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Ahora es Buenos Aires, y es noviembre. 

Llueve jacarandá, huele a jazmines 

y los palos borrachos encandilan. 

¿Y quién querría estar en otra parte, 

aunque lo que nos une sea el espanto? 

La ciudad de la furia escribe un tango 

y lo tatúa en la piel. 

Es para siempre. 

 

Claudia Ferradas 

Transiciones 

(2018; 48) 
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Editorial 

n issue XVIII, June 2014, we 

celebrated the first five years of 

AEXALEVI Forum. On that occasion, 

I wrote about the day on which it had 

been born in April 2009, and today 

we are celebrating the first thirty 

issues published ever since.  

When I was a child, on special occasions 

we used to dust the old family album to 

look, once more, at the yellowish pages 

crammed with photos that took us back 

to the old days. I enjoyed being told the 

anecdotes of who had done what and 

when. Now, past moments can be 

relived in the digital world. Yet, the 

anecdotes are worth telling again. Let 

me share with you, once more, the story 

of how AEXALEVI Forum was created 

because it is my chance as the 

coordinator of this magazine to bring 

back to our memory the significant role 

that Marta Moure, former head of the 

Department of Alumnos Libres, had in 

the making of AEXALEVI Forum. 

It was a wet afternoon when I strolled 

into Marta´s office with a new idea in 

mind. I had always wondered why 

AEXALEVI did not have a publication of 

its own, considering its vast experience 

and the excellence of its teachers. Marta 

was busy at her desk and looked up at 

me with a smile on her face, as usual. I 

had imagined that she would find my 

idea silly but I was determined. I plucked 

up courage and asked, “Marta, why 

can´t we have our own publication?” Her 

answer was quick and firm, “We can”. 

That was all she uttered: “We can”. We 

exchanged intriguing looks and I 

disappeared into Gloria´s office, which 

was next door and  in  which  I  used  to  

 

 

 

 

 

 

         Issue I, published in April 2009   

                 and our current issue. 

 

work at the computer. Gloria was 

Marta´s committed secretary.  

A few minutes later, I heard Marta 

coming into Gloria´s office and I turned 

round. She said, “We have to think of a 

name for the magazine”. She went back 

to her office. Five minutes later, and I 

can guarantee that it was not more than 

five, Marta appeared in Gloria´s office 

again. “It will be called AEXALEVI 

Forum”, she announced, and then told 

me, “Bring your proposal tomorrow”. 

Gloria and I looked at each other and 

began to laugh. That was the way Marta 

came up with ideas. In the flick of a 

second, she had taken the decision to 

start the magazine and to allow me to 

work on the idea, and she had even 

decided what it would be called. Of 

course, I was back at her office the next 

day, with a sketch full of ideas for 

content and design. I knew right from the 

beginning that Marta would conceive of 

AEXALEVI Forum as a magazine for 

teachers from all walks of life and not as 

a technical publication, not as a journal.  

Ever since, we have counted on lots of 

contributions by AEXALEVI´s member 
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teachers, by AEXALEVI´s staff, by 

national and international big names in 

the ELT world. The team that I made up 

with Florencia Insua in the initial stages 

has grown to include Paola Verando and 

Gustavo Sevilla. We have published 

articles about a wide range of topics, 

always with Marta Moure´s key idea in 

mind. “We need to reach everybody”, 

she would say, and that has always 

been the spirit of AEXALEVI Forum. 

As this is a celebration issue, we wished 

to make it special. We have invited many 

prestigious teachers to join us so that 

their work gets known because 

AEXALEVI Forum was born out of an 

opportunity, and it must become one for 

others to say who they are and how they 

contribute to the enhancement of this 

wonderful profession that gathers us all 

with one target in mind: our learners.   

We have opened this issue with one of 

Claudia Ferradas´ poems from her 

recently published book Transiciones, 

and with her we will round it off. Among 

the echoes of the reflections that 

Claudia´s poem surrounds us with, we 

will hear the voices of many creative 

people who may be defined as writers, 

performers, researchers, course and 

material designers, but above all 

teachers. We begin with an interview 

with the talented Susan Hillyard to later 

go emotional with Mónica Rodriguez 

Salvo and practical with María Laura 

García, in two of our favourite sections, 

Stories from the Heart and It Worked for 

Me, respectively. Next we will go excited 

over Cecilia Sassone´s method for 

teaching adults and we will sign “love 

and stories” with Fabiana Parano as she 

does in her emails. As usual, we will 

have the articles by AEXALEVI Forum 

team. Finally, we will learn about Claudia 

Ferradas´s book in our section Highly 

Recommended and we will enjoy 

another poem, this time in English.  

A wonderful thirtieth issue is awaiting all 

of us to join in this celebration. Cheers, 

AEXALEVI Forum! A toast for many 

issues to come! 

 

Myrian Casamassima 

AEXALEVI Forum Coordinator 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You can have a free download of all AEXALEVI Forum issues at 

http://www.aexalevi.org.ar/es/publicacionelectronica/aexalevi-forum-publicaciones-

electronicas-y-foros-de-debate 

 

http://www.aexalevi.org.ar/es/publicacionelectronica/aexalevi-forum-publicaciones-electronicas-y-foros-de-debate
http://www.aexalevi.org.ar/es/publicacionelectronica/aexalevi-forum-publicaciones-electronicas-y-foros-de-debate
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 An Interview with  
 
Susan Hillyard 
 

By Myrian Casamassima 

 

usan Hillyard is a big name in ELT.  She charms us with her creative work, she 

empowers us with her drama techniques and she brings tears to our eyes with 

her inclusive projects. As a former student of Susan´s, I am thrilled to have had 

the opportunity of this interview. When I met her more than twenty years ago, she made 

a difference in my training at college. In this celebration issue, we are delighted to be 

able to bring her ideas and experience to our readers. 

 

 

 

 

AEXALEVI Forum: How did you 

discover your passion for drama? 

 

SH: I think it really began when I was tiny 

and my mother used to read me poems 

and stories which we then acted out at 

home. When I started primary school I 

was an avid reader and by the time I was 

eight I was invited by the teachers to tell 

my own original stories to their classes. 

I always had a part in the Nativity Show, 

once playing a ballet dancing Virgin 

Mary! 

 

My mother also sent me to ballet and tap 

classes, where I learned to perform on 

stage, thoroughly enjoying the 

experience of wearing beautiful 

costumes, putting on stage make-up 

and having an audience under my spell.  

 

Later, at Secondary School, in Liverpool, 

we had a strong Drama Club and a Choir  

 

 

 

 

Club, of which I was a member for my 

whole school career. We also had 

something called “Form Projects” which 

consisted of different class projects on 

all sorts of artistic educational subjects 

like Art, Dance, Drama, Model Making, 

Handicrafts, Needlework, and Fashion 

etc. etc. These were planned by the 

authorities but largely implemented 

autonomously by the students, so I was 

always involved in collaborative, artistic 

or sporty interactive activities. The 

school was very creative with very 

inspiring teachers who supported us in 

everything in and beyond the 

compulsory curriculum.  

 

When I decided to become a teacher, I 

was awarded a place to read Dramatic 

Arts at Warwick University and I 

completed the four-year full-time degree 

course to start my career teaching 

Drama in a secondary school in 

S 



 

Page | 8 

Coventry, UK. I pioneered a course 

teaching English through Drama in the 

remedial section of a huge 

comprehensive school to students with 

learning difficulties and found that I could 

reach these students more effectively 

with this methodology. Three years later 

I started my travels around the world 

teaching English through Drama and 

Literature in Singapore, Saudi Arabia, 

and Spain, finally settling down in 

Argentina. From here I have travelled to 

a further 12 countries to spread the word 

of Drama as a vehicle for teaching 

English to all students whatever their 

age, ability or level to make language 

learning both a joy and a challenge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AEXALEVI Forum: In your book, 

“English through Drama”, you talk 

about the inclusive classroom and 

you have led inclusive projects in 

your career. How can drama 

contribute to inclusion? 

 

SH: Drama is intrinsically inclusive and 

gives opportunities to every student to 

be involved and engaged. In the end I 

believe that learning disabilities are 

stressed a little bit too much and that we 

are all special. We all have special 

needs, every single one of us. Not only 

that, but to lump the students with 

disabilities into one particular pack and 

say “they need a different kind of 

treatment” is unethical, as far as I´m 

concerned.  

 

I’ve led two important inclusive 

programmes in my time: one in Coventry 

with 18 teenage Special Needs Students 

from 7 countries with 11 languages 

between them and all with different 

abilities within the SEN range. I did that 

for 3.5 years and had a great measure 

of success which surprised the 

authorities and the other teachers!  

 

I also led “English in Action”, a City of 

Buenos Aires Ministry programme within 

the Special Needs Department where I 

taught 20 teachers of English to teach 

“English through Drama” in 20 different 

special schools through an original, 

specially designed F2F and blended 

learning Professional Development 

programme. In this programme once 

again the school community was 

amazed at the response from the 

students! 

 

Drama works as a perfect vehicle for 

inclusion simply because it is an 

extension of childhood play which we all 

use instinctively as littl’uns to become 

active members of whatever society we 

are born into. All childhood activity is 

performative! Drama is multisensorial, 

it’s multimedia, it uses multiple channels 

that students learn through, and is 

experiential. And so, as I always say 

“you learn to speak by speaking, you 

learn to read by reading, you learn to 

swim by swimming” and drama does that 

for the students because it gives them 

the experience of USING the language 

from the very first day.  

 

Most teachers around the world teach 

the language through grammar or even 
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grammar translation in some places, 

believe it or not in this day and age, and 

consequently even after years of 

“teaching and learning” the students still 

cannot SPEAK. In general, from my 

observations, students don’t ever 

experience anything which plays with 

their emotions, which gives them a 

feeling of joy, which gives them a feeling 

of challenge. They just get bored! And I 

think this tendency of sending students 

into a state of boredom for many hours 

during their school life is quite a 

despicable practice.  

 

And so, I think I’m talking not just about 

language acquisition. I’m thinking about 

educational systems which need to 

change and grow into the times in which 

we are living, where stuff outside school 

has much more appeal for students than 

what’s going on inside the four walls of 

the classroom. I find that the teachers, 

essentially, in most of the classes which 

I observe, are very boring and they 

themselves are not motivated to teach in 

a motivating way. This is precisely where 

drama works, because it motivates the 

teacher and it motivates the students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
        

      

      Drama techniques in Susan’s courses. 

 

 

AEXALEVI Forum: What would you 

say to those teachers that consider 

they have no talent for drama or are 

too shy to give it a try? 

 

SH: I always say the same thing to 

teachers who question their ability or 

their personality to teach through Drama 

and this is that it’s NOT THEATRE. You 

don’t need to be an actor or actress; you 

don’t need to know how to interpret 

scripts; you don’t even need a script; you 

don’t need to seek funding for expensive 

costumes, make-up, lighting and sound 

effects nor rent a real theatre to stage 

your work. You just need to study the 

theory and practice of Educational 

Drama as espoused by Dorothy 

Heathcote and her pioneering followers 

from the 1960s. She made it clear we 

are not “doing theatricals” with our 

students; we are simply using the 

discipline as a learning medium so our 

students truly understand whatever we 

are teaching. The innovative aspect of 

my “English/Language through Drama” 

is that I have fused Educational Drama 

theory with Second Language 

Acquisition theory to make a unique 

methodology which has its own 

principles, but is adaptable to every 

context when in the hands of a good 

teacher.  

 

Drama works for every subject in the 

school curriculum and beyond, precisely 

because it is a natural way to learn 

through play, role play and 

improvisation, these being the closest 

acts to social interaction and 

communication in real life outside the 

classroom. Of course, teachers must 

WANT to learn and WANT to change in 

terms of not only theory but the learning 

of HOW to manage this type of work 

inside the classroom. However, once 

they learn that it’s all to do with 

understanding teaching/learning theory 



 

Page | 10 

as it applies to the human condition, they 

will understand the strategies they need 

to promote it every day in every lesson. 

Luckily Drama is becoming quite a 

movement on a global scale and there 

are many books on the market plus 

plenty of on-line resources.  

 

AEXALEVI Forum: On social 

networks, we have seen Susan 

Hillyard in the world, particularly in 

China over the last few years. Could 

you tell us about your projects in 

China? 

SH: As to my work in China, it has not 

always been about Drama! I’ve been 

training teachers there, as a British 

Council Consultant, since 2005 and 

have delivered one to four-week courses 

on Communicative Language Teaching, 

Creative ELT, Training the Trainers, 

Supplementing the Course Book, 

Teaching Speaking and Motivating 

Students to both Primary and Secondary 

teachers.  

In the last 3 years, however, I have 

developed my work to train University 

Professors of diverse majors to teach 

their Chinese and International students 

using EMI (English as a Medium of 

Instruction) methodology which is a new 

world phenomenon and changing the 

face of Academia on a global scale. In 

tandem I have been working in diverse 

settings with a private Educational 

Company training KG, Primary, 

Secondary and University teachers to 

teach language through Drama.  

Both of these two new developments 

have proved highly enriching, partly 

because they are so different from each 

other, but nevertheless, in all cases, I am 

trying to change mindsets to accept 

interactive ways of teaching and 

learning. All the teachers I have met are 

keen to change and enjoy the 

relationships that are built up through the 

use of SPICE, my acronym for Social, 

Physical, Intellectual, Creative and 

Emotional development which I have 

developed as a personal pedagogy over 

my many years in teaching! It may be 

hard for them, especially those walking 

the corridors of academia, but they enjoy 

the revelation of reaching the “Eureka” 

moment and they find it transforms their 

practice in profound ways. The 

authorities are always extremely 

supportive and make extensive plans for 

well-designed Continuous Professional 

Development models to serve the 

different sectors. The follow-up 

procedures are built in to the original 

design, so it brings enormous 

satisfaction to see the fruits of one’s 

labours! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Susan Hillyard in one of her classes in China. 

 

AEXALEVI Forum: How do you see 

ELT in the 21st century here and 

abroad? 

SH: Now… this requires a whole book to 

answer! Briefly, we are moving towards 

teaching English as an International 

Language (EIL) with many European, 

North American, Australian and 

Canadian education ministries studying 

the implications of implementing CLIL 

type curricula, immersion styles, CBL, 

bilingual/multilingual systems or EMI at 

universities. The growth of World 
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Englishes has meant that Graddol’s 

predictions of 2006 in his surprisingly 

little book “English Next” (British 

Council) that English would become a 

basic skill like literacy and numeracy is 

coming true, at least in developing world 

countries.  

Increasingly the teaching of a language 

is becoming to be seen as much more 

holistic and much more humanistic, so 

teachers are beginning to realise that 

child development, psychology and 

sociology theories of education need to 

be applied more stringently to language 

curricula. We are beginning to draw into 

the basic SLA theory other education 

disciplines, to round out our 

understanding of how we can be more 

effective. This can only be for the good 

of the lives of students in classrooms all 

over the world. 

In addition, if we study the extensive 

“Partnership for 21st Century Skills” 

documents and listen to the experts on 

the necessity for transforming 

educational institutions worldwide, we 

can see clearly that schools have to 

change to be in line with these 

exponential changes partially wrought 

by technology, economic necessities 

and ethical reasons related to human 

rights. All these suggestions imply 

transforming teacher training institutions 

be they at tertiary or university level, to 

prepare teachers to cope with all the 

new skills they themselves will require. 

This is not only a massive project in 

terms of agreements on policy at 

Ministry levels but is also an extremely 

costly undertaking. 

Having said that, the research is not 

keeping pace with implementation, so 

there are still many questions to be 

asked and answered. We still do not 

have sufficient evidence to state, 

unequivocally, that one methodology is 

better than another, or that better results 

depend solely on technology resources, 

or that interactive classrooms create 

happier learners than traditional 

classrooms. Our world is just too diverse 

for any one size to fit all. And that may 

well be the rub. Certainly we all have to 

read and study and update ourselves 

and maybe become eclectic, principled 

teachers.  

I do know that things must change. I 

know that WE must change and I see 

here in Argentina that there is a great 

hunger for innovation at the grass roots 

level. The big question relates to support 

from ministries and authorities, which is 

essential if a sustainable ELT education 

is to be implemented for future 

generations.  

AEXALEVI Forum: Thank you, Susan. 

We are sure that you will continue 

making a difference for many 

teachers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

www.eltsusanhillyard.com 

ssnhillyard@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

    Click below for Susan´s online course  

https://www.eltsuehillyard.com/admissions 

 

http://www.eltsusanhillyard.com/
mailto:ssnhillyard@gmail.com
https://www.eltsuehillyard.com/admissions
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Stories from the Heart 

 

Social and Emotional Learning: 
The Power of Emotions in Education 

 

             

         Mónica Rodriguez Salvo 
 

Mónica is a certified Neurolanguage Coach accredited 

by the ICF (International Coaching Federation) and a 

Mindfulness practitioner graduated from University of 

California (UCLA). She also holds a diploma in Social 

and Emotional Learning from San Diego University. 

 

  

 

 

hen I was finishing my fourth 

year of secondary school, I 

decided that I wanted to 

become an English teacher. I had been 

inspired by a great teacher, Juliana, and 

I just wanted to be like her and speak 

English as beautifully as she did. There 

were some challenges ahead, though. 

At the time I was attending a public 

secondary school, and my level of 

English was far from being close to the 

entrance level required at the 

“Profesorado”. It then dawned on me 

that I needed help and that I needed it 

fast. I had less than a year to reach the 

expected level of English to start my 

course of study. I asked many different 

teachers for help, most of them offering 

answers like “It is not possible. Your 

level is too low, so you will probably have 

to reconsider your career choice”. It was 

then that I decided to go back and talk to 

Juliana. She listened to me carefully, 

displaying those skills only great 

teachers show: active listening, a lot of  

 

 

 

 

open questions, phrases for reflection … 

Finally, she looked at me and said, “I 

believe in you, I know you can do this”. 

That was the start of my career. Four 

years later, I graduated as an English 

teacher and went on to study at 

university and then took postgraduate 

studies. But those words had touched 

me forever. Later on, I became truly 

interested in understanding the 

dynamics of emotions in relation to 

learning processes, and how motivation 

plays a key role in achievement and, 

thus, in life. I understood that day, when 

my teacher told me “I believe in you”, 

that, far from just being sharers of 

knowledge, teachers have the possibility 

to touch lives forever. I understood that 

day what being an educator is truly 

about. I connected to the power of 

inspiration, and I got a deep sense of 

understanding of the importance of 

emotions and motivation. I connected to 

the power of what we know today as 

SEL (Social and Emotional Learning). 

W 
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Daniel Goleman (1995), James Comer 

(Comer, Haynes, Joyner, and Ben-Avie 

1996) and Carol Gilligan (1987), among 

others, tell us why a sustained 

development of social and emotional 

skills has a considerable impact on 

learning results. The skill areas these 

writers have identified are the 

fundamentals of human learning, work, 

creativity, and accomplishment. During 

the last 5 years, I have undertaken the 

mission to shed some light on the 

practical applications of Social and 

Emotional Learning in the school setting 

as a whole. Some people refer to SEL as 

“soft skills”, but research says that these 

are essential skills to help students 

succeed in school, work and life. In 

school alone, SEL reinforces decision-

making, emotional regulation and self-

awareness, laying the groundwork for 

academic success (Weissberg, Durlack, 

Domitrovich & Gullota, 2016). Kids who 

are self-aware and confident try harder 

and handle failure better (Aronson, 

2002; Dweck, Walton & Cohen, 2014). 

SEL can improve academic ranking by 

11% (Durlak et al, 2011). SEL can also 

reduce emotional distress, increase self-

esteem, and improve personal 

relationships (Taylor, Oberle, Durlak, & 

Weissberg, 2017). Today we have 

compelling evidence of the positive 

impact of the sustained development of 

emotional and social skills, and we know 

through practice that these are essential 

aspects to navigate the world both inside 

and outside of the classroom. So, why is 

it that so little time is devoted in schools 

to actually teaching and developing 

them? Shouldn’t these skills be essential 

content in our curricula? I am pretty sure 

they should, but let me explain why. 

 

Emotions drive our attention, enrich our 

memories, and underline our executive 

functions. Besides, our brains are as 

unique as our fingerprints. This 

variability may be perceived by teachers 

as overwhelming: how can we possibly 

design learning experiences that 

support the full range of our learners and 

engage their emotions? For some years 

now, I have helped institutions 

implement regular programs for social 

and emotional development. Beyond 

academic research, I have seen the 

power of SEL in action. I have witnessed 

how students from kinder to secondary 

school flourish when they learn how to 

communicate assertively, express and 

regulate their emotions for improved 

relationships, and learn how to be more 

compassionate and more empathic, how 

to build effective communication and 

how to cope better with stress. One thing 

is clear, though: the development of 

these skills in Latin American realities is 

not easy. First, because for all these 

skills to have a real impact two main 

principles should apply: changes should 

be sustained and should be cross- 

curricular. SEL can be learnt and taught, 

but it needs to be done in a systematic, 

organized way. And everyone should be 

involved at educational institutions, 

mainly because these skills are learnt 

though our modelling. 

 

One of the most recurrent questions I get 

in my teacher training sessions is: OK, 

but how do we do this? And when do we 

do it? We can hardly afford to cover the 

demands of our curricula. Where is SEL 

development supposed to fit in? In my 

experience, SEL teaching and learning 

should be very realistic. And we need to 

consider our real teaching settings and 

challenges. We have little time, 

sometimes extremely limited resources, 

and in many cases not all authorities can 

see the importance and value of SEL. 

True. Now, all of us teachers can make 

a difference in our students’ lives by just 

allocating 15 minutes of our classes a 

week: activities, mindfulness games, 
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roleplaying, reflection circles. Short 

interventions interwoven with sustained 

practice can make a huge difference. 

Through these short activities, we 

develop aspects such as self- and social 

awareness, emotional regulation and 

relationship-building. But what about us, 

teachers?  

 

Teaching SEL is a decision, and all of 

us, educators, have the possibility to 

squeeze in this invaluable content. Truth 

is, however, that we have not been 

trained to teach SEL systematically and 

consistently. Nonetheless, there are 

many simple things we can do in our 

classrooms, by applying the same 

teaching materials we are using, to give 

SEL a chance. When we embrace the 

power of emotions in the learning 

process, we can find countless 

opportunities to create our own activities 

in class, basically because SEL is about 

life skills. Experience has taught me that 

these plans are as transformative a 

journey for students as they are for 

teachers. In a SEL environment, we 

constantly develop strategies to 

strengthen empathy among students. 

But how empathic are we among 

teachers and co-workers? To what 

extent do we “walk the talk” in terms of 

collaboration and emotional regulation 

with our peers and students?  

 

I truly believe Social and Emotional 

development is not only a missing piece 

in education, but the plate where all 

pieces fit in. As educators, we have a 

tremendous opportunity to help our 

students use their minds and their hearts 

to build a better future.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mónica Rodriguez Salvo has presented 

extensively in Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, 

Colombia, UK, Peru, Germany and France. 

 

“I believe in you” were the words of a 

wise teacher that opened up a world of 

possibilities for me. Today, as an 

educator and teacher trainer, I make a 

point of these words more than ever. My 

way of channelling that compelling call 

has been the development of social and 

emotional competences for teachers 

and students. Blending hearts and 

minds may result in outstanding 

development both for us and our 

students. Character development is 

slowly, but steadily, becoming a reality in 

worldwide education. Helping our 

students, and ourselves, thrive by 

developing the strengths of the heart, 

the strengths of the mind and the 

strengths of the will is a journey we 

cannot afford to miss. It is time for a 

different kind of education: it is time to 

educate the heart. 

 

 

Mónica Rodriguez Salvo 

www.inspired.com.ar 
monica@inspired.com.ar 
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It worked for me 

 

Differentiated Instruction 

        María Laura García 

María Laura García is an EFL teacher, a primary school teacher 

and a teacher trainer specialized in literacy and new technologies. 

She is a lecturer for Material Design and ICT for ELT.

 

 

ave you ever heard of 

differentiated instruction? I’m 

sure most of us have practised 

differentiation somehow in our 

classrooms without noticing that we 

were doing it. For example, preparing 

specific materials for struggling readers, 

designing a menu of activities for 

students to choose from, or creating 

surveys to get to know our students’ 

likes and needs and plan accordingly. All 

these tasks depict teachers who 

understand that one-size-fits-all 

classroom is not the solution to reach all 

learners. 

In this article, I’d like to share with you 

some ideas about differentiated learning 

that worked for me when I started 

implementing it. One of the first things I 

did was to read about this concept and I 

found Carol Ann Tomlinson’s work 

enlightening. According to her, 

differentiated instruction is taking 

multiple approaches to what students 

learn, how they make sense of ideas and 

information, and how they demonstrate 

what they have learnt. In other words, 

we can differentiate content, process, 

and product. But how can we do that?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Differentiation by content: we can 

adapt what we teach or how we give 

access to information. For instance, if 

I’m working on a specific topic I tend to 

choose different texts based on linguistic 

complexity, language control and 

vocabulary usage and adapt them if 

necessary so that my students can 

access the content. Depending on their 

age and the topic, I sometimes check 

free websites such as News in Levels 

and Breaking News English. Another 

thing that I do is to introduce a topic in 

different modes to best capture my 

students’ attention.  This implies 

accessing content in different ways in 

response to their learning profile by 

using infographics, videos, podcasts, 

multimedia posters, to name a few.  

 

Differentiation by process: we can 

plan making-sense activities so that our 

students use their knowledge, skills and 

understanding to complete them. For 

example, if my students have to give a 

presentation, I plan different sets of 

H 

https://www.newsinlevels.com/
https://breakingnewsenglish.com/
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instructions to best support their current 

level of knowledge, skills and 

understanding. And I also give them 

options so that they select what they 

want to focus on and how they want to 

present it. 

 

Differentiation by product: we can 

think of planning high-quality product 

assignments so our students apply what 

they have learnt and feel comfortable to 

propose alternatives. In those cases, we 

need to be clear about our expectations 

and assessment criteria and decide on 

the necessary scaffolding in order to 

allow struggling learners to participate 

and succeed and advanced learners to 

challenge themselves. For instance, 

after reading a book, students can get a 

menu of the products they can create: 

develop dialogues for certain scenes, 

write, record or dramatize them 

individually or in small groups, explore 

the biography of the author and answer 

key questions, create a book trailer, etc.  

  

As you can see, differentiated instruction 

has been around us for some time. We 

all want to embrace our students and 

offer them safe and engaging learning 

experiences. In doing so, we can give 

them much responsibility for learning 

and plan lessons in which they become 

collaborators and organizers of learning 

opportunities. In Tomlinson’s words, 

students and teachers are learners 

together who collaborate for mutual 

growth and success. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

María Laura García presenting her paper on 

Differentiated Learning at FAAPI 2018, Río 

Gallegos, Santa Cruz. 
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The Questions 

We Would Rather Ask 
                                      

 

           

Myrian Casamassima

 

he students have just finished 

reading a text. The teacher 

begins to ask questions for 

reading comprehension, but the 

students do not answer. The teacher 

repeats the questions, rewords them, 

waits and finally answers. Does this 

sound familiar? It happens in most 

classrooms. Instead of suspecting that 

the students did not understand the text, 

we will suspect the questions that are 

being asked. Most teachers assume that 

they ask the correct questions. What if 

they don´t? Asking questions is a skill 

that teachers need to develop and, in 

order to do that, it is useful to learn about 

the nature of questions.  

Open vs. Closed  

We will begin by considering the most 

traditional way of classifying questions 

into the closed vs. open sets (Brown,  

 

2001; Guan Eng Ho, 2005). The closed 

or display set comprises those questions 

whose answers require the students to 

reproduce or display knowledge that 

they have learnt. The answers are 

generally short and may even consist of 

a single word.  As opposed to the 

restriction imposed by the closed set, the 

open or referential set includes those 

questions that appeal to more genuine 

communication as the answers may not 

be known by the teacher – consider, for 

example, “What would you do in that 

situation?” Open questions make up a 

set of an exploratory nature in that the 

students may produce longer answers 

with language that is not directly dictated 

by the question and that must therefore 

be elaborated on. 

As it happens to be the case with all 

classifications of a dichotomous kind, 

the open-closed sets do not provide us 

with enough tools to evaluate the sorts 

T 
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of questions we may ask in class. Firstly, 

a certain type of questions might not be 

always possible. At elementary levels, 

we may need to ask mostly closed 

questions. Secondly, a question may 

start as a closed one and turn into an 

open one in the course of the interaction 

between the teacher and the student, as 

the teacher may judge that the student is 

capable of facing a more challenging 

question. In class, discourse is 

constructed moment-to-moment by the 

teacher and the students. Wragg (1995) 

suggests examining teacher’s questions 

in the context in which they occur. This 

is consistent with the fact that interaction 

is context-embedded.   

Lower-order vs. Higher-order 

   Wragg (1995) distinguishes lower-

order from higher-order questions. 

Lower-order questions require the 

students to recall information that they 

have read about and to express that 

information by showing that they can 

understand and apply it. Higher-order 

questions require the students to create 

knowledge by analysing, synthesizing or 

evaluating information that they have. 

The lower-higher order distinction helps 

us to assess the questions we ask in 

terms of the demands that we are 

making from the students. Are we asking 

the students to recall content? Are we 

asking the students to evaluate content? 

The lower-higher order distinction is still 

dichotomous, but it leads us from the 

surface of closed-open sets towards the 

consideration of demands at the 

cognitive level. 

The grammatical forms of 

questions 

From a grammatical point of view, it is 

clear that Yes/No questions are easier to 

answer. The same can be claimed about 

Either/or questions since the students 

only have to choose one of the two 

things mentioned in the question. Why-

questions are generally demanding as 

there are variations not only in the 

language that the question 

presupposes, but also in the way 

information must be processed. We 

must make a point here about the fact 

that how/why questions are considered 

to be a set in their own right and must be 

differentiated from Wh-word questions in 

that they require full-sentence 

responses which differ from the 

questions in terms of both language and 

content (Nuttall, 1996). 

Teachers often ask certain questions to 

aim at grammatical forms. Therefore, 

“What would you do in that situation?” 

may be asked to check whether the 

student can recognize and use the 

conditional.  It would, however, be 

interesting to think about what else we 

are asking the students to do when we 

ask a question. In our example, we are 

definitely using a higher-order question 

to prompt the analysis of the situation in 

the story and the evaluation of a 

personal view.    

Extended categories of 

questions 

Brown (2001) provides a classification of 

questions adapted from Kinsella (1991, 

cited in Brown, 2001) and Bloom (1956, 

cited in Brown, 2001), which extends the 

lower-higher order distinction that we 

have seen and illustrates categories by 

referring to typical question words that 

we may use. Below you will find a 

summary of Brown’s classification:  

a) Knowledge questions to recall 

information.  Typical question words: 

Who? What? Where? When? Typical 
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verbs used in instructions: tell, describe, 

name.  

b) Comprehension questions for 

interpretation. Typically elicited by: in 

your own words, explain, define, 

summarize.  

c) Application questions for information 

to be applied to new situations. Typically 

elicited by: illustrate how, show how, 

explain, what would happen?  

d) Inference questions for conclusions. 

Typically elicited by: How? Why? What 

conclusions can you draw from?  

e) Analysis questions on how the whole 

and the parts relate to each other. 

Typical questions: What is the 

relationship between? What is the 

function of? What conclusions? What is 

the main idea?  Typical verbs used in 

instructions: contrast, compare.  

f) Synthesis questions on how parts can 

be put together in a new fashion. 

Typically elicited by: What if? What 

would you have done in this situation? 

How else would you?  Typical verbs 

used in instructions: invent, develop.  

g) Evaluation questions for judgement 

and justification. Typically elicited by: 

Which is best? Which is more important? 

Which do you think is more appropriate?  

Typical verbs used in instructions: 

decide which, select, judge.  

Final remarks 

Question-making is a skill and, like all 

procedural knowledge, it needs to be 

rehearsed. Experience and reflection 

will certainly become useful tools to 

improve the questions we ask in class 

and also to test students orally. The 

assumption that the student who does 

not answer a question is a student who 

does not know the answer may prove to 

be wrong at times since, as we have 

seen, question-making is a complex 

issue and we may be asking the wrong 

question or the right question at the 

wrong time – it may have come too early 

in the sequence and the student may not 

be ready for it yet because of the degree 

of challenge that it implies. For the next 

question that remains unanswered in 

class, we have to at least entertain the 

suspicion that some thought needs be 

given to it from the point of view of the 

type of question that we have asked.  
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Why Does Spiderweb Simplify and 

Speed Up Adult Language Learning? 

Cecilia Sassone 

Cecilia Sassone is a Teacher of English, 
Teacher Educator and ICT Expert with a 
B.A. in English. She has worked at all 
levels of education and is the creator of the 
ground-breaking method for adult 
language learning Spiderweb, winner of 
the "Innovation and Achievement Award 
2015" by the Share Education Committee. 

 

eople learn languages. They 

have learnt second languages 

for thousands of years. They 

have learnt them in every way, in any 

way, in the best and worst ways. But 

they have learnt or, rather, many have 

learnt. There have been a myriad of 

methods subscribed to by academia, 

each one aiming at teaching people 

better. The second half of the 20th 

century has seen an explosion of 

language teaching methods and 

approaches – the Communicative 

Approach, Suggestopedia, Task-based 

Language Learning and the Natural 

Approach, to name a few – following the 

Grammar Translation Method used from 

the 17th to the early 20th centuries, each 

seeking to improve on the previous ones 

by adding or resetting paradigms. There 

was a shift from teaching about the 

language to teaching in the target 

language. In most cases, these new ELT 

methods and approaches were 

grounded on the extraordinary ability of 

children to learn their mother tongue. 

However, these notions rippled far 

beyond children’s ponds into adults’ 

lakes; the belief that what is natural for a  

 

 

 

 

 

child ought to be so as well for an adult 

has pervaded English and probably 

other language lessons and curricula for 

centuries, thus denying the no less 

extraordinary potential and capacities of 

adults to learn a second language.  

Adults were told to "think in English" and 

"not to translate" even though thinking in 

the target language is only the ultimate 

goal of a language learning process and 

resorting to a communication code 

already in competent use is an 

unconscious act of a mind that is not a 

tabula rasa or “blank slate”. Thinking in 

a first or second language cannot be 

decided upon consciously – it just 

happens. The behavioristic notion that 

people are tabula rasas needing to be 

filled has received more than one slap 

and punch from the learned community. 

But in the midst of this naturalness and 

respect for each age group and 

individual, adults have been practically 

banned from naturally resorting to what I 

call their "tabula plenum" or “full slate” 

mind, preset with their first language. 

They have been deprived of the 
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possibility of using what they know the 

way they are able or willing to do so in 

order to learn a language, to compare 

and contrast, to reach conclusions and 

to draw hypotheses and, what is worse, 

they have been condemned for it. They 

have been told their natural ways are not 

natural.  

Children’s language learning capabilities 

have been heightened, praised and 

worshipped to such an extent that if an 

adult learner has not learnt a second 

language as a child, they are likely to 

feel they are addressing a Quixotian task 

fighting windmills with a plastic spoon 

while kids can boast of their long sharp 

metal spears. If the adult learner has not 

learnt as a child, they face the challenge 

of learning as adults.  

As a result of this massive wave, 

countless people have actually 

succeeded in learning a second or third 

language, but those who have felt 

frustrated at their “incapacity to learn like 

a child” have helped balloon drop-out 

rates by voting with their feet, i.e. 

walking out of a program before its 

completion. 

There has to be a didactic alternative to 

address this issue. Adults need to learn 

languages in ways that are natural to 

them, and they need to do so fast. In 

typical EFL contexts, learners do not 

have enough possibilities of sustained 

exposure to L2 in order to frame and 

inductively validate hypotheses about 

the workings of L2. And the solution for 

learning fast cannot be just turning a 

whole 100-hour yearly course into a 100-

hour monthly course. It is not a 

cramming issue. Many teachers, at least 

in Argentina, have from two to three 

hours of class per week with learners 

whose work and life responsibilities 

allow them to do little homework, or none 

at all. The situation necessarily calls for 

thinking differently, for re-thinking some 

parameters deeply ingrained in the soul 

of language teaching and learning so as 

to come up with a more viable and 

effective alternative for this particular 

population. This entails starting anew, 

afresh, and unrestrained. 

It is said that asking the right question 

already renders half of the solution. The 

right question then has to be:  what is the 

most natural, fastest and simplest way 

for an adult to learn a second language? 

And, further, what is the simplest way of 

presenting the second language to 

adults? What are the salient 

characteristics of the new 

communication system? These have 

been the generative questions that 

spearheaded my research 22 years ago 

and, today, the “Spiderweb Method®" is 

seeing the light in an attempt to provide 

an answer.   

It has meant seeing the problem from 

the perspective of the chronic dropout 

adult learner and empathizing with them. 

Above all, it means reflecting on our 

practice and keeping an open mind to 

less academically backed-up 

alternatives that can complement 

current language teaching methods and 

approaches. There is no single way of 

learning – only different degrees of 

acceptance of certain paradigms.  

The Spiderweb Method (SWM) was 

born out of questioning some of these 

paradigms and as a result of an 

apparent vacuum in the methodologies 

for teaching languages to adults. It has 

been developed for teachers by a 

teacher focusing on what the adult 

learner needs rather than on how they 

should learn. It has taken over two 

decades of research, a considerable 

amount of observation, trial and error, 
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reflection and, of course, countless 

adjustments. It necessarily 

complements other methods and fills the 

vacuum.  

It conceives of the language as a simple 

comprehensible system and helps 

teachers transmit it this way. It 

accelerates learning envisaging what is 

most natural to the adult and the young 

adult learner.  

How does it work? The SWM breaks 

down the grammatical sequence into 

components and subcomponents and 

binds the endless line of grammatical 

structures organized according to 

alleged degrees of complexity into a 

spiderweb, to then define what is core 

and what is peripheral for 

communication. It presents key sets of 

formulas corresponding to seven 

communication categories on a 

deductive basis in the students’ L1 at the 

beginning of the process, crossing 

levels, resorting to specific explanations 

and procedures, and bending rules if 

necessary in order to simplify what can 

be simplified.  

 

 

 

 

 

           SWM diagram by Cecilia Sassone 

As said, the SWM resorts to L1 to a high 

degree in the early stages of the 

process, mostly to explain the system 

and provide students with appropriate 

communication tools. The concept that 

our mother tongue mostly interferes with 

language learning has led to the 

ingrained belief, ever since the early 

20th century, that L2 should be taught in 

L2. Different methods and approaches 

have posited varying shades of this 

belief, allowing perhaps sparingly for 

translation, but never actually rooting the 

learning of the core language system 

(called “language matrix” in the SWM) 

on the leaners’ L1, already used so 

effectively for communication both to 

inform and persuade. Denying the use of 

L1 inevitably frustrates adult learners, 

since their use of this communication 

code is unconscious and cannot be 

consciously shut off. 

Further and most importantly, the SWM 

encourages throwing learners in at the 

deep end of the pool right away, getting 

them involved in communication tasks 

involving the use of new tools.  

The spiderweb approach allows adult 

learners to get an overview of the 

language at the onset, an idea of where 

they are standing at each step of the way 

and a notion of the dimensions of the 

task at hand, reducing their levels of 

anxiety and frustration and boosting 

their motivation and self-concept as 

language learners.  

Textbooks still provide valuable hands-

on material for the ESL class; however, 

after language teaching is undertaken 

as a spiderweb, grammar explanations 

in textbooks – mostly approached by 

means of explanations in L2 because of 

the multiple L1 populations they are 

targeted at – end up being redundant 

and unnecessary, thus allowing the 

teacher to skip many of them. Textbook 

activities and practice exercises keep on 

serving as useful ways of drilling the 

language piecemeal and engaging 

students in meaningful interaction. Task-

based activities and transfers to the 
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learners’ lives are relevant high pay-off 

endeavors teachers need to embrace. In 

the short run, with the SWM, simplified 

teacher talk is practically non-existent 

and students can be exposed to 

authentic material more readily. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Cecilia Sassone in a recent presentation. 

 

Some may argue there have been many 

successes in the history of ELT, or 

otherwise learning would not have taken 

place. True. But while we indulge in our 

victories, we know there are covert 

cases of failure left stranded along the 

way, spoiling our track record – if only 

there were valid statistics depicting this 

success-failure ratio! So in analyzing 

these cases of defeat, we ask ourselves: 

is it the failure of the method or 

approach? Of the eclectic choices made 

by the teacher? Of the students 

themselves? All these queries empower 

us, make us challenge paradigms and 

search for new tools and new ways. 

Regardless of the route we take, it is 

worth noting nothing much could be 

accomplished if only the student were to 

blame.  

An open-minded analysis of the current 

situation will surely take us to a growth 

stage where we accept breaking with the 

old, with the status quo, thanking it for its 

contributions but moving forward to 

create the new. The proposal of novel 

ways of teaching and learning will 

necessarily keep on taking ELT practice 

along its path of evolution. Ultimately, 

and even if the new ways are accepted 

and used far and wide bringing light to 

dark or shadowy spots, it will be 

necessary, once we have delighted in 

our successes, to poke the new 

paradigm once again to see how long it 

survives. 

 

Cecilia Sassone 
ceciliasassone@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Download the free eBook with the 

Spiderweb Method theory, to be read at a 

sitting (prior registration) from 

www.spiderwebmethod.com 

https://www.facebook.com/spiderweb.

method 

 

http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.spiderwebmethod.com%2F&h=DAQEaC6rFAQFOpf53ZFbrf46ydsZTo7PycphsehDrFrKEGg&enc=AZOZix2lPhOFO8oca55HAHzQcCJT8W7jMNta6i86tmENHrgm93ft9PPX4Jp9yChsI-QWR_RqRMTIRa8UqsRHd15EEIQuI35_7OTW8gjudjIGRHsMIQZz3SMxarI22wjAo1ylNOJ23VDvvd6pdmUWUNCirL7WC-DWg6tZ07zk47edVjwTdJsHSAVMcr7oQALMV_w&s=1
https://www.facebook.com/spiderweb.method
https://www.facebook.com/spiderweb.method
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   Love & Stories 

        Fabiana Parano 

Fabiana Parano is an English teacher, a storyteller, an 

actress and a writer. She has majored in Storytelling both in 

English and Spanish, has worked on character sketching, 

mimicry acting, clowning, masking, and physical theatre.  

 

 

As a rule, all teachers, whether at 

primary, secondary or language 

schools, are concerned with how to 

motivate their learners and how to create 

new learning experiences for them. We 

now have a deeper understanding of 

what it means to educate a child and a 

teenager, taking into account their whole 

selves. Learning a language is about 

grammar and vocabulary, and about the 

skills, but there is much more to it than 

that. We are confronted with the 

challenge of generating opportunities for 

everyone in an inclusive classroom, 

where differences are enriching and 

where the work to be done can be 

achieved by all learners as they reflect 

about themselves and others, as well as 

about values. In our search for new 

learning experiences, we found Stories 

in a Bag. 

When one first hears about Fabiana 

Parano´s Stories in a Bag, it is easy to 

imagine a bag full of stories and a 

storyteller picking one out of the bag and 

telling it to an audience. Yet, Fabiana 

Parano is much more than that: she is a 

writer, a producer, and a performer. She 

has founded Stories in a Bag on the 

principles of scaffolding, which places 

the story within the learners´ reach for 

them to understand and enjoy it through  

 

 

 

body language, scenery and sounds, 

and not only through words. This verbal 

and non-verbal blend allows all learners 

to jump into the story, thus generating a 

truly inclusive experience. Yes, jump in. 

There is something that is even more fun 

than being told a story: being inside the 

story. The storytelling sessions are not 

just about students sitting down and 

listening, although this is also enriching 

as an experience. The storytelling 

sessions and theatre plays from Stories 

in a Bag invite the learners to play, 

participate and interact with the 

characters: narrative games, drama 

techniques, songs, choreography, 

choose-your-own-ending activities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Let us imagine the children making their 

own sockodriles as they have fun while 

they work on fears. Or teenagers 

reflecting on name-calling, bullying and 
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school harassment in “The Bullying 

Clown for Teens”. Acrobatics, mimicry, 

clowning, fun, love, fears, values, 

slapstick comedy. You name it! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One concern that all teachers have 

about plays and storytelling sessions is 

that some work must be done in class. 

Most teachers would not agree with the 

idea of watching a play or listening to a 

story for the sake of watching or 

listening. It is interesting to see that each 

of the plays comes with audio materials 

and activity packs so that there is work 

to do before and after the show. Fabiana 

Parano is the author of both the scripts 

and the activity packs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After having seen Fabiana in action, one 

wonders if it is possible to learn a bit 

about storytelling. Most teachers do 

“storytelling” in their classes every time 

they tell an anecdote, they read a 

passage aloud, or they contextualize a 

grammatical structure by presenting a 

situation. Perhaps it is not storytelling in 

its strict sense, but it cannot be denied 

that we, as teachers, become 

performers for our students. Trainees at 

Teacher Training College now have the 

opportunity to train in storytelling 

techniques, something that Fabiana 

Parano does at I.E.S. Lenguas Vivas 

“Juan Ramón Fernández” in her subject 

“Narración oral”, but in general older 

generations of teachers have had no 

training of this kind, simply because 

paradigms for teacher education used to 

be different and storytelling was not 

considered to be a must for a teacher in 

the old days. The good news is that 

those who are interested can get trained 

now, and this again means a big change 

in relation to the type of teacher 

development courses that were taught 

several years ago, when it all revolved 

around language. There is nothing 

wrong about a language refresher 

course, but nowadays we have a range 

of courses that deal with a deeper 

conception of language learning that is 

concerned with the learner as a whole. 

In this article, we hope to be making a 

contribution to raising awareness about 

this. In Fabiana Parano´s own words, 

“Love & Stories”. 

 

www.storiesinabag.com.ar 
 
fabianaparano@storiesinabag.com.ar
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An Exception to the Rule 

or a New Rule? 

                                    

  

 

                       Gustavo Sevilla

 

 

 once wrote and even gave a couple 

of talks about our ability and 

responsibility as ESL teachers to 

combine the transmission of known 

rules with the discovery and formulation 

of “new” rules where there seem to be 

none. 

We, as well as our students, sometimes 

come across exceptions to rules which 

tend to be left aside as merely idiomatic. 

Although this is true in many cases, it is 

sometimes an oversimplification which 

does not contribute to a more thorough 

learning of existing rules which have 

rarely been made explicit or discussed. 

The non-inclusion of such rules in books 

may be due, among other reasons, to 

the grammarians’ feeling that they are 

not important enough to be presented as 

such. It might also be the case that, 

being highly idiomatic, such special 

features have been overlooked by 

grammarians. It is up to us as teachers  

 

 

to find those small treasures and present 

them to our students, who will feel safer 

if they have available some rule to which 

they can resort: rules will always help 

learn and remember. For example, we 

have persistently taught our students at 

all levels that the article “a/n” is used with 

singular count nouns. This is, beyond 

any doubt, undeniably correct. However, 

some advanced students might feel at a 

loss when faced with this example from 

the Webster Advanced Learner's 

Dictionary: 

"An estimated 50,000 people were in 

attendance." 

I have always felt that it is the phrase 

"number of" that is implicit there (an 

estimated number of…) and that, this 

being the case, the mentioned 

phrase needs to be omitted to avoid 

redundancy -- what else can "50,000" be 

but a number? 

 

I 
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Surfing the Internet, I recently found in a 

grammar log that "an estimated" might 

even be considered to be acting as an 

adverb, similar to "approximately", which 

does make sense, doesn't it? 

 

Now, “an estimated + cardinal number + 

plural noun” is perhaps only the most 

popular among a set of similar 

examples, many of them usual in 

business or financial English: 

 

a) A mere 30 flights have arrived 

at the airport this summer. 

(Merely 30 flights...) 

b) A record five presidents took 

office in Argentina between 

December 20, 2001 and January 

2, 2002 (the fact that there were 

five presidents in such a short 

period of time was a record). 

c) The temperature increased an 

incredible 100 degrees during 

the eruption (the total increase in 

temperature was incredible). 

d) Country risk has dropped a 

massive 250 points (the total 

reduction is described as 

massive). 

e) The new shareholder has 

contributed a modest 

100,000 dollars ('modest' refers 

to the total contribution). 

f) A staggering 10,000 

people were at the concert. 

g) In the divorce proceedings, 

she demanded the car 

and a whopping two-thirds of 

the family business. 

h) He eats an average 10 pounds 

of pasta per week. 

 

We also have the cases of "a further" 

and "another" used with plural noun 

phrases. 

 

It seems to me that the use of the 

singular article is the mechanism that the 

language has come up with to enable 

adjectives to modify 

numbers. Actually, we could do without 

the noun that follows and the sentence 

would still be correct (the numeral would 

then be nominalized): 

 

A. How much did he contribute? 

B. A modest 10,000 (dollars). 

(*Modest 10,000 would be 

ungrammatical.) 

 

And we shouldn't forget the determiner 

"some", which combines both functions 

(article + adjective), being similar to "an 

estimated" or the adverb “around”: 

 

A. How much did he contribute? 

B. Some 10,000 (dollars). 

 

It has thus become clear that what 

seemed to be an isolated oddity 

occurring with “an estimated” alone is in 

fact a rule which underlies a broad 

pattern involving number phrases. 

 

Next time we come across an apparent 

grammatical exception, we should keep 

an open mind, as the rule we have learnt 

and taught our students so far may not 

be the only one or may not be 

conclusive, and we should also make 

the intellectual effort to search for similar 

examples in order to see if there are 

other similar exceptions that can help us 

construct a new rule. 
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How Can Building 

Blocks Contribute to 

Language Learning? 

 

  Florencia Insua 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more than thirty years toy bricks 

have been used in education as part of 

hands-on learning experiences, 

especially to teach Maths, Technology 

and Science. The possibility to 

manipulate bricks to deal with concepts 

present in Maths, Programming and 

Robotics has proved to be engaging and 

effective as a way of providing students 

with tasks and challenges that have 

modified the way learning used to take 

place in those fields. However, in the last 

few years many teachers have 

implemented the use of toy bricks in the 

English classroom to work with 

language, story building and general 

activities aimed to engage students’ 

curiosity and help them develop social 

skills that will prepare them for future life 

challenges. No matter how enthusiastic 

you may feel about the idea of using 

building blocks in the classroom, 

teachers usually wonder whether 

building blocks can actually be a new 

tool for language learning and how they 

can start integrating these playful 

learning tools into their everyday 

teaching practice.  

Why building blocks in the 
EFL classroom? 

The main reason why building blocks 

may seem to be interesting tools to 

explore is that they have already been 

used successfully in other fields in 

education. The outstanding results in 

terms of motivation and engagement in 

Maths, Science and Technology provide 

language teachers with good reasons to 

start considering experimenting with 

these tools in language learning. 

Using toy bricks has proved to develop 

social and emotional skills among 

students in a context of hands-on 

experience. Students are encouraged to 

engage in task completion, build 

confidence and contextualize language 
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structures and vocabulary. Some of the 

benefits of working with toy bricks are 

connected with the acquisition of 

problem-solving skills and the 

stimulation of communication, creativity, 

collaboration and thinking skills. All 

these skills are considered of great value 

in the 21st century world.  

 

Learning Approach: the 4 Cs 

The tasks are intended to be organized 

according to these guidelines: 

Connect: The stage at which the 

topic/task is introduced and connected 

to the students’ learning context. 

Construct: A building activity to 

promote experimentation with 

collaboration. 

Contemplate: An insight activity in 

which students reflect on what they have 

learned. 

Continue: Every task ends with a new 

task that builds on what has been 

learned. 

 

How can we start using toy 
bricks in simple activities in 
the classroom? 

Activities to work with 
language 

Plural nouns: Learning to form the 

plural of nouns can be much more 

engaging for kids with an activity using 

bricks by asking students to match the 

nouns with their corresponding plural 

and build a plural-form wall. This activity 

can be easily integrated with other tasks 

in which students can describe the 

words, for example animals, and move 

on to follow-up activities connected with 

the topic.  

Sentence building activity: Building 

sentences can become more motivating 

with a sentence building challenge. 

Students get a basket with words (each 

part of speech has a different colour: 

articles are green, nouns are yellow, 

adjectives are red, and verbs are blue). 

They are expected to build as many 

sentences as they can with their bricks. 

Word families: Prepare an activity to 

explore the concept of word families. 

Each brick has a different word written 

on it and belongs to a specific word 

family. Students have to sort out the 

different words according to the 

corresponding word family. This can be 

used to work with phonics or vocabulary 

areas. 

Word building: Use building blocks to 

work on root words, prefixes and suffixes 

with young learners. 

Bricktation: Challenge students to build 

objects in order to revise vocabulary. 

Give students two or three minutes to 

build a certain object. You can work with 

different vocabulary areas: means of 

transport, furniture, classroom objects, 

clothes, etc. 

Story building 

Character profile: Ask students to talk 

about a story they like. Then name the 

people and animals in those stories and 

tell them they are called characters and 

are important because all the action 

revolves around them. Then show them 

some figures built with blocks and tell 

them they will be the characters in their 

stories. Describe them and as students 

guess which figure you are talking about, 

they get that character for their group. 

Once all groups have their characters, 
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ask students to imagine a name for the 

character and work on different aspects: 

How old is he/she? What does he/she 

do? What does he/she like doing? What 

is he/she like? How does he/she feel? 

Ask students to write the character 

profile on a sheet of paper.  As a follow-

up activity, students will think about a 

story with these characters. 

Settings: Talk about how every story 

has a setting in which it takes place. Ask 

students for examples of different 

settings for the stories they know. Show 

them some cards/pictures of different 

settings. Pick one and model how to 

describe a setting. Ask students to 

choose one setting and give them a set 

of bricks to build objects you may find in 

the settings they have chosen. Ask them 

to reflect on these questions: Why is it 

important to describe the setting of a 

story? How do details help us 

understand the story?  As a follow-up 

activity, students may write a paragraph 

describing the setting or think of a 

possible story in this setting. 

Frozen scene: Students choose a figure 

as a main character and a set of bricks. 

They are expected to build a scene in 

which the character is facing a crucial 

moment in the story or a challenge. Then 

every group gives a one-minute 

presentation to tell the rest of the 

students about their scene. It does not 

require students to think of a complete 

story or a detailed character profile as in 

the other two activities, but only to 

describe or retell the moment in the story 

when the character faces a turning point. 

Teachers must consider that activities 

with toy bricks can be more easily 

adapted to small groups. Large groups 

of students would require very good 

monitoring skills on the part of teachers 

as well as access to many sets of bricks 

which may not be easy for schools to 

afford. In that case, students can be 

asked to bring some building blocks they 

have at home but we have to bear in 

mind that not all students may have that 

material at home or be willing to share it.  

All in all, using toy bricks in the 

classroom will contribute to developing 

certain skills such as cooperative play, 

sense of achievement, persistence, 

creativity and problem-solving, among 

others. We need to consider the 

possibility of using these activities with 

small or large groups depending on the 

material available. If the material is 

limited, we may consider using these 

activities with early finishers or as part of 

special lessons, in which groups of 

students work on a certain number of 

stations to deal with different kinds of 

materials and tasks. In any case, it is a 

challenge for language teachers to 

introduce these playful tools in our 

lessons and explore other ways of 

offering students the opportunity to play 

and experiment with language in class. 
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his is our favourite section for 

end-of-term AEXALEVI Forum 

issues since we have the chance 

to think a little about ourselves as 

readers and about good books to enjoy 

in the summer. Some teachers may also 

find here inspiration for their own 

classes. If not, take a few minutes to 

watch a poem in English from 

Transiciones by Claudia Ferradas, 

recently published by Modesto Rimba. 

We suggest that you click the link below 

before you continue reading this section 

so that you can delight yourself in the 

beauty of poetry, sound and image. 

Indeed, Claudia Ferradas brings her 

poems to life as she creates art from art.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_c
ontinue=1&v=7dPQgB2Jl5w 
 
Transiciones is Claudia´s first collection 

of bilingual poems. It is definitely a book 

to read and reflect on, little by little. Her 

verses create complex sensory 

experiences. Like a good meal, her book 

needs to be tasted, smelled, observed, 

felt and listened to. Text crystallizes in 

the  photos  by  Alejandra  López,  Erna  

 

Berntz and Lucila Márquez while Flavia 

Pittella puts it into words in her foreword: 

“Something that is hardly ever achieved 

can be read in the poems by Claudia 

Ferradas: a well-told life, that is, a life 

including the polyphony arising from the 

passage of time, the freshness, the 

sourness, the fascination, and the 

sorrow. Time and memory are 

presented as building spaces that bear 

no resemblance to what they used to be, 

or perhaps they do. In any case, in these 

poems they become a space one goes 

to and returns from at a cost. And the 

cost of revisiting with the aid of memory 

generates new wounds, scars that bleed 

once again, smells and colours that take 

on a new dimension and become 

pervasive for the sole purpose of 

confirming that what one remembers 

once existed in that foreign country 

where they do things differently” (2018; 

5, translated by Gustavo Sevilla). 

Transiciones is now available for us to 

read, to hear, to see, to touch, to feel, to 

ponder and, as Claudia concludes in her 

preface, to enjoy the itinerary.

T 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=7dPQgB2Jl5w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=7dPQgB2Jl5w
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Digging 
I 
“Bring me those books,” my father said, 
gasping for breath and leaning on his shovel, 
his forehead crowned with thorny beads of sweat,  
unwilling executioner about to lift his axe. 
 
So one by one… 
glossy covers,  
leather-bound volumes, 
yellowish pages bookmarked with a dry rose 
all found their way into the common grave. 
No words of mourning, 
no ritual of farewell 
as he shovelled the dark earth back on top, 
at the back of our garden, 
where the red swings of childhood used to be. 
 
“Hard times are coming, kid,” I heard him say. 
And they did come indeed. 
Times when names would be erased from my address book 
and people would go missing like those words 
consumed by bookworms more curious than myself. 
 
II 
I never dared to ask him if he knew 
of that one volume I smuggled into school 
to read aloud to avid teenage ears, 
to share the thoughts we were told not to think. 
A vocation discovered. 
A loss of innocence I kept all to myself. 
It’s on the same shelf still, 
safely wedged among those that have replaced 
the ones that lie under the new pine tree. 
 
As I teach, as I learn, as I read,  
I hear that shovel scrape the dry thick earth 
but feel a lighter weight under your cross. 

Dad, I ’m still reading it. 
 
                                                 Claudia Ferradas 
                                           Transiciones (2018; 53-54) 
 

 

 

                                         

  

 
       

 

Book available at 
http://modestorimba.com.ar/libros/transiciones/ 
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