
Break it down!

Key Principles for

Teaching Beginners

Brendon Albertson, M.S.



Agenda

First Literacy Professional Development Workshop

1:00 Intro, Icebreakers

1:10 Demo lessons & strategies for teaching beginners

2:15 Workshop: Design your own activity!  (Optional share out)

2:45 Q & A



About Me

 M.S. TESOL, M.S. Curriculum & Instruction

 BCNC, YMCA ILC, Pine Manor College, Showa Boston

 Students: adult, college, and K-12 contexts over 17 years

 Teaching locations: China, Japan, S. Korea, New Haven, Boston, New London, CT

 Favorite teaching moment: NGL Cengage textbook focus group with students!

 Research: Student participation and educational technology / machine translation

 Languages: Japanese, Mandarin Chinese

 Hobbies: coffee/tea, cooking, language learning, percussion, bicycle advocacy
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奏樹 (Soki)



Workshop Format & Norms

 This is an interactive workshop!

 You'll be given a chance to try out a strategy in a breakout room with other 

participants. Sharing out is optional but will be encouraged!

 Please remain attentive and ready to participate!

 Please allow everyone a chance to contribute and respect all contributions.

 Network and have fun!
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Workshop Format & Norms

Questions and comments are 

encouraged in the chat at any time!
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In teaching beginner ELs, workshop participants will be able to:

1. Develop authentic speaking activities to support communication and fluency

2. Teach word and sentence stress to improve speaking and listening

3. Give effective feedback on writing that does not overwhelm learners

4. Use translanguaging and Google Translate to leverage the L1 in teaching 

reading and writing

5. Help learners narrow the focus when reading and listening

6. Use multimodal instruction to give directions and teach vocabulary

Learning Objectives
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Icebreaker

A challenge 
you face in 
teaching 
beginners

A success 
you've had in 

teaching 
beginners

First Literacy Professional Development Workshop



Principles for Teaching Beginners
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Multimodal directions & modeling (visual, aural, written)

Break tasks into achievable "chunks"

Narrow the focus

Provide scaffolds
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Demo Lesson 1
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Daijoubu!
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Daijoubu!



1                   2                      3

4                   5                      6
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Free practice – role play

A B

ocha

omizu

okashi

iru

daijoubu
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What strategies for teaching 

beginners did you notice

in Demo Lesson 1?



Non-linguistic 

ways to show 

meaning

 Pictures   

 Stick figures

 Props  

 Gestures

 Acting/dramatization (colored hats)
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Total Physical Response (TPR)

 Choose a language item with 2 or more categories

o A / an

o Count / noncount nouns

o Opposites (cheap/expensive, long/short, clean/dirty)

o Emotions (happy, sad, excited, upset, interested)

 Say a prompt and students answer by moving, standing/sitting, pointing, clapping, etc.
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Total Physical Response (TPR)
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Speaking & Fluency



1. Mingle Activities

 Encourages repetition and 

fluency

Steps:

1. Introduce and model a short 

dialogue formula.

2. Pass out cards with scenarios,  

key words, or other info.

3. Students move around the room 

freely, performing the dialogue 

with partners and switching 

partners when finished.
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1. Mingle Activities with Dialogue Frames

A) There’s a food festival in the park this Saturday.

B) Wow! That sounds fun.

A) There will be food from many countries. There will be music, 
too. We should go together!

B) I’d love to join you. / I'm afraid I can't make it.
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1. Mingle Activities with Dialogue Frames

A) There’s a _________ in _________ _________.

B) Wow! That sounds fun.

A) There will be _____________. There will be _____, too.

   We should go together!

B) I’d love to join you. / I'm afraid I can't make it.



2. Info-Gap Activities

 Require students to communicate!

 Beginner-friendly topics can still be mature, interesting, and relevant to 

students' lives.

 Find important, interesting topics but keep the language short and simple. 
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A B

2. Info-Gap Activities
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A

B

"How do you say 

this in English?"
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"How do you spell that?"



Steps:

1. Find a source of information

o Bus schedule

o Catalog of Adult Education classes

o Brochure about a local attraction

o Supermarket flyer

2. Make 2 copies and white-out different information on 

each (A & B)

3. Pair students A & B.  They must ask each other for the 

missing information. "Keep your paper secret!"

2. Info-Gap Activities
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3. Disappearing Dialogue
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3. Disappearing Dialogue
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3. Disappearing Dialogue
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3. Disappearing Dialogue
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3. Disappearing Dialogue
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Demo Lesson 2

Sample Lesson Sequence for Beginners
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1.Generate interest, introduce topic

"Today, we're going to talk 

about chores and errands."

"Today we're going learn how 

to ask for a favor."
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2. Modeling & 

Noticing
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3. Explain vocab / 

language pattern

Chores
and

Errands
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Asking for favors

Can you ____?
Could you ____?
Would you be able to ____?

3. Explain vocab / 

language pattern
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4. Controlled 

practice A
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5. Controlled 

practice B
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6. Free Practice
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6. Free Practice
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Pronunciation



5. Word (Syllable) Stress
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 More important than pronunciation for being understood!

 Stressed syllable = higher, louder, longer



5. Word (Syllable) Stress

Where would you 

place these words?

• excited

•  technology

•  repeat

•  application
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6. Sentence Stress

 Some languages are syllable-timed. But English is a stress-timed language!
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6. Sentence Stress – Jazz Chants

From Jazz Chants

by Carolyn Graham
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Teaching Vocabulary



Steps to Teaching Vocabulary

1. Student-friendly definition or image

2. Example sentence or phrase

3. Elicit the use of word
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Adapted from Margarita Calderón (2011). Teaching Reading & Comprehension to 

English Learners K‐5.  Bloomington, IN:  Solution Tree Press. 



pharmacy 

a place that sells medicine

I need to buy _____ from the pharmacy.
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keep      hold, store, put (in a safe place)

Keep your money in a safe place, like the bank! 

I keep my pencil in ______.
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Vocab Survey Mingle

 Use your word to write a survey question.

 Ask 3 classmates. Write their answers.
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Which pharmacy do you usually go to?

CVS

Walgreens

Tai Tung
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Picture-Word Inductive Model
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Colorin Colorado
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Picture-Word Inductive Model



1. Share a highly detailed image relevant to students' lives.

2. Label an important noun in the image.

3. In another color, add a useful verb after the noun.

4. Add details to create a complete sentence from the noun. 

5. Repeat this process for other important nouns in the image.

6. Ask students to tell their partner about the picture using the 

annotated image.
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Picture-Word Inductive Model



Supermarket Flyer Picture Race

 Team A finds a picture and says the word

 Team B races to find the picture on the flyer
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3-minute 

break
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Feel free to post 

questions or comments 

in the chat!
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Reading
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Demo Lesson 3



My Mother's Food
by Nora Keller
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Kim chee is made from cabbage.
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Are you

Korean?

"She likes it! She is Korean!"

It's spicy, but it tastes good.

It has a strong smell.

I tried to hide the smell.

I only ate American fast food.
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Multimodal Reading

 Show students a picture preview before reading
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Soccer World Cup fans struggle with tipping culture

Fans at the soccer World Cup are struggling with tipping. 

Many fans are from countries where people do not tip 

at restaurants. In the USA, tips of up to 20 per cent are 

common. If diners do not leave a tip, staff can be 

disappointed. Fans have already spent a lot of money getting 

to the World Cup. Leaving tips makes their trip more 

expensive. Some fans are complaining about "tipping 

fatigue". They say they have to tip when they buy a bottle of 

water.

Restaurant staff are also struggling. Tips make up for their 

very low wages. Workers' wages can be as low as $2.13 per 

hour. Many staff say it is impossible to survive as a restaurant 

worker without tips. In many cities, restaurant owners are 

adding tips to their bills. The owners say many international 

visitors do not know about the tipping culture in the USA. In 

some restaurants, staff are explaining to diners the reasons 

for tipping.

Original text Prompt

"The Soccer Fan and The Bill"

Result

https://gemini.google.com/share/d/1TzWBYa6ERAid3OWlc9AUe2arSlrpMhdn?usp=sharing


Skimming
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(Reading quickly to find the general idea)

• pictures, titles, headings 

• first sentence of each paragraph 

• most important words in those sentences 
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1. Read the title.

2. Look at the pictures.
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3. Only read the first sentences 

of each paragraph.
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If you don’t know a word, just skip it!
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Michigan Governor Rick Snyder says he failed the people of Flint, Michigan. 
      
"I'm sorry most of all that I let you down," Snyder said during the 49-minute 
speech, as hundreds of protesters demonstrated outside the Capitol in Lansing. 
       
The crisis began when Flint switched its water supply from Detroit's system to the 
Flint River in 2014.  
     
During his speech, Snyder promised to commit $28 million in state money to pay 
for more filters and bottled water, and for specialists who will test and monitor 
Flint’s water. 
      
Democrats say Snyder for too long ignored the potential health risks that the 
tainted water could bring. 
     
Snyder has rejected calls for his resignation.  
       
"To you, the people of Flint,” Snyder said, “I say tonight as I have before: I am 
sorry, and I will fix it."

First Literacy 

Professional 

Development 
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Amplify Text to Support Beginners

Simplify: Change text to make it less complex (e.g., with ChatGPT)

Amplify: Add supportive features to the original text

First Literacy Professional Development Workshop



Amplify Text to Support Beginners

Prior to reading:

 Highlight essential information

 Provide quick definitions of essential words or write in 

simple synonyms

 Draw attention to and discuss title, pictures, subtitles, 

headers 
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3. Leverage the L1 with Bilingual Cloze Reading
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1. Provide a version of the text in the student's L1. 

2. Then make a cloze (fill-in-the-blank) exercise with the 
English version. Remove words/phrases you want the 
student to learn.

3. Leverage the L1 with Bilingual Cloze Reading



3. Leverage the L1 with Cloze Reading
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1. Removes barriers to comprehension, 
since the student can reference the 
L1 text.

2. Still provides English reading practice 
since the student must focus on 
meaning, sentence structure, and 
context to fill in blanks.
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Writing



Differentiation for Low/No Literacy

 Oracy precedes literacy, so encourage:

o speaking before writing

o listening before reading

 Pair with literate students, who can 1) read aloud to them and 2) act as scribe 

as they contribute ideas to group writing  

 S dictates, T writes, then S reads aloud
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The "Translated Sentence Scramble" 

1.  S writes in L1

2.  T translates to English and checks

3.  T scrambles English sentences (manually or with AI)

4.  S unscrambles and rewrites English sentences
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1. Student writes in L1.
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2. Teacher translates to English and checks.
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3. T scrambles English sentences.
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4. Student unscrambles English sentences.
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Example Handout for a 

Translated Sentence 

Scramble Task

(What you give to the student)



Machine translation supports beginner writing!

 Beginners can leverage their L1 to help them write about more sophisticated topics 

in English.

 Other ways to use machine translation in the classroom:

 Postedit MT Output: Students review the MT output to ensure it matches what 

they meant to say, then revise as needed.

 Review MT Output for New Concepts: Students review MT output and 

research/record new words or phrases in a vocab journal.

 Double-checking their English: Students translate what they wrote in English back 

into their L1 to check if the meaning is preserved.
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Pedagogical Translanguaging
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Listening



1. Teach Sentence Stress

Do you want to go to the  

career fair tomorrow?
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 Which words are stressed?

 Which syllables are stressed?

 Which words are not important and can be ignored?



1. Teach Sentence Stress

Do you want to go to the  

career fair tomorrow?

Stressed words
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1. Teach Sentence Stress

Do you want to go to the  

career fair tomorrow?

Stressed syllables (vowels)
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1. Teach Sentence Stress

Də yə want tə go tə thə

career fair tomorrow?
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2. Set a Focus for Listening

Possible focuses:

 Is her house cold?

 What clothes does she wear?

 How is her house in summer?

 What is the topic of this conversation?

First Literacy Professional Development Workshop

Elllo.org



2. Set a Focus for Listening

Activity: Differing Details

 Tell a story twice, changing details slightly the second time.

 Students try to catch which parts of the story were different.

 It's good to change details that focus on language you are teaching.

 Verb tenses: "I went to a festival yesterday. There were many people."

            "I'm going to a festival tomorrow. There will be many people."

 Vocabulary:  "It was raining."

            "It was sunny."

 Times/Dates:  "Usually I work from 8 to 5, but I have Wednesdays off."

             "Usually I work from 9 to 4, but I have Tuesdays off."
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"I have to"

"What are you going to do"

 Great for independent listening practice or shadowing

 Works well as a classroom "station"
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3. 

https://youglish.com/pronounce/I_have_to/english/us
https://youglish.com/pronounce/What_are_you_going_to_do/english/us


Your turn! Group Activity

Vocabulary / Speaking

1. Take turns teaching a vocabulary word of your choice. Include a sentence frame or survey mingle to 

encourage students to use the word.

2. Find an image and follow the Picture-Word Inductive Model procedure.

3. Create a disappearing dialogue

4. Create an info-gap activity from a brochure, website screenshot, or other material

 Reading

1. Find a short text and create a Gemini Notebook or Gemini Storybook. 

o Suggested websites for short texts: newsinlevels.com, breakingnewsEnglish.com

2. Find a text and amplify it (highlight or redact parts of the text to make it accessible to beginners).

3. Create a bilingual cloze reading, using Google Translate and a short text of your choice.

First Literacy Professional Development Workshop

Directions:

•Decide on roles first: Who will share their screen?  Who will present?

•With your group, choose one strategy to try from the list below.

•Create the material, try it out, and share how it went!

15 mins to prepare

2 mins to present



Q&A / Comments

First Literacy Professional Development Workshop



Thank you!

Follow First Literacy on Facebook | LinkedIn | Instagram 

Feel free to contact me at 

brendon.albertson@cttech.org

Please scan to take a post-workshop survey. 

I appreciate your feedback!

https://www.facebook.com/firstliteracy
https://www.linkedin.com/company/first-literacy/
https://www.instagram.com/firstliteracy/
mailto:brendon.albertson@cttech.org
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