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I am thrilled to be able to express my admiration of and appreciation for the authors of the 

articles in this issue of Learning Languages, the professional journal of the National Network 

for Early Language Learning. I’m also very excited for all of you to be able to read and then 

share your ideas with each other about the challenges and rewards of language immersion. Do 

you believe as I do, that we are all language immersion teachers? 

Laura Terrill’s immersion experiences as an adult in France and Puerto Rico had a direct 

influence on her avocation for students developing their own “personal vocabulary.” Marissa 

Coulehan describes how she begins each year by immersing her kindergartners in Spanish, her 

advice can be adapted for any age. 

The importance of developing a trusting 

relationship with students is a theme that 

runs tahroughout the articles. Brenda Magna 

Morales’ article on “What Really Makes Amer-

ica Great,” shines a light on the myriad gifts 

that our recently arrived students bring to us. Everyone talks 

about breaking down the “affective filter,” but Valerie Borey 

actually gives us strategies to do so with even the youngest 

of learners. The article by Kaishan Kong and Mohan Shang 

will give all a great deal to consider while providing a case study to give context to their beliefs 

that ongoing teacher training and reflection are crucial to effective instruction. 

Stacie Berdan gives parents a boost by encouraging them to shower their children with as 

many languages as they can. Millie Mellgren’s article on “homework” is a work to be shared by 

teachers with parents, to get the conversation started about how to effectively manage student 

“work.”

I began teaching forty-three years ago (1976). Over the years I taught ESL, dual language 

bilingual education, Spanish as a Second Language (FLES), “transitional” bilingual education, 

and Spanish Partial Immersion. Throughout my career the names of the programs in which I 

taught changed, the amount of time spent in each target language changed, the demographics 

of my students changed. The thing that stayed constant was my consistent use of the target language 

during instructional blocks and my devotion to making sure each of my students knew they were more 

important to me than the language I was teaching. This edition of the NNELL Journal contains 

so much information that can be shared with parents, administrators and colleagues, you will 

find yourself referencing it throughout the year.

Kathleen Priceman

NNELL President

President’s 
Message
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By Stacie N. Berdan
I was having a conversation with a 

set of new parents earlier this year and 
complimented them when I heard them 
speaking to their six-month old bundle of 
joy in both English--their native tongues--and 
Spanish, the grandmother’s first language 
and a language both parents studied. Since 
I know that the father also speaks Arabic, 
which he took up in college, I asked if he was 
speaking to him in Arabic as well. 

I was taken aback when this smart, 
thoughtful young man told me that “No,” 
they’re not speaking to Gabriel in Arabic 
because they don’t want to confuse him or 
cause developmental delays, particularly in 
language acquisition. Both he and his wife 
are Middlebury College graduates, and words 
matter to them. I have been so impressed 
with their dedication to parenting, observing 
how committed they are to wanting to do 
what’s best for their child by exposing him 
early to broad and diverse experiences, 
homemade fresh foods, music and art, and 
traveling (have Baby Bjorn, will travel). They 
have also read all kinds of books and articles 
on parenting, but somewhere along the 
way the old adage against speaking multiple 
languages to one’s baby stuck.

Although I was heartened to hear that 
the myth had evolved from two languages to 
three (or more), I hastened to assure them 
that the belief was still a myth – and one 
that I and a host of teachers, academics and 
multi-lingual people have been actively trying 
to stamp out for years.

Although multilingual children develop 
their language skills differently from those 

learning only one language, bilingualism 
or multilingualism does not cause 
developmental delays or confusion. 

Research shows that infants are born 
“pan-lingual”, i.e., with the ability to imprint 
and mimic the sounds of any language. By 
the time a baby is about 10 months old, she 
begins to narrow down the range of sounds 
to those she hears most often. The synapses 
in the brain that create pathways of meaning 
for those specific sounds strengthen, while 
the others atrophy. 

To be sure, children learning multiple 
languages take in double the 
vocabulary, and sometimes they 
mix up languages using one word 
to fill in the blank for a word 
or phrase they don’t know in 
another language. It’s ok, they’ll 
learn the difference and, in fact, 
they may be better off because 
they have a word to use.

But this juggling is often 
misunderstood by monolingual 
daycare providers who tell parents 
of multilingual children that the child is 
“confused” or “silent, doesn’t speak”. This 
experience is common when a child starts at 
a new place where she speaks more than the 
one language being spoken in the play room. 
Don’t mistake this for confusion, though, 
because the multilingual child is usually tak-
ing things in, listening and following along--
and will jump into the fray in short order.

I tell new parents not to give up because 
research shows that languages learned in 
the crucial window of early childhood are 
learned in a deep-rooted way that no later 
language-learning can match—and that that 
window begins to close as early as eight to 
ten months. Children who become bilingual 
or trilingual from birth learn naturally, 
absorbing the diction, grammar and cadences 
of the language without any academic 
exercises, all of which are linked indelibly to 
the stories, culture and lifestyle that language.

This can be observed in children who 
are brought up in multilingual families; 
they are at a significant advantage when it 
comes to learning multiple languages. When 
mom speaks one language with a child, dad 
another and a grandparent or caregiver a 
third, that child grows up with an incredible 

gift. The old myth that bilingualism holds 
back learning a primary language simply isn’t 
true. Instead, bilinguals appear to learn each 
of their two languages at a rate equal to that 
at which monolinguals learn only one. Any 
lapses which develop in learning two, three 
or more languages disappear by the time the 
child enters elementary school.

Consistent, regular early multi-language 
exposure is important for true multilingual-
ism. If you’re interested in teaching your 
young child another language, here are some 
tips taken from Raising Global Children, to 

help you get started:
•	 Have a loved one or caregiver speak to 

her in that language regularly;
•	 Pronounce words clearly, and repeat, 

repeat, repeat;
•	 Use statements about the here and now;
•	 Use sight to complement sound;
•	 Engage taste and touch in learning;
•	 Use contrasts and opposites;
•	 Reserve questions for vocabulary you are 

sure the child knows;
•	 Read age-appropriate picture books;
•	 Play age-appropriate games;
•	 Try to find a play group of children;
•	 Listen, dance and sing together to songs; 

and
•	 Play with certain toys or puzzles. 

Sounds like typical activities a parent does 
with a child to help them develop and grow, 
right? Exactly! Just do so in more than one 
language. And above all, have fun! If your 
child sees language learning as a chore, they 
won’t like it. Make language learning a magic 
key that opens a door to new worlds, not a 
punishment. Share things that are funny, silly 
and even outrageous in the language. Good 
luck and be sure to tell others!

Parent’s 
Corner

It’s Okay — no it’s GREAT — to Talk to 
Your Babies in Two or Three Languages! 

Stacie Nevadomski 
Berdan is the mother of 
twins, a seasoned global 
executive and an expert 
on international careers. 
She is the author of six 
books on the intersection 
of globalization and 
careers, including the 
best-selling “A Parent 
Guide to Study Abroad” 
(IIE 2015) and the award-winning “Raising Global 
Children” (ACTFL 2013). www.stacieberdan.
com #raisingglobalchildren #livethelanguage 
#languagematters
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Talia: Tell me about your career prior to 
becoming a World Language Consultant. 

Laura: I began teaching French in an 
elementary school teaching grades K – 7. 
Boys and girls were in separate classes and 
students had French 3 times a week. It was 
a great learning experience. There were no 
books and no curriculum. I had 3 years 
there to experiment and the challenge 
of writing a curriculum. I moved to high 
school where I was the only French teacher 
but enjoyed having colleagues in Spanish 
and German. Again, I was in a situation 
where I had flexibility. There was a book, 
but it was not the best. I taught all levels 
of French and had first-hand experience 
with articulation. When students couldn’t 
do something at a higher level, it was 
my responsibility to think about what 
was working and not working. I changed 
districts to have the opportunity to work 
with more teachers and had the fortune 
of working with outstanding colleagues in 
a district that had embraced proficiency 
and was invested in training teachers in 
the OPI. Beyond the classroom I became 
involved in the local foreign language 
organization eventually serving as Presi-
dent. My colleague and I began presenting 
together at conferences. It was how we 
could go and receive some funding. That 
led to involvement with Central States and 
ACTFL as a board member. I continued 
to present mostly because it challenged my 
thinking and I always felt that I learned 
from others as they shared their strategies 
with me. I spent 22 years in the classroom 
and then 8 as Curriculum Coordinator 
for World Languages and ELL. I also had 
taught methods and supervised student 
teachers. Working with teachers in differ-
ent capacities allowed me to continue to 
“teach” in ways that kept me grounded in 
the classroom. 

What made you decide to pursue this sec-
ond career of sorts? 

I don’t really think that I pursued this 
career. I think it found me. When I retired 
it was not because I was ready to leave 
teaching, but more because of personal 
circumstances and a move from St. Louis 
to Indianapolis via Puerto Rico. Living in 
Puerto Rico confirmed again that language 
learning has to be focused on what you can 
do with the language in real-world situa-
tions. I had had that same confirmation 
when I first studied in France. What I had 
been taught in classrooms, even though I 
had excellent teachers and instructors, did 
not easily transfer to the streets of Paris. 

I had been working with some school 
districts using vacation days and gradually 
that work grew in scope. In my last year of 
teaching in Indiana, I needed a position 
that offered more flexibility. Consulting 
has given me the opportunity to continue 
to work with others that share my passion 
for teaching and learning languages. I hope 
that I am contributing in ways that help 
today’s learners acquire the linguistic and 
cultural skills they will need to contribute 
in meaningful ways at home and abroad. 

What were your biggest take-aways from 
your time in Puerto Rico? 

The island is beautiful. It was both a vaca-
tion and an opportunity to learn more 
about another culture. I enjoyed being a 
language learner again. I had the unique 
opportunity to have private lessons and 
to have opportunities to use language 
on a daily basis. I realized that having 
vocabulary is far more important than 
knowing rules and because I had never 
formally studied Spanish I had to be a risk 
taker and be willing to make mistakes. The 
people of Puerto Rico were wonderful and 
tolerated my poor Spanish allowing me to 
have unique experiences while I was there. 
I enjoyed being at the beaches in December 
when it was 80 degrees and deemed “too 
cold” for most to swim. 

How did that experience adjust the lens 
with which you create and view world 
language curriculum? 

The experiences I had served as a daily 
reminder of what makes it possible to get 
around. Circumlocution is a critical skill 
and should be used as a language learning 
strategy continually. It’s amazing how 
important the expression “the thing that” 
is when trying to communicate. My private 
lessons were based on a more traditional 
text with vocabulary lists and grammar 
structures. There were even grades that 
were reported to my husband’s company. I 
only retained what I needed and used and 
as an adult learner argued against a few 
sections of that textbook. For example, I 
didn’t see why I needed to learn the names 
and tonnage of different types of trucks. 
My reaction to certain topics in that 
textbook has caused me to think about 
why some topics are considered essential 
at certain levels of instruction. I also think 
more carefully about how we approach 
vocabulary acquisition in our classes and 
my experiences have caused me to advocate 
for having students identify and use per-
sonal vocabulary. 

Does your approach change when working 
on elementary vs. high school curriculum 
or do you focus more on the level of the 
language learner? 

The process to curriculum design does not 
change. It is always a process of knowing 
what you want learners to be able to do, 
how their learning will be assessed so that 
there is evidence of learning and finally 
a design of learning experiences that will 
allow all learners to meet the goals. It is 
critical to take the age of the learner and 
the proficiency level of that learner into 
consideration. All learners no matter 
their age benefit from a curriculum that 
provokes curiosity, one that allows them 
to use the language they are learning to 
learn more about themselves and the world 
around them.

Q&A: Talia Block and Laura Terrill

Talia Block teaches 3rd-5th grade Spanish at 
Wescott in Northbrook. Talia serves on the ICTFL 
board as the chair of National Foreign Language 
Week and as a member of the technology 
committee. Talia was one of the initial trainees and 
teacher leaders of the Training for the Assessment 
of Language Learning in Illinois (TALL-IL) and is 
also a National Geographic certified educator. She 
will be heading up communications for the National 
Network of Early Language Learning (NNELL) for 
the upcoming year. Talia is the recent winner of an 
ICTFL Distinguished teacher award for contributions 
outside the classroom. In addition to teaching, Talia 
presents and consults on a variety of topics around 
language learning and curriculum.

Laura Terrill is a national consultant who holds a 
BA in French from the University of Missouri — St. 
Louis and a MA in Secondary Administration from 
Northeast Missouri State University. She taught 
French at all levels for 21 years before becoming 
the Coordinator of Foreign Language and English 
as a Second Language and then, Director of 
Curriculum. She has taught methods courses in St. 
Louis and in Indianapolis and continues to present 
at the local, state, regional and national levels. 
She recently worked as a Content Specialist for 
the National Foreign Language Resource Center 
working with the STARTALK program. She has 
served on the Board of Directors for Central States 
and ACTFL. She is the recipient of the Founders 
Award for Central States, has been named as the 
NADSFL District Supervisor of the Year and has 
received the ACTFL Florence Steiner Award for 
Leadership. She recently co-authored the Second 
Edition of the ACTFL publication, Keys to Planning 
for Learning: Effective Curriculum, Unit and Lesson 
Design.
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by Kaishan Kong and Mohan Shang
ABSTRACT

The K-12 population learning Chinese as 
a Foreign Language (CFL) has been increas-
ing rapidly within recent years in the United 
States. Ruan, Zhang, and Leung (2015) state 
that summer programs are one of the most 
recognized forms of Chinese learning, culti-
vating immersion language environments in 
the United States. As CFL programs expand, 
there is a need for more research on specific 
teaching practices to contribute to the 
knowledge base in the field of teaching CFL. 
This case study based on a Chinese bilingual 
summer camp explored two instructors 
engaging and reflective teaching practices, 
particularly about the instructors’ daily 
learning engagement methods, scaffolding 
of students, and the insights of reflections 
on one’s own teaching. Results revealed that 
both instructors deliberately designed an 
array of activities to create a motivating and 
interactive environment while they shared 
challenges in teaching. While this was a small 
case study, it exemplified some effective and 
reflective teaching that could inspire other 
Chinese programs. In addition, participants’ 
challenges also provided insights for teacher 
training.
INTRODUCTION

The unprecedented expansion of Chinese 
as a foreign language (CFL) learning is 
compelling. According to the National K-12 
Foreign Language Enrollment Survey Report 
(2017), among the 10.6 million U.S. K-12 
students who were studying a world language, 
227,086 were learning Chinese, making 
Chinese the fourth most popular language 
behind Spanish (7.36 million), French (1.29 
million) and German (331,000). During for-
mer President Obama and Chinese President 
Xi Jinping’s summit in 2015, a future plan of 
one million young children in the US learn-
ing Chinese by 2020 was announced. The 
orchestrated efforts of both government ini-
tiatives and non-governmental organizations 
have put forward an aspiring yet challenging 
goal in foreign language education. Language 
educators in the U.S. are exploring various 
models and enhancing pedagogies to provide 
quality Chinese language learning for the 
learners. 

 The National K-12 Foreign Language 
Enrollment Survey Report (2017) also 
revealed a variety of programs and classes 
that focus on Chinese language teaching, 
including four types of programs (i.e., 
traditional classrooms, dual language 
immersion, immersion, and online and 
hybrid) and four kinds of classes (i.e., 

academic year courses, summer courses, after-
school classes and Saturday classes) (p. 12-13). 
Ruan, Zhang and Leung (2015) pointed 
out, “one of the most well-known models 
of Chinese language teaching developed in 
the United States is the summer programs 
that strictly implement a language pledge in 
an immersion environment in or outside 
the U.S” (p. 93). Some prominent summer 
programs include the Chinese Bridge 
Summer camps organized by Hanban, also 
known as the Office of Chinese Language 
Council International under the Ministry 
of Education in China, and the STARTALK 
summer programs administered through the 
National Foreign Language Center in the 
U.S. (Ruan & Zhang & Leung, 2015, p. 39). 
LITERATURE REVIEW
Motivation and Anxiety

While much attention is given to 
improving teachers’ pedagogies, it is worth 
noting that successful learning involves both 
teachers and students. When designing 
pedagogical strategies, teachers need to 
consider language learners’ needs and 
constantly reflect on learners’ responses. 
Increased attention is given to examining 
learners’ experiences and motivation. Young 
(1991) noted, 

Regardless of method, we know that 

A 
Case 
Study of 
Engaging and Reflective 
Teaching Practices in a 
Chinese Bilingual Summer Camp
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learners need to adopt attitudes and 
strategies that pay off in terms of low 
anxiety, high motivation, and ultimately 
in the ability to convey information and 
communicate ideas and feelings. One 
of the current challenges in second and 
foreign language teaching is to provide 
students with a learner-centered, low-
anxiety classroom environment. (p. 426)

There exists increasing scholarship to 
investigate the role of anxiety in language 
learning. Zheng (2008) reviewed a body of 
literature on anxiety in language learning; 
Liu (2010) looked at language proficiency 
and anxiety level in study abroad programs; 
Mohebbi, Azarnoosh and Jalal (2016) 
investigated the relationship between 
EFL learners’ anxiety and their writing 
complexity. 

Considering learners’ affective filters 
allows teachers to be more mindful in 
creating a holistic, learner-centered and 
motivating class, including the teaching 
approach, classroom design and supportive 
measures (Robinson, 2005). For instance, 
across the STARTALK summer programs, 
instructors are guided by the Teacher 
Effectiveness for Language Learning (TELL) 
framework, which emphasizes the importance 
of building a safe and supportive learning 
environment. The environment domain 
encourages teachers to create a stimulating 
and inviting physical environment that 
reflects the target language and cultures, 
accommodating students’ special needs, 
providing easy access to available resources, 
and smooth transitions throughout the 
lesson (TELL, 2014). These suggestions aim 
to lower students’ anxiety and to motivate 
learning interests during the learning process.

The importance of cultivating motivation 
has been increasingly raised in language 
learning. Guilloteaux and Dornyei (2008) 
noted that motivation “provides the primary 
impetus to initiate second or foreign language 
learning and later the driving force to sustain 
the long and often tedious learning process” 
(pp. 55-56). For young learners in particular, 
intrinsic motivation (Guilloteaux & Dornyei, 
2008) engages a sense of joy in foreign 
language learning without any external stress. 
Intrinsic motivation has a strong impact in 
“stimulating interest in their present study 
and developing L2 proficiency as well” (Wu, 
2003, p. 514). Therefore, increasing numbers 
of educators adopt learner-centered and 
active learning strategies to nurture and 
retain learners’ intrinsic motivation. 

While motivation is a broader concept 
in effective learning, interest is an integral 

part of intrinsic motivation. Thoughtful and 
intentional teaching that fosters learners’ 
interest can propel their motivation in learn-
ing. In language teaching, embedding culture 
in foreign or second language classrooms 
is highly valued and effective. For instance, 
Chen and Yang (2016) reported that sharing 
a cultural practice or a personal cultural 
experience can foster students’ interests 
in Chinese language learning. Language 
and culture have a strongly interconnected 
relationship (Brody, 2003; Damen, 1987; 
Kramsch, 1993; Lange, 2003; Martinez-
Gibson, 1998). Learning a language through 
its culture allows learners to have a deeper 
understanding of applying the language in 
a native language-speaking environment 
(Damen, 1987). Especially for young learners 
in an immersion language context, language 
learning needs to be creative and intentional 
(Kong, 2015). Including culture in language 
learning can offer students an opportunity 
to use the language in a real social context. 
Adopting age-appropriate, engaging, interac-
tive, and relatable activities in class is helpful 
to bring language to life. When young 
learners hear stories that are considerably 
different from their own, enjoy a game played 
by children in other countries, and are able 
to show off something exotic to their parents 
at dinner time, they see language learning as 
something fun and cool, rather than a boring 
and rigid subject. Thus, a natural curiosity 
and desire to learn may grow and enhance 
their intrinsic motivation. 
Scaffolding

Although there is a wide consensus on 
the intersection of motivation, interest and 
culture in foreign language teaching, it is an 
ongoing inquiry for teachers to explore how 
to actually implement it. In particular, due 
to learners’ individual differences such as 
learning styles, affective filters, and cognitive 
ability, it is necessary and important for 
teachers to provide effective support. One 
essential strategy in motivating students to 
make progress towards the learning goals 
and to lower their anxiety is through scaf-
folding, which refers to various supportive 
measures provided by the teacher and peers 
that can enhance a learner’s potential level 
of development (Lantolf, 2000; Swain, 
Kinnear & Steinman, 2010; Vygotsky, 1978; 
Wertsch, 1991). Sociocultural perspectives 
regard scaffolding as an essential element in 
helping learners solve more difficult problems 
that they may not be able to accomplish if 
working alone, also known as the the Zone of 
Proximal Development (ZPD).

Over decades, considerable literature has 

confirmed that scaffolding is instrumental in 
supporting learners to reach a ZPD. Wood, 
Bruner, and Ross (1976) discovered an array 
of characteristics from effective tutors’ scaf-
folding processes: recruiting the tutee’s atten-
tion, making the tasks manageable, making 
sure they are progressing toward the goals, 
marking critical features, controlling frustra-
tion, and modeling solutions. Donato (1994) 
explored the notion of mutual scaffolding 
among second language (L2) learners through 
a study of three French novice learners’ col-
laborative work. Guerro and Villamil (2000) 
investigated the effectiveness of scaffolding 
in a context where a peer or tutor is able to 
“help someone less skilled solve a problem” 
(p. 52). Wang and Kong (2017) investigated 
the role of scaffolding in preparing language 
teachers, where they discovered scaffolding 
cultivated learners’ deeper reflection on cul-
tural identity and teaching identity. Scaffold-
ing is a valued practice in language teaching, 
learning and teacher education.

Some language educators have also 
brought to light the use of the first language 
(L1) in creating a scaffolding and constructiv-
ist classroom. The L1 could be used as a 
tool to scaffold language learning. Brooks 
and Donato (1994) revealed that using the 
L1 could facilitate better verbal interaction 
among students; Turnbull and Dailey-O’Cain 
(2009) discussed the benefits of L1 in creat-
ing a communicative and positive environ-
ment; Littlewood and Yu (2011) echoed 
that using L1 helped teachers with better 
communication and better rapport with their 
students.
Reflective Teaching Practices

As seen above, scaffolding students’ 
learning is a deliberate and continuous 
process, in which teachers are expected 
to constantly review and reflect on their 
practices. As a result, increasing studies 
shed light on the importance of reflective 
teaching practices. The concept of reflection 
originates from Dewey in 1933, who defined 
it as the “active, persistent, and careful 
consideration of any belief or supposed form 
of knowledge in the light of the grounds 
that support it and the further conclusions 
to which it ends” (1997, p. 6). Reflection is 
highly valued as a vital practice for teachers. 
It involves “asking questions, describing key 
elements, and evaluating current practice 
in light of student responses’’ (Hayden, 
Rundell & Smyntek-Gworek, 2013, p. 
147). Constant reflection on one’s own 
teaching and students’ responses provides 
opportunities for practitioners to identify 
strengths and weaknesses, and to make plans 
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for improvement. According to Hayden and 
Chiu (2015), effective reflective practices 
involve “integrating specific thinking 
activities with analysis in order to develop 
habits of mind” (p.135). 

Considering the fact that CFL education 
is relatively new in the U.S., in comparison 
with other historically commonly taught 
languages, such as Spanish and French, it is 
especially necessary for practitioners to reflect 
on teaching and to share reflections in the 
field. Numerous studies also uncovered that, 
in particular, novice teachers acknowledge 
the need for developing reflective practices 
to improve their readiness for teaching (e.g., 
Loughran, 2006; Lunenberg & Korthagen, 
2005; Nilsson, 2009). 

For language teachers who are advanced 
language learners, reflective practices allow 
them to obtain perspectives of language 
teaching and learning from both sides. 
They may be more empathetic about 
students’ difficulties from their own learning 
process and reflect on how they tackled 
the challenges when they were learners. 

Therefore, they can adjust their expectations 
as teachers in order to avoid the mismatch 
between teachers’ and students’ beliefs 
in language teaching and learning, and 
to enhance students’ language learning 
experience (Brown, 2009).  

Reflective practices are also related to 
teachers’ efficacy, which refers to teachers’ 
beliefs in their capability to accomplish a task 
and make a difference in students’ learning 
(e.g., Gibson & Dembo, 1984; Liaw, 2009; 
Tschannen-Moran, Hoy & Hoy, 1998). Kong 
(2015) addressed that “teachers’ beliefs, 
knowledge and attitudes are not isolated 
in affecting their actual practices in the 
classroom. On the contrary, it is the teacher’s 
whole identity that determines the priority 
of teaching and related teaching decisions” 
(p.21). Teachers nurture the classroom 
atmosphere, teacher-student communication 
styles and instruction styles. Teachers’ ideas 
of who they are become the core of teachers’ 
identities, a fundamental element that 
influences teaching. Through reflection, 
teachers can make improvement towards 

successful teaching practices, thus enhancing 
their teaching efficacy.  

Overall these studies demonstrate 
three essential aspects in effective foreign 
language teaching and learning: strategic 
teaching to stimulate and retain learners’ 
motivation, appropriate scaffolding to foster 
learners’ development and reflective teaching 
practices. The present study explored what 
these aspects looked like in reality through 
these research questions: 

1.	 What did the teachers do to engage 
students in this bilingual summer 
camp?

2.	 What did the teachers do to provide 
support to the students in this 
bilingual summer camp?

3.	 Did the teachers reflect on their 
teaching? If so, how did they reflect and 
what insights did they gain from the 
reflection?

RESEARCH DESIGN
Research Site

This research project was based on a 
bilingual summer program offered by a 
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university in a small city in the Midwest 
United States. In collaboration with the local 
Children’s Nature Academy and local school 
district, this program offered elementary 
school students a variety of summer language 
bilingual camps in Chinese, French, Japanese 
and Spanish. Spanish and French camps 
were offered for multiple years but Chinese 
was added in 2016 and 2017. Data for the 
current paper was gathered in 2017, when 
the Chinese camp offered two sessions with 
different themes for different age groups: one 
session with a focus on Space for children 
going into third grade and fourth grade, and 
the other session with a focus on Farms for 
those entering first grade and second grade. 
Each session lasted two weeks, either in the 
morning or in the afternoon, from Monday 
to Friday. 

Because this bilingual program was 
offered by the languages department at 
the university, it intentionally recruited 
on-campus students with advanced language 
skills to be instructors. Candidates were 
required to have study abroad experience 
or extensive travel experience in a target 
language country, preferably enrolled in 
the teacher education program or pursuing 
a Teaching English as a Foreign Language 
Program (TEFL) certificate or a Teaching 
English to Speakers of Other Languages 
(TESOL) minor at the university. Although 
the instructors were not necessarily education 
majors and might not have any prior training 
on language teaching, it was an opportunity 
for students to utilize their language skills 
and for them to collaborate with a professor 
mentor. 

In 2017, the two Chinese instructors 
were Anna and Yuer (these are pseudonyms 
to protect the participants’ identities). Anna 
came from an intercultural family where 
her mother was original from Taiwan and 
her father was an American. While Anna 
spoke some Chinese at home, her conversa-
tion was limited to everyday topics and she 
struggled with writing Chinese characters. 
Anna’s proficiency in Chinese, particularly 
in speaking skills, increased after completing 
four semesters of Chinese language classes 
on campus and multiple study abroad experi-
ences in China.

The other student, Yuer, was from Hmong 
culture and watched a substantial amount 
of Chinese television. Due to some shared 
commonalities between Chinese language 
and Hmong language, Yuer understood 
Chinese very quickly and developed a strong 
proficiency in both speaking and listening in 
Chinese. Thus, not only did both students 

have a high level of speaking proficiency in 
Chinese, they also were pursuing a TEFL 
certificate because they wanted to teach 
languages in the future. The TEFL certificate 
also required them to take other education 
courses, including English Phonetics, Inter-
cultural Communication, Teaching Methods, 
and Theories of Second Language Acquisi-
tion. Prior to teaching this particular summer 
camp, they both had completed all of these 
courses, meaning they had some theoretical 
training in class on language pedagogy. 

Approximately two months before the 
camp, all language instructors attended 
mandatory three-day immersion workshops 
on curriculum design, syllabus design, and 
lesson planning. At the three-day work-
shops, the program director, who was also 
an experienced professor in Spanish and 
Teacher Education, prepared the instructors 
on how to design lesson plans. Because all 
language camps shared the same themes, the 
instructors were encouraged to share ideas 
and create similar activities that would be 
implemented in different languages. To bet-
ter support each language, faculty teaching 
those languages were also invited to meet 
the instructors for a day, in order to provide 
feedback on content, language, and teaching 
approaches. By the end of the workshop, 
Anna and Yuer had the majority of the les-
son plans ready for each day, including activi-
ties, materials, worksheets and videos.
METHODS

This was a case study with multiple 
sources of qualitative data, including eight 
hours of class observations, three-hour 
interviews, and analysis of numerous teach-
ing materials. Both researchers observed 
classes together and took field notes; they 
then compared their notes to identify shared 
views. They also discussed discrepancies 
in observations and revised the interview 
questions. The instructors were interviewed 
separately and together. During the data 
collection period, both researchers already 
started the data analysis process: creating 
codes and memos, categorizing data, summa-
rizing themes, drawing direct quotes, tracking 
further evidence, and comparing across sets 
of data to triangulate interpretations (Baxter 
& Jack, 2008; Knafl & Breitmayer, 1989). 
This cyclical process allowed researchers to 
constantly review data, compare notes and 
negotiate conclusions (Dillon, 2012). 
FINDINGS

Data indicated that both instructors 
intentionally engaged students to participate 
in class by working on two aspects: building 
an inviting class environment to stimulate or 

retain learning, motivation, and differenti-
ated instructional methods to lower students’ 
anxiety. It was also evident that the instruc-
tors constantly reflected on their teaching 
practices and explored measures for improve-
ment. This section organizes the findings 
into three themes:

Theme one: An interactive environment and 
engaging activities were effective to stimulate and 
retain learners’ motivation.

An interactive environment was shown 
through students’ daily routine and the 
classroom decorations. When students 
entered the classroom every morning, both 
instructors displayed worksheets for them to 
complete. These worksheets consisted of pic-
tures, matching games, and drawings which 
students found entertaining. Ana and Yuer 
adopted the worksheets as a quick formative 
assessment to find out if students understood 
what they had learned the day before; addi-
tionally, it also helped to activate students’ 
prior knowledge and better prepare them for 
a new day of learning. 

The two instructors reported that lan-
guage worksheets were helpful in lowering 
students’ anxiety in learning. As they noted, 
no students would want to go to school in 
the summer, so they wanted to downplay the 
concept of rigid in-class learning, but rather 
to create a learning-through-playing environ-
ment where learners were motivated to learn. 
The worksheets had various games with 
moderate challenges, with the goal that work-
ing on the worksheets at the beginning of 
the day fostered the students’ autonomy. The 
researchers’ field notes taken in class observa-
tions recorded students’ high enthusiasm and 
motivations to work on the worksheets. 

[Insert image 1- A worksheet sample]
Additionally, visual aids were salient in 

the classroom. There were many photos with 
Chinese words to show classroom rules, a 
large poster of planets in the outer space with 
their names in Chinese, and another poster 
of animals on a farm. Both teachers also 
reported that they used numerous flash cards 
to help students connect characters with 
images. Yuer stated, “We hold up the cards 
for them to look at it, to write, or just to rec-
ognize to help them find it first and then pair 
up. So we do that a lot with our flashcards, 
we just hold them up and they see what it 
looks like and copy from it”. 

[Insert image 6 here: A poster with class 
rules] 

In addition to an interactive learning 
environment, data also revealed that instruc-
tors designed a range of engaging activities in 
day-to-day teaching. 
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6a. 

!

3d. ¡Necesito un lápiz! 
(I need a pencil!) 

A :  Disculpe (Excuse me), tengo un problema.  
B :  ¿Cuál es tu problema? (What is it?) 

A :  ¡Necesito (I need) un lápiz! 
B :  ¡Aquí tienes! (Here you go!) 

A :  Muchas gracias. (Thank you very much.) 

B :  ¡De nada! (You’re welcome.) 

    un lápiz    una engrapadora        un bolígrafo         pegamento      cinta adhesiva 

un libro           un cuaderno         una computadora      unas tijeras       una regla 

  un borrador     una hoja de papel 

4c. Tu peux venir chez moi ? (Can you come to my house?) 

A :  Est-ce que tu peux venir chez moi cet après-midi ? 
B :  Non, désolé(e), je ne peux pas.  (Sorry, I can’t.) 

A :  Ah bon ?  Pourquoi pas ? 
B :  Parce que j’ai mal à la tête. 
A :  C’est dommage.  Peut-être la semaine prochaine ?  (That’s too bad.  Maybe next week?)   

B :  Oui, tout à fait.  Merci quand même ! (Totally.  Thanks anyway!) 

de la fièvre                  un rhume              mal à la tête                  peur de ton chien                   mal aux dents    

des devoirs à faire     besoin de ranger la maison      la jambe cassée      sommeil       besoin de me laver les cheveux  

rendez-vous chez le médecin      envie de lire    un cours de yoga     une leçon de guitare      un match de football   

The first was to create activities of differ-
ent difficulties such that students of various 
proficiency levels could participate. When 
they were asked how to handle a situation 
where some students were bored while others 
were struggling, Yuer said, 

One thing we sometimes do is, some-
times some kids finish ahead of time 
of everybody else, so we probably just 
go and talk to the kids and start asking 
questions to try to build up on current 
knowledge. So I add a little more new 
vocab there. So they were learning 
places, we started asking questions like, 
“Do you like this place or do you not 
like this place?” So basically we just keep 
asking questions and see when they can 
answer more. And we just start from 
there.

The interview data above aligned with 
the observational data in class. In the last 
30 minutes of one class observed by the 
researchers, Yuer noticed that an advanced 
learner completed her tasks ahead of other 
peers, so Yuer brought out a more challeng-

ing worksheet for the learner to write down 
information in Chinese about a certain 
planet, including the color, rocks and lakes. 
When the learner finished, Yuer expanded 
the language by applying different structures 
on the same vocabulary. The structure in this 
unit was  这个行星是 [This planet is], but 
Yuer modified and applied a structure from 
greetings 你叫什么名字 [What’s your name] 
to planets by asking 你的行星叫什么名字 
[What’s the name of your planet]? Yuer also 
patiently reminded the learner to provide 
complete sentences instead of giving one 
word or two to answer the questions. This 
was a quick activity but effective in expand-
ing language and increasing the difficulty 
to challenge advanced learners. Although 
the advanced learner was a bit confused for 
a few seconds, along with some scaffolding 
and thinking, she was able to give a correct 
answer and a proud smile appeared on her 
face. 

[Insert image 2 here: A poster with plan-
ets] 

Secondly, both instructors modified famil-

iar games to incorporate the target language 
use. For instance, they modified What time 
is it, Mr. Fox? to 外星人几点了 [What time 
is it, Mr. Alien]? Researchers observed that 
both teachers modeled the game in Chinese 
language twice or three times, without using 
any English to explain the rules. Since it was 
a popular game among the young learners, 
they immediately understood and were will-
ing to repeat after the teachers. Sometimes 
they also looked at the posters and visual 
cards on the walls to remind them of pro-
nunciation. A high level of engagement was 
evident in observational notes. Anna pointed 
out, “Since the game was not new to the 
students, they could focus more on the target 
language, and multiple times when a player 
accidentally counted the time in English, the 
rest of the cohort reminded each other by say-
ing 说中文，说中文 [Speak Chinese, speak 
Chinese]. The game was appropriate for the 
age, being silly and allowed the children to 
run around.” It was a good example of learn-
ing through playing. A lot of target language 
was identified when the researcher observed 
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this class. Students understood the time and 
tasks. For instance, when it was time for a 
player to say, 开饭了 [dinner time], the rest 
of the students were excited since they got to 
run back to their home base and tried not 
to be caught. As Anna pointed out, “They 
got the energy out, and practiced the words 
that they learned. It was significant learning 
rather than sit-down-and-learn.” Another 
example was using volleyball passing to count 
numbers. It involved body movement and 
students were competitive to reach a higher 
number of balls being passed. During the 
process, both teachers observed students’ 
responses and made sure students of various 
levels had a chance to participate. 

Thirdly, instructors integrated music in 
class to engage students, including writing 
new lyrics in Chinese to American tunes 
and teaching original Chinese songs. For 
instance, they embedded Chinese vocabulary 
of planets into the song Twinkle Twinkle 
Little Star (Briggs, 1880), and students 
enjoyed the novelty of singing Chinese 
lyrics to a familiar tune. As learners felt 
more comfortable singing, Ana and Yuer 
searched for authentic Chinese songs to 
reinforce learning. They found a Chinese 
children’s song called 你好歌 [Hello Song] 
and slowly pushed the children to get out of 
their comfort zone. In the following days, 
researchers observed that students often sang 
these songs and ultimately performed to their 
parents on the last day.

[Insert image 7 here: The poster with 
greetings in Chinese] 

Theme two: Various scaffolding actvities 
stimulated learners’ language learning interests and 
enhanced their language skills. 

Considering that some children entered 
the program with a presumption that 
Chinese would be a difficult language to 
learn, both Ana and Yuer planned simple 
games to help the learners build confidence. 
One example would be learning about colors. 
Anna reported, 

So, it’s a little rough, but what we tried 
to do was we would show the color and 
characters for it and speak it and they 
had to pick the color from the floor. 
That’s one of the games they did. We 
were trying to show them the color by 
just saying it, and they had to recognize. 

Because colors in Chinese do not sound 
anything like English, both instructors 
thought having students memorize the 
pronunciation through repeating would be 
boring and overwhelming at the beginning. 
They wanted the young learners to have an 
easier transition by providing ample audio 

and visual input, and having students match 
correct color cards, before eliciting their 
verbal output. It was evident in researchers’ 
observation that this simple activity was 
helping learners to comprehend the concept 
and they were confident to produce verbal 
output the next day. 

[Insert image 3 here: A poster describing 
rocks and gas] 

Moreover, after learners showed their 
understanding of the concept, the two 
instructors used a lot of repetition and 
modeling to elicit verbal and writing 
production. Yuer shared, the only thing 
with the reading and writing, they can’t 
do those things yet, so more scaffolding 
there. For example, if we don’t model 
how to write character strokes in an 
order, they start to ask questions like, 
‘what is this supposed to be’, like ‘I don’t 
get it. It looks like a diamond. It is just a 
square’, ‘Oh look how this becomes this 
and that?’ A lot of questions.” 

Using repetition and modeling between 
the two teachers, and sometimes between a 
teacher and an advanced learner, helped to 
incorporate explicit demonstration to the 
learners. 

[Insert image 3 here: A poster describing 
the concept of size] 

[Insert image 4 here: A poster describing 
the concept of proximity] 

The second scaffolding technique was 
peer support. To avoid using English, the two 
instructors sometimes intentionally referred 
to a more advanced learner to provide 
support for other students. Anna gave an 
example:

One thing like today students were doing 
their chore books. Some students might 
finish up early, so I had one student help 
another to finish their books. “Oh which 
character goes with this picture? I can’t 
figure it out.” I’m like, “好好 [Okay]
，so-and-so,你帮她 [you help her].” So 
he directed her which character matched 
with the picture based on what he made. 
So he was able to help her too. 

Yuer echoed that peer support was 
constantly used especially in games. “And 
the person who is a little quicker would get 
there and then another person just follow. 
Hopefully through this, they can start 
recognizing, ‘Oh since he’s choosing that 
picture, then that picture must be this.’ And 
if this happens enough among the time, then 
hopefully they will get it.” Because there 
were a couple of heritage speakers in the 
summer camp, both instructors were careful 
in pairing them with less advanced learners 

to provide support. In the meanwhile, Ana 
and Yuer were aware that heritage speakers 
sometimes would only focus on their own 
language production and ignored the other 
student; therefore, both instructors provided 
detailed verbal instructions on how they were 
expected to work together. For instance, they 
reminded the two learners to discuss and be 
mindful of turn taking in conversations. 

The third way to scaffold students’ 
learning was using students’ L1, which 
was English in this case. Both instructors 
said that they aimed to use 90% or more 
Chinese language in the camp, but the 
first week was most the challenging and 
frustrating for the students because they 
had no prior exposure to the language. To 
address this issue, instructors reported that 
they used English occasionally to explain 
the key concept such as in “行星是 [planet 
is] planet”; additionally, they modeled a 
simple dialogue between the two teachers. 
This way was easier for students to grasp the 
meaning and to follow the instructions of 
the activity. Even though students may then 
check with the teacher in English “Do you 
want us to do this?” the teachers purposefully 
responded in Chinese “对” [yes]. Both 
instructors were aware of the importance of 
the target language and cautiously used no 
more than 10% L1 to reduce anxiety and to 
facilitate discussion. Yuer said, “Especially 
for the games, I normally explained things 
all in Chinese, and if they don’t understand, 
I will say a few English words. Then we will 
start using actions, start playing it, until they 
understand it.”

Theme three: Reflective teaching practices 
empowered both instructors with more confidence 
and mindful teaching. 

It seemed that reflective teaching practices 
enhanced both instructors’ teaching 
approaches. On a daily basis, they reflected 
on what went well and what challenges they 
encountered on that day and discussed 
possible resolutions. For instance, Yuer 
reported “before the camp, I was thinking 
I really wanted them to learn how to write 
characters. I wanted them to write more. 
I knew from my own learning experience, 
that the more you write, the more you 
can remember.” Nonetheless, entering the 
actual teaching, Yuer realized that copying 
vocabulary was not interesting to the young 
learners; on the contrary, the orthography 
of Chinese characters created increased 
anxiety in young learners. Yuer was driven to 
reflect on the discrepancy between her own 
learning experience and the young learners’ 
characteristics. 
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In order to reduce the anxiety and 
increase interest, both instructors embedded 
character writing into drawing and origami, 
along with some worksheets for students to 
complete. They conducted some research 
and discovered a book titled Chineasy: The 
New Way to Read Chinese where the author 
transformed key Chinese characters into 
pictograms. Ana and Yuer selected a list of 
Chinese characters to study on their own 
in a role of a language learner. After they 
comprehended how characters could be 
visualized through a picture, they discussed 
how to teach them. In this way, they gained 
an understanding from both a learner’s 
perspective and an instructor’s perspective. 
During researchers’ observations, students 
displayed a high level of enthusiasm and 
curiosity in learning characters, and 
constantly used their imagination to describe 
what the character looked like. The students 
were noticeably interested in the subtle 
learning and became very engaged in writing 
characters. 

Secondly, reflecting on their roles as both 
a teacher and a CFL learner allowed them 
to bridge theories and practices, as well as 
developing significant insights on teaching. 
Although they both were advanced learners 
in the college language class, teaching 
it required much more confidence and 
resilience. Yuer shared,

At first, I wasn’t very confident because 
I still have so much to learn. Every time 
before I started the class, I still had to 
review the vocabulary so I would not 
forget. I had to study more and keep 
up with what words we planned to use. 
It also helped me learn what words 
were more suitable for young learners. 
For instance, I learned to say 别碰它 
[Don’t touch it], which was a very useful 
classroom phrase that I need to use a 
lot among young kids, but I didn’t really 
learn it in my regular college classroom, 
because you don’t need that so much. 

Feeling unconfident and realizing that 
teaching required more skill sets drove the 
two instructors to reflect on their learning 
experience in language and educational 
courses. Very often they recalled and tested 
classroom management skills and pedagogical 
approaches adopted by their own professors 
in college. 

For instance, Anna reported that the Total 
Physical Response (TPR) implemented by her 
professor was one of many useful methods. 

She also mentioned using visual cues to 
engage students’ multiple senses in language 
learning, something that she took away 
from her educational course. Similarly, Yuer 
emphasized that she had a deep impression 
of the affective filters from her Second 
Language Acquisition course, where teachers 
were advised to attend to students’ emotions 
and to build a positive rapport. She said, “I 
learned that you need to build a relationship 
with the students first, and then, when they 
get comfortable, you can teach better and 
they will be more and more motivated as 
well.” She also practiced what she believed. 
It was recorded in observational notes that 
Yuer approached her students like a patient, 
caring, and energetic older sister. She was 
skilled in making connections with her 
students either through pictures, toys, music, 
games, or through her personal stories. 

According to Yuer, another example was a 
routine activity that she had in the SLA class, 
a five-minute language lesson, where she 
documented several teaching tips from her 
cohort. As Yuer mentioned, “I want them to 
learn, but at the same time I want them to 
have fun, so I am always like trying to think 
different games like get them to be physically 
running around, to play, to compete and to 
learn. I want them to actually learn as they 
get competitive. That is one area I always 
try to focus on.” It was salient that both 
instructors actively explored new ways to 
motivate the students.

Last but not least, reflective teaching 
practices also helped both instructors realize 
areas for improvement, including class 
management, giving feedback and embedding 
culture into language teaching. 

The first obstacle was making class games 
fun and educational to engage students. 
Anna reported that, one day, students 
requested to play the game Musical Chairs. 
Both teachers put the Chinese words of the 
planets on the chairs and whoever got to 
sit on the chair needed to say the word in 
Chinese. Nevertheless, the young learners 
were excited only about the game, not the 
Chinese, so some cried, some got bored, 
and some left the room, soon leaving a 
chaotic situation for the two young teachers 
to handle. The two instructors noticed that 
students were resistant to the education 
aspect of the game, so it was challenging to 
manage the situation. 

They also found it difficult to give 
corrective feedback. When asked about giving 

feedback, the two teachers reported a lot of 
smiling, thumbs up, and using the expression 
对不对 [Is it correct]. Yuer said “I don’t give 
a lot of negative feedback. I would say, ok, 
really good, but you also can do it this way.” 
Anna, on the other hand, used recast (Tarone 
& Swierzbin, 2009) to correctly paraphrase 
the student’s error. “If a student says tei yang, 
instead of tai yang, I would paraphrase it 
correctly without directly pointing out the 
mistake. Then hopefully the student would 
notice the difference and correct herself.” 
Both teachers were cautious about protecting 
students’ self-esteem and hoped to sustain 
their interests, which resulted in reluctance 
to correct language errors. 

Last but not least, a major challenge 
was to integrate Chinese culture into the 
language classroom. Anna and Yuer said 
they played Chinese music through breakfast 
and drawing time. While both teachers 
explicitly stated the essential nature of 
embedding culture in language, they also 
shared frustrations on not being able to do it. 
Yuer pointed out, “It is just really hard with 
the immersion camps, because they want us 
to stay in the target language, but if we try 
to teach culture, I don’t think they are going 
to get it.” Ensuring students understand the 
content in the target language and increasing 
their language proficiency is a common 
predicament in bilingual education. Like 
many bilingual practitioners, both instructors 
made a constant effort to balance content 
and language. 
DISCUSSION

Results showed that the two instruc-
tors adopted an array of activities to lower 
students’ anxiety, to retain motivation and 
to provide support in the camp. Examples 
included a simple worksheet at the beginning 
of the day for formal assessment, colorful 
visual aids in the classroom, and using music 
to activate students’ prior knowledge. Their 
approach was supported by research, such 
that classroom factors such as tasks, learning 
activities, and instructional materials played a 
vital role in motivating students in language 
learning (Ellis, 1985; Julkunen, 2001; Pinter, 
2006; Wu, 2003). In this summer camp, 
the colorful posters, illustration books, and 
flashcards were enriching and age-appropriate 
in a content-relevant environment for the 
young learners. They were also necessary 
instructional support for the teachers. 

The two teachers intentionally tailored 
activities such as songs to slowly transition 
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students to more language output through 
singing; they also tailored some games 
towards significant target language learning. 
Their practices aligned with Young’s (1991) 
notion, in order to “decrease anxieties 
associated with classroom procedures, 
instructors can do more pair work, play 
more games, and tailor their activities to 
the affective needs of the learner” (p. 432). 
In doing so, they related to the students 
with their sense of humor, patience, and 
friendliness, which were equally useful 
strategies to reduce learner anxiety. 

In order to help students succeed in 
learning, the two teachers adopted various 
scaffolding in class, including utilizing 
advanced learners to provide peer support, 
using L1 to explain essential concepts, 
offering repetition and demonstrations, 
and mitigating students’ frustration with 
multi-level activities, all of which were 
effective in sustaining students’ interests 
and maintaining their pursuit of the goal 
(Littlewood & Yu, 2011; Wray, 2006). They 
were also aware that scaffolding was only 
temporary, because the goal was to develop 
the students’ autonomous learning (Chang, 
Sung & Chen, 2002). 

When the two instructors were asked 
how they decided to adopt these activities, 
they pointed out three major aspects that 
benefited their teaching: 

(1) Observing their professors’ teaching on 
campus. Because Anna and Yuer both aspired 
to be language teachers, they were naturally 
curious to observe professors’ instructional 
methods in class. Anna shared: 

My Chinese professor used a lot of 
body language and modeling in class 
to explain profound concepts, which I 
found very helpful. I believe my students 
will be able to understand through my 
modeling and repetition, rather than me 
translating for them right away. 

Both instructors observed that the young 
learners in the class were more receptive 
to the teachers’ body language and felt 
more comfortable when teachers provided 
modeling. 

(2) Apply their class knowledge into 
practice. Both instructors repetitively 
referred to the theories of Second Language 
Acquisition class and said the discussion on 
scaffolding and affective filters constantly 
reminded them to take students’ learning 
interest into consideration. 

(3) The pre-teaching workshops allowed 

them to talk with instructors of the Spanish 
camp and the French camp. Because these 
camps had been offered for multiple years, 
the instructors shared materials and ideas. 
At this workshop, they learned to integrate 
English children’s songs with Chinese 
language, so the young learners would feel 
familiar with the melody and were more 
willing to take part.

Both teachers displayed intentionality to 
utilize the learned knowledge in class, pre-
camp training, and used observed pedagogies 
to apply in their actual teaching context. 
The blending of deep knowledge, extensive 
pedagogy and skills was emerging to guide 
their reflection; at the same time, they were 
coping with some unexpected situations 
in class (Bransford, Darling-Hammond, & 
LePage, 2005; Miller, 2010). They showed 
evidence of combining thought and analysis 
with action in practice, and demonstrated 
increased adaptability to identify roadblocks, 
then generate and enact successful responses 
(Hayden & Chiu, 2015). At the end of the 
summer camp, both instructors were more 
confident in the teacher’s role and reported 
their growth on a professional and a personal 
level. They continued to reflect on best 
practices and understood that teaching was 
an ongoing journey with much knowledge to 
explore and many skills to discover. 
IMPLICATIONS

Both instructors in this study had com-
pleted multiple courses on language learning 
and teaching before this teaching assignment 
in the summer camp. They were both able to 
apply prior knowledge and personal experi-
ence in teaching. Their skills in engaging and 
creative teaching were improved, however, 
they also shared thoughts about lacking con-
fidence in classroom management, providing 
feedback, and integrating complex culture in 
a foreign language classroom. 

Their concerns inspire teacher educators 
to consider opportunities and experiences 
to improve teacher efficacy. Teacher efficacy 
could be achieved through field-related 
training where pre-service teachers could 
contextualize their learned knowledge 
and apply theories in action. Liaw (2009) 
accentuated the power of providing a real 
teaching context to pre-service teachers to 
perform different tasks, which would be 
“the most influential resources in their real 
teaching experience” (p. 177). In addition to 
teaching opportunities, mentorship would 
be very important for success. It would be 

instrumental if a seasoned teacher and/
or teacher educator on site to give constant 
feedback and help with problem-solving. 
Although there are no easy answers, one 
way to tackle this problem is to consult 
resources from the American Council on the 
Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL), 
such as the World Readiness Standards for 
Learning Languages (ACTFL, 2015) and 
the Can-Do Statements (ACTFL, 2017) 
to guide curriculum and lesson planning. 
ACTFL suggested examining culture through 
Products, Practices and Perspectives. If 
teachers could approach culture through 
these three aspects, it could unpack the 
complications of culture and make it more 
relatable and teachable. 

In conclusion, this study examined a 
summer language bilingual camp in Chinese, 
offered by a university in Midwest U.S. 
Motivating students’ learning and offering 
instructional support were two main goals 
to Ana and Yuer during this summer camp. 
Scholars believe that intrinsic motivation 
could be cultivated from the beginning 
through a positive and safe learning 
environment, proper scaffolding, moderate 
challenges, and allowed freedom and 
responsibility in the learning process, where 
young learners could gain self-confidence 
and autonomy (Brown 1994; Spaulding, 
1992; Zimmerman, 1994). Findings in 
the last section revealed examples in these 
areas. Both instructors were honing their 
skills by experimenting, adapting, and 
reflecting. Although it was the first time for 
them to teach a language that was not their 
first language, they were able to reflect on 
their own L2 learning experience, consider 
students’ perspectives, and actively use 
theories to inform teaching. The limitations 
of this case study lie in its small number of 
participants and the challenge to make a 
general conclusion, but findings suggested 
some effective teaching practices in the 
hope to increase the amount of information 
regarding the teaching and learning in CFL, 
especially for young learners. 
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By Dr. Millie Park Mellgren
The following article is an adapted and 

abridged excerpt from The Language Immersion 
Life: A Guide for Families by Millie Park Mellgren 
(2017). This book features answers to the most 
common questions Dr. Mellgren was asked as 
an elementary immersion principal. The volume 
features commentary and data gleaned from sur-
veys given to hundreds of former students, parents 
and educators. This input combined with Dr. 
Mellgren’s years of immersion experience, creates 
a comprehensive guide offering insight on selecting 
an immersion program and navigating through the 
K-12 immersion years with success. While most 
of the quotes from survey participants have been 
deleted from this excerpt, that additional commen-
tary can be found in the full text.

Parents who are competent in the 
language of the immersion school have few 
concerns about understanding assignments 
sent home with students. However, many 
parents of children in immersion settings are 
not fluent in the target language. The major-
ity of my students’ parents either have never 
studied a language or have studied in high 
school or college but have never attained a 
high level of competence or have lost their 
previous skills. Due to lack of confidence or 
competence, parents are justifiably worried 
about helping their child in school.

Homework therefore becomes one of 

parents’ biggest worries as their children 
advance through the elementary immersion 
program. In surveys about their experience 
as immersion parents, a large majority listed 
language-related fears as their biggest concern 
about the immersion life: not being able to 
understand the teacher, not being able to 
help with homework, and not being able 
to read books. It is possible these fears are 
related to their own prior experiences, and 
not those of their children. The fear that 
their child wouldn’t understand the language 
was never listed. 

If hundreds of children can take language 
risks every day, then I believe parents can 
too. Thousands of parents have navigated 
these waters successfully and come out on the 
other side with no regrets. The very first day 
is the time to jump in and face fears and con-
cerns about language. Parents would expect 
no less from their children.

So, how do parents help their child when 
they can’t read the language? The answer is to 
simply be supportive. The teacher does not 
expect parents to know the target language. 
In the early grades, teachers are really just 
starting to teach the “concept” of homework. 
This concept involves taking something 
home, doing it, and bringing it back to 
school. If children can master the take it 
home, bring it back concept they have gained 
a huge skill that will help them throughout 

their education. 
Parents should know that homework 

issues are usually less than they are imagined 
to be. Teachers share the goal for students 
to be successful as well and need parental 
support to provide a consistent environment 
for the student to complete assigned tasks. 
Generally, the child will know exactly what 
to do on a homework assignment with no 
further explanation or assistance on the part 
of parents. However, there are many things 
that parents can do to assist their children 
with language immersion schoolwork.
Read, read and read some more

The request that parents read with their 
children can be heard from any elementary 
teacher whether in an immersion school or 
in a school where English is the language 
of instruction. However, in an immersion 
school, this activity is critical. By reading in 
English at home on a regular basis, parents 
are preparing the child for that future date 
when English will be introduced. The child’s 
English vocabulary and understanding of 
literary sentence structure and dialogue are 
increased every time parents open a book. If 
one points at the words while reading, the 
child learns that those symbols on the page 
represent the words being spoken. Children 
intuitively learn that reading goes from left 
to right; the left side page is read before the 
right side of the page in English. Parents are 
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teaching reading skills just by sharing this 
special activity and time with their children. 
When instruction in English reading starts, 
the children’s transition from target language 
reading to English reading happens quickly, 
often overnight. They have received the 
vocabulary they need through family reading 
time. Children who are already fluent in Eng-
lish, their native language, may learn to read 
at school first in the target language. This 
does not supplant the native language. The 
more time spent reading together, talking 
together and playing together will help the 
transition from the target language to English 
go seamlessly.

Many parents say, “but my child already 
knows how to read in English!”  My response 
to this has always been to follow the child’s 
natural rhythm and flow. Sometimes they will 
want to read in English and sometimes read 
in the school’s language of instruction. If the 
child can read in English already, parents 
can take turns with the child, each reading a 
page. Families should just enjoy the reading 
time together and make it as consistent as 
tooth brushing.
The Time Commitment

Finding enough time for homework can 
be the biggest struggle parents face. In this 
over-scheduled world confronting today’s 
families, finding a regular study time in 
a consistent location is difficult at best. 
Many children are relegated to completing 
homework in the car, at a restaurant or at a 
sibling’s sports practice — hardly ideal settings 
for academic success! If parents can master a 
consistent time and place for homework to 
be completed, they will most likely succeed at 
this part of the language immersion experi-
ence. I encourage parents to keep a regular 
homework time 5 days a week in a consistent 
place in the home. Even if the child has no 
homework that evening, it is best to insist 
that the time be used for reading silently or 
doing some other educational activity such as 
puzzles or word or math games. 

A rule of thumb that many use to deter-
mine an appropriate amount of time to be 
spent on homework is 10 minutes per grade 
in school (e.g., 10 minutes for first grade 
and 60 minutes for sixth grade). I think 
it is reasonable to spend this amount of 
time every school night doing homework, 
educational activities or reading. As the 
child progresses through school, parents 
will be grateful for establishing this habit 
early. Children who have a designated study 
area and time are more likely to develop the 
habit of bringing home the necessary work 
in order to get it done. The “I don’t have any 

homework” excuse will drift away over time 
if this habit is enforced consistently. If the 
child is spending a great deal more time than 
the rule of thumb described earlier, a discus-
sion between parents and the teacher should 
occur and they should work as a team to 
solve the problem. Once the student knows 
that parents and teacher are communicating 
directly it will greatly enhance study time 
productivity.

It is important that parents evaluate any 
rewards associated with this time. For exam-
ple, if the child is rewarded with time on 
the computer when there is no homework, 
parents will soon find that there is never any 
homework. It is important to evaluate the 
behavior being rewarded and make changes 
if needed. A child studying or reading for 20 
minutes in second grade deserves a star on 
a chart and an end-of-week reward, such as 
a special family activity, or dinner choice on 
Friday, or whatever helps get the job done. 
As a former college professor said to me 
once, “You have to find out what each child’s 
M&M is.”  What motivates this child? There 
has been a trend recently in some schools 
for a no homework policy. If this is the case in 
your school, families may still choose to hold 
a regular study time which can be replaced 
with reading together or doing family activi-
ties together. This is a goal of the no home-
work movement, to allow children more 
time to be children and families more time 
to spend quality time together. Extra family 
time could be used to engage in a language 
or cultural experience to reinforce the school 
day experience in a positive way.

I see advantages to both approaches. The 
extra family time and free childhood time of 
the no homework movement is quite intrigu-
ing and has many merits. On the other hand, 
small and manageable homework assign-
ments do prepare children for the rigors of 
the educational experience they will face, as 
they grow older. Good homework study hab-
its created by young learners pay dividends in 
reduced stress over homework later on.
Target Language Comprehension

“I can’t read the instructions!” is a com-
mon cry of language immersion parents. Of 
course, if the instructions are all in the target 
language it may be entirely true that parents 
can’t read them. However, parents should 
give it a try and see how much can be gleaned 
from what is read. Students learn by risk-
taking and guessing all day long at school, 
consequently, this would be a perfect time 
for parents to be positive role models and do 
some language risk-taking themselves. 

When children bring home a target lan-

guage assignment parents should remember 
that the teacher has explained it carefully to 
the class several times. Parents should ask 
their children, “What did the teacher say you 
were supposed to do?”  Students probably 
know but aren’t always willing to let their 
parents know that. Unfortunately, this is a 
game that language immersion students learn 
early on. If they pretend they don’t under-
stand what to do, they might get away with 
not doing it. Students learn the language game 
early and play it well. If mom or dad can’t 
read the assignment or don’t know what to 
do, children can use this to their advantage 
and appear to not know what to do either. 
If this occurs in your family, parents and 
children should sit down together and try to 
figure it out. 

When trying to work through homework 
instructions with their children, some par-
ents invent their own games. One is the silly 
assignment game. They lead their child in a 
really goofy, silly direction for the assignment 
and watch as their child leads them back. For 
example, if the assignment is to write a para-
graph about their favorite hobby the parent 
might say, “I think you are supposed to write 
about the lunchroom cook.”  The student 
will most likely immediately correct the par-
ent with “No, we’re not. We are supposed 
to write about a hobby!”  Children love to 
correct their parents. Another idea is to let 
children take on the role of being the teacher 
and instructing their parents. As families 
study together, and parents say a word 
incorrectly, children will probably laugh at 
the mistake and correct their parents. After 
laughing together, the activity can continue, 
and parents will have learned something new. 

Some parents are motivated to take 
language classes when their child enters 
immersion. It is great if parents want to learn 
the language as long as they understand that 
they may not keep up with their children. As 
long as parents realize this, their own experi-
ence can serve as a model for the importance 
of language learning. That being said, it is 
not necessary for parents to learn the target 
language for students to be successful in lan-
guage learning. Immersion works quite well 
for children no matter their parents’ skill or 
lack thereof in the target language.

In an immersion setting, after English 
is introduced in second grade, more of the 
homework is given in English than in the 
target language. This is not because most of 
the day is in English but just the opposite. 
Some teachers try to keep as much of the 
school day in the target language as possible 
and send some of the work home in English. 
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Teachers struggle with the need to compress 
all school subjects into the school day, espe-
cially when they are trying to do language arts 
in two languages. A solution for teachers is 
sometimes to send some of the English work 
home which many parents find is a relief.

Another strategy that some language 
immersion teachers have used to avoid the 
parent language comprehension issue is to 
send home math practice that doesn’t involve 
a lot of language, particularly in the early 
grades. Parents can look at a math book and 
figure out the language of math even if they 
don’t know the words in the target language. 
Math becomes much more language intense 
after fourth grade, however, and will become 
more difficult for parents to assist with ease. 
Once again, parents should team up with 
the teacher and keep those communication 
channels open.

Another extremely useful strategy is 
for parents to establish a calling, texting, 
Facebook, email group, or Google Drive with 
other parents in the classroom where they 
can check with each other for assistance with 
understanding the homework assignment. 
This is a great tool and enables problem 
solving to take place prior to contacting the 
teacher. In this way, work can be completed 
the same day it is assigned rather than wait-
ing for the following day for teacher contact 
to occur. 

Those in a dual immersion program might 
think about additional ways to make contacts 
with other parents in the program for help. 
As one teacher noted, “I am in a two-way 
immersion program so I would encourage 
parents to connect with a family who speaks 
a different home language to get support.”  
Helping each other to make the most of the 
language immersion life effectively makes 
good sense and helps form wonderful sup-
portive relationships with other families.

Many teachers keep up-to-date web pages 
with parent information and assignment 
explanations. If parents have used all tools 
available and tried strategies to work through 
understanding an assignment with their 
children and have worked with other parents 
as well, they should definitely let the teacher 
know the difficulties they are having, espe-
cially if concerns and stress run high. This 
will help the teacher make adjustments on 
future assignments to clarify instructions and 
work with parents to establish a plan that 
works for all concerned. This helps children 
know the boundaries and expectations of 
their adult team (i.e., parents and teachers) 
and will help bring homework battles to an 
end. Of course, if the student is extraordi-

narily creative, the parent/teacher team will 
also need to improve their plan to stay ahead 
of new methods for putting off homework 
effort. 
Organization

At times, lack of organization seems to be 
a student’s barrier to success with the home-
school homework process. If parents have 
reason to believe there might be homework, 
but their child never seems to bring work 
home to complete, they should first check 
with the teacher or the teacher’s website to 
see if this is the case.

Often the problem lies in backpack issues. 
Parents may check the website and see that 
their child is supposed to complete a task 
that was started at school that day. When the 
parents ask to see the homework, they dis-
cover that it’s not there but rather in a desk 
or locker at school after the school is locked 
for the day. Three possibilities occur: either 
the child intentionally forgot the work at 
school so as to avoid having to do it, or they 
truly don’t know what happened to it; or, 
they remember leaving it at school. Any one 
of the three former scenarios, if happening 
consistently, requires a plan of action. The 
sooner a child develops homework account-
ability, particularly in a language immersion 
program where communication requires an 
extra layer of processing, the better for the 
stress levels of all involved. It is important to 
first develop a plan with the child, possibly 
a positive reinforcement reward system, to 
increase the consistency with bringing home 
needed materials. If this doesn’t work, the 
teacher and parents should team up yet again 
to improve consistency with the child’s efforts 
at bringing home schoolwork and returning 
it to school. Teachers are likely to have many 
viable solutions for working with families to 
increase the homework behaviors everyone 
wants to see.

When it comes to homework and school 
projects, no two teachers, two grades, or 
two schools will have the same approach. 
Strategies and techniques that work for the 
teacher and the family need to be clarified to 
keep that teamwork going. Finally, parents 
should remember to relax and just approach 
this part of the language immersion life with 
good parenting skills. When asked for their 
best advice to parents regarding homework, 
immersion teachers respond repeatedly, 
“Relax!” and “Stay positive.”  Parents need to 
provide love, emotional support, confidence, 
and enrichment at home in as many ways 
as possible. Most students remember their 
parents as being “highly confident about my 
success in language immersion.”  Very few 

recall their parents having any concerns at all 
and remember them as being very confident 
that everything would work out. 

“My parents believed that immersion educa-
tion was a positive challenge for me. They 
supported me in school and were confident 
that I would have success. If they had 
concerns, they never expressed these to me.”  
-- Language Immersion Student

“Honestly, it was easy. We couldn’t help the 
kids a lot with their homework, but we just 
trusted that it was going well.”  -- Language 
Immersion Parent

Families should get through the home-
work hurdle as early as possible and establish 
good habits. Parents of children entering 
those pre-adolescent and teenage years will 
be grateful for these earlier efforts. It’s even 
possible that one day in the future older 
immersion students will thank their parents 
and teachers as well for the many skills they 
have learned to complete their schoolwork. 
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Creating Conversations in Early 
Language Learning

Have an idea for a focused discussion 
on early language learning 

with a mentor, researcher, or colleague?

Consider submitting your ideas 
about a Q & A partner and topic for 

this new Learning Languages regular feature!

Look for upcoming themes 
in each journal issue

or 
email us: journal@nnell.org

We look forward to your submissions!
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By Marissa Coulehan
Every September for nearly a decade and 

a half, I experience a magical moment when 
my kindergarten students realize that Spanish 
class is going to look, sound, and feel differ-
ent than any other class they have taken.  

As I enter their classroom on the first day 
with a friendly “¡Buenos días!” I see their 
curious faces and their squirmy bodies full 
of excitement.  I introduce myself and my 
monkey hand puppet, Monito (Little Mon-
key), and immediately think that this is what 
it must be like to be a children’s entertainer. 
While I am channeling my inner magician, 
clown, and singer, my students realize that I 
am the teacher who does not speak English, 
and any nervous feelings that might normally 
arise quickly fade away. 

To set the tone for the year, I imple-
ment several structures, routines, and 
expectations to maintain an immersion 

environment.  Getting to know my students, 
modeling appropriate behavior, promoting 
the use of target language, and singing are 
just some examples of how I do this. Without 
them, I find that students feel frustrated, 
anxious, and worst of all, disengaged. 

I make it a priority to learn my students’ 
names. This allows me to build a quick rap-
port with the class. Often I find that simply 
being able to say a student’s name with 
stern eye contact is enough to redirect him 
or her to refocus on the lesson.  Knowing 
my students’ names also sends the message 
that I know who they are, and that I can and 
will hold them accountable for appropriate 
classroom behavior. I prepare a set of class 
popsicle sticks, each one with a student’s 
name on it.  One by one, I warmly greet each 
student and allow them to shake hands with 
or give Monito a high five by modeling what 
it should look like. Even though my students 
do not yet understand Spanish, they follow 
my actions and understand my tone of voice 
to know that this is the expectation.  Each 
and every time a student greets the puppet 
in Spanish, we applaud and celebrate taking 
a risk and using the language. This lowers 
the affective filter, or the emotional variables 
associated with the success or failure of 
acquiring a second language, which is critical 
in the first few days of class (ELD Strategies, 
n.d.). 

[Insert Image 1: Teacher using puppet to 
greet student] (Hernández, 2018)

Modeling appropriate behavior is next 
because inevitably a student pushes the lim-
its, yanking on poor Monito’s tail or bopping 
him on the head.  I respond immediately by 
pulling the puppet back, giving him a gentle 
pat on the head while saying, in Spanish, 
that he really doesn’t like that, conveying a 
message that this is not acceptable. I change 
my tone of voice and I employ my best 
“teacher look.”  Then, I allow the student a 

second chance to greet him. Usually this is 
enough of a warning that signals I mean busi-
ness, and the student greets Monito more 
appropriately. We applaud and praise this 
student to remind students that this is the 
desired behavior. I weave short breaks into 
this opening activity since greeting an entire 
class of students one by one can quickly 
get stale.  After five students greet Monito, 
we stand up and do some stretches. I tell 
them to touch their toes, jump, and spin in 
Spanish, but they are really just following my 
actions. It is a fun and active way to provide 
input during the first few classes. Then we sit 
down again and continue the meet and greet. 
This might happen four or five times during 
this activity, adding a new movement each 
time to keep it fresh and engaging. 

On day one I set up the expectation that 
our classroom will be a 100% target language 
environment.  I realize that on the first day of 
class, students probably don’t know any Span-
ish. That is okay because I am providing com-
prehensible and repetitive input so that they 
quickly catch on and participate.  If I hear 
English, I immediately stop and tell them in a 
friendly way, “¡no comentarios en inglés!” (no 
comments in English!). This might happen a 
few times in the first class, and then it catches 
on to become our fun class mantra. Students 
begin monitoring each other and pretty soon 
we are all on board, using Spanish to com-
municate.  I once had a parent stop me in the 
hallway and share that when her family was 
dining at a Mexican restaurant, the waiter 
came over to greet them in Spanish. She and 
her husband responded in English to him, 
and their young daughter interrupted with 
“¡No comentarios en inglés!” 

Music is a fun and easy way to model 
language for students.  We sing and chant 
a lot, especially in the first few weeks of 
class.  We sing to start and end the class, we 
chant and clap to introduce ourselves, we 
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play the bongos while asking, “¿Cómo estás?” 
(How are you today?), and we sing and act 
out children’s songs in Spanish.  Some are 
from the target culture, and some are adapted 
from songs and rhymes they might already 
know in English. According to Curtain and 
Dahlberg (2016), “action-oriented songs 
and rhymes, especially those with humorous 
actions, become favorites of the children 
who want to recite or sing them again and 
again” (p. 92).  Anecdotally, I notice that 
my students begin to use these chunks of 
language in their speech earlier than other 
words or phrases not introduced with a tune 
or a rhythm. 

Lastly, I introduce a call and response 
structure so I can get their attention when 
needed.  In a sing-song melody or chant 
I say, “clase, clase” (class, class) and they 
respond in the same way with, “Señorita” 
(Miss).  Of course, they don’t know how to 

do this at first and since I’m not explaining 
it in English, I must model it. Initially, they 
tend to repeat what I say (“clase, clase”), so 
I use Monito to help me show them how to 
do it.  Then I show them what I expect once 
they’ve completed the call and response. I 
model that I am ready to listen and learn. 
My eyes are looking, my ears are listening, 
my legs are crossed, my back is straight, and 
my mouth is closed.  I look around to find a 
student who looks ready to listen and learn 
according to what I just modeled. Monito 
and I praise her by giving her a quiet thumbs 
up. We find a few other students to praise, 
and by this time all of the students know 
what is expected of them.  Naturally, I have 
to repeat this expectation several times in the 
first few days to be consistent. 

In closing, as Julie Speno (2018) of 
Mundo de Pepita advocated during her 
keynote address, my classroom should be 

the safe, kind, calm, wondrous classroom of 
high expectations.  I could not agree with 
her more. I encourage you to enjoy the ride 
and to embrace those magical moments. 
A children’s magician might be amazing, a 
singer might be engaging, and a clown might 
be funny. But I am the teacher who gets to be 
all of those things and more.  I get to share 
the gift of language with young children. 
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by Valerie Magna Borey
Whether you teach in an all-day language 

immersion school, a dual-immersion pro-
gram, or a language club that adopts immer-
sion methodology as an approach to teaching 
language, one solid step towards creating a 
positive community of language learning in 
your classroom is having a conversation with 
your students up-front about what it means 
to participate in immersion-style learning 
contexts. The “immersion talk” is a 20-min-
ute conversation you can have as a class on 
that first day after a short period of exposure 
to the environment, in the students’ native 
language (NL), that encourages both new 
and returning students to think about what 
strategies they can use to be successful in 
an immersion environment. It is a talk that 
can help you to frame expectations about 
learning through immersion, in child-friendly 
language, and allow you to welcome students 
in with the strategies they need for becoming 
productive members of the learning commu-
nity in your classroom. 

This article expands upon teacher 
guidelines for an “immersion talk” originally 
developed by B. Hegstad (2012), entitled, 
“What is Immersion, and How Can I Be 
Successful in That Environment?” The 
document is a strategy-based outline used in 

Concordia Language Villages’ Language Dis-
covery Programs, with conversation starters 
for orienting pre-school and elementary-aged 
students to the language immersion environ-
ment. As a teacher and now as Assistant 
Dean of Language Discovery Programs, I 
have seen the “immersion talk” used to great 
benefit in well over a hundred sessions of 
day camp, pre-school, and after-school pro-
grams, with children aged 3-12 years old, to 
introduce them to the concept of immersion 
and help teachers engage in age-appropriate 
discussions of how to learn in an immersion 
environment. 

Given the usefulness of these guidelines 
to Language Discovery teachers, it seems to 
follow that its relevance extends beyond the 
scope of our own programs at Concordia 
Language Villages. I have thus expanded 
points of the original document to share with 
the larger language community in hopes that 
the suggestions contained herein will encour-
age teachers to help their learners successfully 
engage with immersion and encourage young 
language learners in programs across the 
country to dig in and keep going. 
WHY IT IS IMPORTANT TO HAVE THE 
“IMMERSION TALK” 

Students of all ages can feel a great deal 
of anxiety when experiencing immersion for 

the first time. They may not know what is 
expected of them or worry about appearing 
foolish in front of their peers. Some are 
distressed by that disorienting feeling of not 
knowing what is going on. A good “immer-
sion talk” will help put students at ease 
and give them concrete tools to use as they 
embark upon their new adventure. Open 
discussion about expectations and learning 
strategies can help to increase students’ level 
of motivation and engagement, reduce some 
of the disruptive behaviors that may emerge 
in immersion contexts, and foster a sense of 
accomplishment in being able to take charge 
of the learning experience. 

Motivation in foreign language learn-
ing is a complex phenomenon, involving 
multiple dimensions that relate to factors as 
diverse as the desire to do well in academic 
contexts, concepts of identity (as a learner 
or as a member of a specific culture), to 
ideals of communication with others in a 
classroom context, or in the community 
beyond (Dörnyei, 2009). The motivation 
of individual learners may additionally be 
affected by their perception of whether or not 
they will be successful in this enterprise and 
the extent to which they feel comfortable in 
the environment and in control of their own 
learning process (Dörnyei, 2009). 

Having the 
‘Immersion Talk’ with 
Young Language Learners
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Willingness to engage and communicate 
in the target language (TL) is closely related 
to the motivational drive. Students make 
complex decisions about participation by 
weighing questions about themselves, their 
conversational partners, and their environ-
ment. Diary entries by immersion students 
in a study of willingness to communicate in 
a middle school French immersion program 
(Macintyre, Burns, & Jessome, 2011), for 

example, included concerns about excessive 
error correction, a desire to be in charge 
of deciding when to communicate in the 
TL, not wanting to appear stupid or like a 
“teacher’s pet,” or feeling put upon to show 
off in artificial situations for family friends. 
Students were most likely to choose to com-
municate in the language when participation 
felt authentic and useful, when language 
could be used to establish a social in-group, 

and when error correction was minimized 
in favor of a more communicative approach 
(Macintyre et al., 2011). 

While we can’t always know, especially 
on that first day of class, what motivates (or 
demotivates) individual learners, we can 
help to swing the controls in their direction 
by giving students a chance to think about 
strategies they may already be using in those 
first few minutes of immersion. By listening 
to what other students have to say, our learn-
ers may pick up some new strategies and feel, 
at least, like they are not alone in the process. 
Talking about those “clues” or “tricks” 
of communicating successfully within an 
immersion environment will not only redi-
rect the focus from an “I don’t understand 
anything” to an “I can understand some 
things” mindset, it will also bring students 
together into a community that approaches 
learning in the same way, with a common 
foundation for how to proceed together. 
Along these same lines, being explicit about 
the value of making mistakes and being silly 
will help to alleviate some of those concerns 
about being wrong or “looking stupid.” All 
language learners can look forward to making 
mistakes. It is something we can stake our 
common identity on.
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Using the “immersion talk” to promote 
motivation and engagement in our learning 
community should also be considered a 
component of positive classroom manage-
ment. In “Classroom Management in 
Foreign Language Education: An Exploratory 
Review,” Diego Fernando Macias (2018) 
discusses the need for additional work 
pertaining to behavior management in world 
language classrooms, particularly in the 
areas of research and teacher preparation 
programs. According to Macias, immersion 
classrooms confront unique challenges in 
that, unlike other subjects, they are taught 
primarily in a language that the students do 
not fully understand and require pedagogical 
methodologies that emphasize group work, 
gesture, movement, and maximizing student 
interaction, at varying levels of proficiency. 
Immersion teachers, in a frantic attempt to 
manage the complexity, often find themselves 
having to resort to unplanned use of the NL 
of their students, as the only way they can 
get their students to listen to and understand 
them (Macias, 2018, pp. 158-160). 

Our proposition is that it is better to have 
purposeful, carefully isolated “islands of 
native language,” in which strategies for using 
the TL are discussed, rather than a TL lesson 
peppered through with random attempts to 
grab attention and maintain order in the 
NL. Off-task behaviors that arise from not 
understanding the directions, not feeling 
connected to the group, or relating to anxiet-
ies about “appearing stupid if I try,” can be 
addressed by revisiting the common founda-
tions set up in that initial “immersion talk.” 
Bringing up questions like, “What strategies 
are we using? Is it okay when we make mis-
takes?” can help to re-set some of the group 
norms and help learners co-construct their 
own mental model of a successful language 
learner. The power of the “immersion talk” 
lies in its ability to involve students as active 
learners and experimenters who are all in this 
experience together. 

Finally, evidence from Chamot and El-
Dinary’s (1999) work on the use of children’s 
learning strategies in immersion classrooms 
suggests that coaching children on strategies 
at their disposal may yield positive results, 
giving children greater flexibility and help-
ing them avoid becoming entrenched in 
irrelevant detail, as the researchers found 
happening with many students who relied on 
less-effective strategies. Using think-alouds 
to record and evaluate the various types of 
strategies used by third- and fourth-graders in 
language immersion, the authors concluded 
that “across age levels, good learners seem 

to be adept at monitoring and adapting 
strategies….[Effective young language learn-
ers] reported a variety of strategies that they 
tried for a particular task, suggesting they 
recognized the need for flexibility in their use 
of strategies to accomplish language learning 
tasks.” (Chamot & El-Dinary, 1999, p. 332). 
We suggest that coaching students to explore 
the range of options available to them may 
help to foster greater self-reliance in the learn-
ing process and give them a greater autonomy 
and purpose in their own language journeys. 
FACILITATING THE “IMMERSION TALK”

The first day of class, set aside about 20 
minutes to gather your learners together to 
discuss what immersion is and how they can 
best navigate through it. Instead of approach-
ing it as a lecture (“This is what immersion 
is, and let me tell you how to do it.”), encour-
age students to offer their own suggestions 
and theories. This will help to ensure that 
the language matches up with their level of 
understanding. Below are some steps you can 
take in your classroom, along with practical 
tips and examples of how to discuss immer-
sion in child-friendly language. 
1. Before having “the talk,” let language 
learners experience immersion for 20-40 
minutes.

Play a simple name game as a group or sing 
songs together incorporating movement. 
Make it fun and encourage group participa-
tion so that you do not put individual chil-
dren on the spot. This will allow students 
to experience the process of immersion in 
a non-threatening way before discussing it. 
•	 Example: Sing “Heads, shoulders, 

knees, and toes” in the TL, starting 

slowly, going progressively faster each 
time you sing. Challenge the group to 
see how fast they can sing the song. 

2. Signal that you are transitioning to the 
students’ native language (NL).

Mark your transition to the “island of 
native language (NL)” by turning off the 
lights or making a funny sound or move-
ment to grab attention. Establishing an 
“island of NL” will help you, as a teacher, 
to be conscientious about when you are 
using the NL and also help children to 
manage expectations about how much of 
the NL will be used. 

3. Give young language learners credit for 
what they have already accomplished, and 
ask them how they did it. 

Start the talk out by recapping what you 
have already done. Invite children to really 
think about what strategies they used to 
understand what was going on, and let 
them put these thoughts into their own 
words. 
•	 Example: “So far, we made name tags, 

played a game, and sang two songs! Do 
all of you already speak [the TL] every 
day, all the time, with no problems 
understanding any of the language? 
No? Well, then, how did you know 
what to do? How did you know that 
you were supposed to write your name? 
How did you know that I wanted you 
to come stand in a circle?” 

4. Use leading questions to guide children 
toward discovery of strategies.

Using specific examples from the activities 
just completed, guide children towards 
discovering what strategies they used, by 
asking, “How did you know that you were 
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supposed to _____?” Listen for what strate-
gies students name and validate these by 
rephrasing in simple language. Students’ 
responses might include: 
•	 (Context cues) “You were holding a 

marker and a nametag and pretended 
to write”

•	 (Cognates) “You said a bunch of words 
I didn’t understand, and then ‘pizza.’”

•	 (Copying others) “I didn’t know what 
you were saying, but everyone else 
stood up, so I did too.” 

•	 (Asking a friend) “I asked Kaitlyn what 
we were supposed to be doing.” 

•	 (Faking it) “I had no idea. I just 
guessed and tried.” 

•	 (Previous knowledge) “I wasn’t sure, 
but in other classes, teachers usually 
want us to sit cross-legged.”

5. Let children know that it is OK if they 
do not understand everything and give 
them a lifeline. 

Immersion programs can be very anxiety-
provoking for children who think that they 
are expected to understand everything. Let 
them know that you will try hard to be 
understood and that you want them to try 
hard to understand, but it is totally OK if 
they do not understand 100% of what you 
are saying 100% of the time. 
•	 Tip: Insert a little levity and ask, “Do 

you all know how to do the ‘I-don’t-
understand-face?’” Contort your face, 
and show students how to do it. Say, 
“If I see you using that face, I will know 
you do not understand and will try 
harder so that you can figure it out.”

•	 Tip: Use this point to discuss what 
your expectations are regarding use 
of students’ NL. We often find, for 
example, that children become anxious 
about questions like, “What if I have to 
go to the bathroom, and I can’t remem-
ber how to say it?” 

6. Encourage participation.
Let young language learners know that the 
more they pay attention and participate, 
the more fun they will have. 
•	 Example: “How many of you would 

prefer to have fun and learn a lot in 
this class? Do you know that I can plan 
lots of fun and interesting things for 
us to do, but that is really only half of 
the fun? Where does the other half 
come from? That is right – you! It is 
not really that much fun if I just sit 
here with my own plans by myself. The 
other half is what you all bring – the 
more you jump in and try new things, 
play games together, sing songs, or 

work on projects, and help one another 
out, the more fun we will all have AND 
the more we will all learn together! 
It is OK if we make mistakes or look 
silly or whatever – the most impor-
tant thing is that we are having fun 
together and learning a lot this year!” 
(Acknowledgment for this portion of the talk 
must be given to Tove Irene Dahl, Dean of 
Skogfjorden, the Norwegian Language Vil-
lage at Concordia Language Villages, who 
uses similar language on the first day of the 
session to encourage campers to jump in and 
participate.)

7. Name it – this is called “immersion.”
Once you have talked about the various 
strategies, make a point of naming immer-
sion explicitly as a language learning 
approach. Some children will have heard 
the term before, other not. 
•	 Example: “Pretend we are getting 

ready to go swimming, but instead 
of water, we’re going to be swimming 
in language. Some people like to dip 
their toes in first. We are going to start 
wading out there until it is just deep 
enough for us to try swimming. In the 
beginning, while we are getting used to 
things, we might stick a little closer to 
shore, where the language feels safe, but 
the more everyone starts to feel com-
fortable with it, the further out we can 
all go, and that is where the adventures 
start! This is a way to learn language 
that is called ‘immersion,’ because we 
are immersed in, or surrounded by, 
language.” 

8. Ask children if they have any questions.
Give children an opportunity to chime in 
about their concerns. You can do this on 
the spot, but you can also offer to come 
back to it on another day, as a check-in to 
see if they have thought of any additional 
questions to ask you. 
•	 Example: “I am so impressed with 

how hard you all try to understand 
everything! I see you paying attention 
and watching my gestures, making 
good guesses, and asking questions if 
you need help. You look like you are 
feeling pretty comfortable with immer-
sion, but I wanted to ask you: ‘How is 
it going? What have you noticed about 
understanding and speaking another 
language? What is difficult? What has 
been easy so far?’” 

As issues or questions pop up throughout 
the year, you can always return to this conver-
sation and use some of these same questions 
to address anything from peer relationships 

(“How do we depend upon other people 
to help us learn language?”) to enthusiasm 
(“What part of language learning is most fun 
for us?”) to classroom challenges (“When is 
it most challenging for us to do activities in 
the language? What strategies can we come 
up with?”). Keeping students involved in 
personal observation and discussion of what 
works in an immersion environment will 
allow you to share that responsibility for 
maintaining the environment with them 
over the long term and hopefully give them 
skills to succeed when they pass out of your 
classroom and into someone else’s. 
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By Brenda Morales
Immigrant. Refugee. Two words that have 

become a hot topic and political talking 
point. There may be confusion as many 
people do not fully understand what these 
terms mean. An immigrant is broadly defined 
as a foreign person living in another country 
while a refugee is one who cannot return 
to his or her home country due to fear of 
persecution which is based on race, religion, 
ethnicity, membership in a particular social 
group, or political beliefs (Department of 
Homeland Security, 2018). Barbara Law 
summed it up this way: “An immigrant leaves 
his homeland to find greener grass. A refugee leaves 
his homeland because the grass is burning under 
his feet…”

These words can conjure different images 
for different people. Some see a shadowy 
figure slipping silently over the border in an 
illegal attempt to become part of America. 
Others may think of a family member, com-
ing through Ellis Island in search of a better 
life, or a neighbor or family friend. Still oth-
ers equate these terms with terrorism. 

I see the faces of children, the diverse 
groups of students who have sat in my 
classroom over the years. I see their families, 
coming to school with interpreters so they 
can better help their children succeed in this 
new environment. I see their nervousness 
on arrival, their smiles when they begin to 
understand, their pride when they can speak 
English.

I have taught ESL (English as a Second 
Language) for 17 years in an urban middle 
school. During those years, I have had 
students from a multitude of countries, 
speaking many languages, and with different 
levels of formal education. They arrive at 
school, uncertain about this new system they 
must adapt to. It is up to their teachers to 
help them adjust, but it often seems like just 
another thing on the to-do list.

One of my professors once said that all 
teachers are compassionate but ESL teachers 
make it an art form. It is this compassion 
that allows me to see the true abilities of my 
students. I am often the only one who knows 
that Jose* has a great sense of humor, Radha 
is sad because she misses her friends at home, 
Sunita is great at math but intimidated at the 
thought of talking in class. Compassion and 
building relationships with students are what 

What 
Really 
Makes 

America 
Great?
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help me to do my job—to simultaneously 
teach them English and about life in the 
United States.

In return, my students have taught me 
many lessons. I have learned about different 
aspects of their cultures and what school 
was like in their home countries. I have 
learned which hand gestures to avoid and 
that sometimes it is ok for the class to simply 
talk, especially when the talk is prompted by 
genuine curiosity about each other’s cultures 
and beliefs.

 This past spring, during state testing of all 
middle school students, my students taught 
me what might be the most valuable lesson 
of all. We have heard a lot about “Making 
America Great Again!” As I entered the room 
to begin the testing, I saw the true greatness 
of the United States, sitting right in front 
of me. Hint: it wasn’t the testing. It was the 
students.

 I had a group of 12 students, all of them 
in the United States for less than three years. 
These 12 students, many of them refugees, 
came to America from three continents and 
nine countries. Between them, they speak 
at least eight languages, including English. 
Many of the students are multilingual; 
English is the third language for several of 
them. Some of these students lived in refugee 
camps; some were urban refugees. Some saw 
war up close, saw their homes destroyed. 
Some came with their families intact, others 
have family members still in their home 
country. Some never lived in the country 
they identify as their homeland; their parents 
left when war broke out and the children 
were born elsewhere, possible a refugee camp. 
Some attended good schools and learned 
some English. Others did not.

 Despite all of this, they are here, learning 
and growing. They bring their unique talents 
and interests. They participate in school 
activities and work hard to be successful. 
In my class of 13, nine were inducted into 
the honor society. They make friends with 
students whose backgrounds are very dif-
ferent from their own. Three of these boys, 
each from a different African country, started 
to come to my room during lunch. Their 
common language was English, which they 
used to teach each other useful phrases in 
their own languages. One of the girls was a 
gifted distance runner, participating in Girls 

on the Run every year. Another was part of a 
traveling children’s choir along with her two 
sisters. 

These students must also must participate 
in state assessments at grade level despite 
their lack of English proficiency. It is time of 
stress for teachers and students. Many Eng-
lish Learners (ELs) and their families have 
high expectations for their academic success. 
They want to do well, but the test often 
makes them feel like failures. 

 Normally, I dislike proctoring these 
assessments. I am not permitted to do any 
work or even read. In addition, I do not 
believe that the assessments give any valuable 
feedback on my students’ abilities, as so 
many of them are not proficient in English. 
This year was a little different. As I watched 
them work through this arduous test, I was 
so grateful to be their teacher. I felt a sense 
of satisfaction that I was among those who 
helped them navigate school and life in the 
U.S. I had the opportunity to learn about 
their experiences and encourage them in 
their goals. I have the privilege of helping 
the next generation of Americans learn and 
grow.	

These students are more in a long line of 
immigrants who have enriched our country. 
With the recent focus on border security 
and strict standards for those who enter the 
United States as immigrants, it is obvious 
that those in power want us to believe that 
immigrants will take jobs, abuse the welfare 
system, or they do not assimilate and become 
“real Americans.” 

The truth is very different. We are a 
nation of immigrants. Since colonial times, 
people from other countries have moved 
to America for a better future. Immigrants 
bring new ideas, new innovations, and con-
tacts to markets in diverse places. They create 
a demand for more goods and in general 
produce more tax revenue than they receive 
in government benefits (2002). Our history is 
one of creating a new national identity out of 
a previous one.

English learners and their families come 
to the United States for many reasons: some 
are assigned here as refugees, others come 
for jobs, better education, better health care, 
more opportunities to live fully. They will 
become the next generation of Americans, 
the ones who take over and take charge. They 

bring with them their old identities but also 
become something new.

This has always been our history. People 
from diverse locations, coming to a new 
place, and forging a new identity. The new 
identity enriches both the individual and the 
community.

The U.S. motto is “E Pluribus Unum” or 
“Out of the many, one.” To me, that means 
that, despite our differences, we can become 
united. We simply have to let it happen and 
embrace our differences, instead of rejecting 
them.

*All student names are pseudonyms
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