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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
This year, as English Teaching Forum celebrates its 60th anniversary, the front covers of the four 
issues feature a unique “60” design, with covers of previous issues visible. The back cover of 
each issue this year also features previous covers; the selection includes the different designs 
and Forum logos that have greeted readers over the years. Feel free to look over the covers and 
see if you can find any of your favorites. You might also want to count the number of previous 
issues that are included on the back cover. Can you guess how many there are?
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KATIE MITCHELL BURROWS, KENDRA STALEY, AND MATTHEW BURROWS

United States

The Potential of Open 
Educational Resources for 
English Language Teaching 
and Learning: From Selection 
to Adaptation

BACKGROUND  

It is important to understand how OERs 
work. OERs are permanently licensed under 
“a Creative Commons license or other 
permission to let you know how the material 
may be used, reused, adapted, and shared” 
(OER Commons 2022). In the Creative 
Commons licenses, each condition or rule is 
represented by a symbol: 

•  Attribution (BY): This symbol means 
that the author of the original source must 
be credited.

•  ShareAlike (SA): This means that the 
materials must be shared under a similar 
license, so you cannot take these open 
resources and then republish them under a 
less open license. 

•  NonCommercial (NC): This requires 
that the work be used for noncommercial 
purposes, so people can’t republish and sell 
the resource.  

•  NoDerivatives (ND): This symbol 
means the materials can be reused but 
cannot be changed or adapted.  

Finding affordable textbooks is a challenge within many 
educational contexts, including English as a foreign language 
(EFL) settings and English as a second language (ESL) settings, 

such as universities and Intensive English Programs (often referred to 
as IEPs) in the United States. As educators, we know it is a struggle 
for many of our students to pay for both English language learning 
classes and expensive textbooks. Open Educational Resources (OERs) 
can alleviate this challenge by offering high-quality, free materials. 
This article outlines how to find and adapt OERs and discusses a 
specific example of remixing OERs for the language classroom. Our 
hope is that other educators will be inspired to create and adapt 
OERs and incorporate the materials into their own teaching contexts 
to better serve their student populations.



2 0 2 2 E N G L I S H  T E A C H I N G  F O R U M 3americanenglish.state.gov/english-teaching-forum

While you may also find material listed 
in the Public Domain or CC0—where 
copyrights are released, and there are no 
rules or restrictions on how it can be used—
most OER materials have some restrictions. 
The most common Creative Commons 
restriction is Attribution, a license that 
allows people to reuse, change, republish, 
and even sell the materials as long as the 
original author is credited. Other materials 
may have multiple restrictions. For example, 
they may have an Attribution ShareAlike 
license, meaning that the materials can be 
republished, changed, and shared freely as 
long as the original author is credited and 
the resulting materials are published under 
a similar license. Most Creative Commons 
licenses permit people to make changes 
(derivatives), allowing them to remix and 
adapt existing OER materials, unless the 
licenses specifically state “NoDerivatives.” 
The ability to adapt OERs has created a 
community of educators who develop, use, 
and revise open materials.  

Some colleges have redesigned their programs 
to rely solely on OER textbooks, promising 
students zero textbook costs throughout their 
entire degree programs (Burke 2019). This 
has led to the creation of hundreds, if not 
thousands, of OER textbooks aimed especially 
at college students (see Table 1 for examples).   

Still, using OER materials requires  
certain considerations. Kendra Staley,  
English Language Specialist and one of  
the authors of this article, explored some  
of these issues firsthand with 42 EFL  
teachers at Binational Centers (BNCs) in 
Colombia while conducting virtual  
teacher-training workshops about online 
learning. She developed one of the  
workshops based on an article about  
11 high-quality OERs for beginning to 
advanced English language learners  
(Burrows 2021), one of which is the  
authors’ textbook on university reading 
(Mitchell, Burrows, and Staley 2020). 
Because these 11 OERs range in difficulty 
from A1 to B2 on the Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR) scale in skill-focus (reading,  
writing, listening, speaking, grammar,  
or a combination of skills) and topics 
(university preparation, speed reading, 
detective stories, English in the workplace, 
academic writing and reading, and Greek 
myths), there was plenty of high-quality,  
free material to choose from. After 
examining these OERs, BNC teachers 
proceeded to find other OER materials  
for their own student populations. The 
process of finding and adapting OERs  
will be explored in the subsequent  
sections, along with additional examples.  

Four Interesting Titles to Search for in OER Commons or on Google 

A Digital Workbook for Beginning ESOL by Eric Dodson, Davida Jordan, and Timothy Krause 
(Low Beginner to Low Intermediate) is a grammar-focused introductory book that weaves 
in YouTube videos and auto-graded practice.  

Daily Departures: Speed Reading Passages for Low-Intermediate English Language Learners by 
Regina Weaver is a digital packet of 20 short readings with comprehension questions to 
help students improve their reading speed. 

Fiction in Action: Whodunit by Adam Gray and Marcos Benevides (Intermediate) is an 
alternative graded reader with playful activities. 

It’s All Greek to Me!—Using Authentic Readings to Improve Knowledge of the English Language 
and Western Culture by Charity Davenport (Advanced) is an integrated-skills book that uses 
authentic sources to teach culture and language.

Table 1. Four interesting OER titles 
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FINDING OERs  

OERs are available all over the web, but it may 
be easiest to search for them within a specific 
OER database, such as OER Commons 
(oercommons.org), MERLOT (merlot.org), 
or Teaching Commons (teachingcommons.us). 
The same resources are often listed in all three 
databases, so educators can focus on learning 
to use just one. In this article, we will be 
discussing OER Commons, which is easy to 
use and has thousands of resources at all grade 
levels. When using OER Commons, it may 
be tempting to just search for EFL (or related 
terms, such as ESOL, EAL, and ESL) and 
wade through the 500-plus results, but it is 
often more productive to use the filters. Two 
filters that will quickly narrow your search are 
“Education Level” and “Material Type.” With 
the “Material Type” filter, you can focus your 
results on lesson plans, lectures, or entire 
textbooks. You can also use the filters to find 
resources that were made for other contexts 
but might be adapted for your setting. If you 
are not limited to ESL resources, you can 
search for themes that relate to your students’ 
interests. Perhaps resources on art, public 
speaking, or health might be interesting. Then 
with the “License Types” filter, you can identify 
materials to adapt or remix, which allows you 
to take materials at different education levels 
or from different subjects and adapt them to 
fit your context.  

The BNC participants used these filters in 
OER Commons to identify over 20 resources 
for use in their classes. Engaging and 
motivating examples from their exploration 
of OER Commons included an activity sheet 
on biodiversity in nature for young learners; 
instructional videos focused on adapting to 
change for university business students; units 
on freedom of speech; assignments to develop 
critical thinking; and a unit plan for a writing 
class about creating comic strips to encourage 
teenagers’ autonomy. The participants, in 
their analysis of each OER, focused on its 
advantages and disadvantages, its application 
and usefulness for their students and 
instructors, and any of its accompanying 
websites, apps, or assessments. They also 

discussed how to adapt the materials for their 
settings, such as supplementing textbooks. 
For other educational environments, these 
resources could support, or even replace, any 
coursebooks that might be assigned by the 
school administration or program director.  

Additionally, many EFL teachers are required 
to use coursebooks mandated by ministries 
of education. Because no textbook is perfect, 
educators around the world could supplement 
their course materials by searching an OER 
database to find and adapt activities that fit the 
needs of their particular student population. 
For example, in Uzbekistan, the Ministry 
of Education produces a student textbook 
with audio files, a teacher’s answer key, and 
instructions on how to deliver the material. 
For Grade 8, the content theme for Unit 9 
is the environment, with a focus on raising 
awareness about the importance of being eco-
friendly, preserving resources, and recycling. 
EFL teachers in Uzbekistan could search 
OER Commons for related material that is 
of interest to their students. In the search 
bar, they could type “Earth Day,” which is 
an international event that celebrates ways 
people protect their environment. For the 
“Education Level” filter, they could select 
“High School,” and for the “Subject Area,” 
they could select “English Language Arts.” 
A result of this search is a lesson plan for 
English language learners to practice and 
improve their speaking, reading, writing, and 
vocabulary skills by learning about Earth Day. 
These teachers can then adapt the materials to 
fit their educational context while continuing 
to support the curriculum and standards 
created by their Ministry of Education.  

ADAPTING OERs 

While the adaptation process can be time 
consuming and onerous, it isn’t always. 
Sometimes a few tweaks make a resource 
more engaging and effective. This is where a 
clear understanding of both your students and 
the OER materials will be essential. Materials 
may need to be adapted for language difficulty, 
cultural responsiveness, and approach to 
teaching.  
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There are several ways to think about and 
address language difficulty. For a smaller 
OER, you might intuitively look at a text and 
change individual words that seem difficult 
for your students. You might also break up 
long sentences so that they are more easily 
understood. These two factors—vocabulary 
difficulty and sentence length—are at the 
core of modern readability measures, so you 
may also use a tool to help you analyze a text’s 
difficulty. For example, you can determine 
the Lexile level of a passage by using the 
Lexile Text Analyzer at https://hub.lexile.
com/analyzer, which will give the passage 
a score up to 2000L (the highest level). 
The higher the score, the more difficult the 
reading. Furthermore, research has correlated 
Lexile measure to language proficiency on 
the CEFR, so you can use Lexile to better 
understand if a text is right for your students. 
Table 2 summarizes Smith and Turner’s (2016) 
correlations of different readers’ CEFR and 
Lexile levels.

Note that students at these CEFR levels 
can often comprehend more-difficult texts 
(Smith and Turner 2016), but this chart is a 
nice starting point when adapting materials. 
You can run an OER through the Lexile Text 
Analyzer, then change the vocabulary and 
sentence length, if needed, until the Lexile 
level seems appropriate for your students’ 
approximate level. Using this analytical 
approach to adapt the materials is helpful 
when you are working with longer OERs.  

Another point to consider when adapting 
materials created for other contexts is cultural 
responsiveness. You want the materials to 

not only be appropriate, but also relatable 
for your students from different cultural 
backgrounds. For example, you may want to 
remove references that may be upsetting or 
unnecessarily controversial. Those references 
could pertain not only to cultural practices 
but also to borders and country names. 
Additionally, you may want to integrate 
references to the local area and students’ 
cultural heritage in the OERs. For example, 
you might change the names of the characters 
in a story or replace unfamiliar details. These 
changes will help your students connect to the 
materials, build on their previous knowledge, 
and likely increase engagement.  

For instance, let’s return to the previous 
Earth Day example for EFL teachers in 
Uzbekistan who found a lesson plan that 
fits the content, age level, and standards of 
their unit on the environment. However, 
when looking through the lesson plan, they 
realize that some of the activities, such as 
visiting a local recycling center, might not be 
relevant for their students. While there are 
people who do collect recyclable materials 
from neighborhoods, there isn’t a local 
recycling center for them to visit, nor are 
there recycling receptacles around the city 
or their school. Instead of focusing on what 
other countries do for recycling (and what’s 
not available in theirs), these teachers could 
ask their students to discuss ways to reduce 
trash production, such as taking reusable cloth 
bags to local markets instead of using plastic 
bags. Or, teachers could ask their students 
to bring in used plastic bottles that are 
clean and empty, which they can repurpose 
for classroom use, such as plant holders. 

CEFR Level Lexile Level of Graded Readers

Basic User A1 230L to 340L

A2 425L to 715L

Independent User B1 518L to 860L

B2 598L to 993L

Proficient User C1 760L to 1200L

Table 2. CEFR and Lexile correlations (see Smith and Turner 2016)
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Educational institutes in Uzbekistan are full 
of flowers and plants in the hallways, yards, 
offices, and classrooms. Connecting the class 
material on the environment to their cultural 
love of decorating with living plants will likely 
increase engagement and perhaps motivate 
students to repurpose other materials in their 
own homes with their families.          

Finally, and possibly most importantly for 
language educators, you may want to adapt 
the approach to teaching that you find in 
the materials. If you choose to use materials 
that were not originally intended to teach 
English, you will want to change the activities 
to match communicative language teaching 
pedagogy. That may require you to create 
more discussion activities, for example. 
You may also need to add explicit language 
support and instruction. With some OERs, 
that might mean creating vocabulary or other 
skill-building activities.    

The goal of any adaptation is to make the 
resource more approachable, appropriate, and 
effective for your specific educational context. 
That means each educator will want and 
need to select different materials and make 
different changes. Compared to the traditional 
textbook market, it’s exciting to be able to 
reshape and repackage OERs for your own 
classes. 

EXAMPLE OF AN OER PROJECT 

This section describes a large-scale OER 
project and explains how the materials 
were selected, adapted, and leveraged to 
meet students’ needs. The project was 
funded through a grant from Colorado’s 
Department of Higher Education and 
used open educational materials that were 
originally produced for students in their 
first year of university and then adapted 
for ESL/EFL students to serve a language-
learning purpose. The result was an 
authentic, rigorous textbook titled Preparing 
for University Reading (Mitchell, Burrows, 
and Staley 2020), created to teach academic 
reading skills to advanced English language 
learners.  

To engage students, the authors—who are also 
the authors of this article—took the reading 
passages in Preparing for University Reading from 
textbooks used in freshman-level courses in 
the five most popular majors, which according 
to the National Center for Education Statistics 
(2018) are business, health and biology, 
social sciences and history, psychology, and 
engineering. Our team searched for relevant 
textbooks in OER Commons and other OER 
databases and identified four relevant textbooks 
and one online course. One chapter from each 
of the four textbooks published by OpenStax 
were selected:  

• Biology 2e (Clark, Douglas, and Choi 2018)  

• Introduction to Business (Gitman et al. 2018) 

• Introduction to Sociology 2e (Griffiths, 
Keirns, Strayer et al. 2015) 

• Psychology 2e (Spielman, Jenkins, and 
Lovett 2020) 

The online course from The Open 
University was titled An Introduction to Design 
Engineering (Jones 2018). Each selection was 
approximately 20 pages long. The hope was 
that by having these longer texts, students 
would have authentic reading experiences; 
in fact, at university, they might be required 
to read about 40 pages per week per class, so 
these longer texts would provide important 
practice (Anderson 2015). 

We adapted the reading passages themselves 
because many traditional college students 
struggle with the reading demands at 
university, a problem that is even greater for 
language learners. This is, in part, because 
there is a readability gap between high 
school textbooks and university textbooks 
(Williamson 2008). High school textbooks 
are often written at a 1000–1100 Lexile level, 
while college textbooks are at a 1300–1400 
Lexile level (Williamson 2008). In terms of 
language learning and the CEFR, a 1300–
1400 Lexile level text may still be difficult for 
a C1 learner and beyond the comprehension 
level of many international students who 
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enter university at a B2 level or below (Smith 
and Turner 2016). This project narrowed the 
readability gap by adapting university-level 
OER readings to a 1100–1300 Lexile level. 
The Lexile tool measures both sentence length 
and the difficulty of the words in a passage; 
lowering the Lexile levels requires shortening 
some longer sentences and substituting some 
difficult vocabulary. For example, in the 
biology text, when highly specific vocabulary, 
like germinate, was not relevant to the chapter, 
we replaced it with more common vocabulary, 
like grow.  

Being culturally responsive was also important 
to our team, so we adapted the passages with 
that in mind. For example, in the business 
chapter, we added more references to Chinese 
companies, since many of our students are 
from China and would be familiar with these 
case studies. In the engineering chapter, the 
original content assumed certain monuments 
and products would be familiar to the reader, 
but we thought students might struggle with 
the references, so we added context. Activities 
were also added so students could apply the 
knowledge in the different chapters to their 
personal lives and local contexts. Whenever 
text adaptations were made, they were done 
sparingly to help retain the authenticity of the 
readings and prepare students for studying at a 
U.S. university.   

While the authentic, longer passages provided 
important, sustained practice, we also needed 
to adapt the chapters so that they were 
effective in a language-learning classroom. 
One way we did that was to divide the 
passages into four to six readings to allow 
for intermittent comprehension checks and 
varied classroom use. For example, an entire 
chapter could be assigned to students at 
once, representing the length of an authentic 
university reading assignment, or students 
could do each reading in the chapter over 
a period of weeks. The readings follow a 
predictable pattern. The first reading is always 
the shortest, often around 500 words, to allow 
for the topic to be introduced and discussed, 
while the last reading is usually the longest. 
Each chapter has at least two reading-skill 

practice activities, and each reading has pre-
reading activities, comprehension questions, 
vocabulary activities, and final discussion 
questions. At the end of a chapter, there 
is a synthesis section. While the original 
textbook passages came with a glossary and 
some comprehension questions that could 
be adapted, most of the comprehension and 
language practice was created specifically for 
our OER and for language learners. These 
changes were important and represented the 
unique demands of language education. 

The OER project was piloted at two 
institutions, University of Colorado Boulder’s 
International English Center and INTO 
Colorado State University. Piloting the book 
at two intensive English programs provided 
a fuller picture of how it could be used and 
how effective it might be. Feedback was 
overwhelmingly positive. Students felt that 
the adaptation process had made the OER 
more accessible; 85 percent of the 40 students 
surveyed thought the textbook overall was 
at their level or just a little above; they felt 
similarly about the difficulty of the passages 
themselves and the reading comprehension 
sections.  

Eighty-eight percent of students 
recommended that their program continue to 
use the textbook, and all the faculty members 
recommended continuing to use the book. 
Students and faculty were interested in the 
book in part because it was a free, authentic 
textbook. Being free was important; many 
students struggle to afford textbooks, so 
they genuinely appreciated having a free 
resource, especially when it replaced an 
US$80 textbook that had been used in one of 
the programs. Faculty also felt that students 
were motivated to read the passages since 
they were from real university textbooks. 
This authenticity helped students overcome 
what some might have felt was dry content. 
In fact, one student wrote, “It is a good book 
but a little bit boring. It is an academic book 
so it should be boring.” Being based on real 
freshman-level readings was important to 
students, and they reported that it increased 
their motivation. Faculty also noted that 
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

• What are Open Educational Resources? 

o Open Educational Resources (OERs) are free materials that are in the public 
domain or have a Creative Commons license. While there are no limitations 
on how one can use, share, or adapt OERs in the public domain, the specific 
Creative Commons license might have stipulations, such as: 

■ Attribution: Crediting the author 
■ ShareAlike: Publishing any related materials under the same license 
■ NonCommercial: Requiring that the materials not be used to make money 
■ NoDerivatives: Disallowing users from changing or adapting the materials 

• How do I find OERs? 

o OERs are available all over the web, but it may be easiest to search for them 
within a specific OER database, like OER Commons (oercommons.org), 
MERLOT (merlot.org), or Teaching Commons (teachingcommons.us). 

• How can I adapt OERs? 

o As long as the OER doesn’t have a “NoDerivatives” license, you can make any 
changes you would like to the material. You can change: 

■ the OER’s language difficulty, to make it match the level of your students.  
This can be done by using the Lexile Text Analyzer to estimate text difficulty; 
changing difficult vocabulary; and shortening sentences. 

■ the OER’s cultural responsiveness so that the OER builds on students’ life 
experiences and culture. This is accomplished, in part, by changing the 
examples to match the local context and removing upsetting or unnecessarily 
controversial topics. 

■ the OER’s approach to teaching language, especially if it isn’t the OER’s 
original purpose, by adding language skill instruction; defining vocabulary;  
and designing discussion activities. 

students’ reading skills seemed to markedly 
improve.   

This project is just one example of how 
teachers can leverage OERs to create 
effective, engaging, and authentic language 
practice for students. It is itself also OER 
licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution ShareAlike license, permitting 
further adaptation and localization and 
allowing use in different contexts and cultures 
around the world. Teachers can use a single 
reading to supplement their mandatory 
national curriculum or choose to use the 

whole book. This flexibility is one of the 
benefits of OERs.  

CONCLUSION  

As some students may be unable to attend classes 
or to purchase textbooks due to their high cost, 
OERs offer a way to make education more 
accessible for more learners around the globe. 
In fact, in the United States, many students 
don’t buy the textbooks for at least one of 
their university classes because of the high cost 
(Redden 2011). As educators, we want learning 
to be as accessible as possible for as many 
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people as we can. Eliminating the need and the 
requirement for students to purchase expensive 
textbooks helps to level the inequalities in 
education found around the world.

The overwhelmingly positive feedback from 
ESL university students in Colorado and 
EFL educators in Colombia demonstrates 
the usefulness and need for OERs in English 
language learning. Teachers know their 
students and are constantly looking for ways to 
help them succeed. This includes customizing 
content for students and courses, like the 
OER examples mentioned. Hopefully, other 
educators inspired by the OER selection and 
adaptation process detailed in this article will 
pursue the inclusion of OERs into their own 
classrooms for the benefit of their students.  
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MIA SASAKI WITH SARA LEVI

Myanmar and United States

Teaching in Emergencies: 
Building Resilient Practices 
as Language-Learning 
Teachers

F ew teachers would have imagined at the onset of 2020 that 
the COVID pandemic would disrupt education for two or more 
years. For many around the world, the pandemic has been an 

enduring crisis in classrooms, affecting many facets beyond just 
learning spaces. But the pandemic also united many educators 
in their efforts to find solutions to the hidden but ever-present 
reality of educational emergencies. As teachers, we are often at the 
forefront of these emergencies: student trauma from abuse, mental 
illness, political unrest, etc. We, more than ever, are focused on 
student well-being for the sake of learning. The question is, what 
tools of resilience can we equip ourselves with in the midst of these 
ongoing emergencies?

My (Mia’s) experience in emergency 
education is informed by my time teaching 
at a university in Yangon, Myanmar’s largest 
city. Teaching online through lockdowns had 
already taken a toll on students by early 2021, 
and—like many English language educators 
around the globe—I was unsure how to 
support students through the isolation and 
uncertainty of the pandemic. No matter  
the country or the context for teaching,  
we have been confronted with finding  
our role, and our footing, when faced  
with this crisis. 

In my classroom in February 2021, the 
pandemic was unexpectedly compounded 
by a military coup. Faced with emergency 
layered upon emergency, I needed practical 
tools that I could use in my classroom to 

support students. I sought out a cross-
discipline collaboration with my co-author, 
Sara Levi, a licensed professional educator 
in school counseling and clinical mental 
health counseling, to identify resources and 
applications for English language educators 
teaching in emergencies. This article puts 
forward practical ways to support students’ 
socio-emotional and language learning while 
also suggesting resources and steps teachers 
can take to respond to student crises.

TOOLS TO SUPPORT STUDENTS IN 
EMERGENCIES

The importance of student well-being cannot 
be overstated. According to McKinney and 
Keenan (2017, 6), students in emergencies 
“benefit from being engaged in learning 
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activities through community approaches 
with an emphasis on well-being,” and teacher 
trainees benefit from modules focusing “on 
healthy and safe learning environments and 
addressing stress; teacher well-being; [and] 
student well-being and resilience.” Especially 
in the wake of the pandemic, teachers must 
make safe spaces for students to process 
the changing reality of our world. Thus, 
the classroom is not just a place to achieve 
learning objectives and proctor tests, but 
a place that must first and foremost allow 
students to step outside their lived realities, 
reflect, and recalibrate. 

In the current global context, the classroom 
needs to be a place where students can grieve, 
fume, and decompress. Part of a teacher’s task 
today is to prepare their students for the post-
pandemic world, which is often fraught with 
conflict and uncertainty; we still don’t know 
exactly what the post-pandemic world will 
look and feel like. As teachers, we know that 
education must be relevant to our students. 
If the learning does not connect to their life 
circumstances, students will ask, “Why does 
this matter?” Indeed, a teacher’s challenge 
is—to the best of their ability—to empathize 
with students’ needs.

Teaching in a pandemic context has made 
mental health a higher priority for educators. 
This presents new challenges. For many 
English language educators, we are teaching 
through digital media to nonnative English 
speakers with varying perceptions of what 
defines mental health. There are often 
language barriers, differences of cultural 
values, and contextual elements that as 
teachers we do not fully understand. With all 
this in mind, I asked experts what actions a 
teacher can take to teach during crises or in 
post-crisis situations. They pointed me to the 
following six steps and sources. 

1. Making Time and Space

Making time and space for students’ voices 
is a critical part of socio-emotional support 
in education. In higher education, this can 
translate into holding more office hours than 
usual. For educators in primary and  
secondary classrooms, it could mean after-
school tutoring time or study hall. Not only 
does this provide a safe space for students 
to be after school, but it doubles as both 
educational support and a time for students  
to talk with a teacher about any stress they  
are experiencing. 

Making time and space looks different in a 
digital classroom, where teachers let  
students know the hours during the week 
when they will be on video call and available 
to talk. But it can be more creative if a  
teacher finds what students like to do and  
uses various platforms to draw them  
together to watch a movie or have art time, 
which allows students to create digital or 
nondigital art individually and share their 
creations at the end of the session. There  
are many ways to make student-friendly 
spaces, whether using online platforms or 
in-person classrooms. Mental health experts 
agree: It is critical to have these resources 
supporting student mental health more  
widely available and integrated into schools 
(Repie 2005).

2. Positive Stress Management 

In many countries, Western mental health 
practices are often not contextually 
appropriate or widely accepted. While this 
is changing in urban areas and with younger 
generations, getting mental health support  
can still be stigmatized. Thus, experts in 
this field remind us that educators need 
to examine cultural perceptions of mental 
health in their context (Altinyelken, Hoek, 
and Jiang 2020). Students are often excellent 

Especially in the wake of the pandemic,  
teachers must make safe spaces for students  
to process the changing reality of our world.
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Making time and space for students’ voices is  
a critical part of socio-emotional support in education.

instructors in this area. They have a pulse 
on what is socially acceptable or where 
there might be creative workarounds. If 
educators have a basis of trust, they can ask 
students for their input and suggestions about 
what approaches to use for positive stress 
management.

From my experience of working with students 
from countries across Asia, meditation is a 
socially acceptable way to relieve stress. This 
idea originally came from my students in a 
migrant school in Thailand. These students 
requested that each day we start our sessions 
with five minutes of soft music and dimmed 
lights for them to sit with eyes closed and 
meditate. They entered the room, set the 
space, chose the music, and signaled the 
time. I was responsible only for setting the 
timer to mark the end of the meditation 
time. When I asked them in surveys if this 
time was valuable, every student rated it as 
indispensable. 

This experience has since translated into 
every other context where I have taught. A 
meditative practice can be further integrated 
with other calming practices, including deep 
breathing and visualizing peaceful places. 
While these visualizations can prepare 
students for language learning, they serve 
another critical purpose: they calm the part 
of the brain related to fight or flight, allowing 
students to experience a sense of safety. 
When this part of the brain—often reacting 
unconsciously or subconsciously—is calm, it 
allows for other parts of the brain to respond 
thoughtfully and logically (Porges 2011). 
Thus, by addressing the socio-emotional needs 
of learners, teachers reinforce positive habits 
to de-stress and focus.

3. Contextualizing Curriculum

Student learning must focus on both academic 
targets and students’ social and emotional 

needs because “academic and social-emotional 
learning are mutually reinforcing sides of 
the same coin” (Desrochers 2014, 34). As 
mentioned earlier, visualizations connect well 
with language-learning models. Depending 
on students’ English levels, teachers can 
curate a visualization, or they can prompt 
a visualization by asking questions about 
students’ favorite places. For instance, a 
teacher can have students close their eyes and 
imagine sitting against a tree in a place where 
birds are chirping under the warm sunlight. 
The words and images chosen should be 
contextual to the local area and what people 
generally accept as peaceful. 

For advanced English learners, the teacher can 
ask students to imagine a place where they 
feel safe. The teacher should then encourage 
them to explore the imagined place through 
their five senses. Creating visualizations that 
are sensory teaches English language terms, 
concepts, and experiential learning in a way 
that literally soothes and supports a student 
during lessons and classroom activities. 
Teachers then discuss how students can use 
these calming activities to extend beyond the 
classroom, back into their lived experience in 
their personal worlds. For example, students 
may use this as an outlet outside the classroom 
when attempting to manage current acute 
stress or crisis, or when overwhelmed by past 
experiences.

Further contextualizing of the curriculum  
can be done in a variety of ways, but it  
should provide students with healthy ways 
to process the world around them. It is best 
if the assignment has choice and flexibility in 
both what the student focuses on and how  
it is ultimately graded. For example, when 
I taught reading during the first peak of 
COVID, students journaled about each text. 
I provided a few questions (aligned with 
learning objectives) that they could probe,  
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It is key that educators know the available  
mental health referrals in their region.

but I also allowed students to create their  
own topic. 

Having the flexibility of interpretation, 
students can customize the homework to 
their own needs. This assignment was graded 
on a set of basic criteria, including its focus, 
the extent to which it drew from real-life 
experience, and its connection to the text we 
had read. In course evaluations, students said 
that journaling gave them a place to process, 
to vent, and to question their experiences 
during the pandemic. For a few students, 
it became a healthy way to cope, and they 
continued to write even after the course 
ended. For me as a teacher, the greatest 
success is when a student says that they can 
use what they learned in the classroom to help 
them navigate the day-to-day uncertainties 
outside class. (See the sidebar, “Socio-
Emotional Language Learning through Music 
and Visualization,” for suggestions on the use 
of music visualization.)

4. Psychological First Aid

Research shows an ever-increasing need for 
mental health care that the medical system 
cannot meet (Everly Jr. and Lating 2017). 
Educators are often the first responders to 
student needs in an emergency. Psychology 
experts say educators must be ready for 
the surge of distress during or after a crisis 
through training in psychological first aid 
(PFA). Courses available through online 
learning platforms provide certified training 
or simply capacity building. 

PFA, like medical first aid, is not a final 
solution. Medical first aid aims to train those 
outside of the professional health field with 
the basic skills to assess a situation in order 
to keep someone alive until the needed 
professional health care is available. In the 
same way, teachers are not psychological 
experts (Everly Jr. and Lating 2017).  

Our work is to help stabilize a student in a 
crisis until they can meet with a professional 
mental-health-care worker. PFA walks a 
teacher through various models to support 
students while also informally assessing 
whether students need referrals for 
professional services. And for those  
working in high school and higher education, 
students in their later teenage years are at 
risk for the onset of serious mental health 
and behavioral disorders (World Health 
Organization 2020). If these are diagnosed  
and treated early by a professional, the 
individual diagnosed is significantly more 
likely to stabilize. As these issues are closely 
linked with higher suicide rates, early 
diagnosis and treatment is imperative.  
PFA gives educators foundational tools to 
support students and the ability to know  
when to refer out for further psychological 
services. 

5. Follow-up Services

Depending on where in the world teachers 
are, further service providers may be limited. 
For example, in many countries, psychiatric 
and psychological services are not widely 
available, especially to those students in lower 
socio-economic brackets (Heltne et al. 2020). 
Some mobile applications are available online, 
providing free access to basic support for 
anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD). 

It is key that educators know the available 
mental health referrals in their region. 
Administrators and educators can also 
collaborate with other local experts to 
identify the natural support in the students’ 
community. In my situation, there was a need 
to reach out to psychology professionals 
with expertise on the Myanmar context for 
a list of services. In response, they took time 
to help me develop a handout of a variety 
of services available for educators at my 
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Socio-Emotional Language Learning through Music and Visualization

Language educators in emergency spaces must weave together students’ academic 
and well-being needs. One of the tools that a teacher can use for this is music. 
Music for socio-emotional learning meets many needs: It allows students to relax, 
it helps them refocus for the learning activity, and it gives them a chance to share 
their own perspectives and values. Music also provides a starting point for English 
learners to bridge between their mother tongue and English.

Music visualization is customizable for any English lesson. It is easily 
differentiated to English levels and different cultures. Students in each classroom 
where I have used this visualization, from Bangladesh intermediate students to 
beginner English as a second language (ESL) students in the United States, have 
remarked on how much they enjoy using music as a link to language learning. 

The core idea is to take the overall learning goal for the class and connect it to 
a piece of instrumental music. This music should not have words; the goal is for 
students to rest their mind rather than immediately interpreting English lyrics. 
The music should be calming and something that all students can engage with, 
independent of their English level. The teacher makes the setting match the 
music, turning down lights or allowing students to close their eyes. 

Following are a few examples of how to use music visualization in a classroom 
setting.

For Beginner and Pre-Intermediate Students

Provide guidance for students by explaining the vocabulary or sentence-structure 
focus for the lesson. For example, I taught a lesson that focused on the following 
sensory sentence structures: 

• I see …
• I hear …

• I feel …

If students need more support, I provide a word bank, possibly compiled from 
earlier classes. They can sort these words into the five sense categories ahead of 
time. 

When I played an orchestral piece in a pre-intermediate class, I explained to 
students that I would play the song twice. The first time, I told them just to close 
their eyes, relax, and breathe. Afterwards, I asked students if they saw a place 
in their mind when they listened to the music. Most students affirmed that they 
imagined a place. At this point, I wrote the sentence frames on the whiteboard 
for them to think about while we listened to the music again. I explained that 
after they listened again, they could choose a partner to share what they saw, 
heard, and felt in the music. After they listened a second time, I provided 
extension activities to relevant student discussion groups, allowing them to 
discuss smell or even taste if they were ready. 
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When we came back for a whole-class discussion, students expressed what they 
saw, heard, and felt. A few students said that they could see mountains. Another 
student described what was new vocabulary for him: fog. One student said she 
could feel the ocean and smell salt in the air. Using all these senses provides 
neural connections for recall of vocabulary or sentence structures; for beginners, 
a teacher can give time to make vocabulary cards with drawings.

For Intermediate and Upper Intermediate Students

I have used music in two ways for higher levels of English learners. First, the 
previous activity adapts well, but I provide less scaffolded support. I will often 
only prompt one learning goal before listening to the music: the focus of the 
class will be for sensory imagery writing. I explain that students will listen to 
the music using all five senses. Then I ask each student to write one or more 
paragraphs with those sensory details. This is a timed activity, usually around five 
to ten minutes, depending on the students’ needs and ability. 

In the past, I have played the song again during this writing time. I too engage 
in this activity because I find that modelling writing is effective for my students. 
After the writing activity, I share what I wrote. Then we break into pairs or small 
groups, and students share with each other what they wrote. (Students who are 
ready for peer workshopping can make minor edits to each other’s work, but 
peer review is something that must be taught in earlier classes.) I then encourage 
them to share another student’s work that they found especially interesting or 
well written. 

The other way that I use this activity is to connect it to other content learning, 
especially for reading activities and mood setting. I have found that students  
can immerse in a text better (especially cross-cultural texts) when music  
is involved. 

For example, one of the favorite texts that we used in an intermediate class was 
Les Misérables (see Hugo 2008). Because I like to make classes engage with various 
media, I had students listen to instrumental excerpts from the Broadway musical 
Les Misérables. They were then able to engage with this music in journal entries as 
we progressed through relevant chapters. Ultimately, this made watching the final 
screen-adapted Broadway musical more rewarding for them because they had 
already connected the orchestral music to the story’s setting. The students were 
then able to focus on the subtitles in the songs, having already heard the music 
and read the story.

For me, this music visualization is not just a lesson; I incorporate parts of this  
into a daily classroom routine and practice. As mentioned in the article, this 
practice gives students healthy coping mechanisms to deal with stress.  
When used at the beginning of each class as a breathing exercise, unwinding 
through music can become a habit, a tool for every student and teacher  
facing emergencies.
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institution and beyond. This resource gives a 
list of organizations, the services provided, 
languages that are available, and important 
contact information. This tool developed by 
local mental health experts was then shared 
across the university, building our institution’s 
overall ability to support PFA for students and 
referrals. 

6. Self-Care and Boundaries

Teachers are resilient people. They endure 
stress that few other professions encounter: 
long weekday and weekend hours, a never-
ending workload, and the responsibility of 
serving as a bridge to social services. The 
question then is: Who cares for teachers 
working the frontlines? 

When I began my teaching career with 
Teach For America, self-care was not part 
of my repertoire. Wanting to take part in 
changing the inequities of the inner-city 
education system, I never considered burnout 
as a possibility. Since then, I have worked in 
situations with students who are catatonic, 
who have watched their villages burn to 
the ground, and who fear returning to their 
war-torn countries. Teacher training does not 
usually address such issues.

Vicarious trauma, compassion fatigue, and 
burnout are very much realities for educators. 
If we do not care for our own health, we are 
unable to care for others (Everly Jr. and  
Lating 2017). Crisis counseling experts 
emphasize the importance of setting clear 
boundaries; this is critical for a teacher’s  
well-being. For educators who care deeply 
for their students, there may be a sense of 
guilt in referrals or handovers. However,  
when asked, experts reassure that it is a 
teacher’s responsibility to transfer student 
cases to the person or service that can best 
support those students. This is necessary both 
for students and the educator. 

CONCLUSION

The tools and approaches listed in this article 
have better equipped me to return to my 
classroom, even as it is besieged by pandemic 
and political instability. The ways to support 
students will look different for each teacher, 
but—with expertise from the mental health 
professionals in our individual contexts—a 
teacher need not be caught unawares by 
students in crisis. Teachers are often the first 
responders to students’ pressing needs, and 
we stand on the frontlines in post-disaster 
trauma for children and young adults. In the 
wake of COVID and other global instability, 
we must continually widen our skill sets 
beyond academic teaching. We must now teach 
through a lens of socio-emotional wellness 
for all students. If we are able to do this 
effectively, our students will hopefully emerge 
more resilient and ready to build a society that 
reflects their own well-being.
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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.

The Potential of Open Educational Resources for English Language Teaching and 
Learning: From Selection to Adaptation
(Pages 2–9)

Pre-Reading
1. Which choice best describes how familiar you are 

with Open Educational Resources (OERs)?
a. I have never heard of them.
b. I have heard the term, but I’m not sure what 

they are.
c. I know what they are, but I have never used 

them in my teaching.
d. I have used them in my teaching.

2. If you know what OERs are, what do you think 
are some challenges related to using them?  

3. When you want to supplement the content of the 
curriculum you are assigned to teach, where do 
you find additional materials? Are you satisfied 
with those materials? 

4. Have you ever adapted materials for use in your 
classroom? Why did you do it, and what were the 
results?

Post-Reading
1. Did this article give you a clear understanding of 

what OERs are and how you might be able to use 
them? How likely are you to explore using OERs 
in the near future?  

2. Considering your situation, what do you 
see as the main advantages of using OERs in 
your teaching? Can you think of any possible 
disadvantages? 

3. The authors suggest several OER databases. 
Choose one and explore it. Do a search for a  
topic that you teach or plan to teach soon. 
Encourage a colleague to do a similar  
exploration and search, and compare your 
findings. Did you find content that you can  
use in your teaching? 

4. The authors write, “[OER] Materials may need 
to be adapted for language difficulty, cultural 
responsiveness, and approach to teaching.” Do 
you feel comfortable adapting content? Choose a 
passage from an OER source that you explored 
in Question 3 above. How might you adapt it 
for your teaching context and for your students’ 
needs and language level? To get started, 
you might try adapting a short passage. You 
might also consider joining with colleagues to 
collaborate on adapting materials that all of you 
can use in your teaching.
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Teaching in Emergencies: Building Resilient Practices as Language-Learning Teachers 
(Pages 10–17)

Pre-Reading
1. When you see “Teaching in Emergencies” in the 

title of the article, what kinds of emergencies 
come to your mind?  

2. Have you ever taught in an emergency? What was 
the situation, and what did you do? Did you feel 
prepared?  

3. Has your education—or your current 
institution—prepared you for possible 
emergencies you might encounter as a teacher? 
If so, what was the preparation or training like? 
How much do you remember? 

4. What does the term “resilient practices” mean to 
you? 

5. Do you feel prepared to respond to an emergency 
right now? 

Post-Reading

1. Did reading this article make you aware of some 
emergencies and ways to prepare for—and respond 
to—them that you hadn’t thought about before? If 
so, what did you find most helpful about the article?

2. The authors list six steps that teachers can take to 
help their students (and themselves). Which of  

 
those steps could you and your colleagues integrate 
into your educational practices now? 

3. Many people would certainly consider the onset of 
a worldwide pandemic an emergency. What steps 
have you and your colleagues taken to help your 
students, both emotionally and with their language 
learning, during the pandemic? Which, if any, of 
the steps described in the article did you and your 
colleagues take? 

4. Based on your own experiences, as a teacher and 
throughout your life, are there other steps you 
could add to the list provided in the article? 

5. Is responding to emergencies something that 
you and your colleagues discuss, either formally 
or informally? What could you do to familiarize 
your colleagues with best practices related to 
emergencies? 

6. The article offers suggestions for using music 
visualization to provide students with coping 
mechanisms in emergencies and times of  
stress. Try the practice with your students.  
What are the results? How do you feel about  
the practice?
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TEACHING TECHNIQUES

Online Double-Communication 
Lines to Enhance Student 
Interaction 
by BEATRIZ ERAZO

Like most teachers in the past two years, my 
colleagues and I have had to shift to remote 
instruction due to the COVID pandemic. 
For some of us, that meant learning to teach 
in a way that was utterly unfamiliar to us. 
Although we have adapted our teaching 
styles to this new reality, we miss using some 
strategies and techniques that worked well 
in our face-to-face classes. This feeling is 
most noticeable with activities that help our 
students develop fluency and accuracy while 
actively participating in speaking interactions.

One of these strategies involves having 
students form two lines facing each other. 
Students might ask a question to the person 
in front of them or have a short conversation. 
Then one of the lines moves to the right, 
and students repeat the interaction with a 
different person. The same line moves again, 
and learners practice with another new 
partner.

This strategy, called “communication lines” 
(Vorholt 2019), has several advantages. 
Vorholt states that it is student-centered and 
flexible, and it can be used with small or large 
classes. Students develop fluency because they 
practice the same task with different partners, 
improving their accuracy and confidence. 
While practicing the same structure 
repeatedly, students can focus on one form 
and master it. Vorholt also emphasizes that 

students remain engaged in the interaction 
since it is participative, and the movement 
helps keep them motivated.

Meanwhile, Bruhn (2020) refers to this 
technique as “double lines.” According to 
Bruhn, it can be used with different levels of 
students. Moreover, the language focus can 
vary from vocabulary and grammar to fluency 
practice, from controlled practice to freer 
exchanges. For this article, I will combine the 
two names and call the technique “double-
communication lines.” 

It may not seem easy to involve students 
in such activities while teaching remotely; 
however, you can do it by using breakout 
rooms in Zoom or a similar app. This 
adaptation requires appropriate planning; 
furthermore, you must provide clear 
instructions and guide your students 
step-by-step. 

Before trying it out, make sure you have 
breakout rooms enabled in your account. If 
not, you can access settings to enable them. 
It is possible to organize the breakout rooms 
in advance; however, for this activity, you 
should create the breakout rooms after the 
session has begun. Also, consider that while 
it is possible to use this strategy with a large 
class, using it effectively may take time. Thus, 
it is best to test this strategy with a small 
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number of students first. Later, you can try it 
with more students while their confidence and 
skills grow, and while your confidence with 
the strategy grows, too.

Following is an outline of the adapted version 
of this strategy to be used in an online 
environment:

• Identify an activity that can be performed 
using double-communication lines with 
breakout rooms. Some of these activities 
could be, for instance, a short dialogue (with 
five or six entries) focused on a language 
function or grammar point; questions and 
answers (perhaps a short questionnaire) 
to teach vocabulary; a quick survey (to 
generate a future discussion or debate); or 
a brief role play (simulating a job interview, 
offering help to a tourist, giving advice, 
etc.). It all depends on the level of the 
students, the learning objectives, and the 
content you need to cover. 

• Keep in mind that exchanges that are too 
short may not work well in the online 
environment: for example, simple greeting 
exchanges, asking a few Yes/No questions 
when students are not asked to elaborate 
on their answers, and the like. One reason 
is that moving students from one breakout 
room to another takes more time than 
having students shift to a new partner in 
the classroom. So you may want to plan 
activities that require two and a half minutes 
or more for students to complete the task. 
Less time than this might not be efficient.

• Teach the content that students will 
practice, model exchanges, and make 
sure that the learners understand what is 
expected from them. 

• Open as many breakout rooms as necessary 
to create pairs. Inform students that they 
will begin in one room with a partner and 
then move from one room to another after 
a couple of minutes; thus, they should get 
ready for that to happen. You might also 
explain that one student might stay alone in 
a breakout room for a moment while other 

students are moved to new rooms; instruct 
them to wait patiently. In each room, pairs 
will work on the speaking task for at least 
two to three minutes. Encourage students 
to actively participate and let them know 
that you will visit the breakout rooms to 
monitor their progress.

• Begin the activity and allow students to 
speak, focusing on the target language 
elements. After sufficient time has passed, 
broadcast a message to all breakout rooms 
informing the students that they will be 
sent to work with a new classmate. To do 
so, open the breakout rooms window, click 
on “Broadcast a message to all” (or a similar 
prompt, depending on the platform you 
are using), type the message, and submit 
it. Students will get the message on a small 
blue pop-up window. Wait for at least 
30 seconds before moving the students, 
in order to give them time to finish up 
the task. (You might want to practice 
broadcasting a message to a small group 
beforehand so that the process works 
smoothly with the entire class.)

• To avoid confusion, pay close attention to 
which individuals will be moved. Open the 
breakout rooms window and set the mouse 
to the left of the name of the student you 
are planning to move. The words “Move 
to” will appear, and a new window with all 
the other possible rooms will pop up, too. 
Choose a room, and after a few seconds the 
student will automatically “disappear” from 
one room and “appear” in the chosen one. 
Immediately after you send a student from 
(for example) room one to room two, you 
should move another student from room 
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two to room three. Keep going until each 
student has a new practice partner.

• When the allotted time has again passed, 
broadcast another message advising 
students to wrap up and get ready to work 
with a new classmate. It might be best to 
move, for instance, the first student of each 
pair all the time, in order to make sure that 
the same pairings will not be repeated. 
Another possibility is to choose students 
based on the first letter of their names. Just 
make sure you have a method that gives 
you controlled movement of students. You 
may repeat the movement procedure as 
many times as necessary—depending on 
the time available, the amount of practice 
students need, the kinds of information 
they might be gathering, etc.—before 
bringing students back to the main room.

• To finish, volunteers can perform the 
exchange for the class, present a summary, 
or do whatever is appropriate for the work 
that they have completed. If the class is 
large, you can separate students into smaller 
groups to summarize, share, and reflect.

An example of an activity using double-
communication lines that I designed for my 
students is a role play between travel agents 
and potential clients. First, the whole class 
learns and reviews vocabulary (e.g., brochure, 
book, flight, hotel, reservation) and the use of 
appropriate phrases and grammar structures 
(such as structures related to asking for and 
giving information). Second, all the students 
meet in groups of four in breakout rooms to 
prepare for their role as travel agents. Working 
collaboratively, they take notes of what they 
might say, types of services travel agencies 
could offer to different types of clients, and 
the information they would need to provide to 
their potential clients. Third, the entire class 
returns to the main session and is divided into 
two groups, one to perform as travel agents 
and the other to perform as clients.

Give students clear instructions about how 
much time they will have and what they 
have to do: clients will get information from 

different travel agents and choose the agent 
they will plan their vacation with, while travel 
agents will present information and convince 
the clients to let them arrange their vacations. 
Then send the travel agents to breakout rooms 
to wait for their potential clients. In the 
meantime, assign the clients different roles: 
for example, a retired doctor looking for 
an exotic vacation, parents of four children 
looking for a fun family adventure, a couple 
who wants to have a honeymoon, and other 
possibilities. (Your students might be able to 
suggest some other roles.) After that, send 
the clients to talk to the travel agents to get 
the information they need for their vacations. 
During the interviews, the clients take notes 
of what the travel agents have to offer. Finally, 
after four or five minutes, you can send the 
clients to talk to different travel agents—
in other breakout rooms—and repeat the 
procedure once or twice more.

When students return to the main session, ask 
a few clients, using their notes, to report on 
which travel agent’s services they would like 
to use, based on their needs and preferences. 

Finally, if time allows, have students shift 
roles: those who were clients will act as travel 
agents, and vice versa. Assign other different 
roles to the new clients, and repeat the entire 
procedure.

Speaking activities you can use with this 
strategy vary from tightly controlled to 
entirely free, depending on the level of your 
students. With beginners, fixed conversations 
are helpful, because students can focus on 
pronunciation and fluency. This could mean 
reading dialogues, for example. Then, after 
students feel confident enough, the same day 
or next, you may provide more vocabulary 
and have students work on variations to 
the dialogues. Another possibility is to give 
students one or two lines of a conversation 
and ask them to improvise the rest.

Each time you use the activity, you might ask 
your students how they feel and whether they 
like the activity, so you can adjust the activity 
accordingly in future interactions. Once, when 
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a group of real-beginner students practiced a 
fixed conversation, I felt it might have been 
boring or not so useful for them. However, the 
students said they liked it because they felt they 
were speaking English and that they “knew what 
to say.” In time, they acquired more vocabulary 
and learned more-elaborate structures; slowly 
and naturally, they moved to more-varied and 
less-controlled activities.

For advanced students, double-communication 
lines can help students memorize their parts 
for a mini-play. A less-controlled task could 
be, for example, asking students to talk about 
their experiences in their online classes. You 
might provide four or five central questions, and 
students in the breakout rooms can ask follow-
up questions based on their classmates’ answers. 
You could also give a set of questions to half of 
the students and a different set to the other half. 
In that way, learners will have different questions 
to ask and respond to. A variation to this idea 
is to send half of the students to the breakout 
rooms, knowing only the general topic of the 
conversation, and provide specific statements 
or questions to the other half. This half is sent 
to interview the other group in pairs, and then 
they are moved to talk with different peers. The 
students being “interviewed” can elaborate as 
much as they feel comfortable doing. Sample 
topics and prompts I have used in this way are 
traditions, environmental issues, suggestions for 
becoming better students, or simply questions 
to learn more about their classmates. I have 
also used a role-play simulation for my students 
to practice job interviews; after preparation, 
half of the students act as human-resources 
specialists representing various employers 
with specific positions available, and the other 
half act as applicants interviewing for those 
positions. Afterward, or in the next class, 
students switch roles. 

For all activities, in advance and as necessary, 
I explain to the students the vocabulary or 
grammar structures I expect them to use, and at 
the end, some of them report on their findings 
or things they found interesting or surprising.

There are considerations to take into account 
when using double-communication lines 

in your virtual class. Moving students from 
one breakout room to another takes some 
time, and it can be interrupted if anyone has 
connection difficulties. Also, if instructions are 
unclear or students are unsure of what they 
have to do, they may not actively participate. 
In this case, appropriate prior preparation is 
mandatory, as well as having a relevant follow-
up (or alternative) activity.

Another consideration is to make sure 
students complete the task satisfactorily. 
Therefore, it is essential to broadcast a 
message telling them they will be moved after 
30 seconds (or a minute); that way, they can 
wrap up the dialogue or exchange, get ready 
to move, and not feel interrupted. Finally, 
plan to visit different breakout rooms to see 
how students interact and help if necessary. 
My students valued that kind of support.

We may be back to teaching face-to-face soon 
and use this technique as we did before the 
pandemic. Alternatively, we may continue 
teaching online so we can work with this 
variation. In the end, this experience has taught 
me that adaptation is essential to provide 
students with successful speaking-interaction 
activities even when teaching remotely.
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Better Writing with Big Paper:  
Peer Correction in 
Collaborative Learning Teams
by AIDA KOÇI McLEOD

Writing is an important part of literacy 
development and an essential skill for life 
outside the classroom. As a result, many 
English classes emphasize improving students’ 
writing abilities. This applies especially to 
courses that seek to prepare international 
students for admission to tertiary study 
programs in Anglophone countries. How can 
our students ever improve the quality and 
accuracy of their writing unless we, their 
teachers, correct their language mistakes? 

There has been a decades-long disagreement, 
among the experts on the teaching of 
writing, about how to correct, how much 
to correct, and even whether to correct at 
all! If the teacher corrects every mistake 
(it’s called “recasting”), the student remains 
passive, learns little or nothing, and becomes 
discouraged. If the teacher corrects nothing, 
the student cannot tell right from wrong 
English, learns little or nothing, and continues 
making the same mistakes. Where does the 
right balance lie? 

Most teachers are too busy to churn 
through the research publications on written 
corrective feedback (WCF). They are looking 
for practical advice. In this article, I describe 
a practical method by which I have increased 
the quality of my students’ written English 
while decreasing the quantity of WCF that 
I would have to do in order to achieve this 
improved quality. The method is called “Big 
Paper Team Writing.” In its basic form, it 
uses good old-fashioned pencil and paper 
and assumes we are back in our physical 
classrooms, face-to-face with our students. 
With some adaptation, it can also be used 

effectively in an online or hybrid learning 
situation, as explained in the Appendix.

Why hands-on is good, big is beautiful, and 
silence is golden

In a nutshell, Big Paper is a peer-collaboration 
strategy in which a group of students gather 
around a large-format page, which is blank 
except for a stimulus text pasted in the 
centre, to which they respond—silently—
by writing comments. The idea is to elicit 
and pool everyone’s reactions on a single 
readable surface, enabling all to see the whole 
picture at a glance. The method allows for 
visible cross-referencing and interlinking of 
comments. 

The Big Paper approach is familiar from 
history and social studies courses, where its 
use is well documented—for instance, in 
work published by the social advocacy group 
Facing History and Ourselves (facinghistory.
org). However, use of the approach has been 
limited to one specific function: eliciting 
student responses to the ideas in a stimulus 
text. In other words, focusing on content. 
This article shows how to adapt the Big 
Paper to serve a new purpose: focusing on 
form, correcting and improving the spelling, 
grammar, and use of punctuation in learners’ 
English writing. 

Advantages of the approach

I have identified quite a few advantages of the 
Big Paper approach:

1 . 	 It is a hands-on practical activity that 
gets students up off their chairs and into 
physically learning by doing. 



2 0 2 2 E N G L I S H  T E A C H I N G  F O R U M 25americanenglish.state.gov/english-teaching-forum

Big 
Paper

prime text

The prime text, which is uncorrected student writing, is taped or glued to the center of the Big 
Paper. Students will (silently) write comments about the text on the Big Paper; they will then 
write comments about one another’s comments, also on the Big Paper.

2. 	 It is social and collaborative, 
getting everyone to work together 
simultaneously on a task that combines 
action with reflection. 

3. 	 It results in a concrete physical product, 
a large-sized poster, that can be displayed 
on the classroom walls to make a gallery 
for students to walk around, look at, 
review, talk about, and feel proud of. 
Students’ self-esteem, both individual 
and collective, is improved when they 
know that people are going to see their 
group’s poster and appreciate their 
efforts. 

4. 	 The work is done in complete silence, so 
it cuts out the distractions and looseness 
of oral discussion and obliges students 
to set down their thoughts in written 

English, which is different and more 
rigorous grammatically than spoken 
English. 

5. 	 The students are in charge of about  
90 percent of the process, which 
maximises their feeling of being active, 
empowered, and autonomous—all of 
which is positive for the level of learner 
engagement, the essential prerequisite 
for deep learning. 

6. 	 It harnesses the power of peer feedback, 
which has a strong influence on learner 
engagement and motivation. 

7. 	 It yields durable output that provides the 
teacher with data on how the students 
are thinking about their language use and 
that of their peers. This yields actionable 
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The [prime] text should not have been revised or  
commented on by a teacher.

pedagogical insights into their learning 
needs. 

8. 	 It places each learner in the role of 
proofreader and editor of the written 
work of their peers, which attunes 
them to notice the specific accuracies 
or inaccuracies of their own writing and 
to acquire the habit of applying critical 
thinking to what they read and write. 

9. 	 Because students write more slowly 
than they speak, Big Paper slows down 
their thinking, giving them time to 
reflect and plan what they will write and 
encouraging them to consider the views 
of others. 

The procedure

The following instructions assume a class of 
about 20 learners. A typical Big Paper exercise 
is spread across two lessons, if your lessons are 
45 to 60 minutes in length. It is assumed that 
your class is above Beginner level and has been 
working on some definite set of grammar 
or lexical standards prior to the Big Paper 
session, which then has the function of testing 
and exercising learners’ control of those 
grammar and spelling points, and strongly 
consolidating them. With 20 learners, you can 
form five groups of four students. If your class 
is smaller, you can scale back the number of 
groups: a class of 15 would have three groups 
of five, a class of ten would have two groups of 
five, and so on. A class of 30 or above can still 
do a Big Paper activity, with larger groups: in 
that case, the members of each group would 
line up to take their turn at the Big Paper, 
since the Big Paper could not feasibly be 
accessed by ten people at once. The only other 
adaptation needed for such a large class size 
would be to make more time available so that 
every student would have the opportunity to 
contribute comments.

Step 1: Preparing. Before the lesson, obtain 
sheets of A1 size paper (594 mm by 841 mm), 
typically used for flipcharts. A3 size paper 
(297 mm by 420 mm) will do—the exact size 
is not important, but anything substantially 
smaller than A3 won’t work. If ready-made 
large-sized paper is unavailable, you can task 
students to tape together (say) six A4 sheets 
(210 mm by 297 mm), using adhesive or 
sticky tape, to make one blank sheet of Big 
Paper. (Turn this large sheet over for use so 
that the tape is on the back surface and will 
not block any of the students’ writing.)

Obtain a set of different-coloured markers 
to hand out to all students. These can be 
coloured pencils, pens, or felt-tipped markers, 
which should not be too broad-tipped because 
it is hard to write legibly at any length with 
the broader kind. In many countries, four-
colour ballpoint pens are obtainable easily 
and cheaply, and they work well because 
they enable the students to write smaller and 
fit more comments on the Big Paper. The 
comments will not be readable at a distance, 
as felt-marker writing would be, but that is 
not too important; in this exercise, close-up 
viewing is good. Ordinary graphite pencils 
are usable, but at the cost of losing some 
differentiation of authorship of the comments. 
A rigid scheme of colour-coding is not 
really necessary; you can also ask students to 
draw an outline of some sort around their 
comments when they have finished writing 
them. That is, one student draws a square, 
another draws a circle, another underlines, 
another uses a squiggly line, and so on. 
Students can come up with their own ways to 
personalize their comments, if necessary.

Step 2: Grouping. This takes no more than five 
minutes. Start by organising your learners into 
groups of four, at random. Five to a group 
will also work, but anything larger becomes 
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cumbersome and counterproductive. Each 
group should be given a number or choose a 
fun name. If you have markers in five different 
colours, it can be useful to give the groups a 
colour name (Red Team, Blue Team, etc.) and 
get all members of the Red Team to write in 
red, the Blue Team in blue, and so on.

Step 3: Creating the “prime text.” This 
step may vary in duration, so it makes sense to 
use learners’ writing from a previous lesson 
or from a homework task. The text should 
not have been revised or commented on by a 
teacher. Have all students write an original 
text, individually, by hand, on normal-sized 
(A4 or A5 [148.5 mm by 210 mm]) paper. 
These writings can be just a paragraph or 
two, or three, and they should fit on one side 
of the page, but don’t let them be too short. 
They can be about anything related to the 
writing tasks that the class has been working 
on recently: for example, a response to a 
question, a film review, or a reading report. 
If your students have submitted digital work, 
the texts for this activity could be printed 
out, rather than handwritten, and then glued 
or taped to the Big Paper. You can select 
the ones that you think will support the 
most discussion; or you can make a random 
selection of (say) five of them, if you have five 
groups of four learners—one prime text for 
each group—or a different number depending 
on your class size. 

Step 4: Setting up the space. This should 
take about five minutes. Nominate one student 
from each group to glue or tape their “little 
paper” (that group’s prime text) to the middle 
of their Big Paper. There are three ways to go 
from here, depending on the furniture and 
arrangements in your classroom, and I have 
used all three with positive results. You can 
spread the Big Papers on the desks, one desk 
for each group, if your desks are of a suitable 
size; you can tape the Big Papers on the walls; 
or you can let the students sit around their 
piece of Big Paper on the floor. 

Step 5: Getting down to work. This 
is the main phase, and it must proceed in 
silence. This is essential because the students 

must concentrate on what to write, and any 
talking will inevitably distract them from that 
purpose. Spoken comments are lost in the 
air, whereas written comments remain visible 
and take their place in the chain of comments. 
There will probably be some talkative students 
in your class, but you must gently and firmly 
insist that they stay silent. All group members 
must silently read their given prime text. Then 
they silently respond to the text—in writing, 
in the big wide margins around the prime 
text that is in the middle. Each student is to 
comment on the language features of the text. 
Group members will then silently respond 
in writing to the comments and corrections 
written by the others in the group. Allow 30 
minutes for this stage. Just to be clear about what 
is happening here in practice: the same group 
is responding to the text and then responding to 
those responses written by others in the group.

The responses should suggest improvements 
or corrections to the original, as well as to 
the comments made by other students. It is 
also possible for comments to take the form 
of questions, which the next commenter can 
attempt to answer. Students can draw lines on 
the page to connect their comments to those 
of others. Essentially, they are to conduct a 
written conversation, in silence, about the 
correct or incorrect features in the original 
text and in each other’s comments. Comments 
can be positive and constructive, not 
just corrective. It is important 
for students to understand 
that they can comment 
on correct features—
that they are not just 
looking for mistakes. 
At any given time, 
more than one student 
can be writing because 
the large paper size 
enables four or five 
people to reach in and 
write. 

Step 6: Switching around. 
This should take a further 20 
minutes. After about 30 
minutes, the groups rotate: 

Students write their comments 
silently. No talking!
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Until you try this technique, you might think it is  
a recipe for unintelligible, scribbly chaos. It’s not.  
The results will surprise you by how productive,  

engaging, creative, and revealing they are. 

all groups move to the desk (or wall/floor 
position) of the next group. All students then 
read the next group’s prime text plus all the 
comments on that group’s Big Paper. Using 
their markers, they build on the conversation 
already there. Still no talking!

You are now close to the 60-minute mark, so 
it’s time to end the lesson, or to take a lesson 
break if you have a double period. If class time 
is over, collect all the Big Papers, noting on 
each one its position in the room. Next day, 
or next lesson, you put them all back as they 
were, and the next step can get going.

Step 7: Debriefing. It is worth spending 
30 or 40 minutes on this step and going into a 
degree of detail with your explanations and 
supporting examples. You, the teacher, now 
walk around from one Big Paper station to 
the next, reading out some of the comments 
and making your own comments on the issues 
raised. This is best done orally: do not write 
on the Big Paper yourself, because that would 
diminish the students’ ownership of their 
artefact and make the whole exercise look like 
just another piece of teacher WCF. Do not 
feel you have to comment on every comment! 
A representative sample is useful enough for 
your learners. If the student commenters have 
missed something, or made unnoticed errors 
themselves, now is the time to mention it. 

Note that this seventh step is not the occasion 
for a teacher monologue; it should be 
interactive, with the teacher tossing questions 
to the students, and the students asking 
questions, too. A typical teacher question 
might go something like this: “Here we 
read, ‘Over 50 years Hawaiian islander were 
mistreated in they own Country’—now, can 
anyone see ways to improve that sentence?”

For the debriefing stage, it is useful to have 
a pointer, to point exactly to the student 
sentence that you want to explain or comment 
on. In some places, a telescopic/extensible 
pointer or even a laser pointer may be 
available, but really any ruler or just a 30 cm 
straight stick will work just as well. 

Step 8: Following up. Task the original 
writer of each prime text—the words on the 
little paper glued or taped to the middle of the 
Big Paper—to recast their work in a second 
version, in which they are free to adopt or 
ignore the suggestions made by their peers. 
They can do this for homework. Next lesson, 
tape their revised version on the Big Paper, 
to the right of the first version. Tape it only 
along the top edge, to make a flap that can be 
lifted to reveal the peer comments that would 
otherwise be covered up. Your learners can 
marvel at the changes! This can certainly lead 
to further interest and discussion, deepening 
the learning. Since you don’t want to leave 
the rest of the class with nothing to do for 
homework while the “lucky chosen ones” are 
doing their revision, you could assign them 
all to revise their own original text, applying 
what they have learnt from the Big Paper 
peer-collaboration activity.

Until you try this technique, you might think 
it is a recipe for unintelligible, scribbly chaos. 
It’s not. The results will surprise you by how 
productive, engaging, creative, and revealing 
they are.

Aida Koçi McLeod taught at the South East European 
University (Tetovë, Macedonia) for 14 years and moved 
to Australia a few years ago. She is an independent 
researcher and curriculum adviser.
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APPENDIX
Taking Big Paper Online 
If your students have digital devices and Internet access, there are online workgroup 
collaboration platforms that are commercially available and that enable you to carry out a 
virtual Big Paper learning activity. I have used VoiceThread (VT) and Padlet successfully, for 
example. These platforms are certainly powerful and sophisticated, and they do present distinct 
advantages over a purely marks-on-paper approach. For instance, they allow students to take 
their time, work at their own pace, and edit comments to improve their quality and accuracy. 
These systems offer free trial versions, with volume limitations but containing the full feature 
set, which let you evaluate their suitability for your requirements. 

VT works somewhat like a shared collaborative slideshow, but it is not limited to a sequential 
linear display of successive items, as a PowerPoint document would be, because it also offers a 
simultaneous overview of all comments. VT allows audio and video commenting, which is fun, 
but for the purpose of improving writing skills it is advisable to restrict your students to adding 
their comments and questions in written form only. It is simple to set up this restriction in the 
settings for each VT thread that you create. One advantage of VT is that you can split your target 
text material into bite-sized chunks and spread these across a number of slides, each of which can 
then form the focus of its own subset of student inputs. In this way, the overall Big Paper is better 
articulated into connecting portions, which makes the chains or threads of comments easier to 
follow. Each student comment gets a thumbnail icon, automatically generated, at the left of the 
screen, bearing the commenter’s initials. You can open any comment just by clicking on its icon, 
or you can play through all the comments in chronological order by clicking the “play” button at 
the bottom of the screen. All comments can be moderated by the teacher before being published. 
VT has threaded commenting, which is a useful feature. You can also “playback” the whole Big 
Paper sequentially and export all of it as a digital movie in .mov format. 

Padlet works like a shared collaborative digital pinboard or bulletin board. To make a virtual 
Big Paper, upload your prime text to the middle of a new blank “padlet” by double-clicking 
on it and following the prompts in the dialogue box that pops up. If you have five groups, you 
will create five such Big Papers, one for each group. You will need to have created your groups 
and issued instructions to all members of your class beforehand, about how you want them to 
post comments and questions on their group’s Big Paper, and then respond to the comments 
and questions that the other members of the group have posted. Each padlet comes with a 
unique link to identify it, and anyone who has the link can join that padlet, so it is simple to 
send each of your groups the link for their padlet. Students add their comments by double-
clicking anywhere on the virtual Big Paper and following the prompts to create a title and a 
comment text or question. They can then connect their contribution to another item or to 
many other items on the virtual Big Paper. Connection lines appear automatically, and the 
student comments can be dragged around and repositioned anywhere on the padlet. Any user 
can double-click on any comment to expand its contents and see how it is linked to other 
comments or to the target text. All this can be done live in real time, in a synchronous virtual-
classroom lesson, or asynchronously, in the students’ out-of-class time. Before your very eyes, 
you will see these Big Papers fill up with students’ comments and questions, all of it grouped, 
arranged, linked, and structured on the same screen space.
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A Forum Retrospective:  
60 Years of English  
Language Teaching
by JAMILA BARTON

As English Teaching Forum celebrates 60 years 
of publication, we are taking this opportunity 
to reflect on the English language teaching 
(ELT) methods and classroom practices the 
journal’s authors have been presenting and 
discussing over the decades. A review of past 
Forum articles reveals an ongoing conversation 
about key debates in the international 
ELT community. Because Forum is first 
and foremost a journal for practitioners, 
its authors have provided many practical 
suggestions for teaching, based on various 
ELT traditions and offering answers to these 
timeless questions:  

• What is the purpose of language learning?  

• How do learners become proficient in a 
foreign language?  

• What methods and techniques should 
language teachers use?  

What follows is a decade-by-decade review 
of some of the main trends that Forum authors 
have written about. Trends rarely fit neatly 
into decade-long segments, though, and this 
review is an attempt to identify when ELT 
ideas began to take hold, based on articles 

published in Forum; authors have continued to 
explore many of these trends in the decades 
that followed. The review is by no means 
exhaustive, but it covers a number of the 
significant issues that have arisen (and, in 
some cases, fallen) over the last six decades.  

THE FIRST DECADE (1962–1971)  

During the 1960s, when Forum began 
publication, ELT practitioners had already 
moved away from a focus on grammar and 
translation as a means for scholarly study. 
Instead, many educators believed that the 
main goal for learning a language was to 
focus on speaking and listening. As a result, 
during this time, Forum authors gave practical 
suggestions for using the audiolingual method. 
The method, as described by Richards and 
Rodgers (2014), encourages the use of aural 
(listening) and oral (speaking) models and 
practice in the classroom. In audiolingualism, 
lessons are organized linguistically from simple 
to increasingly complex patterns. One Forum 
author, Shirley Stryker, in a series on “Applied 
Linguistics: Principles and Techniques” (1966), 
described rules and patterns for different areas 
of English linguistics and provided sample 
drills for each pattern.   

NOTE This is the second of four articles commemorating the 60th anniversary of English Teaching Forum. 
Each 2022 issue will feature one of the articles.
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Additionally, beliefs about language learning 
were heavily influenced by behaviorism 
(Skinner 1957), and many Forum authors, 
like Dan Desberg, in “Automacity: Language 
Learning Goal” (1963), proposed that the 
way to achieve proficiency was to model 
language patterns for students and help them 
form habits through practices and drills that 
reinforced stimulus–response relationships. 
Herschel J. Frey, in “Audiolingual Teaching 
and the Pattern Drill” (1971), gave step-by-
step instructions for creating appropriate 
dialogues and drills to teach language 
learners. He suggested using dialogues to 
provide situational cultural information for 
language structures and using drills to help 
learners memorize the structures.   

Another trend centered on the use of 
technology. Advances in technology, which 
at the time meant primarily radio and 
television, sparked debates in Forum about 
the role of the classroom and the role of 
audiovisual media in learning languages. 
Desberg, in his 1963 article mentioned 

above, and Charles Kreidler, in “The 
Language Laboratory and the Language 
Classroom” (1964), encouraged the use of 
electronic audiovisual aids in language labs 
to give learners more input and practice, 
but these authors also reinforced the need 
for a teacher to provide error correction, 
interaction, and authentic models.  

THE SECOND DECADE (1972–1981)  

This decade is characterized by a movement 
away from the audiolingual method and 
drills toward communicative language 
teaching (CLT). Authors like Janet Ross, 
in “Transformationalists and ESL Teachers 
Today” (1973), were influenced by Chomsky’s 
(1965) transformational grammar theory, 
which suggests that language is innate, rule-
governed, and infinitely creative. Forum 
authors, in this decade, began to question 
the practice of drilling and suggested that 
communication couldn’t be learned by 
forming habits. Instead, they proposed 
that the purpose of language learning is to 

Forum Fact
The English Teaching Newsletter was started in 1962 and became 
English Teaching Forum in 1963. The first article in the first issue of 
Forum was “Experimentation in the Language Classroom” by Harlan 
Lane; it discussed behaviorist methods for language teaching and the 
importance of action research in the classroom. (Shown here is the 
complete Table of Contents from Volume 1, Number 1.) 



2 02 2E N G L I S H  T E A C H I N G  F O R U M32 americanenglish.state.gov/english-teaching-forum

Over the past six decades, the contents and the design of Forum 
have evolved. In this 1972 issue, the Table of Contents appeared 
on the front cover. 

communicate and argued that communication 
is spontaneous and creative. Sandra Savignon, 
in “Teaching for Communication” (1978), 
described communicative competence as 
“the ability to function in a communicative 
setting”; she recommended using real 
language activities with students and avoiding 
error correction so that students would 
feel free to express themselves. During this 
decade, several Forum articles, like Austin 
Sanders’ “Activities for Communication 
Practice” (1980), discussed ways to encourage 
communication in the classroom by designing 
activities that contained an information gap so 

that learners would have to communicate  
with each other to share information and  
close the gap.  

In another trend, authors such as Mary 
Finocchiaro, in “M-o-t-i-v-a-t-i-o-n in 
Language Learning” (1976), became 
interested in how affective factors influenced 
language learning. Language learners’ needs 
became central, as evidenced by articles 
like Alan McLean’s “Destroying the Teacher: 
The Need for Learner-Centered Teaching” 
(1980); practitioners were counseled to 
be aware of student needs and change 
their own roles to become guides in the 
classroom. Other Forum authors discussed 
humanistic language-teaching methods that 
encouraged learner self-expression and 
free communication. Examples of articles 
describing these methods include Paul G. La 
Forge’s “Community Language Learning: An 
Experiment in Japan” (1977); T. Todd Diemer 
and Opart Panya’s “What We Learned Using 
the Silent Way” (1980); Stephen Silvers’ “The 
Total Physical Response” (1981); and, later, 
Lonny Gold’s “Suggestopedia: Activating 
the Student’s Reserve Capacities” (1985). 
Emphasis was placed on the language learner 
as a whole person, as English language 
practitioners—like Richard Via, in “English 
through Drama” (1972); Albert Marckwardt, 
in “What Literature to Teach: Principles 
of Selection and Class Treatment” (1981); 
and Anne Pechou, in “The Magic Carpet: 
Storytelling in a Humanistic Perspective” 
(1981)—promoted the use of drama, 
storytelling, and literature to encourage 
learner creativity and establish an emotional 
connection to learning.  

THE THIRD DECADE (1982–1991)  

In the late 1970s and continuing into the 
1980s, Forum authors, including Harry 
Hawkes, in “The Notional Syllabus, Discourse 
Analysis, and ESP Materials” (1979), and 
Suzanne Salimbene, in “From Structurally-
Based to Functionally-Based Approaches 
to Language Teaching” (1983), argued for 
curriculum to be organized according to 
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the language functions that learners needed 
to perform instead of following an English 
linguistic-based (structural) syllabus organized 
hierarchically from simple to increasingly 
complex grammar points. The movement to 
develop curriculum based on what learners 
wanted or needed to do with language 
coincided with an increase in English for 
specific purposes (ESP) courses at vocational 
centers, colleges, and universities. For 
example, Louis Trimble, in “A Rhetorical 
Approach to Reading Scientific and Technical 
English” (1979), and S. J. Singh and Thomas 
Chacko, in “The Structure of a Technical  
Text and Its Pedagogical Implications” (1986), 
reasoned that because scientific and technical 
texts have unique linguistic and organizational 
features, they should be taught in English 
courses specifically focused on science and 
technology. In a related trend, authors— 
such as Anamaria Harvey, in “Designing an 
ESP Course: A Case Study” (1984); Ananda 
Sekara, in “An Approach to Reading for 
Academic Purposes” (1987); and Alain 
Souillard and Anthony Kerr, in “Problem-
Solving Activities for Science and Technology 
Students” (1990)—discussed methods best 
suited for teaching English so that learners  
can participate in specific academic  
disciplines and industries.  

The belief in the importance of CLT and 
the learner-centered classroom continued, 
and in the 1980s, Forum articles showed that 
teaching methods based on these principles 
were becoming increasingly diverse. In 
particular, there was an increased focus 
on teaching the receptive skills, listening 
and reading, as well as academic writing. 
Influenced by Krashen and Terrell’s (1983) 
natural approach, Forum authors Paul 
Nation, in “Interaction and Communication 
in the ESOL Classroom” (1984); Gillian 
Brown, in “25 years of Teaching Listening 
Comprehension” (1987); and Aldo Higashi, 
in “Adapting Krashen’s Second Language 
Acquisition Theory” (1988), recommended 
delaying speaking activities and, instead, 
providing comprehensible input (i + 1) 
through authentic listening-comprehension 
activities.   

Contents of the October 1985 issue

Meanwhile, Forum articles on teaching 
reading and writing began to take on 
an academic focus because of the rise in 
academic English as a second language 
(ESL) programs and intensive English 
programs (IEPs) at colleges and universities. 
In “Learning to Read versus Reading to 
Learn: Resolving the Instructional Paradox” 
(1983), David E. Eskey discussed the 
importance of building cognitive “top-
down processing” reading skills, such 
as background knowledge, along with 
“bottom-up processing” skills, such as word 
recognition and vocabulary, while Duncan 
Dixon, in “Teaching Composition to Large 
Classes” (1986), discussed ways to use the 
writing process, promote peer editing, and 
give teacher feedback as a part of teaching 
second-language academic writing. With 
so many teaching methods and techniques 
proposed, English language practitioners 
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were surely feeling overwhelmed by how 
to teach. Diane Larsen-Freeman, in “From 
Unity to Diversity: 25 Years of Language 
Teaching Methodology” (1987; reprinted 
in 2012), reflected this concern when she 
argued not for any one method over another, 
but for “principled eclecticism”—choosing 
the appropriate method based on the 
classroom context.  

THE FOURTH DECADE (1992–2001)  

In the 1990s, concern for differing 
needs in different contexts as well as 
advances in technology led to new 
trends in methodology. One trend was 
toward integrating language skills and 

contextualizing language instruction. For 
example, Prema Kumari Dheran’s “Chain 
Reaction: Transferring a Speaking-Listening 
Activity to Reading and Writing” (1998) 
advocated for teaching language skills 
together for improved communicative 
competence, while Daniela Sorani and Anna 
Rita Tamponi’s “A Cognitive Approach to 
Content-Based Instruction” (1992) and 
Susan Stempleski’s “Linking the Classroom 
to the World: The Environment and EFL” 
(1993) argued that CLT methods provide 
communicative competence only in everyday 
English language and recommended 
contextualizing language instruction by using 
subject-matter content and themes to give 
learners a richer language experience.   

During this time, many Forum authors 
adapted classroom instruction using 
Vygotsky’s (1987) sociocultural theory. 
Claude Sionis, in “Let Them Do Our Job! 
Towards Autonomy via Peer Teaching and 
Task-Based Exercises” (1990), and Mary 
Ann Christison, in “Cooperative Learning 
in the EFL Classroom” (1990), described 
ways to incorporate collaborative activities 
that help learners teach each other and 
increase learner autonomy and engagement. 
Discussions of a sociocultural approach 
continued in more recent decades, as 
evidenced by Le Pham Hoai Huong’s  
“The Mediational Role of Language  
Teachers in Sociocultural Theory” (2003), 
which described the importance of teacher-
guided scaffolded activities, learner 
interaction, and joint meaning-making in 
language learning. 

Also in the 1990s, advances in technology 
made computers more accessible to teachers 
and opened new avenues for ELT, beyond  
the language laboratory of the 1960s and 
1970s and the videocassette recorder (VCR) 
of the 1980s. Simona Mirescu, in “Computer 
Assisted Instruction in Language Teaching” 
(1997), and Benecio Galavis, in “Computers 
and the EFL Class: Their Advantages and a 
Possible Outcome, the Autonomous Learner” 
(1998), discussed the use of computer-
assisted language learning (which became 



2 0 2 2 E N G L I S H  T E A C H I N G  F O R U M 35americanenglish.state.gov/english-teaching-forum

known as CALL) in providing learners  
with extensive listening and reading  
practice and increasing their autonomy  
and engagement.  

THE FIFTH DECADE (2002–2011)  

The first decade of the 21st century  
marked a continued trend toward 
contextualized and project-based teaching, 
emphasizing what learners need to be able 
to do with language once they are out 
of the classroom. Authors such as Karen 
Englander, in “Real Life Problem Solving: A 
Collaborative Learning Activity” (2002),  
and Gina Iberri-Shea, in “Using Public 
Speaking Tasks in English Language 
Teaching” (2009), proposed activities 
rooted in task-based language teaching 
(TBLT) methodology. An early proponent of 
TBLT, Ken Hyland, in “Language-Learning 
Simulations: A Practical Guide” (1993), had 
defined a task as “a problem-driven activity 
that occurs in a realistic setting” that students 
might need to complete in situations outside 
the classroom. TBLT is not a departure from 
CLT because communication remains the 
purpose of language learning, but TBLT goes 
beyond CLT in that it considers social tasks 
learners will need to complete by using 
language.   

In another trend, Forum authors interested 
in ESP used insights gained from discourse 
analysis and corpus linguistics to teach 
features of spoken discourse and written 
genres in specific fields. Diane Millar’s 
“Promoting Genre Awareness in the EFL 
Classroom” (2011) discussed ways to raise 
learner awareness of moves and linguistic 
features in particular types of writing,  
while Li-Shih Huang’s “Using Guided, 
Corpus-Aided Discovery to Generate  
Active Learning” (2008) proposed ways to  
use corpora to learn vocabulary and  
grammar.  

Meanwhile, other Forum authors began to 
question assumptions about who “owns” 
English, in articles like Sandra Lee McKay’s 
“Western Culture and the Teaching of  

English as an International Language” 
(2004) and Thomas S. C. Farrell and Sonia 
Martin’s “To Teach Standard English or 
World Englishes? A Balanced Approach to 
Instruction” (2009). These voices questioned 
preferences for native-speaking teachers  
in English as a foreign language (EFL) 
contexts and the dominance of inner-circle 
English-speaking countries like the  
United States and the United Kingdom  
over outer-circle English-speaking  
countries like India and Singapore, based  
on Kachru’s (1992) Three Concentric  
Circles Model, and began to recommend 
a move toward English as an international 
language (EIL).    

THE SIXTH DECADE (2012–2021) AND 
BEYOND   

This last decade has represented an increased 
focus on online learning, stressing the 
importance of multimodality and digital 
literacy in language learning, and the  
COVID pandemic accelerated that  
movement. Valerie Sartor, in “Digital Age 
Pedagogy: Easily Enhance Your Teaching 
Practice with Technology” (2020), 
acknowledged that teachers have a plethora  
of technological content, materials, and  
tools for English language learning available 
to them and emphasized the importance 
of evaluating the appropriateness of 
sources for classroom use. The digital 
age is also increasingly changing the way 
we communicate, and articles like Kathy 
Brenner’s “Digital Stories: A 21st-Century 
Communication Tool for the English  
Language Classroom” (2014) and Jonathan 
Maiullo’s “Considering Multimodal Materials 
and Modes of Communication for Authentic 
Communication in Online Classes” (2022) 
advocated incorporating multimodal 
communication in language learning  
because learners need to be able to create  
and understand oral and written texts 
presented in multiple sensory modes  
(e.g., printed or written text, audio, images) 
and varying communication channels  
(e.g., in person and online, synchronous  
and asynchronous).   



2 02 2E N G L I S H  T E A C H I N G  F O R U M36 americanenglish.state.gov/english-teaching-forum

Another trend that has become more 
prominent during this past decade is the 
movement toward learning language 
and communicating for cross-cultural 
understanding, building community, and 
social change in an increasingly globalized, 
pluralistic world. For example, Susan 
Renaud and Elizabeth Tannenbaum, in 
“Making Connections: Language Activities 
for Creating Interpersonal Tolerance 
in the Classroom” (2013), presented 
communicative activities that teach  
learners to use language for active  
listening and conflict resolution, while 
Kathleen Malu and Bryce Smedley, in 
“Community-Based English Clubs:  
English Practice and Social Change  
Outside the English Classroom” 
(2016), offered strategies for creating  
and sustaining English clubs that could 
engage members in conversations and 
potential community action. Eleanor 
Kashmar Wolf and David Gasbarro Tasker’s 
“‘This American English Class’: A New 
Model of Cultural Instruction” (2018) 
discussed the importance of intercultural 
competence for listening and reading 
comprehension of authentic texts; they 
suggested using critical cultural-awareness-
raising activities with a popular National 
Public Radio program, “This American Life.” 
And in “Using Identity to Introduce ICC 
Skills in the EFL Classroom” (2020),  
Xiuqing Wang and Kelly Donovan outlined 
a lesson in which language learners  
consider their own identities in order  
to raise awareness of other cultural 
identities and how they might affect 
communication.   

Other articles that reflect the growing 
importance of cross-cultural  
communication and mutual understanding 
include Jerry Frank’s “Raising Cultural 
Awareness in the English Language 
Classroom” (2013), Ramin Yazdanpanah’s 
“Exploring and Expressing Culture  
through Project-Based Learning” (2019),  
and Ingrid Brita Mathew’s “Finding  
Heterogeneity in Cultural Homogeneity” 
(2021).  

CONCLUSIONS  

How do English language practitioners  
decide what approach to take in the 
classroom, and what can practitioners  
take away from this historical retrospective  
of Forum articles and their concerns?  
We would like to propose several key 
takeaways. First, behaviorist theory has  
largely been vindicated by recent research  
and practices; language learners need 
repetition and spaced practice over time  
to become proficient. Second, learners  
need a lot of comprehensible input  
(that is, input they can understand),  
but most learners also need explicit 
instruction in vocabulary, grammar, and 
lexical phrases to build awareness of how 
language is used. Third, language learners 
are diverse. They have different needs, 
interests, and goals, and teachers should  
not only be aware of these differences,  
but they should use varying methods to  
create a classroom environment that  
fosters engagement, independence 
(autonomy), and positive feelings towards  
the language. Fourth, and finally, the 
primary reason for learning language is 
to communicate, but the primary reasons 
to communicate are to share information 
and complete tasks. Learners will be more 
motivated and engaged when participating  
in classroom activities that simulate  
real-world tasks that they need to be able  
to do with English.  

Clearly, the types of tasks learners  
need to do and the ways that people 
communicate have changed over the  
past 60 years, and they will continue to 
change in the future. This brief  
retrospective shows just some of the ways  
that language teachers have adapted to  
changes occurring both inside and outside  
the classroom. Overall, the diversity of  
the content of Forum articles reflects  
the diversity of the English language  
teaching world, where teachers work  
with learners in a wide range of  
contexts toward an ever-expanding  
range of goals.  
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MY CLASSROOM SEATTLE, 
WASHINGTON

Entering Irene Thanh Pham’s classroom, you would understand how 
the essences of Vietnamese and American cultures could intertwine 
at school. The classroom is vibrant with a student writing showcase, 

a quote in English from Martin Luther King, Jr. with an equivalent 
Vietnamese proverb on the wall, and a corner dedicated to books in both 
languages. Despite such a diverse dynamic, one unified theme underlies 
every aspect: identity awareness and educational equity under the form of 
languages and content mastery.

Irene Thanh Pham in her dual language classroom in Seattle, Washington; the proverb  
above the whiteboard means “Manners before knowledge” and is commonly found in 
classrooms in Vietnam.

Photo by Adela Thach
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Irene’s classroom at White Center Heights Elementary School 
in Seattle, Washington
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For the corner library in her classroom, Irene likes to choose 
reading materials that are culturally relevant to her students, 
such as books about Vietnamese culture, American culture, 
Vietnamese-American culture, immigration, identity, and 
related topics.

Irene is a fifth-grade teacher in a dual  
language (DL) program at White Center 
Heights Elementary School in Seattle, 
Washington state. Her full name reveals a 
bit about her background: a Vietnamese-
American. Since she immigrated to the 
United States at 14, her journey to a career in 
education was not always rosy. One reason, 
she feels, was her accent. “I was too self-
conscious about it,” Irene said, “so I didn’t 
have any confidence in teaching in English. 
None of my teachers or those I assisted had 

that problem. As a result, I wasn’t proud 
of this part of my identity as a Vietnamese-
American immigrant.” 

It wasn’t until her internship at Everest 
Education (E2), a private learning center in 
Vietnam, that Irene gained her confidence. 
“That was the first time I felt I belonged 
to a community,” she said. “Teachers there 
aren’t judged because of their accent. They 
teach, and they’re confident, and they’re 
proud of it. If they can do it, so can I. One of 
the fellow teachers told me that my accent 
was charming, and that was the start of me 
learning to embrace this bit of my identity.  
I also had a mentor, and he was my role 
model. He provided me rooms for hands-
on practice, reflection, and growth, instead 
of overthinking in theories, and he shared 
with me his previous experience teaching 
elementary as a Filipino-American teacher.” 

Irene was eager to become a full-time teacher, 
so after her graduation, she returned to 
Vietnam and continued honing her teaching 
skills at E2. There, Irene was exposed to 
an ideal learning community of practice 
for instructional improvement: a culture 
of innovation demonstrated by employing 
a growth mindset and blended learning 
in the classroom, ongoing professional 
development and mentoring, and constant 
teaching challenges for personal growth. Yet, 
after a year, something was still lingering in 
her mind. “Most students at E2 come from 
international schools,” she said. “With that 
wealthy background, they already have a lot 
of advantages. But for me, I want to serve a 
community that I share similar background 
and connections with, a community that 
needs more support. I want to teach in a 
public school.” Under a Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation scholarship, Irene returned to the 
University of Washington to get a master’s 
degree in a program specifically for those who 
want to be elementary bilingual teachers.

The aim of the DL program—also known 
as the dual immersion program—is to 
enhance educational equity. Breaking the 
misconception that multilingualism is a  
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deficit, research has shown that proficiency  
in more than one language can improve  
cognitive flexibility and communication  
skills (Esposito and Baker-Ward 2013), 
enhance career opportunities (Rumbaut 
2014), and promote cross-cultural 
understanding (Tochon 2009). Although 
some people might perceive that acquiring 
knowledge of both languages would slow 
down English literacy, students in the 
DL program can do as well as, or even 
outperform, children instructed only in 
English (August and Shanahan 2006). 

In Washington, this program has been 
implemented at 56 school districts and six 
state-tribal education compact schools, 
encompassing partner languages such 
as Spanish, Mandarin, Vietnamese, and 
tribal languages. Depending on students’ 
demographic in that community, schools will 
decide what partner language is employed. 
The goal is for students to become proficient 
and literate in both languages while achieving 
academic standards in all subject areas. 
To make sure students reach that goal, the 
teachers deliver content-based instruction 
in two languages: the partner language in 
the morning and English in the afternoon, 
or vice versa. In classes with students from 
diverse backgrounds like this, classmates 
can collaboratively help each other using the 
language they are most familiar with. That is 
not always the case, however, so it’s up to the 
teachers’ flexibility and adaptation to detect 
and provide students’ needs. 

Parents who register their children in the 
DL program hope this is the way to preserve 
their heritage, culture, and language. This is 
also a chance for the parents to have a positive 
relationship with the public-school system. 
When the teacher shares the same language 
as the parents, it’s easier to communicate, 
and the school can help parents navigate 
challenges beyond academics. Interestingly, 
some parents from different ethnicities or 
mixed backgrounds also want their children  
to join the DL program so that the children 
learn a third language besides English and 
their mother tongue.
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This chart with sentence stems helps students to, in Irene’s 
words, “focus on themselves and use their voice to speak up 
with their opinion.”

“This program is a good fit for me,” 
Irene reflected. “Most of my students are 
Vietnamese-American or children of 
immigrants, so we have a similar background 
and growing-up experience. It helps me 
understand them a bit more and helps connect 
with their family. I feel like I’m a connecting 
piece between Vietnamese and American 
cultures. In our classroom or community, we 
have the space to connect Vietnamese and 
American cultures, understanding we can be 
both, or more of one than the other, and that 
is valid and powerful.”

Yet challenges arise every day, sometimes 
from cultural differences. For example, Asian 
culture emphasizes filial piety, or respect 
for elders. Students tend to be well-behaved 
in class and to listen to teachers, but they 
also tend to internalize their opinions and 
feelings. Typically, they don’t respond easily 
or vocalize their thoughts because they rarely 
learn how to do so at home. To handle this, 
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Materials on the wall of Irene’s classroom reflect the dual language (in this case, Vietnamese and 
English) program at White Center Heights.

Irene uses multiple techniques in class. “At 
the beginning of the school year, I did a lot of 
identity activities,” she said. “Students got a 
chance to think about who they are, what kind 
of community they identify with, and different 
aspects of their identity. The meaning of their 
name is one example; also their pronoun, 
their gender, or languages that they use at 
home. These identity-focused activities help 
students build confidence in themselves and 
positive self-esteem. For daily class activities, 
I use a lot of sentence stems starting with the 
pronoun ‘I’ such as ‘I think … because … ’;  
‘I agree/disagree with that idea because … ’;  
and ‘I feel … when … because … .’ This 
really helps them focus on themselves and use 
their voice to speak up with their opinion.” 

Irene also loves using reflection activities like 
journal writing and community meetings. 
Another activity she finds effective with 
her learners is think-pair-share. Students 
first think on their own, then share with 
their peers to practice, and finally talk with 
everyone in a circle of trust. “We learn how to 

listen and talk respectfully,” Irene said. “Even 
if we disagree, we disagree with the idea, not 
the speaker.” These activities help students 
recognize that their voice and opinion matter.

Irene values personalizing her lessons to 
meet students’ needs, and this has helped 
her navigate the COVID pandemic. When 
students finally returned to school after 
having had different experiences during 
virtual learning, she found that the skill 
levels in the class had become somewhat 
distorted by students’ diverse capabilities 
and experiences, and not all students were at 
their expected grade level. Irene employed 
the station rotation model, adopted from her 
internship in Vietnam, to target students’ 
specific needs and differentiation. The lesson 
starts with a whole-class activity to activate 
students’ knowledge before they are divided 
into groups, often based on their needs and 
capabilities with that particular content. 
The groups rotate through three stations to 
receive personalized lessons. At one station, 
students use an adaptive learning platform on 
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computers to do exercises, while the group 
at another station focuses on comprehending 
books that they are actually interested in and 
that are at their level. 

The most special station is where Irene sits 
and scaffolds students’ language or skills. 
She explained, “For example, today we learn 
about identifying the main idea and details 
by reading a book, and I know students in 
one group can’t comprehend that skill yet. 
So in my station, I will first teach them about 
phonics using words from the book and leave 
the skill lesson for tomorrow. For the group 
that could acquire the skill but are not ready 
to write their statement, I would do multiple 
choice with them. And for the group that is 
right at their grade level, I challenge them 
to come up with the statement in their own 
words. Eventually, we hope that the phonic 
group can move to answer the multiple-choice 
questions, the multiple-choice group can 
move to write in their own words, and the 
grade-level group can compare and contrast 
the main ideas of different texts.” Irene 
believes that the station rotation model works 
well, and she noted that students have made 
noticeable progress since she began using it.

The concept of personalization seems ideal, 
yet teachers must take on extensive material 
modification and adaptation. Teaching the 
Vietnamese language with little coaching  
and support is also a challenge. Amidst that 
extra workload, Irene actively looks for and 
adapts tools and strategies for multilingual 
students, one of which is Project GLAD 
(Guided Language Acquisition Design). 
Meanwhile, learning goals vary from state 
to state, and Washington, with its aim of 
languages and content mastery, is setting its 
own unique path. 

But these challenges have not stamped out 
Irene’s passion for teaching. “At the end of the 
day,” she said, “what really keeps us going are 
family connections and students that we work 
with. It’s about honoring and preserving our 
culture, community, and language. For me, 
being a Vietnamese-American teacher in this 
program is not just about teaching students 

how to read or write in both languages, but 
also teaching them how to be proud of their 
identity and how to navigate in the American 
society with that identity. They start with 
learning about their identities and privileges 
that might benefit them in the world, and the 
challenges that different groups of people 
have faced, to how they can use their voice to 
advocate not just for themselves but also for 
other communities. I want them to build good 
character and not just intelligence. I think 
that’s what keeps me going.” 
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TRY THIS

Group Progress Charts for 
Young Learners
by MALKA N. WICKRAMASINGHE

LEVEL: Beginner (young learners) and above 

TIME REQUIRED: Variable (group roles can 
be introduced over several classes; tasks for 
the progress chart can be completed in a 
single class period or during parts of multiple 
class periods) 

GOALS: To use progress charts to increase 
learners’ participation and offer instructors 
opportunities to monitor learners’ mastery 
of target material; to engage learners in 
collaborative work in order to reach group 
goals; to allow learners to fill different roles 
in completing group tasks; to raise learners’ 
motivation  

MATERIALS: A poster board or large sheet 
of paper for each progress chart; markers 
to draw charts (optional: materials to make 
team/group cards; pictures or symbols to 
place on team-progress stickers; labels to 
identify group members’ roles) 

BACKGROUND: 

During the first week of teaching practicum, 
my class of prospective teachers was 
concerned about their inability to get the 
attention of students. As practicing novice 
teachers, they said that this lack of attention 
led to frustration. This article illustrates 
how using a “progress chart” can create 
a classroom filled with enthusiasm and 
attention, where students complete given 
tasks together. 

One of the toughest challenges novice 
teachers face is getting the maximum 
participation of students, especially in 
classes with mixed ability in terms of 
language proficiency. When these students 
work in groups, the less-advanced students 
seem uninterested in doing the assigned 
task, while more-advanced students 
complete it. Consequently, many students 
become inattentive and are unlikely to 
achieve the learning targets of the lesson. 

Prior to the progress chart:  
roles and tasks 
One practical way to resolve this issue is to 
assign different roles to all the members of 
a group. In addition to the traditional roles 
of leader, writer, and presenter, new roles 
can create a fun learning atmosphere. As the 
teacher, you can create roles in association 
with the concept of the lesson. For example, 
if the lesson is on “Let’s Protect Our 
Environment,” the new roles can be head 
of the department, media secretary, field 
officers, and researchers. 

You can simulate any situation and adapt the 
roles, which might be positions involved in  
a meeting, office, or educational institute.  
You also need to assign tasks that involve all 
these roles. 

As an option, in addition to traditional roles, 
there can be a “spy,” who may also be called 
the reporter or secret sharer. After initial 
group discussion on the given task, the spy 
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The idea is for group members to work together,  
for everyone to contribute, and for all class members  
to finish with a strong understanding of the material.

in one group can cross over to other groups, 
then meet up and communicate with the 
rest of the spies about the tasks. They share 
information on any doubts their groups have, 
clarify instructions, and return to their 
groups, who, in the meantime, have started 
working on the simpler tasks.  

For example, the students remaining in the 
groups might start basic tasks such as filling 
in the blanks, answering true/false questions, 
or scanning for information, while the spies 
make sure they understand subsequent tasks 
that involve deeper comprehension and 
critical thinking.

To recognize the specific role of each student, 
you can prepare labels or badges on sticker 
paper—or give blank labels or sticker paper 
to the groups (of students) to write their roles 
themselves.  

The purposes of this division of roles are 
manifold:  

• All the members of the group are involved 
in tasks. 

• It encourages collaboration among the 
group members. 

• Students must accept their own 
accountability toward completing each 
task.

• Group collaboration is maintained even 
during the use of the progress chart (see 
below).

Introduction to the progress chart  
You can implement the use of roles over a 
few classes until the group dynamics become 
clear and students have had a chance to serve 
in different roles. This sets the background 

for introducing the progress chart. You 
should highlight the importance of maximum 
participation by all group members in the 
tasks assigned, though their performance is 
measured using the progress chart.  

The progress chart ignites a competitive (in 
a friendly way) and productive classroom 
environment. Make sure certain students 
are not able to dominate the group work 
and complete the tasks by themselves, 
just to be the “winners.” This should be 
done by setting class rules to establish a 
classroom environment that promotes healthy 
competition and teamwork, and by giving 
clear instructions about collaborating before 
the use of the progress chart. 

Emphasize that the goal is not to “win”; 
the idea is for group members to work 
together, for everyone to contribute, and 
for all class members to finish with a strong 
understanding of the material.

PREPARATION: 

You will need to prepare at least one progress 
chart to show to the class and to use during 
the activity.  

Basic progress charts have a column for each 
group, with the column divided into levels, or 
steps. The idea is that each group will have a 
symbol or picture that is taped to the chart in 
that group’s column. The symbol is moved to 
a higher level each time the group completes a 
task successfully, until they reach the goal, or 
the top of the column. You might make each 
step worth points (10, 20, 30, etc.). 

Themed progress charts take more time to 
prepare but are more interesting for students, 
especially young learners. The groups might 
be named after characters in a specific movie 
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or book, and other age-appropriate themes 
are possible (colors, sports, cars, etc.).  

For example, if your learners are familiar with 
the movie Frozen, the progress chart can be 
based on a quest to rescue Elsa, the character 
who runs away. Each time a group completes 
a task successfully, they move one step closer 
to rescuing her. The setup might be as follows:

Goal/target: Bringing Elsa Home 

• First step: Crossing the river 

• Second step: Escaping from the wolves 

• Third step: Climbing the mountain 

• Fourth step: Seeing Elsa

• Final step: Bringing Elsa home

Preparing the chart  
• Prepare the chart with a column for each 

group. Use transparent sticky tape to 
locally laminate the area along each column 
of the chart. 

• At the bottom of the chart, for each 
column, indicate the character or 
group name by using a symbol for each 
group (e.g., you can use the faces of the 
characters or pictures of cars). Place a 
piece of double-sided tape on the back of 
the laminated face of the symbol in order 
to move it along the chart as the group 
completes tasks. As an option, instead of 
having teams move up columns, you can 
move their symbols across rows as they 
complete tasks.

PROCEDURE:

1 . 	 Introduce the idea of the progress chart 
to the whole class. Tell the class that they 
will work toward reaching a goal as a 
group.

2. 	 Describe the activity and give 
instructions: You will divide the class into 
groups, and each group will have a task 

to complete. All students in the group 
must contribute in order for the group 
to complete the task. When the group 
completes the task successfully, they will 
advance on the progress chart as they try 
to reach the goal. 

3. 	 Decide on the number of groups, 
according to the number of students in 
the class. Groups of four generally work 
well. Divide the class into groups. If the 
theme of the progress chart is Frozen, 
you might name groups after characters 
in the movie: for example, Anna, Olaf, 
Sven, and Prince Hans. 

4. 	 Within each group, students have 
designated roles: leader, writer, 
presenter, reporter, etc. Students should 
be familiar with these roles after having 
had previous experience with this kind of 
shared group work.

5. 	 If possible, give each group a card with 
a picture of the group’s character (see 
Figure 1).

6. 	 Display the progress chart on the wall 
or blackboard, where all groups can 
see it. Tell students that if their group 
completes a task successfully by working 
together, they will move one step closer 
to completing the quest: for example, 
saving Elsa and bringing her home, 
getting their car to the finish line  
(Figure 2), or having their butterfly  
reach the flower garden (Figure 3).

7. 	 Let groups know how much time they 
will have. Use your knowledge of your 
students’ ability to determine how much 
time they are likely to need. You might 
want to keep the quest going for more 
than one class period, as students will 
come to the next class eager to continue 
the quest.

8. 	 Pass out or explain the first task and have 
groups begin working. Monitor group 
work, making sure students are on task 
and everyone is contributing.
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9. 	 When time is up, have groups present their 
answers. Depending on the task and your 
preferences, this can be done orally as a 
class, or groups can submit their answers 
for you to check, or groups can exchange 
answers to be checked by peer groups.

10. 	On the progress chart, indicate the 
tasks each group has completed. You can 
move each group’s symbol to show their 
progress.

11 . 	  You can finish the quest in a day, or you 
can stop at a certain stage and continue 
in the next class.

VARIATIONS

Group cards can reinforce a group’s identity, 
especially with young learners. If materials are 
available, you can make group cards that can 
be reused:

• Use colored A4 boards for preparing the 
3D prisms.  

• Follow the illustrations in Figure 1, steps 
(a) through (h), to fold the board. If you 
have a picture, you can paste it on top of 
the folded prism, as shown in step (i).

• Place the group card in the middle of each 
group’s table or meeting place to identify 
the groups easily. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR TASKS

The types of tasks can vary widely, according 
to your students’ level and the content of 
the lesson or unit. Basic tasks can involve 

spelling, spelling completion (i.e., students 
finish spelling given words with some letters 
missing), sentence completion, unscrambling 
sentences, and the like.

More-advanced tasks are for groups to read 
a passage (or look at a picture, watch a video 
clip, etc.), then answer questions that proceed 
from fact-based, short-answer, or multiple-
choice questions to questions that require 
analysis, further thought, and explanation.

For ideas on how to involve multiple students 
and add movement to tasks, see, for example, 
“Read and Run” (Warfield 2019), “Skim, Scan, 
and Run” (McCaughey 2018), and “Running 
for Your Words!” (Büchel 2015). 

FINAL REMARKS

Through the use of the progress chart, 
learning becomes an involuntary task. 
Students are using the target language skills 
of the lesson as they complete each step, and 
young learners in particular derive instant 
gratification through the rewards gained by 
task completion. Meanwhile, the class as a 
whole achieves the learning outcomes of the 
lesson, while the teacher monitors student 
progress throughout.

Use the progress chart to maximize student 
participation. It can also be a tool to indicate 
students’ ongoing learning achievements. 
Themed progress charts in particular can 
increase motivation among all learners. 
During my students’ practice-teaching time, 
their learners eagerly waited for the practice 
teachers’ arrival, as they wanted to reach the 
next level of the progress chart and to know 

Figure 1. Instructions for making group cards
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Figure 2. In this progress chart, group cars can “race” toward 
the finish—but the goal should be for all groups to “win” 
by completing the tasks, demonstrating teamwork and 
understanding of the lesson. In this case, the cars are cutouts 
that are stuck to the chart and can be moved toward the Finish 
column as groups complete their tasks.
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Figure 3. With progress charts, many themes are possible. In 
this example, groups are represented by butterflies, which 
climb up the chart toward the flower garden as groups 
complete their tasks.

who would save a video-game character or 
reach Elsa’s castle. 

Finally, please keep these pointers in mind:

• Groups need to complete the learning 
tasks step-by-step; that will carry them to 
the target.  

• You can use the progress chart to 
assess group performance, individual 
contributions, collaboration, and language 
strengths and areas for improvement. 

• Using the progress chart over a few days or 
a week is advantageous if the lesson or unit 
has multiple sections; you might use the 
chart to help students review each day’s 
lesson or the cumulative unit. 

• For larger classes, you can use more than 
one progress chart.

• If a group is falling behind on the chart 
while making sufficient effort, you can 
assign a less complex task. It’s also possible 
to provide different groups with tasks that 
vary in degree of complexity. Although the 
chart can be used competitively, a more 
valuable way to use it is as motivation for 
each group to achieve the overall goal.

• For a new unit or lesson, you can use a new 
progress chart with a different theme and 
with newly formed groups.
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THE LIGHTER SIDE

Two-Part Titles: Can You Match Them?

Many article titles have two parts. Often, the first part is followed by a 
colon, as in “My Classroom: Seattle, Washington”; the second part usually 

gives more-specific information about the topic of the article. In this puzzle 
are two-part titles of English Teaching Forum articles. Your job is to match 
the beginning of the title, in the First Part column, correctly with the rest of 
the title, in the Second Part column. Below are two separate sets for you to 
match; the directions are the same for each set. The first one in Set A has 
been done for you as an example.  

Set A

First Part

 C  1. Two-Part Titles: A. Teaching English Using Puns

__ 2. Vocabulary Games: B. Using Songs in Listening and Speaking Classes

__ 3. Beyond Film: C. Can You Match Them?

__ 4. Listen to the Music: D. Free Resources for Beginner to Intermediate Levels

__ 5. Laughing All the Way: E. Integrating Extensive Reading with Writing Tasks

__ 6. The Movable Class: F. More than Just Wordplay

__ 7. Reading Logs: G. Exploring the Content of Movies
__ 8. Simple English Wikipedia:

Second Part

H. How to Class-Manage for More Active and Healthful 
Lessons

Set B

First Part Second Part

__ 1. Going Green: A. Teaching Speech Acts in the EFL Classroom

__ 2. Harmonious Learning: B. A Framework for Integrating the Internet into ELT

__ 3. The Pragmatics of Greetings: C. Encouraging Interculturalism among Students

__ 4. The Rio–Warsaw 
Connection:

D. English Practice and Social Change Outside the     
Classroom

__ 5. CALL Me … Maybe: E. Yoga in the English Language Classroom

__ 6. The Mystery Bag: F. The Importance of Guided Observations

__ 7. Community-Based English 
Clubs:

G. Listening and Speaking Skills for Young  
Learners

__ 8. Teaching Pre-service 
Teachers How to “See”:

H. Merging Environmental Education and Language 
Instruction

Answers on page 19
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Answers to The Lighter Side

Two-Part Titles: Can You Match Them?

Set A
1. C (The Lighter Side puzzle in this issue)
2. F (Lorenzutti 2016; Vol. 54, No. 4)
3. G (Scacco 2007; Vol. 45, No. 1)
4. B (Mobbs and Cuyul 2018; Vol. 56, No. 1) 
5. A (Lems 2013; Vol. 51, No. 1)
6. H (McCaughey 2018; Vol. 56, No. 1)
7. E (Lyutaya 2011; Vol. 49, No. 1)
8. D (Schmidt and Rye 2020; Vol. 58, No. 2)  

Set B
1. H (Hauschild, Poltavtchenko, and Stoller 2012; Vol. 50, No. 2)
2. E (Morgan 2011; Vol. 49, No. 4)
3. A (Zeff 2016; Vol. 54, No. 1)
4. C (Dart 2015; Vol. 53, No. 3)
5. B (Chinnery 2014; Vol. 52, No. 1)
6. G (Coulson 2019; Vol. 57, No. 3)
7. D (Malu and Smedley 2016; Vol. 54, No. 3)
8. F (Velez 2021; Vol. 59, No. 4)
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