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Eight years ago, to commemorate
the 15th year of our English schoal,
Seikosha, | decided to have wheat |
cal an English Fun-day. | got theidea
for the name from one of the local
high schools that offered an English
course, and had an “English Day”
once ayear. In effect, our English
Fun-day is a combination of class pre-
sentations, Parents' Day, and end-of-
the-school-year party.

The origina purpose for having
such a program was mainly to give
parents a chance to observe their chil-
dren. Parents occasionally asked me
how their children were doing, but
because my classrooms were not big
enough for the kind of Parents’ Day
that elementary and junior high
schools have, | could not invite them
to come and see for themselves, Now
| use the nearby kaikan, community
meeting hdll, and it isless than 2000
yen for four hours including heating.
It has a stage, a microphone, and
plenty of tables and cushions.
Because it is near my school and
located on amain road, even people
who don't live in the area can find it
eadly.

The program is held at the same
time every year—the second Sunday
in March from two to four o’ clock in
the afternoon. There are severd rea-
sonswhy | chose to have the program
a the end of the school year: the chil-
dren have been studying English for
a least ayear; it isgood PR for the
upcoming school yes; | can announce
any changes in the curriculum or
materids, | can give out awards for
various achievements—the comple-
tion of atextbook, the reading of a
certain number of books, ec.; and in

English Fun-day

by Jane Takizawa

generd it seemsto wrap up the school
year on avery upbesat note.

Another reason for starting the
program was more personal.
Although | adapt textbooks to my
own teaching style, and can use my
ideas and creativity as | would like, |
felt the need for a different kind of
challenge, adifferent outlet for my
ideas, something to keep me on my
toes, something to show off my stu-
dents ahilities. | like this English
Fun-day because it has a clear begin-
ning and ending, and thereisa
tremendous sense of satisfaction
among students and teachers dike.

Around the end of December, dur-
ing winter vacation, | start to plan the
program. There are two partsto the
presentations, agroup activity and
individual class presentations. The
biggest hurdle is the group activity. |
have 7 or 8 classes meeting at differ-
ent times during the week, so | have
to think of something they can prac-
tice separately, yet when they come
together on the presentation day, they
can do as agroup. For example, one
year dl the children made aflag of a
country of their choice and, aong
with a sdlf-introduction, they intro-
duced their country. But basicaly |
have two choices. a song with severd
verses, or a chant. In the past we have
done songs such as “ The Wheels On
the Bus,” “He's Got the Whole World
in HisHands,” “It'sa Small World,”
(Sherman and Sherman, 1963) and
chants such as “ Chicka Chicka Boom
Boom” (adapted from the book of the
same name by Bill Martin, Jr. and
John Archambault, 2000) and “ Going
onalionHunt” (In the book Wee
Sng — Games, Games, Games by
Pamela Conn Beall and Susan Hagen
Nipp with Nancy SpenceKlein,
1998). The children meet for the first
time just an hour before the actua
program, yet it is amazing how well
they work together.

The second part is the individua

class presentations. The very first pro-
gram | put on was smply an exten-
sion of the classroom. That is, | taught
aseries of mini-classesin front of the
parents. We did everything we usually
did in the classes: greetings, atten-
dance, teacher-student practice, stu-
dent-student practice, songs, games,
TPR—just like regular class, only
much more concentrated, and of
course, rehearsed. | reglized that it
wasn't much fun for the children. So
from the second yesr, | started think-
ing of other activities, often using
what they had been practicing in
class.

The smaller number of children
alows me more freedom to choose an
activity for a class presentation. For
the younger children (kindergarten
and lower elementary), asong or
chant has proven to be the most fun
and the most easly taught. Repetition
isthekey. The older children are
more reluctant to sing in asmall
group, so they prefer ashort kit or
somekind of recitation, like a poem
or achant. They dso enjoy the acting
involved in doing a skit.

Using ideas from avariety of
sources, | have usudly made the deci-
sion asto what the children will pres-
ent. For the younger children, books
like the Wee Sng series (Conn Beall
and Nipp, 2002) have been helpful. |
have also taken a picture book or a
low-level reading book and created a
chant or short kit from it. To give
you some examples, last year my
third- and fourth-grade class acted out
the gtory titled “Pierre, the Boy Who
Didn't Care,” (In Pierre: A
Cautionary Tale in Five Chapters
and a Prologue by Maurice Sendak,
1999). This year my 6-year-olds are
doing Five Little Monkeys Jumping
on the Bed (Christelow, 1998). | dso
have three books of short plays by
Scholastic (Crawford and Sanders,
2001; Pugliano-Martin, 1998; and
McCory Martin, 2002). There may be



more available. The length, level of
English, and content are very appro-
priate for kindergarten and elementary
school children. | have also gotten
ideas from Jazz Chants for Children
(Graham, 1979). Last year, one of my
teachers wrote a skit from a section of
thefirst JK. Rowlings Harry Potter
book for his sixth-graders.

This year, however, | thought it
would be good to have the older chil-
dren help me choose what they would
present, so | asked for their sugges-
tions after introducing them to some
ideas from the resources | mentioned
previously. To my surprise, one class
of fourth- and fifth-graders unani-
moudy voted to perform a skit based
on the Disney movie “Finding Nemo”
using paper puppets. It was a chal-
lenge to write asmple script for the
children, but the effort was worth it,
and they have been practicing with an
eagerness any teacher would envy.

When classes resume after winter
vacation in the middle of January,
there are usudly nine more classes
remaining in the school year. | liketo
have one week after the Fun-day to
pat everyone on the back for ajob
well done, which leaves only eight
weeks to practice. For the first four
weeks, we do the usud study with
textbooks for the first half hour, and
practice both the group activity and
the class presentation for the remain-
ing thirty minutes. During the last
four weeks, however, | usudly start to
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panic, so for the elementary school
children, we use the entire class peri-
od for preparing for the Fun-day. This
includes not only practicing for the
group and individual class presenta-
tions, but also getting any necessary
props ready.

Because the main purpose of the
program is for the parents to see how
well their children can use English, |
don’'t make a big fuss about the stage,
props or costumes. However, acertain
amount of scenery and representative
items (such as a necktie for Dad, a
handbag or apron for Mom) are nec-
essary. | usudly have two to four
large pictures on the back wall of the
stage, related to at least some of the

stories included in the program. They
double as the room decorations as
well.

To help create the charactersin the
various songs and skits, | have the
children color pictures that have been
copied. These are then pasted onto
cardboard, and plastic string is thread-
ed through two holes at the top so that
the picture can be hung around the
children’s necks. These pictures dip
on and off quickly and effortlesdly,
even for little children, so they are
ideal for practicing and for the actud
performance.

Blankets make good beds; card-
board boxes can be used as chairs
and/or tables. Sheets are good turbans,
ghosts, and stomachs (asin the case
of Pierre, who hid under a sheet to
portray being eaten by alion). Just
remember how you used to improvise
when you were achild, and you'll be
able to convey a decent scene.

Fun-day is divided into two main
parts. the presentationsin the first half
and the fun time in the second half.
Each part is further divided into two
sections. The presentations begin with
the group activity, which lasts for 5-
10 minutes. Thisisfollowed by the
individual class presentations. |
arrange the program so that songs and
skits are performed aternately, and so
that the kindergarten children will not
have to sit inactive for along time.
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These presentations vary from five
minutes for the younger classes to fif-
teen minutes for the oldest class. The
first half usudly lasts about an hour.

On the day of the program, my
Japanese assigant, some of my family
members and | et up the room. |
reserve the front one-third of the room
for the sudents, where they will St
whilethey watch each other’'s dlasses
perform. Behind that ares, we set up low
tablesand cushionsfor the parents and
shlings We dso have folding chairsfor
people who have difficulty stting on the
floor. The refreshment tables are set up
on one sde of theroom.

| have the children arrive an hour
before the program starts for the one
and only joint rehearsal. Thisisthe
first time for the children to actually
practice on the stage (although |
attempit to create the atmosphere of a
stage in the classroom). Of course,
thisisn't enough time to fine-tune the
children’s performances, but perform-
ing perfectly isnot my objective. |
think just the experience of getting up
in front of alot of people and doing
something in English isvauable.

Following the performances, the
second hdf begins with some refresh-
ments. Tables are already set up with
the goodies, and it is self-service.
Individually packaged snacks and
drinks have been the easiest to pre-
pare and easiest for the children to
handle. One drink and one bag of
snacks plus some chocolate candy for
each person comes to 10,000 to
15,000 yen for 100 people when | buy
theitems at a 100-yen shop. | never
charge for this event because | fed it
isakind of promotion for my schoal.
Therefore, | bear the full cost of the

refreshments and the use of the room.
| use the refreshment time to greet
al the parents, ask about the upcom-
ing school year, and answer any ques-
tions they have about their child's
progress. Parents and children can dso
usethistimeto have alook at the dis
play | have set up of reading progress
charts, classroom materias and work
that the children have donein class.
After about twenty minutes, |
gather the children at the front of the
room to play some gamesin English.
Sometimes | choose the groups ahead

It doestakealot of
time and effort, but the
rewards... are greet.

of time, and other times the first game
| play is one to divide the children
into groups, such as “Fruit Basket.”
After that game | tell the different
fruits to St together. One of the chil-
dren’s favorite gamesis“ Treasure
Hunt.” As| cal out itemsin English,
group members get them from their
parents, and a representative from
each group brings them to atable at
the front of the room. Everyone gets
involved, and theroomisin an
uproar. “ Treasures’ include items
such as keys, pocket tissue, pens, pen-
cils, a10-yen (or other) coin, a 1000-
yen (or other) bill, rings, earrings,
belts, socks, watches, scarves, note-
books, baby sister (or brother), glass-
es, gloves, etc. Other games we play
are relay races, guessing words from
pictures drawn on the board, and folk

dances. What you can do depends on
the size of your room, number of peo-
ple, age of the children, and amount
of time you have remaining.

At about ten minutes to four, |
have a small “awards ceremony.”
Finally, afew students say some clos-
ing remarks, and people start to go
home. Although | never ask, alot of
people hang around to help put the
tables and cushions away, and to take
down the decorations, so cleanup is
never burdensome.

I’ll be honest. It doestake alot of
time and effort, but the rewards for both
students and teechers are greet, and
worth every minute spent and every
ounce of energy expended. If you
would like any further informetion,
please contact me at jHakizawa@s-1-s.jp
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