Very Young
Leorners
by Charles Howell

English for Very Young Learners:

| have been teaching English to
young learners for dmost seven years
now. In that time, | have tried many
new games, materials and techniques
in the quest to find my “teaching
style’. In teaching children under the
age of four or five, | have found that
“coached” playtime, where the chil-
dren know that speaking Japanese
means it's time to clean-up, has been
incredibly effective. One of the most
versdtile toysthat | have introduced
into playtime at my English school
this past year has been the dollhouse.

Initial Experience

| was hestant to purchase a doll-
house at firdt. | had bought other toys
or games before, only to have them fdll
short in an EFL environment. | decided
| needed atrid run before spending the
$500 or more for the durable, but
basic, st | had seen in acatalogue.
Luckily akindergarten teacher | knew
was willing to let me use his school’s
dollhouse for amonth or two. | was o
excited thefirgt day | was ableto use
the dollhouse, and when my students

Dollhouse dos and don’ts

DO...

Playing With Dollhouses

camein theroom their eyeslit up (they
can spot anew toy within amillionth
of asecond) showing that they were
excited to try this new toy aswell. The
excitement on my part faded quickly,
however, as hdf of my students sat
clutching their dollsin a semi-catatonic
state, watching the other half move
ther dolls silently from room to room.
It was anightmare. | wanted to put
it away then and there, but | have a
ded with these kids, and (since they
were for the most part Slent...) none
of them were spesking Japanese. They
would answer my doll’s questions
when prompted, but they weren't
engaging each other. | was so happy |
hadn’t bought a dollhouse, and | was
looking forward to calling my friend
and having him come and pick it up.
But then | figured that as| would have
it for at least amonth, I'd take it home
and let my daughter play with it.
Watching my daughter play with
the dollhouse, and sitting with her as
she did caused me to completely re-
think how | could use adollhouse in
class. Dropping the entire house in

DON'T...

Allow the children to explore the
dollhouse in its entirety.

Set adollhouse in front of your
students and expect it to help their
communicative ability al on its own.

Give the children freedom to
interact and play with the dollson
their own, with little interference.

Think of this as your bregk time.
Facilitation is essential.

Take the time to expose the chil-
dren to each part of the dollhouse and
piece of furniture individualy.

“Teach” the children dl the words
and then try to use “play” asareview
for your teaching. L et them discover
asthey play what words they find
necessary. If you as ateacher notice
words they are not using, your job as
afacilitator isto make those words

necessary.

Give the children enough time to
play out anumber of small scenarios.

Give them too much time. The
firgt time students get tired of an
activity isthe last time they redly
want to do it.

front of them, already set-up, was not
going to work from the beginning.
Thisis onetoy that needed to be bro-
ken down into bits and pieces &t first
(not pre-taught, mind you, but just
presented in digestible chunks).

Second attempt

When my students camefor the
next classthey immediatdly asked me
where the dollhouse was. Perfect! They
il wanted to play withit. So | took
out asmdl box that contained only the
family members. We each chosea
character pretty quickly (asthey were
dready familiar with family) and they
started talking amongst themsalves:

“Hi, Mommy”,
“Hi Grandpa’,
“How areyou”,
“I"'m deepy”

And then one of the children asked
me again where the house wes. |
pulled out another box filled with fur-
niture and let them Start setting up
rooms on the classroom table. To
make this more of alearning activity, |
set afew pieces of furniture at atime
on the table and gave them to students
who asked for them. My students have
played with enough toysin my class
to know that they have to tell me what
they want, and the phrase “What's
this?’ was among thefirgt they
learned in my class, S0 getting them to
ask questions wasn't a problem.

| think it'simportant to note that at
no point in this process did | ever
begin by holding up each piece of fur-
niture and having the children repest
the English word. The children were
playing at their own pace and asking
the teacher for the words they didn’t
know as they needed them. They set
up their own “rooms’ on the table
based upon the furniture they were
able to get and we played for about
another ten minutes.

In the next ten minutes, my fedings
about the dollhouse (dthough we actu-



aly didn't use the house that day)
changed completely. During the course
of play, my students began interacting
with each other imitating the voices of
their repective dolls. Grandmother
became deepy and tried to take anap
in the bed, but Father kept saying
“Weake up!” Mother was busy getting
fruit for Brother (who asked for about
10 different kinds of fruit—all of
which were decidedly “YUMMY!").
Grandfather walked around the house
and said hello to everybody and asked
them their name. |, as Sigter, kept try-
ing to sted other dolls furniture, which
earned me some sern “NQO!”s,

Over the next few lessons, we
began to put the furniture in the doll-
house. This gave us a grest opportuni-
ty to practice rooms of the house and
what goes in each room. Students
were quick to link thisto other agpects
of language and, when | asked
Grandpa where Mommy was he told
me “Mommy’s kitchen”. It wasn't
grammatically correct, but | was excit-
ed. The children playing Mommy and
Daddy dso began using words that
they had learned in TPR when telling
Brother and Sister what to do.

Things to consider when
buying a dollhouse:
1. DURABILITY. Thereare many

inexpengve dollhouses you can find in
toy soresand online, but | would cau-
tion againg buying them. On two sepa:
rate occasions | have had studentstry to
dand or st on the dollhouse. If you plan
on investing in adollhouse, make sure
that it can handle being played with.

2. REALISM. While the dollhouse
doesn't necessarily have to be
detailed, try to make sure you have dl
the basic rooms available. A kitchen,
bedroom, living room, and bathroom
are redly the bare minimum. If you
can find away to have an extra bed-
room, or adining room, or an office,
it definitely adds to the language skills
you are able to teach.

3. SIMPLICITY. Try to avoid expen+
sive, fragile dollhouseswhich are
designed to be admired. The dollhouse
in my cdassroom, dong with the dolls
and most of the furniture are dl mede
out of wood. Look for something Smple
and hard to destroy, yet recognizeble.

4. ACCESS. One mistake | made
when | decided upon which dollhouse
to buy was not considering student
access to the dollhouse.

When children play with dollhous-
esa homethey do so done or with 1
or 2 friends. An open back is sufficient
in such agtuation, but isamgjor
logigtical problem in a classroom with
4 - 6 children. Try to find adollhouse

with large doors and windows on the
front and sdes aswell, so that children
can accessit from all sides.

Perceptions so far:

A dollhouseisauniquetoadl inan
English dassroom. A wel used doll-
house will dlow childrento “explore’
thar languege illsin avery child-cen
tered way. It givesteachers many oppor-
tunitiesto obsarve sudents levels fadili-
tate when necessary, and paticipate in
such away asto expose the children con-
dantly to new words and petterns. This
can help to promote both independent
and cooperdive thinking. Usng the dolls
asamedium, children are ableto explore
and express themsdves without resarvar
tion. | have only been using adollhouse
for about Sx months, and | have dreedy
seen children who are normdly shy
develop very outgoing doll persones.

| am dtill amazed at the various pat-
terns of language and large amounts of
vocabulary that | have been ableto
incorporate into my students' playtime
by using the dollhouse. | am even more
amazed a how well it ssemsto bring
0 many language skills together in one
activity. But modtly, | am pleased with
how much fun my students seem to
have when we play with it.



