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Effective Teaching: How to design activities covering all three different communicative modes

This is my first year of teaching as a FLES Chinese teacher in the public school. The FLES program is the program that introduces foreign language in the elementary school. I am teaching first grade at Fairhill Elementary School. There are four first-grade classes with about 24 students in each class. There are two to three Chinese-speaking students in three of the classes (Rm A2, A19, and A20), and eight Chinese-speaking students in the other one (Rm A1). I have 30 minutes of instruction time twice per week for each class. I teach each of my lesson four times in two days.

The FLES instruction is proficiency-oriented. This means that I need to focus mainly on meaningful and purposeful communication rather than on grammatical mastery. The students are first encouraged to understand and then to produce in the language. Based on this philosophy, the instructions I give out need to be in the target language (Chinese) at all times. In order to help students understand and become willing to learn, I need to make all my lessons informational, interesting, and easy to understand. 


Most of the students are true beginners. They do not have any Chinese language background, so most of the time therere is only one-way communication between my students and me. They do not have the ability to produce enough language to communicate adequately. My biggest challenge is to design activities that facilitate communication between the students with different language background than me.
Puzzlement


The three communication modes (interpersonal, interpretive, and presentational) make the four language skills (lessening, speaking, reading, and writing) into a three dimensional unit. The teachers can achieve their goals more effectively through interaction with students.


Interaction is the key concept to create the connection between teacher and students. How to interact with students effectively is a very important goal, but it is difficult to achieve in the foreign language classroom. 

The puzzlement for my teacher action research is: How to design activities covering all three different communicative modes. I would also like to know what kind of activities I used the most, and how the activities facilitate the three different communicative modes.
Methodology


 Fairhill Elementary School is a very diverse school. There are students from several different cultural and linguistic backgrounds. There are many ESL students in the first grade. There are 24 students in each of the four first grade classes (A1, A2, A19, and A20).  There are ten ESL students and one special aid student in A1; there are one ESL student and one special aid student in A2; there are five ESL students in A19; there is only one special aid student in A20.


I cannot gather any information directly from my students due to their age. Instead, I will do the following steps to carry out my research.

First, I informally investigated my students’ Chinese background. Next, I kept a teaching journal for eight weeks, from beginning of October to end of November. I included the following information in the teaching journal: the activities I carried out each week, the types of the activities (interpersonal, interpretive, or presentational), and the students’ reactions to the activities. 

My method of collecting data is somewhat subjective, and I also hope that this research would be beneficial to my teaching; Therefore, in addition to studying the categories that my activities fall under, I hope to find the most effective and the most popular teaching methods. 
Data Analysis

After consulting with the classroom teachers, I found out that there are nine students that have Chinese language backgrounds in A1, and five of them can speak fluent Chinese. There are three students with a Chinese language background but only one can speak fluent Chinese in A2. There are two students with a Chinese language background in A19, and both of them can speak fluent Chinese. There are two students with a Chinese language background in A20, and both of them can speak fluent Chinese.

During my eight weeks of teaching, I prepared fifteen lessons. I carried out total of forty seven different activities in these fifteen lessons. I typically had three to four activities for each lesson. Even though some of the activities are shorter, most of the activities are between 10 and 15 minutes long. Among those forty seven activities, twenty two activities are in the interpersonal mode, forty seven are in the interpretive mode, and only eight are in the presentational mode. There are seventeen activities that involve only the interpretive mode. There are no activities that only involve the interpersonal mode or presentational mode. 

In the first three weeks where I was writing my teaching journal, there were ten activities that only involved interpretive mode. When those activities were carried out, the students usually had poor reaction and lost their concentration easily. During the last five weeks of my recording period, there were only seven activities that only involved interpretive mode. 

During these eight weeks, I used a PowerPoint presentation ten times, let the students to practice on the interactive whiteboard ten times, handed out ten different worksheet for the students to work on, used TPR to teach three different songs, performed “follow the teacher” TPR activities three times, and played seven different games. Among all the forty seven activities, the most popular activities are the activities involved at least two communication modes, such as TPR songs and games.
Results and Discussion


To teach such a diverse group of students while only using the target language is a tough job for most of the teachers. When analyzing the data, I noticed that almost all of the activities I used are in the interpretive mode. Even though there were twenty two activities that used the interpersonal mode, those activities only involved small portion of the students, mainly the students with Chinese background. And most of the times, the students were speaking in English instead of Chinese when they wanted to communicate with me. The eight activities in the presentational mode were limited to very short form of presentation.

At the beginning of the semester, I started my class with a “Hello” song and used it to greet each student. This is the only time I was able interact with the students so early in the semester. In the beginning, the students without the Chinese background can only repeat my question. After three to four weeks of practice, most of the students can answer a question such as “How are you?” in Chinese instead of repeating the question. When I began to write the teaching journal, the students were already pass this stage, but they still took a long time to figure out the meaning of my instructions when I introduced a new lesson.


I usually used PowerPoint presentations to introduce new theme or topics. The visual aids really help me a lot when I needed to introduce new things, carry out new activities, or explain new rules.  For the last few weeks in my teaching journal, the PowerPoint presentations shifted from being only in the interpretive mode to being more in the interpersonal mode.  Even though the students would answer my questions in English most of the time, but I was able to introduce more Chinese vocabularies that the students are interested in. This transformation to the interpersonal mode made this activity more interesting, attracted more students’ attention, and made them want to participate.


TPR song and activities are among the most popular activities for my first grade students.  The students are able to memorize all the words in the songs, and can follow all the instructions in the TPR activities. This indicates that TPR song and activity are very effective ways of learning. However, I only taught three songs and did the same TPR activities three times during these eight weeks. This indicated that I did not have enough resources for this kind of activity. It is very hard to find appropriate Chinese children songs with very simple Chinese vocabularies. I had re-written one of the songs that I taught during these eight weeks. I even needed to record my own singing to make the PPT file for the students. Finding more resources about TPR and to utilize more TPR songs and activities for my teaching is something I need to do right away.  

Games are also activities the students love. It is fun to play the games, but it is very difficult to give instructions in Chinese to the students with limited Chinese abilities. Based on the experiences in these few weeks, I noticed that it is very important to give instructions in very simple format. This way the information can be transmitted more clearly. It is important not give more than one piece of information at once. The best way to let the students with limited language backgrounds understand the instruction is through modeling. There are two different ways I used to modeling for the students. One is to demonstrate the game by myself; the other way is to use PowerPoint presentation or the interactive whiteboard to do the modeling. 

The length of the activity is also a very important factor that affects the effectiveness of the activity. The first graders’ attention would disappear if any activity lasts more than ten minutes, especially if it involves the interpretive mode only.. It will be less attractive and effective. It is very important to shift the center from the instructor to the students. Encouraging the students to participate at all time, no matter what kind of format, is the key to a successful lesson.  

Conclusion


Teaching first grade FLES Chinese class and using only the target language is very challenging to most teachers.  However, if a teacher knows how to use different activities that involve all of the communication modes, they will be very effective for both teaching and attracting the students’ attentions. No matter what kind of activity is used, involving all three communication modes is the most important thing. There are many different skills which can help a teacher enhance his or her communication with students.  Asking good questions to initiate a conversation between the students and teacher is another very important skill. Using simple but clear instructions is also very important in a beginning level classroom. TPR and games are the most popular and effective activities. Designing more of these kinds of activities and teach more effectively is my goal for coming year. 

 
During these eight weeks of teaching, I had a lot of activities involving the Visual/Spatial and Bodily/Kinesthetic intelligences. This is good for teaching first graders. On the other hand, I had very few activities in the Musical/Rhythmic and Interpersonal intelligences, and did not even have one activity in the Naturalist intelligence. Designing activities to accommodate different learning styles of individual students is the next step I must do. 
Reflections

I really learned a lot by doing this Teacher Action Research project.  It gave me the chance to look through my own teaching. This helps me look closely on what I did, and to think about how I can improve my own teaching. Even more so, it gave me a chance to judge the effectiveness of my teaching. 

The teaching journal I kept for eight weeks gave me an general idea of my teaching style, and it helped me identify what I had focused on as well as what I had overlooked. I now have an opportunity to reflect and to correct the flaws in my teaching so that my teaching would become more balanced and more effective. 
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Appendix A – Summary of Activities in Different Communication Modes
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Appendix B – Summary of Activities in Multiple Intelligences
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Appendix C – Summary of Teaching Journal
1.1: Interpersonal mode

1.2: Interpretive mode

1.3: Presentational mode

Popular activities
Week 1 (October 2 – October 5)

Topic: Family members/Boy or Girl
2 lessons
Activities: 

1. View PPT (boy girl): 1.2  VS 

2. Use interactive whiteboard to let students talk about who are boys, who are girls: 1.1, 1.2  VS, Inter

3. Worksheet: boy or girl 1.2  Intra

4. TPR song where is my friend: 1.2, 1.3  MR, BK, 
5. Use flash cards to identify boy, girl and family members View: 1.2, 1.1 (a little)  VS, 

6. Let each student draws a card of family member and tells is he/she a boy or girl)  1.1, 1.2,  Inter, BK
7. Sorting: draw cards (family members), ask students to drop in the right bag (boy or girl) 1.2, 1.1  BK


Week 2 (October 9 – October – 12)

Topic: Family members/Body parts
2 lessons
Activities:

1. White board: student practice (circle the right word for family members)  1.2  VS,  Intra, 

2. Worksheet: circle the right words 1.2  Intra

3. Bingo: family members 1.2, 1.1  LM
4. View ppt file (Body parts) 1.2  VS

5. Follow the teacher (TPR body parts): 1.2, 1.3  BK
6. Practice on white board (correct name for body parts): 1.2  BK, 

7. Worksheet (Body parts): 1.2  Intra

8. Song: head shoulder knee and toe: 1.2, 1.3  MR  BK
Week 3 (October 16 – October 19)

Topic: Body parts/5 senses
2 lessons
1. Activities: Follow the teacher (TPR body parts): 1.2, 1.3  BK

2. View PPT body parts (how many feet): 1.2, 1.1  VS,  LM

3. Practice on white board (how many feet): 1.1, 1.2  BK, Inter

4. Worksheet (how many feet): 1.2  Intra

5. Practice on white board (circle the right picture of 5 senses): 1.2   VS

6. Worksheet (circle the right picture): 1.2  Intra

Week 4 (October 23 – October 26)

Topic: Body parts/5 senses
2 lessons
Activities:

1. Follow the teacher (TPR body parts): 1.2, 1.1  BK

2. View ppt what are you doing: 1.2  VS

3. Pictures: thing we can see smell and touch 1.1, 1.2  VS

4. Secret box: things we can touch (guess what’s in the box) 1.1, 1.2,  LM, BK

5. View ppt: what we can hear 1.1, 1.2  VS

6. Secret box: things we can smell (guess what’s in the box) 1.1, 1.2, LM, BK

7. Song TPR: five senses 1.2, 1.3 MR  BK
Week 5 (October 30 – November 2)

Topic: Halloween/ M&M colors
2  lessons
Activities:

1. View ppt: Halloween 1.2, 1.1 VS

2. Worksheet M & M color graph: 1.2, 1.3  Intra
8. Fly swatter: swat the right picture: 1.2, 1.3 BK
Week 6 (November 7 – November 9)

Topic: Calendar/Months
2 lessons
Activities:

1. View PPT month and date: 1.2, 1.1 (little)  VS

2. Practice on white board: write down the Chinese months 1.2  VL, VS

3. Worksheet: write 12 Chinese months 1.2  Intra

4. Practice on whiteboard: find your friend (12 months) 1.2  VL, VS

5. Find your friend: match English to Chinese : 1.1, 1.2, 1.3   BK

Week 7 (November 13 – November 14)

TopicCalendar/month
1 lesson
Activities:

1 View PPT days of the week: 1.2  VS

2 Practice on white board: connect English to Chinese 1.2, 1.1  VS  VL

3 Worksheet: connect English to Chinese 1.2  INTRA

Week 8 (November 27 –November 30)

Topic: Calendar/Searsons
2 lessons
Activities:

1. Daily routine: what’s today’s date 1.1, 1.2,  INTER

2. View PPT: 1.2,  1.1 (little)  VS, Inter

3. Practice on white board: 1.1, 1.2  VL 

4. Worksheet: fill the blank of a calendar 1.2,   INTRA

5. Daily routine: what’s today’s date 1.1, 1.2,   INTER

6. View PPT: seasons 1.1, 1.2  VS

7. Practice on white board: 1.1, 1.2  VL, 

8. Worksheet: right seasons 1.2  INTRA

Summary of Activities: 

Total:  47 activities

Interpersonal:     22
Interpretive:       47
Presentational:    8
Types of activities:

View PPT 10

Practice on whiteboard: 10
Worksheet: 10

TPR songs: 3

Follow the teacher TPR: 3

Game: 7
Multiple Intelligences: 

Verbal/Linguistic (VL)

Logical/Mathematical (LM)

Visual/Spatial (VS)

Bodily/Kinesthetic (BK)

Music/Rhythmic (MR)

Interpersonal (Inter)

Intrapersonal (Intra)

Naturalist (Na)

1

