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purpose of 
instruction time
Instruction time focuses on the grammar and functional uses of the 

new language, ideally in all four skills (reading, writing, listening, and 

speaking). Grammar refers to the structural rules that are used in the 

composition of words, phrases, and clauses in a language. “Grammar” to 

many learners is a “catch-all” term that also includes the following areas 

of linguistics: phonology (sound systems) which includes phonetics (the 

production of sounds by people), morphology (the forms of words), syntax 

(the order of words and phrases in sentences), semantics (the meanings 

of words) and pragmatics (appropriate use of words in context). To be 

clear, grammar typically doesn’t include these subfields of linguistics, but 

many learners assume that it does. It is not necessary for the learner to 

focus on the technical terminology as we mentioned here, but it is very 

important to develop the functional ability that he or she might need to 

use the new language. 

Take the word, “bottle” as an example. The learner needs to be able 

to identify the word and how it sounds when it is spoken (bottle as 

opposed to sounding similar to bottom or model). He or she will 

have to learn how to pronounce the word correctly, and the 

learner may elect to use tools to better do so like the 

International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), where bottle 

is transcribed by sounds as /'bɒt l/. 
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In identifying the word, the learner will need to associate meaning with it (a glass 

or plastic container with a top or lid) and how the word is used in a sentence 

(object, verb, descriptor). The student will need to know where the word goes in a 

phrase or sentence such as in the following two examples: 

 

Finally, the word has an appropriate use in particular contexts usually seen in 

more compex language, such as in the examples that follow: 

A learner created this last phrase (Example 4) when a person screamed and was 

explosive. In this example, the learner made a pragmatic presupposition—that it 

is a logical assumption that “bottom down” could be the opposite of “bottle up” 

and could express that the person could not contain his emotions. 

These are strictly examples to demonstrate how a new English language learner 

might logically associate appropriate and inappropriate uses of a very simple word. 

Example 1: 
The bottle is on the table.  
(Used as the subject)

Example 2: 
The water is in the bottle. 
 (Used as the object) 

Example 3: 
He bottled up his emotions. 
(correctly used as a phrasal verb in a 
metaphor for "containing" or "holding in" 
his emotions)

Example 4: 
When he screamed at her, he 
bottled down how he felt. 
(incorrectly used as phrasal verb that does 
not exist in English). 
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Most well-balanced curriculum designs include lessons 

that start with very simple language and gradually increase 

in complexity and volume. “Grammar instruction” means 

helping the learner understand how the language is 

structured and how it functions. Functional language is 

simply language that is used and “functions” in society. In 

languages that have curricula, all four skills (reading, writing, 

listening, and speaking) should be included in the materials. 

The linguistic terms mentioned above address language 

development across the four abilities and can become a 

simple checklist for the learner (see below). As a checklist, 

a “√” means the learner can do the item and an “X” means 

that the learner is currently unable to do the item. Please 

remember, that by “do” we mean that the learner can “func-

tionally use” the feature in the foreign language, not merely 

“describe how it works.” If a learner is studying a language 

with a curriculum that leaves something out, he or she must 

then get involved with the teacher or tutor to find ways to 

include missing pieces for general language development. 

If a learner cannot do something in language, then they 

must set this task as a goal to accomplish. For example, if 

a learner cannot read common street signs in Mandarin, he 

or she may write down the characters in the sign and talk 

with his or her tutor about the meaning, the pronunciation, 

and purpose of the sign. Or if the learner has difficulty 

understanding a simple greeting from his neighbor, he may 

ask a tutor to record common greetings in order to listen to 

and begin to recognize them, and then start using them. 
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When the learner can do something (this includes understanding something), 

then his or her goal must be to make whatever he or she can do just a little more 

complex. Now if he can read the sign, can he pronounce the words on it? Can he 

use those same words in a phrase or sentence? If she can understand and use 

greetings, then can she begin to ask her neighbor a simple question about their 

family? The learner must always think in terms of making each next step a little 

bit harder. Learning a new language is like climbing stairs—the learner needs 

to be moving upward to more difficult but attainable goals, one step at a time. 

No learner can start out in a new language by having an in-depth conversation 

debating complex issues. The first steps are usually as simple as telling someone 

your name or repeating memorized phrases like “I’m fine,” or “Nice to meet you”. 

There is always a “next step” that’s a bit more difficult to accomplish. Language 

learning seems to be linear at times, like when students first learn the alphabet, 

then words, then incomplete phrases, and so on. However, learning another 

language can also “jump around” and seem haphazard, as when a learner can 

make a sentence to respond to a neighbor, but may only able to say a few words 

associated with the market or sports. This is normal. Language unfolds to varying 

degrees in different contexts, and learners, as individuals, tend to notice and 

learn different things! 

The basic structure of the language is what needs to be addressed during 

instruction time. In teaching English to Speakers of other Languages (ESL) for 

many years, I pushed new adult English speakers to form sentences as soon as 

possible to help lower some frustration and be able to communicate quicker. In 

this manner, adult learners could also more readily understand and consistently 

practice forming the correct order that the words were used in a sentence, a 

foundational structure. Simultaneously, the learners express different times 

(through verb conjugations of past, present, and future) and talk about distinct 

ideas (though changing the subjects). 
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Learning a new 
language is like 
climbing stairs— 
the learner needs to 
be moving upward to 
more difficult but 
attainable goals,  
one step at a time.
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The following checklist is a very basic example of how a learner might begin to 

understand foundational components of grammar as associated with reading, 

writing, listening and speaking in a new language. The learner may begin to ask 

questions about different linguistic features. 

for each question, check either "Yes, I can do this" or "No, I cannot do this yet" 

linguistic 
category question yes no

phonetics
Can I identify or distinguish all the sounds that are used in the language? 
Can I also distinguish sounds in words or phrases?

phonetics
Can I pronounce and use all of the sounds that are used in the language? 
Can I also correctly use the sounds in words or phrases?

phonology
Can I distinguish and pronounce different combinations of sounds that are 
commonly used in the new language that aren’t in my first language?

morphology
(Written word) Can I read letters or words or characters in the new 
language?

morphology
Can I recognize how words change and why? For example, Read/ reads/ 
reading/ nonreader

morphology Can I identify what the affixes and other changes mean?

morphology
Can I write the letters or any words in the alphabet or characters used in 
this language?

syntax
Can I read how words are normally arranged in phrases and complete 
sentences?

syntax
Can I comprehend how words are normally arranged in phrases and 
sentences when listening?

syntax
When I write, can I arrange the words in the correct order to form a phrase 
or a sentence?

syntax
When I speak, can I arrange the words in the correct order to form a phrase 
or a sentence?

semantics With a set of words or phrases, can I understand what they mean?

pragmatics
Can I appropriately use words and phrases in the right context to 
communicate my intended message?
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Let's discuss this concept a little further using the example of a learner 

studying Irish Gaelic. In English, we use the following order in our 

structure: 

Subject > Verb > Object

We may say, “He > buys > the book.” He is the subject, buys is the verb, 

and the book is the object. As an individual develops, he or she will want 

to know the uses for “the” and “book” in sentences where they may be 

separated. 

In other languages, however, the order may change such as the following: 

Subject > Object > Verb

Thus, in another language, one may say, “He > the book > buys.” This 

pattern of word order (syntax) is important for the learner to be aware 

of and use. These patterns are all part of recognizing the grammatical 

structure of a new language. 

In the following example, an Irish Gaelic language learner is organizing 

himself to improve in his ability to have a simple conversation with 

his instructor about taking a quiz. He looks at each category and lists 

out different areas that need improvement in order to effectively 

communicate with his instructor. Although I’ve never studied 

Irish Gaelic personally, from the learner’s notes I observe a 

difference in word order from my own first language of 

English. Look at the difference in word order between 

English and Irish Gaelic below and see if you can 

guess the order for the subject, verb, and object. 
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For each area that is mentioned, language learning begins with simple things and 

gradually increases in complexity. In the chart above, Irish Gaelic sentences begin 

with the verb. They are “VSO” or “verb > subject > object” ordered as seen in the 

sentence, “I took the quiz.” 

In regards to the way language grows and expands, the amount of language 

a learner can use is of importance. “Discourse length” means the length of 

language an individual can use that will gradually increase from very simple 

letters (and sounds) to words, then phrases and sentences, then paragraphs, and 

finally to much longer spoken or written discourse length. Although language is 

not always linear, a natural linear progression can be outlined as follows: 

Sounds > Words> lists of words > phrases > sentences > paragraphs > lecture length discourse

category english irish gaelic target info

phonetics Read the sentence. Léigh an abairt. É vs. E 

Airt

L = /y/ or /l/

syntax I took the quiz. Thóg mé an tráth na gceist. Subject: mé

Verb: Thóg

Object: an tráth na gceist

semantics The Quiz an tráth na gceist Literally “the time of 
questions"

pragmatics The teacher is a pushover. Is brú-bhrú an múinteoir. brú-bhrú = “pressure-
pressure” (“Can’t take 
pressure?”)

Múinteoir = teacher 
(Similar “mentor”?)
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Once an individual reaches sentence 

length, two things will begin to happen: 

• his or her sentences will need to become more 

abstract and complex, one step at a time and 

• the learner will need to begin to join phrases and 

sentences together to make longer speech. 

Gradually sentences will be combined into short paragraphs. Then 

longer paragraphs can be formed and organized into main ideas and include 

supporting details. So, the length of my language increases and adds to my 

ability to form complex language. In lecture length discourse, the learner 

is able to organize and use language for lectures (of 30 minutes or more), 

or write longer articles. At this level, the learner can use very technical 

language associated with a field of study such as engineering, medicine, 

psychology, etc. 

Some organizations associated with second language learning have 

developed checklists for learners to use as tools for the following reasons: 

• to evaluate the curriculum being used 

• to develop a study plan when there is no curriculum 

• to add something of interest or need to their established program

TESOL.org is a very renowned international organization but requires 

membership to have access to their materials such as the “Can Do” 

Checklist. The Self-Assessment Checklist by SIL.org (Orwig, 2013) and 

the Can-Do list for Learners by CEFR are just two free online examples of 

checklists that are good tools for language learners to have access to for 

planning and evaluating their instruction time with a teacher or tutor. 

https://www.sil.org/resources/archives/53058
http://elexicon.eu/support/elp-self-assessment-grid/
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Language structure can be learned with or without an 

established program or formal curriculum. Grammar and 

instruction can come from individuals with or without an 

explicit knowledge of grammar rules. 

If the learner begins to take 
responsibility for learning how 
the language is structured and 
understands the rules of the 
language, he or she will begin to see 
the patterns and use them. 

He or she will form phrases, clauses, sentences and so on, 

until he or she is forming extended language. This is not to 

say that the learner must memorize a bunch of formulaic 

rules to master the language. This is to say that the learner 

must pay attention to how the language is structured and 

follow the natural structure of the language. 

For example, what words are nouns? Are they the subject or 

object in a sentence? What words are verbs? Do they show 

action or a state of being? 

Watch Videos 3.1 and 3.2 which demonstrate word order 

and discourse length as progress in complexity.

Watch Video 3.1 Watch Video 3.2 

https://vimeo.com/468575589
https://vimeo.com/464794817
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materials:
curriculum and techniques 

If the learner is using a curriculum, older techniques such as grammar 

translation methods (grammar rules are taught with fill-in the blank 

exercises accompanying them) are very common in many countries. 

Grammar translation is just as it sounds: the learner is expected to 

translate to and from their own language and the language they want to 

learn. This is mostly done through reading and writing, which is its main 

limitation since it often omits speaking and listening. 

The Communicative Approach (in contrast to the Grammar Translation 

Approach) focuses on the development of communication in all four 

skills as the priority. If a communicative approach is used, then this 

will provide more engagement as each skill is practice while using the 

language to communicate! In the communicative approach to instruction, 

many curricula choose a focal topic to study. Activities in the four skills 

are designed to allow the learner to read about geography, write sentences 

about different places, listen to speakers from varying countries, and 

then speak about it (either from personal experience in their home 

country or through some type of presentation about a place). In 

the grammar translation method, the rules themselves are 

emphasized and very little communication occurs. Most 

students who need to use the language feel that the 

communicative approach is much more beneficial to 

their language development. 
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If the curriculum a learner uses with his teacher or tutor 

does not add benefit to the learner’s acquisition of the 

language, then the learner needs to evaluate how he or she 

might change their situation. This is difficult to do in a 

established program with large classes of students. However, 

it is very easy to do when hiring a tutor. This may include 

trying new methods or asking tutors or teachers to try new 

things. If the teacher in a classroom setting does not want to 

use any new material, the learner may opt to find additional 

help from a tutor that would use the new material. 

Evaluating the learning opportunity includes thinking about 

the materials being used and the individuals helping in the 

learning process. Some analytical students can sometimes 

be better at grammatical explanations in a classroom setting 

than the teacher. With this said, there is never a place to be 

rude or disrespectful to a teacher or tutor that you struggle 

to understand. We will discuss and explore more about 

tutors and teachers in Session 10 of this course. 

It is your responsibility to evaluate 
your own study plan and find ways  
to make changes that are beneficial. 

Watch Video 7.1 Watch Video 7.2 

https://vimeo.com/464798196
https://vimeo.com/464798342


15session seven | course one

additional 
techniques  
for exploration
Task-based Language Teaching is a very effective means for learning 

a new language with embedded grammar. Teachers may point out the 

grammar structures or allow the students to discover them on their own 

within given texts. Here, the learner will need to accomplish some type of 

“task.” A task is anything we would normally do in real life from shopping 

at the grocery store to filling out a job application. Through the various 

stages of preparing to do the task, new language can be learned. 

Some Resources on different Language  
Learning tools

The internet also offers many insights into techniques, 

strategies, and even some courses that teach certain 

techniques. There are many techniques and 

methods for leaning a new language. The 

following is a list of some to consider. 

Watch Video 7.3—A Newer Approach:  

Task-Based Language Learning (TBLL)

https://vimeo.com/464798520
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Each tool has its strengths and weaknesses for learning. There is no one 

technique that is “the key” to learning languages or is “the right way.” Some are 

better or more effective than others for many learners, but they all have weak 

spots. Different learners connect with different methods, techniques, instructors, 

tutors and helpers. This makes various techniques and methods valuable. 

In the Activity below, you'll explore two methods or techniques that are new to you 

and why you do or don’t like them.

• Task-Based (email Ruth Nolen for 
videos) 

• The Direct Method (with no 
translation allowed)  

• Communicative Language  
Learning 

• Use of a Lexicarry   

• The Heinle Picture Dictionary    

• Content-Based Instruction  

• Growing Participator Approach 
(GPA)    

• GPA Guidebook    

• GPA Picture Dictionary   

• Language Acquisition Made 
Practical (LAMP)  and  

• Emerging uses of technology 
(language learning apps, WhatsApp 
Text Chat, etc).    and    

• The Audio-Lingual Method    

• The Silent Way     

• Suggestopedia     

• Total Physical Response (TPR)    

learning resources
Click the icon next to each item to learn more!

mailto:info%40conexiontraining.org?subject=Task-Based%20Video%20Series
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oWMjNruvKzU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pdxD-skEcoI
https://www.amazon.com/Lexicarry-Pictures-Learning-Languages-revised/dp/0866473718/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=lexicarry&qid=1591887412&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Heinle-Picture-Dictionary-EnglishSpanish/dp/1133563139/ref=sr_1_2?crid=1UBZW6M3ROIEX&dchild=1&keywords=heinle+picture+dictionary&qid=1591887189&sprefix=Heinle+picture%2Caps%2C151&sr=8-2
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z0XaS9OD1GY
https://growingparticipatorapproach.wordpress.com/six-phase-programme/
https://speakbroadly.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Phase-1AB-Guide-22Sep09.pdf
https://www.dropbox.com/s/oalkoiw03h8fywd/Picture%20Dictionary%20Print%20Version.docx?dl=0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8SHn25i3RlU
http://missionarytraining.org/main/DOWNLDS/LANGUAGE.PDF
http://www.languagelearningtechniques.com/
https://www.duolingo.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pz0TPDUz3FU&list=RDCMUCBQ58amRJh3anfDtob6sBSQ&start_radio=1&t=208
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NHU7-U2frjo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kNGUGqdwONw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aUL4BkHbAMo
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key principles 
for language learning

VARIETY challenges us to expand our horizons.

• Methods and approaches

• Tools & techniques

• Checklists & Can-Do lists

Learning a language is a PROCESS.

• Discourse length

Language learners need to be INTENTIONAL  

and PERSISTENT in their study of another language.

• Take responsibility

• Evaluate

A well-rounded language study plan needs BALANCE in  

instruction, private study, and practice time.

• A third of total hours

• Instruction focuses on grammar and functional uses.

• Established language programs and curricula can be good.

• Tutors can be good. 
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activity
Choose two new learning methods or techniques to explore  

and then respond to the following questions. 

method/technique 1 

What did you notice about this method or 
technique?

Would this type of method or technique 
be beneficial or not in your learning? If so, 
how? If not, why?

What is the best or worst thing about this 
method or technique?

method/technique 2 

What did you notice about this method or 
technique?

Would this type of method or technique 
be beneficial or not in your learning? If so, 
how? If not, why?

What is the best or worst thing about this 
method or technique?
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