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Classroom Activities

Language and Word Play

Word Transitions – Begin with a simple 4-5 letter word and by changing one letter at a time, see how many words you can make.  Line them up one after the other in a downward column.  

Ridiculous Exclamations of Alliteration – Choose a letter of the alphabet and see what kinds of exclamations you can make-up.  Examples: luscious lips of lemurs, fluffy, feather-headed fool. 

“Yes and …” Word Pictures Paintings – Working in small groups.  Choose an object.  Create by adding more and more descriptive detail. Each addition begins, “Yes and….” Example: The door, yes and very old wooden door, yes and has carvings all along the edges…etc.  

Invite an expert on sign language to the class.  Practice communicating with fingerspelling.  

Write a review of Tom Hank’s movie, Castaway. Discuss the importance of language in the movie.   

Categories Game – List four student- suggested categories on the board. Doing one category at a time have the class add related words. Each addition must be defended.  Suggestions: outer space, music, clothes, tools, professions, dog.

Read Jabberwocky by Lewis Carroll.  Discuss the place and use of words in the sentences even when the words are nonsense words.  

Art
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Illustrate a cliché - A stitch in time, penny saved is a penny earned. 

Illustrate any story written in connection with this study.  

Create a classroom art gallery and practice “reading” what each art piece is communicating. Discuss as a class.  How do colors, lines, and subject matter communicate?


Language
Introduction 

A famous Chinese poem discusses the difficulty of trying to visualize a mountain while on it. It is the same with trying to understand language.  We are in a world of nouns, verbs, and adjectives.  The only means we have for discussing language is language itself.  The study of language is by nature interdisciplinary that involves biology, archaeology, linguistics and psychology.  Literacy involves a number of symbols in addition to spoken language including pictures, maps, math, musical notation, computer icons, and the written word.  
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Indo-European Languages


Linguists have determined that the languages of Europe are related in vocabulary, grammar, and phonology (the rules for pronunciation).  It is thought that the parent language began in the Ur Valley and branched out from there.  These nomadic horsemen who lived in western Russia north of the Black Sea at the beginning of the Bronze Age conquered indigenous people and imposed their language and customs. 

The Mother Tongue


The English language weaves together a story of three invasions and a cultural revolution.   Language was brought to Britain by Germanic tribes, the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes.  Latin and Greek influenced it when St. Augustine and his followers converted England to Christianity.  The Danes subtly enriched it.  And finally the French-speaking Normans transformed it.    


Webster’s Third New International Dictionary has 450,000 words and the revised Oxford English Dictionary has 615,000 words. Today more than 300 million people speak English. The average English speaker knows 50, 000 words. The rest try to speak it.  Even for non-English speakers, English has become a global tongue.  In France (the French are determined not to give in to English) the Pasteur Institute announced that it would publish in English only because so few people were reading in French. The Internet and computers use English as a global language.  American commercialism has spread our capitalistic symbols throughout the world.  Words and images of Coke have been assimilated in to the various cultures in English. Where American companies market their products.  

Creole Languages


Recent language research has studied the creole languages that have sprung up as the result of colonialism over the past centuries.  These widely scattered languages are similar and suggest how children learn language.  In Africa, the Indian Ocean region, the Orient, the Caribbean, and Hawaii these natural experiment of language formation occurred.  Workers from varying backgrounds have come together and created form of speech called pidgin which is used to communication with the bosses and among themselves.   It has poor syntax and vocabulary, but gets the job done.  The children of these workers who still lack the language of their dominant culture expanded the pidgin and new native languages developed. These are called creole languages. They are complex and expressive and very interesting to study.     
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Human Physiology and Language


Aristotle gave us the idea that a child’s brain is a “blank slate.”  Current research sees the brain as programmed at birth for language, learning, and thinking.   Tactile learning occurs by 9 months and neural circuits for simple math and logic are ready by the age of one year.  Linguist Noam Chomsky dealt with the questions: Why are languages so different and how do children learn to speak and understand language?  He asserts that human language is determined by the genetics of the brain and he believes that language sounds in the environment activate the rules of grammar that are innate, preprogrammed. Recent research asserts that learning occurs at the synapses in the brain. The brain dedicates customized neurons to be receptors for sounds that are culturally important or unique (like the “r” in Spanish).   The greater exposure to early vocabularies and languages the better.  All early sounds shape the brain, even music and rhythm.  Math and music circuits are similar.  Additionally, the human mouth, throat, and larynx, which were originally designed for swallowing food and breathing, have been modified so that we can produce a variety of sounds.  It is our ability to make sounds and organize them into a language that makes us human and separates us from other animals. 

Language Development


 Bill Bryson in Mother Tongue states that children everywhere learn language in the same way.  They start with simple labels, add subject-verb combinations, and progress to subject-verb-emphasis (Me want now!).  Inflection and use of gender come later after the child has a command of the language. Current research reveals that children whose parents and teachers talk to them more frequently and use bigger words will develop better language skills.  Crucial brain pathways for reading skills are formed.  These pathways form best with human language interactions and not with television and video games.  


Without exposure to new vocabulary a child will never develop the cells in the auditory part of the brain to discriminate between and among sounds.  Before puberty there are ample cells.  After puberty, the connections for new language are usurped for other more complex functions within the brain.  Neuron loss and synaptic pruning makes the acquisition of a second language more difficult with each passing year.  


Language in the brain hemispheres is an interesting study. Rutgers University neuroscientist and language specialist Paula Tallal has found that brains with language disorders are too balanced.  When both hemispheres are equal, the left hemisphere is underpowered.  The left should be bigger and more active than the right side of the brain. Tallal also found that language problems are associated with stressful pregnancies where hormone levels change the brain hemispheric development.

Language and Thought


Some scientists and linguists now believe that we humans have language, not to communicate with each other, but to create our thoughts.  Can a person think without language?  Does language form our thoughts?  For an interesting discussion read Derek Bickerton’s book, Language and Human Behavior.  It is a difficult book to read, and the concepts are complicated, but it deals with the most current issues surrounding linguistics and language.  He asks the questions, is all thinking the same?  Do animals and humans think differently?  He goes into great detail about what is language and the relationship between thought and words.  He states that communication is only one use to which we put language.  The other uses include the “enhancement of intelligence and the creation of consciousness.”  He believes that we humans did not create language to become clever.  We became clever because we have language.  

Classroom Activities

Math

Discuss rhythm of a poem or choral reading.  Count the syllables or the beats.  Look for pattern and repetition. 

Addition/Subtraction Authors – Find a picture with lots of activities.  Use the picture to inspire a story that includes an addition/subtraction problem for the reader to solve.   

Survey and graph the languages of class members and their families.

Create a chart that analyzes how many people speak each language.
Science

Tape record animal sound at home or at the local zoo. Observe and write down the animal behavior that accompanied the sound. Chart and compare. Compare them to human sounds and language. 

Bring in mirrors.  Look closely and study the way the human mouth, throat, and larynx work when we vocalize.  Record observations.   

Music

Leonard Bernstein described music as “heightened speech.”  Using books suggested in Music through Children’s Literature explore music with literature that has musical qualities.  Examples: Mama Don’t Allow and City Sounds.  

Choose a familiar tune and write new lyrics for it.  

Listen to Sergei Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf.  Recognize the symbolic melody for each character as a form of communication.  

Social Studies

Create a timeline of human fossil findings and human history.  Place important tools and language changes on the timeline.  Look at new words added to English.  

Update a traditional fairy tale by using contemporary setting and language.  Both write it and read it to the class or act it out for the class. 

Create a world map and locate where each class member’s family came from. 

Go on a sign and symbol treasure hunt/ field trip.   Recognize traffic signs, advertisements, trailhead guides, and landmarks as forms of communication.  

Creative Dramatics 


Creative dramatics involves improvisation that is guided by the teacher.  It encourages the students to imagine, create, express, and communicate.  Additionally, creative dramatic exercise foster self-esteem,  motor control,  problem solving, and empathy.  A classroom repertoire of creative dramatics might include drama, pantomime, puppetry, storytelling, role-playing, poetry, and choral reading.  Teachers use drama in the classroom and don’t even realize it. This happens anytime a teacher encourages a student to feel comfortable with creative oral expression, to read a story or a poem to the class, to communicate well in a group.  

Classroom Activities

Creative DrMATICS

Verb Pantomime -  Try some of the following verb suggestions from 10-Minute Grammar Grabber: elude, encounter, impede, quaver, ruminate, saunter, or writhe.  

In the manner of – introduces adverbs.  “It” leaves the room and the class decides on an adverb.  When “It” returns each person treats “it” in the manner of the adverb.  Suggestions: impolitely, hesitantly, contrarily.  

Simon Says – Students choose adverbs, adjectives, and prepositions. Leader reads them.  Examples: wave slowly, eat sloppily, stand nervously or look sad, smart, confused or  put your hand on your head, under your chin. 

Movement and Dance

Verb Warm-up – Begin by sitting quietly and listening to your breathing.  Next give verb/action commands. These would include twist, stretch, shake, freeze, melt, roll, skip, freeze, collapse, curl, crawl, walk, relax. 

Scoop, Reach, Run, Tilt!  Using these four words, create a dance.  Create a choral chant to go along with the dance. 

Passive/Active:  In groups of three,  choose who will be the clay (passive) and who will be the sculptors (active).  The passive  “clay”  is molded and shaped.   Change roles.  Discuss. 



Poetry 

Poetry is a collaboration between the poet and language.  It is somewhere between talk and music.  Originally some poems were sung to music of the lyre.  This is where we get the idea of calling words to songs, “lyrics.”  Robert Frost wrote, “A poem…begins as a lump in the throat, a sense of wrong, a homesickness, a lovesickness.”  The poet William Carlos Williams called poems “verbal objects.”   Poems have no function, but are essential.  The Poetry Dictionary defines a poem (Greek, a man-made thing) as “a text or verbal composition, often written in lines, whose language is compressed, resonant, and pleasingly arranged.  In the right environment poems happen.  

Classroom Activities

Poetry

Create a Simile Poem - Choose an object and brain storm describing words.  Record on the board.  Include adjectives for color, shape, emotion, movement, shape, texture, weight, etc.  Each student then answers the question, “Like What?”  Example: A fire is hot like what? my brother’s temper.

Create an  “I  wish…” poem.  Examples: I wish I didn’t have a toothache like a tambourine, a fever like a xylophone & a caught like a lazy bassoon.  I wish I had a house floating a mile in the sky and a car with cloud wheels that go straight up to get me there.  I wish I were a telephone pole, holding voices in my arms and sometimes birds.  

Read the following poem by William Carlos Williams and discuss what he is saying about poetry. It is difficult to get the news from poems yet men die miserably every day from lack of what is found there.  
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Web sites of Interest: 


� HYPERLINK http://falcon.jmu.edu/~ramseyil/ ��http://falcon.jmu.edu/~ramseyil/�			


� HYPERLINK http://www.toread.com ��http://www.toread.com�					


http://www.lessonplanpage.com/LA.htm 


http://www.edufly.com 


http://ncte.org/teach





Related Topics:  Slang, euphemisms, symbolism, power in gendered language, race and the power of language, culture and language, music and language.  A very interesting topic is media literacy.  Closely examine in detail the communication in a 


2-5 minute television segment.  Look at camera angles, music, body language, clothes. 
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Sources Used


Winning Ways to Learn:600 Great Ideas for Children by Samuel J. Meisels, et al.  


Children’s books by Ruth Heller – Parts of Speech, verbs, adjectives, nouns, etc. 


It Figures: Fun Figures of Speech by Marvin Terban


A Moving Experience: Dance for Lovers of Children and the Child Within 


Creating and Managing the Literate Classroom by Suzanne I. Barchers


The Story of English  by Robert McCrum, William Cran, and Robert MacNeil.  PBS Series and Companion book.  


Mother Tongue: English & How It Got That Way by Bill Bryson 


Language and Human Behavior by Derek Bickerton. 


Music through Children’s Literature by Donna B. Levene


Teaching with the Brain In Mind by Eric Jensen.











