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4	 Introduction

This handbook was written for primary school English teachers. It may be useful 
for both those who are starting their teaching career and those who have some 
experience of teaching English to young learners. We think this book can also help 
the teachers who have been working with children in secondary and high school but 
were asked to teach in primary school. Students of Pedagogical Colleges can benefit 
from reading this book, too. 

Who wrote this handbook

The authors of this handbook are experienced teachers. Despite the fact, that all of 
us have been specially trained as materials and textbook writers or teacher trainers, 
we do continue teaching young learners (by young learners we mostly mean children 
of 6–10 years old) at schools or other educational institutions. The same authors 
go on working as teacher trainers within young learners’ in-service teacher training 
programmes in different regions of Russia. We are all particularly interested in young 
learners. We believe in young learners’ potential and their ability to learn the foreign 
language. In this book we are going to try to explain clearly and transparently what we 
believe in. 

The authors tried to integrate both modern Russian and foreign ideas and traditions 
which we think work well in the young learners classroom. In this handbook you 
will find aspects of the best Russian developments from primary school teaching. 
As we are still practising teachers, we are in a good position to know what kind of 
support you need, what difficulties you face and what solutions can be found. We are 
interested in your ideas and questions and open to discussions. Please contact us if 
you would like to learn more or share your ideas with us.

Why we have English in primary school

Russian education reform is now seen as a necessary part of the modernisation 
of the Russian economy and requires that every citizen of our country possesses 
a working knowledge of a foreign language. In order to ensure that every school 
graduate has strong communication skills in a foreign language, all schools are 
supposed to start teaching English as the first foreign language no later than the 
second grade of primary school. Such an early start is viewed as one of the means of 
fostering and extending language training. In addition, young learners’ age has very 
often been considered a favourable period for acquiring a foreign language. 

Unfortunately not all schools are able to offer a foreign language to every child due 
to the existing shortage of qualified teachers — not just teachers with appropriate 
university qualifications, but those who have an understanding of how to make good 
use of this early language learning opportunity. There is a pressing and growing need 
to help teachers in this developing field. Future changes in educational policy make 
us think about new ways of teaching English to young learners.

Do we only think of the early start because of the reform taken place nowadays? 
There are also other reasons that make us enthusiastic about it. Lots of teachers 
think that young learners are very perceptive to the English language learning due to 
the psychological features of their age. Parents also have clear understanding that 
English is a necessary part of their children’s education. 

Introduction 
It is the first step that costs.

Proverb
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Our beliefs

The overall aim of teaching English is to speak English confidently, correctly, fluently, 
communicating with other people. We advocate child-centered and activity-based 
learning and focus on communication and interaction. In this book you will find 
numerous examples where our principles are illustrated. We want young learners to 
communicate in the target language in different socio-linguistic contexts and co-
operate with peers and adults. To form a positive attitude and raise motivation is one 
of the main aims of learning foreign languages in the primary classroom. We share 
the opinion that the teaching / learning process works better if we involve children’s 
experience, provide opportunities for real communication, explore our classrooms 
and create positive atmosphere. We see the young learners’ language classroom as 
the classroom of success and development and not strict grammar rules drilling.

What you can find in this handbook

The Handbook includes 12 chapters, each one focused on a specific aspect of 
teaching methodology, written in English. We also found it reasonable to include a 
section written in Russian, which may be useful for head teachers or directors of 
studies at schools. The Russian section contains the summary of our ideas with some 
practical examples. The book can be read as a whole or you can choose the area of 
your interest and read it. There is cross referencing in the text so that you can find 
which chapters also deal with the topic. There is a wide range of practical ideas and 
activities to be used directly or adapted in your own teaching / learning situation. 
The examples are taken from our own classroom practice or from teachers we have 
worked with and whose lessons we observed. In order to illustrate our ideas we also 
used activities from the young learners’ courses “Happy English.ru”, “Millie”, and 
additional books. 

We want to underline that our book is not a book of recipes. We would like this 
Handbook to become a jumping point for your own ideas. You, as a teacher, know 
your learners, your classroom and your teaching style better. That is why we included 
a section TAKE IT FURTHER after each chapter. It contains possible further 
questions to explore and to discuss with your colleagues. This section can help you 
think of the ways how to relate the information and ideas from this book to your own 
practice. 

At the end of the handbook there is a bibliography and a list of further reading if you 
are particularly interested in any area. You can also find useful the English-Russian 
glossary of methodological terms.
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A	lmost	all	teachers	recognise	the	fact	that	teaching	a	foreign	language	in	primary	
school	is	different	from	that	of	secondary	school.	That	is	why	in	this	chapter	we	are	
going	to	focus	on	special	characteristics	of	young	learners	influencing	the	language	
learning	process.	First	we	will	try	to	find	out	if	learning	a	foreign	language	is	similar	
to	learning	mother	tongue	and	what	techniques	could	be	successfully	borrowed	for	
our	primary	classroom	practice.	Then,	we	will	see	how	we	can	take	into	consideration	
children’s	cognitive	abilities	such	as	perception,	attention,	memory,	thinking	and	
imagination.	Finally,	we	are	going	to	discuss	differences	in	children’s	learning	styles	
and	intelligence	types	and	possible	ways	to	cater	for	them.	

How do children learn the first and the second language?

W	hen	children	learn	their	native	language	at	first	they	only	listen.	They	do	not	have	
to	say	anything	for	a	quite	a	long	period	of	time,	responding	non-verbally	to	the	
language.	This	“silent	period”	can	be	longer	or	shorter	for	different	children.	Usually	
our	children	are	given	the	opportunity	to	follow	their	own	pace.	When	the	time	comes	
they	begin	to	speak	very	slowly,	producing	one	word	first.	They	do	not	have	to	rush.	
Then	children	gradually	start	to	produce	phrases	and	sentences.	Learning	English,	
some	children	also	need	“silent	period”	in	order	to	accumulate	the	new	language.	
Physical	activities,	e.g.	making	things,	action	songs,	games,	rhymes	and	drama	
provide	excellent	opportunities	for	non-verbal	response	and	allow	learners	to	be	
actively	learning	and	participating.	Thus,	we	can	allow	them	not	to	force	themselves	
to	speak	or	produce	language	till	they	are	ready.	

It	is	natural	that	children	willingly	speak	to	their	parents,	who	usually	try	to	create	
positive	atmosphere	helping	their	children	to	feel	safe	and	build	confidence.	Have	
you	ever	observed	a	young	mother	talking	to	her	child?	Have	you	noticed	how	patient	
she	is	while	her	little	one	is	trying	to	formulate	the	message?	She	is	so	tolerant	to	the	
endless	mistakes	and	praises	every	successful	effort	of	her	kid.	Even	in	the	case	of	
failure	the	child	is	awarded	with	a	warm	smile	(or	laughter)	and	has	always	another	
chance	to	try.

Parents	promote	their	child’s	language	development	as	much	as	possible	by	
speaking	a	little	more	slowly,	using	repetitions,	different	intonations,	mime	and	
gestures.	Parents’	language	support,	which	is	called	scaffolding	in	literature,	builds	
up	children’s	desire	to	speak	and	make	hypotheses	about	the	way	in	which	the	
language	works.	

Мама:	 Федя,	давай	кушать.

Ребенок:	 Ням-ням.

Мама:	 Кушать,	будем	кушать…

(после	обеда)	

Мама:	 Тебе	понравилось?

Ребенок:	 Дя!

Мама:	 Да,	Феде	понравилось.	А	что	надо
	 сказать?

Ребенок:	 Паси-паси.

Мама:	 Правильно,	спасибо.

         Chapter 1 

How children 
learn 

It takes all sorts 
to make a world. 

Proverb
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Scaffolding is actually an engineering term and identifies a temporary framework 
of metal poles and wooden boards used by workmen to climb up and stand on 
while they are constructing and repairing the outside walls of buildings. In language 
learning scaffolding is seen as a system of support for children and is temporarily 
built to add to kids’ confidence and help them acquire a new language.

So why not try to use this wonderful tool in our classrooms? In English lessons you 
may support your learners in different ways:

—	Use language techniques such as repetition, paraphrasing, extending what a child 
says, changing intonation, body language.

—	Use resources like visuals and real objects.

—	Use children’s background knowledge.

Scaffolding techniques help you to create a non-threatening atmosphere in the 
classroom and motivate your learners for further second language acquisition 	
(see Chapter 3).

Children learn the first language in the environment where they are exposed to it 
everywhere: they listen to people talking, watch TV programmes, see labels, read 
books, etc. The situation with learning a foreign language is quite different. Children 
do not have many opportunities to hear English outside school. That is why we should 
try to give our learners the opportunity to hear as much language as possible in the 
classroom. They may listen to teacher’s talk, stories, songs and rhymes. Why not 
use English to praise children or to give them instructions (see Chapter 11). Creating 
such a situation where children are “surrounded” by a lot of language is called 
exposure. 

Childhood is a period of remarkable facility for imitation. 
Young learners are acquirers and they learn Russian 
without thinking of the language rules. According to 
Jayne Moon’s point of view (see Moon, J. (2000:3)) 
children can receive meaningful language input through 
experience of the language where the main focus is 
on the meaning but not the form of the language (see 
Chapter 8). We think that children have a good instinct 
for interpreting the sense of a situation. They work 
out the meaning through using their knowledge of 
everyday life and the clues provided by the situation, or 
the picture. Have a look at the example from “Millie–2” 
(Unit 2, Lesson 5, Ex. 1):

The phrase “Can I borrow your (ruler)?” is new 
for pupils, but this fact does not prevent children 
from understanding of the situation. Pictures in the 
Pupil’s Book and sounds on the recording provide 
additional support.

Children are often very creative with the development 
of their first language. They tend to invent new words 
and combine parts of different words. That is why it 
may be a good idea to let your learners “play” with 
the language. Look at the example of a “crazy chant” 
created by children in one of the lessons we observed:

“Millie–2”, Pupil’s Book, Unit 2, Lesson 5
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Original chant: Crazy chant:

Lots	of	meat	 Lots	of	ice	cream

On	a	big,	big	plate	 On	a	big,	big	plate	

With	sauce	and	cheese	 With	ketchup	and	milk

Meat	is	great.	 Ice	cream	is	great.

Substituting	the	words	learners	create	a	chant	with	a	funny	meaning.	This	activity	
is	very	motivating	as	children	are	given	the	opportunity	to	make	choice	of	words	
to	create	a	rhyme	of	their	own.	Besides	vocabulary	practice	the	exercise	adds	to	
learners’	understanding	of	how	the	language	works	(subconsciously	they	know	
that	they	can	not	substitute	the	word	“meat”	with	the	word	“good”)	and	develops	
their	imagination.

What are the differences between age groups?

Psychologists	divide	young	learners	into	three	age	groups:	3–5,	6–9	and	10–12	year	
olds	based	on	their	different	characteristics.	Certainly,	these	age	brackets	could	
be	slightly	different	for	every	child.	Although,	as	was	mentioned	in	the	introduction,	
the	book	is	concerned	with	learners	of	6–10	years	old,	it	is	important	to	know	what	
children	possess	by	the	age	they	come	to	school	and	what	they	have	to	develop	by	
the	age	of	12.	

Very	young	learners	(3–5	years	old)	are	not	able	yet	to	analyse	the	language	and	
think	about	learning	the	language.	That	is	why	we	teach	them	words	together	as	a	
phrase	or	a	sentence.	Such	a	meaningful	“piece”	of	language	is	what	we	call	
“a	chunk”	(see	Chapter	8).	It	may	be	wise	to	remember	that	young	learners	have	not	
got	goals	and	plans	to	learn	English	and	they	will	be	motivated	only	if	they	really	enjoy	
learning.	Children	of	3–5	years	old	really	enjoy	playing	repetitive	games	and	need	
movement,	so	it	is	reasonable	to	use	rhymes	and	songs	for	teaching	chunks	to	very	
young	learners.	You	might	want	to	use	one	of	the	Mother	Goose	rhymes:	

This	rhyme	includes	sentences	in	the	present	
continuous	tense	which	children	produce	in	speech	
very	easily	without	paying	attention	to	the	grammar	
structure.

We	find	it	useful	to	mention	the	most	important	features	
of	6–9	year	old	learners’	cognitive	development	along	
with	some	implications	for	teachers:

—	Learners	of	6–9	years	old	also	seem	to	learn	the	
language	holistically,	as	they	are	not	able	to	analyse	
it	in	full	measure	yet.	However	they	begin	to	take	
interest	in	the	language	structure	and	we	can	
develop	their	analytical	skills	using	tasks	like	“find	
differences”,	“odd	one	out”,	“find	missing	words”,	
“categorise”,	and	puzzles	of	different	types.	Here	is	
one	activity	for	developing	young	learners’	analytical	
skills,	taken	from	our	practice:

Rain	is	falling	down,	

Rain	is	falling	down,

Pitter-patter,	pitter-patter,

Rain	is	falling	down.

Many	leaves	are	falling	down,

Yellow,	red	and	even	brown,

Falling	on	the	frosty	ground,

Falling	on	the	frosty	ground.
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“Millie–2”,	Pupil’s	Book,	Unit	5,	Lesson	3	

Take noteTake noteTake noteTake note
Suggested procedure:

•	 ask	your	8–9	year	old	learners	to	brainstorm	
any	6–7	adjectives	and	write	them	on	the	
board;

•	 read	a	short	text	aloud	and	make	pauses	
where	children	have	to	fill	in	these	adjectives	
one	by	one.

Sample text:

There lived a … monster with an … smile.

He liked to scare … children with his … face.

He had 5 … eyes and two … heads.

It’s my … dream.

You	may	ask	children	to	reflect	upon	the	place	of	
adjectives	in	the	sentences	and	create	a	new	story	
in	pairs	or	groups	filling	in	other	adjectives	they	
have	learned.	We	think	it’s	a	good	idea	to	allow	
your	learners	to	play	with	the	language	and	give	
them	the	opportunity	for	discovering	more.	

—	Most	children	of	6–9	years	old	have	a	short	span	
of	attention	(about	5–7	minutes)	and	experience	
difficulties	in	switching	it	to	another	subject.	Avoiding	
monotony	is	one	of	the	ways	to	overcome	these	
problems.	Even	if	the	activity	takes	a	longer	time	you	
can	build	in	some	variety:	make	a	pause	to	show	an	
illustration	or	ask	a	question,	alternate	listening	with	
reading,	pair	work	with	individual	tasks.	

—	6–9	year	old	children	are	not	fully	able	to	control	
their	attention	and	memory.	At	first	the	teacher	can	
direct	learners’	attention	organising	their	work	and	
involving	them	emotionally.	Another	technique	is	

using	attention	“grabbers”	(coloured	print,	music	and	unusual	illustrations).	
The	following	example	shows	possible	ways	of	stimulating	children’s	attention	
and	concentration	“Millie–2”	(Unit	5,	Lesson	3,	Ex.	1):

	“Millie–2”,	Teacher’s	Book,	Unit	5,	Lesson	3	

The	teacher	tells	children	a	story,	which	is	rather	long.	In	the	first	bullet	point	
pictures	in	the	textbook	are	used	as	a	means	of	helping	learners	concentrate	
their	attention,	in	the	second	part	of	the	activity	the	authors	suggest	using	
photocopiable	cards	in	order	to	help	children	focus	on	the	task.
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—	Young	learners	tend	to	have	problems	retrieving	information	from	memory.	In	this	
case	it	might	be	necessary	to	teach	children	mnemonic	strategies.	They	may	use	
actions	and	miming	as	association	with	the	information	they	need	to	retrieve.	One	
more	way	to	support	children	is	to	provide	a	plan	or	a	skeleton	of	the	text	they	are	
to	remember.	Here	is	an	example	of	such	skeleton	taken	from	our	practice:

Take a . It’s big and .

Give the to your . Say “Happy birthday to you!”

Put on . Eat a piece of .

to the music. Say “Thank you!”

By	the	age	of	10–12	learners	are	usually	able	to	reflect	on	their	learning	and	develop	
their	own	learning	strategies	(see	Chapter	2).	They	usually	work	in	pairs	and	groups	
more	easily	because	they	are	able	to	take	partners’	views	into	account.	In	terms	
of	thinking	skills	children	gradually	move	from	acquiring	chunks	to	more	analytical	
language	learning.

How to cater for different learning styles?

From	our	own	learning	experience	we	know	that	we	learn	better	and	more	quickly	
if	the	teaching	methods	match	our	preferred	learning	style.	Children	also	may	have	
different	learning	styles	and	have	preference	for	one	sensory	channel	over	another.	
One	commonly	accepted	classification	describes	children	as	visual	learners,	auditory	
learners	or	kinaesthetic	learners.	

visual learners auditory learners kinaesthetic learners

•	 look	at	the	teacher’s	face	
intently

•	 less	distracted	by	any	noise
•	 like	looking	at	wall	displays
•	 often	recognise	words	by	sight
•	 recall	information	by	

remembering	how	it	was	set	
out	on	a	page

•	 like	the	teacher	to	provide	verbal	
instructions

•	 memorise	rhymes	and	songs	easily
•	 are	good	at	grasping	the	meaning
•	 are	easily	distracted	by	noise	and	

sound
•	 like	dialogues	and	discussions
•	 are	good	at	pair	and	group	work

•	 process	new	information	when	
moving

•	 find	it	difficult	to	sit	still	for	long	
periods

•	 use	writing	or	drawing	as	
memory	aids

•	 have	fine	motor	skills
•	 like	activities	connected	with	

movement

We	think	that	it	is	very	hard,	almost	impossible,	to	teach	everything	in	three	different	
ways.	However,	it	may	be	wise	to	use	a	multi-sensory	approach,	which	means	that	
you	involve	different	channels	of	perception.	Thus,	visual	learners	will	appreciate	
posters,	flash	cards,	graphic	organisers.	Audio	recordings,	videos,	storytelling,	songs	
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and	rhymes	will	be	useful	for	auditory	learners.	Kinaesthetic	learners	will	be	happy	to	
play	board	and	card	games,	participate	in	movement	activities	and	miming.	

We	believe	that	using	songs	and	chants	in	primary	school	is	very	important	as	they	give	
us	the	opportunity	to	get	across	the	same	message	in	different	ways.	Look	at	the	activity	
taken	from	the	young	learners’	course	book	“Millie–2”	(Unit	7,	Lesson	2,	Ex.	2):

	“Millie–2”,	Teacher’s	Book,	Unit	7,	Lesson	2

“Millie–2”,	Pupil’s	Book,	Unit	7,	Lesson	2

The	extract	taken	from	the	Teacher’s	Book	tells	
us	that	this	activity	involves	hearing,	seeing	and	
moving.	Pupils	are	given	opportunity	to	perceive	
and	process	information	through	different	sensory	
channels.	

In	addition	to	three	learning	styles	you	might	find	
interesting	Howard	Gardner’s	work	“Frames	of	Mind”	
(1983)	in	which	he	suggests	that	all	individuals	have	
personal	intelligence	profiles	that	consist	of	eight	
different	intelligence	types.	It	means	that	each	child	
shows	strengths	in	some	areas	of	learning.	Originally	
Howard	Gardner	defined	seven	intelligences;	later	on	
one	more	intelligence	(naturalistic)	was	added.	
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Intelligence type Brief characteristic

Logical-mathematical are	good	at	figuring	out	logical	puzzles,	calculating,	problem-solving,	computers,	
like	classifying,	ranking	activities

Linguistic like	reading,	writing,	telling	stories,	doing	crossword	puzzles,	have	rich	vocabulary

Visual-spatial enjoy	drawing,	completing	mind	maps,	learn	well	from	using	pictures,	maps,	
diagrams,	charts

Musical learn	well	from	using	chants,	songs	and	rhymes,	are	good	at	listening

Bodily-kinaesthetic like	touching,	gesturing,	learn	through	moving	and	manipulating	objects,	actions

Intrapersonal like	to	reflect,	to	do	self-assessment	exercises,	to	learn	independently,	to	do	project	
work,	creative	writing,	are	good	at	planning

Interpersonal learn	well	from	pair	or	group	work	activities,	are	good	organisers

Naturalistic notice	similarities	and	differences	between	things,	who	are	good	at	classifying	and	
organising	things	into	groups

Knowing	about	children’s	strengths	or	weaknesses	is	a	good	basis	to	start	the	
development	of	their	intelligences.	It	may	happen	that	linguistic	intelligence	type	is	
not	a	prevailing	one	in	the	group	of	children	you	teach.	Does	it	mean	that	they	will	
not	succeed	in	learning	a	foreign	language?	Not	at	all!	They	can	use	their	strengths	
in	other	intelligences	to	compensate	for	this	weakness.	That	is	why	it	can	be	really	
useful	to	incorporate	various	activities	building	on	different	intelligences.	

•	 Take	into	consideration	that	you	are	teaching	English	to	children	who	
have	learnt	one	language	already.	

•	 Create	a	supportive	environment	encouraging	children	to	acquire	
the	new	language.

•	 Use	your	knowledge	about	cognitive	development	of	children	(their	
attention,	memory,	perception)	to	meet	your	learners’	needs.

•	 Remember	that	children	are	different	and	all	of	them	need	enough	
opportunities	for	learning.

Reflect

Do	I	provide	learners	with	the	opportunities	to	develop	learners’	own	views	
about	language?	Do	I	allow	them	to	experiment	with	the	new	language?

Explore

Try	to	define	prevailing	intelligences	of	the	children	in	your	group.	Observe	your	
learners	during	the	lessons,	when	they	have	free	time	and	nobody	tells	them	
what	to	do.	Think	how	you	can	adapt	and	balance	activities	you	use	to	meet	
your	children’s	need.

Discuss

Why	not	talk	to	your	learners’	primary	teacher	and	ask	her	/	him	to	tell	you	about	
their	individual	features?	Compare	the	information	you	get	with	the	results	of	
your	own	observation.	The	talk	might	be	beneficial	for	both	of	you.
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