectiveness of road-safety campaigns, 
interacting in an informal discussion, and 
expressing opinions. 

Pre-viewing activity

Ask students about the means of transport 
they use in their everyday lives and what 
criteria are important for them when deciding 
on a mode of mobility. Students ponder the 
advantages and disadvantages of different 
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Students can also watch and analyze a nonprofit commercial 
with the specific aim of developing productive language skills. 

forms of mobility. Elicit the most important 
causes of road accidents and ask students if 
they remember any campaigns to promote 
road safety.

While-viewing activity

Inform students that they will listen to a 
road-safety campaign video before they watch 
it. Ask them to think about what the song 
they will hear is about, to imagine what is 
happening in the film, and to note down key 
words. Then play the sound of Dramatic Texting 
and Driving PSA. After the class discusses what 
they heard, ask the following questions for 
further viewings of the film: 

• What situation is shown in the film?

• Is the intent of the film to inform or to 
persuade?

• What techniques are used to create an 
impact on the audience?

• Who is the target audience?

• How does the film make you feel? 

• Do you think it is effective?

The class now watches the video—multiple 
times if necessary—and discusses these 
questions. Then tell students that they will 
watch another film related to road safety: 
Speeding. How Sorry Will You Be? First, ask 
students to determine what the relationship 
of the driver and the passenger is and to note 
down examples of their relationship that  
come through in their dialogue (the two  
men are friends, and their language is 
informal; for example, they address each 
other with “mate” and “man”). Then students 
watch the film again to look for similarities 
and differences between this film and the 
previous one.  

Both films appeal to emotions. A key 
difference is that the first film stops the action 
at the moment before the accident, caused by 
somebody who has been texting while driving. 
The two drivers have a calm conversation 
that is not congruent with the obviously 
dangerous situation. The second film shows 
the events leading to an accident, while the 
accident itself and its consequences are just 
hinted at. In contrast to the first film, filmic 
time in the second film corresponds to actual 
time, and the viewers are put into the shoes 
of the passenger, as the film is shot mainly 
from his point of view. The viewers are invited 
to become actively involved by the inserted 
texts, “Tell him to slow down,” and “Don’t say 
anything,” instead of just consuming the film 
passively. Finally, a surgeon as a trustworthy 
authority figure addresses the viewers directly 
and comments on each choice. 

Students then comment on which campaign 
film they consider more effective and why. 
They also discuss which tactics they feel 
are most effective for road-safety campaign 
videos: appealing to emotions, presenting 
reality (showing real accidents), incorporating 
humor, presenting facts and figures, or other 
ideas they may have.

Post-viewing activities

This activity provides students with 
the opportunity to look at the issue of 
road safety from multiple perspectives. 
Depending on the size of the class, students 
work in groups of four or six students. 
The objective is to come up with ideas to 
make driving safer. Half of the students in 
each group represent the interests of car 
manufacturers and drivers, which may mean 
designing bigger cars, incorporating more 
safety features in cars, building more roads, 
and imposing few restrictions such as speed 
limits. The other half represents the interests 
of those who want to promote alternative 
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forms of mobility that make people less 
reliant on car ownership, such as carpooling, 
using public transport or cycling, and  
making driving less attractive, possibly with 
lower speed limits and fewer parking spaces. 
Each group discusses these ideas, agrees 
on some, and presents them to the class. 
Depending on the level and the needs of the 
class, students can come up with their own 
ideas or read a text regarding alternative 

forms of transport or car safety before the 
discussion.

If you want, a follow-up activity is to have 
students create an idea for their own film to 
promote road safety. What would they show? 
What language would they use? Or students 
might choose a different topic—perhaps a 
local issue—and describe how they would 
promote their cause in a film of their own.

Analysis of a Nonprofit Commercial

Plot and story What is the film about?

Setting and props Where does the action take place? What objects are shown?

Character(s) Who are the characters?

What do we learn about the characters during the commercial?

Events What significant events are shown in the film?

Point of view Is the point of view objective, or is a character’s point of view 
shown?

Sound Is there speech (including dialogue or voiceover), music, sound 
effects, or silence? To what effect is the sound used?

Is there a dissonance (incongruity) between the pictures and the 
soundtrack?

Camera Are there any close-ups or extreme close-ups or any other 
remarkable camera shots? If so, to what effect are they used?

Are there any noteworthy examples of camera movement  
and/or camera angles?

Other cinematic 
techniques

Are any other cinematic techniques (cuts, color, split screen, 
reverse motion, etc.) used?

Text Is text inserted in the film? Why is it used?

Slogan What is the slogan? What does it mean?

Aims/Message What are the aims and the message of the film?

Is the call to action implicit or explicit?

Campaign Does the film form part of a larger campaign?

Methods of persuasion What methods of persuasion are used?

(Cognitive arguments may include facts and figures; appeals to 
emotion might use music, sound, and images.)

Target audience Who is the target audience? Everybody, people who need help, 
potential donors?

Response to the film How does the audience respond to the commercial?

Is it effective or not?

Table 3. Analysis of a nonprofit commercial
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It is crucial that students possess a set of skills  
to evaluate sources of information critically instead of  

just consuming media superficially. 

Activities for Practicing Productive Oral or 
Writing Skills

Students can also watch and analyze a 
nonprofit commercial with the specific aim of 
developing productive language skills, either 
by making a presentation or by writing an 
analysis or review.

Step 1. Go over the questions in Table 3. Make 
sure students understand the meaning and 
purpose of each question.

Step 2. Students use the questions in Table 3 
as a guideline for an analysis of a nonprofit 
commercial. They can work in small groups, 
study relevant information on cinematic 
techniques, analyze the techniques used in the 
film that has been assigned to them, and share 
their findings on a poster or in a presentation. 

Step 3. For the actual task, you can select the 
commercials, but students’ motivation is usually 

increased when they choose a film themselves 
about a cause and/or an NGO they identify 
with and feel strongly about. The analysis can 
be based on Table 3. As mentioned above, it 
is crucial that students possess a set of skills 
to evaluate sources of information critically 
instead of just consuming media superficially. 
This is also important when viewing a 
noncommercial film and visiting the website 
of the organization that released it, especially 
if it is not a government agency or a widely 
known NGO. These skills enable learners to 
detect misinformation (shared accidentally), 
disinformation (shared deliberately), and a 
possible hidden agenda contained in the film 
or the website. The questions in Table 4 help 
learners check the facts, while Table 5 provides 
expressions that may be useful when students 
describe an NGO.

Step 4. Working in groups, students prepare 
presentations. These can take the form of 

Fact-Checking Questions and Techniques

What organization released the film? Is it affiliated with or funded by another organization?
•	 Use	a	search	engine	to	find	out	what	other	sites	say	about	it.		

What is the evidence of the claims that the film makes? 
• Use	a	search	engine	to	find	out	if	the	information	can	be	verified.	
•	 Check	whether	the	sources	are	reputable	(academic	experts,	quality	press,	official	institutions,	etc.).

Does the argument develop logically, step by step?
• Do other sources make the same claims?

What are the sources of any figures/graphs/statistics?
• Check whether the sources are trustworthy. 

Do graphs and statistics represent facts correctly? 
• Check graphs for distortions. Use a search engine to check facts. 
• Watch	“How	to	Spot	a	Misleading	Graph”	(Gaslowitz	2017). 

What pictures are used? Do they actually back up the claim, or have they been taken from 
another context? 

• Do a reverse image search.

Table 4. Fact-checking guidelines for a nonprofit commercial or website
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posters, talks to the class, or another format 
that fits the context. Another possibility is 
the jigsaw approach: Each group member is 
an “expert” on his or her group’s film, and a 
member of each group moves to join a new 
group, where each person gives a short talk or 
presentation about his or her group’s film.

Step 5. Students make their presentations 
or, in case of a written task, are invited to 
read and comment on (some of) the course 
members’ analyses or reviews. Whichever 
format is used, there should be time allotted 
for questions and answers about each group’s 
film and presentation.

PROJECT-BASED LEARNING

Finally, noncommercial films can be used as 
a resource for students to engage in project-
based learning. It is important to prepare 
and train learners in making their own visual 
texts and complete multimodal assignments 
because “people who can read a variety of 
texts critically, and who can produce texts 
in a range of media, will be best equipped 
to succeed as citizens and workers in our 
increasingly complex technological world” 
(Donaghy 2015, 13). Modern technology, 

such as cell phones, digital cameras, and free 
editing programs, makes it easy for amateurs 
to produce a film of satisfactory quality. 

In this project, students create their own 
nonprofit commercial in English. It can  
also be implemented as a cross-curricular activity 
involving English and art, or another subject. 
The activity is a form of project-based learning 
that offers students an opportunity to examine 
a subject thoroughly and find appropriate 
solutions. According to Vega (2012), research 
shows “that when implemented well, project-
based learning (PBL) can increase retention of 
content and improve students’ attitudes toward 
learning, among other benefits.” Project work 
fosters creativity, teamwork, work organization, 
and collaborative learning. Students have to 
communicate in English, especially when the 
group is international, and use their creativity 
and critical-thinking skills for implementing the 
project. The outcome has a social value when 
students are given the opportunity to present 
their films to a wider audience, for example on 
social media or at a film screening. 

The film Cyber Bullying: Create No Hate was 
made by a 13-year-old boy after he was a 
victim of cyberbullying. It went viral and is a 

Expressions and Useful Vocabulary for Describing an NGO

History • The organization was founded/set up/established by 
_______ in _______.

Structure • The Director/Chief Executive is _______.

• There is a/an Management Team/Executive Council.

• The headquarters are located in _______.

• The organization currently has _______ 
employees/_______ members.

• There are _______ offices in more than _______ countries.

• The organization consists of _______ divisions.

• The organization is funded by _______.

Logo • Its logo features/symbolizes _______.

Cause(s) • The organization’s mission is _______.

• The organization fights for/promotes/supports _______/  
is committed to helping _______.

Table 5. Expressions and useful vocabulary for describing an NGO
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powerful example of a nonprofessional film 
that raises awareness of a problem.

Suggested Project Steps 

Step 1. In groups, students choose a topic or 
cause that they are interested in.

Step 2. Go over the key aspects of the 
project, which are to make a storyboard 
(and, optionally, a film) to promote the 
chosen cause, and the criteria you will use 
for evaluation. When evaluating, you might 
consider the effectiveness of the product in 
conveying the intended message, effective and 
creative use of cinematic techniques, use of 
language in the film or in a presentation of the 
project, collaboration, and other factors that 
are relevant in your context.

Step 3. Students work collaboratively to 
create a storyboard for their own nonprofit 

commercial. A storyboard depicts the  
shots of each scene in sequential order.  
Each picture comes with a description of  
the action, sound, and camera action.  
The storyboards can be made online or  
drawn by hand. Online storyboard makers 
include Wideo (2021) and Sherman (2021).  
Table 6 provides key aspects for planning  
a film project. 

Step 4. If time and resources allow,  
students shoot and edit the film. In case  
of time restraints, this step can be omitted, 
and the storyboard is presented and  
evaluated instead.

Step 5. The films (or storyboards) are shown 
and evaluated according to criteria to be 
established beforehand—for example, 
consistency of the message, creativity, 
technical aspects, and correctness of language. 

Key Aspects for Planning a Film Project

Aim of the 
commercial

Topic: ______________________ 
Aim: raise awareness, issue a warning, ask for donations, etc.

Storytelling 
elements

Decisions about the plot 

Sequence of scenes

First scene Title page (This is usually omitted in a nonprofit commercial.)

Second scene Introduction to the location: Wide shot
Introduction to the character(s): Medium shot—from the waist up 

Following scene(s) Development of the situation: A problem or conflict is shown that 
may reach a climax.

Penultimate scene Resolution: The aim of the film is shown.

Last scene Call to action 
Slogan
Contact information

Artistic and 
technical decisions

• Dialogue or voiceover, music, and sound effects
• Camera shots, angles, and movement
• Special effects
• Colors
• Text 

Practical decisions • Actors, locations, and props
• Technical hardware and software
• Time needed

Table 6. Key aspects for planning a film project
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CONCLUSION 

Nonprofit commercials are an inspiring 
but often overlooked resource in language 
teaching. Teachers can use these short and 
thought-provoking films in different scenarios 
with communicative language activities 
and strategies and to help students practice 
skills that form part of Bloom’s so-called 
higher-thinking skills, such as creating (using 
information to create something new), 
evaluating (critically examining information 
and making judgments), and analyzing (taking 
information apart and exploring relationships) 
(Derek Bok Center for Teaching and Learning 
2020). In addition, these films can promote 
the development of crucial transferable skills, 
such as media and film literacy, that are 
needed in the twenty-first century.
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APPENDIX
Selected Nonprofit Films and Public Service Announcements

Topic Video Features

Access to water WaterAid. 2014. “Water Walk.”  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4V-KoJGGJ4s

Elements of a 
documentary

Alcohol abuse Drinkaware.co.uk. 2014. “Talk to Your Kids About Alcohol.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JJgfLt3euYY

Soundtrack 
incongruity: adult man 
speaks in children’s 
voices

Lasinen Lapsuus. 2012. “Fragile Childhood: Monsters.”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XwdUXS94yNk

Elements of a horror 
movie

Animal rights Vier Pfoten. 2011. “Stop the Ugly Face of Animal Testing!” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2p1RoqHcAP0

Special effects

Bullying Culhane, L. 2016. “Cyber Bullying: Create No Hate.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MV5v0m6pEMs

Personal experience; 
nonprofessional video

Destruction of 
rain forests

Greenpeace UK. 2020. “There’s a Monster in My Kitchen.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8rIjVDo_u8c

Animation;
close-ups and extreme 
close-ups; different 
camera angles; music

Greenpeace USA. 2009. “Every Step Counts to Save the Amazon.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rYfR5YZAeWE

Reverse motion

Domestic 
violence

RAINN. 2019. “#WontStayQuiet.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gTbq7ke76GA&t=6s

Rhythm

Scottish Government. 2020. “Domestic Abuse Advertisement.”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7rGwjLG-5eA

Slow motion; special 
effects; muted colors

Driving: Texting/
Speeding

Transport For NSW. 2014. “Speeding. How Sorry Will You Be?”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqv-6gK9tjk

Point-of-view shot; two 
versions

WJBF. 2014. “Dramatic Texting and Driving PSA.”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l7ljxDjwDjU

Interrupted action

Environmental 
problems

World Wildlife Fund International. 2020. “The Findings of the Living 
Planet Report Are In: Our Relationship with Nature Is Broken.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X6_vgpG4fpk

Rhythmic music with 
images and video 
graphics

World Wildlife Fund International. 2019. “The Journey of Plastic.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=drwg5PYfKss

Animation

Girls’ education Marie Claire France. 2014. “Educate a Girl and She Will Change the World.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=05qZyoznfwk

Animated infographic

Literacy ELINET. 2016. “Results after 2 Years.”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JEldfxC57d8 

Animated infographic

Mental health Anna Freud NCCF. 2018. “We All Have Mental Health.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DxIDKZHW3-E

Close-ups; muted 
colors; echo sound; 
animation

Refugees Amnesty International. 2012. “When You Don’t Exist.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_OUpsWCvE38

Role reversal

UNICEF. 2017. “Refugees: The Shared Story of Harry and Ahmed.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=APWyeCuvk5Q

Elements of a 
documentary

Vaccination 
appeals

UNICEF. 2021. “David Beckham: Vaccines Bring Us Closer.”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6XM_Q8D8me8

Celebrity-powered 
campaign

UNICEF. 2015. “A Tale of Two Mothers.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h8NEi1W9nnI

Split-screen technique
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SHOAZIZ SHARAKHIMOV AND ULUGBEK NURMUKHAMEDOV

Uzbekistan and United States

Assessing Learners’ 
Productive Vocabulary 
Knowledge: Formats and 
Considerations

Vocabulary learning is an incremental process. Vocabulary 
knowledge, especially for second-language learners, may 
develop across a lifetime. For example, an advanced student in 

Uzbekistan told us that he recently learned that popular and famous 
have positive connotations, while notorious refers to being famous 
for something negative. An international graduate student in the 
United States complained that although she recognizes many words 
in English, especially when she reads books and journal articles, 
watches videos, or listens to audio materials, she cannot easily retrieve 
words effectively from her memory while speaking or writing. Because 
of this challenge, it takes her a lot of time to prepare for academic 
presentations or write academic papers for her graduate-level courses. 
Learning the meaning alone of new words does not guarantee word 
mastery—although it is an important first step. 

Second-language learners need to know 
many features about a word because word 
knowledge is multifaceted and includes the 
following essential variables: form, meaning, 
and use. According to Nation (2013), form 
primarily involves recognizing a new word’s 
spelling and pronunciation. When learners see 
or hear a recently learned word, they should 
be able to recognize the word’s spelling or 
pronunciation and word parts (e.g., interest 
– interesting – interested). Meaning is about 
understanding a word’s synonyms, antonyms, 
associated words, and polysemy (having a large 
number of meanings). Use focuses on the 
ability to use a word in context by keeping 
in mind its lexicogrammatical nature and 

collocation (the frequent co-occurrence of two 
or more words). 

In addition to form, meaning, and use, there 
exists in word knowledge a receptive and 
productive duality. An English language 
learner may recognize the meaning of a 
recently learned word in a reading passage 
(receptive) but might not be able to spell the 
word accurately, pronounce it intelligibly 
in speech, or use it correctly in an essay 
or in a conversation (productive). Unlike 
receptive vocabulary, productive vocabulary 
“involves knowing a lexical item [a word] well 
enough to produce it when it is needed to 
encode communicative content in speech or 
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Assessing learners’ productive vocabulary involves  
unpredictable cases and/or inconsistent situations due to  

the multifaceted nature of word knowledge.

writing” (Schmitt 2019, 269). A learner using 
vocabulary—such as single words (arm, baby), 
compound words (armchair, babysit), phrasal 
verbs (sit through, sit down), collocations (cross 
your arms, sit tight), and idioms (cost [someone] 
an arm and a leg; sit on your hands)—in speech 
and/or writing needs to attend to the multiple 
aspects of vocabulary knowledge. To use 
vocabulary in productive ways, a learner 
should be able to do the following (in which  
T = talking and W = writing):

• pronounce a word intelligibly (T)

• spell the word correctly and write it 
legibly (W)

• identify the word’s derivation(s) or 
inflection(s), based on a context (T and W) 

• consider the word’s grammatical 
function(s) to produce a syntactically 
accurate phrase or sentence (T and W) 

• select a meaning sense and a semantic 
association to convey the intended meaning 
(T and W) 

• apply collocational knowledge accurately 
to communicate the intended meaning  
(T and W) 

• distinguish formal and informal words or 
phrases and be aware of when to use and 
not to use them (T and W) 

This list does not encapsulate all aspects of 
productive vocabulary knowledge. Teachers 
with experience in providing feedback on 
their students’ vocabulary use in writing or 
speech might have noticed that it is sometimes 
difficult to pinpoint one aspect of word 
knowledge. The reason is that assessing 
learners’ productive vocabulary involves 

unpredictable cases and/or inconsistent 
situations due to the multifaceted nature of 
word knowledge. For example, if there are  
15 students in a class, there could be  
15 different and yet distinctive errors in 
relation to the use of the target word in 
speech or writing. Thus, identifying test 
formats that assess learners’ productive 
vocabulary use can be difficult. Some 
traditional test formats, such as multiple-
choice and matching, are well suited for 
measuring learners’ receptive vocabulary 
skills (e.g., form–meaning connection, 
receptive vocabulary size) but are not the  
best option for measuring productive 
vocabulary skills. To help teachers track  
their students’ expressive vocabulary 
acquisition, this article presents five test 
formats that English language teachers can  
use or adapt to gauge their students’ 
productive vocabulary knowledge.

BEST PRACTICES FOR ASSESSMENT 

Before we describe the test formats, we 
believe that teachers need to be aware of the 
following considerations. First, it is important 
to identify the purpose of the test. Teachers 
need to ask themselves which of the test 
formats they would like to use and for what 
purpose. It should be noted that some of 
these productive test formats assess learners’ 
vocabulary use through writing and others via 
speaking. Second, these test formats are not 
meant for use in achievement tests or in other 
forms of high-stakes assessment. Instead, they 
should be used for formative assessments 
that are not graded but provide learners 
an opportunity to review unit words in 
productive ways; although there is no formal 
grading, teachers have a chance to provide 
learners with feedback. Such formative 
assessments offer opportunities to create 
positive washback; washback refers to the 
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This article presents five test formats that English language 
teachers can use or adapt to gauge their students’  

productive vocabulary knowledge.

influence “tests have on classroom practices—
in particular, the effects they have on teaching 
and learning” (Wall 2012, 1). Third, when 
deciding on a test format, teachers need to 
take test practicality into consideration. In 
language assessment, practicality refers to the 
administrative issues involved in creating a 
test, including “costs, the amount of time it 
takes to construct and to administer, ease of 
scoring, and ease of interpreting/reporting 
the results” (Mousavi 2009, 518).

Finally, the purpose of a productive vocabulary 
test is to tap into a learner’s vocabulary use and 
determine how well the learner can use words 
in speaking and writing. To do so, teachers 
need to identify—as mentioned earlier—the 
type of productive vocabulary knowledge 
they aim to assess (e.g., collocations, meaning 
senses). Identifying the purpose will help 
them select an appropriate test format. This 
decision is also useful for test validity, which 
is the “extent to which a test measures what 
it is supposed to measure” (Bailey and Curtis 
2015, 34). For example, if a student gets a high 
score in a vocabulary quiz at the end of a unit, 
we can infer that that score indicates good 
knowledge of the words that have been taught 
in the unit. Validity helps teachers understand 
how a construct—in this case productive 
vocabulary—is defined and what elements 
this construct entails. Thus, teachers should 
measure learners’ productive vocabulary 
knowledge by having them use words in 
speech or writing as opposed to giving them a 
multiple-choice or a matching test. 

FIVE TEST FORMATS FOR PRODUCTIVE 
VOCABULARY ASSESSMENT

1 . 	 Gap-Fill Test

In gap-fill (or cloze) tests, students are 
presented sentences with missing words or 

sections and asked to fill in the blanks with 
correct words. For example:

1. COVID-19 is an infectious _______ 
that has quickly spread worldwide, 
causing a pandemic.  

Note that several answers (word options), 
such as disease and virus, may be written as a 
correct response in Sentence 1. Although this 
flexibility may be pleasing to teachers, it is  
not ideal in a test because having more than 
one answer complicates scoring; test items 
with only one plausible answer are preferred. 
In a classroom context, teachers may want 
their students to fill in the gap by using a word 
they have learned in a unit/chapter. To elicit 
words that were previously taught in class, 
teachers should present sentences that have 
a limited context so that there is only one 
correct answer. To minimize answer options, 
learners also have to know the number of 
gaps they need to answer. In the following 
examples, learners need to supply one word 
in Sentence 2, two words in Sentence 3, and 
three words in Sentence 4: 

2. I read an interesting book on how to 
cope _______ difficult people.

3. She is not going to _______  _______ 
with their smoking any longer.

4. I do not want to go outside now. 
Look! It’s raining _______  _______  
_______.

[answer key: (2) with; (3) put up; (4) cats 
and dogs]

Scoring. To describe the scoring method, 
we decided to use Sentence 1, “COVID-19 
is an infectious _______ that has quickly 
spread worldwide, causing a pandemic.” As 
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The purpose of a productive vocabulary test is  
to tap into a learner’s vocabulary use and determine how well 

the learner can use words in speaking and writing.

previously discussed, plausible answers for 
this item include disease and virus. To simplify 
our explanation, let us assume that a teacher 
taught the word disease in a previous unit, and 
the students, when quizzed, were expected 
to write disease in the sentence. Methods for 
scoring gap-fill tests should be discussed in 
advance with students. For example, a correct 
answer could receive 2 points, a partially 
correct answer 1 point, and an incorrect 
answer 0 points. Partially correct responses 
can include misspelling and grammatical 
inaccuracy:

• Misspelling: The learner misspells the 
target word (e.g., disese or dizease, both 
incorrect); such a spelling mistake 
should be pointed out to the student. 
If the word is not recognizable (e.g., 
diziz), then the student has not learned 
the spelling of the word, though 
the same student may know the 
pronunciation of the target word.

• Grammatical inaccuracy: A learner 
writes a correct word but in a wrong 
grammatical form (e.g., diseased 
or diseases, neither of which fits 
grammatically in the given sentence). 

After students receive their test scores, 
teachers should encourage them to go back to 
the unit and review the vocabulary items. 

Benefits and Considerations

Overall, a gap-fill is a valid test format for 
assessing productive vocabulary because 
learners are asked to write appropriate words 
in blanks. Additionally, gap-fill tests are 
simple to create, though sentences should be 
chosen carefully. To create context-specific 
items, teachers can extract example sentences 
from their course textbooks, which may be 
familiar to learners, or from freely available 

online learner dictionaries that are easy to 
understand (see a list of learner dictionaries in 
Nurmukhamedov 2012).

2. 	 Productive Vocabulary Levels Test

The productive version of the Vocabulary 
Levels Test (VLT) is recommended for 
teachers who wish to learn how many  
words learners recognize in each frequency 
level—that is, how many words are known 
from the 1,000, 2,000, and 3,000 frequency 
levels. Nation (2013) provides a detailed 
overview of popular frequency lists, including 
the VLT. Although the VLT was originally 
designed to measure learners’ receptive 
vocabulary size, Laufer and Nation (1999) 
modified the test format and introduced the 
productive version of the test, calling it the 
VLT Productive. 

In the VLT Productive, learners are presented 
with a sentence in which one word is 
purposely left incomplete; only the first two 
or three letters of the incomplete word are 
provided. Learners are asked to read the 
sentence and supply the rest of the letters of 
the incomplete word. For example, Sentence 5  
below prompts a learner to write ease (to 
complete the word disease). 

5. COVID-19 is an infectious 
dis________ that has quickly spread 
worldwide, causing a pandemic.  

6. COVID-19 is an infectious vi________ 
that has quickly spread worldwide, 
causing a pandemic.  

7. I read an interesting book on how to 
co________ with difficult people.

8. The program’s main objective is to 
imp________ educational standards. 
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[answer key: (5) disease; (6) virus;  
(7) cope; (8) improve]

This is a controlled productive vocabulary 
format because while learners take the test, 
they are not just producing random words; 
instead, they are prompted to supply letters 
that generate a word that is semantically 
appropriate in a meaningful sentence context. 

Scoring. Scoring the items may range from 0 
(wrong) to 1 (correct). Spelling errors may be 
penalized, depending on the teacher’s course 
policy. 

Benefits and Considerations 

To assess how well target words have been 
learned, teachers can use this format and 
integrate the previously learned words into 
their own test. As with other test formats, the 
sentences in this test can be adapted from a 
course textbook or learner dictionaries. 

While creating the blanks, teachers can use 
the following procedure: the first two letters 
may be shown for words of up to five letters 
(e.g., co for cope; vi for virus). For words that 
have more than five letters, the first three 
letters may be shown (e.g., dis for disease;  
imp for improve). 

3. 	 Vocabulary Knowledge Scale 

With the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale, 
learners are asked to demonstrate how well 
they know a given set of words. This test 
format, originally proposed by Wesche and 
Paribakht (1996), has been used in many 

research projects that examine English 
language learners’ depth of vocabulary 
knowledge. The following modified version  
of the test was created by Folse (2006).  
In Table 1, the word that is being tested is toil, 
and the learner is required to demonstrate 
knowledge of the word by filling in the blanks.

There are three parts in each test item. If the 
learner indicates unfamiliarity with the target 
word by selecting #1, the learner does not 
need to complete #2 or #3. If the learner 
knows the meaning of the word, then he or 
she defines the target word in #2, either in 
English with a synonym or (if the teacher 
allows it) in his or her native language with 
a translation. After completing #2, the 
learner answers #3, which requires writing 
a sentence using the target word. In sum, the 
test items indicate how well a learner knows 
the target word. 

Scoring. Learners can earn up to 2 points per 
test item:

• 0 points: The learner indicates that he 
or she does not know what the word 
means (#1). 

• 1 point: A correct meaning is 
demonstrated in #2 (e.g., toil means 
“work hard” or “work with great 
effort”). 

• 1 point: A correct sentence is generated 
using the target word in #3 (e.g., “Farm 
workers have to toil in the field all 
day.”). 

1. I don’t know what the word toil means. 

2. I know this word. It means _________________________________. 
[Provide an English synonym or a translation in your native language.]

3. I can use this word in a good example sentence. Here is my example sentence:  
_________________________________________________________. 
[If you do #2, you must also do #3.] 

Table 1. Modified Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (adapted from Folse 2006, 281)
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Teachers can formulate their own way of 
scoring to make the scores informative and 
meaningful for their own context. 

Benefits and Considerations

This test format is primarily used to assess 
learners’ productive vocabulary via writing. 
Using this test format, teachers can also 
elicit vocabulary knowledge by interviewing 
learners. Interviewing tests oral production 
of the target items rather than written 
production; however, it should be noted 
that interviewing each student in class—
depending on the class size—may be time-
consuming and may even be impossible to 
achieve with large classes. 

The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale comes in 
several modified formats. Interested teachers 
can explore the application of a different 
version of the test in a book titled Focus on 
Vocabulary (Schmitt, Schmitt, and Mann 2011), 
which introduces academic words via reading 
and writing activities and then uses a modified 
Vocabulary Knowledge Scale as a pretest and 
posttest to assess learners’ vocabulary gains 
before and after instruction. 

4. 	 Meaningful Sentences

In this test format, learners are presented 
with target words and asked to orally produce 
meaningful utterances using those words. This 
test format can be used in conversation classes 
where listening and speaking are the primary 
focus. During the test, teachers can either 

play a prerecorded audio prompt or read out 
loud the instructions shown in Table 2 (as an 
illustration of the test directions, only two 
words are listed). 

During the ten-second pause, learners may 
take notes on a piece of paper or mentally 
prepare their sentence. During the 20-second 
pause, learners are asked to record their 
sentences using either their cell phone or a 
voice-recorder device. 

Learners should be told explicitly that the 
goal is to convincingly inform the teacher—
through the production of learner-generated 
meaningful sentences—that they have learned 
the target words. For the word dictionary, for 
example, a meaningful sentence may include 
a full definition or be a complete sentence. 
Instead of saying, “A dictionary is a book” 
(which is not a thorough definition), learners 
might produce sentences like the following: 

• Student 1: “A dictionary gives the 
meaning of words.”

• Student 2: “A book that have many word.” 

• Student 3: “A dictionary has useful 
information about words. I can check 
word definitions and example sentences 
in a dictionary.”

• Student 4: “We have a lot of dictionaries 
in the classroom, and we use them a lot 
while reading a new text.” 

Instructions: Turn on your recorder. Do not turn off your recorder until you are told to do 
so. You will hear five words. Each word will be read twice. After hearing the word twice, 
you will have ten seconds to mentally prepare a meaningful sentence and then 20 seconds 
to record your sentence before the next word is read. Your sentence may contain a different 
form of the word provided. The test will begin now.  

The first word is dictionary. Dictionary. You have ten seconds to prepare a meaningful 
sentence [ten-second pause]. You now have 20 seconds to state your sentence [20-second 
pause]. 

The second word is gadget. Gadget. You have ten seconds to prepare a meaningful 
sentence [ten-second pause]. You now have 20 seconds to state your sentence [20-second 
pause]. 

Table 2. Test instructions for Meaningful Sentences
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The student utterances for the target word 
dictionary indicate that all four students know 
what it means and can—to some extent—
define it in a meaningful way. Students 1 and 2  
produced simple sentences. Student 2 was 
able to communicate the meaning in simpler 
terms and with some grammar errors, but 
these did not impede comprehension. All four 
example sentences vary in terms of content, 
target vocabulary use, and grammatical 
accuracy. 

Scoring. Teachers can assess the quality of 
student-generated sentences by using the 
simple scorecard shown in Table 3 (adapted 
from McFeely and Nurmukhamedov 2014).

This test scorecard contains the target 
words, cells for a binary score (0 points 
for an unsuccessful sentence; 1 point for a 
meaningful sentence), and space for teacher 
comments. Scoring criteria for student-
generated sentences may include variables 
such as 

• the acceptability of the given meaning 
(coherent or incoherent), 

• grammaticality (accurate or inaccurate), 
and 

• pronunciation (intelligible or 
unintelligible). 

The scorecard allows teachers to score the 
learner-generated utterances and provide 
feedback that pinpoints specific errors made 
by learners. Because the target words are 
meant to be derived from the course unit or 

lesson, learners may go back to the unit and 
learn more about the words upon receiving 
the teacher’s comments. 

Benefits and Considerations

We offer two caveats regarding this test 
format. After students record their sentences 
using teacher-provided recorders or their own 
digital devices, transferring students’ files to a 
teacher’s computer may be time-consuming, 
especially in large classes or for teachers 
with limited computer skills. To improve the 
practicality of the test, a teacher needs to find 
an efficient way to make this transfer, such as 
having learners email their audio files to the 
teacher. 

The second caveat is that learners might 
hear one another speaking while recording 
their sentences. Learners should be seated 
far enough apart that they do not hear one 
another’s sentences, which can provide an 
unintended opportunity for cheating or 
disturb students while taking the test.

5. 	 Context-Dependent Collocation Test

This test format measures whether a learner 
can produce collocations—two- or three-word 
combinations of words that frequently occur 
together. Collocations pose challenges for 
learners because “learners often know words 
but are unable to use them effectively because 
they do not know their collocates” (Webb and 
Sasao 2013, 269–270). 

For example, strong and powerful are frequently 
used words and synonymous with each other; 
however, powerful collocates with car and 

# Word Score Teacher Comment

1 dictionary 0 1

2 gadget 0 1

3 component 0 1

4 direct 0 1

5 essential 0 1

Table 3. Scoring a Meaningful Sentences task (adapted from McFeely and Nurmukhamedov 2014)
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engine, while strong collocates with coffee and 
views (see McCarthy, O’Keefe, and Walsh 
2010, for more information about this topic). 

In this test format, students are asked to 
read a short passage that contains two or 
three awkward or wrong collocations (i.e., 
miscollocations). After learners have read 
the passage, they are asked to revise the 
miscollocations. The following passage 
contains one verb–noun miscollocation 
and two adjective–noun miscollocations. In 
this task, learners need to replace the verb 
(solve) and adjectives (fantastic and nice) with 
appropriate collocates—but without changing 
other parts of the sentences.

Not all people have the chance to study in 
another country. When students in Kuwait 
finish high school, they need to (1) solve 
a decision: What should I do next? Most 
of them decide to go abroad to study 
because they believe that study abroad 
could have a (2) fantastic role in their 
future career. In addition, most parents 
believe that study abroad can have a  
(3) nice impact on their children.

In the example passage, awkward collocations 
have already been underlined, and wrong 
collocates have been bolded to help learners 
focus on the words that need to be replaced. 
For more-advanced students, teachers may 
refrain from underlining and bolding.

After students read the passage and identify 
correct collocations, they write their answers 
in the Revised Collocation column on the 
collocation worksheet (see Table 4). Learners 
may write as many possible collocations 

as they want to in the Revised Collocation 
column, but they should be reminded to 
keep the context in mind while revising the 
awkward collocations.

Scoring. Correct collocations receive a score 
of 1, and wrong collocations receive 0.  
Students who write additional correct 
collocations may receive extra points. A 
teacher should keep in mind that a student-
generated collocation may be correct out 
of context, but it must be correct in the 
context of the test passage. For example, the 
collocation notorious singer in isolation may 
sound correct, but in a specific context would 
be incorrect:

• Incorrect: “Everybody respected her 
because she was a notorious singer.” 

• Correct: “Everybody respected her 
because she was a famous singer.” 
(This usage is appropriate because 
the sentence context has a positive 
connotation.)

To help students understand the role of 
context in producing collocations, teachers 
can go over students’ responses with the 
whole class. 

Benefits and Considerations

Writing teachers may find this test format 
valid and useful because it encourages learners 
to read a short passage and produce correct 
collocations based on the ideas presented 
in the passage. The test is easy to create and 
administer. Teachers may adapt passages from 
textbooks or write original texts based on 
the types of collocations taught in the unit/

# Awkward Collocation Revised Collocation

1 solve a decision

2 fantastic role

3 nice impact

[Possible answers: (1) make a decision; (2) crucial / important / vital role; (3) significant 
/ major / big impact]

Table 4. Collocation worksheet
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Use these test formats in formative assessments  
(ungraded exercises) as opposed to high-stakes assessments 

(achievement tests).

chapter. Passage length can vary, depending 
on the number of collocations teachers 
would like to insert in a passage. Some 
miscollocations can be derived from students’ 
writing (and/or from their speech) if teachers 
notice awkward collocation use by students.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

Before implementing the proposed test 
formats, teachers should set a goal: Which 
productive vocabulary skill do they plan to 
measure? This is important because different 
test formats elicit different aspects of 
productive word knowledge (e.g., spelling, 
collocation knowledge, usage of the words 
in speaking or writing). Target words taken 
from a course lesson/unit are beneficial; 
recently learned words are of greatest value 
to learners’ vocabulary development; and 
unit-/lesson-based words tend to appear in 
high-stakes summative examinations, such 
as midterm and achievement tests. The test 
formats provided in this article can be used 
to diagnose learners’ productive vocabulary 
knowledge before new words in a unit 
are introduced. Furthermore, these test 
formats are classroom friendly and promote 
formative assessment. Additionally, contextual 
information is necessary to understand or 
produce the target word. Read and Chapelle 
(2001) argue that context-dependent tests 
inform teachers whether a learner knows a 
word. We suggest that teachers consider the 
following recommendations when using the 
test formats in their respective contexts: 

• Check your students’ proficiency and vocabulary 
size. We believe that the suggested test 
formats may be used for students with 
intermediate language proficiency levels 
and above. We suggest that colleagues who 
apply Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages (CEFR) levels in 

their contexts use these tasks with learners 
in the B1 through C2 levels. The reason is 
that the learners in these levels recognize 
the most frequent 2,500 and 5,000 words 
in English (see Moore 2020). Because 
the suggested test formats are designed 
to elicit responses through writing or 
speaking, learners need to have enough 
vocabulary to communicate their meaning. 
Eager teachers can always experiment with 
A2 level learners and find out which of the 
suggested formats may be suitable for their 
students. 

• Brush up on word knowledge. Explain to your 
students that recognizing 2,500 words does 
not equate to being able to use those words 
in speech or writing. They need to be 
aware of essential factors that account for 
word knowledge. Review some of the key 
terms, such as word parts, collocations, 
and grammatical functions, together with 
your students. For example, word parts 
for interest include interests, interesting, 
interested, uninteresting, and uninterested. 
The word interest typically collocates with 
adjectives such as strong, keen, and growing, 
and with verbs such as express, show, take, 
and stimulate. 

• Train for the test format(s) and review tests with 
students. Before implementing one of the 
test formats, carefully introduce the test 
format and its purpose. Provide several 
examples and a few practice examples for 
students to try on their own or with peers 
before testing. After students have taken 
a productive vocabulary test, encourage 
them to review their test. Allow them to 
discuss each other’s responses in the test 
and possibly provide each other with peer 
feedback. Encourage students to go back 
to the course textbook and review target 
words. 
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• Use the test formats for formative assessment. 
Most important, use these test formats in 
formative assessments (ungraded exercises) 
as opposed to high-stakes assessments 
(achievement tests). The goals are to  
(a) improve learners’ productive 
vocabulary knowledge by providing them 
with multiple opportunities to use the 
words in speaking and writing and (b) 
raise their awareness that receptive and 
productive vocabulary knowledge require 
different sets of skills and word knowledge.  

CONCLUSION

The five test formats in this article can be a 
useful addition to your vocabulary assessment 
toolbox. Talk with colleagues about how they 
assess English language learners’ productive 
vocabulary and what works for them. As we 
mentioned earlier, choosing a test format 
needs to be done in light of your learning 
objectives and purpose. In addition, some tests 
are more practical than others in regard to 
time for administration and scoring. Through 
trial and error and some reflection, language 
teachers will learn which test formats work 
best in their respective contexts and for their 
specific students. 
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READER’S GUIDE

This guide is designed to enrich your reading of the articles in this 
issue. You may choose to read them on your own, taking notes or 
jotting down answers to the discussion questions below. Or you  

may use the guide to explore the articles with colleagues.

For example, many teachers discuss Forum at regularly scheduled  
meetings with department colleagues and members of teachers’ groups,  
or in teacher-training courses and workshops. Often, teachers choose an 
article for their group to read before the meeting or class, then discuss that 
article when they meet. Teachers have found it helpful to take notes on 
articles or write a response to an article and bring that response to share in 
a discussion group. Another idea is for teachers to try a selected activity or 
technique described in one of the articles, then report back to the group on 
their experiences and discuss positives, negatives, and possible adaptations 
for their teaching context.

Using Nonprofit Commercials to Teach English 
(Pages 2–15)

Pre-Reading

1. What are nonprofit commercials? What comes 
to mind when you see nonprofit commercials in the 
article title?

2. Have you used commercials (profit or nonprofit) 
in your English teaching? If so, how did you use 
them? What were the results?

3. Based on your knowledge of commercials in 
general, what do you think the advantages of using 
them to teach English might be? Can you think of 
any drawbacks?

4. Think about the title. Then come up with one 
question that you expect the article to answer. 
Write or type it so that you can refer to it after 
you have finished reading the article.

Post-Reading
1. Check the question that you wrote for Pre-Reading 

question #4. Did the article answer that question?  
Did you think of other questions as you were reading?

2. Do you agree with the author that nonprofit 
commercials can be a rich source of content for 
teaching language, critical thinking, and other  

 

skills? Did you find yourself mostly agreeing with 
the points made in the article? 

3. Watch a few of the videos/commercials listed in 
the Appendix. (Most are quite short.) Can you 
see ways to use them in your teaching? Are any 
of the listed commercials inappropriate for your 
classes? If so, why? (Note that it is essential to 
preview the commercials yourself before showing 
them in class to make sure they are appropriate 
for your teaching context.)

4. Try listening to one of the videos without 
watching it. Then go back and watch it. What 
is the experience like? Did the sound(s) of the 
video prepare you for what you saw? In what 
ways could this technique—listening only before 
watching—be useful for your students?

5. In the section Project-Based Learning, the author 
presents steps for having students create their 
own “commercials.” Which of your classes would 
be the best fit(s) for this project? Try assigning it 
to your students. Do you notice any benefits that 
are not mentioned in the article?
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Assessing Learners’ Productive Vocabulary Knowledge: Formats and Considerations 
(Pages 16–25)

Pre-Reading

1. How do you assess your learners’ vocabulary 
knowledge? Do you use one method or a  
variety? 

2. Do you use assessments that target vocabulary 
knowledge? Or do you assess overall English 
skills, with vocabulary knowledge making up 
part of the whole?

3. Notice that the title says productive vocabulary 
knowledge. What does the word productive suggest 
about the types of assessment that could be used? 
What kinds of assessment can you think of that 
would target productive vocabulary knowledge?

4. What are the benefits of assessing learners’ 
productive vocabulary knowledge?

Post-Reading

1. Did reading this article change your thoughts 
on assessing learners’ productive vocabulary 
knowledge—or how you can do it? 

2. Why might it be important to assess learners’ 
productive vocabulary knowledge as opposed to 
their receptive vocabulary knowledge? Can you 
think of situations where receptive vocabulary 
knowledge might be more important than 
productive vocabulary knowledge? Are any of your 
learners in that kind of situation?

3.  The authors write, “these test formats are not 
meant for use in achievement tests or in other 
forms of high-stakes assessment.” Why do you 
think they make this cautionary remark?

4. The article presents descriptions of five test 
formats. Which seems like it would best fit your 
teaching situation? Why?

5. Choose one of the test formats and try it out 
with colleagues; then have them give you the test. 
What is the experience like? Does it make you 
more or less likely to use the assessment with your 
students? What did you discover by giving and 
taking the test?
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TEACHING TECHNIQUES

Teaching Pre-service 
Teachers How to “See”: 
The Importance of Guided 
Observations
by CARLEEN VELEZ

For many years, I taught an English-teaching 
methodology course for pre-service language 
teachers. In addition to learning about  
language-teaching techniques, students  
were required to observe language classes  
and submit their observation notes to me.  
As I read through the observation notes, 
I noticed that the students did little more 
than write out a list of every activity they 
had observed, basically recreating the more 
experienced teacher’s lesson plan. While  
they had the opportunity to see effective 
teaching, this assignment did not allow them 
the opportunity to think more deeply about 
how the lessons were directly connected 
to the methodology. Therefore, through 
a process of trial and error, I devised a 
technique that helps pre-service teachers 
learn how to more systematically “see” 
the methodology when observing a more 
experienced teacher.  

THE GUIDED OBSERVATION MODEL

The model that I present here is called the 
“Guided Observation Model.” This model 
is flexible because it can be used with any 
curriculum in your pre-service teacher-
training course. Below, I illustrate how it 
worked in my course and explain how it can  
be adapted to your context as well. 

My ten-week course (see Figure 1) was 
based on selected chapters from the fourth 
edition of Teaching English as a Second or Foreign 
Language (Celce-Murcia, Brinton, and Snow 
2014). However, you can include any topics in 
the “Theme(s)” column and use this model in 
the same way.

As you can see, the pre-service teachers 
were required to perform four observations 
throughout this ten-week course. After  
each observation, they submitted a written 
journal documenting what they saw. The 
journals were closely connected with the 
content of the curriculum. For example, 
for the Week 3 assignment, the pre-service 
teachers were required to observe and notice 
how listening and pronunciation, speaking, 
and/or reading were taught. They conducted  
their observation during either Week 2 or 
Week 3. Then, they drew upon the theory 
that they learned in the prior weeks’ lessons 
and noticed how it was used in practice  
when observing a language class. In their 
Journal 1 assignment, they documented  
what they noticed. 

THE GUIDED OBSERVATION TOOL

Before observations begin, I review the 
Observation Template (Figure 2) with 
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students. Helping pre-service teachers 
understand what they need to see will 
help them develop their understanding of 
language-teaching pedagogy. You can use  
this template as is, or you can adapt it to  
meet your educational context by removing 
any of these questions and/or adding your 
own. You may also need to modify the 
instructions if you require the students to 
submit their notes in a paper notebook or 
through email.

When introducing the Observation Template, 
I go over each section with students. Here are 
points that I emphasize:

1 . 	 What is the objective of the lesson 
you are observing?

All teachers should have an objective for the 
daily lesson (e.g., agreeing and disagreeing, 
practicing and producing simple past tense 
verbs). Observe carefully and try to identify 

the objective. If you are not sure what the 
objective is, ask the teacher after the class.

2. 	 List the sequence of activities you 
observed and the time spent on each 
activity.

This is a basic observational exercise. Keep a 
watch or timer handy so you can document 
the time at the start of each new activity.

3. 	 How did students respond to the 
lesson? What evidence of learning 
did you see?

This should be done throughout the lesson. 
When the teacher is explaining grammar, 
are the students focused on the teacher, or 
are they chatting with each other? If they are 
chatting, do you notice that they are asking 
each other questions about the topic, or are 
they talking about something completely 
different? Being able to read your students’ 

Week Theme(s) Assignment Due Date

1 Overview of Language-Teaching Methods

2 Syllabus and Curriculum Design  
Listening and Pronunciation

3 Speaking  
Reading

Observation & Journal 1  
(about topics from Weeks 2–3)

4 Writing  
Grammar 

5 Vocabulary  
Assessment

Observation & Journal 2  
(about topics from Weeks 4–5)

6 Lesson Planning  
Tools and Techniques for Language Teaching 

7 Digital Technology  
Content-Based Teaching 

Observation & Journal 3  
(about topics from Weeks 6–7)

8 Task-Based Teaching 
English for Specific Purposes  

9 Teaching Young Learners  
Teaching Adult Learners 

Observation & Journal 4  
(about topics from Weeks 8–9)

10 Classroom Research  
Effective Professional Development for 
Language Teachers

Figure 1. Sample schedule of weekly themes in the methodology course
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cues is a crucial skill to develop as a teacher. 
Practice picking up on these cues and trying 
to understand their meaning.

4. 	 How do the activities you observed 
relate to this unit’s topic?

This piece is essential. In our course, we are 
learning the theory of teaching. Now, it is 
your time to compare that theory with the 
classroom practice. For example, if we study 
the writing process as having three parts 
(pre-writing, writing, post-writing), what 
are you seeing during a writing lesson in the 
class you observe? How does the pre-writing 
assignment the teacher uses compare to the 
theory we studied? Can you notice a distinct 
pre-writing activity? As we study each topic in 
the course, you will need to notice different 

aspects of the lessons you observe. Think 
deeply about our course content and look 
closely to see it during the lessons.

5. 	 Suggest an alternative the teacher 
could have used related to this unit’s 
topic.

Using the example above about the pre-
writing activity, let’s assume the teacher  
used a graphic organizer. You could  
consider the other examples we have 
discussed and propose that an alternative 
could be using a debate as a pre-writing 
activity. You could then explain how the 
idea of a debate could have also enriched the 
lesson. The idea here is to consider how a 
good lesson can be taught in multiple ways  
to achieve the same outcome.

Observation Template – ESL or Other Language Class

Observer: Class:

Teacher: Date:

Instructions: Use this form to take notes during your observation. Then write up your 
observation (minimum of 300 words) and post it to the class discussion board.

1. What is the objective of the lesson you are observing?

2. List the sequence of activities you observed and the time spent on each activity.

3. How did students respond to the lesson? What evidence of learning did you see?

4. How do the activities you observed relate to this unit’s topic?

5. Suggest an alternative the teacher could have used related to this unit’s topic.

6. Alternatively, if there was no relation to this unit’s topic, how could the teacher 
have incorporated the unit’s topic?

7. What other comments do you have about the lesson?

Figure 2. Observation template for English as a second language (ESL) or other language class
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6. 	 Alternatively, if there was no 
relation to this unit’s topic, how 
could the teacher have incorporated 
the unit’s topic?

Let’s continue with the example of a 
pre-writing exercise. This objective may 
appear during the week we are studying 
methodology related to teaching vocabulary. 
Using the theory from class, propose an 
activity that the teacher could have used 
to expand the vocabulary the students 
might need for this pre-writing exercise. 
The purpose of this question is to help you 
practice developing activities that can be used 
as building blocks to meet an objective.

7. 	 What other comments do you have 
about the lesson?

This question allows you to connect what you 
saw to your own personal experience. Here 
are possible questions to consider: Did the 
teacher you observed teach in the same way 
your secondary-school teacher(s) taught?  

If so, did you respond well to this teaching 
style as a child? Did this teacher use a style 
you wish your former teachers had used?  
Do you relate well to this teacher’s style,  
or is this teacher more energetic (or calmer, 
more direct, etc.) than you imagine  
yourself to be? Did you learn something 
new from observing this teacher? Please be 
as reflective as possible. Good teachers are 
always reflecting on their own language-
learning experience as they develop their  
own lessons.

OBSERVATION GRADING AND FEEDBACK

After the students completed their 
observation by answering the questions in  
the template, they submitted it to me for 
grading. I used a set grading rubric  
(Figure 3), which I clearly explained to the 
students before they began their observations. 
Setting expectations for students and clearly 
defining them in a rubric helps them work 
to meet the expectations you have as their 
teacher-trainer.

Grading Criteria Points

1. Lesson objective and summary of lesson activities (1 point) 
Contains a clear statement of the lesson objective and a concise 
description of the lesson activities 

2. Student response to instruction (1 point) 
Discusses students’ reaction to the lesson and any evidence of learning 
that was observed 

3. Relation to the course’s weekly topics (1 point)  
Clearly describes the class activities that are related to the course’s weekly 
topics and makes connections with the course’s readings and discussions 

4. Alternative practice (1 point)  
Suggests an alternative method from our current unit that could be used 
by the teacher and that fits the lesson content and objective 

5. Other comments (1 point)  
Connects the observation to any of the following:
• Overall course content 
• Course content from other courses (past or present) 
• Personal teaching or learning experience 
• Theories of learning or outside reading 

Teacher comments: TOTAL:

Figure 3. Grading criteria rubric
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Learning to notice students’ responses is another  
essential component of teacher development.

Note that if you adapt the Observation 
Template in Figure 2, you may also need to 
adjust the Grading Criteria in Figure 3.

Below, I offer a rationale for each item in the 
rubric.

Item 1 requires the pre-service teachers to 
clearly articulate the objective of the lesson 
and describe the activities that took place.  

Context: Before I used the Observation 
Template, I found that my pre-service 
teachers’ observations stopped at this 
point. They were able to clearly document 
the activities but did not go beyond that 
observation.

Item 2 requires the pre-service teachers  
to observe the student response to 
instruction.  

Context: When pre-service teachers are 
observing lessons, their tendency is to focus  
on what the teacher is doing. However,  
pre-service teachers often do not make note  
of how students are responding. Item 2  
directs the observers’ attention to the 
students’ responses. Learning to notice 
students’ responses is another essential 
component of teacher development. 
Coincidentally, I found that my pre-service 
teachers did not clearly address this in their 
early journals. They needed additional 
coaching through my feedback to become 
more aware of students’ responses.

Item 3 requires the pre-service teachers to 
focus their attention on the course topics 
for that observation period. For example, 
if students observe a class during Week 3 
of the course, they need to connect their 
observations back to the methodology they 
studied during Week 2 or 3 of the course. For 
the observation during Week 5, they need 

to connect it back to the methodology they 
studied during Week 4 or 5, and so on.

Context: Students tend to connect back to  
the most obvious topic (e.g., grammar 
instruction during a grammar lesson). 
However, this will allow them to stretch  
their vision to “see” different aspects of  
your curriculum (e.g., speaking pedagogy  
or group work during a grammar lesson).

Item 4 requires students to use the theory 
from the course and brainstorm an  
alternative practice that could have been 
used in the class they observed. For example, 
the pre-service teacher could propose how 
a whole-class exercise mentioned in Item 3 
could have been accomplished using pair or 
group work.  

Context: Since pre-service teachers generally 
have limited experience, most of their 
responses came from examples that I provided 
in the methodology course. If they respond, 
“The teacher was great. I can’t think of an 
alternative,” remind them of alternative 
activities that were discussed during the 
course. Some students, particularly highly 
motivated ones, can use this as an opportunity 
to create their own activities, but all students 
will benefit from answering this question, 
even if only matching up an activity that you 
discussed in class as an alternative practice in 
the actual lesson.

Item 5 allows the pre-service teachers to 
connect the observation of the class to their 
own experience as a language learner or 
teacher.  

Context: This item encourages pre-service 
teachers to become more reflective overall as 
they develop their profession. Thinking back 
to their past experiences demonstrates to 
them that they have more experience  
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In addition to commenting about the overall lesson,  
peers can practice connecting the lesson back to the course 
theory, brainstorming alternative practices, and connecting  
the lesson to their own experiences as a language learner.

with language teaching than they may have 
initially considered.

Observation notes can be exchanged back and 
forth with the teacher-trainer in a variety of 
ways:

Low-Tech or Limited-Resource Environment: In 
an environment with limited technology, 
I recommend using a low-tech method of 
exchanging observation notes. Students can 
get simple notebooks (or create their own 
with paper and staples) and keep all of their 
observation notes in the notebook. After they 
complete their first observation, I recommend 
putting students into groups so they can discuss 
their experience with their peers. Next, they 
turn in their notes to the teacher. The teacher 
comments in the journal and passes it back. 
If this technique is used, make sure students 
leave extra space after each section so that the 
teacher has a place to insert comments. 

When the teacher passes back the journals,  
he or she provides overall feedback to the 
whole class, based on observations from 
Journal 1. This global feedback is repeated 
after each journal assignment to further  
assist the students in developing their 
observational skills. 

High-Tech Environment: If you and your 
students have access to a classroom 
management system (e.g., Google Classroom 
or Canvas), you can have your students post 
their observation notes publicly. However, 
when I make comments, I send them privately 
to the students. I do not want students to be 
uncomfortable if a peer reads comments  
that I give directly to them. Alternatively,  
you and your students could exchange emails 
back and forth.

FEEDBACK

Providing personalized feedback is the best 
way to continue to help students develop their 
sense of observation. Here is an example of 
the feedback I provided for a student. When 
you read the feedback for Journal 1 and 
then the feedback for Journal 4, you can see 
that my comments changed from questions 
(directing the student to “see” more) and 
became connections to the course content:

Feedback to Journal 1 – The student was still 
developing her sense of observation.

You described the lesson in detail and allowed me 
to imagine the classroom setting. You especially did 
a great job showing just how the instructor kept the 
students engaged in such a large class.

Please make sure that you propose an alternative 
practice for the content of this lesson. Even if you 
liked the way the teacher carried out the lesson, 
what modifications could you make if it were 
your class? What additional elements (materials, 
activities, etc.) could have improved the lesson?

Also, please connect the observation to your 
knowledge or experience. This is an important  
step in trying to create your own philosophy of 
teaching.

Feedback to Journal 4 – The student was able 
to see many more details while observing.

Your journal was thorough. Not only did you pick 
up on key interactions during class, but you also 
noticed how the teacher organized her files! The 
students you observed seemed to do an amazing job 
on their presentations.

I especially liked your suggestion about using realia 
in the activity. It is great when you can find images 
or examples that speak directly to YOUR students.  
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By using this Guided Observation Model, pre-service teachers 
can begin to break down the tools and techniques used by 
experienced teachers into the theory and practice they are 

discussing in their methodology course.

Finally, you really came to understand the 
personality of the teacher. When you go and teach 
your own class, you will have to decide what your 
own teaching personality is and what atmosphere 
you want to create! Well done.

PEER RESPONSES

Peer responses are another way of helping 
students connect theory and practice. They 
have the added advantage of allowing students 
to read about various classrooms and lessons 
and reflect on the concepts collectively. In a 
low-tech environment, students might follow 
this process: 1) pass their observation notes 
to a peer for comments, 2) have the peer pass 
it to the teacher-trainer for comments, and 
3) read feedback from both peer and teacher. 
In a high-tech environment, students can 
post responses on a classroom discussion 
board directly under the original post. In my 
experience, I found that it was necessary to 
pair students for peer responses in order to 
ensure that all students received at least one 
response.

Since all students in the course are 
developing their skills and sharing their 
experiences, peer-to-peer responses should 
be supportive. (When I noticed that a student 
was commenting on, for example, how a 
peer failed to use parts of the Observation 
Template rather than commenting on the 
content of the lessons they observed,  
I quietly and privately reminded that 
student of the supportive nature of this 
activity.) In addition to commenting about 
the overall lesson, peers can practice 
connecting the lesson back to the course 
theory, brainstorming alternative practices, 
and connecting the lesson to their own 
experiences as a language learner.  

CONCLUSION

Pre-service teachers are eager to get into 
the classroom and are usually impressed 
with the often seamless lessons taught by 
more-experienced teachers. However, 
watching experienced teachers can also be 
overwhelming for pre-service teachers who 
are just beginning to develop their skills. 
By using this Guided Observation Model, 
pre-service teachers can begin to break down 
the tools and techniques used by experienced 
teachers into the theory and practice they 
are discussing in their methodology course. 
Additionally, they are able to think of 
alternative methods of carrying out activities, 
giving them confidence that they, too, are 
on their way to becoming strong language 
teachers. 
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Exploring Contexts: A Tense 
and Aspect Activity for Online 
or In-Person Instruction
by MICHAEL G. WATTS

Learning tense and aspect often proves 
challenging for students of English as a second 
or foreign language (ESL/EFL). Not only do 
students have to learn the correct sentence-
level tense and aspect combinations (think, for 
example, about simple present versus present 
progressive or simple past versus present 
perfect), they must also understand how 
each form contrasts in meaning. Additionally, 
teachers often have a difficult time explaining or 
illustrating these subtle yet critical differences. 
The amount of technical information in 
tense and aspect lectures can also overwhelm 
students, and subsequent activities and exercises 
are not always the most exciting. Now, add to 
all this the varying dynamics and challenges of 
online and in-person learning environments. 
How can an educator make teaching tense and 
aspect effective, engaging, and fun for students 
in both settings? 

Exploring Contexts is an activity I adapted 
from similar in-person tense and aspect 
activities and designed for online instruction 
during the COVID pandemic. The activity 
is quick to prepare, easy to explain, and 
effective in both online and in-person formats.

BACKGROUND

I got the idea for this activity in late 2020 after 
preparing an online tense and aspect grammar 
workshop, which included university-level 
ESL students from China and Brazil, as well 
as native English speakers who wanted to 
review specific grammar topics. The activity 
was adapted from teaching suggestions in 
The Grammar Book: Form, Meaning, and Use for 
English Language Teachers (Larsen-Freeman and 

Celce-Murcia 2015). In the suggestions for the 
tense–aspect system, Laura Collins in a 2007 
article describes activities where students are 
asked to pick the correct tense–aspect sentence 
for a given context (cited in Larsen-Freeman 
and Celce-Murcia 2015, 130) or create their 
own contextual sentence using a specified tense 
and aspect form (cited in Larsen-Freeman and 
Celce-Murcia 2015, 131). Additionally, Collins 
explains that the benefit of these exercises 
is that students can make choices about the 
meanings they want to express and see other 
appropriate examples from their peers (cited in 
Larsen-Freeman and Celce-Murcia 2015, 131). 

Although these activities allow students to 
focus on learning the correct sentence-level 
combinations of tense and aspect and their 
different meanings, I wanted to adapt the 
activities for more-interactive partner/group 
work and give students a chance to create 
and role-play their own contextual-based 
dialogues. Thus, for this activity, students 
create multiple short A–B dialogues while 
integrating given sentences to explore the 
differences in meaning. 

Exploring Contexts works well through 
online platforms such as Zoom, where 
students can work collaboratively in breakout 
rooms before rejoining the rest of the class to 
present the conversations they create. For in-
person classes, the basic idea, preparation, and 
procedure are the same. Exploring Contexts 
can take anywhere from 15 to 30 minutes, 
or perhaps a little longer, depending on how 
many students you have, their proficiency 
level, and which tense and aspect forms you 
have students work on.
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MATERIALS

The only materials you need to prepare 
are those that explain the tense and aspect 
forms covered (e.g., slideshow, chalkboard, 
poster) and the Exploring Contexts activity 
worksheet. For online use, the worksheet 
should be on a Google Doc, a Microsoft 
Word document, or another similar format 
so that it can be easily shared; students will 
type their work in the document via a web 
browser. When preparing these materials, 
you should be mindful of where the students 
are geographically located, as this can affect 
what documents and links students can access. 
For example, students in certain countries 
might not be able to access a Google Doc. 
For in-person classes, you can print out the 
appropriate number of copies of the same 

document or write the content on the board 
or on poster paper for the entire class to see.

PREPARATION

Preparation for Exploring Contexts is relatively 
simple. It includes having an idea of which tense 
and aspect forms your students have trouble with 
and creating the resulting activity worksheet 
students will work from (for suggestions on what 
forms to cover, see the next section).

1 . 	 Know which tense and aspect forms to cover. 
Before class, decide which tense and aspect 
forms you will cover in this activity. You can 
do this through observation of prior classes 
and by noting the forms your students 
have the most difficulty with. You might 
even conduct a pre-lesson diagnostic quiz if 

Exploring Contexts
Tense and Aspect

Purpose: This activity will allow you to create different contexts using different tense and aspect 
forms.

Instructions:
For each of the three sentences below, create a short A–B dialogue with your partner using the 
sentence provided. Think about the context and meaning of each one. Have fun and be creative!

Sentence 1: Someone ate all the food. (simple past)
A:
B:
A:
B: 
A:
B:

Sentence 2: Someone has been eating all the food. (present perfect progressive)
A:
B:
A:
B: 
A:
B:

Sentence 3: Someone is eating all the food. (present progressive)
A:
B:
A:
B: 
A:
B:

Figure 1. Template for the Exploring Contexts activity worksheet
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you are teaching new students and want a 
better understanding of what tense–aspect 
forms your students need to work on. 
Nevertheless, you should plan to cover only 
two or three forms at once. For the lesson I 
conducted, the activity covered three forms 
based on a diagnostic quiz: simple past, 
present perfect progressive, and present 
progressive (see Figure 1). 

2. 	 Create your worksheet. After you have decided 
which tense and aspect forms to cover, it 
is time to prepare the activity worksheet. 
Write the purpose and instructions of the 
activity at the top of the page, followed by 
the tense and aspect sentences and space 
for the A–B dialogues with at most six lines 
each (students do not have to use all six 
lines). Refer to Figure 1 as a template. The 
example in Figure 1 shows the purpose 
of the activity, instructions for students, 
three sentences with different tense and 
aspect forms, and space to create the A–B 

dialogues for each one. Students work 
collaboratively: on paper if in-person, or 
online using this template as a shareable and 
editable document.

Note: If you do not have access to a 
photocopier, printer, or computer and 
you are teaching an in-person class, you 
can write this template on a whiteboard 
or chalkboard. The students can then 
write down the sentences and create the 
dialogues in their notebooks.  

3. 	 Prepare enough pages and create an example. 
Depending on how many pairs you have, 
you will want to create enough pages of 
the worksheet to assign to each one (Pair 
1, Pair 2, Pair 3, etc.). Online, students 
will work collaboratively on the same 
document and will type their conversations 
on their assigned page. For in-person 
classes, pass out one activity worksheet 
per pair. You might also want to prepare 

Exploring Contexts
Tense and Aspect

Teacher Example Dialogues

For the teacher

Examples:

Sentence 1: Someone ate all the food. (simple past)
A: Hey, I’m going to make some lunch. Do you want anything?
B: Sure! What are you making?
A: How about a sandwich?
B: Okay!
A: (*looks in the refrigerator) Hey! Someone ate all the food! Everything is gone!
B: Oops, sorry.

Sentence 2: Someone has been eating all the food. (present perfect progressive)
A: Why do you keep going to the store? This is the third time this week.
B: Because someone has been eating all the food.
A: Oh really? I wonder who?
B: Yeah, I keep having to buy more and more food.
A: Oh, that reminds me! While you’re there, can you pick up some more chips and salsa? Thanks!

Sentence 3: Someone is eating all the food. (present progressive)
(At a work/office party)
A: This is a big party huh?
B: Yeah, I wasn’t expecting this many people to come.
A: Do you think we have enough food for everyone?
B: (*looks at person A’s plate with a huge pile of food) Hmmm, I’m not sure. Someone is eating all the food.

Figure 2. Example dialogues for teacher use
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example dialogues using each of the tense 
and aspect sentences. These examples 
can be used either before the activity for 
demonstration or during the activity to 
guide students if they struggle. Figure 2 
shows ready-to-use dialogues I created 
for the Figure 1 worksheet, which focuses 
on the simple past (“Someone ate all the 
food.”), the present perfect progressive 
(“Someone has been eating all the food.”), 
and the present progressive (“Someone is 
eating all the food.”). These examples show 
what is expected of students in the activity 
and encourage them to have fun and be 
creative with their dialogues. 

SUGGESTIONS AND EXAMPLE FORMS  
TO COVER 

You can cover many tense and aspect forms 
with this activity. As mentioned, you may 
conduct a diagnostic quiz or observe other 
lessons to see which forms your students 
struggle with the most. However, Larsen-
Freeman and Celce-Murcia (2015) describe a 
few tense and aspect combinations that prove 
particularly difficult for ESL/EFL students 
(121–127). Thus, focusing on one or more of 
these forms could be a good place to start. 

The simple present versus the present 
progressive forms, specifically with action 
verbs, can be difficult for students. The present 
progressive describes a current action in 
progress, and the simple present describes a 
more habitual one. Using the same template in 
Figure 1, students can work in pairs and write 
two dialogues, using the two sentences below. As 
the teacher, you should feel free to change any of 
the following example sentences to your liking. 

Sentence 1: She is dancing. (present progressive)

Sentence 2: She dances. (simple present)  

Many students also have difficulty with the 
simple past versus the present perfect. Simple 
past is generally used to describe actions or 
events that are completed and have no relation 
to the present. Present perfect, on the other 
hand, generally describes an action or event that 

started in the past and is still ongoing; present 
perfect can also describe finished actions or 
events that have a relationship with the present. 
This distinction is difficult for many ESL/EFL 
students, so an activity like this one that focuses 
on context-level dialogues can help your students 
understand these subtle differences. Again, using 
the same template in Figure 1, students create 
dialogues based on the sentences below:

Sentence 1: They practiced self-defense. 
(simple past)

Sentence 2: They have practiced self-defense. 
(present perfect) 

Finally, the simple future versus the future 
perfect can be challenging, as both forms 
describe events or actions that will occur at a 
later time. Simple future describes a general 
event or action that takes place in the future. 
Future perfect, however, describes a future 
action or event that will be completed before 
a specified time or another event. Example 
sentences you might use for this tense–aspect 
combination include the following: 

Sentence 1: They will move to Hawaii. 
(simple future)

Sentence 2: They will have moved to Hawaii 
by December. (future perfect)

PROCEDURE

1 . 	 Introduce the activity. After giving your 
explanation of tense and aspect, introduce 
the Exploring Contexts activity by reviewing 
the two or three forms the activity will 
cover. You might have learners read example 
sentences or show them graphic timelines 
to illustrate how the meanings of the forms 
differ. After this, give the instructions of the 
activity and check students’ understanding 
with comprehension questions. If you are 
teaching online, assign each pair a number 
(Pair 1, Pair 2, Pair 3, etc.) before sharing 
the document link.

2. 	 For online use, share the link to the activity 
worksheet. Copy and paste the document 
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link into the classroom chat box. 
Students should be able to click the link 
and open the document. Make sure the 
settings of the document allow anyone 
with the link to edit. 

For in-person use, pass out the activity 
worksheet. Pass out one copy of the 
activity worksheet to each pair. If you 
cannot make copies of the activity 
worksheet, write the tense–aspect 
sentences on the chalkboard or 
whiteboard, then have students write the 
sentences in their notebooks with space 
to create their dialogues. 

3. 	 Support the students. Give the pairs time 
to work on their dialogues. Depending 
on how many tense and aspect forms you 
are working with and the level of your 
students, you should allocate anywhere 
from ten to 20 minutes. If your class has a 
wide range of proficiency levels, it is best 
to arrange the pairs so there is at least one 
higher-level (or more confident) student 
to lead. When it comes time to present 
the dialogues, each student will have an 
equal part in the role play. As the teacher, 
you should observe each pair (or join 
each breakout room if online) to check 
students’ understanding of the activity 
and their progress. Some pairs might need 
extra help with context and dialogue ideas 
or with understanding the differences 
between the assigned tense and aspect 
forms. If this is the case, use examples  
(see Figure 2) to help guide the students.

4. 	 Model and present. After all the pairs have 
finished creating their dialogues, bring 
the students together (if online, close the 
breakout rooms). Tell students that it is time 
for them to share the dialogues they created. 
You might want to choose a student to help 
model one of the dialogues you prepared 
as an example (see Figure 2). During the 
demonstration, focus on the emotion, 
intonation, and feeling of the language and 
situation. You may also encourage students 
to use gestures and facial expressions. Tell 
students that you want them to act out the 

part, just as you did in the demonstration. 
Have the pairs present their dialogues (or 
only their best dialogue if time is a factor) 
starting with Pair 1, then Pair 2, and so on. 
Give positive and encouraging comments 
after each pair presents.

5. 	 Reflect. After all the pairs have presented 
their dialogues, ask students if they have 
a better understanding of the forms they 
worked with and how their meanings are 
different. It is a good idea to share some 
of the common errors and challenges 
you noticed from the pair-work session. 
You can also use this time to address 
any major grammatical or contextual 
concerns from the dialogues. 

CONCLUSION

Exploring Contexts allows students to work 
together in a fun and collaborative way in both 
online and in-person learning environments. 
Students can create dialogues using their own 
ideas while exploring the subtle differences 
between tense and aspect forms. Additionally, 
when students have a full understanding of this 
activity, you can ask them to come up with 
their own contexts for another round. This will 
further student practice by allowing them to 
think about new contexts, create new dialogues, 
and then share these ideas with classmates. I 
recommend trying Exploring Contexts if you 
are introducing tense and aspect concepts or if 
you want to review challenging tense and aspect 
forms with your students.
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MY CLASSROOM VERMONT  
AND THE WORLD

Kaitlan Spencer, an English teacher with the U.S. Committee for 
Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI) Vermont, sends a text message: 
“Hi everyone. Class is at 1:00 p.m.” At 1:00, she sends another 

message: “Class is now.” Slowly students join her online meeting and 
pop onto the screen. Kaitlan welcomes students by name, cajoles them 
into turning on their cameras, and offers friendly reminders to mute 
microphones. Students greet one another in English. The students on the 
screen come from four countries and speak 11 languages, but in English 
they are all beginners. Although eight people are officially enrolled in this 
class, spouses, friends, and children pop in to say hello.  
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Kaitlan Spencer conducts an online class for English language learners at the U.S. Committee 
for Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI) Vermont. Facial expressions—including smiles—and 
props make Kaitlan’s classes effective and fun.
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The atmosphere of this virtual class is an 
interesting mix of distant yet personal. The 
teacher and students are physically farther 
apart than they have ever been, yet they 
are intimately connected to one another’s 
homes and lives. At the start of the COVID 
pandemic, Kaitlan migrated from Vermont (in 
the northeastern part of the United States) 
to Michigan (in the Midwest) to be closer to 
family. From her new location 700 miles away, 
she has a weekly window into the homes of her 
students in Vermont. “Sometimes students are 
lying on the floor or holding babies,” she says. 
“Occasionally, there is a student cooking while 
they are also taking class. There may be children 
in the background, conversations going on in 
the house, or babies crying. Using the mute 
button is one of the first skills we practice.”

USCRI is one of nine agencies in the United 
States that welcome refugees—providing 
housing, employment, and education 
support to help them become self-sufficient 
and contributing members of their new 
communities. One step on the path to self-
sufficiency is learning English. However, 
community English classes for new arrivals in 
Vermont have not always looked like Kaitlan’s 
virtual classroom. Flash back to February 
2020, when a recently arrived refugee would 
enter a community classroom bundled in 
layers of winter clothing, having braved snow, 
slippery sidewalks, and frigid temperatures 
to get there. Vermont winter weather spares 
no one, and its polar welcome to refugees 
arriving from hot climates and warm sunshine 
made getting to English class the first hurdle 
to learning a new language and integrating 
into the community. 

Today, the eight students, who have developed 
a close virtual-classroom community, chat 
confidently before Kaitlan gets things started. 
They didn’t have to bundle up or find 
childcare. They didn’t have to learn the bus 
route and spend time navigating their way 
across town. These students simply clicked on 
a link and joined the class. 

USCRI Vermont’s transition from in-person to 
online learning in response to the pandemic 

didn’t happen with the wave of a wand. 
Kaitlan’s diverse background and skills in film, 
video editing, and English language teaching 
(ELT) were integral to the transition to digital 
learning for refugees in the local community 
and beyond. 

After community classes were paused in March 
2020, it quickly became clear that in-person 
instruction would not return anytime soon. 
Kaitlan swooped in to spark a collection of 
online learning efforts that kept students 
connected, improved attendance, and expanded 
USCRI Vermont’s educational reach.

Kaitlan joined USCRI Vermont in 2019 
through AmeriCorps, a national service 
program in which American citizens serve at 
nonprofit organizations across the country. 
She served as an Economic Empowerment 
Program Developer, supporting education 
and employment programs at USCRI 
Vermont. Prior to that, Kaitlan had diverse 
educational, travel, and work experiences. 
As an undergraduate, she studied Film at 
Cornerstone University in Michigan and 
studied abroad in Kenya. After college,  
Kaitlan worked on film and video projects 
for a development organization in East Africa 
and Jordan before traveling to Mexico to earn 
her TEFL certificate and practice Spanish. 
Her spirit of adventure eventually led her 
to Vietnam, where she taught in language 
schools, tutored students, and, eventually, 
taught children online. Kaitlan’s decision to 
spend a year with USCRI Vermont through 
AmeriCorps was prompted by her desire 
“to see if I wanted to be more involved in 
the administrative side of nonprofits.” By 
the time the pandemic hit, Kaitlan knew the 
answer was a resounding “no.” She missed 
the classroom. She missed the students. 
She wanted to make a direct impact. The 
pandemic presented the perfect opportunity 
for her to shift gears. Kaitlan put her online 
teaching experience and background in film 
and video production to use in spearheading 
USCRI Vermont’s online educational efforts.

Her approach was multifaceted. With her 
knowledge of USCRI Vermont’s audience 
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Kaitlan’s skills in film production and video editing have added to 
the success of these instructional video series.

(refugees who have recently arrived in the 
United States with limited English and 
little experience with computers), Kaitlan 
suggested reaching out on familiar digital 
platforms that could be accessed by cell 
phone. She began with a WhatsApp English 
conversation group—simply connecting 
with students and letting them know that 
this group was a place to practice English 
with other local learners. She posed a 
question of the day to get conversation 
started—for example, “What are you having 
for breakfast?” Kaitlan wrote the question, 
made a voice recording of the question, and 
included pictures related to new vocabulary. 
She also shared a sample response—“I’m 
having a smoothie!”—and included a video 
about breakfast foods. Students replied with 
pictures, texts, and voice notes about their 
own breakfasts. One student shared that 
he was on a diet and only drinking tea for 
breakfast; he sent a picture of his lemon tea. 
In this way, students were engaged with the 
content, relating it to their lives, and growing 
comfortable in the learning environment.

Recognizing that clients—that is, the 
students—were adept Facebook users, Kaitlan 

immersed herself in developing USCRI 
Vermont’s English learning Facebook page 
to keep students engaged with language 
learning that focused on local places and 
faces. USCRI Vermont teachers and tutors 
recorded welcoming videos to introduce the 
page to learners, and they recorded mini-
lessons from their homes. Kaitlan’s skills in 
film production and video editing helped 
transform homemade videos into scaffolded 
learning tools. She provided teachers with 
tips on how to position themselves in front of 
the camera, incorporate props, and write on 
a whiteboard at awkward angles. Video series 
such as Phrasal Verbs with Nancy, Cooking with 
Sherry, and Citizenship Test Prep with Sherry all 
garnered a loyal following. 

As Kaitlan got these phone-friendly efforts off 
the ground, USCRI Vermont worked to secure 
COVID relief funding to get computers into 
the hands of their clients, connect them to the 
Internet, and provide digital-literacy training. 
Kaitlan wove together her ELT experience 
with her technology and video-editing skills 
to develop tutorials that model digital skills 
for English learners and introduce essential 
“English for computers” vocabulary. 

Kaitlan’s online teaching experience made 
her the perfect candidate to adapt USCRI 
Vermont’s newcomer curriculum to a 
virtual format and launch their online 
English classes. Although adult learners are 
different from children, many of the skills 
that Kaitlan mastered while teaching children 
online transferred to her adult English 
classes. Her enthusiasm, facial expressions, 
patience, extended wait time, props, clear 
pronunciation, and uncanny ability to 
alternate between showing a whiteboard, 
showing her face, and sharing a screen are all 
part of Kaitlan’s magical mix. She cites a lot 
of preparation, exaggerated facial expressions 
and gestures, and an understanding of her 
audience as keys to her success: “I have 
all kinds of props that I like to use. I have 
flashcards, whiteboards, and a tablet. I have 
a document camera that I use to share a 
workbook with students. I like to have a 
neutral background if possible, and I have 
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artificial lighting because I am not facing a 
window and some of my classes are at night. 
I also like to share a lot of materials via the 
share-screen option on Zoom. 

“I’ll share documents, videos, worksheets, 
and activities for listening. For example, at 
the newcomer level, when I am introducing 
new vocabulary and students aren’t quite 
ready to produce it on their own, I can show 
a table of pictures labeled with letters of the 
alphabet, and, as students listen to new words, 
they can say or type the letter of the matching 
picture. Sometimes it takes creativity to 
reimagine activities for online learning, but 
most everything can be adapted in some way 
to build the same skills that we would target 
in the traditional classroom.”

Kaitlan relies heavily on instructional Total 
Physical Response (TPR) strategies when 
teaching online. Although she finds that 
adults can be reluctant to engage in TPR or 
pantomime new vocabulary, she feels that 
communicating instructions with gestures 
like cupping her ear (listen), pointing to her 
mouth (speak), or writing in the air (write) are 
helpful to communicate a process without 
unnecessary incidental language. 

As students adjusted to the online routine, 
Kaitlan saw a need to provide additional 
English practice opportunities. Thus,  
USCRI Vermont’s weekly Facebook Live 
English Class lessons were born. Kaitlan’s 
Thursday afternoon Live lessons follow the 
same newcomer curriculum that she  
practices in class. Students can tune in to 
review in a low-anxiety environment. 
There is no pressure to respond, but in the 

chat box, a lively conversation takes place.  
The lessons attract USCRI Vermont regulars 
who attend Kaitlan’s classes, along with a 
global audience.  

According to Kaitlan, “The Facebook Live 
class was designed to be accessible to anyone. 
We wanted a beginner-level class that would 
live online for the public to access. This also 
led us to create a YouTube channel where all 
the Facebook Live videos can also be accessed 
by students who do not have a Facebook 
account.” When asked about tips for teaching 
on Facebook Live, Kaitlan laughs. “On a 
very practical level, you have to get used to 
the lag time,” she says. “The amount of wait 
time is huge if you are waiting for comments 
to appear. Sometimes, I celebrate correct 
answers even before they come in just to 
keep things moving! Another practical thing 
is that I like to ask a question and then type 
the question into the chat for people who 
are better at listening and for others who are 
better at reading. I like to give them options.”

USCRI Vermont realized that Kaitlan was 
a valuable training asset. She shared tips 
with the agency’s online tutors, using video 
clips from her classes to demonstrate online 
teaching techniques, model wait time, and 
provide a sense of what to expect when 
working with newcomers online. Kaitlan’s 
growth mindset is contagious. Teachers and 
tutors who model risk-taking by jumping into 
the online teaching world are demonstrating 
the same vulnerability that they ask students 
to risk in practicing a new language; Kaitlan’s 
support and reassurance give them the nudge 
they may need to take on the challenge of 
teaching in a whole new way. 

Photo by Jennifer Borch Photo by Jennifer Borch

Communicating with gestures: listen (left) and speak
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In addition to practical teaching tips, Kaitlan 
highlights the importance of cultivating a 
social and emotional connection online and 
practicing positive reinforcement even when 
teaching adults. She dedicates the first and last 
five minutes of class to open conversation. 
Students discuss everyday concerns, and 
topics include community COVID resources, 
technology issues, citizenship classes, and 
family updates. In class, Kaitlan encourages 
students to dialogue with and help one 
another, often coming to the rescue when 
Kaitlan’s wait time seems infinite. “I think 
that the habit of encouraging comes from 
teaching children online,” she says, “and I now 
recognize it’s really important when teaching 
adults, too.” Kaitlan also understands that a 
little positive feedback goes a long way in 
keeping her students coming back to class 
despite the myriad responsibilities they have.

On the question of whether online learning is 
here to stay for refugee-background students, 
Kaitlan says, “Initially these online classes gave 
students an opportunity to take a weekly class 
without having to leave home, which was 
really important at the beginning when we 
wanted everyone to stay home and stay safe. 
Now, we have realized the virtual classroom 
is beneficial to our students in so many ways. 
I recognize how important these classes 
are to women who are home tending to 
children; they are some of my most dedicated 
students. Today I saw one baby whose mom 
was pregnant when we started class. He’s six 
months old now.”

Kaitlan adds that virtual learning helps 
students fit classes around their work 
schedules. “I have one student who works third 
shift [overnight], joins our online class in the 
morning, and then goes to sleep. For him, 
it’s much easier, when he’s exhausted after 
a 12-hour shift, to sit in his house and take a 
class rather than having to go to a classroom. 
People who are sick, have had an injury, or 
are mobility impaired are also benefitting 
from these classes. This effort started out as 
a necessity, but, at this point, I think we have 
seen the benefits of having this option continue 
even when in-person classes can resume.” 

Kaitlan appreciates the effort that many of 
her students make to attend class consistently. 
She points out that for a refugee-background 
student, “there are so many things that  
require your daily attention. Relocating to 
another country is incredibly challenging.  
My students are so dedicated to learning 
despite the many other demands on their 
energy. I am always just in awe of them for 
continuing to show up.”

Kaitlan’s students would likely say that they 
are in awe of her, too. She has carved a niche 
for herself with her unique combination of 
skills and has made an enormous impact on 
the Vermont refugee community and beyond. 
There is no limit to what might come next 
for Kaitlan. Always looking for ways to grow 
and build new skills, she is currently pursuing 
her MATESOL degree and envisioning the 
content she will create for YouTube to better 
meet the needs of beginning adult English 
learners. Right now, though, Kaitlan is happy 
to be where she is. She says, “It’s so amazing 
to be teaching at the same time as I am doing 
my master’s degree because I get to use 
everything I learn right away. I also feel like 
learning about teaching while I am teaching 
has made me a much more gracious teacher.” 

Being gracious, creative, enthusiastic, and 
flexible are all qualities that have endeared 
Kaitlan to her teaching team and her students. 
USCRI Vermont and its students have 
benefitted immensely from her expertise, 
creativity, and enthusiasm. With online 
learning as the new norm, there will be an 
ongoing need for English language teachers 
who can work their magic online as well as 
they do in the classroom. Kaitlan is one of 
those teachers. 

This article was written by Jennifer Borch, an English 
Language Teaching Consultant based in Jericho, 
Vermont. Jennifer served as an English Language 
Fellow in Morocco from 2016 to 2018 and an English 
Language Specialist in Egypt and Nepal in 2019. She 
currently teaches in the MATESOL program at Saint 
Michael’s College and works with the U.S. Committee 
for Refugees and Immigrants in Vermont.
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TRY THIS

Small Talks: Daily Speaking 
Practice for Vocabulary and 
Grammar Mastery
by EPHRAIM VIERNES DOMINGO

LEVEL: Upper beginner and above 

TIME REQUIRED: 10 minutes or less in class; 
about 5 minutes for preparation

GOALS: To develop students’ communicative 
competence; to practice using target 
vocabulary and grammar in a real-life 
conversation; to foster students’ confidence in 
using English; to provide a review and warm-
up activity before the main lesson 

MATERIALS: A timer; (optional) an object, 
book, or video clip that can serve as the day’s 
topic; (also optional) chalk and a chalkboard 
or markers and a whiteboard

BACKGROUND: 

Even teachers who recognize the importance 
of using authentic texts and language to 
maximize students’ learning experience are 
sometimes unable to do it; reasons for this 
include time constraints, difficulty  
preparing applicable activities, and the 
comparable convenience of using prepared 
worksheets. As a result, we may tend to  
teach grammar and vocabulary by using 
sentences involving imaginary characters  
and situations. Moreover, we expect our 
students to replicate the grammatical 
structures and practice using the target  
words in their own made-up sentences.  

But we can, in fact, easily provide the 
opportunity for students to apply their newly 
acquired knowledge in real-life contexts. 
What is more, we can do it daily, and it does 
not require much time.

In the class I co-teach, we begin lessons 
with an activity we call “Small Talks,” 
recommended and originally designed by the 
prefectural board of education in Japan. Each 
day, the lead teacher decides on the topic to 
match a recent lesson (often, the previous 
day’s lesson). Our students are in middle 
school, but you can use this strategy with 
other age brackets and various proficiency 
levels, from upper beginner to advanced 
learners. The idea is simple: let the students 
talk to each other for a short period about a 
given topic using target vocabulary or a target 
grammar concept. 

MATERIALS AND PREPARATION: 

Set the timer for 40 seconds if your students 
are at the upper beginner level, a minute for 
intermediate, or two minutes for advanced. 
(You can vary the time.) You might want 
to write the topic, target vocabulary, and/
or grammar points on the board or project 
that information on a screen. You might also 
choose to show an object, a book cover, a 
video clip, or a movie trailer and introduce it 
as the day’s topic.
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PROCEDURE:

1 . 	 After greetings, introduce Small Talks 
as a warm-up and review activity. If you 
plan to make it a regular part of your 
lesson, tell that to your students so that 
they know what to expect. Explain 
the objectives of the task; emphasize 
that the idea is to review a topic from 
a previous lesson. Remind students to 
keep speaking until the time runs out 
and tell them they should not worry 
about making mistakes (however, you 
might want to make an exception to this 
if the focus of the review is to practice 
a specific point of grammar or usage). 
With advanced students, ask them to 
take notes on the interesting concepts 
they discuss and the questions or 
difficulties they encounter.

2. 	 Introduce the topic of the day. The topic 
might be my favorite food or a sport I can 
play. At first, for lower-level students, 
it may be helpful to provide a script 
large enough for everyone to see, but 
encourage them to not rely entirely on it. 

Here is a basic sample: 
A: What is your favorite food?
B: I like pizza. 
A: Really? Why?
B: Because it’s yummy. And you?
A: My favorite food is fried chicken.
B: Why?
A: Because it’s tasty.

More-advanced learners can talk about 
topics that are more challenging, such  
as the present I got for my birthday and  
the place I want to visit. You may prepare 
a weekly plan and incorporate previous 
discussions in the new topic. Following 
are suggestions for other topics and 
questions:

For lower-level learners:
• My favorite TV show (or cartoon 

character)
• My favorite fruit/vegetable/dessert/

drink

• My favorite singer/band/actor
• “Do you have a pet?”
• “Can you play soccer/tennis/

baseball?”
• “When is your birthday?”
• “How many pens/pencils/erasers do 

you have?”

For advanced learners:
• “What movie do you recommend?”
• “What is your favorite restaurant?”
• The person I admire the most
• The coolest animal I know
• “What sport would you like to be good 

at?”
• If I had a million dollars …
• “Where do you want to go this summer 

vacation?”

3. 	 Present the target vocabulary and the 
grammar concept that the students must 
use in their talk. For instance, if your 
topic is my favorite sport, you can ask the 
students to name the sports they know. 
For a sport I can play, you may remind 
them to use the modal can in expressing 
their abilities. The vocabulary and 
grammatical points should be from a recent 
lesson, especially for lower-level learners.

4. 	 Again for lower-level learners or the 
first time you use Small Talks with any 
class, briefly present or review one or 
two appropriate responses and transition 
devices. It may also be essential to 
remind students to ask follow-up 
questions, especially “Why?” You might 
want to demonstrate using responses, 
transition devices, and question words 
with a student or play a short video 
clip, then practice saying them with 
the entire class. Here is a list of useful 
expressions and their functions:

Showing interest:
• Really?
• Wow!
• That’s interesting!
• Amazing!
• Is that so?
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Showing that you understand:
• I see.
• I understand.
• I know what you mean.
• Oh.

Sustaining the conversation:
• How/What about you?
• And you?
• What else?
• Then what happened?

Changing the topic:
• By the way, … .
• Before I forget, … .
• Let’s talk about … .
• Can I change the subject?

Asking someone to say something again:
• Pardon me. Could you please repeat 

that?
• I’m sorry?
• What was that?
• Could you say that again, please?

5. 	 The first time students do Small Talks, 
provide a sample conversation. Since 
there are two teachers in our classroom, 
we present our model conversation first. 
If you are the only teacher, you may take 
both roles or ask a student to speak with 
you. Again, it may be helpful to review 
questions or conversation starters and 
appropriate responses. Also, encourage 
students to make the conversation as 
natural and spontaneous as possible. 
You might ask them to imagine they 
are meeting their partner somewhere 
after school, on a bus, or a popular local 
meeting place. 

6. 	 Tell students to face their partner, usually 
the person sitting next to them, and 
signal the start of the activity. Turn on 
the timer. If someone does not have a 
partner, you may either talk with them 
or ask them to join the nearest pair. Each 
student should have a different partner 
from time to time, so if possible, have 
students stand up! As they converse, 
you should walk around to monitor. 

Gather interesting statements and 
common mistakes to be discussed after 
the activity. Students can also ask you 
questions. However, try not to interrupt, 
coach, or stop to listen intently to a 
particular pair. Doing so may make them 
distracted, uncomfortable, and inhibited 
to speak. When the timer stops, students 
should also stop talking.

7. 	 You may opt to have another round or 
two. Have students speak with a different 
partner. Start the timer again and go 
around the room while students talk. 

VARIATIONS

1 . 	  You can conduct Small Talks online. 
However, you may need to prepare a 
slide or a document to show the target 
language and topic of the day. You may 
also find it convenient to record a model 
conversation in a video. The activity 
will be done in breakout rooms, so you 
must decide the pairing of partners 
beforehand. Bring students back to the 
main session after the allotted time is up.

2. 	 You may want to break the pattern 
in selecting a topic by presenting it 
differently once in a while: show a 
recent news headline, a trending music 
video, or the trailer of a hit anime. Then 
tell the class to talk about the material, 
keeping in mind the target grammar 
and vocabulary. If you teach upper-
intermediate and advanced learners, 
they can be in charge of selecting the 
next day’s topic. Write their names on 
slips of paper and put them in a bowl. 
Pick one or two slips each day and have 
that student, or those students, select 
the next topic (with your approval). 
Whatever the topic, Small Talks should 
include target grammar and vocabulary 
as a review.

3. 	 If you do more than one round, you can 
change the instructions for the second 
round. After the first round, the student 
may tell the new partner what their first 
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partner said. In doing so, they shift from 
the first-person to third-person point 
of view. Other elements, such as verb 
tense and number, might also need to be 
adjusted. 

EXTENSIONS

1 . 	 After the last round, as a way to continue 
the review, present a few of the speech 
samples that you have collected. If 
you decide to mention errors, choose 
only the errors connected to the target 
vocabulary or grammar; remember, 
this activity serves as a review. If time 
permits, you can ask the students if 
they have comments or questions. 
They usually ask how to say words or 
statements in English. If so, ask the  
class first if anyone knows; if no one 
does, provide the response yourself. 
When there are no more questions,  
you can proceed to the next part of  
the lesson.

2. 	 In order to maximize the benefits of 
Small Talks, consider making the activity 
an integral part of your students’ daily 
class routine by having them keep a 
“Small Talks Journal.” Each student must 
update it after every Small Talks session. 
However, the content and purposes vary 
according to their proficiency levels.

For lower-level learners, the journal 
can be in the form of a table containing 
columns for the date, the topic, the 
main question or sentence, (optionally) 
a three-point self-assessment scale 
corresponding to how they feel about 
their execution of the task, and (also 
optionally) their comments. More-
proficient students can record more in 
their journal, which primarily serves 
as a log of the details of their and their 
partners’ statements. The table in their 
journal should include a space for the 
date, the topic, the grammar point(s), 
key vocabulary they used, names of 
classmates they talked to and what they 
said, and their remarks. 

Collect the journals periodically to 
monitor students’ experience and get or 
give feedback. You can also communicate 
with students individually if they have 
a question or problem written in the 
journal.

3. 	 Students can conduct surveys after a few 
Small Talks sessions. For example, after 
four consecutive days of talking about 
their favorite food, fruit, dessert, and 
drink, give students a survey sheet on the 
fifth day. They write their own answers 
on the sheet, then go around asking 
others if they like the same items. (You 
may need to teach or review how to ask 
and answer the questions appropriately.) 
Then they write the names of those who 
have similar answers and count them at 
the end of the activity. 

CONCLUSION

Small Talks is a great motivation and review 
activity. It is simple to implement and does 
not require much of your class time. Most 
importantly, it is an effective way for learners 
to use their knowledge of the target language 
in authentic conversations about topics 
they are familiar with. Even if they have a 
limited vocabulary, they will try to express 
themselves using the language they know. 
Finally, the activity allows students to apply 
lessons discussed in the classroom in engaging, 
personal, and real-life scenarios. In our case, 
I see this teaching technique as a perfect way 
for our students to use English, especially 
since, in Japan, they have minimal exposure 
to it.

Ephraim Viernes Domingo is an assistant language 
teacher in Gunma, Japan, and an online English tutor. 
He is an English teacher from the Philippines and is 
finishing his Ph.D. in Language Education at Saint 
Louis University in Baguio City. His research interests 
are online English education, native speakerism, and 
second-language teaching and learning. He would like 
to thank Mr. Tetsuya Handa, with whom he teaches 
in Japan and who is the coleader of their Small Talks 
activities. G

P
S

 D
es

ig
ne

d,
 p

ro
du

ce
d,

 a
nd

 p
ri

nt
ed

 b
y 

G
lo

ba
l P

ub
lis

hi
ng

 S
ol

ut
io

ns
 (

A
/G

IS
/G

PS
) 

©
 (

21
-2

22
42

-E
-1

.0
)



THE LIGHTER SIDE

The “Best” Puzzle

PART A: Below are ten sentences containing the word best, but every sentence 
is missing a word. For each “Best” Sentence, choose a word from the Missing 

Word column that best completes the sentence. The first one has been done for 
you: The word friends best completes the sentence “We’ll be best             forever!” 
Ready? Do your best!

F

“BEST” SENTENCE MISSING WORD

___ 1. We’ll be best ______ forever!

___ 2. ______ is the best policy.

___ 3. This new app is the best thing since sliced ______.

___ 4. ______ is the best teacher.

___ 5. You’ve got to put your best ______ forward.

___ 6. We’ll have to make the best of a bad ______.

___ 7. ______ is the best medicine.

___ 8. The best things in life are ______.

___ 9. “It was the best of times, it was the ______ of times.”

___ 10. This book is a best ______.

A. laughter

B. seller

C. situation

D. worst

E. bread

F. friends

G. honesty

H. foot

I. experience

J. free

PART B: Now match each Meaning below with the “Best” Sentence above that has the most 
similar meaning. For example, “Nothing can end our friendship” is closest in meaning to 
“We’ll be best friends forever!” (which is “Best” Sentence #1). Can you match the rest?

MEANING
___ Always tell the truth.

___ Nothing can end our friendship.

___ Money can’t buy everything (such as 
love and friendship).

___ You learn the most by doing things 
yourself.

___ Work hard, behave, and present yourself 
as well as you can.

___ Many people have bought it.

___ It’s a great idea!

___ Seeing the funny side of something can 
make you feel better.

___ Things aren’t great, but we’ll make 
something positive happen.

___ Wonderful and terrible things were 
happening.

Answers on page 27

1
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Answers to The Lighter Side

THE “BEST” PUZZLE

PART B: PART A:

1. F
2. G
3. E
4. I
5. H
6. C
7. A
8. J
9. D
10. B

   2    Always tell the truth.
   1    Nothing can end our friendship.
   8    Money can’t buy everything (such as love and friendship).
   4    You learn the most by doing things yourself.
   5    Work hard, behave, and present yourself as well as you can.
  10   Many people have bought it.
   3    It’s a great idea!
   7    Seeing the funny side of something can make you feel better.
   6    Things aren’t great, but we’ll make something positive happen.
   9    Wonderful and terrible things were happening. (“It was the best of times,  

it was the worst of times” is the first part of the first sentence of the Charles 
Dickens novel A Tale of Two Cities.)

Note: You could also complete “Best” Sentence #6 with experience, but the word situation would not fit 
in “Best” Sentence #4. 

Are you and your students able to come up with “Best” Sentences of your own?



[Nonprofit commercials] are an inspiring resource in the English classroom  
because various narrative devices and cinematic techniques are used  

to achieve the organizations’ goals and because they provide ample opportunities  
for language practice and development of critical thinking.

(See page 2)

americanenglish.state.gov
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