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COLORADO STATE UNIVERSITY  

Methods and Assessment in Teaching Languages, Frédérique Grim, PhD  

STUDENT QUESTIONS AFTER SEPTEMBER 4, 2023, GUEST LECTURE 
 
 
• How do you involve higher order thinking questions with CI? We talked about asking questions for 

comprehension and those are lower level on Bloom's taxonomy, but in education courses they always 

talk about how to get students to go beyond and start doing higher levels of thinking. How often do 

you use higher order skills? What does it look like? 

 
We definitely need to consider how to get students to higher levels of thinking.  
 
The lesson I modeled for you in your class was for the first moments of a Novice-Low class where 
students knew nothing of the target language. The idea was to let you get a feel for how much usable 
language you could learn in just 20 minutes—to get the language learner experience. It was the very 
lowest level of language acquisition. The questions were understandably simple because you all didn’t 
know much Latin yet. It gets more complex. 
 
This document describes how to apply Bloom’s Taxonomy in a communicative language class.  
This one shows how to ask questions practically based on Bloom’s different levels of thinking. 
 
 
• What do day 2, 3 …98 etc. look like? Are they similar to day 1? What is a typical day like in advanced 

high school courses like AP Spanish? Or what about courses that are taken in college? Do you still 

focus on reading in class? 

 
It varies, but the general idea is similar: a spiraling curriculum that is interesting and comprehensible to 
the students. The vocabulary and grammatical structures are repeated and pressed upward in quantity 
and complexity.  Here is a Latin lesson similar to the one we did in your class—the story and vocabulary 
are expanded a bit, but you will likely understand much of it. With 
you, one student actor wanted better coffee and another one had 
it. With middle school students in the first four days of Latin, the 
desired object was a little book. 
 
Yes, reading is a big focus at all levels. Extensive reading is the 
surest way to increase vocabulary. Independent self-selected 
reading is enjoyable and self-differentiating. See The Power of 
Reading: Insights from the Research (2004), by Stephen Krashen, 
and Teaching Extensive Reading in Another Language (2020), by 
I.S.P. Nation and Rob Waring. 
 
With the right preparation (high frequency verbs and function 
words used in stories—more on those two later) and materials 
(vocabulary-controlled novellas), beginning students can start to 
read on their own much sooner that you might suspect.  
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• To what extent can you become communicative outside the classroom if at the end you practice the 

same story to which you add more parts? 

 
I’d like to ask you some questions to help me understand more precisely what you mean here. 
Hopefully we’ll be able to do that upon my return visit.  
 
In the meantime, here is a general answer: You saw the very beginning moments of a Novice-Low 
lesson. I taught some vocabulary and told a simple story in Latin with student actors. Language 
acquisition does not stop there. That was just the very earliest stage. The key is to get students fluent 
with the core vocabulary of the language—the high frequency words. 
 
You can expand on a story and get students to understand a lot, and we also do different stories 
throughout the year. But there is a lot that can be done with one story, as you add more vocabulary and 
details with each retelling of the story. This technique is called embedded reading. See the embedded 
reading I wrote about La Leyenda de La Llorona.  
 
In order to communicate outside of the classroom students will need to know the words that are used 
most often in the language. Paul Nation (1990) showed that in English the 4,000 – 5,000 most frequent 
words account for 95% of language use. The 1,000 most frequent words make up 85% of speech. More 
recent research indicates these figures are in the ballpark for other languages as well. 
 
In the early stories and reading in novice level classes, the focus is on the most frequent verbs and    
the most frequent function words. This two-pronged approach is a reasonable strategy because: 
 

1) Verbs compose 24 of the top 100 words in Spanish. 
2) Verbs are more complex and harder for students to get in languages with conjugations. 
3) Verbs account for 20% of all words in a language. 
4) Without verbs it is difficult to talk about anything meaningful, like finding out about your 

students or telling stories. Many teachers of beginners focus on the low-hanging linguistic fruit 
of body parts, colors, numbers and classroom objects. These are easy-to-teach concrete 
vocabulary, but the interest soon dies with only those to talk about. 

5) The top 50 function words compose 60% (!) of speech in English. The same goes for other 
languages. 

6) The set of function words is relatively small (50-100 will easily do it) and once learned, those are 
the skeleton of every sentence. 
 

Much of the above information comes from A Frequency Dictionary of Spanish, by Mark Davies. 
 
For students to communicate in the real world, they need to know the top words in the language. They 
can communicate competently if they know the most frequently used vocabulary. For example, high 
school students outside of school use on average only 800 different words a day. The same goes for 
adult twins talking to one another, and people in poverty. A typical medieval European peasant used 
only 600 words during their entire lifetime (The Medieval Village, G.G. Coulton). It is possible to 
communicate basic needs and ideas with a limited word set.  
 
As Stephen Krashen has said, the goal of classroom second language instruction is to create 
intermediates. From that point, they can interact with native speakers and reading material outside of 
the classroom and become more proficient. 
 

https://www.brycehedstrom.com/
https://embeddedreading.com/
http://www.brycehedstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/LA-LEYENDA-DE-LA-LLORONA-EMBEDDED-READING.pdf
https://www.brycehedstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/IMPORTANT-VERBS-4.pdf
https://www.brycehedstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/PALABRAS-IMPORTANTES-1.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Frequency-Dictionary-Spanish-Routledge-Dictionaries/dp/1138686549/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2WFH9YR8HUUDE&keywords=a+frequency+dictionary+of+spanish+core+vocabulary+for+learners&qid=1697753171&sprefix=A+Frequency+Dictionary+of+Spanish%2Caps%2C104&sr=8-1
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• The only question I have is how to determine the difference between the IMP of the SCRIMP 

theory– how do I determine what is specifically interesting, meaningful, and personal? Do they all go 

hand in hand? 

 
You’re right. The I.M.P. (Interesting, Meaningful, and Personalized) in the SCRIMP acronym are all closely 
related. Student interest will vary, but there are certain themes that will resonate with most students. 
You have to get to know your kids and find out what they like. Surveys can help, but just chatting with 
them has always worked best for me. Interesting is both a general and specific concept—most 
students in a given setting will be interested in certain topics; individual students will have their own 
specialized interests. Meaningful is what students take away—what sticks with them beyond the 
classroom. Personalized is how students can see a lesson applies in their own lives. 
 
A winner activity that hits all three of these is Persona Especial 
Student Interviews, where one-by-one you ask students 
questions about themselves. Talking about themselves is a 
subject that never gets old with students. In a nutshell, you ask 
kids questions about their lives and when they show a bit of 
enthusiasm ask follow-up questions. Asking follow-up 
questions is a crucial teacher skill, one of those 10,000 times 
practiced skills that make you great. I’ve never had better 
results from any other activity than  with Persona Especial. 
Read here for an example of beginning level (early level 1) 
student intereview, and here for a mid-level (Spanish 3) 
intereview. 
 
 

• What do we do when we make a mistake in the TL when trying to speak it 90 percent of the time? 

Should we correct ourselves if we notice, or should we continue like nothing happened? 

 
Your TL speaking will get better as you speak more in class. Mine sure did. When I make a mistake, I 
correct myself. I feel like it helps to lower the affective filter of students in the class. It makes me more 
human and approachable. I am not a native speaker and after years of speaking and teaching Spanish I 
make occasional mistakes. When I make a mistake or don’t know a word, I use a line like, “No one 
speaks perfect Spanish in here, including me.” 
 
 
• What is your advice for how to practice teaching without having to be physically in the classroom? 

How do you get enough experience to feel comfortable on the first day? 

 
It takes practice, and you won’t get everything right away. But hang in there, you’ll get it eventually.  
For practice you could volunteer to teach short courses for free at community centers or retirement 
homes.  
 
Reading blogs and Instagram or Facebook posts related to comprehensible input can help too. 
 

 

• Considering that many students do not answer questions due to the fear of being wrong or the 

questions being difficult/confusing to answer, how do you develop questions that would encourage 

students to participate in class? 

 
You have to make it OK not to understand in your class. Here are some ways to do that: 
 

https://www.brycehedstrom.com/
https://www.brycehedstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/SCRIMP-5.pdf
https://www.brycehedstrom.com/free-stuff/special-person-interviews/
https://www.brycehedstrom.com/free-stuff/special-person-interviews/
https://www.brycehedstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/Some-Pig.pdf
https://www.brycehedstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/QUESTION-DRIVEN-GRAMMAR-IN-SPECIAL-PERSON-INTERVIEWS-Jayme.pdf
https://www.brycehedstrom.com/blog/
https://www.instagram.com/brycehedstrom.com3254/
https://www.facebook.com/BryceHedstrom
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1) Give them signals to show they don’t get it. Praise students that indicate they do not 
understand such as:  I Don’t Understand.  Slow Down.  Repeat. Time out. 
 

Institute, expect, and reinforce gestures that facilitate communication. When one student sees another 
student making one of these gestures, they do it too. This will get the teacher’s attention and not make 
the initiator feel as self-conscious. 
 

        
  I don’t understand.          Slow down.           Repeat.          Time out.    
 
These are valuable phrases for all language learners to know. Having students use gesture and say them 
in the target language in your class will give them confidence to use these expressions with native 
speakers. Teach these useful expressions with classical Total Physical Response: Have students do the 
gesture when you say the phrase to show they understand. 

 
2) Put individual students on the spot with questions like, “What did I just say?” when you 

suspect they don’t understand. When they admit they don’t know, gently ask them, “Why 
didn’t you show me? You have to show me or it’s just blah-blah-blah.” 

 
3) Tell students, “My job is to speak clear Spanish to you. Your job is to let me know if I am 

doing my job or not. I may not be doing my job. You have to let me know.”  
 
You will have to tell them this over and over because it is such a different concept in many 
schools. Some teachers just drone on, and if you don’t get it, tough luck. Not you. You will make 
sure that every regularly attending student gets it. 
 

4) Do not correct everything they say. That 
makes learners shut down. Focus on the 
message behind what they are saying, 
rather than perfect grammar. But when 
students make an error, don’t let it just sit 
there because other students will begin to 
acquire it that way. Recast errors in student 
speech by making a comment with the 
correct grammar.  
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• When using a 90% approach in the classroom, how can you work with students to make them feel 

comfortable when their worry is that they understand very little of what is being said during class 

time? 

  
If regularly attending students understand very little of what is 
being said it is usually the teacher’s fault. Incomprehensible 
language does not help with acquisition, so you must do 
constant comprehension checks, like one every minute. 
Students get very good at sagely nodding and acting as if they 
get everything you say. Don’t trust that deceptive body 
language. Check for understanding. Focus particularly on the 
slower students. Make sure they understand what is being said. 
 
This document explains how to ask differentiated 
comprehension check questions to be sure that you are not 
losing the slower students, that you are challenging the faster 
students, and that you are meeting the needs of the students in 
the middle.   
 
When thinking about student comprehension, it is good to keep this graph in mind: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

For further support on teaching with comprehensible input, check out Ph.D. candidate Eric Herman of 
The Acquisition Classroom. His writing is a source I trust for ongoing professional support. He writes a 
regular column on trends in second language acquisition which combines theory and practical 
application in the classroom. Each one is a gem. 
 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
 

https://www.brycehedstrom.com/
https://www.brycehedstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/Differentiated-Comprehension-Checks-1.pdf
https://acquisitionclassroom.weebly.com/
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Dr. Grim:   I think those are pretty good questions! 😊  

 
Bryce:  Me too! Insightful. Their questions indicate they understand what I was saying and have 

thought about how it could apply in their own classrooms. Kudos! 
  

Dr. Grim:   We will be going to Adrienne's class on October 17 to see her teach her class. It should 

be fun! 

 

Bryce:  Excellent! She’s been teaching this way for some time and is recognized as an expert.  
I’ll be interested to hear their impressions. 

  

 

https://www.brycehedstrom.com/

