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As the school year began, teachers 
found themselves facing challenges with 
the new paradigm or, better yet, the new 
model of teaching.   Very few schools re-
turned in September with complete classes 
face-to-face.   Some systems implemented 
a hybrid system with some students in 
class and others attending   virtually.   A 
common schedule for this system divided 
students into two groups, each of which 
would be in class for two days per week 
and remote for the other two days.   
With this schedule Wednesday (or 
another fifth day) was designated as 
a 100% virtual day. Some districts 
decided to begin the school year on 
a 100% remote schedule and moni-
tor data to determine when/whether 
they would go hybrid.   Teachers ei-
ther found themselves in the semi- 
familiar virtual classroom from the 
spring or they were faced with the 
new challenge of a mixed in-person/
virtual classroom.   Although many 
were nervous, concerned and even felt 
unprepared for this new reality, they 
embraced it, understanding that this 
was what was necessary.

I will confess that I am no longer 
in the classroom, having retired a year 
ago, but I have read a great deal about 
the issues teachers have encountered and 
I have followed the dialog and comments 
that my fellow teachers and colleagues have 
posted on social networks.   So, let’s look at 
some of the new challenges teachers have 
faced.  

Physical Spaces
Upon returning to school, many teach-

ers found that they had been moved to new 
locations.  The reason given for this was the 
necessity of limiting the movement of the 
students.  I’m sure to many this was upset-
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ting but they accepted their new locations 
because to them their location was not as 
important as being present to do what they 
loved – teaching.

Classrooms have taken on a new look.  
My classroom always was arranged with 
desks in groups of four.   This was perfect 
for my cooperative teams.  It allowed me to 
cruise among the groups as they were work-
ing on communicative tasks, get feedback 
by listening to them, and provide supports 

as needed.   Classrooms are now arranged 
with all desks facing forward, six feet apart.  
Although this is different, teachers are find-
ing ways to make this physical layout work 
for communicative tasks.

I have read that in some districts, 
teachers were instructed to go into their 
classrooms prior to opening and remove 
ALL of their personal belongings.   Well, 
my classroom was always filled with ma-
terials from posters and art reproductions 
to books for enrichment, and realia I have 
purchased over the years.   I always want-

ed to offer to my students an interesting, 
eye-catching and stimulating environment.  
If the school prohibits all of my personal 
things, and some even do not allow teach-
ers to post materials on walls, I would have 
found my classroom to be a bit sterile and 
cold. So how are teachers meeting this 
challenge?   They are creating Google Bit-
moji classrooms that are interesting and get 
the attention and interest of their students.  
Here I am going to admit that I am such a 

passionate life-long learner that when 
I started to see these, I had to go and 
make my own Bitmoji classroom.  Even 
though I have no class in which to use 
it, I am pleased with what I created.   It 
reflects those elements of my classroom 
that are important – interesting posters, 
wall messages, links to reference materi-
als and supports.  I even included some-
thing to let my students know about me.  
On the arm of the couch in my Bitmoji 
classroom is a kitty which is similar to 
the photo of my kitty which I always had 
posted in my classroom.

To provide support for student 
learning, many teachers posted sentence 
fragments or key vocabulary for inter-
personal tasks on their classroom walls. 
Another challenge was how to make 
these same supports available to those 

students sitting in front of them as well as 
those students who are attending remote-
ly.   It didn’t take long for someone to dis-
cover that this can be done on Padlet.   A 
padlet could become a virtual word wall or 
it could become a reference for all students 
during an interpersonal task.  The creative 
and innovative ideas that come from the 
professionals in the field never cease to 
amaze me.  Once again, challenge accepted 
and resolved.

Movement around the classroom has 
become another issue for teachers.   Most 
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teachers move around their classrooms, 
monitoring student work, providing feed-
back and listening to students as they nego-
tiate and solve tasks. With hybrid teaching 
this is not easy to accomplish. Many teach-
ers have told me that they now find them-
selves sitting behind the multiple screens 
that they are monitoring and are no longer 
able to get up and interact on a personal 
level with the students who are physical-
ly present.   Those teachers who have been 
teaching completely remote confess that 
they look forward to short breaks to get up, 
move and do a bit of walking.  To help off-
set this new, sedentary teaching style, sev-
eral of my colleagues have told me that they 
now make sure that they get outdoors for at 
least a brief time each day after school to get 
fresh air and exercise.

Technology
As the beginning of the school year 

approached, teachers received training in 
the technology that would be used by their 
school system.  PD revolved around learning 
the various platforms and gaining an under-
standing of how they could be used.   Even 
the most reluctant anti-technology educators 
embraced the change and dove into the pro-
fessional development to prepare themselves 
to use the technology to deliver their curric-
ulum.   Many faced a steep learning curve, 
but teachers worked together, supporting 
each other so that everyone could feel some-
what prepared. Those who were more con-
versant with the technology stepped up to 
assist the teachers who were experiencing it 
for the first time. Some teachers have actu-

ally stated that this instructional model and 
delivery system is so different that they feel 
like new, novice teachers again.

And what about the students and tech-
nology?   Some teachers have reported that 
they have students who are using all different 
types of devices.  Some are on Chromebooks 
and some are on regular PCs.  Others are on 
Macs and Ipads and still others are trying to 
stay up with things using their smart phones.  

Even in districts where students were 
provided with common devices, some stu-
dents have opted to use the devices that 
they already had at home and with which 
they were familiar.   Many teachers have 
commented that they have found it difficult 
to support all of the students with all of the 
different devices and are trying to learn how 
to help students logon, troubleshoot, and 
find materials using the various platforms 
that their students have.   As one teacher 
said “At times it seems overwhelming but I 
want to help them.”  This differential access 
to devices and supportive technology along 
with varied levels of supports for learning 
at home are other challenges that teachers 
have faced.

Another struggle/challenge is that in 
some districts not all students have up-to-
date, fully functioning  devices and some of 
the students who do have good technology 
have unreliable internet connections. These 
districts are very concerned about the sus-
tainability and, especially, the equity of this 
model.  Additionally, many districts which 
ordered computers and other technology in 
preparation for the school year have found 
that the pandemic has caused shortages - 
the devices are backordered or just slow in 
arriving.   Yes, education in the midst of a 
pandemic is difficult in so many respects.

Students
Students, for the most part, have em-

braced the new paradigms of education. 
Some have had to learn how to use the new 
technologies and to navigate the various 
menu structures but they seem happy to be 
back learning.   Some, however, complain 
that every day they are required to learn a 
new technology or a new program and they 
feel overwhelmed.   Teachers and admin-
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istrators have listened to their comments 
and have become sensitive to this.   Teach-
ers are now limiting the different programs 
that they use, allowing students to become 
familiar and confident in each one before 
they add on another.  

One challenge that has become appar-
ent is that some students are not showing 
up to virtual class. They either are not log-
ging into the class or, worse, are logging in 
but ignoring the class and pursuing other 
interests.  This has been a bit frustrating for 
teachers as they want their students to be a 
part of the class and value their presence.   
Teachers say that they try to check in on 
those students but sometimes don’t get re-
sponses or support.  A related challenge has 
been getting students to participate.  Teach-
ers have reported that only one or two stu-
dents seem to offer answers or comments 
and many students never say anything.  

It is a challenge for teachers to make 
their target language use during instruc-
tion comprehensible for their students. 
Level 1 students are proving to be a par-
ticularly difficult group to teach in this for-
mat since they benefit greatly from gestur-
ing during instruction and from following 
teachers’ facial expressions. These kinds of 
techniques do not function as well virtu-
ally. Teachers are getting together, howev-
er, to brainstorm ways to encourage these 
students and to develop lessons in which 
they will want to participate.  Teachers re-
port varied levels of student engagement 
and are working to provide the supports 
and encouragement that students need to 
feel comfortable and motivated to engage.

Teachers have also been concerned 
about the social-emotional well-being of 
their students and have made serious efforts 
to integrate social-emotional learning into 
their lessons.  Despite these efforts, they still 
worry about those students who don’t even 
show up to class and therefore do not ben-
efit from the social/emotional components.  
This concern for the health of the students 
has challenged many teachers to write new 
materials and find new resources.  Teachers 
have also made extra efforts to check in more 
frequently with their students and even with 
the families of the students.

Teachers
Teachers are spending more time than 

ever planning for their classes.  Most have 
had to totally revamp lessons and they 
have had to determine which elements 
of the curriculum are essential.   Many 
teachers, especially those who are mid-ca-
reer and have children of their own, have 
had to balance their own teaching duties 
with their home responsibilities such as 
supporting their own children in their 
education.   Although they end their days 
exhausted, teachers continue to do their 
best and provide the best education possi-
ble for their students. The expression “one 
day at a time” has taken on new meaning 
this year as many teachers manage to get 
through one school day and then plan for 
the next.

Another teacher challenge is accessi-
bility.  Teachers in this new educational en-
vironment have found themselves available 
24 hours a day through technology.  Many 
teachers have lamented that they receive 
emails at all hours of the day and night.   
Because so many are conscientious and 
want to be there for students and parents, 
they feel obligated to respond. Several have 
commented that they are often up in the 
middle of the night answering the multiple 
emails and, sometimes, grading the missing 
assignments that they are receiving.   The 
challenge has been for teachers to get them-
selves off the clock.  They have had to learn 
to limit the hours that they answer ques-
tions and emails.   They have had to learn 
to take care of themselves and incorporate 
well-being tasks into their daily lives.  

In some schools teachers have either 
retired early or resigned due to the stress of 
the new teaching environment.   Unfortu-
nately, many districts could not find teach-
ers to replace those who opted to leave the 
classroom.  After numerous searches, many 
have had to resort to putting students into 
online programs.  In one district, the teach-
er who had been teaching the Spanish 3 and 
Spanish 4 classes was reassigned to teach the 
Spanish 1 and Spanish 2 classes who had no 
teacher due to a resignation.   The Spanish 
3 students started the year with a teacher, 
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one that was familiar to them, and suddenly 
found that they were in a self-paced online 
program instead.   Those who are not that 
independent and responsible for their own 
learning are finding it difficult and those 
who had developed a positive relationship 
with their teacher have discovered that they 
miss the human interaction.   The teach-
ers have expressed concerns that putting 
students into online programs might have 
a negative impact on those students who 
now may opt to end their world language 
studies as they are not able to deal with the 
paradigm shift of a self-paced, independent 
online course.   This certainly highlights the 
fact that we need more people to become 
teachers of world languages.  That, howev-
er, is a whole other challenge (see article on 
page 14).  As I close this article, I wish to 
share what I heard recently.  Everyone has 
been challenged by the ups and downs of 
this crazy year. But we have survived. We 
have learned to be tougher.  We have had 
to be flexible and look to new ways not 
only to teach but to live each and every 
day.  We have charged forward and carried 
on, and I believe we will come out stronger 
and better for it.   The September issue of 
Vogue focused on the word HOPE. This 
theme was common on all the fall issues 
of Vogue, from Britain to Russia, from 
Mexico to Australia.  The U.S. version had 
numerous articles on the topic authored 
by individuals from government to sports 
and music.   The messages shared were of 
optimism, positivity and joy.   Although I 
am not Anna Wintour, current editor of 
Vogue, I wish to send a message of hope.   
I hope that one day teachers can get back 
to their classrooms and see their students.  
I hope that all educators continue learn-
ing and growing as they look at new ways 
to instruct their students.  I hope that one 
day we can begin to live normally; that we 
will be able to see friends and family, that 
we will once again be able to  get together 
and laugh and share stories.   I hope that 
we will be able to resume traveling and 
exploring the world.   I hope that we will 
become a kinder, more empathetic, more 
understanding and gentler world.  I invite 
you to join me in HOPE.
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MaFLA: Tell us a little about yourself.

Adriana: I was born in Providence, RI, 
then lived and went to school in both It-
aly and the United States for most of my 
life through college, where I studied Italian 
and English at Smith and Education at the 
Harvard Graduate School of Education. My 
mother is an Italian immigrant and my fa-
ther is Lebanese-American. I was blessed 
to grow up bicultural and bilingual, though 
this came with challenges of identity, social 
emotional and linguistic struggles. This in-
spired me to enter the field of education, 
teaching Italian and Spanish at both the 
middle and high school levels. I am current-
ly a K-12 World Language Coordinator in 
Salem Public Schools where I am fortunate 
enough to continue work that encompasses 
curriculum, teacher leadership and devel-
opment and advocacy for world language 
learning. During my Masters research, I 
was particularly drawn to the special learn-
ing needs of heritage language speakers. I 
know those needs because I grew up learn-
ing a language that had been passed down 
to me by my family. My commitment to 
heritage language learning is something I 
hope to continue developing and advocat-
ing for as a member of the MaFLA Board of 
Directors. On a personal level, I am a hope-
less dog-lover, a cooking show fan, mystery 
novel reader, and travel enthusiast!

 
MaFLA: You’ve taught a wide range of stu-
dents and levels. What teaching skills do 
you find work with all the grades that you 
teach?

I think that the core of all teaching is build-
ing relationships with students, communi-
cating with them about subject matter and 
the process of learning, which cuts across all 
grade levels. Other areas that I believe are 

important are differentiation to reach learn-
ers of all abilities in the classroom; accessi-
bility of education to all learners; both elic-
iting and providing feedback; and, finally, 
approaching the work with a lens of equity 
and making that an overarching part of all 
you do in education. To go further on dif-
ferentiation, any theme that you choose in 
world language can be built upon and scaf-
folded from the novice to the most advanced 
level, wherein questions get more complex.

 
MaFLA: What do you like best about being 
a teacher and helping students every day?

Without a doubt, the most fulfilling part of 
being a teacher is seeing students grow and 
gaining confidence every day, no matter if 
it is in small amounts. Seeing that growth 
gives me so much joy. And when you see 
the connections that you’ve built with them 
and you see the work they’re doing extend-
ing even beyond the world language class-
room, it is simply inspiring and just rein-
vigorates me and the work I do.

Right now, I work most closely with stu-
dents via the Seal of Biliteracy initiative. 
What inspires me the most about this work, 
in my district, is the ELs, along with her-
itage and world language learners,   being 
seen and recognized for their talent, work 
and achievements. I’m particularly proud 

when I see families, especially those from 
immigrant backgrounds, as well as the 
community at large, imbued with a sense 
of pride about their children’s and students’ 
proven biliterate skills. I believe this opens 
the wider community’s eyes to the value 
and assets that understanding and speaking 
an additional language provides.

MaFLA: Since the proficiency movement is 
so new, how do you think language teach-
ing will evolve over the next few decades?   
- or where do you see yourself in making 
the transition to teaching for proficiency?

I think teaching for proficiency is going to 
revolutionize the way we teach world lan-
guages, as it shifts the focus to asset-based 
learning, to what the students can do as op-
posed to what they can’t – to a deficit-based 
approach. Students will often believe that 
they haven’t achieved enough with a world 
language. With a proficiency-based ap-
proach, students understand that they may 
be exactly where they need to be or, if not, 
where they need to improve. This approach 
pushes teachers to think beyond “fill-in-
the-blanks” to what authentic language 
should look like. In my district of Salem, 
we are just beginning to implement a profi-
ciency-based approach in classrooms. This 
will be of great importance to the variety of 
language learners we have. It’s not going to 
be easy, but we believe that with some hard 
work we will get there.

 
MaFLA: So then what would be your ad-
vice to another teacher making the transi-
tion to proficiency-based teaching?

I would say, in a step-by-step manner, start-
ing small. It will not happen overnight, but 
by   first enacting a series of minor but in-
tentional changes to units and lessons. Just 
as we, teachers, would approach our work 
with students in the classroom, we our-
selves have to scaffold our own learning. 
I would also encourage teachers to reach 
out to colleagues that have already gone 
through the process of teaching for profi-
ciency. It goes without saying that learning 
what has worked and hasn’t worked and the 
action plans you can take is helpful.

 MaFLA’s Educator In The Spotlight
An Interview With Adriana Thomas, World Language Coordinator

Our Educator in the Spotlight, Adriana 
Thomas, is a World Language Coordinator  
and former Italian teacher in Medford Pub-
lic Schools.  Adrianna was recommended by 
MaFLA Board Member Kim Talbot who is 
the Director of Teacher and Leader Develop-
ment for Salem Public Schools.
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MaFLA: You have been an active member 
of MaFLA. How has your membership in-
spired your teaching? 

ACFTL’s Leadership Initiative for Lan-
guage Learning (LILL) has inspired me to 
expand my work with heritage language 
learners. This opportunity to be a delegate 
to this group was provided by MaFLA and 
really springboarded multiple projects and 
ongoing work that I and my colleagues are 
engaged in. DESE is currently studying 
heritage language standards as a part of our 
updated World Language Standards. I’ve 
teamed up with Andy McDonie, our World 
Language Content Specialist, to discuss 
gaps in implementing teaching and pro-
gramming for this group throughout Mas-

sachusetts. I’m also currently working on a 
survey to collect data on heritage programs 
and teaching in Massachusetts. My hope is 
that this will give us an idea of what teach-
ers need and how we can work together as 
a group to move our capacity forward and 
support each other.

My passion for providing resources and 
education to heritage language learners is 
inextricably tied to my passion for fostering 
educational equity for underserved and un-
derprivileged communities. These commu-
nities are often the ones in which heritage 
and less-commonly taught languages are 
spoken and lived.  This issue is vitally im-
portant to me; my connection with heritage 
students stems from my own experience as 
a first-generation American.

I’ve worked with my own World Language 
Department at Salem Public Schools to 
implement best practices in our heritage 
language courses rooted in proficiency, so-
cial emotional learning, and social justice. 
In fact, this work has opened my eyes even 
more to the idea of social justice as a critical 
component of all world language courses. 
MaFLA has truly provided me a chance to 
expand my horizons and give back to our 
world language field.

MaFLA:   Last March, teachers found 
themselves  all of a sudden teaching virtu-
ally.  What techniques or strategies worked 
well for you in the virtual classroom? 

Focusing on interpersonal communication 
in the virtual classroom has been important 
and leveraging the breakout room feature 
has been helpful. Though by no means per-
fect, the breakout room has been a tool for 
group discussion with either heterogeneous 
or homogeneous groupings; brainstorm-
ing and project development; or making 
meaning of complex text using protocols 
like “The Jigsaw Method.” Understanding 
where our students are struggling this year 
is also important and I encourage my team 
to engage in community circles and other 
social emotional tools to create a safe envi-
ronment in such difficult times.

 
MaFLA: Is there anything else you would 
like to share?

As educators, this year has challenged us in 
ways we never envisioned. In a profession 
where we espouse equity as essential to a 
quality education and have recently woven 
ideas of social justice in our new world lan-
guage standards, we have a renewed man-
date to look at our own biases and make 
sure we are living up to our highest values. 
We should continue to connect our talents, 
lift up our students, and affirm the value 
of world language education in our class-
rooms, to our families and districts.

Above all, this year has taught us that we 
must learn to live with uncertainty, that 
nothing is a given and the most precious 
thing we can do is treat each other with 
love, respect, and forgiveness. 

 MaFLA’s Educator In The Spotlight
An Interview With Adriana Thomas, World Language Coordinator
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What is Escape the Room game?
Escape the Room game started as a rec-

reational activity in Japan in 2004 and made 
its way to the rest of the world as it gained 
popularity (Nicholson, 2015). In this type of 
activity, participants are confined together 
in a locked room and can only escape after 
solving several brain teasers (Borrego et al, 
2017). These “brain teasers” can include an-
ything from discovering clues, 
solving puzzles, opening locks, 
and completing different tasks 
and challenges. Activities that 
require thinking and mental 
processing are not the only 
type of activities involved in 
these games. Oftentimes par-
ticipants have to complete 
physical tasks as well, such 
as moving, removing, assem-
bling and others in order to be 
able to find the clues, solve the 
riddles, etc. to complete each 
challenge. This game is almost 
always played under a time 
restriction and participants 
must use the time effectively 
to reach their goal (i.e. escape 
the room) (Gómez-Urquiza 
et al, 2019). Additionally, the 
game format often has teams 
competing against each other (López-Pernas 
et al, 2019). Escape the Room game may have 
first been inspired by video games with the 
same general format according to Wikipe-
dia. Once the Escape the Room game concept 
gained popularity it went back to the virtual 
domain where it now acquired more elabo-
rate designs (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Escape_room). The game itself is referred 
to by a number of names including: Room 
Escape, Escape Room, Real Life Room Es-
cape, Live Escape, Live Escape Game, Exit 
Game, and Escape Game (History of Room 
Escapes) all having the same concept.

Escape the Room for Teaching.
It did not take long for educators to no-

tice the value of Escape the Room game for 
educational purposes as they saw an oppor-

tunity that would enable them to gain a two-
fold benefit. The first was that the game de-
sign could include the knowledge and skills 
that learners need to master. The second 
benefit was to capitalize on aspects needed 
to complete the tasks in the game, such as: 
creative thinking, collaboration, communi-
cation, problem solving, time management, 
in addition to organization of people and 
resources (López, 2018, López-Pernas et al, 

2019). Breakout EDU started in 2015 as a 
company dedicated to creation of Escape the 
Room type games for educational purposes 
(Madda, 2016). Perhaps the one big differ-
ence between Escape the Room game and 
The Breakout EDU games is the physical 
room escape. As you might imagine, locking 
students (regardless of their age) in a room 
is not the safest option. Therefore, Breakout 
EDU games are based around a box closed 
and secured with several different locks, 
or sometimes multiple locked boxes. Thus, 
the goal becomes to unlock the box rather 
than to “Escape the Room”. The big idea is 
still the same (Breakout EDU). Breakout 
EDU has games designed for science, math, 
social studies, arts, world languages and 
more. They also range from games designed 
for Pre-Kindergarteners all the way to adult 
players. In addition to games that can be 

played physically, Breakout EDU also pro-
vides virtual versions of these games. 

Escape the Room for Language 
Teaching.

In addition to the reasons mentioned 
above (teamwork, leadership, etc.), using 
Escape the Room type of activities for lan-
guage teaching seem to have one extra val-
ue; which is that when designed correctly, 

this type of game can have learners use all 
three modes of communication (Interpre-
tive, Presentational and Interpersonal) in 
a spontaneous and non-rehearsed manner. 
This type of game has also been shown to 
increase learner’s motivation when it comes 
to oral communication (Dale & Geisel, 
2019, López, 2018, Stollhans, 2020).  

What do I need to create my own 
digital Escape the Room game?

The current situation of having much 
- if not most - educational instruction con-
ducted remotely makes it ideal for virtual 
instruction and for incorporating the virtual 
Escape the Room game. It has been argued 
that one of the elements that is affected the 
most during remote instruction is the social 
aspect of face-to-face learning (Huang-Saad 

 Virtual Escape The Room Game For Language 
Teaching; Tips and Suggestions on Creating Your Own

by Sarab Al Ani, Yale University
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et. Al. 2020). In this regard, digital Escape 
the Room type of educational games seem to 
be ideal as they create a communal like feel-
ing in the team that is working towards their 
common goal (Dale & Geisel, 2019, López, 
2018, Stollhans, 2020). 

In today’s classroom, where much of 
the teaching takes place remotely, the vir-
tual version of the game is especially rel-
evant. We also need not worry about the 
learners being trapped in a room since they 
indeed are not! Perhaps it is time to bring 
the game back to its origins. So, what do 
we need to create our own digital Escape 
the Room game?
1. Theme 

The first thing you need to cre-
ate your own virtual Escape the Room 
game is a theme. A theme is needed in 
order to create a clear unified pathway 
for designing the rest of the game. For 
language instruction, having a unify-
ing theme is not a problem as much 
language instruction is carried out the-
matically to begin with. All you need 
to do is choose one of your curricular 
themes and develop the game around 
it. With a little creativity, any theme 
can be a good theme for escaping. 

2. Story line 
A storyline is essential in Escape 

the Room games.  It provides a plot for 
the common goal. You can think of it 
in the simple terms of answering the 
following questions:
• Where are we (the theme will help 

you answer that)?
• What are we doing (the theme will 

help you answer that)?
• Why are we trapped? (Capitalize 

on using the target language here 
to model language for learners, 
get them involved in the game and 
add richness to your game).

• How did we get trapped? (This is 
an optional question that you can 
eliminate unless it is related to the 
way out).

• How do we escape? (Learners need 
to know what it is that they must 
do to escape. For instance, answer 
five questions to arrive at the num-
ber combination that will unlock 
the door).

• How much time do we have? (The 
vast majority of “Escape the Room” 
games have a time limit)

• Is there a competition with anoth-

 Virtual Escape The Room Game For Language 
Teaching; Tips and Suggestions on Creating Your Own

er team, and why? (Answering this 
can be part of the third question in 
this series, above)

• What is the consequence of not 
escaping? Some instructors, 
however, do give incentive for 
winning teams such as, the team 
that finishes first gets to answer 
four questions instead of five on 
the next quiz.

3. The room
The virtual room your learners 

are trapped in will be decided as you 
create the story line (it could be the 
classroom, a haunted house, a chemis-
try lab, a train station. Use your imag-
ination). To create this room you need 
an image inserted in a software such as 
Google Slides, PowerPoint, Word Doc 
etc.

4. Clues
The clues are anything and 

everything your learners will need to 
help them answer the questions, solve 
the riddle, work out the puzzle, or com-
plete a task. It can be anything from 
pictures, to text, to audio, to video, to a 
combination of any of these. You might 
want to capitalize on authentic mate-
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 Virtual Escape The Room Game For Language 
Teaching; Tips and Suggestions on Creating Your Own
rials in the development  of the clues. 
You could incorporate a restaurant 
menu, audio of train arrival announce-
ment, city map, want ad, just to name 
a few. The game is richer and stronger 
when your clues have direct and strong 
connection to both the theme and the 
storyline. Clues are to be hidden in the 
room. And to accomplish that virtually 
you need to hide links in your virtual 
room. 

5. Riddles, puzzles, questions.
This is the part that the learners 

enjoy the most. They love to figure 
out the answers to the questions, solve 
riddles, work out the puzzles, or com-
plete a task. As a language educator, 
you might also want to keep the three 
modes of communication (Interpre-
tive, Interpersonal and Presentational) 
in mind as you design your tasks and 
the clues needed to complete them. 
And as an educator, this is most likely 
the part you will have the least trouble 
doing as we are experienced task cre-
ators.        

6. A path to escape.
Your learners must be able to use 

the outcome of the tasks they are com-
pleting (individually or combined) to 
enable them to escape. For instance, 
with each task completed accurately 
they get one word to a password that 
they can then input to unlock the gate.  

7. The great exit.
Since the whole game is taking 

place in the virtual world, it is impor-
tant to create a big, clear exit gesture 
to let the learners know that they have 
achieved the goal and that the game is 
over. This can be done via text, image, 
audio or video or a combination of any 
of them. 

What else do I need?
In addition to the seven elements 

needed above to create your own Escape 
the Room game, you also need to be an ed-
ucator who embraces learner centeredness 
and one who is not afraid of letting things 
go. This game is based on requiring the 

players (the learners in this case) to carve their own path towards “the exit.” Do not expect 
a smooth process. Most of the time it is quite messy. Be prepared for your students to have 
false starts, reach dead ends, and even experience a certain amount of frustration. Your 
role as the instructor is to support them as they complete their mission on their own terms.

Why create my own?   
Research has shown the benefits of this game for learning languages. As mentioned 

above you may prefer to create your own rather than use the free ones available because it 
can support the learning targets and the particular themes of your curriculum. It is always 
desirable to develop materials for your particular learners, their interests and strengths, 
and their language level. This can become an enjoyable experience and learning opportu-
nity for the students and a successful teaching tool for you.

********************************************************************

Tutorials for building virtual Escape the Room games:
The Skeptical Educator           Kesler Science           EZ EdTech!               Lisa Marie Mazariego

Referenced Resources:
Free “Escape the Room” games          Breakout EDU              Escape the Room. Wikipedia 

Escape the Room games that I have created:
Escape the Room ; Arabic Restaurant Edition  (Intermediate Arabic (Levantine Dialect))
Escape the Haunted House ; Who is the Mysterious Person? (Novice Arabic (Modern 
Standard))

Referenced Articles:
Dale, J., & Geisel, N. (2019). #MFLTwitterati podcast. Episode 8: Digital Planners, World 
language teachers summit, escape rooms and TechTalk Interview with Graham Stanley.
https://mfltwitteratipodcast.com/podcast/ep-8-digital-planners-world-language-teacher-
summit-escape-rooms-and-techtalk-interview-with-graham-stanley/

Gómez-Urquiza, J. L., Gómez-Salgado, J., Albendín-García, L., Correa-Rodríguez, M., 
González-Jiménez, E., & Cañadas-De la Fuente, G. A. (2019). The impact on nursing stu-
dents’ opinions and motivation of using a “Nursing Escape Room” as a teaching game: A 
descriptive study. Nurse education today, 72, 73-76.

Huang-Saad, A., Schmedlen, R., Sulewski, R., & Springsteen, K. (2020). Reconceptualizing 
BME Authentic Learning in the Age of COVID-19 and Remote Learning. Biomedical En-
gineering Education,   1-5.

López, Á. G. (2018). Trapped in the English classroom: an escape room to foster language 
skills. EDUNOVATIC 2018, 578.

López-Pernas, S., Gordillo, A., Barra, E., & Quemada, J. (2019). Examining the use of an 
educational escape room for teaching programming in a higher education setting. IEEE 
Access, 7, 31723-31737.

Madda M.J (2016). Adam Bellow Becomes CEO of Breakout EDU to Spread Gamified Learning

Nicholson, S. (2015). Peeking behind the locked door: A survey of escape room facili-
ties. Pozyskano z http://scottnicholson. com/pubs/erfacwhite. pdf.

Stollhans, S. (2020). Designing escape game activities for language classes. Innovative lan-
guage teaching and learning at university: treasuring languages, 27.

https://youtu.be/jjKkmRdQ8ac
https://youtu.be/OFm86ml1x-U
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https://youtu.be/QvBbyCMqXVw
http://          
https://youtu.be/4GYV537N6YA
Referenced Resources:
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https://www.breakoutedu.com/
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Escape_room
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1tq0aCVoGnBGx45jWEeV4HIYW7DXzrEj4VSsP66tX2I0/preview?slide=id.g9deb1076a9_0_0
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Effective mentors help new teachers 
find opportunities to grow as professionals 
in the challenges and learning risks inher-
ent in the first few years of teaching.

Are you looking for a way to “give 
back or pay it forward”? Are you a veteran 
teacher who is passionate about teaching 
and learning? Do you feel ready to share 
your experience, expertise, and wisdom? 
Do colleagues see you as supportive and 
empathetic? These attributes are hallmarks 
of influential mentors.

 If your answer is yes to most of these 
questions, you probably already are a 
mentor; if not, you need to be one. Novice 
and less experienced teachers are looking 
to “hire” professionals with your skillsets!

 Although mentoring benefits all ed-
ucators, my focus here is on classroom 
teachers. Every year, new teachers enter 
the profession with different backgrounds 
and levels of preparation: recent graduates 
with limited or no classroom experience, 
profession changers, educators returning 
to work after a hiatus, and experienced 
teachers moving from one district to an-
other or from independent schools to pub-
lic schools. While the professional stage of 
being a new teacher is unique to each indi-
vidual, the challenges are the same. When 
veteran teachers are asked about their first 
years, they clearly remember what it felt 
like and quickly list the kinds of support 
they wish they had.

In which areas do new teachers 
want ongoing support?    

New teachers often become over-
whelmed by their work’s labor-intensive 
nature, combined with their lack of overall 
experience. Addressing the countless nu-
anced issues that arise on any teaching day 
while keeping students at the center can 
be challenging. Districts must realize that 
great teachers are made or “grown” and be 
prepared to build on the talents that new-
ly onboarded teachers bring with them. A 
good mentor is an excellent place to start 
the ongoing process of growing successful 
teachers. Education consultant and author 

Carol P. Radford of Mentoring in Action 
writes, teaches, and speaks eloquently 
about the need for and benefits of struc-
tured, effective mentoring programs. “Re-
search shows that the most important rela-
tionship for novice teachers is the mentor. 
If you [the novice teacher] are fortunate 
enough to have an experienced teacher as-
signed to you, take advantage of all she has 
to offer. Experience brings wisdom, and 
you can benefit from this. The sink and 
swim method of inducting a new teacher 
is not helpful.” (Carol Pelletier Radford, 
The First Years Matter, 2016, p. 8.)

New teachers mention the  
following among the areas in 

which they need support:
• Effective lesson planning and adjust-

ing practice                                        
• Classroom organization                                                                                           
• Classroom management
• Optimal learning environment
• Feedback to and from students
• Communicating with parents
• School culture 
• Teacher responsibilities outside the 

classroom
• Collaborating with colleagues
• Managing stress                                                                                                                 

Carol P. Radford also advocates for 
aligning induction and mentoring pro-
grams with the Massachusetts DESE 
Teacher Rubric. The four standards are 
relevant to these topics and can be used 
to address these areas of growth. (DESE 
CLASSROOM TEACHER RUBRIC Au-
gust 2018)  

How do mentors help new  
teachers grow as professionals?

“If new teachers are paired with 
high-quality, trained mentors and receive 
frequent feedback, their students may re-
ceive the equivalent of up to five months 
of additional learning, a new study 
found.” (Madeline Will on June 22, 2017, 
8, Education Week.) Influential mentors 

share their mistakes and how they learned 
from them, thus giving mentees the con-
fidence to accept mistakes as part of their 
learning process. Additionally, they help 
them understand the direct correlation 
between effective teaching and their stu-
dents’ learning.  Successful mentors have 
mentees who see them as allies, consult-
ants, and coaches. In his Edutopia article, 
David Cutler states: “New teachers must 
feel confident in expressing doubt or ad-
mitting mistakes to experienced teach-
ers, without fearing embarrassment or 
repercussions. In this respect, mentors 
serve as confidants, not evaluators, con-
cerned only with helping mentees – and, 
in turn, students – succeed in the class-
room”. (https://www.edutopia.org/blog/
why-new-teachers-need-mentors-david-
cutler)

Research-based evidence shows that 
having a quality mentor helps new col-
leagues become skilled teachers soon-
er. “Mentoring is a fundamental form of 
human development where one person 
invests time, energy, and personal know-
how in assisting the growth and abili-
ty of another person. . . each of us has 
a birthright to actualize our potential. 
Through their deeds and work, mentors 
help us to move toward that actualiza-
tion.” (Shea, Gordon F. (1997) Mentoring 
[Rev. Ed.] Menlo Park, CA: Crisp Pub-
lication.)   Professor John Hattie, author 
of research-based Visible Learning, en-
courages teachers to “know thy impact.”  
He states that teacher-effectiveness is the 
number one influencer of student achieve-
ment, shown on his “barometer of influ-
ence.” (Hattie, J. [2012] Visible learning for 
teachers: Maximizing impact on learning. 
New York, NY.Routledge.)

What do mentors need  
to be effective?

Excellent teachers need the training 
necessary to become proficient in their 
new role. Successful induction and men-
toring programs match mentors with nov-
ice teachers based on the subject matter or 

 Induction And Mentoring: An Overview 
by Iolanda Volpe

https://www.doe.mass.edu/edeval/model/PartIII_AppxC.pdf
https://www.doe.mass.edu/edeval/model/PartIII_AppxC.pdf
https://www.doe.mass.edu/edeval/model/PartIII_AppxC.pdf
http://www.edweek.org/ew/contributors/madeline-will.html
https://www.edutopia.org/profile/david-cutler
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/why-new-teachers-need-mentors-david-cutler
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/why-new-teachers-need-mentors-david-cutler
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/why-new-teachers-need-mentors-david-cutler
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grade level. They also stress that trust and 
confidentiality are crucial, non-negotiable 
requirements for being a mentor. There-
fore, when school districts offer training 
and ongoing support, mentors thrive. 
Mentors are observers; they need to give 
actionable feedback that helps improve the 
new teachers’ work. Mentees do not want 
to hear “great job” or “everything is fine.” 
They crave comments on why something 
worked or not.   

In my experience, one of the most 
powerful impacts of mentoring is the 
mentor/mentee observation. School lead-
ers need to provide release time so men-
tors can observe the mentees’ classes. It 
benefits both: the veteran teachers reflect 
on their practices, and the new teachers 
can see successful exemplars of student 
rapport, lesson pacing, clarity, and class-
room management strategies. These visits 
are never evaluative.

Some areas in which school 
districts can train and 

support mentors include:
• Providing a structured, articulated 

Induction and Mentoring Program
•  Identifying the new col-

leagues’strengths and what needs 
strengthening

• Ongoing support from other mentors
•  Working through challenges  
•  Giving honest, actionable feedback 

that helps new teachers grow
• Using classroom observations as a 

tool for building on effective teaching 
strategies

• Provide release time to observe the 
new colleagues’ lessons

• Reflecting on their knowledge of ped-
agogy and best practices

• Staying positive and modeling resil-
ience and self-care    

 Induction And Mentoring: An Overview 
by Iolanda Volpe

The informal everyday conversations, 
advising how to craft an email to parents, 
and checking its tone before the new teach-
er sends it, providing emotional support are 
all part of the mentor’s work. These organic 
interactions are as valuable as the planned 
conversations and targeted feedback men-
tors glean from training.  

 In conclusion, the mentor/mentee re-
lationship is enriching and often a lasting 
one. Examples of mentoring relationships 
throughout history include Socrates and 
Plato, Hayden and Beethoven, and Freud 
and Jung.  Mentor is the name of Odysseus’ 
friend in Homer’s Odyssey. When he goes 
to fight the Trojan War, he entrusts his son 
Telemachus to Mentor until he returns. 
Mentor now means friend, trusted advisor, 
teacher, and wise person. You, too, can be 
defined by these noble attributes. Moreo-
ver, you can reap the rewards of “paying it 
forward” by seeing a new teacher blossom 
because of your gift of mentoring.

Editor’s note: I am sharing this Facebook post, with permission, from a former student of 
mine.  I love the positive message and her persistent optimism. 
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You plan. You assess. You network. You 
collaborate.

You tweet, differentiate, administer 
literacy probes, scour 504s and IEPs, use 
technology, and inspire thinking.

And for all of this, you’re given bar 
graphs on tests to show if what you’re doing 
is actually making a difference. But there 
are other data points you should consider 
as well.
1. Your students are asking questions, 

not just giving answers.
Critical thinking does not mean think-
ing harder before giving an answer. It 
means being critical of all possible an-
swers. If your students are asking more 
questions, and feel comfortable doing 
so, you can rest assured they will con-
tinue the habit outside your class.

2. You have used your authoritative role 
for inspiration, not intimidation.
Monkey see, monkey do. I once had a 
writing professor who, as a best-selling 
novelist, was not too proud to bring 
his own raw material to class for the 
students to workshop. This was a great 
lesson in humility that I’ll never forget.

3. You have listened as often as you have 
lectured. Another lesson in authority.
Your students have respected your 
thoughts and ideas by attending your 
class; the least you can do is respect 
theirs. Lending an ear is the ultimate 
form of empowerment.

4. Your shy students start participating 
more often without being prompted.
Cold-calling may keep students on 
their toes, but it never creates an at-
mosphere of collaboration and respect. 
When the quiet ones feel comfortable 
enough to participate on their own, 
you know you’ve made an impact.

5. A student you’ve encouraged creates something new with her talents.
The simple act of creating is so personal, memorable, and gratifying that you can rest 
assured your student will want to make it a habit.

6. You’ve been told by a student that, because of something you showed them, they 
enjoy learning outside of class.
Even if it becomes a short-lived interest, your student will realize that learning outside 
of class doesn’t have to mean doing homework.

7. You’ve made your students laugh.
People like, and therefore listen to, other people who make them laugh. Showing you 
have a sense of humor about a topic will lubricate the learning path for your students.

8. You’ve tried new things.
Students, especially if they are older, can be critical of change. A new grading sys-
tem or an unexpected group discussion session can easily lead to resentment in-
stead of renewed interest. But your students will remember it. Whether the change 
succeeds or not, they will remember it years down the road when all their other 
classes, so similar to one another, blur together.

9. You’ve improvised.
Respect and inspiration result from going out on a limb, whether the limb breaks or 
not.

10. Your student asks you for a letter of reference. 
Whether you get bombarded by requests for recommendation letters each year or 
have been asked for one in your entire career, you can’t deny the confidence you’ve 
boosted and the difference you’ve made.

11. You have taken a personal interest in your students. 
Your favorite student still may not get into college or achieve his career goals—it’s 

 Other Data: 20 Signs You’re Actually
Making A Difference As A Teacher

by TeachThought Staff

https://www.teachthought.com/pedagogy/other-data-20-signs-youre-actually-making-a-difference-as-a-teacher/
https://www.teachthought.com/category/pedagogy/
https://www.twitter.com/sagamilena
https://www.teachthought.com/author/teachthought-staff/
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frustrating, but it happens—however, the chances that he will are infinitely higher 
simply because you showed an interest.

12. You’ve let your passions show through in your lessons.
It’s hard to stay animated when you’ve been teaching the same material for twenty-five 
years, but it’s also hard for your students to stay animated when they don’t know why 
your subject should excite them. Even if they never become excited by your subject, 
they have learned that different people have different interests and that it’s okay to 
share your passion regardless of what other people think.

13. You’ve made students understand the personal relevance of what they’re learning.
Psychologists have proven time and time again that people remember things much 
better if they are personally relevant. Perhaps the lone advantage in a self-centered 
culture.

14. You have cared–and shown that you cared.
Researchers at the University of Leicester have proven that students assign the most 
authority to teachers who care about them. If this is true, then you are demonstrating 
a wonderful principle: that respect comes from kind behavior.

15. You have helped a student choose a career.
Whether your student was already interested in your subject when she entered your 
class or only became interested once you started teaching, you know you’ve done a 
great thing when she asks you privately about careers in your field.

16. One of your students becomes an educator.
Maybe one of the greatest honors of all. You must know you had some part in the 
process, whether it was something you did or (yikes) didn’t do.

17. A parent approaches you with kind words.
Certainly too seldom the case, but reassuring when it happens. Sometimes you have 
no idea your student listened to a word you said until a relative comes forward to 
thank you.

18. Your students visit you when they 
don’t have to.
This is not a popularity contest. This 
is an accessibility contest. If your stu-
dents feel comfortable approaching 
you outside of class, whether for help 
on an assignment or advice on a career, 
you’ve made a difference already.

19. You can be a mentor when you need 
to be.
Many students suffer from major ob-
stacles to learning in the form of inner 
conflict or turmoil at home. While 
school counselors exist for a reason, 
you can’t afford to be completely closed 
off to personal issues. Learning is not 
independent from feeling, and this is 
something you can demonstrate to 
your students.

20. You practice strength and patience.
We’ve all reacted to current situations 
with emotions left over from the past, 
whether it’s trouble at home or person-
al strife. The ultimate lesson, at the end 
of a rough day, is not blaming anyone 
but yourself for your reactions. Stu-
dents are always watching; someday 
someone will be watching them too.
Despite what administrators might 
drill into our skulls, educators exist to 
produce good people, not good test re-
sults. The true measure of our success 
is hard to record on paper but easy to 
recognize in a student’s behavior. Look 
for the signs and be open to improve-
ment.
This article is based on a post first 

published on opencolleges.edu.au; Other 
Data:  20 Signs You’re Actually Making A 
Difference As A Teacher; image attribution 
flickr user horizontalintegration.

Reprinted with permission from 
Teach Thought.

https://www.teachthought.com/ped-
agogy/other-data-20-signs-youre-actual-
ly-making-a-difference-as-a-teacher/?f-
bclid=IwAR0I3W7QHzqvUsyIUCHltv-
vpZCuyW9Rjr3JJDkeM8MppuQnODl-
BOHGXhG2k
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https://www.teachthought.com/pedagogy/other-data-20-signs-youre-actually-making-a-difference-as-a-teacher/?fbclid=IwAR0I3W7QHzqvUsyIUCHltvvpZCuyW9Rjr3JJDkeM8MppuQnODlBOHGXhG2k 
https://www.teachthought.com/pedagogy/other-data-20-signs-youre-actually-making-a-difference-as-a-teacher/?fbclid=IwAR0I3W7QHzqvUsyIUCHltvvpZCuyW9Rjr3JJDkeM8MppuQnODlBOHGXhG2k 
https://www.teachthought.com/pedagogy/other-data-20-signs-youre-actually-making-a-difference-as-a-teacher/?fbclid=IwAR0I3W7QHzqvUsyIUCHltvvpZCuyW9Rjr3JJDkeM8MppuQnODlBOHGXhG2k 
https://www.teachthought.com/author/teachthought-staff/


 14 2020 MaFLA Newsletter 

 There remains a serious world language teacher shortage across 
the nation, and language teachers are the ideal people to try and 
shore up the ranks: we are passionate about language and culture, 
know the profession, and have direct access to motivated students 
who are learning the language and are beginning to figure out what 
they want to do in the workforce. However, world language teach-
ers also already have plenty on their plates with teaching alone. This 
year one of the authors of this article (Michele) was chosen as one 
of NECTFL’s Mead Leadership Fellows. Our project for 2020-2021 
will entail designing online, open educational resources for world 
language teacher recruitment. These resources will be in several 
target languages (still to be determined, but most likely Spanish, 
French, and one other language) so that language teachers can in-
tegrate them into their courses. By providing recruitment materials 
in target languages, we can allow teachers to seamlessly incorporate 
them into units on careers, schools, or other related themes, simul-
taneously providing new open access target language resources and 
advocating for the profession without adding an undue additional 
burden on teachers.  

Our interest in this project stemmed from a pilot study that 
we conducted with two of Neag’s partnership schools, in which we 
implemented a Spanish-language adaptation of ACTFL’s Educators 
Rising recruitment program. For those of you who are unfamiliar 
with this program, Educators Rising is a series of online modules 
that introduce students to the importance of world language educa-
tion and how to take steps towards becoming future world language 
teachers. The current iteration of the program can be found here. 
Our goals in doing so were to see what current high schoolers think 
about world language teaching and to assess the effectiveness of the 
recruitment materials.  

Although ACTFL suggests implementing these modules as 
part of an after-school or lunchtime club, doing so can be challeng-
ing, considering the responsibilities world language teachers may 
have after school and how busy students, particularly high school 
students, are with activities such as sports, other clubs, jobs, or just 
catching up on homework. In order to make these modules more 
accessible to students and teachers, we adapted a previous version 
of the modules into the target language so that our Spanish teachers 
could use them as part of their courses. We then held focus group 
meetings with the students in order to get their take on the modules’ 
effectiveness, as well as reasons they may (or may not) be consider-
ing teaching. Our findings from this pilot study will be published in 
the Summer, 2020 issue of Foreign Language Annals. Through the 
process of conducting the study, we saw areas where the students 
had concerns, but also reaffirmed our belief that target-language ver-
sions of the recruitment materials could be useful. 

With the support of NECTFL and the Mead Leadership Fellows 
Program, we are well-positioned to take this project to the next level. 
We have distributed a survey (found here) to world language teach-
ers around the country to discover what they are currently doing 

 Recruiting Teachers In The Target Language:  
Developing And Implementing Open Educational 
Resources For Language Teacher Recruitment

By Michele Back and Joseph Dean, Neag School of Education, University of Connecticut, Storrs
in their own classrooms to recruit future world language teachers, 
as well as to gauge their familiarity with ACTFL’s Educators Rising 
program. To date, 120 people have responded to this survey. Results 
so far indicate that although 65% of respondents do talk with their 
students about becoming world language teachers, only 5.5% incor-
porate these discussions into their formal curriculum. Of particular 
interest is the fact that 77% of respondents have never heard of Ed-
ucators Rising; moreover, of the 23% who have heard of it, only 1% 
has used it in their classes. This suggests that world language teach-
ers, if they know about the program at all, are not finding it to be 
something they can incorporate into their teaching; it is therefore 
not reaching potential teacher candidates. We believe that adapting 
these modules into the target language so that they might be more 
readily used in language classes could be an effective solution. And 
so, we turn to you for help. 

Our next step for this project is to put together a task force 
of world language teachers who are interested in assisting us with 
adapting the modules. Fifty percent of our survey respondents have 
indicated interest in participating in this initiative; our hope is to be-
gin this work over the summer. The more people we have on board, 
the easier it will be to divide the work of translating the modules and 
adding target-language resources, with the goal of having online, 
open educational resources for recruitment ready to pilot in the fall. 

Whether or not you are able to participate in this initiative, the 
project will benefit all world language teachers and the profession 
by offering accessible, online teacher recruitment materials in the 
target language that can be easily incorporated into relevant units. 
Given the critical shortage of language teachers in Connecticut, the 
Northeast region, and the country, we hope that you will consider 
participating. 

From the Spring 2020 issue of Connecticut COLT World Language 
News Exchange. Reprinted with permission. 

Working on the Recruiting Teachers Pilot Project
This summer I had the opportunity to work on adapting the Edu-

cator’s Rising series into Spanish.  Was part of a team of Spanish teach-
ers who analyzed the original materials in English, translated text into 
Spanish and found similar resources such as videos and graphics in 
the target language.  We worked together from June until August on 
the development of these materials.  The Spanish materials are availa-
ble for grades K-16.  Another group worked on adapting the materials 
into French for grades K-16 and a third group worked on developing 
the materials for Arabic grades 9-12.  This fall the modules are being 
piloted by participants and eventually will be shared with ACTFL in 
the beginning of 2021. It is anticipated that these modules in Spanish, 
French and Arabic whose goal is  to inspire and recruit world language 
teachers will be available on the ACTFL website in 2021. 

Ronie Webster

https://www.pathlms.com/actfl/courses/10177
https://uconn.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eQXhPuML4iGlS7z
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Because the Massachusetts Foreign 
Languages Curriculum Framework had not 
been updated since its creation in 1999, the 
Massachusetts Department of Elementa-
ry and Secondary Education (DESE) con-
tracted the Center for Applied Linguistics 
(CAL) for its help in deciding if the Massa-
chusetts Framework should be rewritten or 
replaced by the ACTFL Standards. 

The opening paragraph of the CAL re-
port states that “(w)orld language education 
is a necessary component to prepare stu-
dents for success in this culturally and lin-
guistically diverse 21st century.  The ability 
to communicate in multiple languages and 
understand other cultures equips students 
to be college- and career- ready in multicul-
tural campus and business environments.” 
That statement sets the philosophical un-
derpinnings for its recommendations.

This article will summarize the find-
ings of the CAL study and offer challeng-
ing implications for the teaching of world 
languages. 

What are the best practices in 
world language standards and 

standards revisions?
CAL conducted a literature review that 

examined the social changes that have cre-
ated needs for standards revisions. It found 
that “society has undergone social, eco-
nomic, and technological changes to which 
national and local educational standards 
have responded to best prepare students 
for success. … Because of increased in-
ternational competition in academia and 
the workplace, students need to think like 
world citizens. … Using computer-based 
technologies, students can more easily and 
readily access authentic cultural materials 
and interact with people around the world 
thereby learning about contemporary cul-
ture and everyday life in the target coun-
try. … An examination of the theoretical 
framework of the ACTFL Standards has 
indicated that world language teaching 
and learning has responded to 21st century 

Updating The Massachusetts Foreign Languages 
Curriculum Framework: An Analysis Of The Cen-

ter For Applied Linguistics Recommendations
by Marcel LaVergne Ed.D.

skills by including greater attention to skills 
in literacy, communication, collaboration, 
critical thinking, and creativity.”

Implications:
1. World Language teachers need to 

identify those skills that students need 
to compete in the world and devise 
activities that practice those skills.

2. Language teaching must go beyond 
the learning of vocabulary and 
grammatical structures and teachers 
need to plan communicative building 
tasks that put students in collaborative 
and critical-thinking situations that 
develop both fluency and accuracy.

3. Students need to be able to link with 
native speakers of L2 by means of the 
internet to gain access to authentic L2 
culture. 

What is the state of world language 
standards across the U.S.?

CAL did a comparative analysis of 
world language standards in all states and 
the District of Columbia to examine cur-
rent trends. Although most programs begin 
at the middle and high school levels, there 
seems to be an increase in K-12 programs 
offered. These include FLES (Foreign Lan-
guage in the Elementary School), FLEX 
(Foreign Language Exploratory or Foreign 
Language Experience), heritage language 
programs, immersion programs, dual lan-
guage programs and traditional language 
programs. 

Because of the ever increasing diversi-
ty of the United States caused by the rising 
numbers of immigrants, there are now 350 
languages spoken in the U.S. and one in five 
residents speaks a language other than Eng-
lish, the result being that most states refer 
to world language rather than foreign lan-
guage in their standards which have been 
revised to include a greater variety of lan-
guages. In addition to the most commonly 
offered languages, such as Spanish, French, 

German, Latin, and Russian, students can 
now learn Mandarin, Vietnamese, Arabic, 
and Korean, etc. 

The one-time focus on grammar-based 
pedagogies has been replaced by the Com-
municative Language Teaching approach. 
Emphasis on vocabulary and structural 
grammar becomes an underlining com-
ponent of the Five C’s: Communication, 
Cultures, Connections, Comparisons, and 
Communities. The one weakness seems to 
be that teachers focus much more on Com-
munication and Cultures in their curricu-
lum planning, with Communities and Con-
nections seldom addressed. 

Standards also include performance–
based Can-Do statements which allow 
learners to demonstrate autonomy, self-de-
termination, and competence. In other 
words, students are assessed not only on 
what they know about the language, but, 
more importantly, on what they can do 
with the target language at different profi-
ciency levels.  However, for both the Mas-
sachusetts and the ACTFL sets of stand-
ards, respondents stated that they are more 
familiar with the lower proficiency levels, 
because very few of their students are in 
advanced enough programs to reach the 
higher proficiency levels. 

Implications:
1. School systems should consider 

changing Foreign Language to World 
Language. The former too often 
denotes different, unfamiliar, and 
xenophobic. The latter is more positive 
and relevant sounding than foreign 
language, especially if the goal is the 
creation of a world citizen.

2. School systems need to expand 
the number of languages offered 
throughout the K-12 system to include 
less traditional ones such as Arabic, 
Mandarin, Japanese, Vietnamese, etc. 
if the goal is to prepare world citizens.

3. School systems need to develop K-12 
sequences which will allow students 
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to reach higher proficiency levels in 
whatever language they choose and 
make them more competitive in the 
world market.

4. School systems need to create the 
position of K-12 Director of World 
Languages whose task would be to 
guarantee effective articulation of the 
world language program. 

What are the needs of users in 
Massachusetts for world language 

standards?
An online survey was distributed to 

current and former world language educa-
tors in Massachusetts to better understand 
local user needs. Teachers were asked to 
state their language teaching experience, 
which languages and at what grade level 
they taught and in which type of program. 
They were then asked to rate their familiar-
ity with the standards and the various pro-
ficiency levels, their implementation of the 
standards, their familiarity and implemen-
tation of the 5Cs.  Lastly they stated their 
likes and dislikes of the standards.  

The survey showed that most respond-
ents are familiar with the ACTFL Standards 
which they prefer to their local ones and 
are attempting to use them when planning 
their lessons. They recognize the gaps be-
tween standards, assessments, and imple-
mentation, i.e., teachers plan communica-
tive tasks to develop proficiency but seem 
to favor traditional achievement type as-
sessments. They see the need for resources 
and support especially in the implementa-
tion of the 5Cs.  In addition, over 50% of 
respondents “disagree” or “strongly disa-
gree” that it is easy to find good textbooks 
that are aligned with the standards, to use 
the framework to guide assessments and to 
plan lessons. 

Implications:
1. School systems need to provide 

professional development training in 
Communicative Language Teaching 

that will help teachers to integrate the 
5Cs effectively.

2. Teachers need to recognize the 
difference between assessing 
achievement and proficiency, the 
former assesses what you know and 
the latter assesses what you can do with 
what you know. 

3. Professional development oppor-
tunities should be planned to help 
teachers develop lesson plans that 
align with the standards.

4. School systems should provide funds 
for teachers to attend local, state, and 
national World Language conferences.   

5. Teachers need to insist that publishing 
companies align their textbooks 
with the standards if they are to be 
considered for purchase.   

Conclusion
Rather than rewriting the Massachu-

setts Framework, CAL recommends that 
we adopt the ACTFL Standards with their 
expressed goals and proficiency descrip-
tors. The 2019 report recommends that we 
adopt the term “world language” in place of 
“foreign language” because the languages 
being learned are not foreign to many of 
our learners and to many of our local com-

munities, i.e., Spanish, French, Italian, Por-
tuguese, Vietnamese, Chinese. In addition, 
CAL recommends that additional resources 
and more professional development oppor-
tunities be offered to teachers if we are to 
prepare students to have the necessary 21st 
century skills to be successfully competitive 
linguistically and culturally. The CAL study 
presents some difficult challenges to teach-
ers and administrators if the Communica-
tive Language Approach is to supersede the 
traditional grammar orientated approach 
still in vogue in too many L2 classrooms.

References: 

To find CAL’s complete study and 
recommendations, click on the following 
link: http://www.doe.mass.edu/research/
reports/2019/06world-language-standard.
docx
About the author
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of Foreign Languages, an adjunct professor 
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guage Teaching and Learning.  He was as-
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Updating The Massachusetts Foreign Languages 
Curriculum Framework: An Analysis Of The Cen-

ter For Applied Linguistics Recommendations
by Marcel LaVergne Ed.D.

Have you checked out our 2020 Awards Video?  
Click below to go to the page then click on the video.

http://www.doe.mass.edu/research/reports/2019/06world-language-standard.docx
http://www.doe.mass.edu/research/reports/2019/06world-language-standard.docx
http://www.doe.mass.edu/research/reports/2019/06world-language-standard.docx
https://mafla.org/awards-contests/award-winners/
https://mafla.org/awards-contests/award-winners/
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MaFLA Recognizes Dr. Roger Harris 
With Our Friend of Foreign  

Languages Award
Black students at the K–12 level are more likely to attend schools 

or be tracked into programs in which world languages are not avail-
able. Also, Black students complete the least number of high school 
credits in this subject. They earn only 4% of bachelor’s degrees con-
ferred in world languages, and Black teachers comprise merely 6% of 
instructors in the humanities and a mere 3% of postsecondary world 
language faculty (Musu-Gillete et al., 2017; U.S. Department of Edu-
cation, 2016).  Without intervention, the pattern will continue. There-
fore, the 2020 MaFLA Board of Directors has conferred Dr. Roger 
Harris Friend of World Languages Award to recognize his work coun-
tering Black students’ underrepresentation in world languages. 

Dr. Harris served as the Principal and Executive Director of Bos-
ton Renaissance Charter School (BRCS), with a student body pre-
dominantly African American (more than sixty percent). During his 
tenure from 1998 until his retirement in 2015. BRCS’s Dr. Harris built 
a reputation as a visionary leader in public education in Massachu-
setts and nationally.  His vision was to create an urban public school 
that would offer all the amenities, enrichment opportunities, and rigor 
found in America’s elite public and private schools.  The cornerstone 
of Dr. Harris’ vision was world language education as part of every 
student’s instruction during the school day.   As part of the Boston 
Renaissance Global Education Initiative, Renaissance students learn 
Mandarin Chinese as a second language, beginning in Kindergarten 
and can continue through 6th grade.  

For years, Mandarin Chinese has been designated by the federal 
government as a “critical language” for American students. Respond-
ing to this designation, in 2009, President Obama announced the 
“100,000 Strong Initiative,” a national effort designed to increase the 
number of American students studying in China. In the same year, 
Boston Renaissance Charter Public School began a collaborative and 
dynamic Chinese Program through a triangulated design: Envision-
ing, Implementing, and Evaluating a Chinese Program.  Developed by 
Dr. Harris’ vision, the BRCS’s language program includes well-articu-
lated goals, research-based classroom practices and assessment, and 
ongoing collaborative evaluation. It also embraces a professional de-
velopment plan, a curriculum development process, and a high level 
of responsiveness to students, teachers, and families. This well-defined 
framework for instruction, assessment, and evaluation brings a struc-
tured approach for teaching this vital language to urban children while 
integrating innovative practice into the school’s fabric.

As the   quoted Dr. Harris, “In most [world] language programs, 
it’s for the students who are in the talented and gifted program, stu-
dents who have shown through the years a proficiency. But what we’ve 
learned in two years is, it doesn’t matter what the demographic is. By 
exposing kids to language and culture in the early years, all the stereo-
types go out the window.”

Submitted by Jorge Allen.

Boivin Center To Celebrate  
Its 35th Anniversary In 2020

As I finish my 21st year as director of the Boivin Center of 
French Language and Culture at UMass Dartmouth, I have a great 
deal of pride and satisfaction in what the center has accomplished 
over the past 35 years. 

The then Southeastern Massachusetts University established 
the Omer E. and Laurette M. Boivin Center for French Language 
and Culture with a $100,000 endowment from the 95-year-old Fall 
River doctor on April 11, 1985. I was there that glorious day with 
a gathering of my university colleagues, French dignitaries, repre-
sentatives from numerous French organizations, and many school 
officials from the region. 

Dr. Boivin had been the chief of urology at St. Anne’s Hospi-
tal until he reached the age of 70, and was educated in French in 
Canada. He wanted to bring the French language and culture to 
the fore in Southeastern Massachusetts. He also wanted to show 
that French was the lingua franca in the world alongside English in 
the arts, business, technology, hospitality, medicine and diplomacy, 
and he focused on SMU to do just that. Apres tout (After all), he 
was born to French-Canadian parents, and had lived in Fall River 
all his life. For me, a lifelong friend of the Boivins, the moment was 
a dream come true. 

Over the years, we have given many scholarships for needy 
students studying French in the States, in France or in Quebec. We 
have interviewed Franco-Americans in our region to document 
the positive impact these hard-working and industrious individ-
uals have had on this region in the 20th and 21st centuries. In addi-
tion, we offer a certificate program in international marketing and 
French. 

We have collaborated with other centers so we can bring our 
message to many other members of the university and community. 

Our very popular, acclaimed cultural program has been 
highlighted by too many outstanding luminaries (Quebec writ-
ers, Francophile writers, French authors, Francophone scholars, 
French cordons bleus, chanteurs and chanteuses, etc.) to list here.

In December of last year, the preeminent writer and New York 
Times bureau chief in Paris, Elaine Sciolino, graced our stage with 
her new book, The Seine. The highly anticipated program took 
place in the Charlton Business College Auditorium. A reception 
and book signing followed the talk. Gaston Dery, the celebrated 
Quebecois naturalist, gave a virtual speech on biodiversity in Sep-
tember, and the program was a great success.

Succinctly, the Boivin Center continues to grow and meet new 
and even greater challenges. Finally, my hope for the next 35 years 
is to strengthen our Center with new and increased membership, 
and enhance awareness of the global impact of France, Quebec and 
other francophone countries in our present-day society. 

Mel B. Yoken, Ph.D.
Yoken is chancellor professor emeritus of French language and 

literature at UMass Dartmouth.  

In Other News

https://www.actfl.org/sites/default/files/tle/TLE_OctNov19_Article.pdf
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Send YOUR contribution to the next issue to:

Ronie R. Webster     ronie@mafla.org
41 Glenn Drive
Wilbraham, MA  01095

Phone 413.596.9284

Deadline for the Winter Issue is Jan. 5

Our theme for the Winter Issue is –  Motivation
How do we motivate our students?
What are some motivation strategies you use in your classroom?
How do we motivate ourselves? 
How do we deal with the reluctant learners?
How do we help students to set goals and be motivated to achieve 
them?
What are the factors that improve motivation or reduce motivation?


