LESSON PLAN: A TRIP TO AFRICA

1 Introduction: Preparation and Priming

It is useful to begin with an activity which prepares learners for the task they are going to do and which primes them for some of the lexis, the words and phrases they will encounter: flight; airline; look online; book online; regular flight; charter flight; game park; safari.

You could ask the class if there are any countries in Africa they would like to visit.  They could do some internet research for homework and find out about holidays in Africa. What would they do there? How would they travel? How would they plan the journey? This may involve using language which is beyond their productive level, but as long as they can understand and participate in response to teacher questions that’s fine.
2 A Task:
	Janet’s friend begins a conversation by saying:

Janet, I hear you’re planning a trip to Africa.
Work in groups and think of four questions you might ask Janet to find out more about her holiday. Try to think of one question which none of the other groups will ask.




2.1 The task phase

Learners might be given this task in class or they might be asked to prepare for it for homework. Once they get into their groups they will begin to say things like: What airline you are going? Where will you go? and so on. The task is intended to stretch them linguistically. The last part of the task, a question none of the other groups will ask, may stretch them both linguistically and imaginatively. When we have done this task learners have come up with things like Will you take your cat? and Is your grandmother going with you?
In deciding on their questions, learners will use the language that comes readily to them. The discussion will be informal, with lots of false starts and rephrasing and repetition. Formal accuracy will not be a priority. 
2.2 Planning

After learners have had time to decide on their questions the teacher will ask them to move to the next stage of the task cycle – planning. They need to plan because in a few minutes one member of the group, a speaker will be asked to tell the whole class the questions the group has decided on. The speaker is not allowed simply to write down the questions and read them out, but can be allowed to take up to twelve words of notes to work from.  So the group will begin to prepare the speaker for the coming report. The speaker will naturally want to do this well and the group will want to help achieve this.  So at this stage there will be a concern with accuracy. They have time to think about the form of their questions and will try to prepare the speaker as well as they can. But the emphasis is still on meaning, on saying what they want to say. At this planning stage the teacher can go round and help. 

It is important to recognise two things:
· The language learners are preparing is not predicted or controlled by the teacher. They can express themselves in any way they want.
· In their groups they will probably touch on a number of language points – question forms, ways of referring to the future, likes and preferences and so on. The language they use will not always be accurate. This does not matter as long as they are using English to communicate with each other.

You can monitor what is happening in the groups. Your role is to help them to express themselves. Sometimes this will involve correction. If you hear a student say, for example You go see animals? you might comment, Yes that’s a good question. Are you going to see any animals? Are you going to go on Safari? But you offer this comment as someone who is participating in the discussion and making a useful contribution; not as a teacher correcting a learner. Correction is incidental.

Sometimes you will find that a group is working busily but mainly using Japanese rather than English. If this happens you can remind them that their report will be in English. They need to get a few words written down and help their speaker to remember the questions. After learners have got used to this way of working they will soon find that it is very difficult to go from a group discussion in Japanese and then talk to the class in English. It is much easier if most of the planning is done in English to begin with.
2.3 Report

In the report phase the speakers for three or four groups to give some of their questions. As they do so the teacher will make brief corrections where necessary and write up a list of their questions on the board. Finally the class will listen to the discussion between Janet and her friend or read a transcript of their conversation. As they do so they will check to see how many of their own questions have been answered, and how many of the ones listed on the board. 

Here is a transcript of the conversation between Janet and her friend:

B: Janet, I hear you’re planning a trip to Africa.

J:  Yes it’s very exciting. Going in September to see my son who’s doing volunteer work in Zambia. So I’m going to fly to Lusaka and he’ll meet me there and we’ll do a bit of travelling round. I think we’re going to be staying most of the time in Monze, where he’s working. It’s about a hundred miles south of Lusaka. But we’re planning all sorts of exciting things. We’re going to go on safari…

B: How long are you actually going for. 

J:
Oh, six weeks. Quite a long time so we can do quite a lot. I think we’re going to one of the big game parks – Luangwa – a game park – for a few days.

B: Right.

J:
Probably going on down to see the Victoria Falls. And we’re actually going to Zimbabwe as well.

B: Matter of interest. What airline are you planning to fly by?

J:
Sorry? Er, Air Zambia.

B: Air Zambia.

J:  I’ve had to do it as cheaply as I could and I looked online and got this flight. I mean it’s a regular flight. It’s not a charter or anything. 

B: Yes, yes.

J:
But it’s er … I think it’ll be okay… I don’t know.

3 Language Study

After feeding back on the questions that were or were not answered, we can begin to use the text for language analysis and study. The text is very rich in useful language. There are any number of words and phrases learners could be asked to identify and underline: 

· phrases containing part of the verb GO 
· phrases containing the word TO
· phrases with words ending in -ing
· ways of referring to the future

· expressions of time

· expressions of place

You could, for example, ask the students to read the transcripts and find  phrases with words ending in -ing. This would yield sixteen phrases:

1. you’re planning a trip 

2. it’s very exciting. 
3. Going in September 
4. who’s doing volunteer work
5. I’m going to fly to Lusaka 
6. we’ll do a bit of travelling round 
7. we’re going to be staying most of the time in Monze 

8. in Monze where he’s working
9. we’re planning all sorts of exciting things. 
10. We’re going to go on safari…

11. How long are you actually going for. 

12. we’re going to one of the big game 
13. Probably going on down to see the Victoria Falls
14. we’re actually going to Zimbabwe as well.

15. What airline are you planning to fly by?

16. It’s not a charter or anything. 

Since this is a large number it might be as well to split the text into two parts and ask some groups to work on the first six lines and the other groups on the rest. So the first set would identify numbers 1-10 and the other set would identify numbers 11-16.
There is another advantage to splitting the work in this way. 

Next ask the groups to say how many of their phrases refer to the future. There are at least nine (3, 5, 6, 7, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14). Learners may also pick out 1, 9 and 15, since the word planning implies future action. What do these examples tell us about the way English talks about the future? Well, both the present continuous and the phrase going to are often used for things that have been planned or arranged. And the word plan is one of a number (want, would like, intend, need, hope, expect etc.) which have implications about the future.
These are things which learners can identify for themselves. They focus sharply on the use of the present continuous and going to, providing either an introduction to or a review of the way these forms are used. Initially, learners tend to discuss language largely in L1, but does this really matter?  They will be reading out the target forms in English, and as they get use to TBL, they will gradually use more English at this stage.

You may move on from here to ask learners to list three things each that they plan to do next week. You could review some of these with the class as a whole, hearing a variety of forms. You might follow this with a memory game in which six members of the class come to the front and each describe two of their plans, after which the rest of the class work in groups to see how many they can remember.

4 Meaning first, language second
The most important thing to notice about the lesson is that language work comes at the end of the sequence. This reverses the traditional (Presentation ( Practice ( Production) sequence in which language is presented and practiced before learners are asked to use it at the production stage. In a task-based sequence learners are first asked to make use of the language they have. They are then given the opportunity to extend that language in useful ways. There are a number of reasons for putting meaning before language:
· Let us imagine we began our lesson by presenting the form going to, explaining or demonstrating the meaning and asking learners to produce the form under close teacher control. Let’s say we then went on to practice going to by asking learners to listen and repeat a number of examples and then to think of three things they are going to do next week. Finally we ask them to talk about their plans for their next holiday. At this stage a number of things might happen:

· Learners might not use the target form, going to, at all. They might simply use will or the present simple. If this happens there is little point in a production stage.
· Learners might use the target form, but with some difficulty. They have to concentrate on getting it right. If this happens then they are not concerned with meaning, they are still thinking about form. They have not made the form part of their spontaneous language repertoire. They can only use it if they make a conscious effort. This means that the focus of the production stage is not really on using language. In reality it is simply another practice stage.
· Learners use the form fluently and spontaneously. This is possible, but it is a most unlikely outcome. It is extremely difficult for learners to incorporate new language and make it part of their system in a short space of time. We see this all the time in the classroom. Even a very simple rule, such as the use of the terminal –s on the present simple form (he runs; she thinks etc) takes a long time before it is a natural part of learner language. The difficult part is not understanding the rule or relating a form and a meaning, the real difficulty is in making it a natural part of one’s language system.
· By putting meaning first we achieve two things. First we allow learners to make use of the language they already have. The most important thing for language learners, especially at the elementary and intermediate levels is to make the best use of the language they already have. Their grammar is far from complete and they make lots of errors. They need to be resourceful and to stretch their language to meet new demands. The best language learners are those who can make good use of limited resources. Once they begin to do this their language will develop rapidly. Secondly we create a context for learning. They have already tried to communicate the notion of the planned future. When they are provided with an alternative way of expressing this notion they have readymade context.
· By presenting one particular language form we are in danger of closing learners minds to other learning opportunities. In looking at –ing forms we are highlighting all sorts of useful language. First, as we have seen, we have a number of ways of expressing the future. Secondly there are a number of useful phrases do a bit of travelling round, most of the time, all sorts of…; actually; as well; or anything. We also have two examples of the way elision is used in spoken English: (We’re) Going in September; (We’re) Probably going to Zimbabwe. Instead of concentrating on one particular from such as the going to future learners are open to a lot of useful language.

· We are encouraging learners to think for themselves. If we tell them what to say and explain things to them carefully we are inhibiting their independence. Clear explanation and demonstration is certainly part of the teacher’s role, but only after learners have first tried to work things out for themselves. We cannot teach the whole language. There is too much of it and we do not understand it well enough. The best thing we can do for learners is provide them with the opportunity and the motivation to learn for themselves. 
In fact the PPP approach simply does not work in the way it is supposed to. This does not mean that it does not work. Millions of learners have succeeded under a PPP approach. But it does not work as neatly as it is supposed to. We cannot teach one part of the language today and another part of the language tomorrow and expect learners to put things together bit by bit. The learning process is beset by failures and false starts. If we do not recognise this our teaching is likely to be inefficient. How much time have you spent. For example, in teaching do-questions, only to hear learners persist with forms like Please teacher, what means this? If we are to teach with maximum efficiency we need to do at least five things:
· Give learners lots of exposure to language providing lots of learning opportunities. 

· Allow them plenty of opportunities to use language for themselves. This gives them a chance to extend their system and incorporate new language.

· Provide activities which focus on a range of language points. We cannot predict what learners are going to learn next so we need to offer a range of possibilities.

· Encourage them to work things out for themselves.

· Support and encourage them in their efforts.
