
At	Friends	School	we	believe	that	
learning	a	second	language	gives	
students	the	best	tools	to	make	
connections	in	our	global	society	in	
a	meaningful	way,	while	building	
communicative	intelligence.	Our	
Spanish	As	A	Foreign	Language	
program	exposes	students	to	
diversity	in	culture	and	language	
while	honoring	the	Latino	
presence,	history	and	heritage	in	
our	local	communities.		

Students	learn	deep	listening	skills	
as	they	practice	tuning	in	to	
different	sounds	and	language	
structures.		They	learn	to	recognize	
and	appreciate	cultural	products,	
practices	and	perspectives	and	
discuss	how	they	compare	and	
contrast	with	their	own.		Finally,	
they	learn	universal	
communication	concepts	and	
techniques	that	help	them	
overcome	communication	barriers	
across	cultures.			
				
The	guiding	beliefs	that	drive	our	
Spanish	curriculum	come	from	
current	research	in	language	
acquisition.		Outlined	below	is	a	
summary	of	the	main	principles	
that	lie	at	the	source	of	our	
language	instruction.				

• Languages	are	ACQUIRED	(vs.	
learned)	when	there	is	
comprehensible	input	(CI)	and	
the	content	is	compelling	to	
the	student.		Acquisition	is	the	
long	term	process	that	

happens	when	language	
structures	are	assimilated	and	
put	to	use	in	authentic	
communicative	exchanges.		We	
recognize	that	the	language	
acquisition	process	begins	with	
listening	and	reading	
comprehension	(input)	and	
eventually	results	in	
comprehensible	speech	and	
writing	(output).		For	some	

students,	output	comes	more	
slowly	than	for	other	students.		
Research	has	proven	that	
language	fluency	develops	
when	a	student	is	receiving	
comprehensible	input,	
regardless	of	their	output.		
Therefore,	we	treat	any	and	all	
demonstrations	of	
communication	in	the	target	
language	as	successful	
language	knowledge.		(Yes!	You	

do	know	Spanish	well	even	if	
you	only	spoke	three	words	but	
understood	the	rest!)	

• Immersion	is	effective	when	
the	majority	of	the	content	is	
comprehensible	(CI).		This	is	
where	teaching	language	at	the	
elementary	level	becomes	
relevant.		Beginning	Spanish	
students	need	to	hear	a	lot	of	
Spanish	in	order	to	learn	
Spanish	but	they	often	lose	
interest	if	the	Spanish	they	hear	
is	not	comprehensible,	
interesting	and	relevant,	or	if	
they	are	asked	to	deeply	listen	
for	more	time	than	they	are	
able.		For	this	reason,	Spanish	is	
spoken	as	much	as	possible	in	a	
slow,	repetitive	and	limited	way	
while	using	visuals	and	gestures	
to	clarify	meaning.		English	is	
used	strategically	when	
students	need	brain	breaks	or	
for	further	clarification	of	more	
difficult	concepts.		Some	class	
time	is	also	dedicated	to	
student	lead	activities	where	
students	are	allowed	to	create	
and	experiment.			

• Stories	are	central	to	language	
learning.		Teaching	Proficiency	
through	Reading	and	
Storytelling	(T.P.R.S.)	is	a	
language	teaching	
methodology	that	has	proven	
to	be	very	effective	in	language	
classrooms	of	all	ages.	Students	
love	stories.	Stories	are	a	great	
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art	forms	selected	from	local	
sources	and	from	around	the	
world.		Often	times	students	
don’t	notice	their	own	
cultural	practices	and	
imbedded	beliefs	until	they	
compare	them	to	others.		We	
try	to	avoid	cultural	
stereotypes	and	fixed	ideas	of	
what	a	certain	culture	is	or	
should	be	by	using	as	much	
authentic	and	current	cultural	
materials	in	the	classroom	as	
possible.		We	also	strive	to	
make	community	and	global	
connections	for	students	so	
they	can	practice	their	
language	with	other	speakers	
of	that	language.			

• Creating	a	positive	and	safe	
learning	environment	is	
essential	to	language	
learning.		Students	identify	
with	their	home	language.		
When	students	are	asked	to	
speak	a	new	language,	they	
are	showing	a	different	kind	
of	vulnerability	than	in	any	
other	academic	subject.		For	
this	reason,	we	strive	to	
create	a	positive	leaning	
environment	by	making	the	
content	fun	and	by	
emphasizing	student	praise	
and	encouragement.		Our	
goal	is	to	make	all	students	
feel	like	successful	language	
learners	because	we	know	
that	confidence	equals	
output.					

• Students	are	assessed	on	
class	participation	rather	than	
on	prescriptive	tests	or	
performances.		We	recognize	
that	students	are	learning	if	
they	are	engaged	in	the	
comprehensible	input.		
Participation	is	everything	in	

way	to	learn	about	ourselves	
and	our	world.		Students	
listen	to	stories	and	they	also	
co-create	stories	about	their	
lives	and	their	fantasies.		

• Vocabulary	is	sheltered,	
grammar	is	not.		This	means	
that	students	are	taught	
vocabulary	explicitly	and	with	
the	assistance	of	visuals,	
gestures,	songs	and	games.		
Grammar	is	not	explicitly	
taught	through	rules	but	
rather	through	the	use	of	real	
language	structures	in	daily	
speech	that	make	sense	and	
are	interesting	to	the	
students.		For	example,	verbs	
are	taught	in	their	conjugated	
forms	and	are	often	
accompanied	by	a	gesture,	
sometimes	taken	directly	
from	American	Sign	Language	
(ASL).		Some	grammar	terms	
may	be	discussed,	but	only	
inductively	as	“pop	up”	
grammar,	after	the	examples	
have	been	presented	in	an	
authentic	language	exchange.			

• Culture	is	taught	through	
observation	and	
experimentation	of	modern	
day	Spanish	and	Latin	
American	products,	practices,	
and	perspectives.		This	is	
done	mainly	through	the	use	
of	images,	social	media	and	

language	learning.		If	students	
are	participating,	they	are	
learning.		Because	of	the	
intense	cognitive	load	
students	exhibit	during	class	
time,	they	are	not	expected	
to	do	any	homework,	take	
quizzes	or	tests	or	do	any	
performance	based	
assessments.			

• In	regards	to	language	and	
culture,	we	define	
authenticity	according	to	the	
success	of	the	
communication.		This	means	
that	all	speech	in	any	
language	is	authentic	as	long	
as	communication	is	
happening.	We	recognize	that	
successful	communicative	
exchanges	often	happen	in	
the	midst	of	poor	grammar	
and	heavy	accents!	Mistakes	
are	part	of	learning	and	
should	not	deter	practice.		In	
a	globalized	society,	often	
times	we	let	the	idea	of	
“authenticity”	hold	us	back	
from	practicing	a	new	
language	or	cultural	activity.		
At	Friends	School,	we	believe	
that	neither	a	student’s	nor	a	
teacher’s	ethnicity,	race	or	
language	background	should	
define	their	output	as	more	
or	less	authentic,	nor	limit	
them	as	a	language	teacher/
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are	very	short	and	simple,	usually	
related	to	popular	book	
characters	and	students’	lives.			

Throughout	the	main	lesson,	
common	interruptions	are	
addressed	in	the	target	language	
(ex:	when	someone	sneezes,	
teacher	cues	all	students	to	say	
“SALUD”).		Lastly,	students	
engage	in	a	game	or	activity	
related	to	the	material.		During	
this	time,	students	are	moving,	
speaking,	writing	and/or	problem	
solving,	often	in	partners	or	in	a	
small	group	setting.		Culture	is	

woven	into	the	stories	and	
special	cultural	topics	are	
highlighted	in	student	lead	
activities.	

Brain	breaks	are	a	key	piece	to	
the	language	acquisition	process.		
During	TPRS	stories	and	PQA,	
students	are	using	an	immense	
amount	of	energy	and	focus	as	
their	brains	are	processing	the	
language	input	while	they	follow	
the	content	of	the	story.		Because	
of	this,	brain	breaks	are	needed	
frequently.		Brain	breaks	include	
a	number	of	short	games	and	
activities	in	English	or	Spanish,	

them	as	a	language	teacher/
learner.				

Now	that	the	guiding	principles	
have	been	outlined,	we	will	take	
a	look	at	some	of	the	practices	
that	you	will	find	in	a	typical	
Friends	School	Spanish	
classroom.		While	class	activities	
vary	due	to	the	developmental	
stage	of	the	learner,	the	practices	
illustrated	below	give	a	general	
idea	of	how	Spanish	classes	are	
conducted	at	Friends	School.		
Students	meet	twice	a	week	for	
45	minute	Spanish	lessons	(30	
minutes	for	Kindergartners).		First	
there	are	songs	and	review,	then	
new	material	is	introduced,	often	
in	the	form	of	personalized	
questions	and	answers	(PQA)	
and/or	stories	(TPRS).		The	co-
creation	of	stories,	guided	by	the	
instructor,	allows	students	to	
hear	frequently	uses	Spanish	
words	and	expressions	while	
engaging	in	a	story	with	props,	
visuals	and	actions.		Personalized	
questions	and	answers	are	woven	
into	the	stories	to	present	a	
different	perspective	and	relate	
the	content	to	student’s	personal	
lives.		In	addition,	for	students	at	
the	second	grade	level	and	older,	
word	“inventory”	posters	are	
created	to	give	an	extra	visual	
that	the	instructor	refers	to	
during	TPRS/PQA	time.		The	
teacher	modifies	the	pace	by	
constantly	checking	for	
comprehension.		A	story	may	be	
based	on	an	idea,	object	or	
concept	from	a	particular	visual,	
student	event,	popular	movie	or	
character,	etc.		Selected	students	
may	act	out	the	story	or	there	
may	be	written	activities	to	
accompany	the	story.		In	fifth	
grade	we	work	with	a	beginner	
novel.		In	kindergarten,	stories	

(the	Spanish	ones	must	be	very	
easy	and	content	they	have	
mastered	like	colors,	numbers,	
expressions,	etc.)	they	are	hands	
on,	and	they	get	students	up	and	
moving	so	the	blood	circulates	to	
the	brain	to	energize	us.			

Each	class	has	the	opportunity	to	
experience	or	present	a	special	
project	they	have	been	working	
on	for	each	semester,	which	is	
related	to	their	country	of	study	
or	a	particular	story.		For	
example,	in	third	grade	students	
make	“humitas”	since	they	focus	
on	the	country	of	Chile	for	a	
semester.		In	first	grade,	students	
do	a	reader’s	theater	to	Eric	Carl’s	
famous	book	“Brown	bear,	brown	
bear,	what	do	you	see?”	(Oso	
pardo,	oso	pardo,	¿Qué	ves	allí?)	
since	they	study	animal	words.		
They	make	masks	and	present	
their	“show”	to	the	school	or	to	
their	buddy	class.		

In	conclusion,	the	Friends	School	
Spanish	program	helps	students	
develop	communication	tools	to	
be	better	global	citizens.		Stories	
that	the	instructor	and	the	
students	co-create	are	used	to	
introduce	language	structures,	
and	personal	questions	and	
answers	are	used	to	related	
content	to	students’	lives.		
Games,	songs	and	“brain	breaks”	
re-inforce	language	structures	
and	allow	students	to	have	a	
break	from	acquisition	
processing.		A	positive	and	safe	
environment	is	created	to	ensure	
maximum	motivation	and	
success.		Students	are	assessed	
mainly	on	their	classroom	
participation,	and	they	are	
exposed	to	cultural	diversity	in	a	
fun	and	safe	environment.			
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