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The Ideal Lesson Plan:
Grammar-Based and Dynamic!

Ten Easy Steps to Making Your Students Fluent

By John T. Conner

Introduction:

Having taught now for thirty-five years, and having been a student of Spanish and French 

for over a decade before I began to teach, I have spent a good part of my life in a 

language classroom! Over these many years, I have come to know that languages are best 

taught using a dynamic lesson plan, one that is firmly grounded in the study of grammar.

What exactly is grammar? Well, it has been defined in a few ways: “The study of words, 

the relationship between words, and the arrangement of words to make sentences” Also: 

“The system of rules that allow sentences to be made in a given language.” (American 

Heritage Dictionary) Grammar provides the bone structure of language – without 

grammar, one metaphorically could neither walk nor talk. Although it may seem to be an 

old-fashioned idea, I have always thought that if grammar is emphasized and well-taught, 

a student will become fluent faster.

The appeal of grammar has certainly gone in and out of favor over the years! I remember 

one teacher I had in high school who told us the first day of class how much he LOVED 

grammar, and he didn’t want us to do much speaking of Spanish until we had mastered 

its rules. So we spent a year full of translating sentences. My classmates and I would take 

turns walking to the chalkboard to offer up the translations we had done for homework 

the night before. Our teacher would then circle our errors using brightly colored pieces of 

chalk and drawing arrows to different words. My friends and I longed to speak Spanish, 

yet we had to learn to be patient, so we tried to make class interesting by taking different 

routes back to our seats after our trips to the blackboard. It was a long, long year.
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On the other side of the spectrum are those language teachers who boldly say: “Oh, just 

forget grammar – I want my students to have FUN in the classroom!  I believe in 

communication. Let them learn grammar when they are older.”  I picture students in 

these teachers’ classrooms wearing sombreros and berets, speaking together in small 

groups using infinitives: ¿Comer? — ¡Sí!   or ¿Manger? – Oui!. As the kids high-five 

each other, swaying to the background samba or calypso music, their teachers grow 

misty-eyed, feeling that “true communication” is taking place right in front of them.

The Ideal Lesson Plan stands half-way between these two extremes. Grammar should be 

celebrated, and, ideally, should inform all parts of a daily class. Yet, students should be 

speaking, writing, reading, and, yes, having a lot of fun in class. The fastest path to 

fluency is, in fact, paved with a rock-solid understanding of grammar.

This book lays out ten perfect activities to do in class. Your goal should be to do ALL of 

them, if possible, in every class. I must confess to you that I have NEVER gotten to all 

ten of them in any one class. I hope to do so one day, however, before I put away my last 

piece of chalk. In my forty-minute class periods, I only seem to be able to do five or six 

of these. Yet, in a week, however, I ALWAYS do ALL of them.

I hope this book will give you some good ideas to use with your students. The activities 

here are fairly simple. You can easily adopt some or all of them to your own classroom 

today. Trust your own instincts. Good lesson plans, finally, reflect the goodness and 

passion of the teacher who develops them. ¡Buena suerte!  Bonne chance!
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Step One      

The Warm-Up

The bell rings, you close the door. Greet your students: “¡Buenos días!” or “Bon jour!”. 

Have your students chorally greet you back. Then, in every class that you teach, whether 

it be Level One or Advanced Placement, start the class with the following warm-up 

activity. Prepare, on a single piece of paper, two lists of questions, each list containing 

exactly seven questions. I usually photocopy these lists, handing out a copy to each 

student, or I project the list on a screen, using an overhead transparency or an LCD 

projector.  Here is what this paper might look like:

Warm-up  BSB 2 Lección 5

A) ¿Va a comprar tu familia un árbol de Navidad?

¿De qué material son muchas botas?

¿Te gusta cuando hay fuegos en la chimenea?

¿Caen muchas hojas de los árboles en el otoño?

¿Cómo se llaman los renos que usa Santa Claus en su trineo?

En tu opinión, ¿son más guapos los hombres con barbas?

¿Cuál es tu cuadro favorito?

B) ¿Has sido parte de un equipo muy competitivo?

¿Has visto jamás un dinosaurio?

¿Has disparado jamás una pistola?

¿Te ha mordido jamás un perro?

¿Te gustaría ir conmigo al cine?

¿Dónde estarás el año que viene?

¿Dónde estabas el marzo pasado?
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These questions come from a second-year Spanish class. The underlined words feature 

new vocabulary from Chapter Five in the Breaking the Spanish Barrier. Students might 

well have their textbook open as we do this exercise in case they don’t remember what 

some of the vocabulary means. You will notice that most of the questions are fairly 

straightforward “yes” or “no” questions. In groups of two, one student will ask the first 

question of his partner. She will answer that question and then pose the second question 

back to him. He, in turn, answers that question and then poses the next question, until 

they get to the seventh question, the last one of the list. At that point, the person who 

answers that seventh question will now repeat the first question of the very same list. The 

person who last time answered the first question will now get to ask it. The one who 

asked it will now answer. The second time through, the vocabulary is now more familiar, 

and the answers tend to flow more freely.

Once I feel that most students have gotten through those questions “twice,” I will 

announce that everyone is to change partners (if they worked with a partner on their left 

before, they will work with someone on their right). They now begin the second list of 

questions: “B”.  They move down in the same routine, alternating back and forth, just like 

a ping-pong game.

During this exercise, I will wander around, helping students who are stuck, listening for 

good answers, offering praise, trying to resist making too many corrections.  I will mostly 

try to enjoy the sounds from this Tower of Babel as a full class of students, speaking 

simultaneously, will make beautiful sounds of Spanish. 

Your students will think that this drill practices vocabulary, which, of course, it does. 

Yet, unbeknownst to them, I have laced each drill with grammatical points that I want 

emphasized. First and foremost, all the questions model perfect grammar – there is 

subject/verb agreement, adjective/noun agreement, correct word order, beautiful 

punctuation, and lovely choices of tense! By answering, students are usually speaking 

quite accurate Spanish. I am trying to set them up to speak beautifully. I want this 

practice to sink into them. I want the Spanish to become a part of their lives.
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If you look closely at the warm-up sentences in the lists above, you will notice that the 

present perfect tense is used quite a bit in the second bank of questions. That chapter in 

our text not so coincidentally covered the present perfect. During the warm-up, I always 

include many sentences that practice the grammar we are studying. I don’t make a big 

deal about it. It is a bit like subliminal advertising. The grammar is there, living, 

breathing, coming alive. The students are having fun speaking in Spanish. I am helping 

them by setting them up to say perfectly constructed sentences!

Mostly, I want them to speak. I read an article once that reported that the average student 

in a language classroom actually speaks less than fifteen seconds of the target language 

each class period. That is remarkable! Why does that happen? It’s obvious: we language 

teachers love to talk. We dominate the classroom. We tend to talk all the time.

This warm-up exercise is the perfect antidote. This drill runs from three to four minutes. 

In that time, your students will have each posed and then answered fourteen questions. 

They will have spoken twenty-eight times! You have given them a gift right at the 

beginning of each class. Now, if there is in an unexpected fire drill or power failure and 

class is cut short, you can smile knowing that they have spoken significantly more that 

most students usually speak in a full week in an average foreign language classroom.

Part of the success of this activity is your being able to let go. Students will make some 

mistakes that you won’t be able to correct! A few students will even whisper – or joke 

around – in English. Yet, the majority of students will be on task. They are actively 

participating. You can even have them create their own warm-up questions on occasion (I 

suggest that they turn them in to you a day in advance for proofreading – it is important 

that the model questions be accurate!).

In this exercise, students are only asked to speak. To answer. To enjoy this activity. To be 

fearless of making an error. As young children, we spoke long before we knew any rules. 
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Our parents listened to our many grammatical errors. Through trial and error, we learned 

to make sense of language.

Give your students the best gift possible at the beginning of each and every class. Have 

them speak to each other in groups of two. Follow up a little, if you want, as a whole 

group. If you heard some great answers, ask your students those questions.

I think this activity is the best way to start any class. Do it. Every day. This is the one 

activity I ALWAYS, ALWAYS do. Every day.
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Step Two     
 

Organization!

Your students are warmed up. Now is the time to take care of all announcements, collect 

essays that students may have written for homework, distribute new handouts or make a 

reminder of a coming quiz or test. You should also turn back quizzes, tests, or essays that 

you have graded. 

I am a big believer in handing out a printed syllabus, announcing assignments that span 

from one test period to the next. I know that some teachers do not like to do so, feeling 

that they never know exactly how far along they will get on a given day, and therefore 

preferring to announce assignments just one day at a time.

I would argue back that students learn best when they can see what’s coming in the next 

few weeks, know the target day for a test, and can consequently plan their lives 

(including sports and social calendars) around the big “assessment day.” I think all topics 

– including grammar – are best mastered in an educational setting that is thoughtful and 

compassionate towards a student.

I must confess that I HATED when teachers would wait until the end of class to 

announce the assignment for the next day. Often the bell would ring, I would start to 

think about my geometry quiz coming up in a few minutes, and my Spanish teacher 

would explain what we would be quizzed on tomorrow. Or worse. A teacher would 

announce: “Class, I have decided that tomorrow we will have our chapter test!” This 

type of announcement generally does not bring out the best in students. They deserve the 

courtesy of knowing when a major test is coming, ideally at least a week in advance.
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Here is a fairly typical assignment sheet that I might hand out to my students. They 

would receive this handout as they leave class on a test day. The sheet maps out all of the 

assignments until the next test:

You will notice that there is a rich variety of assignments: grammar exercises from the 

textbook, reading selections, vocabulary quizzes, oral presentations, composition writing, 

television watching, speaking with a friend, and, of course, a chapter test. Some of these 

assignments will be explained in more detail later in this book. 

One of the assignments, however, I would like to explain here. Do you notice on October 

5, there is an assignment entitled: “Call Me”?  This assignment is a terrific one, enabled 

by the advent of voice-mail at most schools. I will ask students to leave me a twenty to 

thirty second voice mail message. I will assign a topic, such as: “Ask me for an extension 

on your homework, giving me the reason” or “Ask to make a reservation for dinner at a 
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restaurant” or “Make an emergency call to 911, explaining that you are witnessing a 

robbery at a bank”.  I have received absolutely wonderful results on this assignment. I 

made a big mistake the first time I thought of it, however, assigning ALL of my classes 

this assignment on the same day. When I came into school the next day morning and 

discovered over 50 messages to listen to, I decided that I would stagger this assignment 

among my classes, never assigning this one to more that one class per night!

The beauty of a syllabus is that students know what is coming. You do not need to spend 

a lot of time each class period announcing tomorrow’s assignment.

But what if you need to make a change in the syllabus?  No problem!  Of course, you can 

move a test back a day, or eliminate an exercise, or add a new idea. You can make your 

syllabus breathe. Yet, like grammar, it has structure. Your students will thank you for it!
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Step Three  

    

New or Old Grammar!

Your students are now warmed up and you have done the basic housekeeping. 

Organization is flowing. Your students are now ready for a new grammatical idea (or 

ready to practice a recent one)! This moment is the best opportunity in the lesson to dive 

into grammar. Your students are fresh, eager, and as ready as they will ever be to soak in 

some new material.

I am choosing for a model lesson here the present perfect tense. Let me show you how I 

would present it. The model here can easily be replicated, no matter what verbal tense 

you might use.

I walk to the blackboard and write down these words:

Haber (to have)

He
Has
Ha
Hemos
Habéis
Han

I will then say: “Hoy estudiamos el presente perfecto (Today we are studying the present 

perfect)… ¡Repitan, por favor!”  Have your students repeat each word, one after the next. 

You could quickly translate in English, if you want (I have, you have…).
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Next write down these three past participles right next to this grouping. I might, in fact, 

write out the infinitive “hablar” first, then erase the “-ar” and then write in the “–ado.” 

Then I would do the same for “comer” and “vivir,” erasing the “-er” and adding “–ido.”

He
Has hablado
Ha +       comido
Hemos vivido
Habéis
Han

Chorally repeat each past participle. You can quickly translate in English if you want 

(spoken, eaten, lived).

Now, triumphantly announce: “¡He hablado!” I have spoken!  Chorally repeat. Then say 

“He comido.” (I have eaten). Then chorally repeat. Then finally “He vivido.” I have 

lived. Then repeat again. 

At this point, immediately go back into your groups of two. Having your students use the 

nine words on the blackboard, form very simple “yes” or “no” questions. In pairs, 

students will invent questions (and answers) that might look like these: 

¿Has hablado hoy?  – Sí, he hablado hoy. 
¿Has comido mucho? – Sí, he comido mucho.

 ¿Has vivido en Chicago? – Sí, he vivido en Chicago.
¿Has hablado con la profesora? – Sí, he hablado con la profesora.
¿Has comido en la cafetería?  – Sí, he comido en la cafetería.
¿Has vivido en California? – No, no he comido en California.
¿Has hablado con tu amiga? – No, no he hablado con mi amiga.

Now, follow up this simple, “yes” or “no” paired group activity with another paired 

group activity, working with a different partner, of course!  Have your students look at a 

giant poster of interrogatives that you have hanging on the wall in your classroom.  If you 

don’t have such a poster hanging up, make one tonight! Hang it up tomorrow!  It should 

have the most common interrogatives in big, bold letters.
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¿Quién(es)?
¿Cuándo?
¿Dónde?
¿Qué?
¿Cuál(es)?
¿Por qué?
¿Cuánto(a)(s)?

Now ask your students to invent more questions, using an interrogative, a form of 

“haber” and a past participle (one from column A, one from Column B and one from 

Column C!):

¿Quién(es) he
¿Cuándo has
¿Dónde ha hablado?
¿Qué hemos comido?
¿Cuál(es) habéis vivido?
¿Por qué han
¿Cuánto(a)(s)

Sample questions (and answers) might look like this: 

¿Quién ha hablado hoy? – El profesor ha hablado.
¿Cuándo has comido? – He comido a las ocho.
¿Dónde has vivido? – He vivido en San Antonio.
¿Qué has comido? – He comido cereal.

 ¿Por qué has hablado en clase hoy? – He hablado porque me                
 gusta hablar.

¿Cuál es tu clase favorita? – Mi clase de español es mi favorita.
¿Cuánto has comido hoy? – He comido mucho hoy.
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Right off the bat, your students are speaking in complete sentences. They are using the 

present perfect tense! You have set them up to look good. They are gaining confidence 

with each passing second. You have given them a little structure, and they are bringing 

language to life.

The final part of this drill will work as follows. During the last two segments, you have 

listened to your students ask and answer questions using the present perfect tense. Now 

call directly on all of your students, one at a time! Have them answer those questions in 

front of their classmates. If you remember someone saying that he ate at Burger King, ask 

him where he ate. If someone has said that she has lived in St. Louis, ask her where she 

has lived. You want your students to shine in front of their classmates. As they answer 

questions beautifully in complete sentences, heap praise on them: ¡Magnífico! ¡Muy bien! 

¡Bravo!  Succeeding in front of one’s classmates makes a big difference.

To review, this grammar presentation came in four parts:

1)  Choral drill (repeating form of “haber” and the past participles)

2) Groups of two, using “yes” or “no” questions

3)  Groups of two, now adding interrogatives

4) Whole group, teacher calling on students individually.

I call this technique, the “ice cream cone method.” The choral drill is the ball of the ice 

cream cone. That’s where you start to eat an ice cream come. Very safe. Very delicious. 

Totally new material. Students are getting comfortable with something brand new. The 

groups of two is a little farther down the cone. Pretty easy. Safe – in groups with one 

peer. Yes or no. You follow closer to the tip of the cone with the interrogative questions. 

A little harder. Still with a peer.  Finally, at the tip of the cone. Students all on their own. 

Answering in front of their peers. You make them look good! 
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This sequence should take no more than five or six minutes. That might be all I would do 

on the first day. Tomorrow in class, you can count on the warm-up activity using many 

present perfect questions!  Later in tomorrow’s class, I might focus on irregular part 

participles. Quickly review first the forms of “hablar,” “comer” and “vivir.”  Then say 

in Spanish that there are a number of irregular forms, too. 

Tell your students you have a good way to remember irregular part participles. Tell them 

that you have a good friend named Mac, who is a clergyman, who also happens to have a 

Ph.D. Write out these initials:

R
E
V
V

M
A                           
C

P
H
D
D
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Your students will certainly feel that you have gone a little crazy. But then slowly, but 

surely, begin to fill in the irregular past participles like this:

R oto (romper)
E scrito (escribir)
V isto (ver)
V uelto (volver)

M uerto (morir)
A bierto (abrir)
C ubierto (cubrir)

P uesto (poner)
H echo (hacer)
D icho (decir)
D escubierto (descubrir)

Choral drill of the new forms. Groups of two. Yes or No. Groups of Two with 

Interrogatives. Big Group calling on students individually. You know the drill!

Now during the rest of the school year, should your students ever say something like “He 

rompido la puerta” or “He abrido la ventana”, you can correct them by simply saying; 

“Rev Mac!!!” They will go, “Oh, yeah! – roto …. abierto.”  Saying “Rev Mac” is so 

much better that saying, “Now remember, there are some irregular past participles of 

–AR, -ER and –IR verbs!”

It works like a charm.

I also share the following secret with my students. I tell them that Santa Claus LOVES all 

perfect tenses. I write these sentences on the board:

He hablado. Hemos entrado. Ha estado.

My students now look at me quizzically, wondering what’s coming next. 
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I then underline the “h” and “o” as follows:

He hablado. Hemos entrado. Ha estado

And then I write:

Ho-Ho-Ho!

Does this seem a little corny? Of course, it is. But students will remember it. Teachers 

over the years have invented many of these brilliant tricks. Use them! Be proud of them! 

Breaking the Barrier is full of them!

End of today’s grammar lesson.  I would spend from five to a maximum of ten minutes 

presenting and drilling a new grammatical idea. Of course, tomorrow’s warm-up activity 

will highlight the present perfect and irregular past participles!
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Step Four  
    

GO OVER HOMEWORK!

Your students are warmed up, you’ve done your organizational work, and you have 

successfully presented a new grammatical concept. Now you must do something with the 

homework you assigned last night. If that homework had been a composition, you 

already have collected it, so you can skip Step Four altogether.

But you likely have assigned some exercises out of your grammar text (the Breaking the 

Barrier series is full of great exercises!).  I think that a format of fill-in-the blank 

sentences and paragraphs is good for practicing grammatical points as they give living 

context for the grammar you are studying. A translation here and there can also helpful, 

finding errors can be fun and instructive for students who need to become good 

proofreaders of their own work. Here are examples of good homework assignments:

I) Fill in the spaces with the correct form of the present tense:

a. Les Canadiens _____________________ très bien au hockey. 
(jouer)
b. Nous _____________________ à Toulouse, dans le sud de la 
France. (habiter)
c. Je _____________________ une limonade délicieuse. (vendre)
d. Mon papa et ma maman _____________________ à l’hôpital. 
(travailler)
e. Tu _____________________ l’autobus avec des amis. (attendre)
f. Vous _____________________ au professeur. (obéir)
g. Gérard Depardieu _____________________ aux questions du 
journaliste. (répondre)
h. Amélie Mauresmo _____________________ beaucoup de 
trophées. (gagner)
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i. Les petits éléphants _____________________ dans la jungle. 
(grandir)
j. Les enfants _____________________ la maman dans le grand 
parc. (perdre)

II)  Fill in the paragraph choosing either the preterit or imperfect tense:

“La mujer misteriosa”
_____________________ (Ser) las tres de la tarde cuando la mujer

misteriosa _____________________ (bajar) del autobús en la Plaza 

Central. Alta, morena y elegante, la mujer _____________________ 

(caminar) despacio por la plaza — arriba, abajo, a la izquierda, a la 

derecha . . . “¿Qué busca?” _______________ (yo). (pensar) Por fin 

yo lo _______________ (saber) porque un hombre vestido de blanco 

la _______________ (saludar) dos veces desde un café al lado del 

hotel. Los dos _______________ (hablar) sólo unos segundos. El 

hombre le _______________ (dar) una cajita y de pronto un taxi 

_______________ (detenerse) enfrente de ellos. Mientras el hombre 

le _______________ (abrir) la puerta, la mujer_______________ 

(sacar) su teléfono celular y entró en el taxi. Inmediatamente el 

taxi________________ (irse). El hombre se_______________ 

(quedar) allí un momento con la cara roja y lágrimas en los ojos.
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III) There are seven errors in this letter. Underline and correct them: 

Estimado señor Presley :

Ayer Ud. volvió a Nashville. Cantó muy bien en 

Opryland. Yo soy la chica con la blusa roja y la guitarra 

eléctrica que Ud. vio cerca de su coche. Ud. pedió mi 

guitarra, pero no le escuchí. No duermí bien después. Me 

sientí horrible. ¿Duermió Ud. bien? Mañana voy a poner mi 

guitarra en su coche.

Silvia

This last exercise inevitably incites great discussion. Often at conferences someone will 

tell me that a find-the-error type of drill is harmful to students. The argument goes like 

this: Students should NEVER see errors. If they see an error, they will remember it. It 

will become a part of them. They will begin to make that error.

While I respect those teachers who have such an opinion, it just doesn’t jibe with my own 

experiences in the classroom. I have found, in fact, that this type of exercise HELPS 

students becomes terrific proofreaders. It teaches them to be on the lookout for their own 

errors. It is also fun. The instructions of these exercises announce that there are errors 

lurking in its sentences. Students are challenged to find these errors. It is a game of hide-

and-go seek! Seek the errors, and ye shall find them!   My students love these exercises. 

They have become much better writers because of it.
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I would argue that the logic behind NOT having students do these find-the-error exercises 

should prohibit them also from writing their own compositions until AFTER they are 

fluent in Spanish or French. After all, all language students will make errors when they 

write. Language is a system of trial and error. And if they read their own errors, won’t 

they be more likely to make those errors? 

Nonsense, I say!  Just listen to little children speaking their native language. They say 

and write down TONS of errors, but, in time, they learn what is correct. It is truly a 

system of trial and error.

In any case, you have assigned homework, now you should go over it. Homework should 

not be ignored! You can’t assign homework and then do nothing with it. It isn’t fair! 

Going over homework sounds so simple. As many teachers around the world do, you 

could go over each sentence one at a time. You ask for a volunteer. That student reads the 

correct answer aloud. You repeat, praise the student, and ask for a volunteer for question 

number two. This student also gets it right. You praise her, and ask for a new volunteer. 

He makes a mistake. You ask for another volunteer, and that student gets it right. You 

praise her, ask the student who made an error if he understands, and then onto question 

four. This student gets it right, etc., etc., etc.  All set.

Wait a minute!  You know where this will end up. You are going to go over twenty or 

twenty-five or thirty fill-in-the-blank answers. Time is ticking away as you move to the 

bottom of last night’s assignment. You finish and are ready to move onto Step Five. 

Right?

Well, no. I believe that, in general, this way is the worst way to go over homework. After 

ten minutes, how much Spanish has been heard? How often has each student spoken?  If 

you, in fact, had presented the new material well, if the textbook you use explained the 

grammar well, these exercises generally should have been quite simple for your students. 

You had set them up to succeed BEFORE they did this assignment.
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Why spend so many minutes going over these questions one – by – one? Perhaps you 

haven’t prepared your lesson plan well. Maybe you need to kill time. I confess that this 

has happened to me MANY times. I can EASILY go over the homework for ten, fifteen, 

even twenty minutes. I ask for volunteers to write their answers on the blackboard (just as 

my old high school Spanish teacher did!). That takes extra time! I crack jokes. I ask the 

student to read the FULL sentence instead of just the answer. I repeat the FULL sentence 

as well as the answer. I walk to the blackboard. I walk back to class. I pull out colored 

pieces of chalk. Does this sound familiar?

Well it works at the time. When class ends, however, I feel guilty. I look in the mirror 

and say to myself: “I will NEVER do that again!” Until, of course, I am not well-

prepared for class and need to KILL time (and everyone’s interest in Spanish) by going 

over the homework this way.

Look, most of your students have the right answers. Certainly the ones who put in a little 

effort did. If students know you are going to go over each and every one slowly, they 

don’t need to spend time doing these exercises carefully on their own. You are going to 

do their work for them!

What should you do instead?

I recommend handing out the answers and having students correct their own exercises in 

class. Put the answers up on the blackboard or on an overhead. It’s fast. It’s more 

effective.

Then you pick four or five or six of the most challenging questions and go over those in 

great detail. Afterward, you then ask the class if there are questions. Ask them to pick out 

a few to go over. If they pick none out, you pick out a few more. Encourage those who 

are shy to ask questions or to throw out a number of an exercise they would like you to 

do.
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I think, in fact, that the best solution may be to give all the answers to the students 

BEFORE they do the assignment. Give them an answer key. E-mail out the answers. Let 

them check their work as they go along. If they get stuck, having the correct answers 

helps them understand.

What can I say, though, to those teachers who worry that students will just copy the 

correct answers?  I honestly feel that teachers should not worry about that at all. Students 

need to be ready for the tests and quizzes. If they haven’t done the practice along the 

way, they will have difficulties with the tests. It’s as simple as that. If a few students 

choose to take shortcuts, I have no problem with that. They better be ready, however, for 

the tests and quizzes. If they can ace the tests and quizzes, three cheers for them.

Occasionally a topic will arise that is problematic for students: if clauses, the imperfect 

subjunctive, relative clauses. For those assignments, you may just want to go over, in 

class, every single sentence. You may want to do this even if the students all know what 

the correct answers are. Seeing the answers again, having their teacher explain the logic 

of each answer, may help students cement this new knowledge.

But PLEASE do this judiciously. I truly believe that WAY too much time is spent in 

language classrooms going over homework.  Spend a few minutes on homework …mark 

in your grade book who hasn’t done the homework. Collect all the books after you go 

over them if you want. 

But now it’s time to move on.
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Step Five  
    

Literature!

One of the great rewards of studying a new language is the opportunity to read literature.  

It has been said that literature offers the best window to a new culture. I don’t think that 

there is any better activity in a classroom than discussing literature.

First, what exactly is literature?  A simple definition from the American Heritage 

Dictionary says that it is “a body of writing in prose or verse, especially writing having 

recognized artistic value.”  Literature can take many forms: short stories, plays, essays, 

novels, poems, letters, dialogues, or journalistic prose.  I would not be too hung up on the 

“artistic value,” particularly as students begin their language careers. Students can read 

Don Quijote and L’Etranger when they are ready, but, once again, don’t wait until they 

are fluent to enjoy reading. 

As soon as they are able, let your students read silly dialogues, campy adventure stories, 

melodramatic plays.  Have students become involved with a story line. This is crucial. 

Once students can become involved with characters’ lives, they begin to internalize 

language better. Literature also gives wonderful examples of language in context. There 

is just no better way to see good grammar in action!

So, how does one approach literature?

Language teachers often are so excited to be studying literature, remembering their old 

days in graduate school or as budding novelists, that they bombard students with so much 

jargon! They present painstaking historical context, talk of themes, layers of meaning, 

genre, deconstruction theory, rhyme scheme, integrated vocabulary use.
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Students, however, even at the advanced level, are often mostly concerned with one 

thing: Plot!  What is happening? Who is in love with whom? Who died recently? Where 

are the characters going over the weekend? What is the name of the protagonist’s mother-

in-law?

When students can read something in another language, and when they can figure out 

what is happening, they are happy! They feel confident. They begin to WANT to read 

more. Plot. Plot. Plot. Don’t wear them down too early reading them your notes from 

college talking of the multiple levels of dream sequencing in Cortázar and Camus. Don’t 

wear them down with too much literary fluff.

In time, of course, students will show they are ready to move beyond plot description to 

interpreting what they are reading, to comparing it to other works, to finding historical 

context of themes and ideas. But wait until they are ready. For now, it’ simple: plot, plot, 

plot.

For example, let’s say you assign a short, story by Enrique Anderson Imbert called “La 

araña” to your students.  This is the tale of a man who notices a spider crawling on his 

hand. He is about to tell the spider to get off his hand, but the spider first speaks to him to 

say – “Hey, you are in my world. What are you doing here?” The man thinks it over a 

little, decides the situation is ridiculous, and is about to tell the spider to move away, but 

before he can, the spider again says; “Hey buster. You are in my world. Get out of here.” 

The man realizes that the situation is hopeless. He says that he could tell that further 

discussion would serve no purpose. He ends the story by saying “Le dejé la mano y salí.” 

I left the spider my hand, and I took off. Hmmmmmmmmmm.

As you hand out this story to your students, tell them they will be reading a tale about a 

person a spider. Tell them the end of the story is a little out of the ordinary! That’s all you 

should say.
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In class the next day, you are ready to discuss “La araña.” Have students take the story 

out. Immediately hand out the following seven questions. Go to our favorite format: 

Questions in Groups of Two.

¿Qué sintió el narrador en la mano?

¿Qué le iba a decir el narrador a la araña?

¿Qué dijo la araña?

¿Qué quiere el narrador que haga la araña, y qué quiere la 

araña que haga el narrador?

¿Te gustan las arañas? ¿Tienes miedo de ellas?

¿Qué pasa al final?

En tu opinión, ¿es posible esta conclusión?

Students will go through these questions in class, with the story right in front of them. 

You will notice many questions are very simple. They come straight from the text! 

Almost “yes” or “no” style questions. The first four are all PLOT related. Question five 

PERSONALIZES the question. I think you should always try to personalize questions. 

Draw your students into the story a bit. Evoke some visceral feelings. The last two 

questions, of course, are rather difficult. What does happen at the end? I love listening to 

students in their small groups grapple with those two questions.

Does the narrator, in fact, “give” his hand to the spider? Does he “chop” it off? Does 

blood gush out all over? Does the hand magically come off of his body?  Is this all a 

dream? What the heck is going on here?

After students go through these questions twice (remember, with an ODD number of 

questions in a list, the answerer become the questioner and vice-versa), I get everyone’s 

attention. I might call on students individually to answer the first four or five questions. 

Then it’s time for a big group discussion at the end. I ask students for as many 

interpretations as possible. These interpretations include: “The ending is impossible. It’s 
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just stupid.”  I leave the list up on the blackboard to contemplate for a while. I say that 

ALL of these interpretations are interesting and quite possible.

I usually present this story in level three Spanish. It is a good foreshadow into the world 

of magic realism, where the lines between reality and fantasy are often hard to measure. 

It is fun to end a story with questions.

As you look at the text, be certain to point out interesting grammatical structures. I 

assume that you noticed in my own questions in groups of two that I snuck in a few 

questions that used the subjunctive. I used an irregular preterit form of a stem-changing 

verb, a nice mixture of object pronouns, the verb “gustar”. In this literary discussion, I 

was setting up my students to speak some very sophisticated Spanish! Students were so 

involved thinking of plot, they didn’t realize how beautifully they were speaking!

In the text of any literature that you read, you will find a treasure trove of great grammar! 

Show your students how adjectives are agreeing with nouns, tell them why the author 

made a beautiful choice of the present perfect tense, and point out use of the subjunctive.

I often have thought that students feel that the subjunctive is a plot that we language 

teachers thought up to get them! When you find a subjunctive (it is used all the time!), 

show it to you students. They will be amazed. They will come to look for it. They will 

come to love the subjunctive!

So, on this particular day, you had assigned a short reading (I am a big fan of assigning a 

little bit of reading – perhaps one page – to beginning and intermediate students. Have 

them read a little each day, if you can. Your goal is to build confidence!) You gave them 

a little taste of the story when you made this assignment. In class, they worked in groups 

of two. Then you had a large group discussion, you took time to point a few grammatical 

highlight, and perhaps you asked for questions or comments at the end. Five to seven 

minutes. A wonderful activity.
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As a postscript to this literary discussion, I began this year giving short, true-false reading 

quizzes on most days when I assign a reading assignment. I have found that students read 

much more carefully when there is going to be some assessment. No surprise!  I do want 

them, however, to enjoy what they read. A true-false format assures everyone of getting 

at least a 50: if they just guess, they should score 50. Some of my true/false questions are 

outrageous! The answers to some of the questions are VERY obvious. But, I want to be 

sure students do their reading. I don’t want them to rely on bright, conscientious students 

who could dominate a class discussion. A true/false quiz allows students to show you 

what they understand. It also helps you, as a teacher, to see the progress your students 

make during the course of a year.   

On to the next step!
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Step Six  
    

Student Presentation – Show and Tell!

At this point in class, your students have been warmed up, you are organized, you 

covered some great grammatical topic, you’ve gone over homework, and you’ve 

discussed a short story. Now it’s time to turn the floor over completely to your students. 

Remember back in kindergarten and first grade when Fridays were “Show and Tell” 

Days? You were able to bring in a favorite object, show it to your classmates, and tell a 

little about it?

I suggest that every Friday in class, you have a “Show and Tell” time. Students can 

prepare in advance, of course, bringing in some object to show to their classmates. I 

would have each student speak for a minimum of twenty seconds and a maximum of 

thirty seconds. Encourage your students to practice the night before with a clock. The 

most deadly oral presentations are the ones that go on too long. 

Your goal here is simple. It is back to the “tip of the ice cream cone.” You want your 

students to feel comfortable speaking all on their own! You want them – in front of all of 

their classmates – to look good. Encourage them to have good posture when they speak. 

Encourage them to look out at their audience. Allow them to have notes – even the whole 

presentation written out – if they agree to have good eye contact! Tell them that volume 

is key. If fellow students can’t hear them, they might as well just hand out a written 

summary of what they say.

A show and tell has the advantage of having a prop. Students should actually bring in 

something to show. Here are some examples:
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baseball glove picture of a favorite singer

                           

 bag of potato chips compact disc
   

                                      

Hairbrush model car 
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Let’s say a beginning student showed a picture of Ricky Martin. The show-and-tell might 

go like this:

Buenos días. Ricky Martin es un cantante magnífico. Canta mucho. Mi canción 
favorita de Ricky se llama “Livin’ la vida loca.” Ricky es de Puerto Rico. Ricky 
es alto, inteligente y muy guapo. Tengo dos discos compactos de Ricky 
Martin. Un día voy a su concierto. Muchas gracias.

Note that the student greeted her classmates at the beginning and thanked them at the end. 

An advanced student might have the same picture, but could do something a little more 

sophisticated:

Buenos días. Ricky Martin es mi cantante favorito. Nació en Puerto Rico, pero 
ahora vive en Miami. Cuando era joven, cantaba en el grupo Menudo. Luego 
actuaba en una telenovela famosa, Days of our Lives. Ahora hace muchos 
videos, viaja por todas partes del mundo y ayuda a gente pobre y enferma. Un 
día me gustaría conocer a Ricky, pero por ahora puedo ver esta foto cada 
noche en mi habitación. Gracias.

In many ways, the importance of this exercise is simply having a student stand alone in 

front of classmates speaking Spanish or French. You encourage them. You applaud after 

the presentation. Remember, students are vulnerable in a new language. You need to 

bolster confidence. But also can’t protect them too much. A “show-and-tell” is a 

wonderful combination of letting students be on their own and having support (notes or 

script).  Sometimes, I have a script or notes due the day before the actual in-class 

presentation. This practice allows me to help them fix the grammar or choose an 

appropriate word. By “show-time,” I want them to look good and to be a star.

The show and tell technique can take many forms. You can narrow the focus, picking a 

theme for a particular week’s show and tell. Often, I will have it follow the theme of the 

vocabulary words in the Breaking the Barrier series: food, clothing, sports, high-tech, 

winter, travel, etc.
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Another theme can be geographically or culturally based. In the Breaking the Barrier 

series, each chapter has a country map, full of information that begs for further 

investigation! There is a list of foods, interesting sites, and lists of famous people who 

came from that country. For some show and tells, I ask each student to pick one of the 

bits of information on these country maps. I encourage them to go to the library or 

Internet to find out more information to share with their classmates. 

Here is a sample page from the Breaking the Barrier book. As you can see, the 

information here seems to be begging for further research!
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I know that these presentations can take up a lot of class time. Perhaps you just don’t 

have enough minutes to get to every student. Do these presentations over a period of 

days. Have them do their presentations in groups of two! Even have them do these 

presentations as a voice mail to you! All of these techniques work beautifully.

Although the list below is not exhaustive, here are possible show and tell themes. It is 

important that each student SHOW something. A prop is crucial. It can be a picture 

printed off the Internet, or a drawing. But a prop gives focus and makes it more 

interesting for the listeners.

 music (favorite genre, singer)     geographical, centering on a country or region

                                    

 sports (what sports you like)  food (your favorite food)
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 travel (where you would like to visit)            family (describe your family)

        

 movie (tell about a favorite movie)        high-tech (discuss your favorite gadget)

The best thing about show and tell is that you (the teacher) get to be quiet in class. The 

spotlight is off of you. It is on the student where it should be for a while. Your role here is 

one of director, encouraging volume, eye contact, good posture. You praise, applaud, 

support.
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Remember, short presentations are the best. Fifteen to thirty second maximum! After a 

while, these will become easy for students. They will feel comfortable. They will begin to 

rely less on their notes.

That was fun. Onto the next step.
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Step Seven  
    

 
    

Student Presentation – Memorization!

When I first began to study Spanish in the sixth grade, my teacher had us do quite a bit of 

memory work. We learned short dialogues that we repeated chorally in class. Often we 

would act them out. Occasionally, we would memorize poems. In fact, that same year, 

my homeroom teacher had a contest who could memorize the most lines of poetry (in 

English) to recite in front of the class.  I remember that my best friend, Steve Krafft, 

became quite angry when I recited a poem entitled the “The Little Engine that Could” 

because the refrain “A chug-a-chug a choo, Go-Go-Go” repeated so often in the poem. 

He did not feel it fair that I got credit for all of those lines. My teacher, Mrs. Barker, a 

lovely woman from Oklahoma chided Steve, saying “Why, Steve Krafft, with friends like 

you, who needs enemies?” I got full credit for this poem, and I won the year’s 

competition.

My feeling is that memory work is a long-lost art in a language classroom. Why don’t we 

have our students memorize things more nowadays?  Does it feel too old-fashioned? Is it 

not “hip” enough or not “communicatively correct”?  I can remember that my brother, a 

French student, memorized some silly dialogue in junior high school, which he repeated 

ad nauseum at our family dinner table. I can still hear this line: “Pauvre, petit. Vous 

n’avez pas de chance, vraiment.” Over the years, my brothers and I repeated this line 

back and forth to each other, saying the words with crisp accents and confidence. Forty 

years later, this sentence is still with me.

Memory work cements good grammar in place. Phrases start to become a part of a 

person’s working vocabulary. Authenticity creeps into the theoretical. A speaker is born!



36

At this step in the lesson plan, invite a student to recite a short poem, an excerpt from a 

short story, a few famous refrains. Review again before each round of presentations the 

importance of volume, eye contact and posture. 

If a student forgets his line half-way through, help him out. Do not let him suffer a slow 

death in front of his classmates while you shake your head back and forth before inviting 

him to take his seat. Do not give a little sermon saying: “Next time you better do your 

homework. You just received an “F.” Students will feel embarrassed all by themselves if 

they are not ready. They don’t need you to bury them further. They will be better 

prepared next time. There is nothing like being in front of one’s peers.

Your role as a teacher is to make them look good. I know I have repeated this thought 

throughout this Ideal Lesson Plan. But it is at this point in a lesson plan – when students 

are doing memory work – that I feel they are most vulnerable. Feed them lines if they 

forget. If they are really stuck, give them a script and have them read it aloud. Talk to 

them after class and give them a chance to do it again tomorrow, either in front of you 

alone or, ideally, in front of the whole class.

Another great activity for this part of the lesson plan is memorizing a dramatic scene. In 

the Breaking the Barrier series, the beginning and intermediate levels have a wonderful 

adventure series entitled “The Adventures of Rafael, Elisa and El Tigre,” full of themes 

that students love: mystery, romance, travel, music. Each odd chapter contains a new 

adventure. These adventures build on each other over the series to a dramatic, 

unexpected, conclusion. During the “odd chapters,” we listen to the CD with the 

professionals acting the scene out, we do written reading comprehension exercises, we 

celebrate the great grammar and vocabulary we discover in each episode.

But when we are studying the even chapters (where there is no new adventure), I often 

have students memorize these dialogues. I assign parts (breaking the scenes into 

digestible sequences), have a read-through one day, a dress rehearsal the next, and then 

the final production. I bring in a video camera from home to capture the final scene. We 
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then watch these homemade movies. Students (despite what they may say) love seeing 

themselves on camera. Even if they only have a few lines, they love seeing themselves 

over and over. If you have a large class, you can have two or three separate casts film the 

entire sequence. Wait a few days to show it to your class. Bring in popcorn or some treat. 

Enjoy your new stars.

I have had more advanced students memorize entire short stories and poems. I still 

remember one student who memorized “La araña” and recited it in class. She did a 

spectacular job. For many years I have had entire classes memorize “Las estatuas,” also 

by Enrique Anderson Imbert.

Memory work will pay rich results. Your students will thank you one day.
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Step Eight  

 

 “Guión” Series!

Take a deep breath. You are now going to learn about the single best drill you will ever 

do in a language classroom. If you forget about all other steps in this ten-step plan 

(except Warm-up! Never forget Warm-up!), don’t ever forget the Guión Series. It’s fun. 

It’s fantastic. It works.

What is a “Guión Series” exactly?  It’s a series of five sentences that highlight one 

grammatical concept. The sentences must be able to be acted out simply. That’s it. The 

word “guión,” by the way, means “script.”

But how does this all work? Let’s say you are studying reflexive verbs. Here are my five 

sentences.

Me levanto. (I stand up)

Me lavo la cara. (I pretend to wash my face).

Me peino el pelo. (I pick up a real or imaginary comb and comb my hair.)

Me miro en el espejo. (I look at myself in a mirror.)

Me digo: ¡Qué guapo!  (I tell myself: How good-lucking you are!)

I start off saying the first sentence while acting it out. I will dramatically stand up, maybe 

rub my eyes, stretch as I say “Me levanto.” I then walk a few steps, pretend that I am 

turning on a faucet and then pat my face as I say “Me lavo la cara.” I then pick up a 

pretend comb as I comb my hair. Me peino el pelo. I then act as if I am looking in the 

mirror (perhaps I am standing in front of a window in the classroom). I say: “Me miro en 
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el espejo.” Finally, I might give myself a big thumbs up sign, or slick back my hair, and 

wink at myself as I then announce: “Me digo: ¡Qué guapo!”

My students will enjoy this scene, watching me dramatically taking delight in each of 

these steps. Now, it’s choral repetition time. I will act the sentences out, one at a time, as 

I say each line. This time, however, the students chorally repeat each line.

I will do now do it one more time, having the students chorally repeat each line.

Now, I will simply be the actor. They will say the line as I act it out. I say nothing.

Finally, it’s their turn! I ask for volunteers or I will simply call on someone who will 

come to the front of the room and act out the whole scene while narrating each line. 

When she is through, there is thunderous applause from the class. The next volunteer 

comes up, then the next, until the entire class has gone.

What happens if someone forgets a line? It can’t happen! I am right there, on bended 

knee, feeding him his next line, or acting out the next step. Students are hearing the same 

five sentences, over and over and over. By the time a student volunteers, he usually has it 

down pat.

The grammatical structure covered – here is it reflexive verbs and the use of reflexive 

object pronouns – should be familiar to the students by the time you do a Guión Series. 

They will have learned the structure in class a few days ago. They will have done a few 

nights of homework about it. They will have asked many sentences in groups of two, 

using this structure. The Guión Series is designed for FAMILIAR grammar.

The beauty of the Guión Series is that it combines words and movements. Learning 

experts have claimed that a person can remember a word better if there is a movement 

associated with it. It certainly makes a lot of sense to me. These Guión Series, like a 

small one-person, one-act play, become a part of a student. 
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What if you have a very large class? How can you get to everyone? One way is by having 

students act these out together. Have two or three students come up and simultaneously 

so these actions. Or spread the Guión Series over a couple of days. Or have students do 

these in groups of two. Sometimes during Warm-Up, we will even chorally recite a 

Guión Series we had done a few days before.

Let me give a few more examples:

Let’s say you are doing the present perfect tense:

¿Qué he hecho hoy? (Say this as you start the scene.)

He caminado. (Walk towards a chair.)

Me he sentado. (Sit down in the chair.)

He leído un libro. (Pick up a good book – perhaps Don Quijote.)

He escuchado música. (Turn on some music … Julio Iglesias, anyone?)

Adiós. He dicho adiós. (Wave goodbye).

Let’s say you are studying the progressive.

¿Qué estoy haciendo ahora? (Say this as you start the scene.)

Estoy caminando. (I am walking around the whole class)

Estoy buscando a Shakira. (I am looking all over for Shakira).

Estoy gritando: ¡Shakira! ¡Shakira! (I see her picture on the board. I shout and run to it)

Estoy pidiéndole el autógrafo. (I hand a piece of paper and pencil to “Shakira”.)

Estoy sonriendo. (I smile broadly.)
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No matter what the verbal tense (or mood) you are studying, a Guión Series can come in 

handy. Did someone just mention the subjunctive? Okay, let’s do one more.

¿Qué voy a hacer esta noche? Mis padres quieren que yo…

…estudie mucho (stack books, write notes)

…lea un libro (open a book and read it)

…limpie mi cuarto (grab a broom and sweep)

Pero mis amigos prefieren que yo…

…baile (stand up and dance a little)

…y toque la guitarra. (play your air guitar!)

This final example had a slightly different format, inserting a little phrase midway, but it 

still had all the elements of a Guión Series.

To review, here is what you do:

THE GUIÓN SERIES

Act out and narrate a series of five actions.

Do it again, having students chorally repeat after you.

Do it once again, having students chorally repeat after you.

Do it one more time, having students narrate and you just act!

Now, your students, one at a time, act and narrate!

Of course, there are many variations possible. As you act out the scene, you can have 

your students narrate the action in the third person, rather than in the first person. If two 

students do it together, have them use the 1st person plural. Or two students can act it out 

while the entire class uses the 3rd person plural of the verb.
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The bottom line is: Do a Guión Series at least once a week. It is the best drill!

Time is now running short. Onto the next activity!
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Step Nine  

 

Writing!
Writing is best done as homework, right? Well, I’m not so sure. I think writing is a 

wonderful in-class activity.  It helps a student immediately lock in new grammatical 

concepts. The physical movement of writing itself helps many people remember new 

vocabulary and structure. Writing fuels a student’s imagination. It can be a peaceful, 

restorative process during a loud and active class experience. As students write in class, a 

teacher has a chance to circulate around, offering suggestions, serving as a walking 

dictionary, pointing out errors discreetly. 

Of course, students could do all of their writing for homework. But I think it is better to 

use some class time, at least twice per week.  How much class time should you devote? 

Very little at any one time. I recommend the three minute rule. Have students write 

FREQUENTLY in class, but generally don’t have them write for more than three 

minutes. Start a timer, say “GO!” When the buzzers go off, pencils drop.

It doesn’t matter if students are in mid-sentence. If doesn’t matter if they’ve just written 

one paragraph or a few sentences. I think writing a little each day is FAR MORE 

valuable than writing a long essay every few weeks.

Collect these writing assignments. You can correct them quickly. I either make all of the 

corrections for the beginning and intermediate students, or use a “correction key” for my 

advanced students. On the correction key, I would underline an error and leave a symbol 

in the margin for the type of error that the student made (e.g., agreement, spelling, 

missing accent mark, etc.). I would then ask them to fix their error in class the next day or 

for a subsequent class.
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I grade these assignments usually just with words: Excelente, Muy Bien, Bien, OK.  I 

enter these words in my gradebook, which is for my use only, I may, in time, associate 

many of these words with grades …. Excelente is an “A,” Muy Bien a “B,” Bien a “C,” 

OK a “D.” I give grades of Excelente/Muy Bien if it is an A-/B+. But I don’t want 

students to be hung up on their writing grades.  I want them to build confidence. I think 

words and comments (rather than a number or letter grade) from a teacher to a fledgling 

writer are the best rewards.

When a child learns to walk or a bird learns to fly, the parent does not analyze each 

effort, grading the countless steps in this process. “Today you fell, Johnny: F.”  “This 

afternoon, Louise, you took one step before tipping over: D-. “This morning, young 

Robin, you flapped your wings, but didn’t really go anywhere: C+/D-.”

I think writing a little every day, if possible, helps a student to become a better speaker of 

a language. A teacher can offer suggestions and praise along this somewhat slow process. 

But one day, a student will write a near flawless paragraph, rich in vocabulary and 

grammatical structure, and feel amazed!  You, in turn, will be happy, too.

Here is the type of writing activity I usually set up.  Hand out a piece of paper to each 

student with an opening sentence written for a composition. Here are some samples:

“It was 3:30 a.m, and I couldn’t sleep ….”
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“Dear Sir or Madam,

I am returning this telephone because it doesn’t work ….”

                                                    

”Last night, my sister came home late again with her useless boyfriend, 

Ramón.”

                                          

“When the summer comes, everything will be different.”
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What have I done today?                  

--I have ______________, I have ____________, I have ____________, 

etc…………

I was surprised when the elephant walked into class carrying a birthday 

cake.

                                                           

If I had more money, I would travel to South America.

                                                  

You will notice that I have put in a little piece of art on all of my assignments. The 

Internet and computers make it so easy to insert a little picture. I can’t explain exactly 

why, but my feeling is that by putting in a picture, you will help your students write 

better.  I think a picture inspires a student’s imagination. A picture truly can inspire a 

thousand (grammatically correct) words. It looks attractive. It makes the assignment more 

fun.
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Over time, you will have a wonderful collection of these mini-compositions on file. They 

can be used the same day in ALL of your classes, no matter what the level. Your 

advanced students simply will be able to do more with the assignment than your 

beginning ones will. It will make you feel good, too, seeing how much progress students 

make over the years. Often teachers of advanced students forget the days when students 

were grappling with numbers, weather expressions, and greetings. 

I am enclosing here the correction chart I use with my Spanish classes. You might make a 

similar one for your own students. Feel free to use this very one, if you like.

Correction Chart

A agreement error (subject/verb, noun/adjective, etc.)

P wrong word or word doesn’t exist

R should be reflexive

X omit

WO work order is wrong

IDOP indirect object pronoun needed

DOP direct object pronoun needed (me, te, lo, lo, nos, os, los, las)

S/E if you used ser, change to estar; if you used estar, change to ser

T wrong tense being used

SUB you need the subjunctive

IMP SUB you need the imperfect subjunctive

SP the word is misspelled; consult dictionary

PA you need to use the personal “a”

PREP you need a preposition or a different preposition

? I don’t know what you are trying to say; rewrite or ask me

SEE ME see me before or after the next class meeting

C you need a conjunction (y, o, ni, pero)
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RP you need a relative pronoun or a different relative pronoun (que, cual, el que, el 

cual, lo que, quien, etc.)

DA definite article needed (el, la, los, las) 

IDA indefinite article needed (un, una, unos, unas)

INF infinitive needed

O a circle over a word means there needs to be an accent mark (or an accent mark 

should be deleted)

One final thought: I often put on some background music as students write. I like to 

create an atmosphere for students conducive to writing. Oftentimes, I can find some good 

mood music to fit along with a theme. If you happen to have the soundtrack to the movie 

Titanic, you will find an amazing collection of different types of mood music. There are 

mysterious, dramatic, haunting, joyful, carefree, pensive, foreboding melodies, all on one 

CD collection. I recommend that you have your department buy a copy today.. Put on 

track number 7, do a composition that begins with “It was a dark and stormy night, and I 

couldn’t sleep ….” and you will be amazed to read what your students will write. I swear 

to you that good grammar and vocabulary will flow right out of their pencils!
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Step Ten  

 

Free-Flow Open Group Discussion!

The bell may be about to ring, but with luck, you have five minutes left in class. This 

time is definitely my favorite part of class. Tell students to clear their desks!  Make 

themselves comfortable. It’s time for some free conversation. What’s this? Something 

unplanned?

Why, yes. You and your students have worked hard during the past forty or so minutes, 

moving through a fast-paced assortment of stimulating drills. They warmed up, got 

organized, learned a grammar lesson, went over homework, discussed some literature, 

did some oral presentations, a little memory work, a Guión series, and a bit or writing. (I 

know, they didn’t really do ALL of these … but they sure did MANY of these).

Now it’s time just to talk. See what’s on your students’ minds. Just say: “Free 

conversation!” At the beginning of the year, students will stare blankly back at you, 

wondering what they are supposed to do. Prod them a bit: Ask what’s for lunch in the 

cafeteria, who won the soccer game last Friday afternoon, where the next dance is taking 

place, what the latest plot twist is on The O.C. or Desperate Housewives. Someone 

inevitably will take the bait and make a comment. If you’re lucky, someone will chime 

back in. You want to make your students talk, if possible. With luck, one of these topics 

will take off, and students will just chat.

Many days though, you have to be resourceful. Tell them to ask you questions. Say that 

your life is an open book. Have your students ask whatever they want. Sometimes when I 

say this, I still get silence. No problem. When I get empty stares, I just start to ask myself 
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questions!  “Señor Conner,” I say, “What is your favorite movie” –“Thanks for asking,” 

I respond, “It’s Rocky I.” Students will laugh as I look around waiting for questions from 

them. If I don’t get one, I ask myself a new question: “Hey Señor Conner. How are your 

children today?” “—Fantastic,” I say, “Would you like to see a picture of them?” I pull 

out a picture. By now, they are shamed into coming up with some question for me. It will 

catch on like wildfire, in time, and questions will flow. It is a matter of being patient, 

cheerful, and just priming the pump.

When a conversation does not take off, I have many tricks up my sleeve. Go back to the 

Groups of Two format. But now, instead of lists of prepared questions, just give them a 

simple topic. Tell them to talk about their favorite restaurant, their favorite musical 

singer, their plans for spring vacation. Switch partners after thirty seconds or a minute.

Another great conversation starter goes like this: Pick up some item you have lying 

around the classroom: a box, a plant, a briefcase, an electric fan, an extension cord, a 

letter, a piece of chalk, a laptop. Plop it down on the floor in the middle of the classroom. 

Now ask students to describe it. I want them to use any vocabulary words they can use 

simply to describe what they see physically: “big, small, long, short, heavy, light, 

expensive, brown, yellow, tiny, living, hard, rectangular, circular, strange, etc.” After 

they exhaust all adjectives, have them now describe how it’s used, what purpose it has: 

“for mailing things, decoration, cooling, plugging things in, for writing, for sending 

messages, for hiding things, for eating, etc.” You will be amazed how much your 

students will say. You and they will discover vocabulary that they wish they knew. You 

can write that up on the board, if you want. This activity has led to some great discussion.

These final minutes in class are a crucial time of a lesson plan. I have always thought that 

teaching language is a little like teaching swimming. At the beginning, a novice swimmer 

is only in the shallow end, perhaps even wearing a bubble or life preserver. As she 

improves, her life vest comes off, and she takes tentative steps to swim away from the 

side of the pool. In time she is in the middle of the pool, on her own, yet within site of the 
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side of the pool. Eventually, a student is on his own, frolicking in the deep end, perhaps 

even doing dives off the diving board.

This final activity inspires those who want to swim on their own in the deep end. There is 

little structure, just a chance for those who are eager to dive in. There is plenty of support 

and ways you can encourage those who are less tentative to stay in the pool with you. But 

this unstructured free time at the end of class can lead to some of the best moments of 

learning.
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One parting thought:  

 

You have now read about ten great steps you can do in your classroom. As you saw, they 

are straightforward and fairly easy to do!. You could do one or more of them tomorrow in 

class. I think your students will benefit from many of these drills.

I know that teaching a language can, at times, feel a little lonely, and one can easily be 

discouraged. Your students sometimes will seem to be taking steps backwards, instead of 

forward. Yet, do not despair! Stay patient. Stay positive. You are doing one of the great 

jobs in the world: sharing the gift of language with young people.

I would encourage you, in closing, just to keep up the great work you do for your 

students. I will forever be grateful to the Spanish teachers whom I had over the years who 

inspired my own life’s work.

Please send me an e-mail if you would like to share ideas or thoughts.

With warmest regards,

John Conner

john@tobreak.com 
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