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Subject Familiarity is of crucial importance when it comes to second language learning especially for children.
This paper demonstrates how teachers can use elements of the children’s surrounding environment and
their daily experiences to create lessons that are both meaningful and relevant. Many activities from ‘The
Four Seasons’ and ‘This is My Friend” which are highly motivating, stimulating and require active student
involvement are introduced. These practical ideas are suitable and adaptable for all classroom learning
situations. In addition, five points to consider when planning and implementing a lesson are also provided.
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hen I was a student-teacher in Toronto, Canada, an incident occurred

that I would like to share with you. It was during the late 1970’s,

the Vietnam War had finally ended and Canada was accepting many
refugees from this war-torn country, approximately 70,000. As a part of my practical
teacher training, [ was assigned to teach an ESL class where the majority of the
children were Vietnamese and all had come from rural parts of the country. I was to
introduce the concept of the house, and its four main rooms—the kitchen, bedroom,
bathroom and living room.

Prior to the lesson, I visited the local library and borrowed several books on
Vietnam. I felt that as a teacher, it would be beneficial to gain a better understanding
of the background of these children and to learn a little about their culture, life-style
and family structure. On the day of the class, I brought with me a picture of what
I thought was a typical, two-storied, brick house, one that could be seen almost
anywhere in Toronto and proceeded to show it to the class. I pointed at the picture
and said “House”. I repeated the word two or three times, but received no response.
The children just stared at me expressionless. Obviously, [ was not getting through
to these children, I required a different approach, but what? Then, I remembered I
had one of the books about Vietnam in my bag and on the cover was a photograph
of a rural setting with a house. I presented the book to the class and repeated the
word “House.” To my amazement, the expression on the children’s faces completely
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changed, their eyes lit up and together they attempted to
pronounce the word “House.” It was that precise moment
that I realized I had connected with the students and
recognized that subject familiarity was critical to the
student’s ability to relate and understand, a vital part of
language acquisition. In addition, I also became profoundly
aware of how culturally bound I had been in my approach
and that my perspective on language teaching would be
forever changed.

I truly believe that no matter what country we are teaching
English in, be it Japan, China, South Korea or Saudi Arabia,
it is extremely important that we as teachers connect the
material being covered to the students’ cultural backgrounds
and surroundings in order to create lessons that are both
meaningful and relevant. As Peck (1979) clearly states that
“With a homogeneous class of, for instance, all Puerto Rican
children, or all Korean children, the teacher can exploit the
students’ common cultural background as a natural source
of subject matter, and plan interesting activities that are
done in English” (p. 262). This connection of the students’
cultural background and subject matter may also contribute
to motivation and encourage life-long learning, two of the
prominent themes addressed at this year’s JALT conference.

In Japan, following in line with the policy of the Ministry
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology
(2002), if we are to help “cultivate Japanese children
with English abilities” (http://www.mext.go.jp/english/
news/2002/07/020901/.htm), one method is to draw on
experiences from children’s daily lives and their surrounding
environments and incorporate these subjects into our English
lessons. I have discovered through my own program that

the children respond positively and are highly motivated
because the subject matter interconnects with their own world.
At the same time, this helps to deepen their awareness and
understanding of their own culture and customs. As the former
Minister of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology
Mr. Takeo Kawamura said teachers should help “students
establish sound understanding of our own culture and traditions’
(Matsuzawa, 2003). This approach is aptly demonstrated in the
‘The Four Seasons’ and ‘This is My Friend’.

bl

The Four Seasons

In Japan, the four seasons play a very important part in

our daily lives. Many foods, events and festivities revolve
around the celebration of the seasons thus producing subject
matter that is relatively easy to integrate into our English
lessons. By using the theme of the four seasons and items
associated with each season we can introduce the three
simple verbs see / go / eat. Saville-Troike (1976) states

that “the primary goals for vocabulary development in
young children are to provide English labels for things and
concepts they have already learned in their first language,
new concepts and labels which build on these, and categories
with English labels for organizing these concepts efficiently”
(p. 99). Thus words such as bamboo shoots, coloured leaves,
hiking etc. can be introduced due to their familiarity to
Japanese children. For example, most children in Japan

have seen bamboo shoots, touched bamboo shoots and eaten
bamboo shoots, a significant sign of spring’s arrival.

When commencing study of the four seasons, I present
to my primary students laminated photographs of the main
street in Kunitachi City where most of the children live. The
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children immediately associate with the photographs and are
drawn into the lesson because it’s their city. During spring,
most have walked along the main street under the beauty

of the cherry blossoms and are quickly able to grasp the
concept of the word, spring.

For junior classes, the four seasons are portrayed through
a calendar with paintings by famous Japanese artists such
as Kaii Higashiyama or Takashi Asada. Worth-noting, Kaii
Higashiyama in 1975 completed a panel of 25 paintings
called “The Sound of Waves” in Toshodaiji Temple in Nara
(Higashiyama, 1984). This provides a wonderful opportunity
to expose the students to well-known Japanese painters and
incorporate their works of art together with English language
learning. Besides, as a teacher it demonstrates that [ am
genuinely interested in their culture and thus helps to build a
good rapport with the students.

After identification of the four seasons, I proceed with the
students learning the necessary vocabulary of twelve words.
The students recognize some of the words from previous
lessons and are familiar with plural forms. For grades one
to three and/or small classes, I prepare ‘hands-on’ props for
example: apples, swimming goggles, pinecones, and so on.
For grades four to six, picture cards may be used, a picture
on one side with the word clearly printed on the other side.

Next, the three verbs see/go/eat are introduced, first by
gesture, then picture cards followed by the actual printed
words. I firmly believe children need to see what they are
saying, also the three verbs are colour-coded to help with
recognition and memory retention. Utilizing the props which
are spread out on a table, the students help to divide and
allocate the items to the appropriate season. Then, the teacher

picks up one prop, for example, bamboo shoots and makes

a sentence using one of the verbs “I eat bamboo shoots in
spring.” The students repeat the sentence together and then
one by one. The verbs, see and go are introduced in the same
manner. Continuing to pick up the props, the students are
encouraged to create sentences using each of the verbs.

For additional practice, a chart is presented of the four
seasons, the three colour-coded verbs and twelve pictures.
For children who are reading, a second chart is prepared
with only the words provided. The students practice making
sentences to aid with reinforcement, using the chart. The
pictures of the various items are mounted on different
coloured paper indicative of the season, for example, spring-
pink, summer-green, autumn-orange and winter-blue. The
cards are scattered face down on the carpet or table and each
student must take a turn picking a card and saying aloud a
sentence. With a larger group the number of cards can be
doubled and as a follow-up activity the students can make
their own cards using their own ideas.

A further extension of this activity is to designate the four
corners of the classroom as representative of each season.
Students holding a pink card must go to the spring corner,

a green card to the summer corner etc.. In small groups, in
each corner the students simultaneously take turns making
a sentence while the teacher walks around listening to them.
The teacher then says “Change!” The students put down
their cards, move to the next corner (season), pick up a new
card and make a sentence. This is repeated at least three
times so all the students have a turn at each corner (season)
thus completing a full cycle of the seasons.
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Finally, the students are given a print activity (Appendix
A). Notice, one space is left blank for the students to
complete with their own original idea. When learning
a second language, it is important for children to have
opportunities to express themselves freely. While developing
language skills, creativity and divergent thinking must also
be encouraged. For students who can print, they can copy
the sentences into their notebooks replacing the pictures with
words and adding one or more of their own ideas. To aid
with spelling, allow the students to use the word cards, chart
or the words can be printed on the board.

This is My Friend

This lesson is suitable for junior classes, especially for grade
six students as their friends and their interests play a very
important part in the students’ everyday lives. People in the
news from various fields will also be drawn on because of
their popularity and familiarity among the students. The
purpose of the lesson is to provide the students with the
opportunity to introduce their friends using a simple dialogue
format. The students will be introduced to the possessive
pronouns, his/her and the present simple verb form for the
third person singular ‘he/she likes’ will be reviewed.

This is an ideal lesson for a team-teaching situation, but
can be adapted for any type of language learning situation.
Team-teaching presents a wonderful opportunity for the
teachers to interact spontaneously and naturally in English
thus exposing the students directly to the language. The
children can clearly see that one of the main functions
of a language is to communicate and exchange ideas and
information. The students can absorb new vocabulary and

expressions naturally, without being formally taught. In
addition, the students can benefit from hearing two different
accents. In elementary schools, the homeroom teacher can
be an ideal role-model and an excellent motivator for the
students. Hearing the homeroom teacher speak English helps
stimulate, encourage and build confidence in the students.

Upon introduction of a lesson, it is always important
to attract the students’ attention and interest from the
start. Orlich (1980) states that “the main purposes of the
focusing event are to provide lesson orientation and learner
motivation. When presented effectively and creatively, the
focusing event makes subsequent learning more efficient,
because students are prepared to engage actively in the
lesson. A motivated learner acquires new knowledge and
skills more readily than one who is not motivated. A students
desire to learn can be a mighty force in the instructional
process. We need to capitalize on this powerful learning
variable as we commence each day’s activities” (p. 157).

k)

In this particular lesson, large, colourful, laminated
pictures of a man and a woman are presented to the class.
Teacher 1 holds up the picture of the man and says “This is
my friend.” Teacher 2 asks “What’s his name?” Teacher 1
responds “His name is Masahiro Ozawa. He likes fishing.”
The woman’s picture is introduced in a similar manner
starting with Teacher 2 saying “This is my friend.” and
Teacher | asking “What’s her name?” etc. His and her
should be stressed to make the students aware of the gender
connection. This short dialogue is presented on the board
using cards, the words ‘his’ and ‘her’ are colour-coded
to assist with the distinction and clarification. The class
practices this mini-dialogue together and then are divided
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into two groups, A and B. The teacher holds up the picture of
the man and group A begins with “This is my friend.” Group
B asks “What’s his name?” and group A replies “His name is
Masahiro Ozawa. He likes fishing.” This is repeated with the
woman’s picture. Next, commencing with group B “This is
my friend.” etc. is practiced in the same way.

For additional practice, the students are asked to stand in a
circle formation, for large classes two or three circles can be
formed. Starting with one student, he/she looks to the person
on his/her right and says “This is my friend. His name is
Kohei.” Next Kohei looks to the person on his right and says
“This is my friend. Her name is Moe.” This pattern continues
around the circle, each student taking a turn, then is repeated
once again starting from the left. For more advanced
students, they can add “He/She likes ... .” Another variation
is one student stands in the center of the circle and points
to one student and says “This is my friend.” The rest of the
students standing in the outer circle ask “What’s his/her
name?” and the student in the center responds accordingly
“His name is Tetsu.” The person in the center and Tetsu
exchange places, and the practice-pattern is resumed.

For reinforcement, the teacher prepares an outline of a
man’s head on coloured paper with a question mark in the
middle, the same is done of a woman’s head. On the other
side of the coloured paper, a picture of a well-known athlete,
actor or singer and three clues about the person are provided.
The teacher holds up the side of the coloured paper with the
question mark facing the class. For the male, the teacher
tells the class “I’'m going to give you three clues. He likes
baseball. He lives in New York. His nickname is Godzilla.
What’s his name?” The students try to guess who the person

is based on the three clues. If the children have difficulty
understanding a specific word such as baseball, an actual ball
can be shown to represent the game of baseball. The students
are encouraged to say “His name is ... .” If a student says
“His name is Hideki Matsui,” the teacher says “That’s right”
and reveals the picture of him on the other side. Next, this is
repeated for the well-known woman. The students eagerly
participate and are mentally engaged because the element of
guesswork is involved.

As a follow-up activity, depending on the students’ level,
they can make their own ‘Guess who?’ cards using someone
they admire and respect. This creates a very fun and
challenging activity which can be later done in front of the
class. If this is too difficult a task, then, they can introduce a
friend and provide simpler information.

Lesson Planning and Five Points for Consideration
Assess the needs of your students

1. Teachers must be aware of the needs of various levels
of language learners in the classroom, as well as
different types of learners for example, visual or audio
learners.

2. Every child is ‘a winner’ and it is our responsibility to
help each individual reach his or her fullest potential.
Therefore, we must know each child’s strengths/
weaknesses and overall capabilities and prepare lessons
accordingly. Well-prepared lessons can offer similar
activities that can be easily modified to meet the
students’ respective language needs.
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3.

To build up skills in children a lesson must consist of
both challenge and success, the two are interconnected.
The lesson must challenge the students, but not be
overly difficult otherwise the students can become
frustrated and discouraged. Alternatively, if the lesson
is too easy, the students can become bored and tune out
creating a negative learning environment.

Be prepared and organized

1.

Lesson planning goes hand-in-hand with classroom
management. Being prepared and organized helps the
lesson to flow more smoothly, gives you the flexibility
to use opportunities when presented and at the same
time avoids potential problems from occurring.
According to Orlich (1980), “Numerous studies on the
characteristics of competent teachers have shown that
the quality of being well organized is correlated highly
with instructor effectiveness” (p. 144).

Don’t waste children’s valuable learning time,

be prepared to deal with overlapping situations
simultaneously. Ensure everything is ready before the
students arrive, photocopies, cards, props, and so on.

Always plan ahead for those students who complete
their work early preventing them from disrupting or
bothering a fellow student.

Have clear, concise goals or objectives

1.

What is it that you want the students to accomplish by
the end of the lesson? Define your expectations for the
students, for example, be able to tell the time, identify the
four seasons or make a simple sentence using ‘x’ verbs.

Determine in advance how you are going to measure
or evaluate if the children have understood or grasped
what you have taught them. If the students are able

to complete a follow-up activity, for example a print
activity, with little or no assistance from the teacher,
then this is a good indicator that the lesson went well.
This also means the students have comprehended and
met the objectives of the lesson.

As teachers of English, we want all the students in
our classes to feel that they have mastered something
by the end of the lesson and feel good about what
they have accomplished. If children feel good about
themselves and their abilities, then this will have a
positive effect and the children will look forward to
their next lesson.

Provide plenty of praise and feedback, as this will
encourage participation , positive learning and
develop an ‘I can speak English attitude’. As stated

in Teaching Strategies: A Guide to Better Instruction
“Finally, student practice, when followed by feedback
of progress, can be very informative and intrinsically
rewarding for the student. It allows the leaner to see
that “I’'m able to do this!””’(Orlich, 1980, p.162).

The material is level-appropriate

I.

Teachers at the elementary level must possess
theoretical knowledge about how children learn and
their developmental stages-physical, social, emotional
and cognitive, as well as have an understanding of the
different approaches and methodologies of language
teaching.
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2. Children in the early primary years require more
‘hands-on’ activities in order to grasp and comprehend
concepts.

3. For junior classes, the maturity level is different so
use words, topics etc. that reflect their interests and
influences their motivational needs.

Make sure students know what is expected of them

1. Students must know what is expected of them,
this includes classroom work as well as classroom
behaviour.

2. With regards to classroom work, what are your
standards? We want students to put forth their best
effort and learn to take pride in their work. You are not
helping a student by accepting work which you know
is below the student’s capabilities. It is important to
develop good work habits now along with developing
language skills.

3. Establish classroom rules from the beginning. Some
examples are: “Be quiet when someone else is talking.’
“Raise your hand if you want to say something.”
“Respect other people’s property.” If you are team-
teaching, have the rules written out in both English and
Japanese and posted in the classroom for all to see.

i}

4.  Provide a realistic time frame for work to be completed.
While showing the students on the clock, tell the class
“I would like you to finish this activity in ten minutes.”
This is a perfect opportunity to review ‘time’.

5. Make sure students understand instructions, keep
them clear and simple. Have a sample to show or
demonstrate if necessary. Orlich (1980) says that
“Prior to being asked to perform a particular task or
to demonstrate their understanding of a concept via a
practice activity, students need to know precisely what
it is that the teacher expects them to do. This requires
that the teacher describe the assignment clearly and
model the correct procedures as a means of providing
students with a good example to follow.” (p. 163)

Conclusion

These two lessons have been implemented effectively in
both elementary public and private school settings and
have been instrumental in the students learning of a second
language. Success has been observed in terms of the
students’ eagerness to participate, their motivation to learn
and by the results of their classroom work and progress. It
should also be apparent that teachers must be familiar and
have an understanding of their students’ culture, customs
and interests to create a positive learning environment. This
allows the students to concentrate on learning the language
through subject familiarity with ease of word association
and acquisition. This overall enhances the students’
comprehension and confidence in the development of all
four language skills.

JALT2004 AT Nara 719 CoNFERENCE PROCEEDINGS



Blefgen-Togashi & Terasaki: From Bamboo Shoots to Godzilla

References

Peck, S. (1979). Differing Needs of ESL Students. In Celce-
Murcia, M. & Mclntosh, L. (Eds.), Teaching English As
A Second or Foreign Language, pp.261 —269. Rowley
Massachusetts: Newbury House Publishers, Inc.

Matsuzawa, M. (2003). The Language Connection. 7he
Daily Yomiuri 11(4), p.14.

Orlich, D.C. (1980). Teaching Strategies: A Guide to Better

Instruction. Lexington, Massachusetts, Toronto: D. C.
Heath and Company

Saville-Troike, M. (1976). Foundations for Teaching English
as a Second Language. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey:
Prentice-Hall, Inc.

The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science
and Technology (2002) Press Release July 12, 2002
Developing a strategic plan to cultivate “Japanese With
English Abilities” Retrieved November 21, 2003 htttp://
www.mext.go.jp/english/news/2002/07/020901.htm

Resources

Celce-Murcia, M.& Mclntosh, L. (Eds.) (1979). Teaching
English As A Second or Foreign Language. Rowley
Massachusetts: Newbury House Publishers,Inc.

Orlich D.C. (1980).7eaching Strategies: A Guide to Better
Instruction. Lexington, Massachusetts, Toronto: D. C.
Heath and Company

Saville-Troike, M.(1976). Foundations for Teaching English

as a Second Language. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey:
Prentice-Hall, Inc.

Matsuzawa, M. (2003). The Language Connection. 7he
Daily Yomiuri 11(4)

The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (2002) Developing a strategic plan to cultivate
“Japanese With English Abilities” http://www.mext.go.jp/
english/news/2002/07/020901/.htm

Higashiyama, K. (1984). The Complete Screen Paintings of
Toshodaiji Temple A Small Book of Kaii Higashiyama s
Works Tokyo, Japan: Shinchosha Inc.

JALT2004 ATt Nara 720 CoNFERENCE PROCEEDINGS



Blefgen-Togashi & Terasaki: From Bamboo Shoots to Godzilla

Appendix A

name
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| %@%ﬂ in summer.\
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Camadian Conversation Club “Bombes Sheols”

In Spring.

In summer.\

In aufumn.‘

in winter-.




