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TEACHER ACTIVITY 1

1.   Introduction

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THE TEACHER’S 
BACK IS TURNED?

Often, when a teacher turns her back or leaves the 

classroom, learners begin to ‘misbehave’, i.e. their 

attention shifts from the work of the classroom to their 

own play of various kinds. 

1. Discuss in your groups why this happens.

2. Report back and discuss further with the class.

The expert reading teacher must be able to manage behaviour and 

learning in her classroom. She must be able to:

• plan and structure activities;

•  give clear instructions so that learners know how to do the 

activities;

• make sure that learners are on-task and actively engaged;

• manage change-overs between activities;

• manage independent, pair, group and whole class activities;

• make sure that learning is well-paced and no time is wasted.

Managing learning successfully in Foundation Phase classrooms also 

depends on children’s ability to listen to the instructions, to focus 

attention on the task at hand - not to get distracted, and to work 

cooperatively with others. However, very often teachers are unable 
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to do activities such as Group Guided Reading because children 

have not learned to work independently or cooperatively.

Teachers therefore need to understand how children learn to 

control their emotions, their mental processes (e.g. attention) and 

their behaviour. This is what psychologists call self-regulation. 

In the situation described in Teacher Activity 1, the children only 

behave when the teacher is watching them. They can’t control 

(or regulate) their own emotions, attention, thinking processes 

and behaviour. The teacher hasn’t taught them to self-regulate. 

Research shows that children who can self-regulate do better both 

socially and academically at school and in later life. Warm and 

caring relationships, clear and consistent expectations, structure 

and routine support the development of self-regulation. Structure 

and routine are especially important for children who are learning in 

their additional language.

In this unit, we begin by exploring how children learn to self-

regulate and how teachers can support the development of self-

regulation. We then provide two examples of good practice in 

developing self-regulation in the Foundation Phase, one from South 

Africa and one from Canada. Finally, we explain why structure and 

routine are especially important in classrooms where children are 

learning through an additional language. We do this by sharing with 

you some research carried out by Professor Lily Wong Fillmore of 

the University of California.

Self-regulation 
noun the abilty 
to manage 
your thoughts, 
behaviours and 
emotions

Consistent 
adjective always 
behaving in the 
same way or 
having the same 
standards
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 2

2.   Learning to 
self-regulate

WHY IS SELF-REGULATION IMPORTANT?

1. Discuss in your groups why self-regulation is 

important for children’s development and for their 

education.

2. Report back on your ideas to the class before you 

look at the course writers’ ideas.

When children are born they are almost entirely dependent on the 

adults around them. They gradually become more independent 

as they learn to control themselves physically, mentally and 

emotionally. Children need a caring, secure and predictable 

environment to learn to self-regulate. Parents and caregivers can 

help children to become independent by showing them how do 

things and then gradually handing over control to the child. They 

can do this in the following way:

1.  modelling - e.g. They can model, e.g. how to clean 

one’s teeth every morning and night. As they do this, 

they can say We do it like this, brush up and down

2.  cueing - They can help the child to remember what to 

do e.g. by saying, What do we do before we go to bed? 

How do we do it?

3.  Finally, after the child has had enough practice, they 

Predictable 
adjective if 
something or 
someone is 
predictable, you 
know what will 
happen or what 
they will do

Model verb give 
an example which 
others can copy or 
imitate

Cue verb to give 
someone a sign to 
remind them to do 
something
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should do it by themselves. Whilst learning, the child 

may repeat the parent’s words to remind themselves of 

what to do. Children eventually internalise the practice 

so that they can do it without thinking very much about 

it. It becomes routine.

Self-regulation requires deliberate effort. Children have to learn to 

do things that they may not want to do (e.g. putting up their hand 

before speaking) and resist the impulse to do certain things (e.g. 

shouting out in class). Children also have to learn to control their 

emotions. For example, they must learn not to hit another child 

even if they are angry.

Children also have to learn to control their mental processes. For 

example, if the teacher has asked a child to thread beads, the child 

must keep in mind a picture of what is required (I have to hold up 

the string and put the end through the hole in the bead), monitor 

progress (I’ve got one bead on the string, now I’ll try another one) 

and develop strategies so that the goal is achieved (Eish, that bead 

was too hard to string; maybe I need to find a bead with a bigger 

hole)1. Self-regulation of mental processes involves metacognition 

(thinking about thinking) and developing learning strategies.

Image source: Early Learning Course for Namibia 
(Funded by the Roger Federer Foundation) 

1   The example of threading beads is taken from: Shonkoff, J.P. & Phillips, D.A. (Eds.) 
(2000). From neurons to neighborhoods: The science of early childhood development. 
Washington, DC: National Academies Press.)

Mental 
processes noun 
phrase things that 
individuals can do 
with their minds

Monitor verb 
to check what is 
happening or what 
a person is doing

Metacognition 
noun knowledge 
and awareness of 
one’s own mental 
processes during 
thinking, learning 
or reading, being 
aware of problems 
and how to solve 
them during the 
thinking/learning/ 
reading process

Strategy (e.g. 
a learning 
strategy) noun 
an action taken 
by the learner to 
make learning 
more effective

Internalise 
verb to make 
something part of 
your own way of 
thinking
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Self-regulated children can resist the impulse to do things which are 

immediately enjoyable (e.g. talking to a friend instead of listening 

to the teacher) and think ahead to the possible consequences of 

their actions (e.g. if they don’t listen to the instructions, they won’t 

know how to do the activity). If you have access to the internet, 

you should be able to watch a video on research originally carried 

out at Stanford University by Prof Walter Mischel. In it, 4-year-old 

children had to resist the impulse to eat a marshmallow; they had 

to learn to wait.

This became famously known as the Marshmallow test.  The same 

children were followed over several years in the research study and 

it was found that the children who resisted eating the marshmallow 

when they were young did better at school and were more 

successful as young adults.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BLtQaRrDsC4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d8M7Xzjy_m8

Children learn to self-regulate both inside and outside the 

classroom. For example, when they are playing outside, children 

learn to follow rules. In a skipping game, they set their own rules 

for taking turns and they make sure that nobody breaks these 

rules. If they do, they are out of the game! These are important 

steps in developing self-regulation.

Inside the classroom, there are a number of strategies teachers can 

use to support the development of self-regulation.

Consequence 
noun a result or 
effect
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 3

3.   Supporting the 
development of 
self-regulation

HOW CAN TEACHERS SUPPORT THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-REGULATION?

Discuss in groups:

1. What kind of activities could support the 

development of self-regulation?

2. What attitudes and relationships will support the 

development of self-regulation?

3. Report back on your ideas to the class before 

looking at the ideas presented in the manual.

There are at least eight ways that teachers can help children 

develop self-regulation, as discussed below.

3.1  Establishing good relationships in 
the classroom

Good relationships are a very important foundation for learning to 

self-regulate. There needs to be an atmosphere of care, consistency 

and trust in the classroom. The teacher’s expectations of learners 

in terms of their behaviour, must be clear and transparent. The 

teacher needs to model the desired behaviour and remind the 

learners of what they should do.Transparent 
adjective clear 
and easy to 
understand
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Graphic by Rob Owen from the Early Learning Course 
for Namibia 

3.2  Developing classroom rules with 
the learners

At the beginning of the year, the teacher should develop a set of 

classroom rules together with the learners. She should encourage 

the learners to think about the importance of respecting and 

supporting each other so that there is an atmosphere of care 

and trust in the classroom. The rules need to be displayed in the 

classroom. These can be used by the teacher to remind learners 

of what they agreed to (e.g. What did we say about being kind to 

each other?) and by learners to monitor each other. 

3.3  Establishing routine classroom 
procedures

Classroom procedures include things like how to begin and end 

the day, how to give out books and crayons, and how to manage 

Procedure 
noun a way of 
doing something, 
especially the 
correct or usual 
way



8 MODULE B3
Managing learning

MODULE B3
Managing learning

transitions between one lesson and another. These procedures 

help learners to understand what is expected of them and how to 

participate. Children are better able to regulate their own behaviour 

when their environments are predictable and structured.

It is important that these procedures are consistent and practised 

so that they become routine in the classroom. Harry and Rosemary 

Wong, experts on classroom management, say that there are 3 

essential steps in teaching procedures to learners:

1.  Make expectations clear. State, explain and demonstrate 

the procedure.

2.  Let students rehearse and practice each procedure under 

your supervision.

3.  Reteach, rehearse, and reinforce each procedure until it 

becomes a routine practice for all learners.

For example, a teacher could explain the following procedure for 

mat work:

1.  The mats must be kept in a neat stack in a special place 

in the classroom.

2.  Each group (or row) must take turns to fetch their mats 

without running, pushing or shouting, and sit quietly in 

semicircle rows in front of the teacher’s chair.

The teacher will need to demonstrate the procedure and the 

learners will have to practise it repeatedly so that it becomes a 

routine. The teacher can blow a whistle when learners get too 

noisy, and time them each day until they can do the routine quickly 

and quietly.

Harry and Rosemary Wong say that you must observe, guide and 

prompt learners so that routine procedures become second nature 

to them. This is will help children to feel competent. They will want 

to show that they are responsible learners who understand how the 

classroom is managed, even if the teacher is not there.



MODULE B3
Managing learning

9MODULE B3
Managing learning

It is important to spend the fi rst few weeks of the year teaching 

classroom procedures so that they become routine as early as 

possible. (You will see below how the two teachers in our examples 

of good practice do this.) This makes it possible to manage complex 

activities like Group Guided Reading, which CAPS requires from 

Grade 1 onwards.

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY 1

Teach your class a new routine, following the steps below: 

1.  Describe the behaviour you will teach them: 

Say: “I’m going to show you how to … (e.g. ask 

permission to go to the toilet).

2. Model the behaviour: Say: “Watch me…”.

3.  Ask children what they noticed: Say “What did I do? 

What else did you see me do?

4.  Ask 2-3 volunteers to model the same behaviour: 

Say: “Who will show the class how to…”

5.  Ask children what they noticed: Say: “What did they 

do correctly? What should we remind them about?”

6.  Have the class practice: Say, “Now, let’s all practice 

how to…”

7.  Provide feedback: Say, “Well done… you got this 

right …Let’s try again, but this time remember to… 

Let’s do it faster this time.”
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 5

TEACHER ACTIVITY 4

1. Brainstorm in your groups the most effective 

routines (or procedures) which you follow in your 

classroom (these should be routines which are 

quick and save time in the classroom so that you 

have maximum time for learning).

2. Report back to the class, making a combined list of 

routines on the board.

1.   After trying out the classroom activity above, work 

with a partner:

a.  Choose one routine (e.g. collecting papers and 

crayons after a drawing activity)

b.  With a partner list the behaviors that would be 

acceptable in that routine

c.  Use and adapt the steps in the classroom activity 

to plan what you will say as you teach the 

routine.

2.  Teach the routine to your class.

3.4 Giving children responsibilities

Giving children responsibilities supports the development of self-

regulation. For example, the teacher can expect learners to wash 

their plates and spoons after they have eaten their lunch. It is a 
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good idea, to assign responsibilities to children. For example, one 

child can give out the crayons and another child can give out the 

exercise books. The teacher should have a weekly roster for these 

duties so that every child has an opportunity to carry them out. The 

duty roster should be displayed on the classroom wall.

3.5  Using games to practise self-
regulation

Games like ‘Simon Says’ give children practice in paying attention 

and deliberately controlling their behaviour. They have to actively 

resist impulsive actions.

Similarly, when performing action rhymes, children need to attend 

to the words and perform the appropriate actions. Sometimes this 

can be quite challenging, for example, if it involves concepts like 

‘left’ and ‘right’ (e.g. Put up your right hand. Raise your left leg.), 

or if it is done in the children’s additional language.

Because games have rules, they provide opportunities to develop 

self-regulation. Teachers can build up a ‘bank’ of games that 

children enjoy. They can be part of the Mathematics, Languages or 

Life Skills lessons.

3.6  Modelling simple strategies using 
guiding words that children can 
internalise

The teacher can model simple strategies, talking aloud as she uses 

them. For example, if she is helping a child to do a jigsaw puzzle, 

she could say ‘What colour is this piece? It’s green. I’m going to 

look for other green pieces. Now I need a green piece that fits into 

this one. Can you help me find one?’ When the child works on the 

Roster noun a list 
that shows when 
each person must 
do a particular job

Impulsive 
adjective 
someone who is 
impulsive does 
things without 
considering the 
possible dangers 
or problems first
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puzzle himself, he has opportunity to try out the strategies. He may 

use the same language e.g. ‘I need a blue piece. I need one that 

fits in like this.’

Similarly, the teacher might show the class how to form the letter 

‘a’. She could say, ‘Where do we start, class? Yes, we start here 

and we go round and down and up and down.’ She could encourage 

the children to do and say this with her. Then they would write the 

letter ‘a’ in their books. They might use the words to guide their 

actions. Eventually the words would be internalised.

3.7  Developing higher level self-
regulatory skills

Higher level self-regulatory skills require children to develop 

learning strategies and metacognition (thinking about their 

learning). The teacher could begin in a very simple way.

For example, after reading a story together, the children could draw 

a picture. The teacher could take the children through several steps 

in doing this:

•  First, ask the children to think about what they are going to draw 

and tell their partner.

•  Then they can plan their drawing e.g. What is going to be in their 

picture? What colours are they going to use?

•  As they draw, they can monitor their progress: How am I doing 

so far? Is there anything that needs to be done to improve the 

drawing? At this point they might need some feedback from 

others.

•  Encourage the children to make an effort and praise them for 

working hard.

•  When they’ve finished, they can evaluate their drawings. What 

don’t they like about them? What do they like about them? How 

are they going to improve next time they draw a picture?



MODULE B3
Managing learning

13MODULE B3
Managing learning

With regard to reading, learners could set goals for themselves 

each term. They would need to plan how they’re going to achieve 

these goals and monitor their progress towards them.

3.8 Giving children choices

Giving children choices gives them an experience of being in 

control; it develops their self- control and their independence as 

learners. The choices can be quite simple, for example, they can 

choose the book they are going to take home to read. However, 

each learner must make sure that the book is at an appropriate 

level of challenge for them.

By offering learners choices, the teacher is not giving them 

complete control of the curriculum. Rather she is giving them 

alternatives to choose from and maintaining control of what the 

options are.
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4.   Examples of good 
practice

In this section we look at some examples from two teachers in 

different learning contexts.

4.1  Ms Zinto, Grade 1 teacher, South 
Africa

Although the school is quite old and the floors are not in good 

repair, Ms Zinto’s Grade 1 class is always clean, neat, well-

organised and orderly.

At the beginning of the year Ms Zinto spends time explaining and 

showing learners what is expected of them. For example, she 

gives them very clear instructions how to do the activities in the 

Department of Basic Education (DBE) Workbook. First, she copies 

the activity from the Workbook onto the board. Then she does the 

activity with the learners. The she rubs out the answer and the 

learners do it on their own in their Workbooks. Because learners 
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know what to do, Mrs Zinto can soon leave them to do the activities 

in the Workbook on their own, while she works with a group.

Ms Zinto copies the activity 
from the DBE Workbook onto 
the board

Ms Zinto does the activity 
with the learners. In this 
case it is matching numbers 
up with one another.

Learners do it on their own 
in their Workbooks, then Ms 
Zinto goes on to the next 
activity

In the first term, Ms Zinto establishes good routines for group 

work. As a result in the second term is she is able to send learners 

outside to read to each other unsupervised in groups. Because 

they have already learned the rules of how to self-regulate, they 

know what is expected and what to do and they do not have to be 

supervised all the time.

Grade 1 learners reading to each other outside in a group
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 6

4.2  Ms Drummond, Grade 2 and 3 
Literacy teacher, Canada

1.   Read the section which describes Ms Drummond’s 

approach to developing self-regulation.

2.  Discuss in groups:

•  What kinds of attitudes and relationships does 

she encourage in her classroom (learners’ 

attitudes towards themselves; towards one 

another; teacher’s attitudes to learners)?

•  What kinds of activities in her classroom support 

the development of self-regulation?

3. Report back on your ideas to the class. Discuss 

whether you could use these ideas in your classrooms.

At the start of the school year, Ms Drummond focuses on building 

a community of learners. She encourages a positive learning 

atmosphere where all children feel welcome, respect one another 

and take responsibility for their own learning. She encourages 

learners to see that ‘It’s OK to make mistakes.’ She models 

mistakes and strategies for coping with them, for example, ‘Oh, 

okay, that wasn’t great. What could I do to make it better? Okay, 

I’ll try that.’ She encourages learners to share their mistakes so 

that others can benefi t. She hopes that learners will recognise 

that errors are a natural part of learning. Children must not be 

made to feel that they make mistakes because they are stupid but 

because that is how learning often happens. She also shows them 

Community of 
learners noun 
group of learners 
who feel they 
belong together

Positive learning 
atmosphere 
adj+noun a mood 
or feeling which 
helps learning take 
place
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the importance of persevering and putting effort into the learning 

task.

At the beginning of the year, Ms Drummond also establishes norms 

and procedures for working alone, in pairs, in groups and as a 

whole class. Social and problem-solving skills are taught, modelled 

and practised. Children learn that everyone must contribute and 

they are given the tools to do this. She says it takes a lot of time, 

but it is time well spent.

Once routines and ways of interacting with each other are 

established, Ms Drummond can focus on teaching reading and 

writing. Gradually, she introduces complex reading and writing 

activities. She increases the control children have over their 

learning by giving them more opportunities to make choices (e.g. 

what to write about), to control the level of challenge they work at 

(easier or more difficult) and engage in self-evaluation.

Throughout the year, Ms Drummond uses explicit instruction and 

scaffolding to help learners acquire the  knowledge and  skills  they 

need to  complete complex tasks  independently and successfully. 

She encourages her students to attempt tasks that are hard for 

them. She acknowledges that, ‘None of us like to do things that are 

hard for us. We avoid them because they’re not fun.’ However, she 

emphasizes that effort and perseverance are essential for learning.

Ms Drummond has high but realistic expectations of her learners. 

She communicates her confidence in their ability to complete 

complex reading and writing tasks. She tailors her feedback to 

individual learners and is sensitive about how hard to push each 

one.

One of the routine activities Ms Drummond uses is the sharing 

circle. The learners sit in a circle and each child takes a turn to 

speak. This helps shy learners to build confidence to participate and 

prevents talkative learners from dominating. At first, she allows a 

Persevere verb to 
continue trying to 
do something in a 
very determined 
way in spite of 
difficulties

Sharing circle 
adj+noun a circle 
in which learners 
sit and each has a 
turn to speak about 
a certain topic
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shy child not to take her turn. However, to encourage accountability 

she tells them she’s going to come back to them when others have 

spoken and prompts them ‘to be thinking as we hear the next few 

examples.’ Early in the year, Ms Drummond keeps the topics very 

simple (e.g. tell your age or favourite sport) but these become 

more complex.

One rule in the sharing circle is ‘no put-downs – if you’re going 

to say something it should be constructive and encouraging’. Ms 

Drummond uses the pair work and the sharing circle to practice 

giving constructive and encouraging feedback with the learners. 

At the beginning of the year the class makes a list of encouraging 

things they can say. Ms Drummond models constructive feedback 

(e.g. I might have …. I noticed that … Did you mean that …?) and 

encouraging talk.

(Adapted from: Perry, N. & Drummond, L. (2002). Becoming self-

regulated readers and writers. The Reading Teacher, 56, 298-310.)

Put-down noun 
something you say 
that is intended 
to make someone 
feel stupid or 
unimportant
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 7

5.   A Growth Mind-set vs 
a Fixed Mind-set

Once you have heard about Carol Dweck’s concept of 

a Growth Mind-set, or read about it below, discuss the 

following in your groups:

1. What is the difference between a Fixed Mind-set 

and a Growth Mind-set?

2. Why does a Growth Mind-set encourage the 

development of self-regulation?

3. How will you encourage a Growth Mind-set in your 

learners?

Prof Carol Dweck, of Stanford University in the USA, carried out 

some research in which she gave a group of Grade 5 learners an 

easy puzzle. When they had solved the puzzle, she praised some 

for their intelligence and others for their effort. 

They were then given a more diffi cult puzzle. Children who were 

praised for their effort did better than those praised for their 

intelligence. She concluded that people praised for effort persevere 

with diffi cult problems. They say to themselves ‘It just needs more 

effort.’ As time goes on, they choose to do diffi cult problems, 

preferring them. They have a Growth Mind-set.

When children praised for intelligence are faced with a more diffi cult 

Growth Mind-
set adj+noun an 
attitude which 
believes that one 
can always change 
and improve 
a situation by 
putting in more 
effort
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problem, however, they think ‘I’m not good at it (or clever) after 

all.’ The difficult problems make them feel stupid, so they choose 

easy problems. They have a Fixed Mind-set.

Carol Dweck says, “People with a growth mindset believe that no 

matter who you are, you can always become a great deal smarter.  

They feel smart when they’re working really hard on something 

difficult and making progress.” 

She asks, “What is that voice in your head saying? Is it saying fixed 

mindset things like, Oh you’d better not make a mistake, you’d 

better look smart, people are judging you? Or is it saying growth 

mindset things: Here’s an opportunity, here’s a mistake I can learn 

from. I feel smart when I do something difficult?” (Carol Dweck)

Remember to praise learners for working hard. This develops a 

Growth Mind-set  – the belief that everyone can learn. Success is 

a result of the effort you put into learning.

Fixed Mind-set 
adj+noun an 
attitude which 
believes success 
is determined by 
factors such as 
ones intelligence 
and the level 
of difficulty of 
problems
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 8

6.   The importance of 
structure and routine 
in classes where 
children are learning 
through an additional 
language

1. Read (on your own) the information about Lily 

Wong Filmore which appears below.

2. In your group, fi nd the strategies which can 

help learners who are learning through a second 

language to develop self-regulation. 

3. Compare the strategies you have discovered with 

those other groups have found.

4. Discuss these strategies as a whole class.

Many children who don’t speak English at home are learning 

through the medium of English from Grade R or Grade 1. Often 

they don’t yet speak the language very well, and it can be a 

confusing experience for them. As you will see from the research 

described below, structure and routine can support children in this 

situation.
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Lily Wong Fillmore

6.1  Research into the characteristics 
of classes that support language 
learning

Children learn an additional language in the same way that 

they learn their home language – through exposure to that 

language. However, the language they are exposed to must be 

understandable – with a little effort and support from the context 

in which it is used. For example, if someone says, ‘Yiza apha’, 

beckons with their hand and looks pleased when you get up and 

move towards them, you can work out that this means ‘Come here’ 

even if you don’t speak isiXhosa. Linguists call this kind of language 

comprehensible input.

Research by Professor Lily Wong Fillmore (1980) has shown that 

structure and routine make language input more comprehensible 

for children who are learning through an additional language.

In California, where Lily Wong Fillmore lives and works, there are 

many immigrant children in English medium schools who do not 

speak English at home. Lily Wong Fillmore was concerned that 

many of these children were getting plenty of exposure to English 

at school but they were not learning the language very well. She 

decided to carry out research to find out why this was so. First she 

looked at four kindergarten2 classes. She found that in two of the 

2 Kindergarten is the same as Grade R.

Comprehensible 
input noun 
phrase language 
that you can 
understand with a 
bit of effort
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kindergarten classes, nearly all of the children had learned some 

English by the end of the first year. However, in the other two 

classes, 40% of the children had not learned any English at all. She 

found the same situation when she researched Grade 3 and Grade 

5 classrooms serving Cantonese and Spanish speaking learners.

One of the main differences between classes in which children 

learned English and classes in which they did not, was the way 

classes were structured and organised.

6.1.1  The effect of participant structure on 
language learning

The most successful classes for language learning in Grades R 

to 5 were those that made the greatest use of teacher directed 

activities. The reason for this was that the teacher spoke more 

and the children had lots of exposure to the teacher’s English. The 

children gained less from interactions with their peers because 

many of them could not speak English very well.

This did not mean that there should be no individual, pair or group 

work, but that there should be a good balance between these and 

whole class teaching.

6.1.2  Structural characteristics of lessons that 
support language learning

Formal lessons with clear boundaries

Lessons that worked well for language learning were formal, 

scheduled lessons with clear beginnings and endings. Transitions 

were clearly indicated, for example, learners moved to another 

place in the classroom (e.g. from their desks to the mat). The 

transition was also shown by a change in the teacher’s voice and 

bodily movement. The teacher sometimes made use of a routine 

starter to get the new lesson going e.g. ‘Tigers and bears, go to our 

groups.’

Transition noun 
the point at which 
something changes 
from one form or 
state to another
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Lily Wong Fillmore suggests that this was important for language 

learning because it gave learners an idea of what to expect next 

in the lesson. Learners knew when an activity was going to begin, 

when they should pay attention and what they should be listening 

for. And the same routines happened consistently day after day. 

Even learners with little English knew what to do and could keep 

track of what was going on.

In classrooms that were less successful for language learning, 

these routines were not in place. It was often difficult for learners 

to work out where one activity ended and another began and a lot 

of time was wasted. Lily Wong Fillmore concluded that, ‘the first 

type of structural characteristic of successful lessons is consistency 

in organisation: students knew what to expect and what to do 

procedurally, because the routine was well established’ (1980, p. 

28).

Consistency in lesson formats

In classes that were successful for language learning, there was 

a great deal of consistency in the individual teacher’s lessons in a 

particular subject area (e.g. Maths). There was consistency in the 

way the lessons were organised, in the activities the children did in 

each phase of the lesson, and in the language that was used. So, if 

you looked at a teacher’s Maths lessons over the period of a month, 

you would find that she followed much the same format each day in 

terms of what she did and how she did it, even though the content 

changed.

In reading lessons, for example, a teacher might follow a format 

like this:

• First, present new vocabulary items used in the text;

•  Discuss the meanings and uses of new words and relate them to 

known words;

• Let the group read the words together from the list;
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• Let the group read the text silently;

• Let individuals take turns reading paragraphs in the text;

• Discuss the meaning of the text with the learners;

•  Make an assignment for work to be done individually at the 

learners’ desks.

Lily Wong Fillmore points out that although this lesson format is 

not very creative, it has learning benefits. For example, if a teacher 

follows it day after day, it soon becomes a kind of scenario which 

is familiar to the learners. Once they know what the routine is, 

learners can follow it and play the roles expected of them as 

participants.

Lily Wong Fillmore surmises that for children who are learning in an 

additional language, this consistency is important. Once children 

learn the sequence of activities for each subject, they can follow 

the lesson without having to work out afresh what is happening 

each day. They know what they are supposed to do and what they 

should be learning from each phase of the lesson.

The language used in each phase of these lessons was also 

routinized, consistent, and therefore familiar. Because of this, 

learners in these lessons seemed to follow what the teacher was 

saying most of the time. They had to deal with new content each 

day, but the format in which it was presented was a familiar one. 

The familiar routines provided a scaffold for learning the new 

material. The routine and consistency made the content and 

language comprehensible.

Another important aspect of these lessons was the consistent use 

of instructions and signals to guide the learners through an activity. 

For example, one teacher used the following instructions and 

signals to guide the learners through the lesson:

Scenario noun a 
scene in a film or 
play; something 
which happens 
repeatedly in the 
same way



26 MODULE B3
Managing learning

MODULE B3
Managing learning

Language used by the teacher Purpose of the language

Open your maths books …..

Now we’re going to review this 

page …

You did have maths on Friday, but 

we didn’t use this book …

Now we’re talking about fractional 

parts …

Now look at our problems …

At the start of the lesson, 

the teacher tells the learners 

what to do immediately and 

what to expect, and she links 

this to prior experience. So 

the children know exactly 

what they will be doing in the 

lesson.

These statements act as signals and guide the learners through the 

difference phases of the activities. The teacher also used phrases 

like OK to signal movements forward and indicate transitions e.g.:

OK, now boys and girls, when we …… 

OK, let’s do another ….

According to Lily Wong Fillmore, these statements help to orient 

learners during the lesson. They tell them where they are and 

where they are going next. Also by linking the present lesson to 

what has already been done, the children are able to link new 

language to what they already know.

Allocating turns for learners to answer questions

Allocating turns to speak affects the amount and kind of practice 

learners get in using the new language. Teachers in successful 

classes used a variety of turn-allocation procedures, but they 

were very consistent about the format they used within lessons. 

The children understood the procedures and knew the rules. The 

teachers in successful classes usually managed to call on every 

child at least once during each lesson.

In contrast, in less successful classes, procedures for participation 

were often unclear, and learners competed to answer questions. 

Orient verb to 
point someone in 
the right direction

Allocate verb 
distribute (turns) 
to particular people 
for a specific 
purpose (in this 
case, language 
practice)
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Some children were called on often while others got very little 

opportunity to participate. As a result, some children had less 

practice in using the new language and less feedback and so were 

less successful at learning the language.

[Adapted from: Wong Fillmore, L. (1985). When does teacher talk 

work as input? In S.M. Gass & C.G. Madden (Eds.), Input in second 

language acquisition (pp. 17-50). Boston, Mass: Heinle & Heinle.]
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