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Goals of the handbook: 
 
 

– Help teachers use only English  
and maximize students’ understanding 

  
– Help students communicate in English  

and avoid all use of French during ESL classes 
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Introduction 

 
 

Being exposed to a language is fundamental to learning that language: it is 
vital. Therefore, as ESL educators, it is our responsibility to maximize that 
exposure within whatever time is allotted to the learning of English as a 
second language in Cycle One in our milieu.  
 
The Elementary Cycle One ESL program states that students need to find 
themselves immersed in an environment “where they gradually absorb the 
language and develop their own ways of expressing themselves in English.”1

 
Using Only English in Class is a long-term investment and its importance 
cannot be overemphasized. Starting off with a firm commitment from day one 
establishes that Using Only English in Class is the normal way of learning the 
second language. This, in turn, lays the groundwork for all the ESL learning 
for years to come and is one of the best ways to avoid reverting to the use of 
French during ESL classes later on.  
 
The approach promoted in this Handbook has been field-tested. In fact, it 
owes its existence to the success story of the ten ESL teachers from the 
seven regions of Québec who participated in the field-testing of the 
Elementary Cycle One ESL program, between 2004 and 2006, and spoke 
only English in their classroom from day one. A DVD containing video clips of 
the field-testing teachers and their students in action in the classroom, and a 
section called “Témoignages” is available on request for training purposes2. In 
the latter section, experimenting teachers address how they went about 
creating and maintaining an all-English environment where both teachers and 
students communicated speaking only English. They also address the 
transition to Cycle Two. In addition, two ESL teachers who did not take part in 
the field-testing but who, in the following year, received students who 
participated in the project, share their observations. 

 
 

 

                                                 
1 See Programme de formation de l’école québécoise, Enseignement primaire, premier cycle, 
English as a Second Language, page 3 “Introduction.” 
2 Please contact Anne Millette, ESL Program Coordinator, anne.millette@mels.gouv.qc.ca 
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Part 1 - Preparing students for their first English class 
 
 
In reference to the use of English in the classroom, the program states the 
following:  
 

– teachers should “speak English at all times at a normal pace and help 
students adapt to an all-inclusive English environment”3 

 
– students “develop strategies to use only the target language to 

communicate in class”4  
 
One question that comes to mind about the field-testing of the program is: how did 
the year get started?  Did the students benefit from any preparation prior to their 
first “all English” class? There were no set rules. Some field-testing teachers had a 
talk with their students, in other cases the homeroom teachers prepared them, and 
in some cases there was no preparation at all. In retrospect, taking the time to talk 
to the students in French before the first English class seems to be an appropriate 
decision.  
 
Ideally, the preparation should be done by the English specialist. It can take place 
prior to the first English period or at the start of the first ESL period. However, since 
this is done in French, it is recommended that it takes place in a location other than 
the ESL classroom, to preserve the “Englishness” of that room. 
 
 
 
 
The preparation to Using Only English in Class should involve “the WHY and the 
HOW of…” 

 
- WHY the TEACHER will be speaking only English in class 

o HOW students can understand from the start 
 

- WHY the STUDENTS should not use French during English class 
o HOW students can avoid doing so from the start  

                                                                            
It is important to add that the number one rule is: Everybody speaks only English. 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
3 See Programme de formation de l’école québécoise, Enseignement primaire, premier cycle, 
English as a Second Language, “Role of the Teacher.” page 8. 
4 See Programme de formation de l’école québécoise, Enseignement primaire, premier cycle, 
English as a Second Language, “Role of the Student.” page 7. 
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Let’s take a look at the first part of the preparation: 
 
 
 
WHY the TEACHER will be speaking only English in class 
HOW students can understand from the start 

 
Explain to students that the TEACHER will NOT be speaking French: 
 To learn their mother tongue, parents spoke to them using the mother 

tongue 
 To help them learn English, the teacher will be speaking to them using 

English 
 Students will all be able to understand English because… 

 the teacher will use pictures and lots of gestures 
 they will need to look at the teacher to see the pictures and the 

gestures 
 

Let’s take a look at the second part of the preparation: 
 

 
 
 

WHY the STUDENTS should not use French during English class 
HOW students can avoid doing so from the start 

Explain that students are not to use French during the ESL class: 
 Lead this part of the discussion by asking students if they think speaking 

French during the English class is a good way to learn English: does 
speaking French = learning English? 

 Ask them how they can avoid using French, since they can’t speak English 
yet (suggestions: they can point, show things, mime, use gestures, repeat 
words the teacher says, etc.) 

 Add that: 
 they will learn words and develop ways to communicate in English 
 they don’t have to be perfect, they only need to try 
 they should use words they know and gestures for the rest 
 they should try to form short messages (one, two, three words) 
 when they don’t know the word they are looking for, they can mime 

or point to the object, and the teacher or a classmate will help 
 in case of an emergency, they can ask for permission to use the 

corridor where they can speak French to the teacher  
 there are words that they probably already know, such as  “minute,” 

“problem,”   “stop,”  “corridor,”  “please,” “thank you,” etc. 
 Tell them that 

 everybody is in the same boat 
 we will all help each other speak English 
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Optional elements: 
 
It may be a good idea to explain to students what to expect during the class as 
this will help create interest.  
 
Tell students that the ESL class will be an active class.  
 
 
 
They will: 

 learn a lot of English songs 
 listen to “English people” singing the songs 
 sing along and perform songs all together 
 listen to stories 
 do activities 
 keep a scrapbook of the pictures and activities that go with the 

songs and stories featured in class 
 have a good time 

 
A good way to conclude is to tell your new students that they look wonderful and 
that you are happy to be their teacher. 
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Part 2 - Helping to bridge the understanding gap 
 
 
Two years of field-testing have demonstrated that Cycle One students are ready 
for the challenge of an all-English class and that ESL teachers should commit 
themselves to using only English right from the start. However, much of the 
success will depend on the ability of teachers to help bridge the understanding 
gap: beginners need a lot of support and guidance to make sense of the new 
language they hear. 
 
 
The key to success in Using Only English in Class is closely linked to planning. 
No matter how much experience teachers may have, improvisation and last 
minute decisions will only go so far. In order to avoid the use of French in class, 
there is no substitute to careful planning.  
 
 
In their planning, teachers should consider the following:  
 
 
1. Staying focused on the program 
 
The Elementary Cycle One program aims to develop the competencies To act on 
understanding of texts5 and To communicate orally in English. While the first 
competency is the cornerstone of the program, the second one develops through 
the interaction that takes place while working orally with songs, rhymes and 
stories. 
 
Staying focused on the program means that learning is focused on the use of 
authentic texts. Consequently, teachers start their planning by selecting a song, a 
rhyme or a story. Once a text has been selected, it remains at the core of what 
goes on in the class: everything is planned around it. As a result, activities that 
are used in the class are activities anchored to the selected song, rhyme or story.  
 
 
 
2. Giving priority to songs and rhymes 
 
In Cycle One, students listen to authentic songs, rhymes and stories. However, in 
the beginning, there are so many benefits to concentrating on songs and rhymes, 
that these should make up most of what students do during their first year of 
ESL. 
 

                                                 
5 The Elementary Cycle One ESL program defines authentic texts as songs, rhymes and stories 
intended for native speakers of English and selected from a childhood repertoire either traditional 
such as Itsy Bitsy Spider, London Bridge, etc. or popular contemporary such as Thomas’ Snowsuit, 
Dora’s  Picnic, etc. 
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Songs and rhymes are rhythmical; they bring about meaningful repetition, which 
facilitates comprehension and memorization. They are particularly effective with 
beginners.  
 
Through their use, students 

 are exposed to authentic audio-models (native speakers of the language) 
 reproduce the rhythmicality of the language 
 develop fluency reproducing chunks of language easily and smoothly  
 absorb an impressive amount of language 
 get a sense of accomplishment, early on, that continues to grow 

throughout the year 
 

A. Selection 
 

In selecting songs and rhymes, teachers give serious attention to the 
following: the potential of a song or rhyme to be acted out, the level of interest 
for teachers and students, the language found in the lyrics, and the pitch of 
the songs and rhymes featured in audio resources. 

 
Physical response,6 should be present in songs and rhymes. If a song or 
rhyme cannot be acted out by students and teacher, a different selection 
should be made. 
 
Physical response is given high priority because it helps students to  

 decode meaning  
 demonstrate understanding 
 memorize the lyrics by associating the gestures to the words 

It also  
 livens up the song or rhyme  
 helps maintain students’ concentration 

 
 

Attention is also given to the level of interest for both teachers and students: it 
is difficult to transmit enthusiasm when it is not shared. First and foremost, 
teachers should be interested in the songs and rhymes they choose. They will 
be using them with many groups so this is important. In addition, the tunes 
teachers pick should be “catchy” and the topics likely to motivate students.   
 
Also very influential in the selection of a new song or rhyme is the presence, 
or not, of prior knowledge in the lyrics, background knowledge of the topic 
and the overall complexity of the language.  A song like “Mary Had a Little 
Lamb” is very endearing and nice for students to listen to but it is almost 
impossible for beginners to learn much more than the first verse because 
there is so much language.  
 

                                                 
6 Physical Response is a strategy used by the students to act out a response to show understanding 
and facilitate learning. See Programme de formation de l’école québécoise, Enseignement primaire, 
premier cycle, English as a Second Language, “Essential Knowledge, Strategies.” page 16. 



Working Document, January 11, 2008 

 7

The pitch of the songs and rhymes featured in audio resources (audio-
cassettes, Cds, videos) needs to be considered. It should be such that the 
teachers and students feel comfortable joining in and singing along: not too 
high, not too low. 

 
B. Key elements7

 
Elementary Cycle One students need to become familiar with the key 
elements of the songs and rhymes they learn in order to get a global 
understanding of these texts. 

 
A brief introduction to the key elements is not enough. Teachers should take 
the time to allow students to absorb the language corresponding to the key 
elements; hence, it is important to engage students in activities that will insure 
that they do. Flashcards corresponding to the key elements of the current song 
or rhyme should remain on display at all times. Also, it is necessary to keep 
permanent records of the key elements of songs and rhymes in a scrapbook or 
portfolio-like document.  

 
 
C. Song/rhyme routine 
 

Developing a song/rhyme routine has a major impact on how comfortable 
students feel in an environment where everything they hear is English.  

 
The program defines classroom routines as familiar sequences of actions and 
usual ways of dealing with activities. After doing a couple of songs or rhymes, 
though students have no idea what the new song or rhyme is about when it is 
first introduced, they know they will soon be familiar with it for the following 
reasons: 

 
 they will have many opportunities to listen to it  
 they will be presented with the key elements and visuals of the song/rhyme 

to support understanding 
 they will get small replicas of the key elements for their own scrapbook or 

portfolio  
 they will do some activities that will help them learn the key elements 
 they will have opportunities to practise the gestures and respond physically 

to the song or rhyme with the group 
 they will join in, sing and perform the song or rhyme with their group while 

the soundtrack is being played 
 they will have opportunities to reflect on and make adjustments to the way 

they are doing things 
 

They know the routine. They have tried it before and it worked: they know they 
cannot fail, as long as they are willing to participate with their classmates.  

                                                 
7 The Elementary Cycle One ESL program defines key elements of texts as characters, actions, 
objects and places. See Programme de formation de l’école québécoise, Enseignement primaire, 
premier cycle, English as a Second Language, “Essential Knowledge, Language related to songs, 
rhymes and stories.” page 15. 
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3. Making instructions easy to understand 
 
A. Preparation: 

 
First, teachers need to consider the level of complexity of an activity, making 
sure everything can be done in English, including the instructions. Can the 
activity be presented and carried out using only English?  

 
It is in this perspective that teachers decide if an activity should be: 

 used as is 
 scaffolded (adapted and/or broken down into smaller steps) 
 discarded 

 
Next, comes the wording of instructions. Taking some time to think ahead about 
the right choice of words makes a big difference for students with little prior 
knowledge of English. 

 
Serious consideration is given to: 

 use of prior knowledge (familiar words and expressions) 
 use of cognates (words that are similar in English & French) 
 short and simple sentence structure 

 
Then, teachers plan the use of: 

 visual supports (objects, pictures) 
 meaningful gestures and facial expressions 

to support understanding, especially for important new words and 
expressions 
 
Preparing instructions in this manner facilitates understanding; it also 
contributes to making activities better learning tools (adapted to meet the 
needs of students).  

 
 
B. Action in class: 

 
Teachers give the instructions as planned and students try out responses with 
the participation of the whole group. 
 
When students do not understand the instructions, teachers can try several 
things, such as the following: 

 simply repeat the instructions and see what happens 
 repeat the instructions, stressing an important word 
 repeat the instructions, pointing to visuals or adding a few gestures 
 add other clues while giving the instructions 
 reformulate the instructions and try again 
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If students are unsuccessful at all of these, teachers can model the expected 
reaction, repeating the instructions and stressing the word(s) that eluded 
understanding. Teachers can then repeat the instructions and invite students 
to imitate their actions. 

 
TIP: There are instances when modelling may be required from the start, as 
in the case of activities such as “Cut and Paste,” in order to insure better 
results and avoid wasting printed materials or pages in students’ scrapbook 
(or portfolio-like document). Other instances of required modelling are 
demonstrations of how to play new games or do pair activities. 
 

 
4.  Ensuring group participation, and providing an enjoyable learning 

environment and opportunities for reflection 
 

 
A. Group participation  
 

The program puts emphasis on the support students provide one another. 
“Students participate as members of a group that often functions as a unified 
whole.”8 Students are not asked to respond or perform individually. Being 
able to rely on the group gives students amazing momentum and security. 
When they make their first attempts at demonstrating understanding by 
responding to a song or to the teacher’s instructions, they will do so with the 
group. If their response is wrong, it is no big problem; students turn around 
and try something else. It is a great environment for risk-taking and 
developing self-confidence (see Action in class, page 8). 

 
 
 
B. Enjoyable learning environment 
 

Creating an environment where students feel secure and motivated is 
important because when students take pleasure in what they do, learning 
takes place more naturally: students often do not realize they are learning. 
Adding the active dimension to the learning environment has a major impact 
on behaviour: many potential problems are avoided as students become 
absorbed in action.  
 
One of the best ways to get things started is to quickly engage the whole 
group to physically respond to a song, with the teacher modelling the 
response. In an instant, students forget that the words are in English and they 
get involved imitating the teacher. Such activities are an instant success: they 
engage students in action, lower anxiety, predispose students to learning. 
 
 

                                                 
8 See Programme de formation de l’école québécoise, Enseignement primaire, premier cycle, 
English as a Second Language, “A Community of Light-Hearted Learners.” page 6. 
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The Elementary Cycle One program also leads to the creation of an 
environment where teachers can seize the moment and enjoy teaching. 
There is no hard pressure, no requirement to finish a certain number of songs 
within a given number of periods. Teachers use only English in class but they 
can take the time to make sure their students understand and that everything 
is going well. They live each opportunity to the fullest and engage in short 
interactions with their students. They cherish each word their students say, 
being aware that students absorb the language at their own pace.  
 

 
 
C. Opportunities for reflection 
 

Teachers should help students become aware that they can make sense of 
what is being said by drawing meaning from the visual supports provided. 
Since this requires a fair amount of concentration, early development of the 
strategy “directed attention” is essential. Students learn to focus their 
attention on the appropriate elements to help them understand.  

 
Other objects of reflection most susceptible to helping students understand 
are linked to their participation and demonstration of understanding.  

 
Students need to reflect and become conscious of how they are learning. 
Frequent opportunities to reflect on the same targeted goal, within the same 
class, are necessary, especially at the beginning. This way, little by little, and 
without much of a strenuous effort, students’ self-confidence builds, the habit 
forms, and the process of reflecting on learning gradually becomes second 
nature.9  

 
Moments for reflection can also work wonders as “reset times” and brief 
opportunities for relaxation. When action resumes, students either build on 
previous success or get second chances to readjust within the same period.10

 
For teachers to be successful at using only English in class, bridging the 
understanding gap is essential: students need to grasp sufficient meaning to 
stay interested and follow what is going on. Now, in order for students with 
little prior knowledge of English to be able to function properly in an 
environment where everything they hear is English, key strategies such as 
directed attention, gestures, asking for help must be developed early on and 
closely monitored by the teacher. 
 
 
 

                                                 
9 See “Frequent moments for reflections,” page 12. 
10 See Self-Monitoring – “A handbook for teachers developing metacognitive strategies with ESL 

Elementary Cycle One students,” for more information. 
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5.  Taking into account high-impact contextual factors 

 
 

A. The need for periods when students can concentrate: 
 

Because learning English in Cycle One is such a pleasurable experience, it is 
easy to lose sight of the high level of concentration required from the students 
to learn the target language.  

 
Beginners have little prior knowledge to fall back on. To make the necessary 
connections, their brain needs input through the ears and the eyes. To do 
this, students have to stay focused and it is demanding. When students are 
tired, especially young ones, they are not very good at this. This is why it is 
important to schedule Elementary Cycle One ESL periods in such a way as to 
avoid, as much as possible, situations where students are incapable of 
generating the concentration needed.  

 
 
 
B. The need for a suitable classroom layout: 
 

The program states that classroom layout should facilitate concentration, 
favour eye contact between students and teacher, and provide easy referral 
to visual support. When ESL teachers have their own room, they can create a 
favourable environment that fosters good listening and eye contact with the 
ESL teacher, and assign places to their students as they wish. For students 
with special needs, talking to the homeroom teacher can be a lifesaver, 
hereby avoiding unnecessary frustrating situations.  

 
When using the homeroom teacher’s classroom, ESL specialists can adopt 
the homeroom teacher’s layout. Sometimes though, that layout is not 
functional for ESL. When such is the case, ESL specialists should consider 
modifying the layout to better suit their needs and have students move their 
desks back the way they were once the class is over. It takes but a few 
minutes at the start and the end of the period and it soon becomes routine.  
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Part 3 - Guiding students to use only English  
 
 

Teachers should be very supportive of their students and use every possible 
means to encourage them to use English. However, field-testing of the program 
demonstrated that, in order for students to be at their best, it was also 
necessary for teachers to help students avoid all use of French, from day one.  

 
 
 
1. Avoiding the use of French 
 

It is important to remember that the “No French” rule, during the ESL class is 
not imposed on students by the teacher; rather, it is implemented with their 
understanding and cooperation (see Part One, Preparing students to their first 
English class, page 2). After it has been discussed and agreed upon, it 
becomes high priority and remains so throughout the cycle.  
 
Three means have proven indispensable in getting students to avoid the use of 
French during ESL class: a firm commitment on the part of the teacher, 
frequent reflections on the means of communicating only in English on the part 
of the students, and the teacher’s response to French words overheard in 
class. 

 
 
A. A firm commitment 
 
Field-testing showed the following: 

 
 All teachers wanted their students to use only English during class 

but not all teachers were successful at achieving this goal. 
 

 All successful teachers were fully committed to a strictly “No French” 
approach from the start. They closely guided their students to use 
only English to communicate from day one. Their approach was very 
efficient. The ESL class functioned as a “real English class” whereby 
students expressed themselves simply, using single words, strings 
of words, expressions, together with gestures. Very little French was 
heard from their students.  
Some of these teachers are interviewed on the second video clip of 
the “Témoignages” section of the DVD.11      

 
To achieve these results, teachers must be determined and they must clearly 
define what they expect from the students, right from the start. 

 
                                                 
11 See Introduction, page 1 
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B. Frequent moments for reflection 
 
For beginners to become successful at communicating during the ESL class, 
without using French, they need frequent opportunities to reflect on whether 
or not they are using only English so that they can adjust as needed.   

 
At the beginning, students may need to reflect quite frequently. The more 
difficult the “No French” challenge is for a group, the shorter the intervals 
should be between moments for reflection. In some cases, reflections may 
need to occur not only at the end of activities but in between, through a show 
of hands for instance, so as not to disrupt the setting. The rule of thumb is to 
fine-tune the length of the intervals between reflections to insure success. As 
the group progresses and becomes more successful at avoiding the use of 
French, the intervals between moments for reflection become longer. 
 
 

C. Making the reflection on the use of only English a routine practice in the 
classroom 
 
Once students are accustomed to not using French in the classroom, 
reflecting on whether or not they used only English should remain an integral 
part of moments for reflection: it should become a routine practice in the 
classroom. 

 
Here is an example. Students participate in an activity where they identify 
orally the key elements of a song. At the end of the activity, the teacher asks 
who identified the key elements in English with the group. There is a show of 
hands and the teacher verifies whether he or she agrees (one Smiley 
earned)12. Then the teacher asks who participated without speaking French, 
“No French?” There is a show of hands and the teacher verifies whether he or 
she agrees (another Smiley earned).  

 
  
D. Responding to French words overheard in class 

 
There will be instances when students will forget the rules and use French 
words. If such slips are ignored, the “No French” approach will become 
meaningless. Hence, teachers must try to pick up those slips and react 
quickly. Of course, it is impossible to hear everything. Nevertheless, 
responding to French words overheard in class should remain a concern and 
teachers should attend to it.  

 
Teachers’ reactions should be swift and meant to benefit the whole group. 
They should accomplish the following:  

 
 Help reinforce the idea that using French, whatever the situation may be, 

is not acceptable during the ESL class.  
 

                                                 
12 If the teacher uses the self-monitoring grids, as explained in the Self-monitoring handbook, 
deserving students colour a Smiley. See sample of a grid that can be used during a reflecting 
moment in Appendix 1. 
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 Provide helpful English words that could be used in this situation next time 
around.  

 
This is extremely important. If students are using French, it is probably 
because they momentarily forgot they are supposed to use only English or 
because they don’t know, or can’t think of, the right words that could help 
them express what they need to say. Either way, teachers should 
intervene and provide students with alternative English words that could 
be used the next time around. 

 
Here is an example. A student says: “Passe-moi ton efface!”  Hearing 
this, the teacher reacts: “No, no, no, just English!” He or she takes an 
eraser, shows it to the class and says: “This is an ERASER.”  “ERASER.” 
Then the teacher models:  “Your ERASER, please.”  “Yes, your 
ERASER.”  “Pass me your ERASER.” The student lends his or her eraser 
to the teacher who says: “Thank you.”   Then the class moves on… 

 
 
2. Ensuring a clear moment of transition 
 

When students know a few songs or rhymes, singing them as a whole group to 
start the class is a great way to keep the repertoire alive and mark the transition 
from French to English. When there are too many songs and rhymes to do 
them all at the start of one class, the repertoire is spread over a few periods.  
 
Once this is done, the “switch to English” should be ON in the students’ mind. 
Students should be ready to listen to and participate in the song, rhyme or story 
that is the focus of the period. 
 
At the end of the transition activity, teachers should have their students reflect 
on singing the words of the songs (one Smiley earned) and doing the activity 
without using French (another Smiley earned). 

 
 
3. Interacting with the whole group 
 

Choral response and group participation provide by far the best secure 
environment for practising and encouraging risk-taking. An ESL class is 
interactive. Practising together helps the whole group stay focused and it 
should be used at great length. 
 
Teachers should make their classes as interactive as possible and offer their 
students every opportunity for answering questions and responding verbally as 
a group, in order to help build self-confidence and develop the habit of 
responding in English. Such interaction has a significant impact on the 
development of the necessary skills, and encourages students to express 
personal messages. Should only a few students answer, the teacher can react 
as if he or she did not hear anything and repeat the question or prompt 
students by putting his or her hand behind the ear. This generally works fine 
and generates an enthusiastic response from the students. 
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There is no need to wait for weeks for this interaction to begin: it can start with 
the very first class. After the teacher has introduced herself or himself and met 
the students, he or she can move on to introducing the key elements of the first 
song, naming each key element while showing the picture and repeating the 
words several times. Then the teacher can select a picture and name the key 
element using an interrogative tone. Students respond verbally with a “yes” or a 
“no.” Later, the teacher can show the group a picture and ask them to name the 
key element.  
 
These simple activities can be made very interactive. The teacher can put the 
pictures of the key elements on display in random order and have the students 
listen to the song. Then the teacher can ask them to help her or him put the 
pictures in the right order. What is No. 1? (the group names the first key 
element). The teacher repeats the key element in an interrogative tone. The 
group says “yes” or “no.” etc.  The teacher can make mistakes on purpose to 
provoke reactions. Students have all they need to do this using only English. It 
is an excellent practice for all. 
 
Here again, depending on the situation, teachers should have their students 
reflect on using English during the activity (one Smiley earned) and on doing 
the activity without using French (another Smiley earned). Natural pauses for 
moments for reflection would be after the “yes” or “no” activity, after the naming 
of the key elements, and after students have put the key elements in the right 
order.  

 
 
4. Encouraging students to join in and to respond verbally 
 

In activities where students are expected to join in the lyrics, group participation 
offers security. Depending on personal character and learning pace, students 
join in at different moments. Some are ready well before they are asked to sing 
the words. Others need to listen to the soundtrack and their classmates quite a 
few times before they feel confident enough to jump in.  
 
For some students though, no matter how many times the group performs a 
song or a rhyme, including the lyrics, they seem perfectly satisfied to limit their 
own performance to listening and physical response. After doing the same song 
or rhyme for a reasonable number of times, teachers should observe their 
students to verify whether everyone has joined in by singing or saying the 
lyrics. If there are some that have not, it may be that some students think they 
have to know the complete song before they can try singing it. The teacher can 
model joining in the song in a somewhat hesitant manner, leaving out words 
here and there, to give students the right idea. If the problem is a lack of 
confidence, teachers should encourage students as much as possible and help 
them build the necessary self-confidence that will allow them to join in singing 
songs and saying rhymes with their group.  
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Reflection can help. Depending on the situation, teachers will have students 
reflect on their use of English, saying some of the lyrics during the activity and 
doing the activity without using French.  
 
During preparation and follow-up activities to songs and rhymes, and whenever 
teachers are interacting with the whole group, it is important to get as many 
students as possible to respond verbally. For students who have the habit of 
letting their classmates respond, teachers should invite these students to 
become active verbal participants, and help them work on improving their risk-
taking strategy. 
 
Here too, reflection can help. Depending on the situation, teachers should have 
students reflect on their participation and use of English, and on their 
participation without the use of French. 

 
 
5. Responding to students’ messages 
 

It is important to bear in mind that the competency To communicate orally in 
English is “about students finding their own way of expressing themselves in 
English.”13  

 
 
A. Contextual language 
 

In Elementary Cycle One, teachers do not teach their students how to 
communicate: there is no targeting of words or short expressions that should 
make up students’ personal language repertoire ahead of time. Contextual 
language develops naturally; it is close to the way one acquires one’s mother 
tongue: “Students build their personal repertoire of words and short 
expressions themselves through natural exposure to classroom life.”14 With 
contextual language, students express themselves simply, using a 
combination of gestures, single words, strings of words and short 
expressions. Students at that age have little fear of risk-taking: they find 
creative ways of combining words they know, are very curious about new 
discoveries, and have no doubt their super teacher will come to their rescue 
when needed.  
 

There are instances when teachers provide students with words:  
 

 When students ask their teacher for words by pointing to pictures or using 
mime, gestures or other means to make their teacher understand what they 
need.  

 

                                                 
13 See Programme de formation de l’école québécoise, Enseignement primaire, premier cycle, 
English as a Second Language, Competency 2 To communicate orally in English, “Meaning of the 
Competency.” page 12.  
14 See Programme de formation de l’école québécoise, Enseignement primaire, premier cycle, 
English as a Second Language, Essential Knowledge, Contextual Language, “Repertoire of words 
and short expressions.” page 15. 
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 When teachers model activities. 
 

 When teachers help students.  
 

Should a student stop participating suddenly, looking a little distressed, 
chances are he or she needs to communicate something but doesn’t have the 
words to do so. (e.g. The problem may have something to do with the last 
instruction given by the teacher. If it calls for cutting a picture, a student might 
not have his/her scissors, or have misplaced them. Not knowing or 
remembering the word “scissors” could be a big problem and he or she could 
feel really stuck. In circumstances like these, teachers can generally guess 
what the problem is and provide their students with the words needed: “You 
have a problem? You don’t have your SCISSORS? NO SCISSORS?” The 
student will probably reply something like “Yes, NO SCISSORS!” Then the 
problem is attended to and the class moves on). 
 

 
Teachers play a major role in helping students express personal messages. 
They encourage and welcome their efforts by giving them TIME to express 
needs and simple ideas, and by showing real INTEREST in what they say. 
Teachers also try to establish little dialogues from these messages, whenever 
possible, and to enjoy the moment (see Enjoyable learning environment, 
pages 9-10), helping students as needed and making them feel like a million 
dollars.  
 
 
Here, especially at the beginning, creative messages should be repeated for 
the benefit of all students, so that these messages can become models for 
others to imitate and adapt. Bonus Smileys15 can work wonders in these 
cases: they should be granted without hesitation to those students as 
encouragement to do more and as incentive for other students to become 
risk-takers. 

  
 
Here are a few examples of early meaningful personal messages. 
 
- I feel “Smiley.” 

 

- Pass paper, please, please, pass, paper! 
 

- Big, big problem: no scissors, no paper, no green! 
 

- Unbelievable! [teacher was very surprised to hear that word]  
 

- Urgent washroom! 
 

- [after singing 10 Little Fingers] School, big! (name of a short student), little, little, little! 
  

- (name of a student), problem: French, French, French, French, French!  
 
 

- Me, no problem: No French (thumbs ups!) 

 

                                                 
15 See Self-Monitoring – “A handbook for teachers developing metacognitive strategies with ESL 

Elementary Cycle One students,” for more information. 
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B. Giving feedback 
 

Feedback on students’ personal messages should come mainly in the form of 
encouragement, and in the teacher’s reformulation of messages to confirm 
understanding.  
 
Most of the time, teachers accept their students’ way of expressing themselves, 
but there are exceptions, such as when the wrong key word is used. For 
instance, if a student says “Rabbit good” while pointing to a lamb, an 
intervention is necessary. 
 
Another instance when teachers should intervene is when a risk-taking misfires. 
For example, there is a mosquito in the classroom and a student who has no 
idea what to call this insect in English decides to try pronouncing “maringouin” 
with an English accent “Teacher, maringouin!” Now, this may sound very funny 
when it happens unexpectedly, but it is important for teachers to redirect quickly 
so that not only the student but everybody in the class realizes that “maringouin” 
is not the English term for that insect, before it sticks in their minds. 
 
In most cases, however, teachers simply need to provide students with plenty of 
positive feedback. 

 
 
6. Having students work independently  
 

The dynamics of interaction between teacher and students, especially during 
the first year of learning, are generally sustained through the period, but there 
are moments when students work independently. 

 
 
A. Winding-down moments 
 

Winding down moments are meaningful, individual activities, such as drawing, 
labelling items, linking pictures to words, etc. that students do mostly on their 
own after benefiting from the teacher’s instructions and modelling. These 
activities often take place after intense moments of group participation. They 
give students time to assimilate new learning while providing opportunities for 
additional exposure to authentic audio-models through the use of recordings 
playing in the background at a low volume. 

 
Here is an example. Teachers can give students small illustrated replicas of the 
key elements and labels for an activity they will do in their scrapbook.  Before 
students are given the sheets, teachers model the activity, using their own 
scrapbook: they paste the sheet containing the pictures, then cut one label, 
match it with a large label on display, and paste it in under the corresponding 
picture on the sheet in their scrapbook. When teachers are sure students have 
understood, students are given the papers to do the task and teachers play the 
song/rhyme related to the activity in the background.  
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What is surprising is that playing the song/rhyme related to the activity in the 
background will accomplish a lot more than getting students more familiar with 
that one song or rhyme; it will have an impact on the whole work atmosphere of 
the class. Generally, students love to talk, especially if they are not busy 
listening to something that really interests them. If teachers assign students 
individual tasks without taking their aural needs into account, many small 
problems are bound to arise. Students will start the task, but there will be a lot 
of other things going on too: some will move around the classroom, others will 
borrow this, borrow that, others still will keep their teacher busy asking for this 
or that, and they will TALK! Since they can’t speak much English, they will be 
speaking French!  
 
Now, if teachers play the song or rhyme related to the activity in the 
background, here the repeat button on the CD player is a handy function, there 
will be a lot less of the “off-task” behaviour described above. Also, much of the 
unnecessary talking and moving around disappears like magic. Students focus 
more on the task at hand. Students may hum the tune, move their head to the 
beat, sing some of the lyrics, make some of the gestures, or act as if the music 
was not playing. Far fewer students will go off task and speak French 
compared with when there is no song or rhyme being played in the background.  

 
If an activity lasts too long for a single song or rhyme to be played over and 
over again, more songs are played. What is important is to keep meaningful 
songs and rhymes playing during the activity. 

 
At the end of the activity or sooner, depending on the group, teachers should 
have their students reflect on whether or not they did well during the activity 
(demonstrating understanding). They should also ask them to reflect on 
whether or not they did the activity without using French. 
 
TIP: It is generally a good idea to include optional steps in activities (such as 
colouring) for students who finish early, so as to keep them busy while the rest 
of the students complete the core of the activities. 
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B. Pair activities 
 

In order for pair activities to be successful and carried out entirely in English, 
certain conditions must be met.  
 
The activities should be:  
 

 Meaningful 
 

 Brief 
 

 Explicitly modelled i.e. students see an actual demonstration of the 
activity, have a very good understanding of how to play, and have by 
now become familiar with the language that can be used. Teachers 
also make sure that students have the opportunity to participate in 
the modelling: students play one role and participate fully, speaking 
only English; then, they switch roles with the teacher and do it again.  

 
 Supported by visuals. Whenever possible, a summary poster 

presenting the main steps of the activity should be displayed to 
guide students in playing the game (what to do/say when it’s your 
turn). 

 
 Closely supervised: 

 
− Teachers give lots of language assistance for contextual 

needs (broken pencil, missing material, etc.) and for the needs 
linked to the activity. 

 
− Throughout the activity, teachers do not tolerate the use of 

French. They could also grant Bonus Smileys16 to students 
who are doing a very good job of communicating in English 
during the activity. If some French is overheard, teachers must 
intervene quickly, whenever possible.  

 
− At the end of the activity or several times during the activity, if 

needed, teachers should have their students reflect on their 
use of English and on doing the activity without the use of 
French. The number of reflections depends on the group. 

 
 

 
 

                                                 
16 See Self-Monitoring – “A handbook for teachers developing metacognitive strategies with ESL 

Elementary Cycle One students,” for more information. 
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Part 4 – Putting it all together: The Synergy that Will  

Make it Work  
 
Being successful at Using only English in Class in Cycle One from the start is largely 
dependent on the application and interdependence of the following.  
 
 
1. Committing to using only English 
 
Using only English in class starts with teachers using  
only English in class.  
 
Without this commitment, it is impossible to get anywhere.  
 
Success starts here.  

 
 

2. Being well prepared 
 
To be able to hold on to their commitment of using only English,  
teachers have to make sure students have the means 
and support they need to understand the messages.  
These cannot be improvised. 
 
Careful attention has to be given to the 

- selection of texts (songs, rhymes and stories)  
- activities  
- visual supports 
- wording of instructions  

  
See Handbook pages 5-8 
 
There is no substitute to careful planning, especially with beginners. 
 
 
3. Preparing the students 
 
It is best to prepare students before the first English class  
and to address the WHY and the HOW of both  
the TEACHER and STUDENTS’ roles.  
It is strongly recommended that this preparation be done in a  
location other than the ESL classroom to preserve the  
“Englishness” of that room. 
 
The preparation is well explained in the handbook, pages 2-4. 
 
If another group discussion becomes necessary later on, it is recommended that it be 
carried out BEFORE the start of a class rather than in the middle of one. In other 
words, it is best not to interrupt a class: no “time outs.” 



Working Document, January 11, 2008 

 22

 
 
 
4. Speaking only English right from the start 
 
Once ESL teaching begins,  
it is important that students be immersed 
in the new language right away. 
 
There is no need to build a gradual exposure  
or to grow into hearing more and more English. 
 
Students must be immersed in the second language from day one. 
 
 
 
5. Helping students develop self-confidence 

 
After being prepared, students are probably feeling  
mixed emotions about their upcoming ESL class:  
excitement and a bit of apprehension.  
Thoughts such as: “Sounds like fun!”  
“Songs and stories are cool but am I capable of doing this?”  
“Can I participate without using French?” 
are going through their minds. 
 
Students need to see their capability of functioning in an  
English only environment confirmed quickly in order to build  
the necessary self-confidence to maintain their focus. 

 
 
 
6. Celebrating success after a few minutes 
 
Teachers should congratulate students for success as soon as possible. 
Waiting too long will result in many students  
forgetting the rules and speaking a bit of French,   
a situation teachers will want to avoid.  
 
N.B. “Almost no French” is not the same as “No French.” 
         Teachers should celebrate real victories.  
 
After just a few minutes of NO French and a little English,   
it’s time to take a moment and savor the success.  
One big cheer! 

 
Celebrate success quickly then move on towards more successes. 
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7. Making it official 
 
Once students have experienced success a few times, 
make it official: help students keep traces of their success  
and get them started in the process of reflection.  
 
Use a reflection sheet such as the model  
in Appendix 2 and a self-monitoring flashcard such as  
“Using  English in class” (Appendix 3). 
 
Keep traces of successes. 
 

 
 
 
8. Celebrating often 
 
There are many “Smileys” available for each class on the grids. 
Teachers should use as many as they feel are needed.  
 
Self-monitoring often on the use of only English during the same 
class helps accomplish the following. It: 
1. gives second chances to students who are having  

difficulties adopting the behaviour 
2. helps to maintain and build on success for others  
 
Students need to “celebrate often” in order to develop  
and maintain the use of only English in class.   
 
 
 
 
9. Keeping intervals short between celebrations 
 
To develop and maintain the use of only English in class, 
the intervals between reflections must be just right.  
Depending on the group, the activities and “the mood of the day,”  
the length will vary. 
 
The rule of thumb is to fine-tune the length of the intervals  
so that most students are successful at getting their  
“Smiley” for using only English.  
 
See Handbook, page 13. 
 
Keep intervals short so that success is within reach of students.  
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10. Giving bonus “Smileys” for individual initiatives 
 
To encourage students to take risks, teachers should give  
bonus “Smileys” to those who express creative messages. 
 
Teachers  should make the whole event very noticeable. 
 
Students’ creative messages should be pointed out 
and repeated for the benefit of the other students. 
 
See Handbook, page 17. 
 
Bonus “Smileys” can make a difference for young students as risk-takers. 
 
 
 
11. Making “reflecting on the use of only English” a routine practice 
 
Once students have got into the habit of using only English, 
teachers should maintain the reflections on its use.  
However, rather than reflecting on that target alone,  
teachers should integrate the use of only English  
with moments for reflection on other targets  
where each target earns its individual “Smiley.” 
 
See Handbook, page 13. 
 
Reflecting on the use of only English should be done  
each time students engage in reflection throughout the year. 
 
 
 
12. Responding to French words overheard in class (do not ignore them) 
 
Instances when students forget the rules  
and use French words should not be ignored.  
Instead, teachers should attend to it swiftly  
addressing the whole group. 
 
The teachers’ response should target two things: 

 
- reinforce the idea that using French  

is not acceptable in the ESL class 
- provide substitute English words  

that could be used in this situation 
 
See Handbook, pages 13-14 
 

Do not ignore French words overheard in class, provide substitute English words and model 
how to use them.
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Appendix 1 – Suggested grid for use during a moment for reflection 
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         Appendix 2 – Self-monitoring flash card – Using English in Class 
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Appendix 3 

 
 

Problematic Situations  Helpful Handbook 
Section(s) 

Pages 

1. During the first English class, I (the teacher) spoke French because 
some students said: “J’comprends pas.” and a few cried. 

Preparing students for 
their first English class 

 

2-3 

2. My students often forget or lose their stuff and spontaneously tell 
me about it in French. 

Preparing students for 
their first English class 

2-3 

 Avoiding the use of 
French -- 

D. Responding to 
French words 

overheard in class 

13-14 

 Responding to 
students’ messages 

16-17 

3. Some students respond physically but do not sing the lyrics of the 
songs with the group. What can I do? 

Encouraging students 
to join in and to 
respond verbally 

(modelling joining in, 
second paragraph) 

15 

4. Students speak a lot of French during winding-down moments. 
Anything I can do? 

Having students work 
independently -- 

A. Winding-down 
moments 

18-19 

5. Difficult to establish an only English environment for the English 
class with my students because I teach my group all school subjects. 
How can I set the tone for suddenly switching to English?  

Ensuring a clear 
moment of transition  

14 

6. How can I “ease the way” for students to take risks and speak 
English, using their own means? 

Interacting with the 
whole group 

 

14-15 

7. Is it possible to speak English with students that have behaviour 
problems?  

Providing an 
B. Enjoyable learning 

environment 

9 

 Taking into account 
high impact contextual 

factors 

11 

8. Giving instructions only in English and being understood by the 
students is impossible.  

Making instructions 
easy to understand -- 

A. Preparation 

8 
 

 Making instructions 
easy to understand -- 

B. Action in class 

8-9 
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9. There is not enough time for reflection during the ESL class. Avoiding the use of 

French -- 
B. Frequent moments 

for reflection 

12 

 Providing -- 
C. Opportunities for 

reflection 

10 

10. Getting those CDs and story books, and making those photocopies, is 
it all necessary? 

Staying focused on the 
program 

5 

 Giving priority to 
songs and rhymes 

5-7 

11. I can’t create a proper ESL Cycle One environment; I don’t have my 
own room. 

Taking into account 
high-impact 

contextual factors 
B. The need for a 
suitable classroom 

layout 
(when using the home-

room teacher’s 
classroom, second 

paragraph) 

11 

12. My students are too tired to participate adequately. Taking into account 
high-impact 

contextual factors 
A. The need for 

periods when students 
can concentrate 

11 

13. My students use some French when they express themselves because 
of their lack of vocabulary to express what they need to say. 

Preparing students for 
their first English class

2-3 

 Avoiding the use of 
French 

D. Responding to 
French words 

overheard in class 

13-14 

 Responding to 
students’ messages 

16-17 

14. Only some students participate when I interact with the group. 
Should I let it be? 

Interacting with the 
whole group 

14-15 

 Encouraging students 
to join in and respond 

verbally 

15-16 

15. Can I teach my students some functional language to get them started 
and help them speak? 

Introduction 
second paragraph  

1 

 Responding to 
students’ messages -- 

A. Contextual 
language 

(first paragraph) 

16 
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16. How do I encourage my students to express personal messages? Responding to 

students’ messages 
(two last paragraphs) 

17 

17. During winding-down moments, students have the tendency to move 
about in the class. Many come to the teacher with tiny little problems, 
just to get the teacher’s attention. I find these “winding-down” 
moments anything but “winding-down” and have all but given up 
entirely on observing students during that period. 

Having students work 
independently  -- 
A. Winding-down 

moments 

18-19

18. Winding-down moments work fine but what do I do with kids that 
finish early? These activities always start great. It is the ending part 
that is the problem since some students are a lot faster than others at 
finishing the task.  

Having students work 
independently --  

A. Winding-down 
moments 

(TIP) 

19 

19. During pair activities, my students speak French. Having students work 
independently --  
B. Pair activities 

20 

 Avoiding the use of 
French -- 

D. Responding to 
French words 

overheard in class 

13-14

20. The “No French” challenge seems undoable for my students that 
never heard a word of English. 

Preparing students for 
their first English 

class 

2-3 

21. How can I be sure my students understand? Giving priority to 
songs and rhymes -- 

A. Selection 
B. Key elements 

C. Song/rhyme routine

6-7 

 Making instructions 
easy to understand -- 

A. Preparation 

8 

 Making instructions 
easy to understand -- 

B. Action in class 

8-9 

22. What if I’m uncomfortable teaching Cycle One program? Staying focused on the 
program 

5 

 Providing (an) 
enjoyable learning 

environment 

9-10 

23. My students have problems switching to English at the beginning of 
an ESL period. 

Ensuring a clear 
moment of transition  

14 
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24. “Je ne serai jamais capable, je ne parle pas anglais.” Giving priority to 

songs and rhymes 
 

5-7 

 Providing (an) 
enjoyable learning 

environment 

9-10 

25. What can I do when I hear French? Avoiding the use of 
French -- 

B.  Frequent moments 
for reflection 

13 

 Avoiding the use of 
French 

D. Responding to 
French words 

overheard in class 

13-14

26. Should I speak French before the first English class? Preparing students for 
their first English 

class 

2-3 

27. My students don’t make the gestures and don’t join in when asked by 
the teacher. 

Giving priority to 
songs and rhymes -- 

A. Selection 

 
 

6-7 
 Giving priority to 

songs and rhymes -- 
C. Song/rhyme routine

 
 
7 

 Providing (an) 
enjoyable learning 

environment 

 
9-10 

 Encouraging students 
to join in and to 
respond verbally 
(first and second 

paragraph, modelling 
the joining in) 

 
 
 

15 

28. How can I encourage my students to express personal messages more 
often? 

Responding to 
students’ messages 

(two last paragraphs) 

 
 

17 
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29. When do I use moments for reflection? Ensure opportunities 

for reflection 
 
9 

 Avoid the use of 
French 

B. Frequent moments 
for reflection 

 
 

13 

 Self-monitoring 
handbook 

 

30. When it’s time to reflect, many students are confused: they don’t 
remember if they have done what was expected of them. 

Ensure opportunities 
for reflection 

(fourth paragraph) 

 
 
 

10 
 Avoid the use of 

French 
B. Frequent moments 

for reflection 

 
 

13 
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