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Fundamentals

 1. T→Ss→T
 – The teacher shows a card and says the word or phrase.
 – Students repeat in unison. 
 – The teacher repeats for confirmation.

 PLS lessons are heavily flashcard-based, especially in lower ranks, so the 
effective use of flashcards is a necessary fundamental skill for teachers.

	 •	 Ideally,	 students	 should	 sit	 at	 the	 table	 in	 a	 fan-shaped	
configuration around the teacher, so that all are a roughly 
equal	distance	from	the	flashcards.	If	your	table	is	longer	
than	it	is	wide,	you’ll	want	to	turn	it.

	 •	 Get	 as	 close	 as	 possible	 to	 the	 students.	 Rather	 than	
moving away from the kids to make the flashcards more 
visible, arrange their seating as best you can for optimal 
visibility and proximity.

	 •	 Especially	with	small	children,	the	table	may	be	dispensed	with	altogether	if	
the only alternative is to use an overlarge one that forces distance.

	 •	 Hold	the	cards	so	that	all the kids can see them at the same time. Never turn 
the cards toward only one student.

	 •	 Hold	 the	cards	close	 in	 to	your	body	and	 tilt	 them	back	a	bit,	 for	your	own	
visibility and to make them easier to see for the students nearest your right 
and left sides.

	 •	 Be	 careful	 about	 glare	 from	overhead	 lights	 on	 laminated	 cards.	You	may	
need to adjust the angle.

	 •	 Maintain	eye	contact	with	all	kids,	smile,	and	show	enthusiasm.

Input and Output

	 A	 leading	cause	of	 frustration	 is	 to	ask	children	 for	English	output	when	
they	haven’t	had	sufficient	input.	Follow	these	stages:

Fan-shaped seating 
arrangement

Flashing Cards

Ss → T Students speak in unison; teacher confirms.

T → Ss → T Teacher speaks; students repeat in unison; teacher confirms.

S Students speak individually.
T = teacher   Ss = students   S = a student
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	 –	 Finally,	flip	to	the	next	card.
  Note:	If	children	try	to	‘rush’	you,	saying	the	word	for	the	card	before	your	

initial	 T,	 that’s	 a	 sign	 they’re	 ready	 for	 the	 next	 challenge:	 Ss→T card 
flashing.

 2. Ss→T
  When, after some weeks, the students are doing well with the T→Ss→T 

model described above, proceed to Ss→T.
 – Teacher shows a card but says nothing.
 – Students say the word or phrase in unison.
 – Teacher repeats for confirmation, or to offer correction, as above.
	 –	 Finally,	flip	to	the	next	card.
  The transition from T→Ss→T to Ss→T is rarely smooth, so it is important 

that	we	give	kids	a	few	weeks	to	‘get	it’.	The	teacher	may	play	things	by	
ear with a given set of cards on a given day, letting kids speak without a 
prompt (Ss→T) but switching back to T→Ss→T midway if need be.

  Note:	In	both	of	these	stages,	children	must	speak	in	unison	in	order	for	
you	to	monitor	pronunciation.	Require	them	to	repeat	till	you’re	satisfied.

 3. S (individual output)
  When students are doing well as a group with Ss→T, proceed to individual 

student output (S), usually done as a flashcard game (e.g., Point & Say, 
Stand Up, Sit Down). This stage also corresponds to rank testing.

 – Teacher shows a card.
 – One student says the word or phrase.
	 –	 If	correction	is	required,	teacher	says	English	and	student	must	repeat.
 – Otherwise, flip to the next card.
	 	 (Repetition	can	still	 be	used	when	no	error	has	been	made,	 in	a	warm,	

confirming	 voice.	 In	 other	 words,	 the	 repeat	 simultaneously	 expresses	
praise and provides a second hearing at no extra charge.)

If	your	voice	conveys	satisfaction,	the	kids	won’t	repeat	a	second	time.	
But	if	you	convey	sternness	or	emphasize	stress	or	pronunciation,	they	
will	perceive	that	you	require	a	correction	and	will	repeat	again.	In	this	
case, you should still follow their final repetition with one of your own 
in a laudatory tone of voice, to praise them, to let them know they were 
correct, and to provide one last native-natural model of the word.
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Flashcard Teaching Tips

	 •	 When	repeating	for	confirmation,	do	not	show	the	next	card	while	still	saying	
the previous one.

	 •	 Do	not	speak	at	the	same	time	as	the	children.	If	your	voice	and	theirs	over-
lap, they will not hear your clear model, nor will you hear any pronunciation 
errors.

	 •	Ideally,	follow	a	set	of	flashcards	with	a	game,	to	provide	incentive	for	doing	
the flashcards.

	 •	 ABC	cards,	numeral	cards,	and	other	ordered	series:	show	the	cards	in	or-
der only for the first few weeks, then put them out of order. Keep two sets of 
ABC	cards	in	the	classroom,	one	in	order	and	the	other	out.

	 •	 Noun	cards:
 1. Teaching many nouns every week is more effective than teaching just a 

few new ones each week.
 2. Always use appropriate articles (a, an, the) when flashing noun cards. 

For	example,	say,	“a	cat,”	not	“cat.”	Japanese	learners	struggle	mightily	
with knowing how and when to use articles, which is why we teach and 
require them from the start.

	 3.	 For	cards	depicting	the	plural,	say,	e.g.,	“Cherries.”	Then	conceal	all	but	
one	with	your	hand	and	say,	“A	cherry.”	

	 •	 The	word	“some”	is	a	useful	adjective	which	we	should	teach	when	needed	
and	functionally	appropriate.	But	to	automatically	have	students	preface	all	
plurals	 with	 “some,”	 as	 many	 teachers	 do,	 is	 a	 mistake:	 the	 word	 is	 not	
needed to distinguish plural from singular, nor is it used in the majority of 
occasions when we use the plural.

Hark!	At	every	step	above,	from	start	to	finish,	be	super-strict	about	pro-
nunciation. Listen carefully and be sure that every child is sufficiently 
encouraged	 to	speak	audibly.	Mispronunciations	must	be	 retried	until	
kids	have	really	done	the	best	they	can.	Failure	of	attention	and	strict-
ness	here	is	an	inexcusable	disservice	to	our	students.	Generally,	they	
will not make the extra effort to imitate you beyond what you clearly 
and	consistently	require.	Let	them	sluff	through	and	it’s	unlikely	they’ll	
ever	become	respected	or	well-comprehended	speakers	of	English.


