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Introduction

Who is this book for?
Teaching English in Africa: A Guide to the Practice of English Language Teaching for 
Teachers and Trainee Teachers is a guide to the practice of English language teaching 
that has been written to meet the needs of teachers, trainee teachers and teacher 
educators working in primary or secondary schools in Africa. �is includes:

teachers working in government-funded (public) schools;
teachers working in privately-funded schools;
expatriate teachers from other countries working in schools in Africa, 
including ‘native-speaker’ teachers of English on short-term or volunteer 
placements;
trainee teachers at university or college preparing to work in primary or 
secondary schools;
teacher trainers, both pre-service and in-service.

It may also be useful to head teachers, school inspectors, materials writers and others 
working within the education sector in African countries. 

�ere is, of course, a wide range of teaching contexts within every country in 
Africa, and o�en a wider di�erence between the countries themselves. A teacher 
of English working in a Francophone school in Côte d’Ivoire may face di�erent 
challenges and issues compared to a teacher working in Nairobi or Accra where 
English is used in the wider community. Nonetheless, there are still a number of 
signi�cant challenges shared by the majority of teachers working in sub-Saharan 
Africa. �ese include:

large classes, from 40 to 100 learners or more;
restricted access to learning resources, such as textbooks, visual aids, 
electrical equipment and computers;
less pre-service training for new teachers than in other parts of the world;
di�culties in accessing in-service training or other professional development 
opportunities;
low school readiness of learners,1 including di�culties with getting to 
school, paying for resources, focusing on learning and completing their 
education; 
the challenges of adopting and adapting methodology developed in other 
learning contexts; 
a frequently heavy workload, o�en including long hours, excessive marking 
and sometimes double shi�ing. 

1	  Britto and Limlingan, “School Readiness and Transitions.”
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�is book relates the practice of English language teaching directly to these 
challenges and issues. As well as covering the underlying theory of how children 
learn languages and how teachers can best facilitate this learning, it also provides 
practical resources and ideas for activities and techniques that have proven to be 
successful in English classrooms in Africa, both at primary and secondary level. It is 
intended to be a practical guide, so references and citations are kept to a minimum 
and concepts are presented using examples that are likely to be familiar to most 
teachers working in Africa. If there is a bias in this book, it is towards the needs of 
teachers working in low-resource, isolated contexts in Africa, as these teachers are so 
o�en neglected by literature on teaching methodology. 

How to use this book
�is book can be used in the following ways:

as a self-study or group-study guide for teachers of English interested in 
their own continuing professional development (CPD);
as part of pre-service training for trainee teachers of English;
as resource material for in-service teacher trainers.

Two types of tasks are included throughout the book to stimulate critical thinking 
and to aid learning: re�ective tasks and practical tasks. 

Re�ective tasks, usually at the start of chapters, can be done alone or in groups 
through discussion. Re�ective tasks help us to become re�ective teachers; teachers 
who think about their own teaching practice and their beliefs about teaching and 
learning; teachers who can see clearly how their classroom practice relates to 
di�erent ideas and theories about language learning and teaching.

Practical tasks require teachers to engage in speci�c problems and to �nd 
solutions to these problems, o�en asking teachers to apply the ideas in each chapter 
to speci�c case studies and their own classroom context. �ese also can be done 
individually or in groups. A�er each practical task, there is a Commentary, in which 
a possible solution to the task is given. Of course, practical tasks may have many 
di�erent solutions, so a solution di�erent to the one given may be appropriate or 
better, if it is relevant to the context in which you work.

While many of the chapters focus speci�cally on aspects of language teaching, 
there are several chapters on general methodology in Part A of the book that are 
relevant to teachers of other subjects, such as mathematics, social studies, science, 
etc. �ese chapters could be used in training programmes aimed at the professional 
development of mixed-subject groups of teachers or trainee teachers. Section B, on 
early literacy may also be useful to teachers who teach learners to read and write in 
other languages.

�e English used in this book is intended to be clear and easy to understand for 
all readers, including those who have an intermediate level of English. Key features 
include:

clear and detailed Contents, allowing readers to �nd what they need easily;
all new concepts are explained clearly in simple English;

xiv Teaching English in Africaxiv
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specialist terms and technical vocabulary are made clear when they �rst 
appear in each chapter (using bold font) and explained in the glossary at 
the end of the book.

In addition to this, vocabulary and sentence grammar are both kept simple, 
avoiding long clauses and unnecessary subordination. Whenever possible, active 
rather than passive voice is chosen to help with comprehension. 

Hope for the future 
Despite the large number of guides and resource books written on the practice of 
English language teaching within the mainly private ELT industry, little has been 
written for the so-called TESEP language learning contexts (TESEP stands for 
‘Tertiary, Secondary and Primary’).2 Even less has been written for the teachers who 
work in the most challenging TESEP contexts, where learners are o�en so many and 
resources so few. 

�e drive for universal primary education of the United Nations Millennium 
Development Goals3 has led to impressive increases in initial school enrolment 
across Africa. However, this has o�en come at the expense of quality of education 
and school completion rates. In some countries, the sight of over 100 learners sitting 
on the �oor of a hot, dark classroom, sharing a few textbooks is still frequent. In 
front of them an overworked, underpaid teacher tries hard to get through an over-
ambitious curriculum in a foreign language, leaving many of the learners behind 
in the process. It is, of course, everybody’s hope that this sight should become a 
memory of the past, but while it remains even a rare occurrence, it is hoped that this 
book will provide some help to those teachers who need it most. 

2	  Holliday, “�e House of TESEP and the Communicative Approach.”
3	  United Nations, “United Nations Millennium Declaration.”
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1

Part A – Key Concepts

What does Part A cover? 
Part A of this book covers the theory behind good teaching practice. It has been 
written primarily for teachers of English, but could also be useful to teachers of other 
subjects (mathematics, science, social studies, etc.) working both in primary and 
secondary schools. 

What can I expect to learn in Part A? 
In Part A you can expect to learn about the teaching strategies used by e�ective 
teachers. �is section focuses both on your role as a teacher and the needs of your 
learners. You will also learn about child-centred teaching methodology, lesson 
structure, lesson planning and classroom management. You will �nd detailed 
explanations of important ideas and techniques to help you improve your teaching. 
Practical examples and suggestions are also provided to relate the teaching theories 
explained to classroom practice.
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2

A1 – You, the Teacher

In this chapter:
What is the role of the teacher?
Practical task: What are the qualities of a good teacher?
Commentary to practical task: What are the qualities of a good teacher?
Your continuing professional development 

 Re�ective task 

“Without doctors, there are fewer healthy teachers in a community, but without 
teachers, there are no doctors in a community.” 

 – Lucia, Eritrean primary school teacher

1.	 What do you think Lucia is saying about the role of teachers in a community?
2.	 What other problems occur in a community without teachers?

What is the role of the teacher?
In the past, education was o�en viewed from the teacher’s point of view. We believed 
that good teachers were simply experts on their subject with loud voices and quiet 
classrooms. We thought that learners were like empty bottles that the teacher �lled 
with knowledge. A good lesson was a lesson with lots of ‘chalk and talk’, where the 
learners kept silent, took notes and did not ask questions. We call this a teacher-
centred approach.

Today we have a very di�erent view of education. We see the teacher as a 
facilitator of learning, someone who guides the learners as they explore the world 
around them, building new understanding on what they already know, learning 
through communication and interaction. We call this a child-centred approach 
to learning and we will learn much more about it in Chapter A3 – Child-centred 
Learning. 

Fig. A1.1: TEACHER-CENTRED AND CHILD-CENTRED APPROACHES
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3A1 – You, the Teacher

�is role, as a facilitator of learning, has many advantages for the teacher and the 
learners:

the teacher takes responsibility for helping all the learners in the class equally;
learning is enjoyable for everyone;
learners gain important social skills from studying together – skills they will 
need throughout their lives;
all teachers, from pre-school to university are seen as having an equally 
important role to play in an education system;
learners do not just gain knowledge, they learn how to learn so that they can 
continue learning for the rest of their lives.

Practical task: What are the qualities of a good teacher?
Read the statements 1 to 12 below and complete the boxes on the right. Write ‘T’ if 
you think it is true, ‘F’ if you think it is false or ‘D’ if you think it depends. In this 
context ‘good’ means ‘e�ective at facilitating learning’:

Statement True or false? 

1. A good teacher always writes detailed lesson plans.	
2. A good teacher always knows his/her objectives for each 

lesson.	
3. A good teacher’s lessons are always quiet.	
4. A good teacher allows his/her learners to work together 

during lessons.	
5. A good teacher is an expert on his/her subject.	
6. A good teacher may adapt the planned lesson to suit the 

needs of the learners.
7. A good teacher knows his/her learners very well (e.g. 

names, backgrounds, etc.).
8. A good teacher gives responsibility to his/her learners.	
9. A good teacher corrects all the learners’ work himself/

herself.	
10. �e learners of a good teacher ask lots of questions.	
11. A good teacher always follows the curriculum 

carefully.	
12. A good teacher’s lessons are interesting and enjoyable for 

the learners.	

Compare and discuss your choices with colleagues, if possible.
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4 Teaching English in Africa

Commentary to practical task: What are the qualities of a good 
teacher?

1. 	 A good teacher always writes detailed lesson plans

Not necessarily. A good teacher always thinks about her lesson carefully. She knows 
what she is going to do, how and why. However, it is not necessary for experienced 
teachers to write detailed lesson plans for every lesson. Many good teachers write 
just short plans or a list of bullet points for each lesson. 

2. 	 A good teacher always knows his/her objectives for each lesson	

True. A good teacher has a clear understanding of what he wants his learners to learn 
during the lesson and what they will be able to do at the end of the lesson (this is 
what we call the learning outcomes of the lesson). He also knows how this links to 
the curriculum and the needs of his learners. 

3. 	 A good teacher’s lessons are always quiet	

False. Noise in a classroom is a sign of communication. In a good teacher’s classroom 
the learners o�en work together, discussing the activity, helping each other to learn 
and asking the teacher questions. Of course there are also quiet periods in a good 
teacher’s lesson (e.g. when learners are reading silently), but good lessons are not 
always quiet. 

4. 	 A good teacher allows his/her learners to work together during lessons

True. Outside the school environment, children learn together naturally, for example 
by playing games, helping adults or sharing knowledge. �is is because when learners 
interact, they help each other to learn (this is what we call collaborative learning). 
In class, a good teacher allows her learners to practise their speaking skills, compare 
their answers to exercises and work together on group projects. 

5. 	 A good teacher is an expert on his/her subject	
Not always. Subject knowledge is important, but it is not enough. A good teacher 
must be an expert on the learning process and the needs of his learners. Many of 
us can think of teachers we know who have excellent subject knowledge, but do not 
always help their learners to understand it. We can probably also think of teachers 
who may not have very good subject knowledge, but are able to teach what they 
know well. So, while good subject knowledge is always useful to a teacher, there is, in 
fact, no direct relationship between subject knowledge and teaching ability.

6. 	 A good teacher may adapt the planned lesson to suit the needs of the 
learners	

True. We should always know our objectives at the start of the lesson. However, 
many interesting and unpredictable things can happen during the lesson. We might 
�nd that the learners cannot understand a new idea, or that they already know it! 
Or perhaps they do not have all the vocabulary they need to do an activity that we 
planned. In these situations, all good teachers adapt their objectives. Sometimes they 
add an extra activity, revise something the learners have forgotten, or move on to 
something they had planned to cover in a future lesson. 
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5A1 – You, the Teacher

7. 	 A good teacher knows his/her learners very well (e.g. names, backgrounds, 
etc.)

True. Many teachers working in Africa have hundreds of learners, and this can 
make it di�cult to learn the names, backgrounds, strengths and weaknesses of each 
learner. However, good teachers try very hard to do this, and usually succeed. If we 
do not know them as individuals, it is much more di�cult to provide the individual 
help and advice that each learner needs.

8. 	 A good teacher gives responsibility to his/her learners	

True. At school, learners do not just learn about their subject, they also learn about 
learning – how to do homework, how to study collaboratively in pairs or groups, 
how to give presentations in front of their classmates, etc. When they learn how to 
study e�ectively they can begin to learn independently of the teacher’s direct control. 
Good teachers give responsibilities to their learners, for example by choosing 
di�erent learners (called class monitors) to clean the chalkboard, hand out books 
or write the date on the chalkboard at the start of the lesson. See Clear routines in 
Chapter A6 – Classroom Management and Behaviour Management for more details.

9. 	 A good teacher corrects all the learners’ work himself/herself

False. Correction takes a long time, especially if you have many learners. �is time is 
better spent learning, not assessing! You will need to mark some written texts or exam 
results yourself, but at other times, you can involve the learners in the correction 
process, using self-correction (they mark their own books) and peer-correction 
(they mark another learner’s book). �is reduces lesson time wasted on correction, 
and also helps the learners to take more responsibility for their own learning. See 
Correction of learners’ writing in Chapter C7 – Teaching Writing for more details. 

10. 	 �e learners of a good teacher ask lots of questions	

True. In some classes learners are scared to ask questions. But good teachers encourage 
questions because questions are a sign of a creative mind and critical thinking at 
work. �e questions also tell us what our learners do and do not understand, thereby 
helping us to assess what they have learnt. Of course, learners can sometimes ask 
questions that are very di�cult to answer, but good teachers admit when they are not 
sure and say: “Good question! I’ll check and tell you tomorrow.”

11. 	 A good teacher always follows the curriculum carefully	
It depends. We should always use the curriculum as a ‘guide’ or a pathway, but our 
learners will dictate the speed at which we teach, not the curriculum. Di�erent 
teachers in di�erent parts of a country where the same curriculum is used can be 
teaching in very di�erent situations, and some teachers will always need to go slower 
than others, even if they are teaching well and the learners are trying hard. See �e 
scheme of work in Chapter A5 – Planning for more on this.

12. 	 A good teacher’s lessons are interesting and enjoyable for the learners
True. We all learn better when we are interested or enjoying ourselves, and this is 
especially true for children. Play is one of the most natural forms of learning, so 

Teaching English in Africa 2015.indd   5 3/17/15   10:09 PM



6 Teaching English in Africa

whenever we choose interesting materials, teach with stimulating resources or use 
games and play activities to achieve our objectives, our learners learn more. 

Your continuing professional development (CPD)
Continuing professional development (CPD) is the process through which we 
improve and develop as teachers. �is includes attending workshops, undergoing 
observations and appraisals and studying for higher quali�cations. It also includes 
learning to evaluate our own teaching, so that we become better teachers. Every 
school should have an active CPD programme. If your school does not, you can help 
your head teacher to start one. Here are �ve features of a CPD programme that you 
can organise for your school:

1. 	 Regular teacher performance appraisals

�is is when the head teacher or head of department evaluates your performance 
as a teacher. Appraisals are usually carried out once or twice a year both to help 
you to identify areas where you can improve, and to set goals for the next year. A 
typical teacher appraisal involves completing a teacher appraisal form, followed 
by an interview. It may also include a lesson observation and a discussion on the 
lesson. �e teacher performance appraisal should not be a one-way process with 
your evaluator telling you how to improve. It should be a discussion, allowing you to 
evaluate your own performance and create your own goals for the next year. 

2. 	 Observations
An observation is when somebody watches a teacher’s lesson, and is usually followed 
by a discussion of the lesson (this discussion is o�en called feedback). �ere are two 
main types of observation: peer observation and senior observation. 

Peer observations involve two teachers observing each other as colleagues and 
then discussing both lessons a�erwards. �e discussion provides an opportunity to 
give both positive feedback and critical evaluation of their colleague’s lesson. If the 
lessons are similar, they can even be compared. Peer observations are o�en most 
useful when the two teachers have a speci�c focus for the observation (e.g. classroom 
management, correction strategies, interaction between learners, etc.). �ey also 
provide an opportunity to share ideas for activities and solutions to shared problems. 
New teachers will o�en bene�t from doing peer observation activities with a more 
experienced mentor who can provide guidance and advice at this challenging time. 

Senior observations are more formal, and involve a more senior member of sta�, 
such as a head of department, the school head teacher or an external school inspector 
observing your lesson and assessing how well you are teaching. You will normally be 
expected to produce a detailed lesson plan and give a copy to the observer before the 
lesson. For this reason, senior observations are usually arranged at least one day in 
advance. During the feedback discussion a�er the lesson, your observer should �rst 
give you an opportunity to evaluate your own lesson. You should be honest, even if 
the lesson did not go well, as this evaluation can help the observer to understand why 
a problem occurred and what advice to give. Your observer should comment on both 
your strengths and weaknesses, and provide practical suggestions for improvement 
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whenever a criticism is made. You will o�en receive written feedback on your senior 
observation which will usually be included in your CPD folder and yearly appraisal.

3. 	 Attending and presenting at workshops

Workshops are opportunities for teachers to learn about new methodology, new 
activities and useful resources for teaching. �ey can take place at national level, 
regional level or at school level. �ey can also be organised for school clusters, where 
three or four neighbouring schools meet together. �ey can vary in length from 30 
minutes to several days. A�er teachers or head teachers have attended important 
national or regional workshops they should share what they have learnt or gained 
with their school colleagues. �ey could do this either by giving the same workshop 
to their colleagues, or by giving a short talk on the workshop, followed by a question 
and answer session. 

If you would like to organise your own workshops, you can start by meeting for 
30 minutes or an hour once a week with other teachers in your school. Each week a 
di�erent teacher can present an idea, activity or even give a demonstration lesson 
while other teachers watch. You could also organise similar workshops once a term 
for your local school cluster. �is allows for the sharing of good ideas, solutions to 
problems and useful resources between schools that o�en share similar challenges. 

 

Fig. A1.2: TEACHERS AT A WORKSHOP

4. 	 Studying for higher quali�cations
Many teachers decide to continue their education by studying for higher quali�cations 
as they work. �is may involve evening classes, outreach classes (conducted during 
school vacations) or an internet-based learning programme (sometimes called 
ODLP, which stands for Online Distance Learning Programme). Most universities, 
polytechnics and institutes of education o�er a range of useful quali�cations for 
practicing teachers. In some countries, the Ministry of Education provides �nancial 
help for teachers on such courses. With a higher quali�cation (e.g. a Bachelor’s or 
Master’s degree) you may be able to gain promotion within your school (for example 
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to head of department) or open up other career opportunities, such as becoming a 
head teacher or taking on a di�erent role within the Ministry of Education. 

5. 	 Contributing to the development of your school 

�ere are many ways that you can contribute to the development of your school. 
Here are some suggestions:

Organise clubs and other social groups such as a culture club, a football or 
netball team or an English debating club.
Get involved in your school’s parent-teacher association (PTA). An active 
PTA improves bonds between the school and the local community. As a 
teacher, you could organise regular parents’ evenings (when parents visit the 
school to discuss their children’s progress with the teachers), or workshops 
for parents who want to help their children to learn.
Organise evening classes for the local community such as literacy classes, 
computer lessons or English lessons for people who want to learn.
Improve the resources in your English department. Arrange a meeting with 
other teachers of English in which you plan to create resources that can be 
shared, such as �ashcards, reading posters or pocketboards (see Chapter 
C12 – 10 Essential Resources to Create).

Conclusion
In this chapter we have learnt the following:

there are important di�erences in the role of the teacher between child-
centred and teacher-centred approaches to learning;
what good teachers are like and what they do;
what CPD programmes are and why they are important;
�ve things that we can do to enhance our professional development as 
teachers.

“I have come to believe that a great teacher is a great artist … Teaching might even be 
the greatest of the arts since the medium is the human mind and spirit.” 			 
		

– John Steinbeck
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A2 – Your Learners 

In this chapter:
How do children learn languages? 
Practical task: �e �ve needs of our learners
Commentary to practical task: �e �ve needs of our learners
Di�erent types of learning style or intelligence
�inking skills and Bloom’s taxonomy of learning
Learner independence

Re�ective task 

How much do you remember about your English lessons at school? 

Answer these questions:

1.	 Which of your English teachers did you like most? Why? 
2.	 Which activities helped you to learn the most? How did they help you?
3.	 Which activities did you dislike? Why?

How do children learn languages? 
As teachers we can help our learners better if we understand more about how children 
learn foreign languages in the classroom. We know that the processes involved, even 
at a young age, are di�erent to those of �rst language acquisition and that these 
di�erences increase as children get older.4 Of course, there are many factors that 
in�uence individual language learning success, some of which the teacher cannot 
control. However, it is possible to identify �ve basic needs that our learners have and 
that we can provide for in the classroom: 

1. 	 Learners need meaningful, comprehensible input in English5

�is means that learners need to listen to and read English that they can understand. 
�is English should be as natural as possible. Here are some examples of meaningful, 
comprehensible input:

when learners hear their English teacher greet them and ask real questions: 
“Good morning students. How are you? How was the homework?”
when learners listen to a song in English that they can understand;
when learners read a story in English;
when learners read a street sign or an advertisement for a product written 
in English.

4	 Haznedar and Gavruseva, “Childhood Second Language Acquisition.”
5	 Ellis, “Principles of Instructed Second Language Acquisition”; Barcro� and Wong, “Input, Input 

Processing and Focus on Form.”
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2. 	 Learners need to use English to communicate6 

In order to learn English, learners must have the opportunity to use it for real 
communication. Examples of using English communicatively include: 

when learners discuss an interesting topic in groups or pairs; 
when a learner writes a letter to a friend in English; 
when a learner asks a teacher or a classmate a real question in English: “What 
does this word mean?”, “Can I borrow some paper, please?”. 

3. 	 Learners need help to understand and remember vocabulary7

Learners will learn faster if we help them to understand, write down and remember 
new vocabulary. We can show pictures, use mime and translate di�cult words to 
explain new vocabulary. We can get them to use vocabulary notebooks and play 
vocabulary revision games to help them to remember it. 

4. 	 Learners need to use grammar meaningfully to learn it8

Although grammar exercises can be useful, they do not help children to use language 
meaningfully. In order for learners to learn grammar e�ectively, we should focus on 
the grammar they need to do the speaking or writing activities that we use in class. 
For example, if we want learners to discuss what they did at the weekend (which 
requires past simple tense), we can begin the lesson by reviewing the grammar of the 
past simple tense followed by the discussion. 

5. 	 Learners will learn more if they enjoy their English lessons
Scienti�c research has shown that motivation and enjoyment are important 
in�uences on success in language learning.9 By playing games, singing songs and 
allowing social interaction during lessons, we can motivate children intrinsically in 
English. �ey are likely to learn more if they enjoy the experience. On the other 
hand, when children do not like a subject, they o�en do badly in it. Many of us can 
think of school subjects that we did not enjoy; these were o�en the subjects where we 
scored our lowest marks.

Practical task: �e �ve needs of our learners
How sensitive are you to the needs of your learners? Underline one of the four words 
listed in the column on the right (regularly, sometimes, etc.), based on what happens 
in your lessons.

�e �ve needs of our learners �is happens during my lessons …

1. 	 Learners need meaningful, 
comprehensible input in English

regularly		 sometimes 
occasionally	 never

6	 Long, “�e Role of the Linguistic Environment in Second Language Acquisition”; Ellis, “Principles 
of Instructed Second Language Acquisition.”

7	 Milton and Donzelli, “�e Lexicon,” 460.
8	 Young, “�e Negotiation of Meaning in Children’s Foreign Language Acquisition”; Ellis, “Principles 

of Instructed Second Language Acquisition.”
9	D örnyei, Motivation Strategies in the Language Classroom.
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�e �ve needs of our learners �is happens during my lessons …

2. 	 Learners need to use English to 
communicate

regularly		 sometimes 
occasionally	 never

3. 	 Learners need help to understand 
and remember vocabulary	

regularly		 sometimes 
occasionally	 never

4. 	 Learners need to use grammar 
meaningfully to learn it	

regularly		 sometimes 
occasionally	 never

5. 	 Learners will learn more if they 
enjoy their English lessons	

regularly		 sometimes 
occasionally	 never

If you have underlined ‘regularly’ for each need, your learners are probably learning 
quickly and enjoyably. Well done! But if you have not, you can make improvements 
to your teaching. Make notes on how you can improve, and then discuss your notes 
with a colleague if possible. You will �nd some useful ideas to help you improve in 
Chapter A3 – Child-centred Learning.

Commentary to practical task: �e �ve needs of our learners
�e chapters in Part C of this book will provide many more ideas and suggestions 
to help you provide for your learners’ needs. Here are some ideas to point you in the 
right direction:

1. 	 Provide meaningful, comprehensible input in English (Chapters C4, C5 and C6)
use English that your learners can understand; not too di�cult, or too fast;
use English for everyday classroom communication (“open your books …”, 
“raise your hand”, etc.);
include regular reading activities in your lessons, using texts that are not too 
di�cult for your learners; 
use your voice as a listening resource, and share interesting information 
about your life and interests (for example, tell them about a problem you 
had yesterday or what you need to buy tomorrow); 
provide opportunities for your learners to read stories for pleasure; 
include songs in English that your learners know and like in your lessons; if 
you write the lyrics on the chalkboard, they can listen and read the lyrics at 
the same time.

2. 	 Provide opportunities for learners to use English to communicate (Chapters 
C4 and C7)

avoid doing too many “repeat a�er me” activities – this is not communication;
train your learners to do speaking activities in pairs; 
teach your learners some common English expressions and useful phrases 
that they can use in class (e.g. “Can I borrow …?”, “I found the homework 
di�cult, because …” etc.);
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practise a variety of speaking activities in class, involving personalisation, 
discussion and debate; 
provide learners with personalised writing tasks, where they write about 
their own world (their family, their house, their favourite animal, etc.). 

3. 	 Provide help with understanding and remembering vocabulary (Chapter 
C2)

teach vocabulary in topic groups (e.g. furniture, the weather, sports, etc.);
make sure learners write down any new vocabulary they learn (e.g. in 
vocabulary notebooks);
provide speaking practice for learners to use the vocabulary you have taught 
them;
do vocabulary revision games and activities every week. 

4. 	 Provide opportunities for learners to use grammar meaningfully (Chapter C1)
avoid spending too much time explaining grammar or doing grammar 
exercises;
always give your learners opportunities to use new grammar to talk and 
write about themselves;
a�er reading activities, help your learners to notice the grammar that was 
used in the text. 

5. 	 Make English lessons enjoyable (Chapters C3 and C10)
enjoy your lessons as much as possible – it is good to smile and laugh with 
your learners;
keep a list of your favourite games, songs and fun activities and add to it 
regularly;
share ideas for songs and games with other teachers from other schools; 
use the internet to learn the melody to songs and use them regularly;
try to reward good behaviour with a quick game at the end of the lesson.

Di�erent types of learning styles or intelligence
Traditional models of intelligence (such as IQ tests) o�en concentrated only on 
logical and linguistic intelligence, because these were easy to test and compare. �ey 
ignored other useful mental abilities that vary between individuals. For example, 
while some of us are good at mathematics, others are better at languages, and others 
at art or sports. Howard Gardner, an American psychologist, wanted to recognise the 
importance of all these abilities. He identi�ed eight basic learning intelligences.10 
By this he meant that there are eight ways that we can learn: 

1.	 Interpersonal intelligence: Some people prefer to do activities in groups, 
or pairs and learn through discussing and sharing ideas.

2.	 Intrapersonal intelligence: Other people prefer to do activities individually 
and need opportunities to work alone.

10	  Gardner, Frames of Mind; Gardner, Intelligence Reframed.
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3.	 Linguistic intelligence: Some people like to read and write novels 
and poetry. �ey usually have a large vocabulary and o�en enjoy doing 
crossword puzzles and word searches.

4.	 Logical-mathematical intelligence: Some people understand the logic of 
mathematics and science well. �ey can do calculations quickly and o�en 
like puzzles and abstract problems to solve.

5.	 Spatial-visual intelligence: Some people like to draw pictures and 
diagrams. �ey can learn by creating mind-maps and can take mental 
‘photographs’ of pages to help them remember. 

6.	 Bodily-kinaesthetic intelligence: Some people have good awareness of 
space. �ey are o�en good at sports or dance, and enjoy activities where 
they can move around the classroom or mime actions.

7.	 Musical intelligence: Some people enjoy songs and music more than 
others. �ey o�en learn the pronunciation of a language well, and can learn 
through singing songs and remembering rhymes.

8.	 Naturalist intelligence: Some people enjoy collecting things, analysing 
them and creating lists; they o�en observe natural things such as plants or 
birds well, and enjoy being able to identify things.

Gardner believed that we all have a combination of several of these intelligences 
and that our combination can change over time. Although Gardner’s multiple 
intelligences theory has been criticised, many teachers �nd it useful because it helps 
them to develop children’s ability in di�erent areas. For example, we can include 
songs, movement and dance to help learners to develop their musical and bodily-
kinaesthetic intelligences. We can get learners to draw pictures and to label them 
to help learners to make use of their spatial-visual intelligence. We can give them 
language puzzles, crosswords or word searches to help learners to develop logical-
mathematical and linguistic intelligences. We can also include individual and pair 
work activities to help in both interpersonal and intrapersonal learning styles. 
Children still have very adaptable learning styles, so if we include a wide variety of 
activities in our lessons that appeal to all these intelligences, our learners are more 
likely to grow up well balanced and able to deal with the challenges that life throws 
at them. 

Re�ective task 

For each of the learning intelligences, think of one learner or person that you know who 
is strong in this intelligence.

1.	 Which of the learning intelligences described above are strongest in 
you as a learner? 

2.	 Which learning intelligences are developed in the activity shown in 
the following photograph?
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Fig. A2.1: CHILDREN TRACING CHALK LINES AROUND THEIR BODIES
Solution: Your answers to questions 1 and 2 will be personalised. 3. �e picture shows 
learners in Rwanda drawing chalk lines around each other and labelling their body 
parts. It may help to develop bodily-kinaesthetic, spatial-visual and interpersonal 
intelligences mainly. Linguistic intelligence would also be developed during the 
labelling activity. 

�inking skills and Bloom’s taxonomy of learning
In the past, education o�en placed a great deal of emphasis on memorising facts so 
that they could be repeated during lessons or in examinations. Today, we recognise 
that an important part of education involves helping children to develop a range of 
di�erent thinking skills. Here are some of the most important ones, as described in 
Bloom’s Taxonomy of Learning:

Creating: When learners build something new (including new 
ideas and meanings) from di�erent parts 

Evaluating: When learners give their opinions on a topic, text or idea 
and provide reasons for these opinions

Analysing: When learners separate out the parts of a thing or an 
idea to help them to understand its structure 

Applying: When learners use a new idea in a di�erent situation, 
applying what they have learnt

Understanding: When learners show they understand an idea by 
explaining it to someone else or by drawing a diagram 
to illustrate it

Remembering: When learners recall something they have learnt before.
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Note for trainers: �is is Anderson et. al.’s revised taxonomy;11 it is more useful for 
teachers than the original taxonomy because it describes behaviour that we can 
observe in class.

Notice that the thinking skills at the top of Bloom’s Taxonomy are more challenging, 
and require learners to think in new ways that will be useful when they have to solve 
problems and make decisions a�er they leave school. 

Re�ective task 

Answer these questions:

1.	 Which of the thinking skills are most important to you in your work 
as a teacher?

2.	 �ink of a lesson you observed or taught recently. Which of the 
thinking skills did it help to develop? Which thinking skills were 
dominant? Provide speci�c examples if you can.

Learner Independence
From their �rst day at school, children begin learning about how to learn. As they 
progress through school and beyond, they move from complete dependence on the 
teacher at the start of year one, to being able to learn independently by the end of 
college or university. Good teachers encourage and support these changes, training 
their learners in new learning strategies and skills. Look at the �ve stages to Learner 
Independence below. You will notice that at each stage the learners gain new skills 
that the teacher had to help them with at earlier stages. You will also notice that they 
are adding more complex thinking skills from Bloom’s Taxonomy as they progress 
through the stages: 

Stage Learners can …

1. Teacher 
directs 
learners

listen to the teacher
obey commands 
copy words or sentences from the chalkboard or a book 
ask and answer questions

11	  Anderson, Krathwohl, and Bloom, A Taxonomy for Learning, Teaching, and Assessing.
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Stage Learners can …

2. Teacher 
guides 
learners

work alone e�ectively
use stationery (e.g. ruler) and textbooks (e.g. �nding pages 
and exercises) e�ectively
complete simple exercises
draw and label pictures 
complete simple homework tasks

3. Learners 
work 
together

work e�ectively on exercises in pairs and groups of three
write their answers on the chalkboard or present their answers 
to the class
ask for clari�cation when they do not understand
complete longer homework tasks
choose books from the library 

4. Learners 
help each 
other to 
learn

work e�ectively on activities in groups of four to six 
take notes during teacher presentations and make simple 
presentations to the class
do speaking activities e�ectively in pairs or threes
do peer-correction (with teacher guidance) a�er exercises 
and homework 
access the library independently and complete simple book 
reports

5. Learners 
teach each 
other and 
evaluate 
their own 
learning

work in groups on projects during the lesson, completing 
work to deadlines
carry out research for project work and presentations 
participate in discussions and debates in small or large groups
consult their classmates when they need help
challenge classmates respectfully when they disagree
self-correct homework and exercises and peer-correct weekly 
progress tests
evaluate their own achievement of learning objectives

�ink about one of your classes: 
Where are the learners on this table? 
How can you help them to progress to the next stage? 

As your learners progress through the �ve stages, take time to introduce new learning 
skills, explaining what you would like them to do and why the skill is useful. If they 
�nd a skill too challenging, leave it for a while and introduce other skills from the 
same stage. �en try it again in a few weeks. By helping them to progress to the next 
stage, you are encouraging them to take more responsibility for their own learning. 
As they become better at learning, it becomes easier for you to teach them! 
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Conclusion
In this chapter we have learnt the following:

how children learn additional languages;
how we can provide for the �ve needs of our learners during our lessons;
there are many types of learner intelligence, and everybody has a combination 
of these that changes regularly;
we should include a variety of activity types in our lessons, both to cater for 
di�erent learner intelligences and to strengthen weaker intelligences;
we can help our learners to progress along the pathway to learner 
independence.

�e philosophy of learning presented in this chapter can be summarised through an 
old Chinese proverb. Can you work out which of the three verbs goes into each gap?

understand	 forget	 remember

Tell me and I will _____________.

Show me and I may _____________.

Involve me and I will _____________.		
όǘƘŜ ǎƻƭǳǝƻƴ ƛǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ōŜƭƻǿύ

Solution: 1. forget; 2. remember; 3. understand
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A3 – Child-centred Learning

In this chapter:
What is child-centred learning?
How child-centred are your lessons?
C H I L D
Pairwork and groupwork
How to make your classroom more child-centred
An example of a child-centred lesson
Practical task: Chantal’s lesson
Commentary to practical task: Chantal’s lesson
Changing to child-centred learning – slowly but surely

 Re�ective task 

Answer the following questions, working in pairs or small groups:

1.	 How much do you know about child-centred learning?
2.	 Have you ever tried it in your teaching?
3.	 How suitable is it to the context in which you teach? 

What is child-centred learning?
Child-centred learning is an approach to teaching that places children at the centre 
of the learning process. We have already met it brie�y in Chapter A1 – You, the 
Teacher. Here are six important ideas in child-centred learning:

1.	 learning is social; learners o�en do activities in pairs or groups and help 
each other to learn;

2.	 learners develop a wide range of thinking skills, such as analysing, creating 
and evaluating (see Bloom’s Taxonomy in Chapter A2 – Your Learners);

3.	 the teacher is a facilitator of learning, not simply a source of knowledge;
4.	 the teacher plans lessons around the needs, interests and world of the 

learners; 
5.	 each lesson starts from what the learners already know and builds on this;
6.	 the teacher adapts the curriculum or scheme of work to make sure that all 

the learners understand and can follow the lessons.

Many teachers agree that child-centred learning is good learning, and child-centred 
lessons are the best kind of lessons. However, it is o�en di�cult for many teachers 
to change to this method, especially teachers who were trained in a more teacher-
centred approach to learning. 
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 Re�ective task 

Look again at the six ideas in the previous paragraph. How many of them happen in 
your lessons? How o�en do they happen? Write each of the numbers 1 – 6 under one 
of the three headings: 

A. 	 �is o�en happens 
in my lessons	

B. 	 �is sometimes 
happens in my 
lessons

C. 	 �is never happens 
in my lessons

How child-centred are your lessons?
Some teachers think that child-centred learning is not possible in their school. 
Classes are too large, there are few learning resources, and there is no time because 
the curriculum is too demanding. For these reasons, they do not try to change. But 
we can all make our lessons more child-centred if we want to, and we can start with 
our next lesson. Let us not think of child-centred learning as a method of teaching 
– let us think of it as a quality. Do not ask “Is child-centred learning possible in my 
lessons?”, ask “How child-centred are my lessons?” 

Look again at the answers you provided in the Re�ective task above. How many 
answers do you have in each column? If you have written most of the numbers in 
column A, then your lessons are already child-centred. If you have more numbers 
in column C, your lessons are probably more teacher-centred. If so, there is no need 
to make sudden changes to your teaching. You can move gradually towards child-
centred learning simply by doing more child-centred things in your lessons and 
noticing what happens. 

C H I L D
�e acronym CHILD is a good place to start. It stands for �ve things that learners do 
in child-centred lessons. �ey can be done in any class, big or small, any subject, and 
without any special resources:

C	 -	 Children Communicate with each other
H	 -	 Children Help each other to learn
I 	 -	 Children IdentiFy with the lesson content
L 	 -	 Children Learn at their own speed
D 	-	 Children Demonstrate what they have learnt 

Let us look at each of these things in more detail: 
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‘C’ for Communicate
When children communicate with each other during lessons, they practise speaking 
skills and explain things to each other in their own way, like they do when they 
are learning at home or playing outside. Simply by doing more pairwork and 
groupwork, we can help this to happen in every lesson.

‘H’ for Help

When children help each other to learn, the focus of the lessons moves from teacher-
centred ‘talk and chalk’ to child-centred discovery. Learners stop competing with 
each other and start working together as a learning team.

‘I’ for IdentiFy

When we adapt the lesson content from the curriculum to the world of our learners, 
we help them to identify with it. We use examples from their world to help them to 
understand how something works. We personalise what we are teaching, relating it 
to the home, family and interests of our learners. 

‘L’ for Learn at their own speed

While the curriculum can help us to choose what to teach our learners, only the 
learners themselves can dictate how quickly or how slowly we should teach it. By 
starting with what they know and building on this, we create strong foundations 
for learning. As we introduce new ideas and knowledge, we make sure they all 
understand it before we move on, so that no child is le� behind. 

‘D’ for Demonstrate

When children demonstrate what they have learnt, we can easily assess their progress, 
and so can they. �ey can see how useful their learning is, and also how to apply it in 
the real world. Importantly, we can also decide what to teach next. 

Pairwork and groupwork
Pairwork and groupwork are types of collaborative learning. �ey are important 
features of child-centred learning because they allow learners to communicate 
and help each other to learn. �is is especially important in English lessons, where 
learners need to practise their speaking skills together. 

Pairwork is when learners work in pairs (or sometimes groups of three) to do 
an activity, instead of doing it individually or with the teacher controlling everyone. 
�e pairs are ‘closed’ (i.e. all the pairs are doing the activity at the same time), and the 
teacher is monitoring the learning by observing the pairwork carefully and o�ering 
help when needed.

Groupwork is when learners work together in groups of four to six to do an 
activity. As with pairwork, they communicate in order to discuss and evaluate ideas, 
and they may also produce shared answers or notes.
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Fig. A3.1: GROUPWORK IN A CLASS IN ERITREA 
Pairwork and groupwork can be used in the following situations:

to practise speaking skills;
to do an exercise or to compare answers a�er doing an exercise individually;
to work on a project or task;
to create something, such as a diagram, a text or a picture;
to give feedback to a classmate on something they have written.

Pairwork is usually best when you want every learner to participate in an activity, 
especially when you want them to practise speaking skills or compare answers to an 
exercise carefully. If your learners sit three to a desk, it is sometimes more practical 
to let them work in threes rather than pairs, but if you do this, make sure that they 
all participate. Groups are useful if an activity is more di�cult, or if it requires lots of 
ideas or di�erent roles. As a general rule, keep groups small (4 – 6 learners). Although 
large groups o�en seem to be easier to control, they have two disadvantages. Firstly, 
only one child can speak at a time, so each learner gets less speaking practice and 
spends more time listening. Secondly, during groupwork, one or two strong learners 
can sometimes dominate the activity. If you are not sure which one to use, try 
pairwork �rst. 

During groupwork or pairwork, the teacher’s role is to monitor the learners. 
Monitoring means moving around the class, watching and listening to the learners 
carefully and helping if needed. It is explained fully in Chapter A6 – Classroom 
Management and Behaviour Management. 

How to make your classroom more child-centred 
It is not di�cult to make classes more child-centred. Let us look at three ways to do this:

1.	 change the seating arrangement;
2.	 make the classroom more stimulating and interesting;
3.	 allow the learners to personalise their own space.
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A child-centred seating arrangement

For learners to do pairwork and groupwork, they need to face each other. However, 
many classes in public schools have desks attached to benches facing the teacher. 
Here are four solutions that we can use in these classes: 

Solution 1 Solution 2

Fig. A3.2: SOLUTIONS 1 and 2
Solution 1 shows how you can do pairwork without moving the desks. Learners turn 
to face their partner. If there are three learners sitting on a bench, the centre learner 
sits back a little and the outer two can face the centre. Solution 2 shows how you can 
do groupwork without moving the desks. Half the learners turn round to face the 
learners behind them. �is solution provides a fast, easy way to change from facing 
the teacher and the chalkboard to facing their classmates for groupwork. In Solution 
3, all the desks are turned sideways and pushed together, so that the learners are 
facing each other. �e learners can see the chalkboard if necessary by looking to 
the side. Some teachers like to put the desks like this for the whole lesson. Finally, 
Solution 4 shows desks arranged in two rows in a ‘C’ shape. �e learners on the inner 
circle turn around to do groupwork. It is usually only possible with classes of less 
than 50 learners. 

Solution 3 Solution 4

Fig. A3.3: SOLUTIONS 3 and 4
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Di�erent solutions can be applied in di�erent contexts. Try Solutions 1 and 2 �rst. As 
learners get used to working together, you can try Solution 3 for longer groupwork 
activities. Do not forget to discuss the di�erent solutions with your head teacher, 
other teachers of the same class (who may also want to experiment with these 
solutions) and your learners, who will tell you which solution they prefer. 

A more stimulating and interesting environment

Learners learn better when they are in a more stimulating environment. Just as with 
other aspects of child-centred learning, you can transform your classroom into a 
stimulating environment gradually. If the walls of your classroom are bare, you 
can begin by putting up some visual aids, such as posters, maps or alphabet wall 
friezes. You can make your own posters from card and rice sacks (see Chapters C11 
– Learning Resources and C12 – 10 Essential Resources to Create), or �nd maps and 
posters in the sta� room or school o�ce. Many schools do not have visual aids on the 
walls because sta� are worried that the learners will damage them. If so, you can put 
the posters high enough (over 1.5 m) so that the learners will not damage them by 
mistake. You can also put hanging displays in your classroom, which are small visual 
aids written on card and attached to strings that hang across the class. For more on 
how to make posters and hanging displays, see Chapters C11 and C12. 

Fig. A3.4: A WALL IN A STIMULATING CLASSROOM

Space for learners to personalise their classroom

Another way to make our classrooms more child-centred is to get the learners to 
personalise it. �is means making it personal to their interests and needs. �e 
simplest way to do this is to create a class display board, where learners can display 
their work, such as pictures, poems and writing compositions. You can also make a 
today chart on which a learner changes the day, date and weather each day. Another 
way to promote personalisation is to add wall boards to your classroom. Wall boards 
are side walls of the classroom painted with chalkboard paint and divided to provide 
individual space for each learner. For more information on class display boards, 
today charts and wall boards see Chapters C11 and C12. 
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An example of a child-centred lesson
Let us look at an example of a child-centred English lesson. �is one was planned 
and taught by Chantal, a Rwandan primary school teacher.

Lesson title: Writing a shopping list for the market 

Lesson objectives: �e learners will be able to ask and answer questions about how 
much food they have at home, using the quanti�ers ‘a lot of ’, ‘a few’ and ‘a little’ in 
order to write a shopping list.

In the previous lesson: �e learners learnt the names of di�erent types of food, and 
how to ask and answer questions using ‘How much?’ and ‘How many?’.

Time: 45 minutes		  Number of learners: 56

Age of learners: 9 – 10		 Level: Elementary

Stage Time Activities	 Examples of language used*

1. 2 mins �e teacher greets the 
learners, introduces the 
lesson and asks them 
about the homework from 
yesterday.	

T: “Today we are going to learn 
how to ask and answer questions 
and how to write shopping lists.” 
T: “What did I ask you to do for 
homework?”
Ls: “To bring in di�erent food 
items from home.”

2. 5 mins Di�erent learners put the 
food they have brought on 
the teacher’s table. 	

L1: “�ese are tomatoes.”
T: “�ank you, Claudine.” 
L2: “Here is some milk.” 
T: “Well done, �eo.” 

3. 3 mins �e teacher shows di�erent 
quantities of food and uses 
the quanti�ers to name 
them. �e learners watch 
and listen.

T: “We have a few tomatoes … a 
lot of potatoes … a little sugar …”

4. 6 mins �e teacher clari�es the new 
grammar by using example 
sentences, questions and 
a little translation into the 
mother tongue. She allows 
learners to ask questions in 
both languages.

T: “So, which is correct: ‘a few 
sugar’, or ‘a little sugar’?”
L: “A little sugar.”
T: “Who can explain why?” etc.
T: “What about tomatoes: ‘a few 
tomatoes’, or ‘a little tomatoes’?” 
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Stage Time Activities	 Examples of language used*

5. 6 mins �e teacher gets the learners 
to do an exercise working in 
groups of 3 or 4. �e teacher 
monitors and encourages 
discussion.	

Write a little, a few or a lot of in 
each gap:
1. We have ________ money. 
(0.05c)
2. �ey want to buy ________ 
�our. (20 kg) etc.

6. 5 mins �e teacher gets feedback 
from the learners. She 
asks one group and then 
asks for agreement before 
con�rming the correct 
answer.

T: “Which group would like to try 
sentence number 1? �e orange 
group, OK. What is your answer?”
L: “We have a little money.”
T: “Raise your hand if you agree.” 

7. 4 mins �e teacher sets up a role 
play activity. She writes a 
list of food products on the 
chalkboard, and explains 
the activity. She gets two 
learners to demonstrate how 
to do it. 	

T: “You are planning to go 
shopping. Write a shopping list. 
Student A, ask questions and write 
the list. Student B, answer the 
questions using the information 
on the chalkboard.”

8. 8 mins Working in pairs, learners 
do the role play. One learner 
asks questions and writes 
the list. �e other learner 
answers the questions based 
on what food they have 
(shown on the chalkboard). 
�e teacher monitors.

L1: “Do we have any potatoes?”
L2: “Yes, we do.”
L1: “How many do we have?”
L2: “We only have a few.”
L1: “OK, so we need to buy some 
more.” (writes it down) 

9. 3 mins Feedback: �e teacher gets 
two pairs to the front of 
the class to perform their 
dialogue and then praises 
them. 	

T: “Who would like to perform 
their role play for the class?” 
“Everybody, clap your hands for 
them.”

10. 2 mins �e teacher concludes 
the lesson by asking the 
learners what they learnt 
today, praises them all for 
their good work, and gives 
homework. 	

T: “What did we learn today?”
Ls: “We learnt …” (di�erent 
learners contribute ideas)
T: “Well done, everybody! Now, 
for homework …” etc.

ϝ 	¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǎŀƛŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ 
ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōƻŀǊŘǿƻǊƪΦ

	 bƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀōōǊŜǾƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜΥ ¢Ґ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΣ [Ґ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΣ 
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Practical task: Chantal’s lesson
Let us analyse Chantal’s lesson using the acronym CHILD that we learnt about earlier 
in this chapter. For each of the features below, decide how many times Chantal’s 
learners did this in her lesson. Write the lesson stage in which they did it in the 
column on the right. Two examples have been completed for you. You can write 
several lesson stages in each box:

C H I L D	 When did Chantal’s learners do this?

Children Communicate with each other Stage 8

Children Help each other to learn	

Children Identify with the lesson 
content

Stage 2

Children Learn at their own speed

Children Demonstrate what they have 
learnt

Commentary to practical task: Chantal’s lesson

Children Communicate with each other during lessons

�is happened mainly in Stages 8 and 5 when they did the group and pairwork 
activities, but it also happened in Stage 2 when they showed their food to the class 
and during feedback Stages 6 and 9. 

Children Help each other to learn

�is happened mainly in Stage 5 while doing the exercise in pairs, but they also 
helped each other during the role play and demonstrations (7, 8 and 9). 

Children Identify with the lesson content

�is happened in Stage 2 when the learners presented real food from their own 
homes for the lesson. It also happened during the role play activity (7, 8 and 9), 
which involved them communicating to create a real shopping list for the market, 
something that their parents may also do. 
Children Learn at their own speed
�is is more di�cult to say because we did not watch the lesson. However, in Stage 5 
she invited questions in either language, in case any learners had not understood the 
explanation. In Stages 5 and 8 the learners worked in pairs, which they will naturally 
do at their own speed. 

Children Demonstrate what they have learnt
�is happened in Stage 9, when two pairs demonstrated the role play. It also 
happened in Stage 6 (feedback) and whenever the teacher was monitoring the 
pairwork in Stages 5 and 8. In Stage 2 the learners demonstrated what they had 
learnt in yesterday’s lesson. 
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We can see that Chantal’s learners did most of these things several times during 
her lesson, which makes it a good example of a child-centred lesson. Note that this 
was not a ‘special’ lesson. �e main resources were the chalkboard, the textbook and 
some food that the learners had brought to class. It was taken from the curriculum 
and adapted to the needs and interests of her learners. She used a typical classroom, 
with benches and desks �xed together, and had a large class of 56 learners. It was 
child-centred because of what happened, not because of what they had.

Changing to child-centred learning – slowly but surely
In this chapter we have presented a model for child-centred learning that many 
teachers are �nding e�ective. If child-centred learning is new to you, the challenges 
of changing from a teacher-centred approach may seem like a revolution in the 
classroom! Remember that you do not have to change suddenly – you can do it little 
by little. Do not be afraid to experiment with new activity types, or to make mistakes, 
as these o�en lead to the most important learning. Here is some advice to help you 
when you start using pairwork and groupwork:

Start with your favourite class 

Do your �rst pairwork or groupwork activities with a class that you like, one that 
is well-behaved and enjoys your lessons. �ey will be happy to try something new. 

Start with familiar, structured activities 

Begin with activities that the learners have done before (e.g. grammar exercises, 
reading or writing tasks, etc.), but instead of doing them individually, they do them 
in pairs or small groups. 

Explain what you are doing and why 

Learners quickly understand the logic and the aim of pairwork or groupwork – they 
do them all the time at home, or when the teacher is not in the classroom! But the 
�rst time they do it during a lesson, you should explain to them that they will not be 
punished for talking to each other – this is not a sign of misbehaviour! You can use 
their mother tongue to explain this clearly.

Be patient 
�e �rst time you do a groupwork or pairwork activity with a class, give the 
instruction and wait. �ere may be a long period of silence but do not interrupt the 
silence yourself. When one group begins, smile and nod your head. Other groups 
will also begin. 

Do not be scared of noise 
In a big class, groupwork and pairwork can be noisy. Do not worry! Noise is part of 
communication, and in a child-centred class, communication is evidence of learning. 
Your learners might begin to worry as well! If they do, remind them that the noise is 
OK during pairwork and groupwork. If necessary, tell them to speak quietly. 
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Praise the learners for their successes 
�e learners will be nervous the �rst time you do groupwork or pairwork. Monitor 
the groups by walking round the class, and praise groups who are working well 
together. A�er the activity, give more praise and say why (e.g. “�is group here were 
speaking English very well and using the new vocabulary – well done!”).

Get feedback from the learners 

A�er the lesson, choose a few responsible learners and ask them what they thought 
of the pairwork/groupwork. You may be surprised about how well they can analyse 
what was happening and give opinions and useful suggestions. 

Enjoy it 

When learners learn to do groupwork and pairwork well, it can make your job easier. 
You will �nd that you are not always the centre of attention, and that you can even 
relax a little. �ey will enjoy it, so you should too! 

Conclusion
In this chapter we have learnt the following:

the important features of child-centred learning; 
how a child-centred approach can improve learning in any teaching context;
the �ve features of the acronym CHILD;
why pairwork and groupwork are important in child-centred learning;
how you can make your classroom more child-centred;
what an example child-centred lesson is like;
how we can begin to implement child-centred learning in our lessons.

“I never teach my pupils, I only attempt to provide the conditions in which they can 
learn.”

Albert Einstein
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 A4 – The Phases of a Lesson

In this chapter:
Why do lessons need structure?
New language lessons
Skills practice lessons with three phases
Time for more practice?
Practical task: Ordering the stages of a lesson
Commentary to practical task: Ordering the stages of a lesson

Re�ective task 

�ink about a lesson you have taught recently:

1.	 How many stages did it have?
2.	 What happened in each of these stages?

Why do lessons need structure?
In most countries a single lesson is typically from 30 – 45 minutes in length, usually 
with shorter lessons in primary schools and longer lessons in secondary schools. 
To ensure that this time is used productively, lessons need to have a clear structure, 
usually with three or four separate stages, which we will call lesson phases. �is 
structure is important for several reasons:

it helps the learners to understand what is happening;
it helps to make sure that things happen in the right order;
it helps the teacher to plan quickly and e�ectively.

Most teachers of English begin their lesson with an introduction and �nish with 
a conclusion, but the phases in between will depend on what you are teaching. In 
this chapter we will look at two di�erent lesson structures for two di�erent types of 
English lessons:

New Language Lessons (grammar and vocabulary lessons), with four phases
Skills Practice Lessons (speaking, listening, reading and writing), with three 
phases

Let us look at these two types of lessons separately.

New language lessons
New language lessons are lessons where we want the learners to learn something 
new (or to revisit something they studied before). �is might be a piece of grammar, 
such as the past simple tense (I went home, we played football, etc.) or prepositions 
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of location (under, next to, etc.). Or it might be a vocabulary topic group, such as the 
names of animals, colours, or verbs to describe how we prepare food (peel potatoes, 
chop an onion, fry an egg, etc.). �ese lessons need two important phases between 
the introduction and the conclusion.

A new language lesson with four phases 

1. Introduction 
We start the lesson 

In this phase:
we revise previous lessons or vocabulary
we check or collect in any homework 
we present our lesson objectives and write the 
lesson title on the chalkboard

2. New language 
We present new grammar 
or vocabulary

In this phase:
we provide examples of the new language in 
context 
we help learners to understand the meaning of 
the new language
we show learners how to pronounce the new 
language when speaking
we show learners how to form the new language 
when writing

3. Practice activity
We give learners an 
opportunity to practise 
using the new language

In this phase:
we prepare the learners for the practice activity
learners do the activity and we monitor
we check how the learners did in the activity 
(feedback)

4. Conclusion 
We �nish the lesson

In this phase:
we check again for understanding of new 
language
we revise our lesson objectives
we praise the learners
we give homework to the learners

Let us look at each of these phases in more detail:

1. 	 Introduction

A�er greeting the learners, it is a good idea to revise something that they have 
learnt before to make sure they do not forget it. You can play a vocabulary game 
(for example using the Vocabulary Box, explained in Chapter C12 – 10 Essential 
Resources to Create), ask questions to check if they remember what you taught in the 
last lesson, or provide two or three discussion questions on a previous lesson topic. 
�is revision helps them to warm up their English. 

During the introduction we can also check any homework that we gave them 
during the last lesson. Remember that you can start by giving the learners one or two 
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minutes to check their answers together in pairs or groups of three. At this stage, you 
can monitor to see how they have done and to �nd out which questions were most 
di�cult. A�er you have done this, elicit the answers from the learners and provide 
extra clari�cation or explanation if necessary. 

During the introduction you should also introduce the lesson to the learners. 
Learners are more likely to achieve your objectives if they know what they are. At 
lower primary levels, you can do this simply:

“Today we are going to learn about 10 di�erent types of food.”

At higher levels, especially in secondary school, you can make this more formal:

“We are going to learn how to form the passive voice in the past simple tense and then 
we will practise using it.”

If you do not think the learners will understand, you can repeat the objectives 
in the mother tongue. It is a good idea to write the lesson title on the chalkboard 
(e.g. “Di�erent types of food” or “�e Passive Voice of the Past Simple Tense”), and 
get the learners to copy it in their notebooks. Now the learners are ready for the new 
language. 

2. 	 New language

When you introduce new language (i.e. new grammar or new vocabulary), or revisit 
an area of language that they still have not fully learnt, you should do four things:

Provide Examples of the new language in context. You can provide examples in 
many ways; write a dialogue on the chalkboard, read a text in the textbook or tell the 
learners a story. �e context is important, as it helps the learners to understand the 
new language and see how it can be used. 

Help learners to Understand the meaning of the new language. �ere are many 
ways to do this. For example, you can use mime (e.g. learners could mime verbs in 
present continuous tense), you could use a visual example (e.g. compare learners to 
introduce comparative forms: “David is taller than Saba.”), or translate it into the 
mother tongue or any shared language. Some teachers prefer not to use translation, 
but it is a simple and e�ective way to communicate the meaning of new language 
clearly, as long as the translation is correct and all your learners share the same 
language. Another advantage to translation is that it provides learners with a way to 
record the meaning by writing the translation in their notebooks. See Chapter A7 – 
Use of the Mother Tongue in English Language Learning for more ideas on using the 
mother tongue.

Show learners how to Pronounce the new language when speaking. 
Pronunciation is important because English sometimes has very di�cult spellings, 
and sounds can be very di�erent to the learners’ mother tongues. Begin by saying 
the example sentences or words yourself while the learners just listen. A�er this, get 
them to repeat the new language a�er you, and �nally check their pronunciation by 
choosing a few learners to repeat individually. You may also have time to get them to 
practise saying the new language in pairs while you monitor.

Show learners how to Form the new language when writing. �e examples of 
the language in context should show the learners how to spell any new words they 
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are learning, but if you are teaching grammar you can also check they know how to 
conjugate verb tenses, form questions and negatives and copy these down. Make sure 
you check any common irregular forms (e.g. past tenses or plurals such as ‘women’). 

�e order in which you do these four things may depend on your learners’ needs, 
although the order given above is probably the most logical one. �e examples of the 
new language will help you to show the meaning, provide a model for pronunciation 
work and also show the important aspects of the form of the new language. In 
Chapters C1 – Teaching Grammar and C2 – Teaching Vocabulary, we will look in 
more detail at how you can do these four things.

3. 	 Practice activity 

�ere are two types of practice activity; controlled practice, for example when we 
get learners to do a gap-�ll exercise, and free practice, when we get learners to use 
the language in ‘real’ speaking or writing activities. Both of these are important, 
however there may not always be time to do both in one lesson. If not, you can do a 
controlled practice activity in the �rst lesson, and a free practice activity in the next 
lesson. A detailed explanation of the di�erence between these is given in Chapter C1 
– Teaching Grammar, but here are a few examples:

Controlled practice: a gap-�ll exercise (e.g. put the verb in the correct tense); 
a matching exercise (e.g. match each word to the correct de�nition or picture); a 
puzzle (e.g. a word search or a crossword); a ‘spot the mistake’ exercise (e.g. �nd the 
mistake in each sentence). 

Free practice: a speaking practice activity that gets the learners using the new 
language (e.g. tell your partner what you did yesterday using the past simple tense); a 
writing practice activity that gets learners using the new language (e.g. write a letter 
to a pen friend describing your family). 

In order for practice activities to be successful, learners need both a clear 
instruction and a clear demonstration or example. While learners are doing the 
activity you should monitor carefully, checking that they are all doing it correctly, 
providing individual help to weaker learners, and noticing any general problems 
that you can help them with during feedback. A�er the practice activity, feedback 
should be conducted. �is is when you check the answers to a controlled practice 
activity or when you get a few ‘samples’ from the class of what they were doing a�er 
a free practice activity. See Chapter A6 – Classroom Management and Behaviour 
Management for more on how to do practice activities in the activity cycle.

4. 	 Conclusion

No lesson is complete without a conclusion. It may only take a few minutes, but it is 
very important to check that the learners know what they have learnt (for example by 
asking them: What was the topic/objective of today’s lesson?), and also to check their 
understanding of this (for example by asking them concept check questions: “When 
do we use this grammar?” “Who can explain what this word means?” “Can anybody 
translate this sentence into our language?” etc.). When you check understanding you 
will �nd out if they have learnt the new language well, or if they need more practice 
in the next lesson. 
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Two other things should be done during the Conclusion. Firstly, praise the 
learners for their hard work and achievement. For example by saying “Well done!”, 
“Excellent!”, “Give your partner a high �ve!”. Secondly, give out the homework, if 
needed. Always try to relate the homework to the lesson content. At secondary level 
you can sometimes give controlled practice or writing for homework, and do more 
speaking practice during the lesson. 

Skills practice lessons with three phases
Skills practice lessons are similar in structure to new language lessons. But there are 
two important di�erences:

Di�erence 1: the new language phase is absent or very short
Di�erence 2: the aim is not for them to learn something new, but for them 
to practise one or more of the four skills (reading, writing, speaking or 
listening)

Skills practice lessons should happen as o�en as new language lessons. If you are 
doing more than 50% new language lessons, your learners will have less opportunity 
to practice the new language and may forget it as a result.
 A skills lesson with three phases

1. 	 Introduction 
We start the lesson 

In this phase: 
we do revision of previous lessons or vocabulary
we check or collect in any homework 
we present our lesson objectives and write the lesson 
title on the chalkboard

2. 	 Practice Activity
We give learners an 
opportunity to practise 
using the new language

In this phase:
we prepare the learners for the practice activity
learners do the activity and we monitor
we check how the learners did in the activity (feedback)

3. 	 Conclusion 
We �nish the lesson

In this phase:
we revise our lesson objectives
we praise the learners
we give homework to the learners

�e practice activity may be a reading, listening, speaking or writing activity, or a 
combination of two of these. You can read more about how to practise each of these 
skills e�ectively in Chapters C4 to C7. Here are some examples:

Reading activity: learners read a text to answer �ve comprehension 
questions;
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Listening activity: learners listen to the teacher telling a story to answer 
three comprehension questions;
Speaking and listening activity: learners describe the appearance of a 
family member to their partner;
Writing and reading activity: learners write about a town or village that 
they have visited and then read what some of their classmates have written.

Time for more practice?
Learners in secondary school can o�en work more quickly than in primary school 
and lessons are o�en longer, so there may be time for two or three practice activities 
in a �ve phase lesson. In such lessons, we can order the practice activities so that the 
�rst one is more controlled, and the second one is a free practice activity. Here is an 
example of such a lesson:

Introduction �e teacher greets the learners, revises the last lesson, checks 
the homework and then introduces the new lesson: “Jobs in 
the City”.

New language Vocabulary: Eight jobs are introduced, using pictures, mime 
and explanation.

Practice activity 1 Learners complete a gap-�ll exercise using the ‘jobs 
vocabulary’ from the textbook.

Practice activity 2 Learners play a groupwork game in which one of them 
describes a job, and the others have to guess which job it is.

Conclusion �e teacher checks for understanding, revises the lesson 
objectives, praises the learners and gives homework.

Practical task: Ordering the stages of a lesson
�e table below shows ten stages from a new language lesson on the grammar of 
‘going to’. �e lesson is designed for learners in upper primary school (age 9 – 11) 
with an intermediate level of English. It is 40 minutes long and has four phases and 
one practice activity. 

However, there is a problem – the stages of the lesson are in the wrong order! You 
must put them in the right order and decide which lesson phase each stage belongs 
to. Write the lesson phase in the box on the le�. �ere are several stages in each 
phase. �e �rst stage is at the top. It has been done as an example:

Lesson phase:
Introduction

�e teacher greets the learners and asks them what they learnt in 
the last lesson.

Lesson phase:
____________

�e teacher praises the learners and gives them their homework.
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Lesson phase:

____________

�e teacher writes a short dialogue on the chalkboard which 
includes the new language (going to). �e teacher and one of the 
learners read the dialogue together.

Lesson phase:
____________

�e teacher asks �ve learners to feedback on what their partner 
said, praising them for their contributions. 

Lesson phase:

____________

�e teacher underlines the sentences with the new language 
(going to), and checks that learners understand the meaning, the 
form and the pronunciation of the new language.

Lesson phase:
____________

�e learners compare homework from last night in pairs, then 
check with the teacher. 

Lesson phase:

____________

�e teacher instructs the learners to tell their partner �ve things 
they are going to do this weekend and gives several examples 
herself. She tells them to take notes on their partners’ answers. 

Lesson phase:

____________

�e teacher introduces the new lesson: “Today you will learn a 
new way to talk about the future. It is called ‘going to’.” �e teacher 
writes on the chalkboard: “Going to”.

Lesson phase:
____________

�e teacher revises the lesson objectives and checks that learners 
understand the new language by asking questions.

Lesson phase:

____________

�e learners do the practice activity, talking and taking notes in 
pairs. �e teacher monitors.

Commentary to practical task: Ordering the stages of a lesson
Here are the stages of the lesson in the most logical order.

Lesson phase:
Introduction

�e teacher greets the learners and asks them what they 
learnt in the last lesson.

Lesson phase:
Introduction

�e learners compare homework from last night in pairs, 
then check with the teacher. 

Lesson phase:

Introduction

�e teacher introduces the new lesson: “Today you will learn 
a new way to talk about the future. It is called ‘going to’.” �e 
teacher writes on the chalkboard: “Going to”.

Lesson phase:

New language

�e teacher writes a short dialogue on the chalkboard which 
includes the new language (going to). �e teacher and one of 
the learners read the dialogue together.

Teaching English in Africa 2015.indd   35 3/17/15   10:09 PM



36 Teaching English in Africa

Lesson phase:

New language

�e teacher underlines the sentences with the new language 
(going to), and checks that learners understand the meaning, 
the form and the pronunciation of the new language.

Lesson phase:

Practice activity

�e teacher instructs the learners to tell their partner �ve 
things they are going to do this weekend and gives several 
examples herself. She tells them to take notes from their 
partners’ answers.

Lesson phase:
Practice activity

�e learners do the practice activity, talking and taking 
notes in pairs. �e teacher monitors.

Lesson phase:
Practice activity

�e teacher asks �ve learners to feedback on what their 
partner said, praising them for their contributions.

Lesson phase:
Conclusion

�e teacher revises the lesson objectives and checks that 
learners understand the new language by asking questions.

Lesson phase:
Conclusion

�e teacher praises the learners and gives them their 
homework.

Conclusion
In this chapter we have learnt the following:

why lessons need structure;
what a four phase new language lesson looks like;
what we should do in each of these phases;
what a three phase skills practice lesson looks like;
how we can add more phases at higher levels.
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In this chapter:
Yearly planning: From the national curriculum to the lesson plan
�e scheme of work
Weekly planning
Practical task: Planning a week’s lessons
Commentary to practical task: Planning a week’s lessons
Planning lessons

Re�ective task 

In your opinion, who should create the following for your learners?
1.	 the curriculum that de�nes what my learners study
2.	 the scheme of work that organises this curriculum into terms and weeks
3.	 my weekly lesson plans
4.	 my individual lesson plans

Choose from the four options below and give reasons for your choices.

A. me	  			   C. my school	

B. the textbook I use 			   D. the Ministry of Education

Yearly planning: From the national curriculum to the lesson plan
All countries have a national curriculum that tells teachers what needs to be taught 
in each academic year. All planning begins from this document. �e content of 
the curriculum (i.e. the grammar, vocabulary, skills, etc. that the learners should 
learn) is then organised into a timetable for the year called a scheme of work. 
From this scheme of work, teachers can create weekly plans, and then write 
individual lesson plans.

National curricula for English should include vocabulary, speci�c skills and 
grammar that the learners should learn during the academic year. Some national 
curricula for English may have a strong grammar orientation, but the vocabulary 
and skills are just as important. Some national curricula also have methodological 
guidelines that advise you how you should teach. In some countries the word 
syllabus is used to describe the content of the curriculum and/or the order in which 
it is studied. 

Teaching English in Africa 2015.indd   37 3/17/15   10:09 PM



38 Teaching English in Africa

National curriculum
�e document that tells 
you what to teach. 
Usually produced by the 
Ministry of Education as 
a published document. It 
can o�en be downloaded 
from the Ministry of 
Education (MOE) website.

Scheme of work
A document that organises the 
curriculum into the terms and weeks 
in your academic year. It is usually 
produced by the teacher, although in 
some countries it can be standardised 
by either the school or the Ministry 
of Education. 

Weekly plan
A document that tells you what 
the learners should learn on 
each day of the week. Usually 
produced by the teacher.

Lesson plan
A document that describes 
the content of one lesson; 
the aims, structure 
and activities. Usually 
produced by the teacher. 

�e scheme of work
To begin planning your year, you should break the curriculum up into a scheme 
of work. �is document guides you on what to teach each week throughout the 
year. Sometimes you can get examples or guidelines for schemes of work from the 
Ministry of Education or other teachers. If so, you should adapt these to the needs 
of your learners and your own personal preferences. Remember that you know your 
classes better than anybody else, and every class is di�erent. 

To create your scheme of work, it is a good idea to work with other teachers who 
have experience of teaching the same subject at the same level. Here are the basic 
stages to creating a scheme of work:

Stage 1

If you have a guideline scheme of work provided, check that it re�ects the content of 
the curriculum accurately, including vocabulary and skills (not just grammar). If it 
does not, you will need to start again.

Stage 2

Decide how much time the learners need to learn each part of the curriculum, in 
weeks or half weeks. Do not try to �t too much into each week. Your learners also 
need to practise skills (speaking, listening, reading and writing) and do revision. 
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Plan for the speed and ability of your learners. Once you have �nished, count the 
total number of weeks you have. �is will probably be more weeks than you have in 
the academic year! Do not worry – this is a very common problem. 

Stage 3

At this stage, you should think carefully about what is most important for your 
learners to learn. Put this �rst in your scheme of work. Check that the order you have 
chosen goes from easy to di�cult (e.g. simple clothes vocabulary before uncommon 
clothes vocabulary, and past simple tense before past continuous tense).

Stage 4

You will probably �nd that some of the more di�cult items on the curriculum do 
not �t into your scheme of work because there are not enough weeks in the year. You 
should put these areas at the end of your scheme of work, and label them ‘optional’. 
�is may sound like strange advice, especially if these areas are in the �nal exam, but 
remember the following piece of advice:

Learning a language is like building a house; if the foundations are not strong, the 
whole house will be weak!

If you rush at the start, the learners may forget everything. If you build strong 
foundations, they will learn faster, and you may �nd that you will have time for these 
optional areas at the end of your scheme of work. 

Stage 5

Write up your scheme of work in a clear, easy-to-read document. Some teachers like 
to make a copy of this for their learners (mainly at secondary level) or other teachers 
in the same school. It may be possible to display the schemes of work for di�erent 
subjects in the classrooms. 

Fig. A5.1: PHOTO OF SAMPLE SCHEME OF WORK
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Weekly planning
Most teachers of English working in public schools teach from three to eight subject 
lessons each week of 30 – 60 minutes each. If your learners have �ve lessons or more 
(excluding the early years – see Part B – Literacy), try to make sure they get the 
following each week:

introduction and practice of new grammar (see Chapter C1);
introduction and practice of new vocabulary (see Chapter C2);
speaking practice (see Chapter C4);
listening practice (see Chapter C5);
reading practice (see Chapter C6);
writing practice (see Chapter C7);
revision of new language from this week and last week. 

If you are able to recycle the new grammar and vocabulary for the week in the 
skills practice lessons, your learners will learn it more e�ectively. If your learners 
have fewer than �ve lessons of English per week, you can distribute this content over 
two weeks.

Let us look at an example of this from an upper primary class with seven English 
lessons each week. Notice how the topic for the week (transport and travel) is 
continued throughout the week, even during the skills practice lessons:
 
Lesson	 Content	 Example

Lesson 1 New language lesson: 
Introduction and practice 
of the new vocabulary

Types of transport, including related verbs 
and other vocabulary (bicycle, bus, drive, 
catch, reservation, etc.).

Lesson 2 Reading practice: �e 
text includes the new 
vocabulary and grammar 
for the week

Text adapted from a newspaper about 
transportation problems in Lagos, and 
how things have changed. Learners read 
and answer comprehension questions.

Lesson 3 New language lesson: 
Introduction and practice 
of the new grammar

Present perfect simple (Public transport 
has improved.) Example sentences are 
taken from yesterday’s reading text.

Lesson 4 Writing practice: Using 
the new grammar and 
vocabulary	

Learners write a short text about one 
memorable journey they have made.

Lesson 5 Listening practice: 
Incorporating the new 
grammar and vocabulary

�e teacher tells the learners about the 
places she has been, and why she went 
there, with learners listening to answer 
comprehension questions.

Lesson 6 Speaking practice: Using 
the new vocabulary

Learners ask and answer questions in 
pairs about the transport in their town, 
and how their family gets around.
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Lesson	 Content	 Example

Lesson 7 Revision lesson Revising the transportation vocabulary 
and present perfect simple grammar using 
games, speaking activities, etc.

�e new language (both grammar and vocabulary) should usually come in the �rst 
half of the week, but it does not have to be in the �rst lessons. For example, you could 
start with a reading lesson on Monday in which the learners begin to notice the new 
language, or a listening lesson in which you use the new grammar when telling the 
learners a story.

Practical task: Planning a week’s lessons
Using the vocabulary, grammar and reading texts given below, plan a week’s lessons 
for a lower secondary teacher (learner age 12 – 13) who has six English lessons every 
week. Create a table like the one given above. Remember that you can change the 
order of the di�erent lessons. Include example speaking and writing activities.

Vocabulary
Places and buildings 
in villages and towns, 
including related verbs:
shop, mosque, church, 
school, administrative 
o�ce, police station, 
library, bank, bus stop, 
visit, pray, withdraw 
money, report a crime, 
etc.  

Grammar
Revision and 
practice of 
comparative 
and superlative 
adjectives and 
related structures 
(bigger than, as big 
as, the biggest of 
all, etc.)

 

Reading texts
1.	 Text about the capital city 

of your country (includes 
superlatives)

2.	 Text comparing two 
villages in di�erent 
parts of Africa (includes 
comparatives)

3.	 Story about a girl who 
moved from a small 
village to her capital city 
(includes comparatives 
and superlatives) 

Here is an example – the last lesson of the week:

Lesson 6 Revision lesson Learners revise comparatives by talking 
about their village followed by a quiz 
game using superlatives.

Commentary to practical task: Planning a week’s lessons
�ere are many ways to organise the week’s lessons. Here is one possible solution:

Lesson Content	 Example

Lesson 1 Reading practice: 
Extensive reading for 
pleasure  

Learners read a story about a girl who 
moved from a small village to her capital 
city and answer comprehension questions 
on the text.
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Lesson Content	 Example

Lesson 2 New language 
lesson: Introduction 
and practice of the 
grammar to be revised 
(comparatives and 
superlatives) 

Using yesterday’s story to provide context, 
learners �nd and identify a range of 
comparative and superlative structures, 
followed by practice activities.

Lesson 3 Listening and writing 
practice: Listening to 
somebody expressing a 
personal opinion, then 
writing to express their 
own opinions 
 

�e teacher tells the learners about the 
advantages and disadvantages (in his 
opinion) of living in a small town. �e 
learners then write their own opinions on 
the same topic.

Lesson 4 New language lesson: 
Including introduction 
and speaking 
practice	

Learners learn vocabulary about places and 
facilities in villages and towns and describe 
their own village.

Lesson 5 Speaking practice: 
Discussion and debate 

Learners discuss the relative advantages 
and disadvantages of living in villages, 
towns and cities in small groups, followed 
by debates in larger groups.

Lesson 6 Revision lesson Learners revise comparatives by talking 
about their village followed by a quiz game 
using superlatives.

Re�ective task 

Read the opinions of two teachers from Ghana and answer the two questions that 
follow:

Robert

“I teach two di�erent levels in upper primary school. I usually take about one hour to 
plan each lesson. I do this at the end of the school day. I like to write a detailed lesson 
plan, and I try to follow it well in class. I hope to use these lesson plans again in the 
future.” 		

Mary

“I teach three di�erent English classes at secondary level. I only need about 10 – 20 
minutes to plan each lesson, because I know the levels and the materials very well. I 
do not write a long lesson plan, just a few notes on a piece of paper. I spend more time 
preparing resources.” 
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1.	 Which teacher are you most similar to? 
2.	 Which teacher is more experienced? How do you know?

Planning lessons
Planning involves thinking carefully about what you will teach and how you will 
teach it. �e written lesson plan helps you to remember this. If you are a trainee or 
a newly-quali�ed teacher, it is a good idea to write detailed lesson plans, but if you 
have plenty of experience, you can probably write quite short lesson plans in note 
form. Remember always to check with your head teacher about this, and always write 
detailed lesson plans if you are being observed. Here is an example of an experienced 
teacher’s lesson plan:

Lesson 3, Tuesday 16/03/2015

Speaking Skills: Practising Asking and Answering Questions in Groups

1.	 Greet learners, play vocabulary game and check homework.

2.	 Introduce lesson.

3.	 Provide e.g. sentences, and elicit possible questions from learners:

	 I went to a wedding at the weekend -> What did you do at the 
weekend?

4.	 Groupwork: Learners do question formation exercise from the 
coursebook in groups of 3 – 4. Monitor.

5.	 Groups compare answers.

6.	 Get feedback, elicit peer correction.

7.	 Groups practise speaking skills, asking & answering questions, 
providing real answers.

8.	 Feedback and praise.

9.	 Homework: Write three questions to ask your partner next 
lesson.

If you are a new teacher or a trainee teacher, you should plan your lessons in detail, 
like Robert. You will �nd it easier to teach, and it will help you to understand what 
went well and what did not. Each day, the process will become faster, and your written 
plans should become simpler.
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Here are the key stages to writing a detailed lesson plan:
1.	 Write down your objectives. Remember to consult your scheme of work 

and write objectives that describe the learning outcomes of the lesson. For 
example, “By the end of the lesson, the learners will be able to write a short 
text describing the members of their family.”

2.	 Decide what activities the learners will need to learn and do during the 
lesson to achieve your objectives. 

3.	 Decide how many phases your lesson will need (see Chapter A4 – �e 
Phases of a Lesson). Work out how the activities from Stage 2 will �t into 
this lesson. 

4.	 Write the detailed lesson plan. Remember to note down answers to 
any exercises you include and page numbers in the textbook. Add time 
estimates, which will always be approximate and �exible in order to cater 
for the needs of your learners and any unexpected occurrences.

5.	 Note down any resources that you will need for the lesson. �is includes 
things that you need to make, such as �ashcards, or resources that you 
need to bring to the lesson, such as books or real objects (realia) from 
home.

In most countries, the Ministry of Education has a recommended format for lesson 
plans. At the top, there are usually statistics and information about the lesson, the 
learners and the objectives. Below this there is usually a table that shows the di�erent 
stages of the lesson. Here is an example lesson plan from Zambia, which also includes 
a lesson evaluation section at the end:

MINISTRY OF EDUCATION
BASIC SCHOOL LESSON PLAN
TEACHER’S NAME: 			D   ATE:
CLASS: 					D     URATION:
SUBJECT:				    No. OF PUPILS IN CLASS:
TOPIC:
SUB-TOPIC: 
REFERENCE:
TEACHING/LEARNING RESOURCES: 
RATIONALE: 
OBJECTIVES: By the end of the lesson …
PRE-REQUISITE SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE: 

Time/Stage Teaching/Learning activities Learning points

Before (Introduction)

During (Development)

A�er (Conclusion)

LESSON EVALUATION:
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If you �nd planning di�cult, ask an experienced teacher or your head teacher to 
help you. If you have to prepare a detailed plan for every lesson, it is a good idea to 
build up a list of plans for the whole academic year. �is way, you will have less work 
if you teach the same level the following year, and you can also share your plans with 
other teachers. 

Conclusion
In this chapter we have learnt the following:

how the process of planning begins with the curriculum and ends with the 
individual lesson plan;
how to create a scheme of work from the national curriculum;
how to plan a week’s lessons;
the di�erent ways that experienced and new teachers plan lessons;
what di�erent types of lesson plan look like.

“Planning is essentially a thinking skill … imagining the lesson before it happens.”
Jim Scrivener12

12	  Scrivener, Learning Teaching, 109.
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A6 – Classroom Management and 
Behaviour Management

In this chapter:
Two types of management
Classroom management and the activity cycle
Behaviour management
Clear routines
Clear rules
Rewards for good behaviour
Sanctions for bad behaviour
Ine�ective sanctions
Practical task: Mgeni’s class
Commentary to practical task: Mgeni’s class

 Re�ective task 

1.	 What classroom rules do you have for your learners? 
2.	 What punishment do you think is e�ective for bad behaviour? 
3.	 Do you give rewards for good behaviour? Why?/Why not?

Two types of management
�is chapter focuses on the organisational skills that are important in our day-to-
day teaching. �ese skills can be divided into two overlapping areas: classroom 
management and behaviour management. We will use the term classroom 
management to refer to our organisation and control of the activities that happen 
in class. �is includes giving instructions, monitoring learners when they are doing 
an exercise, and organising feedback to activities. In contrast to this, we will use the 
term behaviour management to refer to our organisation and control of the learners 
to make sure that activities go well and we achieve our objectives for each lesson.

Classroom management and the activity cycle
Most of the activities that our learners do in English lessons have three stages. 
Together these stages happen in a regular order that we can call an activity cycle. 
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monitor the 
activity

prepare the 
learners

get feedback to the 
activity

Fig. A6.1: THE ACTIVITY CYCLE
If each of the three stages in the activity cycle is done well, the activity usually 

goes well and our lesson is more likely to meet its objectives. Let us look at what 
should happen at each stage:

Prepare the learners

�e most important part of the preparation stage is your instruction. However, before 
you give it, you should introduce the activity and, if necessary, teach any important 
language that the learners may need during the activity. �is may be vocabulary in a 
reading or listening text or useful expressions for a speaking or writing activity. Your 
instruction should come next. If possible, give the instruction in English to provide 
listening practice for your learners. Here are three tips for giving instructions:

1.	 Get the attention of all the learners. Make sure everyone is listening. 
2.	 Use imperatives to give the instruction. Explain what to do, how to do 

it and give a time frame. Speak loud and clear. For example, “Tell your 
partner what you are going to do on Saturday. Work in pairs. You have �ve 
minutes.”

3.	 Do an example or a demonstration. For a gap-�ll exercise, you can elicit 
the answer to the �rst question from the learners, or you can demonstrate 
how to answer a discussion question yourself. 

In some situations it may be necessary to give the instruction in the mother 
tongue. For example, if the instruction is very complex, or if your learners are still 
at a very elementary level of English. As their English improves you can gradually 
increase the number of instructions you give in English. See Chapter A7 – Use of the 
Mother Tongue in English Language Learning for more on this. 

Monitor the activity

When learners are doing an activity, the teacher should monitor them carefully. �is 
is important both if they are working individually or in pairs and groups. �ere are 
�ve things we should do when we monitor an activity:

make sure all learners are on task (i.e. they are doing the activity correctly) 
and working appropriately;
provide help to any pairs or groups who are �nding the activity di�cult;
make a note of any important or common mistakes for correction later;
assess how well the learners are completing the activity;
decide when to move on to feedback. 
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Do not interrupt pairs or groups who are working well when you monitor – just 
observe how they are doing. You will probably have both strong and weak learners 
in your class. If so, remember that you can challenge the stronger learners more by 
giving them a longer activity or even an extra activity to do if they �nish early. �is is 
called di�erentiation. Even if you do not have extra activities, you can di�erentiate 
by getting the strong learners to help the weak learners or to write their answers on 
the chalkboard once they have �nished. 

Get feedback to the activity

�ere are two common types of feedback in English lessons:

Feedback to check the answers 

If an activity has right and wrong answers, we must check these answers for the 
learners to learn from the activity. �is could be an exercise to practise grammar 
or vocabulary, or a reading comprehension activity. It is important to elicit 
answers (and sometimes reasons) from learners, then ask others if they agree 
before we give the correct answer.

Feedback a�er a speaking or writing practice activity 

�ere are not always right or wrong answers to this type of activity, so we should 
get a few learners to tell the class what they discussed, what they wrote, or what 
conclusions they made. It is not necessary to get all the pairs/learners to provide 
feedback. We are looking for a ‘sample’ of what they did.

During feedback, we can provide correction of any common mistakes. For example, 
we can write a few errors on the chalkboard and ask the learners to correct them. 
Both during and a�er feedback, we should always praise learners for their answers.

�ere is an example activity cycle for a listening lesson in Chapter C5 – Teaching 
Listening.

Behaviour management
E�ective behaviour management is an essential skill that all primary and secondary 
teachers must master, a skill that usually improves with experience. �e way that 
you manage your learners’ behaviour will always depend on your teaching context, 
including the age of the learners, the size of the classes and the type of school that 
you work in. However, it will also depend partly on how e�ectively you manage your 
classes and involve learners in the lesson. Behaviour management is not only about 
punishment. Good teachers also provide rewards for good behaviour to ensure 
that all their learners are engaged and motivated to learn. Probably the �rst step to 
e�ective behaviour management is to learn the names of all your learners. If your 
classes are small, this should not be di�cult, but if they are large, it can be quite 
a challenge. However, it is a challenge that you should meet if you really want to 
understand what makes your learners behave the way they do. 

Let us now look at four important areas of behaviour management: clear routines, 
clear rules, rewards for good behaviour and the sanctions we can use to deal with 
bad behaviour.
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Clear routines
All good teachers have clear routines to their lessons every day. �e learners know 
these routines, why they are done, and how to participate in them. We can give 
responsibility for di�erent activities to di�erent learners. Here are some examples 
of clear routines:

Take the register (roll call) at the same time and in the same way every day.
Have di�erent monitors for di�erent activities. For example a ‘board 
monitor’ (who cleans the chalkboard), a ‘homework monitor’ (who collects 
in homework) and a ‘textbook monitor’ (who hands out or collects in 
textbooks)
Organise pairwork and groupwork in the same way each lesson (See 
Chapter A3 – Child-centred Learning for more on how to do this).
Give roles to di�erent learners in groupwork activities. For example: team 
secretary, team leader or language policeman (see Practical Task: Do the 
right thing in Chapter A7 – Using the Mother Tongue in English Language 
Learning for more on language policemen). 
Establish a clear system for rewards and sanctions. 

Whenever you want to change your routines, or to take a break from the routines for 
a lesson, do not forget to tell your learners and provide a reason if possible. 

Clear rules
Rules on behaviour should be made clear to your learners at the beginning of each 
academic year. At higher levels, you can negotiate and agree your rules with the 
learners. For example, in the �rst week you can create a classroom contract and 
display it in the classroom all year. If somebody breaks a promise on the contract, 
you can point to it to remind them and get an apology. Remember that you must also 
apologise if you break your promises on the contract!

The Teacher
 I agree to:
1.	 share my lesson aims at the start 

of each lesson
2.	 be punctual and well prepared for 

every lesson
3.	 mark writing work within three 

days of receiving it
4.	 include at least one game or song in 

every lesson

The Learners
We agree to:

1.	 speak only English during 
speaking practice activities

2.	 work together as a team
3.	 do our homework on time
4.	 ask questions when we don’t 

understand something
5.	 learn 20 new words every 

week

Classroom Contract
Class 3B

CƛƎΦ !сΦнΥ {!at[9 /[!{{whha /hb¢w!/¢ ό{9/hb5!w¸ {/Ihh[ύ
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Classroom rules, along with more general school rules help the learners to 
understand the di�erence between good and bad behaviour. As teachers, we should 
manage both of these consistently (i.e. we should apply the rules the same way at all 
times with all learners, like a good judge or football referee). �e best way to do this 
is to give rewards for good behaviour, and to use (negative) sanctions (traditionally 
called ‘punishments’) to deal with bad behaviour. 

Rewards for good behaviour
�e most important reward that we can use with our learners is praise. You should 
praise them both for trying, and for succeeding. We can praise the learners in many 
ways: 

compliments from the teacher: “Good!” “Well done!” “Good try!” “Excellent.”;
actions such as giving the learner a high �ve, or shaking her hand;
praise from other learners (called peer-praise): “Everybody clap your hands 
for Simon.”;
self-praise: “Take a bow.” “Give your team a point.”;
encouragement: “Nearly correct. Can you try again?” “Can anybody help 
her?”;
group praise at the end of the lesson: “You all worked very hard today. Well 
done!”.

Remember that there is a skill to praising learners. It is important to show that you 
mean what you say by smiling and sounding happy. If praise is not sincere, it is less 
e�ective. 

If we want to give special rewards for very good behaviour we can use prizes and 
privileges. All parents use these. Prizes include food (a sweet) or presents (a �ower 
or a book). Most of us cannot a�ord to give prizes every day, but we can use them 
on special occasions, for example a�er a revision test, an exam or a particularly 
challenging lesson. 

Privileges are special opportunities to do things that the learners enjoy. We can 
give privileges to the whole class, to a group of learners, or to individuals, and use 
them to motivate learners to behave well. Examples of privileges are: 

Whole class privilege: “If you do the reading activity well, we will play a game 
for the last �ve minutes of the lesson.” 
Group privilege: “�e team that speaks the most English during the groupwork 
activity will perform their conversation for the whole class.” 
Individual privilege: “�e student who improves the most in the revision test 
will be the textbook monitor for next week.”

Sanctions for bad behaviour
Sanctions (also called ‘punishments’ or, more correctly, ‘negative sanctions’) are 
given to learners who have behaved badly. Before we give a learner a sanction, there 
are two things we should do if possible:

Make it clear that the behaviour is wrong. For example, when we say: “Stop 
that!”; “Don’t take her pen!”; “Walk, don’t run, please!”
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Give a clear warning. For example, “David, if you do that again, you will not 
be able to play with the other children during the morning break.”

If a child does not heed the warning, you must give the sanction. If you do not, 
future warnings will not be e�ective. All learners and their parents should know the 
possible sanctions for bad behaviour. A learner must always understand the reason 
for the sanction. Here is a list of possible sanctions, from least serious to most serious: 

1. 	 Verbal reprimand

Do this a�er a lesson, not in front of other learners. Ask the learner what he did, 
why he did it, and either elicit or explain why it was wrong. Listen to any excuse he 
wants to make and give an honest response. Get him to apologise and to promise to 
improve in future. 

2. 	 Giving work 

If a learner has not done some work (e.g. homework or project work), or has done it 
badly, ask them to repeat it and bring it to you for checking.

3. 	 Break time exclusion

�is is when a learner is not allowed to participate in a break (morning, a�ernoon 
or lunch break). At this time they go to a speci�c room, where they study under 
supervision. Always give them something useful to do. 

4. 	 School or class community service

�is is when a learner does something useful for the school, such as picking up litter, 
fetching water or cleaning the classroom. It can be done during breaks, a�er school 
or even at weekends. Inform parents if it is outside of normal school hours.

5. 	 Detention and letter to parents

Detention is when a learner stays at school for an extra period at the end of the day. 
A teacher supervises detention, which can be organised for the same day each week. 
Learners in detention do extra work. Usually the teacher who gives the sanction also 
gives the work. You should inform the parents by writing an o�cial school letter that 
learners must take home for their parents to sign and return.

6. 	 Meeting with parents and the learner

�is should only take place a�er a repetition of bad behaviour. �e teacher or head 
teacher asks the parents to come to school. �e teacher explains about the learner’s 
misbehaviour. �is leads to a discussion and recommendations are made for 
improvement.

7. 	 Daily Report

A serious sanction. �e head teacher gives a learner a report card that each teacher 
must sign at the end of each lesson, and write a comment on the learner’s behaviour. 
Once a week the head teacher meets the learner to discuss the report card. Parents 
may also sign the report card to say they have seen it. �e learner stays on report 
until his/her behaviour improves.
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8. 	 Suspension

A very serious sanction. A�er meeting the parents and the learner, the head teacher 
decides that the learner is not allowed to attend school for a period of time. �is may 
be anything between one day and two weeks. 

Ine�ective sanctions
Sanctions are only e�ective if the learners understand that their behaviour is not 
acceptable. If you behave in a similar way, they will think that their behaviour is 
acceptable. For example, if a learner hits another learner, you cannot hit them and 
tell them that it is wrong to hit somebody! �e following two sanctions are not 
e�ective and violate the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. 13

Corporal punishment
When a teacher hits or hurts a learner physically, including using a stick, or 
an endurance punishment, such as making them squat in an uncomfortable 
position for a long time.

Humiliation
When we display a learner being punished in front of other learners. �is 
encourages children to laugh at somebody else’s misfortunes, which is also 
unacceptable behaviour. 

Remember to consult your Ministry of Education about punishments. �ey will 
probably have an o�cial policy on what you can and cannot do legally. 

Practical task: Mgeni’s class
Mgeni, a new teacher has a ‘problem class’ Read what she said and then answer the 
questions that follow:

“I’m having problems with one of my classes at the moment. Whenever I try to 
do groupwork or pairwork, it starts off well. Then after a few minutes they all 
get very loud and some of the students at the back of the class start speaking in 
their mother tongue. I always try to give a clear time frame for the activities, but 
some groups take much more time, and some groups even do the wrong exercise!
I think there are three main troublemakers, who always sit together at the 
back of the class. I separate them for groupwork, but then they make the other 
students behave badly. Last Monday, these three did not do their homework. 
When they showed their empty exercise books, the other children just laughed. 
I made them all kneel in the playground for 30 minutes. But it didn’t help because 
on Wednesday they did not do their homework again! So now I do less groupwork 
and give less homework. The other children are complaining, but I do not know 
what to do!”

13	  United Nations, “United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).”
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1.	 What problems does Mgeni have? Why does she have these problems?
2.	 �ink of several recommendations that you would like to make to Mgeni 

to help her solve her problems. 
3.	 Working in pairs, imagine that one of you is Mgeni and the other one is her 

friend, a more experienced teacher. Role play a conversation in which the 
experienced teacher gives Mgeni advice. 

Commentary to practical task: Mgeni’s class
1.	 Mgeni seems to be having a number of problems with both classroom 

management and behaviour management, which require separate solutions:
Her learners probably do not understand her instructions very well if some 
groups are doing the wrong exercise. 
She is forgetting to check they are on task when she monitors. Some groups 
are �nishing faster than others, which may also be caused by ine�ective 
monitoring or perhaps by her choice of learners in each group. 
She complains about volume levels and use of the mother tongue. �is may 
be because the learners are enjoying the group activities, and forgetting to 
use English.
Her choice of punishment for the three troublemakers is probably not a 
good idea. Sometimes disruptive learners enjoy public punishment, and 
humiliation does not set a good example. 

2. 	 Four useful recommendations for Mgeni are:
A�er you give an instruction, do an example or a demonstration and then 
ask one of the stronger learners to repeat the instruction in the mother 
tongue so everyone can hear.
Monitor more carefully. First check if the learners are on task. If not, help 
them. Notice how each group is doing. If necessary, help the weaker groups 
more or give stronger groups an extra question to do. 
Before group work, tell the class that they should speak quietly and use only 
English. Notice which learners are �rst to raise their voices or switch to the 
mother tongue. Speak to these learners a�er class. Remember to praise the 
class when group work goes well.
With your three troublemakers, begin with Sanctions 1 and 2 from the list 
above. A�er class one day, discuss their bad behaviour (in the mother tongue 
if you can) and ask why they are misbehaving. Ask them to do the work they 
have not done and give a clear date for them to show it to you. �en explain 
which sanction you will use if their bad behaviour continues, and why.
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Conclusion
In this chapter we have learnt the following:

there is a di�erence between classroom management and behaviour 
management;
how the three key stages to the management of activities are linked together;
how to give instructions, monitor activities and get feedback to activities 
e�ectively;
how to establish clear routines and why these routines are important;
how to establish clear rules for learners’ behaviour;
how to reward good behaviour and how to use sanctions for bad behaviour;
why some punishments are not e�ective and should not be used.

 
“�e greatest sign of success for a teacher … is to be able to say, ‘�e children are now 
working as if I did not exist’.”

Maria Montessori14

14	  Montessori, �e Absorbent Mind, 283.
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A7 – Use of the Mother Tongue in English 
Language Learning

In this chapter:
What do we mean by ‘use of the mother tongue’?
�e current situation
Practical task: Do the right thing
Commentary to practical task: Do the right thing
Guidelines for using mother tongue
�e mother tongue as a learning resource

What do we mean by ‘use of the mother tongue’?
�e mother tongue is the �rst language that a child learns at home. �is is usually 
the language of the parents or another caregiver. Sometimes children learn two or 
more languages at home – these are all mother tongues. O�en the language used at 
home is also the language used in the local community, but this can also be di�erent, 
especially in towns and cities, meaning that many children in Africa grow up learning 
several languages naturally. In this chapter, we will use the term ‘mother tongue’ to 
refer both to languages learnt at home and to other community languages that are 
shared by learners in the classroom, such as Kiswahili in East Africa or Fula/Fulfulde 
in parts of West Africa. 

In many countries, especially in primary school, the mother tongue is o�en used 
to teach other subjects, such as maths, science or social studies. Some teachers of 
English also make use of the mother tongue in the following ways:

they communicate with their learners in the mother tongue, rather than in 
English (e.g. when giving instructions);
they allow their learners to communicate with each other in the mother 
tongue during English lessons (e.g. when doing a grammar exercise in pairs);
they use the mother tongue to help learners to understand English (e.g. 
when the teacher translates a word from English into the mother tongue);
they allow their learners to use the mother tongue when taking notes (e.g. 
the learners write down new English vocabulary with translations in the 
mother tongue).

�ese examples are the most obvious ones. However, there are other ways that the 
mother tongue may be used by teachers of English. For example, some textbooks 
include explanations of grammar in the mother tongue, or sometimes teachers think 
about di�erences between their learners’ mother tongue and English when planning 
lessons. 
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 Re�ective task 

In which of these situations do you use or allow your learners to use the mother tongue? 
Tick one box in each row. If you tick ‘sometimes’ or ‘occasionally’, exactly what 

situations do you use it in? If you tick always or never, say why? 

Statement always sometimes occasionally never

I use the mother tongue when I 
am giving instructions.

I use the mother tongue for 
classroom language (e.g. “Good 
morning, pupils.” “Sit down.” etc.). 
I use the mother tongue to translate 
the meaning of new vocabulary to 
my learners.
I allow my learners to use the 
mother tongue during English 
speaking practice activities.
I use the mother tongue when 
I am presenting my lesson 
objectives to my learners.
I use the mother tongue to explain 
grammar to my learners.
I allow my learners to use the 
mother tongue when they are 
doing a grammar exercise in 
pairs. 
I think about di�erences between 
the mother tongue and English 
when I am preparing my lessons.

We will return to this table later in the chapter.

�e current situation
For many years there has been a lot of discussion and debate on the following 
question:

Should teachers use the mother tongue when teaching English? 

Many factors in�uence our individual opinions as teachers, such as national policy 
documents, the languages in our country and community, advice from school 
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inspectors or head teachers and our own experience in the classroom. Sometimes 
teachers have no choice. �ey are told to use only English. Sometimes they are 
allowed to decide for themselves. 

O�en teachers do not like to admit that they use the mother tongue when 
teaching English. Some think that it is old-fashioned to do so, although this is not 
true. An increasing number of respected and in�uential academics and teacher 
trainers are arguing for its use in foreign language learning,15 with “some researchers 
and practitioners … claiming that strictly monolingual learning environments 
may actually be detrimental to language learning.”16 Many experienced teachers 
have learnt this from experience, and make appropriate use of the mother tongue 
as a resource for learning. So let us replace the question above with a more useful 
question:

How should we use the mother tongue when teaching English?

As teachers, we need to think about this question carefully, because there are helpful 
ways to use the mother tongue, and unhelpful ways to use it. 

Practical task: Do the right thing
Read the opinions of eight di�erent teachers below. �ey are all talking about using 
the mother tongue in their class. Do you think they are doing the right thing? Why? 
Why not?

Aster 

“I sometimes use the mother tongue to explain vocabulary, but 
only di�cult words. For easy words, such as objects or actions, I 
just draw or show them and say the English word.”

“I use the mother tongue a lot so that all my students understand 
what I am explaining. As a result, they all do quite well in the exams, 
although they are not very good at speaking English.”

Ogot

15	 Cook, “Going beyond the Native Speaker in Language Teaching”; Deller and Rinvolucri, Using 
the Mother Tongue; Prodromou, “�e Role of the Mother Tongue in the Classroom”; Widdowson, 
De�ning Issues in English Language Teaching; Butzkamm and Caldwell, �e Bilingual Reform:  
A Paradigm Shi� in Foreign Language Teaching; Cook, Translation in Language Teaching.

16	  Kerr, Translation and Own-Language Activities, 2.
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Julie 

“I never use the mother tongue. If you use the mother tongue, 
the students become lazy and just wait for the translation. My 
way forces the students to think in English.”

Abdullah

“When my learners do English speaking practice in pairs I never 
allow them to use the mother tongue. I employ one or two of the 
learners as language policemen, and they monitor the other 
students to stop them using the mother tongue.”

Saran 

“I use the mother tongue sometimes, but I always use 
English for classroom language or everyday instructions. 
My students understand commands like: ‘Open your 
books.’ or ‘Compare your answers.’ �ey also ask 
questions in English, such as ‘Can I go out, please?’”

Charles

“Sometimes, when I’m teaching science or social studies, I don’t have 
time to let them read a text in English. I just translate it or explain it 
in the mother tongue. �is way, it’s fast and they all understand. �en 
I make them copy it into their notebooks in English.”

“I teach year one in primary school. �e pupils are very nervous 
when they start school, so I use the mother tongue to explain to 
the students what we are doing, why and how, and to check they 
understand what I am teaching.”

Fatima

Marcell

“Sometimes I get the students to translate sentences as an exercise. 
�ey notice the di�erences between English and their mother tongue 
which helps them to understand di�cult grammar.”
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Commentary to practical task: Do the right thing
Aster

�is is a good idea. �e mother tongue can be very useful for teaching di�cult 
vocabulary. We can all teach ‘cup’ with a picture, or ‘swim’ with an action, but it 
is di�cult to teach a word like ‘assume’ or ‘even’ to low level learners using these 
methods. You can use translation in these situations, but you can also give an 
example sentence in English, to show how to use the word.

Ogot

Many exams in Africa are written tests with lots of grammar exercises and reading 
comprehension. Ogot’s method probably helps many of his learners to pass these 
exams. However, it sounds like he does not do much speaking practice in English. 
More communicative speaking practice can help them to learn faster (see How do 
children learn languages? in Chapter A2 – Your Learners). Furthermore, if he does not 
speak to them in English, they do not get much listening practice, so they probably 
have a poor understanding of spoken English. Ogot should try doing more speaking 
and listening activities. �ey will probably learn everything faster if he does. 

Julie

Julie’s learners will get a lot more listening practice than Ogot’s learners, which is 
good. However, Julie should remember that her job is not to force them to think in 
English, but to train them to use English. �is is a slow, gradual process which will 
take many years. Slower learners in her class may �nd her lessons too di�cult, and 
give up. It is true that learners can become lazy if lessons are not challenging, but the 
activities we do in�uence this more than our choice of language.

Abdullah

Abdullah is doing the right thing. Learners should avoid using the mother tongue 
during English speaking practice activities. Abdullah’s idea of using language police 
is useful in large classes. In smaller classes the teacher can make sure they all use 
English.

Saran

Saran is doing the right thing. Classroom language involves natural communication, 
just like language used at home. It is frequently repeated, so children can learn it 
easily. Saran’s learners can learn important grammar (for example question forms), 
vocabulary, and also functional language (for example, making requests) from this 
classroom language.

Charles

�is is not a good idea. By the end of the lesson, the learners will probably have notes 
in English that they do not understand, and they may forget Charles’s explanation. 
�ey will also need him to translate future texts, so they are dependent on him. 
Charles should �rst teach di�cult vocabulary from the text, and then give them 
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comprehension questions to answer while they read in English. Although this 
method will take more time at �rst, the learners’ reading skills will improve and their 
speed will increase as they learn more vocabulary. See Chapter C9 – CLIL: Content 
and Language Integrated Learning for ideas on teaching other subjects in English.

Fatima 

�is is a good idea. Many children �nd their �rst term at school stressful. It is 
important for them to understand why they are at school and what they are learning, 
which can only be explained using the mother tongue at this age. We can use it to 
train them, to encourage them and to praise them. To start with, we can use both 
mother tongue and English for classroom language and then reduce the mother 
tongue as soon as the children understand the English.

Marcell

�is is a useful way to use the mother tongue. Although we should always use a 
variety of activity types, sentence translation is good for checking understanding, 
and helps them to notice grammatical di�erences between English and their �rst 
language.

Now look back at your choices in the Re�ective task at the start of the chapter on 
page 56. 

1.	 Can you see any similarities or di�erences between your opinion and the 
opinions of these eight teachers? 

2.	 Do you agree with the advice given to these eight teachers?

Guidelines for using the mother tongue
Let us put together all the advice provided so far. Here is the table from the Re�ective 
task above. It was completed by an upper primary teacher of English who works in 
a public school and uses a sensible balance of English and mother tongue. Teachers 
of lower levels may need to use more mother tongue, and teachers at higher levels 
can use more English. 

Statement al
w

ay
s

so
m

et
im

es

oc
ca

si
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al
ly

ne
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r

comments

I use the mother tongue 
when I am giving 
instructions.

P Mainly at the start of the 
year or when I am giving 
difþcult instructions.

I use the mother tongue for 
classroom language (e.g. 
“Good morning, pupils.” “Sit 
down.”, etc.).

P My learners and I use 
only English for classroom 
language.
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Statement al
w

ay
s

so
m

et
im

es

oc
ca

si
on

al
ly

ne
ve

r

comments

I use the mother tongue 
to translate the meaning 
of new vocabulary to my 
learners.

P I use mother tongue 
for abstract or difþcult 
vocabulary only. Otherwise 
I use English.

I allow my learners to use 
the mother tongue during 
English speaking practice 
activities.

P I stress ‘English only’ for 
these activities.

I use the mother tongue 
when I am presenting my 
lesson objectives to my 
learners.

P I use English if it’s simple 
and mother tongue if 
I don’t think they’ll 
understand the English.

I use the mother tongue 
to explain grammar to my 
learners.

P Only for difþcult 
grammar, or comparison of 
the two languages.

I allow my learners to use 
the mother tongue when 
they are doing a grammar 
exercise in pairs.

P I think quiet discussion 
helps them to analyse 
grammar effectively. 

I think about di�erences 
between the mother tongue 
and English when I am 
preparing my lessons.

P I always think carefully 
about differences 
between languages. This 
helps me to anticipate 
difþculties and þnd links 
that can help learning.

�e mother tongue as a learning resource
One of the reasons why the mother tongue is o�en excluded from the language 
classroom is because native-speaker teachers (e.g. British or American teachers), 
who o�en may not know their learners’ mother tongues, cannot use it. As a result, 
teacher training methodology and teaching materials (especially textbooks) have 
avoided techniques and activities that relied on use of the mother tongue. It is 
sometimes also assumed that, because some native speaker teachers do not use the 
mother tongue, no teachers should use it. However, as a number of experts in the 
�eld of language teaching have shown, the mother tongue can be a useful resource to 
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help us to teach more e�ectively.17 If you are teaching in a context where you do not 
have many other resources, the mother tongue of your learners, if you know it, may 
be the most useful one you have. 

When deciding which language to use, we should always remember two basic 
rules:

English �rst: Always use English if possible. If you are not sure, try English 
�rst and give learners time to try to understand before using the mother 
tongue.
Reduce your use of mother tongue as the learners improve: Use the 
mother tongue more when learners are beginning to learn English, and less 
as the learners improve. 

Teachers who can speak the mother tongue of their learners can do many activities 
in class to help their learners to learn English more e�ectively. Here are some ideas:

1. 	 Translation challenge 
�is is good for revision of grammar. Write several sentences on the chalkboard, 
either in English or in the mother tongue, put the learners in pairs or small groups 
and give them a few minutes to translate the sentences into the other language. �en 
check the answers. Remember that there can sometimes be more than one way to 
translate a sentence, so encourage discussion about di�erent possible translations, 
which helps the learners to notice di�erences between languages and even di�erent 
understandings of a sentence.

2. 	 Bilingual vocabulary box 
�is is good for helping learners to learn new vocabulary. Each lesson, one learner 
(the ‘vocabulary box monitor’) writes any new English words on small pieces of paper 
and writes the translation on the other side. All the pieces of paper go into a box at 
the end of the lesson. At the beginning of the next lesson, a di�erent vocabulary box 
monitor takes words from the box, and asks his/her classmates to translate them, 
either from English into mother tongue, or vice versa. �e words are kept in the 
box for the whole term or academic year. See Chapter C12 – 10 Essential Resources 
to Create for details of how to make a Vocabulary Box, and more ideas for using it.

3. 	 Checking for understanding 
Teach a new area of grammar or an item of vocabulary without using the mother 
tongue. A�er you have �nished, ask the learners: “How do we say this sentence in 
our mother tongue?” or “How do we express this idea in our mother tongue?” If they 
provide a good translation or explanation, it demonstrates they understand it. �is 
method also helps weaker learners, who may not have understood the English 
explanation to understand the meaning and usage of the new language. You can also 
do this with instructions; give the instruction in English and then ask for a volunteer 
to repeat the instruction in the mother tongue. �is is especially useful for complex 
instructions or when you are still training learners to understand instructions in 
English.

17	D eller and Rinvolucri, Using the Mother Tongue; Butzkamm and Caldwell, �e Bilingual Reform: A 
Paradigm Shi� in Foreign Language Teaching; Turnbull and Dailey-O’Cain, First Language Use in 
Second and Foreign Language Learning; Cook, Translation in Language Teaching; Kerr, Translation 
and Own-Language Activities.
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4. 	 Keyword search 

When you are doing a reading lesson, choose several important or di�cult words 
from the English text. Write translations of these words on the chalkboard in the 
mother tongue. Tell the learners to work in pairs or small groups to �nd these words 
in English in the text. �is activity helps the learners to work out the meaning of 
vocabulary from context. 

5. 	 Learning to think in English

Give the learners a writing task to do in pairs (e.g. write an email to a friend and tell 
them about your village/town). Allow them to make notes (and if they want, to write 
a �rst dra�) in the mother tongue. �ey should then check any words or expressions 
in their notes or �rst dra� that they do not know in English, either using a dictionary 
or by asking you. A�er this, they write their �nal dra� in English. �is process helps 
learners to discover new vocabulary and expressions in English, and is o�en useful 
for slower learners.

�ere are many more ways that you can use the mother tongue when teaching 
English. For more ideas, see Using the Mother Tongue. Making the Most of the 
Learner’s Language by Deller and Rinvolucri.

Conclusion
In this chapter we have learnt the following:

many teachers around the world use the learners’ mother tongue to help 
them to teach English;
the mother tongue can help us to translate di�cult vocabulary, teach di�cult 
grammar, give di�cult instructions and to make our lesson objectives clear 
to our pupils;
the mother tongue should not be used during speaking practice activities or 
for everyday classroom language; train your learners to use English in these 
situations;
we should always try to use English �rst, whenever possible;
we should reduce the use of the mother tongue as our learners’ English 
improves;
the mother tongue can be used as a learning resource.

“If you talk to a man in a language he understands, that goes to his head. If you talk to 
him in his language, that goes to his heart.” 

Nelson Mandela
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Part B – Literacy

What does Part B cover? 
Part B of this book covers the topic of early literacy (learning to read and write). It 
has been written with the English language in mind, but many of the concepts and 
methods described will also apply to early literacy in the child’s mother tongue and 
will be useful to teachers who teach the mother tongue in primary years 1 – 3. 

What can I expect to learn in Part B? 
In Part B you can expect to learn about the three important stages to literacy learning, 
experiencing them through the eyes of two learners from Nigeria. You can expect 
to learn what phonics is, how and why it helps children to learn to read and write in 
English and how you can use phonics theory in your lessons. You can also expect to 
learn how you can better understand and help children who have di�culty learning 
to read and write and how the parents and the community can support early literacy 
learning. �ere is also a practical resources section at the end of Part B to give you 
simple, e�ective ideas that you can try out in your class.
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In this chapter:
�ree phases of literacy
Two case studies
Practical task: Obi and Beatrice
Commentary to practical task: Obi and Beatrice

�ree phases of literacy
Learning to read and write (literacy) is probably the most important part of any 
child’s education. Without these two skills, she or he cannot learn other subjects and 
cannot pass exams. Children learning to read and write in Africa face some of the 
greatest challenges in the world:

large classes where learners o�en cannot get the individual help they need; 
few learning resources such as alphabet letter cards or resources for writing 
and drawing;
few printed resources, such as children’s books, textbooks or posters;
some children have to learn to read and write in a foreign language, such as 
English;
parents who sometimes cannot help because they cannot read or write;
a curriculum that may demand faster progress than they can achieve.

All children need to pass through three important phases along the road to literacy:
�e pre-alphabet phase: what children need to learn before they are ready 
to start learning the letters of the alphabet
�e alphabet phase: how children learn to link written letters to spoken 
sounds in English
�e sight word phase: how children begin to read whole words and progress 
to full literacy

In this literacy module you will learn about these three phases in detail, and how 
phonics can be a useful tool to help learners to read and write in English. It is 
important to remember that English is one of the most di�cult languages to learn 
to read and write because the relationship between the letters and the sounds is not 
always straightforward. While phonics is a useful tool, it needs to be balanced with 
meaningful reading and writing, focused on pleasure and enjoyment and not just on 
understanding words.
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Two case studies
In order to understand how di�erent the contexts of African teachers can be, let us 
look at two learners in two classes in two di�erent parts of the same country, Nigeria. 
We will refer back to these learners and their teachers of English in this module of 
the book.

Case Study 1: Beatrice, from Awai
Beatrice lives in a small village called Awai in rural Nigeria. Her mother tongue 
is only spoken by 12,000 people in a few villages. She lives with four brothers and 
sisters, her parents, who are farmers, and her grandmother. At home she has no 
electricity, no desk to write on and no books. Her parents want her to do well at 
school, but they cannot read or write, and do not have enough money to buy what 
she needs. Like all children in the village she has to do many chores when she comes 
home from school. Beatrice walks three kilometres to her primary school each day, 
where she studies in year one. She has not attended nursery school. She is one of 38 
children in her class.

Her teacher of English, Mr. Okoro, comes from a di�erent part of Nigeria 
and does not speak Beatrice’s mother tongue. He is a new teacher with very little 
experience. He teaches them everything in English, and although he tries to teach as 
well as he can, he cannot help them when they do not understand. His only reading 
resource is the English textbook. �ere are no other books or resources for him to 
use in class. 

Case study 2: Obi, from Ibadan
Obi lives in the city of Ibadan, and speaks Yoruba, one of Nigeria’s most common 
languages. He lives with his sister and his parents in a small house. His father works 
in an o�ce in the town, and his mother works in a shop. Both can read and write 
well. At home, they have a desk to do homework on and interesting books to read. 
His father sometimes helps him with homework, and his mother o�en reads stories 
to him. He attended nursery school for one year, and is now in year one of a primary 
school near his house, where he is one of 56 children in his class.

His teacher of English, Mrs. Ekala, also speaks Yoruba. She has taught at the 
school for 18 years. When necessary, she explains ideas and gives instructions in 
Yoruba, which Obi, and most of the children in the class speak well. He is also 
learning to read and write in Yoruba at the same time. �ey have English textbooks, 
some useful posters and resources in the classroom, and there is a school library 
where the teachers can take children for reading lessons. 

Practical task: Obi and Beatrice
Write a list of the advantages that Obi has, when compared to Beatrice, that may help 
him to learn to read and write more quickly. Write them in order of importance, with 
the most important ones �rst.
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Commentary to practical task: Obi and Beatrice
Every child learns di�erently. Perhaps Beatrice will learn to read and write faster 
than Obi. However, research has shown that a child’s success at school depends 
partly on environment, parents and other things that the teacher cannot control.18 
Obi has advantages in �ve important areas, in order of importance:

1. 	 Parents

Obi’s parents can read. �ey read stories to him and help him with homework. He 
understands that written language is an important means of communication and is 
used by his parents at work. He enjoys the stories they read, and wants to read them 
himself. Beatrice may not really understand what written language is or why it is 
important. She does not know that it can be enjoyable.

2. 	 Previous Education

Obi has already spent a year studying in his mother tongue at nursery school, and 
enjoys learning. He can probably already recognise his written name, and remembers 
some of the letters of the alphabet. He has also learnt a little English, and knows that 
his father uses this language at work. Beatrice did not go to nursery school.

3. 	 Home environment

Obi has time, energy, space, light, resources and help to do homework and reading 
properly. Beatrice o�en has to do small chores for her mother when she gets home, 
and so it is o�en dark before she can do her homework. Sometimes she cannot �nd 
her exercise book or a pen, and nobody can help her when she has di�culty.

4. 	 Teacher and Language

Obi’s teacher is experienced and she can communicate with her learners in the mother 
tongue when she needs to. Obi is also learning to read and write Yoruba, which helps 
him to understand literacy. Beatrice’s teacher does not speak her language and she 
does not speak his. He is teaching her to read and write in a di�erent language, called 
English, but she does not know why, or understand the words of this language.

5. 	 School

Obi’s class has plenty of useful books and resources for reading and writing at school. 
Although Beatrice has fewer pupils in her class, they have few resources. She is rather 
scared of school; she has heard bad stories from other children, and her older brother 
failed his exams and stopped studying.	

�ese di�erences between Obi’s and Beatrice’s situation show us that two learners 
in the same country can face very di�erent challenges. Beatrice may be very clever. 
Perhaps she enjoys school and wants to learn, but the road for her is much more 
di�cult. In the rest of Part B we will learn about what both Obi and Beatrice need 
in order to learn to read and write in English. We will also learn about how both 
teachers, Mr. Okoro and Mrs. Ekala, can help their pupils.

18	 Richter, “�e Importance of Caregiver-Child Interactions for the Survival and Healthy 
Development of Young Children. A Review.”; Okumu, Nakajjo, and Isoke, “Socio-economic 
Determinants of Primary School Dropout.”
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Conclusion
In this chapter we have learnt the following:

Teachers of English face signi�cant challenges when teaching their pupils to 
read and write;
there are three key phases of literacy that learners must go through;
two learners in the same country can face very di�erent challenges;
many di�erent things can in�uence a child’s progress in literacy.

	

Teaching English in Africa 2015.indd   69 3/17/15   10:09 PM
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In this chapter:
What is the pre-alphabet phase?
How old are children during this phase?
What do they already know about language? 
�e four areas of literacy awareness
Your learners’ names
�e importance of the mother tongue at the pre-alphabet phase
How long will the pre-alphabet phase take
Practical task: Exploring language
Commentary to practical task: Exploring language

Re�ective task 

�is chapter will answer two important questions:

1.	 Why should we prepare children before starting to teach them the 
letters of an alphabet?

2.	 How can we prepare them?
Before you read any further, what do you think the answers to these questions are?

What is the pre-alphabet phase?
�e pre-alphabet phase is the �rst phase of learning to read and write. Learners at the 
pre-alphabet phase are starting to discover: 

why written language is important;
the role of written language in society; 
the relationship between the language we speak and the language we write. 

From research, we know that if we help children to understand the features of 
language and why it is important, they will learn faster than if we just teach them the 
alphabet.19 �is is necessary both in English and in the mother tongue.

How old are children during this phase?
Most learners are at this phase when they start year one of primary school. Children 
who have studied in nursery school or kindergarten will probably have made more 
progress through this phase, and they can help other learners in their class.

19	 Riley and Reedy, “Communication, Language and Literacy: Learning through Speaking and 
Listening, Reading and Writing Jeni Riley, 65-100.”
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What do they already know about language? 
When they start school, most children will probably know the following:

there are di�erent languages, some of which they cannot understand;
the name of their own language and the names of some other languages 
including English;
words are part of language (although they may not know exactly what they 
are or how to identify them);
we can use written language to communicate, like spoken language;
written language is important and useful in society;
one reason for going to school is to learn how to read and write. 

Do you remember Obi and Beatrice from the Introduction to Literacy? Obi probably 
understands all of this, but Beatrice may only understand a few of these things. 
Children who live in cities like Obi know more about televisions, mobile phones and 
computers, and how we use them to communicate. Obi will see his parents reading 
at home, and will understand how it can bring enjoyment. But children who live 
in rural villages like Beatrice may only know written language from newspapers, 
handwritten signs and documents. She may not think it is important or interesting, 
so she may not have much motivation to learn to read or write when she starts school. 

It is a good idea to begin literacy learning with activities that check and explore 
what your learners already know about language. Here are some of the things you 
can do:

Find out what they know about their own language; its name, the name of 
other languages in their community, and whether they know any words in 
these languages (English may be one of these languages, especially in larger 
cities).
Get the children to bring to school things from home and the environment 
that have words on them in any language (e.g. old newspapers, empty food 
packages, plastic bags).
Choose some of the most famous product packaging that they know (e.g. a 
famous washing powder package, a Coca Cola bottle, a biscuit wrapper) and 
take them to class. Ask the learners to �nd the big words on the packaging. 
Ask them what they think these words ‘say’ (usually this is the name of the 
product).
Show them advertisements in newspapers and magazines. Ask them what 
they can see, what they think these things are and why they are there. A�er 
this, you can point at and read the words for them. �en ask what they have 
learnt from these words.
Create a class poster with packages, wrappers and other examples of printed 
text that the learners have brought to class. Write the name of each product 
next to it.
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�e four areas of literacy awareness
At the pre-alphabet phase children need to learn about four areas of literacy 
awareness. �ey should start learning about these before they start learning the 
alphabet, and can continue to explore them for their �rst year of school. It is useful 
to explore areas one, two and three with the learners at the same time and then to 
explore area four a�er this. 

1. 	 Awareness of the role of language in society

Learners need to learn that:
1a.	 language helps us to communicate what we feel, what we want and what we 

are thinking; 
1b.	 written language and spoken language are both ways of communicating; 
1c.	 we can communicate with people who are far away, people we have never 

met and we can communicate through time (using, for example, mobile 
phones, newspapers, radio, the Bible and the Koran);

1d.	 as well as being useful, reading and writing can be enjoyable;
1e.	 English plays a speci�c role in society and it is important for their education 

and future;
1f.	 each language must be learnt, both the spoken and the written form, and 

that they are still learning their �rst language.

2. 	 Awareness of spoken language (phonological and phonemic awareness)

Learners need to learn that:
2a.	 we learn to speak the language of our parents naturally;
2b.	 spoken language can be divided into words;
2c.	 these words are made up of separate sounds;
2d.	 we can break up the spoken words and say these sounds separately.

3. 	 Awareness of written language (graphological awareness)
Learners need to learn that:

3a.	 a written text or sentence is made up of words which are separated by small 
spaces;

3b.	 each word is made up of written symbols 
called letters, which can be counted;

3c.	 there is a limited number of letters in a 
language (e.g. 26 in English);

3d.	 we read and write these words in a 
special direction; horizontally from le� 
to right, then down and back to the le� 
at the end of each line; 

3e.	 each word is also read from le� to right;
3f.	 books are read from front to back, and the spine is on the le� of the front 

cover.

Fig. B2.1: READING 
DIRECTION 
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4. 	 Awareness of the relationship between written and spoken language

Learners need to learn that:
4a.	 each spoken word can be written down and each written word can be said, 

both individually and in sentences;
4b.	 the letters in written words are the equivalents of the sounds in spoken 

words;
4c.	 each sound in a language can be written as a letter;
4d.	 each letter in a language makes a sound;
4e.	 we can combine these letters to make words that we can say.

Note that in a language such as English, silent letters and digraphs mean that 4c 
and 4d are not always true, but exceptions to these rules of thumb can be learnt later. 

We will look at activities to help our learners learn about these four areas in the 
Practical Task below. 

Your learners’ names
�e �rst word that every child should learn to recognise and to write is their own 
name. It is meaningful and important for them, and it will also be useful when they 
start to learn the alphabet. Every child should see their own name written somewhere 
in the classroom, for example on a wall chart, on a desk label or in an area of the 
classroom where that learner can show his or her work. You should also check that 
each learner’s name is written clearly on their exercise books, either by you or their 
parents. You should teach the learners to point at it, to �nd it in a group of words and 
to write it. Of course, their writing will be far from perfect, and may be di�cult to 
read, but this early practice is very useful. You can also help them to write their name 
on their work, and praise them for their e�orts.

�e importance of the mother tongue at the pre-alphabet phase
In order to learn about these four areas of literacy awareness, children need to build 
on their current understanding. �ey need to explore the language they already 
know – their mother tongue. Ideally, this exploration should take place in their 
mother tongue lessons. If this is not possible (for example if you are teaching English 
before they have started learning to read and write in their mother tongue), the 
exploration must take place in their English lessons, with the help of the mother 
tongue whenever possible. If you do not speak the mother tongue of your learners 
(like Mr. Okoro, Beatrice’s teacher from Chapter B1 – Introduction to Literacy) it may 
be possible to ask for help from a member of the local community or a pupil from a 
higher class as a language assistant for a few lessons (see Chapter B6 – Parents and 
the Community in Literacy Learning). Teachers working in some large cities may �nd 
that their learners speak many di�erent languages. In such situations, it is possible 
to raise parents’ awareness of how they can help. For example, you could organise 
occasional evening workshops for parents and create documents to explain how they 
can help their children at this important phase in their education.
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How long will the pre-alphabet phase take?
�ere are no clear lines between the three phases of literacy. �e pre-alphabet 
phase slowly changes into the alphabet phase (the next phase), and this change will 
happen in di�erent ways for each pupil at di�erent times, depending on their age 
and whether they have studied at nursery school or kindergarten. Before you start to 
introduce the letters of the alphabet, you should spend at least two weeks developing 
your learners’ literacy awareness until most of them have a good understanding of 
the four areas of literacy awareness described above. �is can happen alongside their 
general language learning (e.g. learning their �rst spoken words in English). As they 
start to learn the letters of the alphabet, they should continue to learn about these 
four areas. 

Practical task: Exploring language
Choose two of the four areas of literacy awareness above. �ink of activities that the 
learners can do to help them to learn about the di�erent ideas in each of the two 
areas. Draw and complete a table with your ideas, as in the following example:

Area of language awareness: _____________________

Learners need to 
learn that …

�ey could learn by doing this 
activity:

Resources needed:

e.g. 3a A written 
text or sentence 
is made up of 
words which are 
separated by 
small spaces.

e.g. Explore school posters and 
classroom signs that include 
short sentences. First the 
teacher can point at and count 
the words, then learners can 
stand up and count the words, 
and þnally the learners can 
discuss and explain how they 
have separated the words.

e.g. A number of 
posters with large 
text written in 
short sentences, 
such as classroom 
signs, reading 
posters and 
information signs. 

Commentary to practical task: Exploring language
�ere are many activities that you can do for each area of literacy awareness. Here 
are a few suggestions for you to try. �ese should all be done in the mother tongue 
whenever possible.
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Learners need to 
learn that …

�ey could learn this by doing this 
activity:

Resources 
needed:

1a. Language helps 
us to communicate 
what we feel, what 
we want and what we 
are thinking.

Come into class one day with sticky 
tape over your mouth. Try to organise 
the learners and give an instruction 
with the tape over your mouth, 
making sounds, but also using 
gestures. �en ask a learner to remove 
the tape. Ask: “Did you understand 
my instructions? Why not?”

Some sticky tape.

1b. Written language 
and spoken language 
are both systems of 
communication.

�e learners tell you the names of 
�ve animals – you write these on 
the chalkboard, then call in another 
teacher or a learner from a higher 
class to read the words out loud.

Chalkboard, 
another teacher 
or learner for a 
few minutes.

1c. We can 
communicate with 
people who are far 
away, people we have 
never met and we 
can communicate 
through time.

Take the resources to class, ask the 
learners questions about each one: 
“What is it? How do your parents use 
it? Who do they use it to communicate 
with?”

Mobile phone, 
radio, newspaper, 
the Koran and/or 
Bible, picture of a 
television, etc.

1d. As well as being 
useful, reading 
and writing can be 
enjoyable.

Show a storybook with pictures (e.g. 
a Big Book; see Chapter B7) and tell 
them the story. A�erwards ask: “Did 
you enjoy it? Why?”

A short 
storybook with 
pictures.

1e. English plays 
a speci�c role in 
their society and 
it is important to 
their education and 
future.

Ask the learners: “What do you know 
about English? Where does it come 
from? Where is it used? Do you 
know anybody who speaks it?” Show 
pictures of people who speak English 
(politicians, football players) and 
explain how and why they use English.

Pictures of 
famous people 
from the learners’ 
country and 
community.

1f. Each language 
must be learnt, both 
the spoken and the 
written form, and 
that they are still 
learning their �rst 
language.

Show them some objects that they 
may not know the names of in their 
own language. Explain what they are 
and how we use them. Later in the 
lesson, �nd out if they remember the 
names. Ask: “What other words have 
you learnt recently?”

A few objects 
(e.g. from the 
school, parts 
of a bicycle or 
farming tools) 
whose names 
are new to the 
learners.
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Learners need to 
learn that …

�ey could learn this by doing this 
activity:

Resources 
needed:

2a. We learn to speak 
the language of our 
parents naturally.

If you have learners who speak 
di�erent mother tongues at home, ask 
them questions about this language: 
“Where did you learn to speak it? 
Who taught you? How do you say 
‘mummy’/ ‘school’/ ‘hello’?”

None.

2b. Spoken language 
can be divided into 
words. 	

Sing a line from a song or rhyme they 
know in their mother tongue. �en 
sing more slowly and separate out the 
words. Get them to count them as 
you sing. Ask: “Can you explain the 
meaning of some of the words?”

None.

2c. Words are made 
up of separate 
sounds.

Take one of the words from the song, 
and sing it very slowly. Stop a�er 
di�erent sounds and ask the learners: 
“What comes next?”

None.

2d. We can break up 
spoken words and 
say these sounds 
separately.

Choose a learner’s name and say 
it slowly until you separate all the 
sounds. Get them to do this with their 
own names. Ask: “Can you count how 
many sounds are in your name?”

None.

3a. A written text or 
sentence is made up 
of words which are 
separated by small 
spaces.

Explore school posters and classroom 
signs that include short sentences. 
First point at and count the words, 
then learners can stand up and count 
the words. Finally ask: “How did you 
learn to separate the words?”

A number of 
posters with large 
text written in 
short sentences, 
such as 
classroom signs, 
reading posters 
and information 
signs.

3b. Each word is 
made up of written 
symbols called 
letters, which can be 
counted.

Write your name on the chalkboard in 
big letters, separated clearly. Count the 
letters. Ask the learners: “How many 
letters?” Do the same with a selection 
of their names.

Chalkboard.

3c. �ere is a limited 
number of letters in 
a language (e.g. 26 in 
English).

Write a simple sentence on the 
chalkboard. Use a di�erent colour 
to circle one letter. Teach the name. 
Ask the learners: “Can you �nd the 
same letter somewhere else in the 
sentence?”

Chalkboard.
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Learners need to 
learn that …

�ey could learn this by doing this 
activity:

Resources 
needed:

3d. We read and 
write these words in 
a special direction; 
horizontally from 
le� to right, then 
down and back to 
the le� at the end of 
each line.

Read a short text from a Big Book, or 
from the chalkboard, using your �nger 
to follow your words. Ask a learner: 
“Can you come and show the direction 
of the words? Where should you go 
when you get to the end?”

Large text in 
Big Book or on 
chalkboard.

3e. Each word is also 
read from le� to 
right.	

Show a fruit. Ask for the name and 
write it on the chalkboard in large 
letters. Read it slowly, sounding out 
and pointing at each letter as you read: 
“m …a …n …g …o.” Ask: “Where did 
I start? Which way did I go? Where 
did I �nish?”

A few fruit.

3f. Books are read 
from front to back, 
starting with the 
spine on the le�.

Put the learners in small groups and 
give each one a copy of a textbook. 
With your own copy show them the 
front, and explain how to put it on the 
desk correctly. Ask them: “Can you 
�nd the spine? Can you open the �rst 
page? �e next page?”

A set of 
textbooks, any 
class, any level.

4a. Each spoken 
word can be written 
down and each 
written word can be 
said.

Ask the learners for the name of an 
animal. Write it on the chalkboard, 
saying the name as you do. Ask for 
more animal names, until you have 
four. Ask a learner to point at the word 
‘cat’? �en read the word she pointed 
at, even if it is a di�erent word. Keep 
doing this until she points at the right 
word.

Chalkboard.

4b. �e letters in 
written words are 
the equivalents of 
the sounds in spoken 
words.

Ask a learner with a short name for 
her name. Say it slowly to separate 
out the sounds. Write it on the 
chalkboard, sounding each letter. �en 
point at the separate letter and ask: 
“What sound did I say?” 	

Chalkboard.
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Learners need to 
learn that …

�ey could learn this by doing this 
activity:

Resources 
needed:

4c. Each sound in 
a language can be 
written as a letter.

Show the pictures one by one. Point 
at the words, and ask: “What sound 
is he/she making? Let’s read it slowly: 
‘Ha ha ha!’” �en ask them to think of 
a noise we make when we like food, or 
when we are tired, and write these on 
the chalkboard. 

Several pictures 
of people and 
animals making 
noises, with 
written versions 
of these noises. 
E.g. ‘Ha ha ha!’ 
for someone 
laughing, 
‘Achoo!’ for 
someone 
sneezing, etc.

4d. Each letter in a 
language makes a 
sound.

Give di�erent �ashcards to di�erent 
learners, and ask them to come to the 
front. Tell individual learners to hold 
up their �ashcards and say the letter 
sound when they do. Encourage them 
to say it with you.	

Alphabet letter 
�ashcards.

4e. We can combine 
these letters to make 
words that we can 
say.

Give three learners a letter each. 
Together the letters make a phonetic 
word (e.g. ‘p-e-n’). Tell them to stand 
in di�erent orders and sound the 
letters le� to right, pointing as you do. 
Ask each time: “Is that a word?” Keep 
going until they get the right word 
order. 

Alphabet letter 
�ashcards.

Conclusion
In this chapter we have learnt the following:

literacy learning begins before children start learning the alphabet;
children already know some things about written language when they start 
school;
some children will start primary school knowing more than others;
there are four areas of literacy awareness that children need to learn about 
during the pre-alphabet phase;
learners’ names are very important to them, and they should learn to 
recognise and write their names during this phase;
we need to use the mother tongue of our learners at the pre-alphabet phase 
if possible;
the pre-alphabet phase changes gradually into the alphabet phase.
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B3 – The Alphabet Phase and Phonics

In this chapter: 
When does the alphabet phase start?
Using the mother tongue to help with English literacy
Phonics 
�e phonic alphabet
Teaching a new letter using phonics
Key skills in phonics 
Digraphs, sight words and the magic ‘e’ rule
A suggested sequence for phonics teaching
Handwriting in the alphabet phase
Practical task: Our �rst story
Commentary to practical task: Our �rst story

Re�ective task 

What problems do your learners have when learning to read and write the English 
alphabet?

�ink about:
	  letter names		   letter pronunciation	
	  spelling			   letter combinations (e.g. ‘th’, ‘ee’, ‘sh’)

When does the alphabet phase start?
�e alphabet phase of literacy learning starts when learners begin to understand 
the connection between the written letters of the alphabet and sounds in the spoken 
language. If they have learnt about the four areas of literacy awareness (see previous 
chapter), they should understand most of the following:

written language is used to communicate;
a text is made up of words which are themselves made up of letters;
how to recognise their name as a written word;
how we read sentences (le� to right), texts (top to bottom) and books (front 
to back);
a language has a limited number of written letters that we call the alphabet.

If you do not think your learners understand these ideas yet, try doing some of the 
activities from Chapter B2 – �e Pre-alphabet Phase with your learners. 
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Using the mother tongue to help with English literacy
When we begin teaching children to read and write the English alphabet, it is 
important to think about how this relates to what they are learning about reading and 
writing using other written alphabets. In Africa, there are four possible situations:

Situation 1: English a�er mother tongue: �e children are learning the 
English alphabet a�er they have learnt the alphabet of their mother tongue 
(or another community language such as Kiswahili in East Africa). 
Situation 2: English alongside mother tongue: �e children are learning 
the English alphabet at the same time as they are learning the alphabet of 
their mother tongue or a community language. Obi from Chapter B1 – 
Introduction to Literacy is an example of this.
Situation 3: Early literacy in several languages: On some occasions, 
children may have to learn to read and write in three or more languages at 
the same time. In these situations learners will need extra support and more 
time to learn the di�erent alphabets.
Situation 4: English as the �rst language of literacy: �e children are 
learning the English alphabet as their �rst written alphabet. Beatrice from 
Chapter B1 - Introduction to Literacy is an example of this.

Let us look at these situations in a little more detail:

Situation 1: English a�er mother tongue

Ideally, children should start to read and write in their mother tongue well before 
they begin to read and write in English. �is enables them to learn the links between 
something new (written symbols) and something familiar (the sounds and words of 
their mother tongue) before they try to do this with an unfamiliar language. �us, if 
you are teaching in situation one, you have a useful advantage. When learners meet 
a new letter in English, get them to tell you what it is called and what sound it makes 
in the mother tongue and also to think of example words that begin with this sound. 
�ey are then ready to notice similarities and di�erences in how this letter is used in 
English. �is does not apply if they are learning a di�erent written alphabet for their 
mother tongue (e.g. Arabic or Ge’ez alphabets; see below).

Situations 2 and 3: English alongside mother tongue/early literacy in several 
languages

Learning to read and write in English is di�cult for all children, including those 
born in English-speaking countries. It becomes even more confusing for children 
who have to learn to read and write in two or more languages at the same time. Here 
are some of the problems that may occur:

a letter can have di�erent names in di�erent languages;
in the mother tongue each letter may have just one pronunciation, but not 
in English;
sometimes a combination of letters is pronounced very di�erently in 
di�erent languages.
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It is important to help children with this confusion. �ey need to understand what is 
similar and what is di�erent between the languages they are learning. Here are some 
activities we can do to help with this: 

If they are learning two languages which use the same or similar letters, plan 
lessons in which they compare the two alphabets. �ey can make two posters 
for the classroom; one poster shows letters that have similar pronunciation, 
and the other poster shows the di�erent letters.
When you introduce a new letter in English, ask the learners what they know 
about it in their mother tongue or any other shared language (e.g. How is the 
letter pronounced? What is it called? What words contain the letter?). You 
can then compare this to English. 
Show them words that they see every day on advertisements, shops and food 
packaging. Ask them which language the words are in and how they are 
pronounced (e.g. telephone, bank, Coca-Cola, bus, etc.). 
If the children learn other languages with a di�erent teacher, discuss their 
learning with this teacher. You can plan together, and think of how to help 
them with the letters that the children �nd confusing.
If learners are learning more than one alphabet at the same time (e.g. the 
Latin alphabet for English and the Ge’ez alphabet for Amharic in Ethiopia, or 
the Arabic alphabet in North Sudan), do activities where learners compare 
their own names written in the two alphabets to show them how a sound or 
a word can be written with di�erent alphabets.

Situation 4: English as the �rst language of literacy

Some African children learn English as their �rst written language. �is includes 
some children who live in cities where many di�erent languages are spoken at home, 
and some children whose teacher does not speak their mother tongue, like Mr. 
Okoro, Beatrice’s teacher. In some countries the government chooses to introduce 
English �rst.

�is situation makes learning to read and write more di�cult20. �is is because 
the children have to learn to read and write in a language they do not know – the 
vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation are all new for them as well as the alphabet. 
If you are teaching in this situation, it is important to spend time helping the 
learners to understand the meaning of any new words you teach. �ere are two small 
advantages for teachers in this situation:

your learners only need to learn one alphabet at this stage, not two;
your learners will not confuse pronunciation of words in di�erent languages.

Whenever possible, learners should learn to read and write in their mother tongue 
�rst.

Phonics 
In English there is no simple relationship between the spoken words and the written 
words. Some letters have a range of di�erent pronunciations and some sounds can 
be represented by a number of di�erent letters or letter combinations. In addition to 
20	  Mehrotra, “Education for All”; Ferguson, “�e Language of Instruction Issue.”
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this, traditional letter names in English can be very confusing for learners, especially 
the names of vowels. �is is because the letter name is o�en di�erent from its most 
common, or most logical pronunciation. For example, the letter ‘a’ in English, is o�en 
pronounced /æ/ (as in ‘ant’ or ‘hat’), or the letter ‘c’ is o�en pronounced /k/ (as in ‘cat’ 
or ‘cup’). �ese complexities make learning to read and write in English particularly 
challenging for learners.

Phonics is a method used widely in the UK, the USA and other countries to help 
to teach the English alphabet and basic literacy to children. Scienti�c research has 
shown that phonics helps children to learn to read and write in English more quickly 
than using non-phonic methods alone21. Phonics is also being used to help children 
in other countries to learn basic literacy in English as a foreign or second language, 
including several countries in Africa (e.g. Gambia, Eritrea). Even if your curriculum 
does not include phonics, you will probably �nd lots of useful ideas here to help your 
learners to read and write in English more quickly. 

Phonics teaches the children to link letters in the English alphabet to sounds in 
spoken English and to put these together to make words. It starts by teaching words 
that have simple pronunciations and then gradually adds rules to enable children 
to cope with the complexity of English pronunciation more easily. To start with, 
children learn one common sound for each letter. Here are two vowel examples:

�e sound /æ/ (the �rst sound in ‘ant’) is taught for the letter ‘a’
�e sound /e/ (the �rst sound in ‘egg’) is taught for the letter ‘e’

Each consonant is learnt as an isolated sound (with two exceptions). Here are two 
examples:

�e sound /b/ (the �rst sound in ‘bed’) is taught for the letter ‘b’
�e sound /l/ (the �rst sound in ‘leg’) is taught for the letter ‘l’

Note the use of the forward slash sign ‘/’ to show that we are writing phonetic 
symbols, not letters. Let us look at the whole phonic alphabet. 

�e phonic alphabet
Letter Phonetic symbol* Example words
a æ ant	 man
b b bed 	 web
c k cat	 Africa	 the same sound as ‘k’
d d dog	 sad
e e egg 	 bed
f f fat	 if
g g get 	 dog
h h hat	 hen
i ȷ in	 big

j dɟ jump	 just

21	  Ehri et al., “Systematic Phonics Instruction Helps Students Learn to Read.”
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Letter Phonetic symbol* Example words
k k king	 ask 
l l leg	 hill
m m man	 am
n n not	 sun
o ȟ on	 dog

p p pen	 stop
r r	 run	 crops
s s sun	 cats
t t tap	 hat
u ə up	 sun

v v vet	 vest
w w wet	 twin
x ks box 	 �x
y j yes	 yet
z z	 zip	 zebra

*�e phonetic symbols are taken from the International Phonetic Alphabet and 
are similar to the symbols used in most English language dictionaries. If you have 
access to a computer and the internet and you would like to hear these sounds being 
pronounced, go to YouTube and search for: ‘English phonic alphabet’ or ‘English 
phonic code’. You will �nd a link to this in the Useful Websites and Online Materials 
section at the back of this book.

Note the following
the example words are all phonetic (i.e. they are pronounced using the 
sounds of the phonic alphabet);
the letter ‘q’ is not included here (see Digraphs below);
you can teach the learners that double consonants are pronounced only once 
in English (e.g. egg, hill).

Note for teacher trainers 

�is section on phonics presents a synthetic phonics approach, similar to those used in 
programmes such as Jolly Phonics. It has been adapted from those used in the UK and 
the USA to draw on vocabulary that is both higher in frequency and more culturally 
appropriate for African learners who do not speak English as their �rst language. �e 
IPA phonemes shown are taken from a standard British English phonemic set, and 
some (e.g. /ȟ/) will be slightly di�erent in a standard American English phonemic set.
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Learning the phonic alphabet

Children o�en �nd it easier to learn the phonic alphabet before they learn letter 
names. If your learners have already learnt the letter names, no problem. Just explain 
that each letter has both a name and a sound, just like each animal has a name (e.g. 
‘cow’) and a sound (‘moo’)! 

Phonics encourages children to read and write whole words as soon as possible. 
For this reason, it is best to teach the letter sounds in groups that make lots of simple 
words. Here are the �rst four sound groups, which introduce 20 of the 26 letters in 
English. Each of these four sound groups may take between two and four weeks to 
learn. �is depends on the speed of your learners and how much time you spend on 
phonics each week. �e full table is presented later in this chapter.

Sound 
group

Teach the sounds 
for these letters

Use these words to practise reading and writing

1. a n t h e m o hat man hen ant hot ten mat men on at not am
2.	 c i p s	 cat can pen pot sit tin tap pet hit cap map pat pan 

top hop him it in
3. k r u d  

 
rat sad and dad run red cut cup hut nut sun hand 
desk up

4. g l b f w dog bag big so� bus egg pig bug wet went bat help 
old fat leg bed

Notice that all the words shown in this table are phonetic words, and can be 
pronounced using only the sounds of the phonic alphabet above.

Teaching a new letter using phonics
�e easiest way to teach the sound for a letter is to show it, say it and get the learners 
to repeat a�er you. �is method is useful, but we should combine it with other 
methods for the following reasons:

it involves a lot of repetition, which is boring for the learners;
it does not make a memorable connection between the written letter and the 
sound;
young learners �nd it di�cult to concentrate on something so abstract.

It is better to use a variety of activities to teach a new letter sound. For example, if 
you are introducing ‘a’, as well as using the method above, you can do some of the 
following:

tell all the learners to point at the letter on a chart or in words written on the 
chalkboard;
ask a learner to choose the letter from a set of letter �ashcards;
teach your learners a special action or movement for the letter (for example, 
to learn ‘a’, the learners can pretend to be a man sneezing: ‘a-a-a-aaachoo!’); 
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tell all the learners to draw the letter in the air or on their desk with a �nger 
(see Handwriting below);
if one of the learners’ names begins with the letter sound, you can get all the 
learners to associate the letter with this child, for example you can write the 
learner’s name on an alphabet poster, or 
write the letter on the learner’s name card;
get the learners to draw or copy a picture 
of an object that starts with the letter (e.g. 
an ant or an apple) and write the letter (‘a’) 
next to it. 

Some phonics methods even use stories and songs to teach the letters. For example 
Jolly Phonics uses a story and a song about a snake to teach the letter ‘s’. See link 
in the Useful Websites and Online Materials section at the back of this book. �is 
combination of di�erent activity types and ways of involving all the senses and 
movement will help children to learn the link between the letter and the sound more 
quickly. 

 Re�ective task 

1.	 Which of the methods discussed above have you tried with your 
learners?

2.	 What other methods do you use to teach new letters to the learners?

Key skills in phonics 
As soon as your learners begin learning the six letters in stage 1, they can start to do 
the following activities:

First letter awareness: Learners identify the letter and sound at the beginning of a 
word

Write some example words on the chalkboard, and ask the learners to say the sound 
of the �rst letter. �en say the word yourself like this: ‘h-hat’ or ‘m-man’ to show 
how this sound starts the word. You can also get the learners to match letters (on 
�ashcards) with pictures. For example, they match ‘d’ with a picture of a dog.

Fig. B3.2: FLASHCARDS FOR MATCHING ACTIVITIES

Fig. B3.1: ‘A’ FOR ANT
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Blending: Learners read a word by saying (or sounding) the letter sounds and putting 
them together

Write a phonetic word on the chalkboard and ask the learners to say the sound of 
each of the letters. �en say the sounds in the order of the word, repeating them 
faster and faster until they blend into one word. For example, say: ‘a’ … ‘n’ … ‘t’, 
then ‘a’ ‘n’ ‘t’, then ‘a-n-t’, ‘a-nt’ and �nally ‘ant’. �en get the learners to try blending. 
Start with easy words and get them to practise in groups and pairs. Remember to 
be patient and give lots of encouragement and praise. �is is a very important skill.

Segmenting: Learners write a word by saying it, separating the sounds and writing 
the letters

Segmenting is the opposite of blending. First say a word at normal speed (do not 
write it), then say it more slowly, again and again until the sounds separate out. For 
example, say: ‘ant’, then ‘aaanntt’, ‘aaa-nnn-t’, ‘aa … nnn … t’. �en ask the learners 
what sounds they heard and write these on the chalkboard as letters. �en get the 
learners to try segmenting and writing words they know. �ey will need to say the 
words several times to do this. Like blending, segmenting is a key skill. It will take 
time, encouragement and praise.

Letter ordering: Learners put letter �ashcards in the right order to spell a word

Show the learners letter �ashcards that make a speci�c word (e.g. the three letters 
of ‘sun’). Say the word and ask them to put the letters in the right order. As they 
improve, you can show them a larger range of letters to select from, including extra 
letters that do not go in the word to make it more challenging. �ey can do this in 
groups too. 

Completing words: Learners hear words and write the missing letters

Show the learners a word with one letter missing and say the word or draw it. �en 
tell them to write the missing letter. For example, you could write ‘_og’ on the 
chalkboard, say ‘dog’ and ask one learner to write the letter. �en get them to do the 
same in groups or individually in their exercise books. You can do this with the �rst 
letter of a word (easiest), the last letter, or the middle letter (most di�cult). 

Digraphs, sight words and the magic ‘e’ rule

Digraphs

Digraphs are two letter combinations which have a speci�c pronunciation. �ey are 
usually taught with the phonic alphabet a�er the basic letter sounds (above) have 
been learnt. Here are the most important digraphs: 

Digraph Phonetic symbol Example words	

sh ɐ ship	 �sh

ch tɐ chop	 which

voiced th ð this	 with
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Digraph Phonetic symbol Example words	

unvoiced th ʻ thin	 three	

qu kw quack	 quick

ng ƺ thing	 sing

ai eȷ train	 rain

oa Ȧɗ road	 boat

ee iʓ tree	 bee

ea iʓ leaf	 meat

or ȡʓ fork	 corn

long oo uʓ moon	 spoon

short oo ɗ book	 foot

ow aɗ how	 cow

ar Ȟʓ car	 star

ou aɗ mouth	 sound

ay eȷ day	 hay
									       
Note the following

there are two di�erent ‘oo’ digraphs, and two di�erent ‘th’ digraphs – help 
the learners to separate them by writing them in di�erent colours or always 
underlining one of them;
most consonant digraphs (e.g. ‘sh’, ‘ng’) have only one pronunciation;
some vowel digraphs (e.g. ‘ai’, ‘oa’, ‘ee’) can have two or more di�erent 
pronunciations; teach the most common pronunciation �rst.

Sight words 

Unfortunately for learners, there are many common words in English that are not 
phonetic. �ere is no logical connection between how we spell them and how we 
pronounce them. For example:

are	 you	 one	 were	 although	 people

We call these words sight words. To help the learners to read sentences and stories, 
you should teach a few of these words every week. Choose common sight words that 
they o�en see in stories, on signs or need to write. Teach each sight word as a whole 
word. Do not ask the learners to blend the letters. Help them to link the visual word 
shape to the whole word pronunciation. To do this, you can use word �ashcards (see 
Chapter B7 – Resources and Activities for Developing Literacy). You can also use the 
look, cover, write, check method, described under Learning to spell in Chapter B4 – 
�e Sight Word Phase. 
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�e magic ‘e’ rule

�is is a rule we can teach the learners a�er they have learnt both the phonic alphabet 
and standard English letter names (/eȷ/ for ‘a’, /bi:/ for ‘b’, etc.). 

Look at the following words. �ey all have one syllable, and a silent ‘e’ at the end. But 
what else do they have in common? �ink about the pronunciation of the �rst vowel:

	 page	 time	  tune	 home	

In these example words, the �rst vowel is pronounced like the letter name (e.g. the ‘a’ 
in ‘page’ is pronounced /eȷ/, which is the same as the name of the letter ‘a’). Explain 
to the learners that the �nal ‘e’ in these words is a magic ‘e’. It is silent, but it makes 
the previous vowel ‘say’ its name. Note that the magic ‘e’ rule is most common with ‘a’, 
‘i’ and ‘o’. It is rare with ‘u’ (absent in American English) and very rare with ‘e’. Other 
example words are given below under: A suggested sequence for phonics teaching. 
�ere are some exceptions to this rule (e.g. give), which you should teach as sight 
words.

A suggested sequence for phonics teaching
Now let us combine all these ideas together (the phonic alphabet, digraphs, sight 
words, the magic ‘e’ rule and simple sentences). Here is a 10-stage sequence that you 
can use when teaching using the phonics method:

Sound 
groups

Letters/ 
Digraphs

Example words Useful 
sight words

Phrases and 
sentences

1. a n t h e m o hat man hen ant hot ten 
mat men on at not am 
a an

a hen 
an ant

2. c i p s cat can pen pot sit tin tap 
pet hit cap map pat pan 
top hop him it in

I my I am (name) 
my pen

3. k r u d rat sad and dad run red 
cut cup hut nut sun hand 
desk up

one two 
three the is

�e pen is in 
the tin. 
Two cups.

4. g l b f w dog bag frog big so� bus 
egg pig bug well wet went 
bat help old hill fat leg 
bed from

this your go 
no of small 

�is is my dog.
I can run.
A big frog.

5. ee sh j or ck tree sleep bee green 
sheep sweet �sh wish 
dish jump jar jam storm 
for kick sock duck 

he she they 
we you are 
to like her 
friend 

I like cats.
She likes dogs.
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Sound 
groups

Letters/ 
Digraphs

Example words Useful 
sight words

Phrases and 
sentences

6. ng z x y sing bring wing ring -ing 
(e.g. running, sitting) 
zebra zip box fox six yes 
yet 

what eat 
play do give

What are you 
doing?
I am singing.

7. ch ea 
voiced th 
unvoiced th

with that those thing 
think chicken chips leaf 
meat each itch 

has have 
some who 
his her 
three four 
�ve word

What do you 
have? 
She has a leaf.
I have some 
sweets.

8. ai qu 
long oo 
short oo

moon room spoon soon 
boot foot look good rain 
train snail queen quick

where there 
here which 
question 
was were

Where is the 
book? 
�e book is 
here.

9. igh ar oa ow night light right �ght car 
far hard arm farm star 
goat boat road soap cow 
how now

wrong 
come 
answer 
(days of the 
week)

Is it raining 
today? 
No. It isn’t.

10. magic ‘e’ ay 
ou

name make game home 
bike write �ne time rice 
day hay say today mouth 
sound house

baby be 
mother 
father 
brother 
sister

I like games.
My home is 
in …

Note the following
this is a suggested order; the order you choose may be di�erent – it depends 
on your curriculum, your learners’ needs and interest, and your personal 
choices as a teacher;
the amount of time you spend on each sound group will depend on your 
learners’ progress;
if possible, teach the names of the letters, and the traditional alphabet song 
a�er letter group 7 or 8; 
‘igh’ is pronounced /aȷ/. It is the only three letter combination they need to 
learn during the alphabet phase;
there are lots of resources on the internet that you can use to make this 
learning stimulating for the learners (see Useful Websites and Online 
Materials at the back of this book).

Note for teacher trainers
�e order given above has been adapted from programmes for children in the UK and the USA 
to include more words that African children, as additional learners of English, may �nd easier 
and more useful to learn.
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Reading simple sentences

As soon as your learners can blend simple phonetic words successfully and recognise 
a few sight words, you can get them to read short, simple sentences. It is a good idea 
to combine this with drawing. �e picture can illustrate the sentence. For example, 
a�er learning sound group 3, your learners should be able to read sentences like ‘�e 
pen/duck/cat is on/in the desk/cup/hand’, and draw a picture of this.

Lower case and upper case (capital) letters

Some phonics methods teach the lower case letters �rst, and introduce capital letters 
a�erwards. Other methods teach them at the same time. Look at your teaching 
materials and also read the Teacher’s Guide (if you have one) to help you to decide 
which method to use. If you are not sure, begin with lower case �rst, and start to 
introduce capital letters at Stage 6, adding them to �ashcards and using them to start 
sentences. 

Handwriting in the alphabet phase
When children begin to learn to write, they need to practise the following �ve skills:

1.	 making the letter shapes (including the right movements and making them 
in the right order);

2.	 controlling the muscles in their hands (called �ne motor skills);
3.	 holding the pencil/crayon/pen correctly;
4.	 supporting the paper with the free hand; 
5.	 writing on a line and between writing lines.

Before they write with a pen or pencil, they should practise writing with their 
�nger in the air. Show them how to do this by doing examples with your back to 
the class, so that your letters are the same way round as theirs. Explain what you are 
doing and then get them to try. Write very big at �rst (50 cm letters), and gradually 
reduce size as you practise. �en they can practise the same shape with their �nger 
on the desk, or with a stick in the sand outside 
(if you have sand in the playground). Get them 
to write smaller and smaller before they try in 
their exercise books. �is helps to develop their 
�ne motor skills gradually.

Use writing lines on the chalkboard (see Fig. 
B3.3) to show them the di�erent strokes for a 
letter separately. Explain what you are doing (in 
the mother tongue if you can). �en check they remember the order and direction 
of all the strokes before you let them practise. �ey can practise writing with chalk 
on the chalkboard or on a concrete �oor before they write in their exercise books. 

When learners begin writing, allow them to choose whether to use their le� or 
right hand. Check every child is holding their pencil/pen correctly in the tripod grip 
(see Fig. B3.4), and show them also how to support the paper with their other hand. 
Right-handed learners should turn the paper 45o anticlockwise and le�-handed 
learners should turn the paper 45o clockwise so they can see what they are writing 

Fig. B3.3: WRITING LINES
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more easily. Remember, if possible, to sit le�-handed 
learners on the le� of right-handed learners to avoid 
elbows bumping.

It is a good idea to practise letters that have similar shapes 
together. For example you can start with ‘c’ and then do 
‘a’, ‘g’ and ‘d’, as these all have the same �rst stroke. Avoid 
practising letters that learners may confuse at the same time 
(e.g. ‘b’ and ‘d’). When they have written a letter successfully, tell them to say its 
sound. Do not forget to provide encouragement and praise!

Practical task: Our �rst story
As soon as children can read sentences in English, they can also read stories. Stories 
are enjoyable and motivate learners, especially when they are illustrated. �ey can 
be very short and simple. You can start using them while your learners are learning 
the phonic alphabet. 

Read this simple story and complete the tasks that follow:

Toto and the Hen

1 2

3 4

5
6

Toto is my dog. 	 Toto likes eggs.

A hen sits on three eggs. 	 Toto jumps on the hen! 

They are good eggs, Toto thinks!
But the hen is sad. She has no 
eggs!

The hen runs and Toto licks the eggs. 
Mmmm! Toto eats the eggs – one, two, 
three.

Tasks
1.	 Underline all the phonetic words in the story.
2.	 Draw circles around all the sight words.
3.	 Decide when you can use the story in the Suggested sequence for phonics 

teaching.

Fig. B3.4: THE 
TRIPOD GRIP
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4.	 �ink of three or four activities you can do with this story written on the 
chalkboard.

5.	 �ink of three or four ways you can use pictures on �ashcards to help you 
to tell this story.

Commentary to practical task: Our �rst story
 1 and 2:

Toto and the Hen

Toto is my dog. Toto likes eggs. A hen sits on three eggs. 
Toto jumps on the hen! The hen runs and Toto licks the 
eggs. Mmmm! Toto eats the eggs – one, two, three. They are 
good eggs, Toto thinks! But the hen is sad. She has no eggs!

Fig. B3.6: PHONETIC WORDS UNDERLINED AND SIGHT WORDS CIRCLED 
Note: Several circled words (eats, good) in the example answer could be considered 
phonetic words a�er the relevant rules have been learnt (e.g. a�er sound group 8) 
and several of the underlined ‘phonetic’ words are not completely phonetic (e.g. ‘has’ 
ends with the /z/ sound).
3.	 �is story can be taught a�er sound group 7.
4.	 Here are some ideas. You can probably think of more:

Point at the words while you are reading the story;
Ask a learner to come and point at the words. You say the word she points at;
You say any word from the story. One learner comes to the front and points 
at the word;
You point at any word. �e learners say the word;
Get a group of con�dent learners to come to the front. Together they read 
the story.

5.	 �ere are many possibilities. Here are some:
Read a sentence from the story. Get the learners to identify the correct 
picture;
Say a word from the story. Get the learners to point at the right object in the 
pictures;
Point at an object in a picture, get the learner to �nd the word in the story;
Put the pictures in the wrong order. Get the learners to put the pictures in 
the correct order while you tell the story;
Get the learners to retell the story from the pictures;
Get the learners to copy one sentence from the story and draw their own 
picture.
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Conclusion
Phonics can help your learners to read and write in English more quickly. Once they 
learn to blend and segment words well, they can try to read or write any words. Of 
course, they will make mistakes with words that are not phonetic, but these mistakes 
are a natural part of learning, and with your help they will learn more and more 
about the English spelling system every day. Although phonics may seem technical, 
remember that every child who learns to read and write in English has to build up 
this complex relationship between sounds and letters in their brain, with all the rules 
and exceptions described above. Phonics simply provides clear, careful guidance for 
this learning. 

In this chapter we have learnt the following:
when the alphabet phase begins;
how the learners’ mother tongue can help them to read and write in English;
how phonics can make learning the alphabet easier;
the sounds of the phonic alphabet;
how to teach a new letter using a variety of activities;
key skills for phonics teaching (e.g. blending, segmenting, 1st letter 
awareness);
what digraphs are, and when to teach them;
what sight words are, and how to teach them;
the magic ‘e’ rule, and how it can help learners;
a possible sequence for phonics teaching;
how to help learners to begin writing during the alphabet phase.
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In this chapter:
What is the sight word phase and when does it begin?
Reading in the sight word phase
Writing in the sight word phase
Learning to spell
Practical task: Planning a topic-based lesson
Commentary to practical task: Planning a topic-based lesson

 Re�ective task 

�e three underlined words in sentence A below are invented. Can you work out their 
meaning and pronunciation?
A.	 I need to qui�e my bovlip because the gorling has just broken.

Now read sentence B below. �ere is just one invented word. Can you guess its meaning 
now?
B.	 I need to sharpen my pencil because the gorling has just broken. 

1.	 How did you guess the meaning of the unknown word in B? Why is it 
impossible to guess the meaning of the three words in A?

2.	 How did you work out the pronunciation of the three words?

What is the sight word phase and when does it begin?
Let us imagine that Beatrice (who we met in Chapter B1 – Introduction to Literacy) 
has learnt all the letters and digraphs in the phonic alphabet. Now she can read new 
words slowly by blending the letter sounds and write words she already knows by 
segmenting them. Her Teacher of English, Mr. Okoro, gives her regular reading 
practice three or four times a week. She can easily read many of the sight words that 
were di�cult for her just a few months ago, and she recognises the most common 
phonetic words quickly just by seeing their shape (e.g. ‘and’, ‘in’, ‘not’). In total, she 
has over 50 words that she can recognise on sight without needing to sound and 
blend the individual letters. Beatrice has begun to move into the sight word phase of 
literacy learning. 

�e sight word phase starts when a learner can read and write the most common 
words in English as chunks, rather than letter by letter. It will begin at di�erent times 
for di�erent learners, but it usually happens between 6 – 12 months a�er starting to 
learn the alphabet. It always follows the alphabet phase and will continue for Beatrice 
until she is �uent in reading and writing. 

94
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Reading in the sight word phase
As they move into the sight word phase of reading, learners continue to use their 
phonic understanding to blend and read new words, but they also learn a number 
of other strategies to read both new and familiar words. Let us look at several of the 
most common strategies, each with ideas for how we can help. 

Words within words

What smaller words can you see within each of the long words below?

	 hand		   meat		   Sunday 		   football

‘Hand’ includes ‘and’, ‘meat’ includes ‘eat’, Sunday includes ‘sun’ and ‘day’ and ‘football’ 
includes ‘foot’ and ‘ball’. A large number of words are like this – they include whole 
other words which are o�en (but not always) pronounced the same. Learners quickly 
notice this, so when they want to pronounce a new word like ‘hand’, they notice the 
word ‘and’ �rst and then just add a ‘h’ sound at the beginning of the word. Every time 
your learners meet a word with a smaller word inside it, you can ask them questions 
like: 

What small word can you see inside this big word?
What two words is this word made from?

You can do this with many words, but it is only useful if the ‘inside word’ is 
pronounced in the same way as they learnt it. For example, ‘other’ contains ‘the’ 
and it is pronounced the same, so you can show this to the learners. However, ‘stare’, 
contains ‘are’, but it is pronounced di�erently, so do not show this. 	

Word and morpheme shape

In this phase learners will o�en notice word shapes and bits of words that repeat 
regularly and have the same pronunciation, such as the ‘-ight’ in ‘light’, ‘night’ and 
‘right’, or the ‘-ing’ in ‘drinking’ and ‘jumping’. When our learners meet these words 
for the �rst time, we can ask them if they already know any other words that look 
similar, and how they are pronounced, or we can separate the two parts of the word 
and elicit the pronunciation of each part: ‘eat-ing’; ‘f-ight’.

Images

From the pre-alphabet phase, children quickly learn that images and text next to 
each other are o�en related. If they regularly see textbooks and storybooks with 
images, they will learn that a picture can help them to understand a word, and vice 
versa. We can help them to develop this skill both to learn new vocabulary and to 
understand the text. 

When a new word appears on a page, we can tell the learners to look at the 
picture as well as the letters to guess what it is. Here is an example for ‘hospital’: 

Teacher: �at’s a long word. What sound does it start with? 

Learners: ‘h’

Teacher: Good. What does it �nish with? 
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Learners: ‘l’ 

Teacher: OK. Can you see a building on the page that starts with ‘h’ and ends with ‘l’?

Learners: ‘hospital!’ 

We can also use images to teach learners to predict what they are going to read. When 
we come to a new page we can ask: What can you see? Who is this? What is he doing? 
What do you think happens next? Such questions encourage learners to predict words 
from the story before they read them, and also help with general comprehension of 
the story. 

Images are also useful for teaching the meaning of a word if it is new to the 
learners. For example, if the word ‘boat’ is a new word shown in the picture, we can 
teach it before we read the text: 

Teacher: Oh look. Can you see the boat on the river? (points at the image) Can you 
all say ‘boat’? (learners repeat) Let’s �nd this word in the story … What sound does it 
begin with? ...

Using context, co-text and comprehension

Context is one of the most important ways that children understand any language, 
spoken or written. In the classroom, the school, and the local community, children 
learn to notice where words appears and try to understand why. For example, that 
word above the school gate is probably the name of the school. �e word above each 
shop in the village is probably the name of the shop or the shopkeeper. �e words on 
the front of a book usually tell them about what is inside the book. �is can be called 
the global context of a written word, sentence or text.

Within the text, the words next to a new word will help the reader to guess the 
meaning of the new word. �ese surrounding words are called the co-text. Let us 
imagine Obi is reading the story Toto and the Hen (see Practical Task in Chapter B3 
– �e Alphabet Phase and Phonics), but does not know the word ‘lick’:

	 Toto licks the eggs. Mmmm! Toto eats the eggs. 
Obi can see that ‘licks’ is something that the dog does to the egg (i.e. a verb), 

and that a�erwards, the dog says “Mmmm!” and eats the eggs. When Obi thinks 
about what dogs do before they eat something, and looks at the picture next to the 
sentence, he can guess what ‘licks’ means. But Obi can only do this if his general 
comprehension of the story is high – he needs to understand at least 90% of the 
words to guess the meaning of the remaining 10%. We also saw this in the activity at 
the start of this chapter: 

A.	 I need to qui�e my bovlip. �e gorling has just broken. (27% of the words are 
new)

B.	 I need to sharpen my pencil. �e gorling has just broken. (9% of the words are 
new)

Towards reading �uency

As Beatrice’s sight vocabulary increases to over 100 words, she is able to read more 
quickly. She pauses mainly to sound out unusual content words (nouns, verbs, 
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adjectives and adverbs), and she recognises most short grammar words (articles, 
prepositions, conjunctions, etc.) on sight. She is learning many new words each week 
from the teacher, from her classmates, from pictures and from context and co-text 
as explained above. In order to improve towards reading �uency, she needs the 
following:

regular shared reading sessions, when the teacher reads stories from big 
books and class readers while the learners follow the text and answer the 
teacher’s questions;
the opportunity to read interesting texts and stories on her own two or three 
times a week;
group reading sessions, when she reads with other children in groups of 
three;
new vocabulary in her English lessons that the teacher explains, pronounces 
and writes down for Beatrice to copy to her vocabulary notebook;
access to both �ction (e.g. stories in storybooks or in textbooks) and non-
�ction texts (factual texts on animals, games, family life, etc.) on interesting 
topics. 

Chapter B7 – Resources and Activities for Developing Literacy describes many of these 
activities in detail as well as other ideas that will guide both Beatrice and Obi along 
the road towards reading �uency.

Writing in the sight word phase
�e sight word phase of writing starts later than the sight word phase of reading. 
When children start writing they will try to spell many words phonetically. For 
example, Beatrice may try to spell the word ‘any’ like this: ‘eni’. �is is natural, and 
caused by three main factors:

Writing is a synthetic process: When we write, we build words letter by 
letter, and children will naturally do this using the phonic alphabet they have 
learnt.
�e di�culty of English spelling: Children try to avoid this by spelling 
words phonetically.
Choice: In meaningful writing activities children choose what they want to 
write, and they may choose words they do not know how to write. Naturally 
they will try to write these words phonetically.

Here is an example of Obi’s writing that he wrote at the start of the sight word phase:

I liv in sml house near skul wiv my mum, my dad and my sistu.

(I live in a small house near the school with my mum, my dad and my sister.)

Notice the following:
Obi has sometimes forgotten the vowels (‘sml’ for ‘small’);
he has used ‘v’ instead of ‘th’ in ‘with’ (he cannot pronounce ‘th’ yet); 
he has also invented phonetic spellings for ‘school’ and ‘sister’. 
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As Obi moves into the sight word phase, he will add more words to his sight memory 
(notice his successes with ‘my’, ‘house’ and ‘near’), and learn the correct spellings of 
more and more words.

Helping learners with writing tasks

We can help learners to progress quickly at this stage if we do the following:
1.	 Begin with tasks where they label pictures that they have drawn
2.	 Revise important vocabulary before the writing task 
3.	 Model the writing process
4.	 Give simple writing tasks that they can enjoy and personalise
5.	 Praise their success and avoid too much correction 

Let us look at these ideas separately:
1. Begin with drawing and labelling tasks: Drawing and writing go together 
naturally for children, so begin with tasks where they label pictures they have drawn 
(e.g. ‘a big lorry’). Once they can do this, you can get them to label pictures with 
sentences (e.g. ‘�is is my mother Chantal.’) and then two to three sentence texts. 
2. Revise vocabulary �rst: As the learners are writing in a foreign language (English), 
they must have su�cient vocabulary to be able to do the task. Try to do a reading 
activity on the same topic before the writing task. �is can be followed by an exercise 
where they match words to pictures, or complete missing letters in words. 
3. Model the writing process: It is important to show an example text or sentence 
before you ask the learners to write. Write this text on the chalkboard while the 
learners are watching and listening. You can pretend to think aloud to show them 
how to think when writing:

I have 1, 2, 3 (count on your �ngers) 
sisters, and 1, 2 brothers. Hmm ... 
How do I spell brother? Let’s see … 
‘b’, then … er … /br/, I think there’s 
an ‘r’ there. Yes, that looks right... 
Now, I’ve �nished the sentence, so 
I need a full stop … (etc.)

4. Give simple, enjoyable, personalised writing tasks: Let them choose what to 
write about if possible, so that they can make it personal to their interests and their 
world. Example writing tasks at this stage include:

drawing pictures and labelling them. �is can include pictures of their home 
(window, door, goat, etc.), their family (mum, dad, baby, etc.), their own 
body (arm, leg, head, etc.);
writing about games, sports, food they like: “I like playing football.” (to 
accompany a picture);
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labelling pictures of people they know doing things: “My daddy is digging in 
the garden.”;
writing about what they did at the weekend: “On Saturday we went to the 
market.” 

5. Give praise before correction: Even if your learners are making mistakes, always 
praise their �rst writing attempts. You can do this by writing a meaningful comment 
or a question at the bottom whenever you mark their writing: 

Good picture! Well done!
Interesting. Who do you play football with?

Correction is also important, but avoid too much correction because this can 
demotivate the learners. If they are getting lots of reading practice, this will improve 
their spelling more than correction. As they progress through the sight word phase, 
they will replace invented spellings with learnt spellings from their sight word 
memory.

Learning to spell
�e �rst word children should learn to spell is their own name. We can teach this 
at the pre-alphabet phase, but it will take more time before they understand the 
link between the letters and the sounds in their name. At the alphabet phase they 
learn to spell by separating the sounds of the spoken word, and writing a letter for 
each sound (segmenting). �is helps them to write phonetic words, but does not 
help with non-phonetic sight words. Obi’s example above shows that he has already 
memorised some common sight words (e.g. my, house), but has not yet learnt others 
(school, sister). 

As they progress through the sight word phase, we can help them to improve 
their spelling in three ways:

help the learners to memorise sight words;
encourage the learners to try segmenting words they do not know how to 
spell;
correct common errors, both individually and with the whole class;
do spelling games and groupwork spell tests.

�e look, cover, write, check method is a useful way to help learners to memorise 
the spelling of sight words. Here is how to do it: 

1.	 Show the learners a word (either on the chalkboard or on a �ashcard), 
and help them to notice important features (e.g. ask “How many letters are 
there? What’s the �rst one?” etc.).

2.	 Cover or hide the word (if it is on the chalkboard you can rub it out or 
cover it with your hand).

3.	 �e learners write the word from memory and check what they have 
written in pairs. 
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4.	 Show the word again and get the learners to check that they have written 
it correctly.

Segmenting is still useful during the sight word phase. Learners will make mistakes, 
and learn from them. When we encourage them to guess the spelling of a word, it 
helps them to be creative and also prepares them for the correct spelling which they 
will see when they next read the word, or when their work is corrected. 

When you mark your learners’ work, 
instead of correcting every error (which may 
take a long time), keep note of any words that 
many of the learners are spelling wrongly and 
practise these with the whole class. You can 
use the look, cover, write, check method, 
or the spelling games described in Chapter 
B7 – Resources and Activities for Developing 
Literacy below.

Both spell tests and spelling games can 
be used to improve spelling. Remember 
when doing spell tests that you do not always 
need to test learners individually. If you get 
them to do the test in teams of two to four, 
they will help each other. Teach them to pass 
the pen a�er each word, so that every learner 
in a group participates. Two enjoyable games 
‘Spellman’ and ‘Countdown’ are explained in 
Chapter B7. Crosswords and word searches 
can also be useful at higher levels (see Fig. 
B4.1). 

Practical task: Planning a topic-based lesson
Write a brief lesson plan for a lesson that would help learners in primary year two 
or three (age 7 – 9) to improve both reading and writing skills on the topic of ‘farm 
animals’. �ere is no need to write a full lesson plan with objectives, just note down 
the possible stages. 

Commentary to practical task: Planning a topic-based lesson
Here is one possible outline of a lesson plan. Yours may be quite di�erent:

Introduction The teacher makes sounds of different farm animals. 
Learners guess the animals. (e.g. ‘Mooo!’ – cow)

Drawing Learners draw different animals working in groups. 
Each picture is labelled with both the name and 
sound of the animal and then it is stuck on the wall 
for the whole lesson.

Shared story reading: 
The Angry Goat

The teacher reads from a Big Book and the learners 
listen and watch.

Fig. B4.1: EXAMPLE WORD 
SEARCH
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Discussion of the 
story using both 
English and mother 
tongue

“Did you like it? Why? Do you have a goat? Is it like 
the goat in the story?”

Quick game: Making 
animal sounds

Learners come to the front to make animal sounds. 
The others guess which animal.

Teacher models 
writing: My favourite 
animal 

The teacher writes a short text: My favourite animal 
is a chicken. It eats corn and goes ‘cluck, cluck, 
cluck’. I have three chickens at home.

Learner writing Learners write a similar text and draw a picture of 
the animal.

Peer showing and 
reading

In small groups of three to four, the learners show 
each other their pictures and read each other’s 
texts.

Conclusion
In this chapter we have learnt the following:

how the sight word phase develops from the alphabet phase;
we can use a number of strategies to help learners to improve their reading 
skills;
images and context are as important as the letters in helping learners to read 
words;
children need to be involved in a range of di�erent activities during this 
phase to progress towards reading �uency;
children can only guess the meaning of new words if they can understand 
90% of the whole text;
children will o�en invent phonetic spellings when they begin to write – this 
is nothing to worry about;
how we can help learners with writing by making tasks interesting and 
personalised;
how we can help learners to improve their spelling. 
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B5 – Children who Have Difficulty with 
Reading and Writing

In this chapter:
Why do some children have di�culty with reading and writing?
Practical task: Six causes
Commentary to practical task: Six causes
Early assessment of reading and writing
How to help learners who have di�culty
How can learners help each other?
How can other family members help weak readers or writers?
Activities for assessing reading and writing skills

Why do some children have di�culty with reading and writing?
We have all noticed that some children learn to read and write more slowly than 
their classmates. Many teachers think this is simply because they are less intelligent, 
but there are many causes. Here are six other reasons why a child may have di�culty 
with reading and writing: 
 

Fig. B5.1: THE SIX CAUSES

Practical task: Six causes
Read about the six situations below, and write one of the causes (given above) next 
to each name. An example has been completed for you:
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A. Alice Parents who cannot read or write 
Alice’s parents are farmers. They cannot read or write, and they have no books, 
pens or paper at home. Alice does not think it is important to read because her 
parents do not read.

B. Abdu ___________________________
Abdu is the oldest child from a large family. Often at mealtimes, he allows his 
brothers and sisters to eat þrst, so he is often hungry. The food they eat is 
usually just rice or corn, so he does not get enough vitamins or protein. As a 
result, he is often tired at school, and cannot concentrate.

C. Joseph _________________________
Joseph is small and not very strong. In his class two boys often sit behind him 
and kick him under the desk. He is scared of telling the teacher, in case the two 
boys þnd out. He does not like school and cannot concentrate in class. 

D. Tembe ___________________________
Tembe cannot see very well, and needs glasses. However, her parents are not 
aware of her problem. At school she sits at the back of the class, from where 
she cannot read words on the chalkboard easily. As a result she þnds reading 
and writing difþcult and makes lots of mistakes.

E. Genet ___________________________
Genet’s mother is sick, so Genet often has to stay at home to help with the 
housework. As a result, she only attends school two or three times a week, and 
is often late.

F. Michael ___________________________ 
Michael is the teacher of all the children above. In his view, all these children 
are less intelligent than their classmates, so he makes them sit at the back 
of the class, never asks them questions and punishes them when they make 
mistakes.

Commentary to practical task: Six causes
Solution: 
	 B – A poor diet 
	 C – Fear of school
	D  – A disability or medical condition
	 E – Low attendance
	 F – A teacher who thinks the child is stupid

Notice that o�en one of these causes can lead to others. For example, because Joseph 
is scared of school, his attendance will probably fall. �ink about one child in your 
class who has di�culty with reading and writing: What do you think the causes of 
his/her di�culty are? 
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Early assessment of reading and writing
Before you can help the learners in your classes who have di�culty with reading 
and writing, you need to �nd them, which is not easy if your classes are large. �ey 
may be quiet, or o�en absent. �ey may sit at the back and copy carefully from their 
classmates. You do not need to give exams or tests to identify these learners, and no 
special resources are necessary. Use the Activities for assessing reading and writing 
skills given at the end of this chapter.

How to help learners who have di�culty
As soon as you �nd the learners who have di�culty reading and writing, you can 
begin helping them. Here are four things you can do immediately:

sit them near the front of the class – perhaps they cannot hear you or see the 
chalkboard;
sit them next to a kind pupil who can help them (see below);
give them a little more help during reading practice activities;
give them lots of encouragement and praise. 

You should also try to �nd the cause(s) of their problems if you can. Watch 
them more in class, talk to other teachers, and most importantly, talk to the learners 
themselves and their parents. Discuss the six causes given at the start of this chapter 
to �nd out if any apply to them. If necessary, seek advice from your head teacher.

Most of these learners will also bene�t from individual help. Of course, the 
teacher is the best person for this, but you may be too busy to provide support to all 
the learners who need it. Let us look at two other ways these learners can get extra 
help: 

How can learners help each other?
When you assess your learners’ reading and writing ability, you will notice that some 
learners are stronger than others. Here are a few ideas to help you to make use of the 
stronger learners and to keep all the learners involved in reading and writing lessons:

Create reading pals (‘pal’ means ‘friend’) between a strong reader and a 
weak reader who speak the same mother tongue. Give them time to read 
together each week and tell the strong reader to read to the weaker reader, 
like a parent reads to her children; showing the pictures, explaining words 
and following the text together.
During group reading (see Activities for developing literacy in Chapter B7), 
sit one strong reader between two weak readers. �e strong reader points at 
sentences in the text, and the weak readers take turns to read them. If the 
weak readers make a mistake, the strong reader should help them.
Get strong writers to monitor their classmates during writing practice. �e 
strong writers �nish their own writing �rst, and then help their classmates 
by correcting mistakes or showing them how to write a letter or word.
Train the strongest readers in your classes to become reading assistants. Tell 
them to watch how you help weak readers. �en ask them to help other 
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learners in a future reading lesson or during English Club if you have one at 
your school. Some learners will be better at this than others, so try di�erent 
learners in the role of reading assistant. You will usually �nd a few who are 
good at it, and enjoy their extra responsibility. 

How can other family members help weak readers or writers?
When you identify learners who are having di�culty with reading, you should 
organise to meet their parents. You should explain that it is natural and normal for 
some children in every class to have these problems. �e child is not stupid, and 
must not be punished. Find out more about the child, discuss possible causes for the 
problem, and also �nd out if there is somebody in the family who can read and has 
time to help the child. Even if the parents themselves cannot read, there may be a 
brother or sister, a cousin, uncle or even a neighbour who can help. 

You can also organise a workshop at the school for these ‘helpers’ once or twice 
a year and train the helpers in di�erent skills such as shared reading (see Activities 
for developing literacy in Chapter B7), sounding out phonic words (see Key skills in 
phonics in Chapter B3) and using images to help learners understand new words (see 
Reading in the sight word phase in Chapter B4).

Activities for assessing reading and writing skills
Use the following activities regularly in your lessons – all are useful for learning as 
well as assessment. �ere may be similar ones in your class textbook which are also 
suitable. Remember the following tips:

use the mother tongue to explain the instructions if possible;
try to ensure learners do not copy from each other;
at higher levels, learners can swap notebooks and mark each other’s answers; 
keep note of each learner’s marks, so you can help any who start to fall 
behind.

Assessment activity (year of primary school is given in brackets) Reading or 
writing?

1. Matching letters to pictures (year 1)
Write �ve letters on one side of the chalkboard and draw simple 
pictures of �ve things the learners know in English that start 
with the letters on the other side of the chalkboard (e.g. the 
letter ‘d’ and an image of a dog). Tell the learners to copy the 
letters and pictures into their notebooks and then to match 
them up using lines. 

reading

2. From sounds to letters (year 1)
Say 10 letter sounds from the phonic alphabet and tell the 
learners to write the correct letters in their notebooks.

writing
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Assessment activity (year of primary school is given in brackets) Reading or 
writing?

3. Drawing words (years 1 – 2)
Write 10 words on the chalkboard and tell the learners to draw 
a picture of each word. Use only words that they know and can 
draw easily. Do not read out the words.

reading

4. Completing words (years 1 – 2)
Write 10 words on the chalkboard with letters missing (e.g. ‘d _ 
g’; ‘_at’). Learners copy the words. Say each word (don’t spell or 
sound it) and tell the learners to write the missing letter. 

reading and 
writing

5. Reading words (year 2 – 3)
Write 10 words on the chalkboard. Tell the learners to copy 
them. Explain that you will point at a word and say it. Some you 
will say correctly. Some will be wrong. �e learners must put a 
tick by the word in their exercise books if you read it correctly, 
and put a cross if you read it wrongly. 

reading

6. Word dictation (years 2 – 3)
Say �ve words and tell the learners to write them. Collect in 
books for marking. Give one mark for each correct letter in each 
word, and a mark if the letters are in the right order. 

writing

7. Sentence dictation (years 2 – 4)
Say three short sentences (e.g. “My dog is black.” “I can swim.”). 
Learners write each sentence. Speak slowly and repeat each one. 

writing

8. Answering questions (years 2 – 5)
Write �ve questions on the chalkboard. Tell the learners to read 
them and write down their answers (e.g. What is your name?; 
What game do you like?; What is your favourite colour?)

reading and 
writing

9. Individual assessment of reading (years 2 – 4)
Once a week, begin by reading a text with the class (shared 
reading – see Chapter B7). A�er you have read it, tell all 
the learners to read it again in small groups. While they are 
doing this, you sit with one learner for two to three minutes 
and practise reading together. You can get him/her to read 
individual words, sentences or paragraphs. 

reading
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Conclusion
In this chapter we have learnt the following:

there are many causes for problems with reading and writing;
use early assessment to �nd children who are having di�culty with reading 
and writing;
you do not need exams or special resources to assess your class, you can 
assess all the learners with just a chalkboard, chalk and paper; 
individual assessment of reading skills is also important;
you can create ‘reading pals’ between strong and weak readers in your class;
you can get members of the community to help the slower readers to 
improve.
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B6 – Parents and the Community in 
Literacy Learning

In this chapter:
Why are parents important when learning to read and write?
How can parents help their children to read and write?
Advice for literate parents
Language assistants
Bringing English into the community

 Re�ective task 

Read the following opinions. Do you agree with them? Give reasons for your answers.

1.	 “Parents who cannot read cannot help their children to learn to read.”
2.	 “When children see or hear English in the local community, they 

understand why it is important to learn English at school.” 

Why are parents important when learning to read and write?
Children learn best from their parents. �ey want to do what their parents do, they 
understand why it is important, and play ‘mummy and daddy’ to practise the skills 
they will need for life. African children face two problems with literacy in this area:

their parents may not be literate;
the language of their home and community may be di�erent to the language 
of school literacy.

Either or both of these problems may cause the children to think that reading and 
writing in English are not important skills. So how can we help the parents to help 
their own children?

How can parents help their children to read and write?
If a child’s parents are literate, they can help them to read and write in several ways. 
�e parents probably do some of the things mentioned in Advice for Literate Parents 
(see separate box). Parents who cannot read or write o�en think that they cannot 
help their children, but this is not true. Teachers can organise workshops for them at 
the school, and do the following:

recommend useful picture books and storybooks and where to buy them; 
write the names of their children on a piece of paper for the parents to take 
away and learn, so they can recognise this important word when they see it 
on their child’s work.
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During the workshop, give the parents the following advice:
show interest in what your children do at school. For example, look at their 
exercise books, ask what they learnt, what they found di�cult and praise 
them for their successes;
look at picture books and storybooks together – you can even pretend to 
read them (before your children start learning to read);
encourage your children to draw and label pictures;
if you have older children, get them to help their siblings with reading and 
writing for a little time every day;
when your children start to improve, ask them to read to you; from their 
exercise books or textbooks, from food packaging, receipts or signs in the 
community – in any language;
make sure your children always have a pencil, a pen and paper for school.

Advice for literate parents 
You can help your children to learn to read and write by doing the following:

buy storybooks for your children, both in mother tongue (if available) 
and English;
read with your children every day, for example a�er school or before 
bed;
enjoy reading with your children and do not tell them o� for their 
mistakes;
let them watch you writing and explain what you are doing and why;
encourage them to draw pictures and label them; 
when they write, help them with spelling;
look at their schoolwork – their writing, their pictures and their 
textbooks, ask questions about it and praise them for this work;
when you read for your children, let them see the pictures and text 
you are reading, and move your �nger over the text as you read it; 
ask them questions about the pictures and get them to predict the next 
part of the story;
encourage them to read individual words, or guess a new word before 
you read it;
if you are reading for them in English, read slower than you read 
in your mother tongue, helping them to understand di�cult words 
through translation.

Language assistants
Research done in Africa and other developing countries tells us that children in 
primary school are able to learn better in their mother tongue than in a foreign 
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language.22 If possible, literacy should begin in the mother tongue. Any children who 
cannot do this have a disadvantage and will need extra help. One way to provide this 
extra help is through language assistants. 

Let us recall the situation of Beatrice, the year one primary learner who we met 
in Chapter B1 – Introduction to Literacy. Her teacher of English, Mr. Okoro, is not 
from her community and does not know her mother tongue. Even if he wants to, he 
cannot explain anything to her in her �rst language, which creates a communication 
barrier between them. �e only way that this barrier can be broken is through a 
language assistant in the class who speaks both English and the mother tongue well. 
�e language assistant can be a member of the local community, another teacher 
in the school, or a child from a higher class. �e amount of time the assistant can 
be with Mr. Okoro will depend on many factors, but even one lesson a week is 
useful. For the �rst two weeks of year one at primary school, it is a good idea to 
have a permanent language assistant in English lessons. She/He will be able to help 
the learners to understand about the Four areas of literacy awareness explained in 
Chapter B2 – �e Pre-alphabet Phase, which will lead to faster learning in the future. 

It is di�cult to recommend exactly how to identify, train and make use of a 
language assistant. Each community where this communication barrier exists 
should develop their own solution depending on the situation. If you are a teacher 
working in such a situation, talk to your head teacher and community leaders about 
this. Having a language assistant at this important time can make a big di�erence to 
the future of the children’s education and the future of the community.

Bringing English into the community
Children can learn English more e�ectively if it is used in the local community, not 
just in the school. How you do this depends on the role of English in your village, 
town or city. If English is widely used in your local community, this should be 
easy. Learners can listen to the radio, watch TV, practise using English with other 
community members and �nd books in English in local libraries. If English is not 
widely used, however, this may be more di�cult. Here are some suggestions that 
may help:

An English club 

A place where both children and adults can meet and speak English. �e English club 
can invite guest speakers and organise special lessons, for example on computer and 
internet language, or understanding documents in English. It can also keep English 
language newspapers or show English television programmes. 

An English section in the local library 

�is may exist already, but it can be made to welcome the local community by 
including books for learning English and a ‘Learning English’ booklet in the mother 
tongue to provide advice for adults and parents who want to improve their English 
and their children’s English. Talk to your librarian; she/he may be grateful for some 
help with organising the English section and for recommendations of which books, 
DVDs and other English learning resources to buy.

22	  Mehrotra, “Education for All”; Ferguson, “�e Language of Instruction Issue.”
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English language �lms at local cinemas 

It may be possible to show English language �lms with subtitles in the mother 
tongue. �is can include not only American/European ‘movies’ but also African 
�lms in English (for example from Kenya or Nigeria), which are o�en easier to 
understand.

Local English radio 

If there is a local radio station, it may be possible to make or broadcast some 
programmes in English, if this does not already happen. Talk to the people 
involved to �nd out if this is possible. Both adults and school children can be 
involved in writing and recording these programmes.

�eatre in English 

�is can include traditional plays performed in English, or plays originally 
written in English. School children will enjoy participating in these plays, and 
can help to write or direct them. 

When we bring English into the community, children can communicate 
with each other and adults in English. �is will help learners to understand how 
English can be important and useful outside school.

Conclusion
In this chapter we have learnt the following:

all parents can help their children to learn to read and write; 
it is a good idea to organise workshops for parents on how they can help 
their children;
if you do not speak your learners’ mother tongue, a language assistant 
can help with early literacy in English;
bringing English into the local community can help children to see 
how and why it is important, as well as helping adults to improve their 
English.

“It takes a village to educate a child.”
African proverb
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B7 – Resources and Activities for 
Developing Literacy

In this chapter:
Resources for developing literacy
Activities for developing literacy

Resources for developing literacy
Here are seven resources that can help you to develop your learners’ reading and 
writing skills.

1. 	 Name tents

See Chapter C12 – 10 Essential Resources to Create 
for instructions on how to make them. Useful at 
the pre-alphabet phase to help learners recognise 
their names and also to learn the individual 
sounds and letters in their names.

Fig. B7.1: A NAME TENT

2. 	 Alphabet letter �ashcards

Each card has a letter written on it. �ese are an important resource, especially during 
the alphabet phase when children are learning the phonic alphabet. You can make 
one set for yourself, and also have more sets in the school to use when you want to do 
groupwork with the �ashcards.

You will need card and a marker pen or ink and a brush to make �ashcards. 
�ink carefully about how you will display them. O�en folded �ashcards, which can 
stand on a desk or hang on a washing line across the chalkboard, are most useful 
(see Fig. B7.2). Alternatively, if you have a pocketboard, you can create pocketboard 
�ashcards (described in Chapter C12 – 10 Essential Resources to Create). 

Fig. B7.2: A ‘WASHING LINE’
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Fig. B7.3: DIFFERENT TYPES OF FLASHCARDS
Each card must not be too wide, just a bit wider than the letter so you can put 
them together to make words that learners can read easily. Write lower case. It is a 
good idea to have two copies of each of the �ve vowels, and two copies of the most 
common consonants (t, n, s, h, r, d, l) in each set of �ashcards. �ere is no need to 
write any example words or pictures on the �ashcards. 

Alphabet letter �ashcards can be used for the following activities:
learning individual letters: showing and saying; pointing at cards; choosing 
cards;
blending letters: show the whole word, then sound out and blend the letters;
segmenting: learners say a word, separate out the sounds and then choose 
the �ashcards;
letter ordering: give learners the letters that make up a word, tell them the 
word and get them to put the letters in the correct order;
spelling games: say a word and get a learner to spell it by choosing the 
correct cards.

3. 	 Word �ashcards

Each �ashcard has a word written on it in marker pen. You can write phonic words 
(e.g. hat, went) or sight words (e.g. are, do) on them. Keep the words you use in a 
box and reuse them regularly. �ey can be used for the following activities at the 
alphabet and sight word phases:

1st letter awareness: show a word, elicit the �rst letter sound;
show, cover, write, check: show a word �ashcard to the learners for a few 
seconds, then hide it while the learners write it, and show it again to allow 
them to check their spelling;
say and draw: learners get one word �ashcard each (�ashcards with objects 
or verbs only); they must say it and draw a picture of it on a separate card;
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match cards to pictures: take the words and picture cards from say and 
draw (above) and mix them up; other groups of learners have to match them 
again;
make a sentence: each group gets a number of �ashcards to make a sentence; 
they have to put the cards in the right order.

4. 	 Storycards

Storycards have pictures from a story drawn on them. �e sentences from the story 
can be written on a separate set of cards. �ey can be used at the alphabet phase 
and early sight word phase. (see Practical Task: Our First Story in Chapter B3 – �e 
Alphabet Phase and Phonics).

5. 	 Wall frieze 

A wall frieze is a permanent alphabet displayed on the walls of the class, from A to 
Z. Each letter is shown in both lower case and capitals with an example word and a 
picture of that word (see Fig. B7.4). You can buy wall friezes or you can make your 
own using one sheet of A4 paper/card for each letter. Display it high on the walls so 
that the learners do not damage it, but low enough so that they can see the cards and 
you can point at them. Your learners or the school English Club may be able to help 
you to make a wall frieze.

Fig. B7.4: A WALL FRIEZE

6. 	 Big Books, Class Readers and Reading Posters

A big book is a very large easy-reader book with pictures. It is so large that the 
teacher can hold it and show the learners in a class, who can see the text and the 
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pictures. �ey are designed for use in shared reading (see below). Class readers 
are sets of easy readers (e.g. Sunrise readers, described in Chapter C11). �ere are 
enough copies for all the learners to do individual or pairwork reading, and they 
can be used for shared reading or group reading (see Activities for developing literacy 
below). Reading posters are alternatives to big books or class readers for use in 
shared reading sessions (see Chapter C12 – 10 Essential Resources to Create).

7. 	 Children’s literature

Children need a range of books at a variety of di�erent levels from easy to 
challenging. �is becomes most important from the late alphabet phase and the 
sight word phase. �e literature should include picture books for pre-alphabet and 
early alphabet phases, �ction (stories) and non-�ction (factual books about animals, 
food, places, etc.). �e books should contain images and topics that are familiar to 
the learners. Most importantly, they should be interesting to the learners, so that 
they want to read them. Many schools cannot provide a library in each classroom, 
so it is important either to take your class of learners to the school library or to bring 
a box of books to the lesson regularly. If your school does not have any such books, 
discuss the following possibilities with your head teacher:

organise for some money from your school budget to be spent on children’s 
literature each year;
arrange for the pupils in the higher level classes or members of your school 
English Club (if you have one) to make storybooks that the lower level pupils 
can read.

Activities for developing literacy
Here are 10 activities and games that your pupils will learn from and enjoy when they 
are learning to read and write. Note that the important techniques mentioned below 
(blending, segmenting, �rst letter awareness, etc.) are all described in Chapter B3 – 
�e Alphabet Phase and Phonics. 

1. 	 I spy …

Phases: Pre-alphabet and Alphabet		

Resources needed: None			   Preparation: None

�is game is very useful for awareness of initial letter sounds. Choose an object/
thing in the classroom that all the learners know in English and can see (e.g. pen, 
window, door). �is can include things on posters or on a wall frieze. Say: 

I spy, with my eye, something beginning with …

And then say a sound from the phonic alphabet (e.g. /w/ for ‘window’ – do not say 
‘double-u’). �e learners must try to guess what the object is. �e child who guessed 
the word can choose the next word and say: “I spy, with my eye …” �is game can also 
be played with traditional letter names as well as letter sounds.
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2. 	 Point at …
Phases: Alphabet		
Resources needed: Letter �ashcards		 Preparation: None

�is activity is very useful when teaching and revising letter sounds. It involves all 
the learners in a quiet activity that can also be used for formative assessment (see 
Chapter C8 – Assessment). Choose between four and ten learners. Give each one 
a letter �ashcard. Tell them to stand along the walls of the class (some at the front, 
some at the back, some at the sides, etc.) and hold up their letter so that everybody 
can see it. Now tell the learners to point at one of the letter sounds:

“Point at /g/!”

All the learners in the class must point at the letter. Remember to use the sounds, not 
the letter names. Do this a few times, until they understand the idea, then nominate 
learners to say “Point at …”. Do not forget to tell the learners who hold the cards that 
they should also point. 

3. 	 Alphabet run-around
Phases: Alphabet		
Resources needed: Letter �ashcards and playground	 Preparation: None

�is activity works best outdoors. It is enjoyable, but can be a little noisy! It is similar 
to ‘Point at …’. Stand a number of learners in di�erent parts of the playground. Give 
each one a letter �ashcard to hold above their head. You say one of the sounds that 
they are holding, and all the learners must run to that sound. When they begin 
learning to segment words, instead of saying sounds, you can say words, and they 
must run to the letters in the order of the spelling. For ‘pen’ they would run �rst to 
‘p’, then to ‘e’, then to ‘n’. You can get them to hold hands with a partner to slow them 
down if necessary! �is game can also be played in P.E. (physical education) lessons 
and the letters can be painted onto boards �xed around the playground.

4. 	 Rhyming words
Phases: Alphabet and Sight word		
Resources needed: Word �ashcards 		 Preparation: None

Choose two pairs of words that rhyme (e.g. ‘cat’ and ‘hat’, ‘hot’ and ‘not’). Display 
them so that all the learners can see them (e.g. in a pocketboard or on a washing 
line). Make sure you mix them up. Tell the learners that they make special rhyming 
pairs (you may need to explain ‘rhyme’ in their mother tongue). Either say the words 
yourself or get the learners to say them, then ask them which ones go in pairs. When 
they agree, get one learner to arrange them in their pairs. Practise saying the words 
that rhyme together. You can make up simple poems for them to say and copy into 
their notebooks: 

“My cat wears a hat.” “I’m not hot today!”
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5. 	 Spellman
Phases: Alphabet and Sight word
Resources needed: Chalk and chalkboard 		  Preparation: None 
�is is a variation on the ‘hangman’ game (the hangman image is not appropriate 
for children). �ink of a word they have studied and write one dash for each letter 
on the chalkboard. Ask the learners to suggest a letter (they can give sounds or letter 
names, depending on their literacy learning phase). If this letter is in the word, write 
it on the correct dash. If not, write the letter in a box on the side and draw one line 
of a stick man. Ask for another letter, and do the same. Continue until they have 
completed or guessed the word, or until you have completed the man (�ve lines for 
the two arms, two legs and the body, a circle for the head, one line or circle each for 
eyes, nose and mouth). If they guess the word �rst, they win. If you complete the 
man �rst, you win! See Fig. B7.5 for an example of Spellman.

Fig. B7.5: A GAME OF SPELLMAN 

6. 	 Countdown
Phases: Alphabet and Sight word
Resources needed: Chalk and chalkboard or letter �ashcards	
Preparation: None 

Put the learners into teams of three to four. Write a word on the chalkboard with the 
letters in the wrong order (i.e. an anagram). For example, write ‘kendoy’ for ‘donkey’. 
Say the correct word and give the learners 20 seconds to write it with the letters in 
the correct order in their notebooks. Give one point to each team if they spell it 
correctly. You can also do this using letter �ashcards.
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7. 	 Alphabet hopscotch

Phases: Alphabet and Sight word		
Resources needed: Chalk, concrete �oor		  Preparation: None

Fig. B7.6: ALPHABET HOPSCOTCH
 

�is is a fun way to practise letter sounds and also sounding, blending and 
segmenting words. Draw a 5 × 5 chalk grid on the �oor of the classroom and write 
the letters of the alphabet in the grid as in Fig. B7.6. �e grid squares should be at 
least 20 × 20 cm. Choose two learners. Stand one on each side of the grid. Make 
sure other learners can see. Say a sound (e.g. /m/). �e �rst learner to jump onto the 
correct letter wins. �e other learner sits down. Another learner stands up. Repeat 
this with single sounds a few times. �en say the three sounds of a short phonic word 
in order (e.g. /m/, /a/, /n/). �e two learners must race to jump on all three sounds 
without touching any other sounds. �e winner stays, the loser sits down. You can 
then elicit from the class what word the three sounds make (blending). Alternatively, 
you say a word and they spell it by jumping on the letters. Alphabet hopscotch grids 
can also be painted permanently on concrete or tarmac surfaces in the playground.

8. 	 Shared reading
Phases: Alphabet and Sight word		
Resources needed: Big book, class readers or reading poster
Preparation: None
Shared reading is when a teacher or parent reads a story to children. It has many 
bene�ts for reading skills and also helps with story comprehension and creativity. 
Try to do shared reading at least twice a week with a class at the late alphabet or early 
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sight word phase. You will need a Big Book, a set of class readers or a Reading Poster 
(see Resources for developing literacy above). �e learners need to see the words that 
you are reading, and also to see the pictures. It is a good idea for someone (you or 
them) to follow the text with their �nger, so that they can see which word you are 
reading. Read slowly and carefully. Pause before words that learners know and elicit 
these words. You can also get them to make predictions at a number of stages (e.g. 
you can look at the front cover together to predict the topic, characters, location, 
etc.). �ey can also search in the text for things they see in the pictures, and look for 
verbs that describe the actions they see. A�er a shared reading story, learners can do 
a number of activities. �ey can act out scenes from the story, retell the story to each 
other (speaking practice) or draw and label a picture from the story. 

9. 	 Group reading
Phases: Alphabet and Sight word		
Resources needed: Easy readers or a variety of children’s literature	
Preparation: None
During the late alphabet and early sight word phase group reading can help learners 
to improve con�dence and �uency when reading. Learners work in groups of three 
to four, ideally with one strong reader in each group. �ey take turns to read a 
sentence from the story, helping each other if necessary and correcting each other’s 
mistakes if they notice them. �e teacher monitors the whole class, intervening only 
if he hears a mistake or a learner having di�culty with a new word. A�er reading 
the story, they can do similar activities to those described above in Shared reading.

10. 	 Individual reading
Phases: Alphabet and Sight word		
Resources needed: Easy readers or a variety of children’s literature, both �ction and 
non-�ction
Preparation: None
Individual reading is very important for all children. It can begin in the alphabet 
phase, but becomes most important in the sight word phase. You can use textbooks, 
but it is much better if the learners can choose the books they want to read from a 
range of interesting children’s literature. �ey will need help to choose books, and 
should read new books that contain words they have not yet learnt, as well as easier 
books that they can read quickly. Reading a book that they have read before is also 
useful – it helps with reading �uency, with learning sight words and it also helps 
them to learn grammatical structures and collocations in English. Remember to 
include non-�ction in the individual reading sessions. As with Shared reading and 
Group reading, learners can do follow-up activities a�er reading a book. As they 
progress into the sight word phase and gain con�dence in writing, you can teach 
them how to write book reviews. �eir reviews can be displayed on a display board 
in the classroom. See Ideas for reading activities in Chapter C6 – Teaching Reading 
for more on book reviews.
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Part C – Teaching Practice

What does Part C cover? 
Part C of this book covers the practice of English language teaching, including the 
four skills of Speaking, Listening, Reading and Writing and the three systems of 
Grammar, Vocabulary and Pronunciation learning. In Part C of the book we will go 
into detail on how to teach English as a foreign/second language and as a language of 
education in African classrooms. 

What can I expect to learn in Part C? 
Part C builds on the theory of Part A, where we learnt why skills practice is such 
an important part of language learning, and the role of vocabulary, grammar and 
pronunciation in the learning process. You will learn how to structure and deliver 
lessons on all these aspects of English. You will also learn about how to assess learning 
and how to work with other teachers in your school to support the learning of other 
subjects in English. Almost every chapter in Part C contains example lessons for you 
to try out in class, and there are over 50 activity ideas that you can use and adapt for 
teaching, even if you have few resources and many learners.
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C1 – Teaching Grammar 

In this chapter:
How should we teach grammar?
An example grammar lesson
Practical task: Introducing new grammar
Commentary to practical task: Introducing new grammar
Practising grammar
Revisiting and revising grammar 
Ideas for grammar activities

 Re�ective task 

Which of these statements about teaching grammar do you agree with? Give reasons 
for your choice: 

1.	 “Teaching grammar is the most important part of an English teacher’s 
job.”

2.	 “Teaching grammar is important, but no more important than 
teaching vocabulary and the four skills.”

3.	 “Children don’t need to study English grammar. �ey learn it by using 
the language.”

How should we teach grammar?
In Chapter A2 we asked the question, How do children learn languages? We now 
know that they learn less when we teach them the rules of grammar, and more when 
they use the language to communicate. Rules can be useful, but only if learners have 
opportunities to practise applying these rules through speaking, writing, reading and 
listening. Many teachers are worried that their learners will make lots of mistakes if 
they do not learn rules, but this is not necessarily true. Here are four guidelines for 
teaching grammar:

1.	 Only teach grammar that the learners need to communicate (speaking or 
writing) or to understand English (listening or reading). If they do not need 
it, they will not learn it.

2.	 Give the learners many opportunities to use the grammar, not just in 
written exercises, but also in meaningful speaking and writing activities.

3.	 Children can absorb grammar when reading and listening, so give them 
regular practice of these skills in your lessons.
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4.	 Revise the most important areas of grammar regularly. �is will create a 
strong base for future learning. Avoid teaching di�cult grammar that they 
do not need.

An example grammar lesson
Here is an example grammar lesson for upper primary school level:

Lesson title: What did you do yesterday?

Lesson objectives: By the end of the lesson, the learners will be able to use 10 
irregular verbs in the past simple tense to talk about the recent past.

Context of lesson: �e learners studied the past simple of regular verbs (i.e. with 
‘–ed’ ending) last week, and did an activity on this for homework. 

Time: 45 minutes					    Number of learners: 62

Age of learners: 9 – 11				    Level: Low intermediate

Stage Time Activities Examples of language used*
1. 3 mins Teacher greets learners. �ey 

play quick revision game on past 
simple of regular verbs.

T: “Leopard team: How do we 
say ‘work’ in the past?”
L: “We think ‘worked’.”

2. 4 mins Learners check homework in 
pairs, then teacher elicits & 
con�rms correct answers.

T: “Emmanuel and Alice, what 
did you get for number 3?”
L: “Number 3. �ey played 
football last Saturday.”

3. 1 min Teacher introduces today’s lesson. T: “Today we are going to 
learn 10 important irregular 
verbs in the past.”

4. 5 mins Teacher writes 3 comprehension 
questions on the chalkboard 
and then tells a story about what 
happened to him yesterday. 
Answers to the 3 questions are 
checked a�erwards.

1. Where did I go?
2. Who did I talk to?
3. What problem did I have?

5. 5 mins Teacher writes 2 sentences from 
the story on the chalkboard. He 
elicits or gives the missing words 
(went, bought) and explains 
about irregular verbs in the 
past. Together they translate 
the sentences into the mother 
tongue.

Yesterday I ______ to my 
sister’s house. On the way 
there, I _______ some co�ee 
to give her as a present.
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Stage Time Activities Examples of language used*
6. 5 mins Teacher writes 8 more irregular 

verbs from the story on the 
chalkboard. Learners copy and 
match to the in�nitives, working 
in pairs.

Match the past simple to the 
in�nitive:
 bought found went said 
 go say �nd buy

7. 3 mins Teacher drills the pronunciation 
of the new verbs. Learners repeat 
a�er the teacher.

T: “‘bought’, repeat everyone!”
Ls: “bought”

8. 3 mins Game: Teacher rubs the past 
simple forms o� the chalkboard. 
He points at an in�nitive and the 
teams compete to remember the 
past form.

T: “Elephant team: Can you 
remember the past for ‘be’?”
Ls: “We think: ’was’ or ‘were’.”

9. 5 mins Learners do a gap-�ll activity 
based on the story, changing 
in�nitive into past simple. �ey 
check answers in pairs before 
feedback.

When she ______ (see) the 
co�ee, she ____ (be) very 
happy. She ______(say): 
“�ank you.” and ______ 
(put) it in the kitchen … etc.

10. 8 mins Teacher writes a question on 
the chalkboard and explains the 
speaking task. Learners speak in 
pairs, answering the question. 
Teacher monitors, helps and 
corrects errors.

Ask your partner this 
question. Answer in detail: 
What did you do yesterday?
“Yesterday, I got up at 6 
o’clock. I had breakfast and I 
went to school … etc.”

11. 3 mins	 �e teacher asks 3 learners to tell 
the class what their partner did 
yesterday.

T: “David, what did Kora do 
yesterday?”
L: “Kora got up at 6.30, went 
to fetch water …”

12. 2 mins �e teacher concludes the lesson. 
He asks learners for examples 
of irregular verbs in the past, 
praises them for their success 
and gives a homework activity.

T: “Well done guys! Very good 
lesson! So who can tell me: 
What did we learn today?”
L: “Past simple irregular 
verbs.”
T: “Who can tell us the past 
simple of ‘go’?” 
etc.

* �is includes what the teacher and learners said and also examples from exercises 
and boardwork.

Note the following abbreviations are used above: T= teacher L= learner Ls= learners 
L1= 1st learner, etc.
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Practical task: Introducing new grammar
In Chapter A4, we looked at di�erent phases in a lesson. One of these is the new 
language lesson phase in which we usually do four things:

1.	 Provide EXAMPLES of the new language in context
2.	 Help learners to UNDERSTAND the meaning of the new language
3.	 Show learners how to PRONOUNCE the new language when speaking
4.	 Show learners how to FORM the new language when writing

Look at the lesson above. How does the teacher do these four things? Make notes and 
compare your ideas with another teacher if possible. 

Commentary to practical task: Introducing new grammar

Provide EXAMPLES of the new language in context

In Stage 4 of the lesson shown above, the teacher uses his own life as a context. He 
tells the learners about what he did the previous day. �is context is familiar to the 
learners, so it helps them to understand more about the new language and why it is 
useful. He then wrote two sentences from his story on the chalkboard to help the 
learners to notice the new language. 

Apart from listening activities, we can provide context for grammar in other 
ways: a reading text, a dialogue written on the chalkboard, the classroom itself (e.g. 
for prepositions of location), the learners (e.g. describing physical appearance) or 
images on the chalkboard (e.g. for present continuous tense). 

Help learners to UNDERSTAND the meaning of the new language

In Stage 5 of the lesson, the teacher uses explanation and translation of example 
sentences to help his learners understand the meaning of the new language. �is 
is simple, fast and e�ective. �e context of the story also helps the learners to 
understand the meaning. For example, the word ‘yesterday’ makes it clear that the 
teacher is talking about the past. He also helps the learners to remember the past 
tense verbs by using the game in Stage 8. For more help with understanding, the 
teacher could also ask questions like: “Is this present or past?” “Which verbs in the story 
are regular? Which are not?”. Other ways to make the meaning of new grammar clear 
include using pictures and drawings on the chalkboard, examples in the classroom 
and diagrams, such as time lines (see Fig. C1.1).

past ring now

I was cooking dinner when my sister rang.

Fig. C1.1: EXAMPLE TIMELINE
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Show learners how to PRONOUNCE the new language when speaking

In Stage 7 of the lesson the teacher drills the pronunciation. �is means he says the 
new language (the past tense forms: went, bought, said, etc.) and gets the learners 
to repeat a�er him. It is usually best to begin with choral drilling (whole class) and 
then to do individual drilling, where you ask a few individual learners to say the 
new language to check they have got it right. Drilling is useful in small amounts, 
but notice that in the lesson it only takes three minutes. Do not drill pronunciation 
for longer than this. You do not need to drill every learner individually – this can 
take a long time in a large class and too many learners are le� waiting. �e teacher 
could also get the learners to practise reading the story out loud, working in pairs, 
to provide further pronunciation practice. �is way he can monitor and provide 
individual help if necessary. 

Show learners how to FORM the new language when writing

�is happens in Stages 6 and 9 of the lesson. In Stage 6, he writes the past simple and 
in�nitive forms of the verbs on the chalkboard and gets the learners to copy them and 
match them together. �en in Stage 9, they write the past simple forms of the verbs 
during the gap-�ll activity. If you are teaching a more complex tense (e.g. present 
perfect continuous), or longer structures (e.g. conditionals), it is useful to study the 
form of the new grammar using a form table, as shown below. Contractions (more 
common in spoken language) are included in brackets: 

Present perfect simple – form table
positive (+) subject 	 have/has 	 past participle 

He	 has		  lost	 his pen.
	 (He’s)

negative (-) subject	 have/ has not	 past 	 participle 
He	 has not		  lost	 his pen.
	 (hasn’t)

question (?) have/has 	 subject	 past	 participle 
Has	 he 		  lost	 his pen?

Second conditional – form table
If	 subject 	 past simple	 subject	 would		 in�nitive
If	 they	 had a car, 	 they		  would		  drive there.
			    	 (they’d)

Practising grammar
Without practice, learners cannot learn new grammar, so it is important to spend 
time practising any new grammar that you teach. �e example grammar lesson 
above provides two practice activities of two di�erent types – controlled practice 
and free practice.
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Controlled grammar practice

�is is when we give the learners an exercise that helps them to focus on getting the 
form or the choice of the grammar right. In the lesson above, this happens during the 
gap-�ll activity in Stage 9. Here are some examples of controlled practice activities: 

Activity type Example

Gap-�ll activities �e Nile is the _____ river in Africa. (long) 
Matching activities Match the sentences to the pictures.
Choice activities Mark plays/is playing the guitar every day.
Sentence completion activities I went to the shop to _______________.
Ordering activities Order the sentences to create a story.

Free grammar practice

�is is when we give the learners an opportunity to use the new grammar in speaking 
and writing activities. In free practice activities we provide a situation for them 
to speak or write and allow them to communicate freely. In the lesson above, the 
teacher does this by getting them to ask their partners: “What did you do yesterday?” 
To answer this question, the learners must use past simple verb forms. Here are some 
examples of free practice activities: 

Activity type Example

Role play activities Role play a conversation in a shop.

Talking about your favourite 
things

Describe your favourite food to your partner.

Expressing opinions or debating 
in pairs or groups

What is the best form of transport?

Writing a letter Write a letter to your pen friend about your 
weekend.

Creative writing Write a short story about someone who loses 
something important.

Report writing Write a report on the school sports day.

All of these activity types are explained in detail in Chapters C4 – Teaching Speaking 
and C7 – Teaching Writing. In grammar lessons it is important to provide both 
controlled and free practice of the grammar. Sometimes this is possible in one lesson 
(as in the example lesson above), and sometimes it is necessary to spread it over 
two lessons. It is logical to begin with controlled practice and then follow this with 
free practice. If you notice that the learners are �nding it di�cult or making lots of 
mistakes during the free practice activity, do another controlled practice activity and 
then try the free practice activity again.
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Revisiting and revising grammar 
All experienced teachers know that it is necessary to study an area of grammar 
several times before the learners can use it well. We call this revisiting the grammar. 
For example, most learners will need to revisit the present perfect tense three or four 
times over several years before they start to use it naturally when they are speaking. 
�e �rst time you visit a new tense or grammar area, focus on the most common 
use of the grammar. Give learners opportunities to read it and listen to it. When you 
revisit grammar that they have already studied, you can focus on less common uses 
of the grammar, more complex rules, and also encourage more speaking and writing 
practice. �is is summarised in the table below: 

Visit Skills	 Complexity Uses

Early visits to 
the grammar

Focus more on receptive 
skills (reading and 
listening)

Simple aspects of 
the grammar

Most common 
uses of the 
grammar

Later visits to 
the grammar

Focus more on productive 
skills (speaking and 
writing)

Complex aspects 
of the grammar

Uncommon 
uses of the 
grammar

Revisiting grammar involves adding more onto what the learners have already 
learnt, building on what they already know. In contrast, revising grammar involves 
refreshing their memories on something that they studied recently and may forget if 
we do not go back to it. Many teachers only use revision before examinations, which 
is not a good idea. Learners remember more when we revise ‘a little and o�en’. Here 
are three suggestions to ensure that revision becomes part of your natural planning 
cycle: 

begin each lesson by revising what they studied last lesson, even if the two 
lessons are not linked; 
use the last lesson of the week to revise any grammar and vocabulary that 
you have studied during the week;
include a review week in the middle of the term, in which you revise 
everything you have studied in the �rst half of term, and then a second 
review week at the end of term.

Many teachers think that with all this revision, they will not have enough time 
to get through the curriculum. However, as we learnt in Chapter A3 – Child-
centred Learning, the opposite is true. If you follow these three rules for revision, 
your learners will learn the basics much faster, and they will be able to learn new 
grammar better in the future. Just like building a house, if you spend more time on 
the foundations, it will be stronger, and it will last longer as a result. 

Ideas for grammar activities
Here are some ideas for grammar activities that can be done in any classroom. None 
of them require special resources, and they can be adapted to suit the needs of your 
learners and your teaching context: 
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1. 	 Sentence jumble

Interaction pattern: Pairs or small groups

Materials needed: Chalkboard

You can do this enjoyable activity with any grammar, for controlled practice or 
revision at the start of a lesson. �ink of an example sentence that contains the 
grammar you want to study. Draw a big box on the chalkboard, and write all the 
words from this sentence in the box mixed up. �e learners must work in pairs or 
small groups to write the sentence in the correct order. You can give them the �rst 
word. Here is an example with the �rst conditional structure:

If ____________________

stay home

it
at

tomorrow

I
will
rains

Fig. C1.2: SENTENCE JUMBLE

Solution: “If it rains tomorrow, I will stay at home.” (‘tomorrow’ could go in other 
positions)

2. 	 Grammar dictation

Interaction pattern: Small groups

Materials needed: Short text, notebooks

Grammar dictation is a good way to combine lots of skills together. It involves 
mainly listening, but learners also use writing, reading and speaking skills during a 
grammar dictation activity. It is usually best to use it for controlled practice during 
a grammar lesson.

Prepare or �nd a short text (40 – 80 words) that includes the grammar you want 
to study. Here is an example text for the present perfect tense at secondary level:

Since 2005, mobile phones have become very popular. Many 
people have found that they are useful for contacting family 
and friends. Banks have introduced new technology to help 
people to send and receive money by mobile phone. What’s 
more, since 2009 the cost of mobile phone calls has come 
down due to competition between large companies.
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Organise the learners into pairs or small groups. Tell them that you will read a text 
out loud, and that they should try to write down as much as they can while you are 
reading it out. Read the text once, slowly but naturally. Pause only brie�y and do not 
repeat anything. When you �nish, each learner should have about half the words 
in their exercise book. Now tell them to compare what they have written in their 
groups. �ey must try to write one ‘master text’ from their individual notes. Di�erent 
learners will have di�erent words from the text which they can combine. �ere 
should be lots of discussion. Monitor carefully. A�er 3 – 5 minutes of groupwork, 
tell them that you will read the text again. �is time, read the text a little faster, and 
again when you �nish, put them back into groups to work on their ‘master text’. 

You may need to read the text a third time. When most groups have got most of 
the text correct (it does not have to be perfect), get one group member to write their 
master text on the chalkboard. You can then read the original text out again and elicit 
correction to make it 100% correct.

3. 	 Right or wrong grammar?

Interaction pattern: Small groups

Materials needed: Chalkboard, paper

�is is a useful grammar revision activity which you can use at the end of a week, or 
a�er studying an area of grammar. To prepare, write down several sentences. Some 
of the sentences are correct, and some contain mistakes. In the example below, there 
are six sentences on the grammar of ‘verb patterns’ (sentences 1, 3 and 6 contain 
mistakes). Write the sentences on the chalkboard, and tell the learners to work in 
small teams to decide which sentences are wrong. If they think a sentence is wrong, 
they should correct it. A�er �ve minutes, get a member from each team to write their 
team’s opinions on the chalkboard. �ey can write them in a table, using a cross (×) 
for a wrong sentence and a tick (✓) for a right sentence: 

Sentence
Team 

A
Team 

B
Team 

C
Team 

D
Team 

E
Team 

F
Team 

G

1. 	I enjoy to play football.
2. 	We decided to go to 

the market.
3. 	I want that you help 

me.
4. 	I love going to 

school.	
5. 	I am trying to improve 

my English.
6. 	�e teacher asked 

Christine clean the 
chalkboard.
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Check the answers and elicit correction for the mistakes. Get each group to work 
out how many they have got correct and write their total (e.g. 4/6) at the bottom of 
their column. 

4. 	 Two-sided �ashcards 

Interaction pattern: Whole class 

Materials needed: Paper or card and marker pen

To prepare two-sided �ashcards you need 5 – 10 pieces of paper and a marker pen. 
Write two words on each piece of paper and fold it. You can use two-sided �ashcards 
for any area of grammar where words come in pairs. For example:

write the verb in�nitive on one side (go) and the past simple on the other 
(went);
write an adjective on one side (hot) and the comparative form on the other 
(hotter);
write a pronoun on one side (we) and a possessive on the other (our);
write a positive sentence on one side (I live in Gaborone.) and the negative 
on the other (I don’t live in Gaborone.).

Fig. C1.3: 2-SIDED FLASHCARDS – INFINITIVE AND PAST SIMPLE FORMS
In the lesson, show the �rst side of a �ashcard to the class, and get the learners to say 
what is on the back. �ey can answer as a whole group, individually (raise hands) 
or in teams. Remember to use the �ashcards again at the start of the next lesson for 
revision. You can also get learners to hold the cards. 

5. 	 Human sentences

Interaction pattern: Whole class

Materials needed: Paper or card and marker pen

�is activity is useful for teaching grammar that has positive, negative and question 
forms, especially verb tenses:
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	 positive sentence, e.g. Panji is playing volleyball.

	 negative sentence,	e.g. Panji isn’t playing volleyball.

	 question sentence, e.g. Is Panji playing volleyball?

To prepare for human sentences, write all the words you will need for the positive, 
negative and question sentences on separate pieces of paper. For example, for the 
three sentences above, you would need the following pieces of paper:

isn’t
playing

Panji
is volleyball

Fig. C1.4: CARDS FOR HUMAN SENTENCES

During the lesson, a�er you have shown the learners the form of the grammar, get 
several volunteers to come to the front of the class, and give each one a piece of 
paper. Ask them to stand in a line and show their pieces of paper. Tell the other 
learners to read the cards, and to direct the cardholders to stand in the correct order 
to make a positive sentence. A�er this, they can make a negative sentence, and then a 
question sentence. Sometimes one learner may need to stand to the side, for example 
the learner with ‘isn’t’ in the positive and question sentences: 

Fig. C1.5: HUMAN SENTENCE

6. 	 Who am I? 

Interaction pattern: Small groups of 4 – 6

Resources needed: None

�is game is good for question formation. Bring one learner to the front of the class 
and whisper the name of a famous person (alive or dead) in his ear (e.g. Nelson 
Mandela). �e other learners must ask him yes/no questions to guess who he is (e.g. 
“Are you from Europe?” “No.” “Are you from Africa?” “Yes.”). Once they guess who 
he is, put the learners into smaller groups of 4 – 6 and tell them to play again. �is 
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