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Why the low level syllabus makes no sense:

Andrew
Walkley
lexicallab.com

Dguendel [GFDL (http://www.gnu.org/copyleft/fdl.html) or CC BY 3.0 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0)], from Wikimedia Commons

Is Julie right?
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Julie’s theory of language learning?

What’s your name? (unit 1)
be (+short answers)  (unit 2)
countries / nationalities
alphabet / spelling out (unit 1 or 2)
present simple (unit 5) 
past be (unit 9)
past simple regular/ irregular (unit 10)
past simple questions  (unit 11)
present continuous (Unit 12-14)

No ‘going to’? / have been ? / better or best?

The conversations we end up having.

Ellie isn’t from the United States. She’s from England.
Is Javier Bardem Mexican? No, he isn’t.
Is that a hat? Yes, it is.
How do you spell Dubai? d-u-b-a-i.
What did it eat? It ate insects.
Is she going to be a ballerina? Yes, she is.
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Something more real. A better way to start? 

Where’s Javier from?
 I think he’s from Spain.

Where’s Javier from?
 I don’t know.

What’s gorro in English?
 Hat 

Did you have a good journey?
 Yeah, it was fine. 

What are you doing now?
 I’m going to have a coffee. Do you want one?

Have you been here before?
 No.

Lexical choice: ABC v Something else

26 names of letters
12 countries / nationalities

or

1-22, 30, 40, 50, 60  

how, lunch, OK, where, class, how long, nice, teacher, 
what time, who, the break, how old, how much.
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But what if they don’t know the answer?

What if they try to say language they don’t know? 

The underlying principles: a very good place to start? 

• grammar + words (sets)
• grammar as a building block 

– ‘master’ one area (all parts) before going on to the next
– ‘master’ one meaning first and meanings are unambiguous
– language shouldn’t be seen before it’s taught (by the book) 

• genuine purpose and usage is relatively unimportant
• frequency relatively unimportant
• no acquisition or self-teaching!
• no encounters beyond the classroom
• a homogenous group
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Elementary books follow the same pattern and ‘rules’!

The underlying principle

• Don’t repeat new structures until they have been forgotten?!!

• You can’t see very frequent grammar and words for 200 hours of 
classroom teaching: been, have to, must, should, shall, was –ing, …

• Students should be socially isolated and infantilised! 
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An alternative view:
CONVERSATION not grammar driven
Students will always want to say more: HELP them
‘Just enough’ grammar and grammaticalized CHUNKS to enable conversation
REPEATED comprehensible input and interactive output OVER TIME
You can LEARN VOCABULARY but it’s best NOT done in SETS.

Grammar as words (Low – repeat & copy / High – extend  between T-S) 
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Talking about plans
Conversation-driven
& needs-driven 
not dictated by grammar
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Presenting and practising structures in a 
‘just enough’ way:

• No you / he / they
• No negatives
• No questions
• Simple meaning
• Simple pattern manipulated / copied

Integrate in conversation already known (spiral)
Chance for repetition or student choice!

15

16



24/07/2019

9

Conversation driven and 
just enough grammar:

• limited questions
• no short answers
• no negatives still

But space to extend

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
A A (B) A A B B B C/A D/B E/F F F/D
A=5 B=4 C=1 D=2 E=1 F=3

A(B) B A/B/
(C)

E/B/
C

E/D F/E B/
D

D/B F/E/(
G)

D (C) 
F

F 
(A/B/C/D
/)

H/B(F
/E)

A=3 B=6 C=2 D=4 E=4 F=4 G=
1

H=1

Traditional syllabus

Spiral syllabus
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Exposure, repetition and re-use over time

Traditional Spiral (Outcomes!)
beginner book

they 13 11
you 5 38
I 7 56 
it 4 31 
s/he 4 5 
noun 1 (is) 26
we 1 23

Total 35 191 [maybe a bit less]

Distribution
10 lessons over 21 lessons over
TWO units out of 14 SEVEN units out of 12

Traditional Spiral
there + be 55 200 (284)
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Losing our way with lexical sets

1. time
2. year
3. people
4. way
5. day
6. man
7. thing
8. woman
9. life
10. child
11. world
12. school
13. state
14. family
15. student
16. group
17. country
18. problem
19. hand
20. part

21. place
22. case
23. week
24. company
25. system
26. program
27. question
28. work
29. government
30. number
31. night
32. point
33. home
34. water
35. room
36. mother
37. area
38. money
39. story
40. fact

41. month
42. lot
43. right
44. study
45. book
46. eye
47. job
48. word
49. business
50. issue
51. side
52. kind
53. head
54. house
55. service
56. friend
57. father
58. power
59. hour
60. game

61. line
62. end
63. member
64. law
65. car
66. city
67. community
68. name
69. president
70. team
71. minute
72. idea
73. kid
74. body
75. information
76. back
77. parent
78. face
79. others
80. level

81. office
82. door
83. health
84. person
85. art
86. war
87. history
88. party
89. result
90. change
91. morning
92. reason
93. research
94. girl
95. guy
96. moment
97. air
98. teacher
99. force
100. education
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1. be
2. have
3. do
4. say
5. go
6. can
7. get
8. would
9. make
10. know
11. will
12. think
13. take
14. see
15. come
16. could
17. want
18. look
19. use
20. find

21. give
22. tell
23. work
24. may
25. should
26. call
27. try
28. ask
29. need
30. feel
31. become
32. leave
33. put
34. mean
35. keep
36. let
37. begin
38. seem
39. help
40. talk

41. turn
42. start
43. might
44. show
45. hear
46. play
47. run
48. move
49. like
50. live
51. believe
52. hold
53. bring
54. happen
55. must
56. write
57. provide
58. sit
59. stand
60. lose

61. pay
62. meet
63. include
64. continue
65. set
66. learn
67. change
68. lead
69. understand
70. watch
71. follow
72. stop
73. create
74. speak
75. read
76. allow
77. add
78. spend
79. grow
80. open

81. walk
82. win
83. offer
84. remember
85. love
86. consider
87. appear
88. buy
89. wait
90. serve
91. die
92. send
93. expect
94. build
95. stay
96. fall
97. cut
98. reach
99. kill
100. remain
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• opinions 
• revisit and interleave
• repeat and build 
• space for choice
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This is not about using coursebooks: it’s about the 
SYLLABUS.
Teachers can: 
• use flash cards to teach vocab
• provide ‘word’ lists
• build dialogues with students in class using the board 
• use their own chat
• answer students questions / let them use a dictionary
• develop their own materials
• provide their own texts

Three other key points:

Allow & Use L1
Forget about accuracy
Don’t let students’ learning be limited by your idea of level
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Two low-level conversations: students are capable of more

By Source (WP:NFCC#4), Fair use, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?curid=400
68511

By Morten Jensen from Randers, Denmark - Ferrovie delle Stato, CC BY 
2.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=30609638
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