Language Immersion Workshop at PLU 2004
An Optimal Learning Environment


Most of the research is in agreement that an optimal learning environment includes several basic elements which are interrelated.  The following points are helpful in guiding methodology and classroom environment. 

1. Begin with Delayed Oral Response Strategies
Students learn a second language in ways similar to the natural patterns of first language development. Abundant daily opportunities to hear the words are provided by caretakers before learners are ever expected to speak. The demand for immediate production (speaking) often makes language learning distasteful because a learner cannot correctly hear or differentiate the new sounds until heard many, many times. Forcing students to speak too soon sets them up for failure--you can’t say a word you cannot hear. 

Delayed oral response allows for more native-like pronunciation to develop. Poor pronunciation usually means insufficient input. Speech comes easily and naturally when students have spent sufficient time listening and responding physically. Some learners are ready to speak after about ten hours of instruction; others, especially children, require much longer.  

As in first language development, students are not passively listening but responding physically to the teacher and with each other. For further explanation of the comprehension or delayed oral response theory, see Asher, Krashen and Terrel, and Winitz as listed in the bibliography of Total Physical Fun.*

2. Keep the Environment Stress-free and Cooperative
A widespread impediment to foreign language learning is learners’ fear of making errors and appearing foolish. A positive, success-promoting atmosphere is of prime importance, because learners become quickly inhibited in a negative or stressful environment. Language and ego are inseparable, and many students live in constant fear of ridicule by their peers and teachers. Cognitive learning increases when self-concept increases. 
One way to put students at ease is by asking for whole or small group responses rather than individual. Encourage them to be supportive and help their neighbors or group members. Structure activities so that students work in pairs or teams. With the support of partners or teammates, stress is reduced because the risk of error is shared. If teams are small (three to five people), allow a group effort each time, and perhaps rotate the responsibility of the student who relays the final answer. 

Another way to make learners comfortable is to ask for volunteers, usually more than one. Students are more willing to volunteer if they first know what is expected and that they will have a partner or group support.

Direct criticism puts the learner on the defensive so it is best to avoid negative vocabulary and correct indirectly. For example, when a student does an action in a manner other than directed, you can either describe what s/he did without saying, No, or repeat the command indicating that the correct response has not yet been given.

When volunteers differ in responses, praise those who do it correctly, without reprimanding or pointing out those who do it incorrectly. Take mental note when errors are made and reenter the words or commands later. Do not allow students, either through words or through actions, to put down others' efforts. 

To enable blending and cooperation of different abilities and personalities, rearrange the seating arrangement each class period.  For more on cooperative learning and self-esteem see Canfield and Johnson and Johnson in the bibliography of Total Physical Fun.*


3. Transmit Real Messages to Keep Content Interesting 
Language learning is accelerated when the content is useful.  For most students, information is not real until it is converted into meaningful activity. If language is to be internalized, that knowledge must be used to transmit real messages.  Selection of content which is relevant to the students’ goals and interests, and activities designed with an appropriate level of difficulty (challenge) are essential elements of maintaining interest.

Variety is also extremely important in holding student interest, yet the brain seldom considers something important enough to store until it is encountered many times. Repetition must therefore be through different activities and contexts. Practice or review of information in the same ways invites boredom and often rejection of the content. The title of one of the sections of Total Physical Fun,* “Drill without Kill,” emphasizes this concept.

4. Utilize Multi-sensorial Strategies
The brain records information in different locations according to the sense through which it is received. The more places the brain has stored the information, the easier it is to retrieve and thus attain long-term memory. Activities which employ all of the five senses facilitate memory. Each sense stores information in a different part of the brain; new neural connections are continually created. Retrieving or remembering becomes easier in proportion to the increase in localities in which information is stored in the brain.  

Especially important is the sense of touch. Through interaction with props and objects, the sense of touch conveys reality, convincing the brain that this information is real and should be stored. A good-sized collection of props is an important asset in teaching for long-term memory.

5. Keep It Moving
Kinesthetic learning is an important accompaniment to the more frequently employed visual and auditory strategies. In addition to the boost to memory which muscle-learning encourages, movement supplies oxygen to the brain. For most learners, movement adds interest and increases focus and motivation.

The brain relies on the heart to supply the essential oxygen through the blood. The brain makes up only about two percent of the body's weight yet it uses from 19% to 24% of the body's oxygen. Intellectual activity is heightened with the increase of blood and oxygen in the brain.  Activating multiple channels integrates the learning and enables easier access to long-term memory.

6. Make Messages Comprehensible
Giving comprehensible input means that the language is used in ways which are understood by the learners and which clearly represent the meaning. Meaning can be transmitted through a variety of ways including actions, pictures, dramatization, manipulation of objects. 

Lack of comprehensible input results in incorrect or lack of understanding.  For example, my students had previously learned the song Alouette, a song about plucking a bird. They thought it was a song about touching different parts of the body. This was a natural assumption because that was what was done by the teacher and students when singing Alouette. The teacher no doubt introduced the song with an explanation of the meaning of the song. Most learners soon forget most explanation unless it is accompanied by putting the information to use in ways that accurately convey the meaning. 

To correct the misconception I constructed a prop which would enable me to correctly convey the meaning. I drew a bird on a piece of cardboard, punched holes in the appropriate places and inserted a feather in each hole. Now as the students sing and pluck they are correctly learning and easily remembering the meaning of the song. 

Total Physical Fun and soon to be published Total Physical Song Rhythm & Rhyme 
available from publisher:
Sahmarsh Publishing  11004 111th St. SW  Tacoma, WA 98498
(253) 584-7473  jolliphant@aol.com 
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