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Student-Centering
Lobby English

 We divide this regimen of student-centered communicative activities into 
three general categories:
	 •	 Arrival	English
	 •	 Lobby	Chat
	 •	 Departure	English

	 The	 goal	 of	 each	 is	 to	 give	 students	 opportunities	 to	 form	 the	 habit	 of	
spontaneous	 communication	 in	 English	 outside	 of	 the	 confines	 of	 the	 class-
room—since	the	lack	of	such	opportunities	is	a	major	stumbling-block	to	learn-
ing	English	in	an	EFL	(non-immersion)	environment.

	 If	your	school	has	one	or	more	staff	members	at	 the	 front	desk	or	 in	 the	
lobby	who	are	to	some	degree	bilingual,	then	with	a	bit	of	training	they	will	be	
able	to	perform	well	at	this.

	 •	 Of	the	varieties	of	Lobby	English,	Departure	English,	which	is	done	after	the	
lesson	ends,	 is	easier	 for	 teachers	and	staff	 to	 introduce	and	 for	 students	
to	learn	than	Arrival	English—the	reason	being	that	there	is	a	one-week	lag	
between	the	kids	being	trained	on	Arrival	English	and	actually	using	it	when	
they	come	to	the	school	the	next	week.	However,	the	first	procedure	outlined	
below	 is	Arrival	 English,	 since,	 once	 introduced,	 it	 comes	 first	 on	 a	 given	
day.

Arrival English

	 Students	 at	 PLS	Tokyo	wear	 nametags	while	 in	 the	 school;	 even	 if	 stu-
dents	at	your	school	do	not,	and	you	decide	not	to	make	nametags	just	to	ac-
commodate	 this	 activity,	 the	 procedure	 described	 below	 can	 still	 be	made	 to	
work	simply	by	substituting	some	other	card	or	receivable	item.

	 •	 Step	1	(two- to four-week initial training period, done in class)
	 	 You	will	have	the	class’s	nametags	in	a	basket.	At	the	start	of	the	lesson,	kids	

will	 greet	 you	 (in	 unison,	 if	 you	 like)	 with,	 e.g.,	 “Good	 afternoon,	 Susan.”	
Then,	not	 in	unison	but	rather	one	at	a	time,	each	will	ask,	“May	I	have	my	
nametag,	 please?”	 This	 will	 need	 practice	 until	 well	 pronounced,	 smooth	
and	non-sing-songy.

	 •	 Step	2
	 	 The	basket	with	nametags	will	be	placed	at	the	front	desk	before	the	lesson.	

Students	who	enter	the	school	are	to	immediately	(without	prompting)	greet	
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the	desk	staff	with,	e.g.,	“Good	afternoon,	Sanae.	May	I	have	my	nametag,	
please?”

	 	 How	do	we	get	the	students	to	do	this	without	the	teacher	there	to	monitor	and	
guide?	How	do	we	get	them	to	do	it	without prompting?	The	answer	is,	with	
a	 few	weeks	of	 training.	You	will	be	present	 in	 the	 lobby	before	 the	 lesson	
to	watch	over	these	proceedings	for	at	least	three	weeks;	this	can	also	be	a	
period	of	 training	for	 the	desk	staff	person,	who	must	 learn	to	withhold	the	
nametags	until	properly	greeted	with	a	polite	attitude.

	 	 As	the	kids	become	proficient	with	front	desk	conversing,	in-class	prepara-
tion	(Step	1)	can	be	phased	out.

	 The	 following	 steps	 will	 be	 taught	 inside	 the	 classroom	 and	 probably	
prepped	as	well	near	the	front	desk	just	before	kids	make	their	first	and	second	
week	tries.	Accept	nothing	less	than	excellent	delivery	of	the	current	step	be-
fore	adding	anything	new	to	their	repertoire.

	 •	 Step	3	—	add “How are you today?”
	 	 “Good	afternoon,	Yoshie.	How	are	you	today?”	(Desk staff answers.) “May	I	

have	my	nametag,	please?”

	 •	 Step	4	—	add “I’m in Eric’s class.”
	 	 “Good	afternoon,	Yoshie.	How	are	you	today?”	(Desk staff answers.) “I’m	in	

Eric’s	class.	May	I	have	my	nametag,	please?”
  (PLS Tokyo nametags are stored at the front desk divided into baskets by 

teacher and class time.)

	 •	 Step	5	—	add class time
	 	 “Good	afternoon,	Yoshie.	How	are	you	today?”	(Desk staff answers.) “I’m	in	

Eric’s	4:30	class.	May	I	have	my	nametag,	please?”

	 •	 Step	6	—	add class rank
	 	 “Good	afternoon,	Yoshie.	How	are	you	today?”	(Desk staff answers.) “I’m	in	

Eric’s	4:30	8th	Rank	class.	May	I	have	my	nametag,	please?”

	 •	 Step	7	—	add room number
	 	 “Good	afternoon,	Yoshie.	How	are	you	today?”	(Desk staff answers.) “I’m	in	

Eric’s	4:30	8th	Rank	class	in	room	C.	May	I	have	my	nametag,	please?”

	 •	 Step	8	—	asking right after another classmate
	 	 “Good	afternoon,	Yoshie.	May	I	have	mine	too?	I’m	in	the	same	class.”
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	 To	be	clear,	the	foregoing	are	meant	to	be	offered,	unprompted,	by	the	stu-
dents.	To	get	this	rolling,	prompting	questions	may	be	temporarily	okay	during	
training	by	teacher	and	staff.	But	we	must	be	careful	that	our	students	not	fall	
into	a	pattern	of	passive	responding.	This	defeats	our	whole	purpose—we	want	
the kids to take initiative.

Lobby Chat

	 If	 the	school	staff	can	speak	some	English,	 it’s	a	wasted	opportunity	not	
to	 give	 the	 children	 a	 chance	 to	 speak	 with	 them.	Of	 course,	 the	 front	 desk	
staff	 can	 be	 extraordinarily	 busy	with	 their	work	 duties,	 but	when	 they	 aren’t	
engaged	with	a	parent/guardian	or	other	student,	or	answering	the	phone,	be-
low	are	some	follow-up	questions	 they	might	be	 trained	 to	ask	a	student	who	
has	greeted	 them	and	 requested	a	nametag.	Except	under	unusually	 relaxed	
circumstances,	they	will	probably	only	have	time	for	one	or	two	questions.

	 1.	 What’s	your	name?	*
	 2.	 How	do	you	spell	your	name?
	 3.	 What's	your	family/first/last	name/surname?	*
	 4.	 How	do	you	spell	your	family	name?
	 5.	 Is	it	raining?	(or other weather questions)
	 6.	 Did	you	come	straight	from	school?	*
	 7.	 Who's	your	teacher?	*
	 8.	 When	does	your	class	start?	*
	 9.	 Is	your	teacher	a	man	or	a	woman?	/	Is	your	teacher	male	or	female?
	 10.	 What’s	her/his	full	name?
	 11.	 How	old	is	he/she?
	 12.	 Where	does	she/he	live?
	 13.	 Is	he/she	married	or	single?
	 14.	 Does	she/he	have	any	children?
	 15.	 What's	your	teacher's	nationality?
	 16.	 Where	was	he/she	born?
	 17.	 What	are	her/his	hobbies?
	 18.	 What	does	your	teacher	look	like?

	 Asterisked	questions	above	ask	for	information	that	kids	will	(or	might)	be	
taught	to	volunteer	as	part	of	their	Arrival	English	routine.	After	that,	of	course,	
the	questions	should	not	be	asked.

	 “But	 what	 about	 students	 asking	 the	 staff	 questions?	 Wouldn’t	 that	 be	
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even more	 student-centered?”	you	ask.	And	you’re	 right!	We’ve	got	 that	 cov-
ered	in	our	Greet-Sheets,	an	explanation	of	which	can	be	found	in	this	manual.

Departure English

	 This	routine	resembles	a	Parting	Line	spoken	to	the	front	desk	staff.	Stu-
dents	 are	 tasked	 to,	 first,	 return	 their	 nametags;	 and,	 second,	 to	make	 com-
ments	on	the	lesson	that	has	just	finished,	offer	information	about	their	upcom-
ing	 plans,	 or	 otherwise	make	 appropriate	 comments	 by	 way	 of	 leave-taking.	
As	mentioned	above,	since	this	can	be	prepared	at	the	end	of	the	lesson,	right	
before	Departure	English	takes	place,	it’s	the	easiest	part	of	Lobby	English	to	
get	started	and	thus	makes	sense	introduced	first.

	 The	 steps	 below	 are	 given	more-or-less	 in	 order	 of	 challenge	 level,	 but	
some	variation	in	their	progression	is	certainly	possible.

	 •	 Step	1	—	unison nametag-returning
	 	 First,	students	will	congregate	at	the	front	desk	and,	in	unison,	say,	“Excuse	

us,	Kiyomi.	May	we	return	our	nametags,	please?”

	 •	 Step	2	—	individual nametag-returning
	 	 The	next	step	is	to	wean	them	from	unison	speech:	individuals	will	say,	“Ex-

cuse	me,	Kiyomi.	May	I	return	my	nametag,	please?”

 °	 To	either	step	1	or	2,	you	have	the	option	of	having	kids	add	any	of	the	in-
formation	in	steps	4–7	of	Arrival	English:	teacher	name,	class	time,	rank	
and	room	number.	As	with	Arrival	English,	they	will	work	up	to	saying	all	
this,	one	item	at	a	time	over	the	course	of	several	weeks	or	months.

	 •	 Step	3	—	unison farewell
	 	 Students	take	leave	of	the	front	desk	staff	person	with	something	like,	“See	

you	 next	Wednesday.”	 In	 many	 cases,	 their	 in-class	 Parting	 Line	 or	 Peer	
Parting	can	be	recycled	whole-cloth	here.

	 •	 Step	4	—	individual farewell
	 	 The	same	as	Step	3,	but	no	longer	spoken	in	unison.

	 •	 Step	5	— talking about plans
	 	 Students	will	 tell	 the	 front	desk	staff	person	what	 they’re	going	 to	do	after	

class,	later	that	night,	on	the	weekend,	etc.	By	its	nature,	this	is	done	indi-
vidually,	not	in	unison.	Examples:

	 	 “I’m	going	home	on	my	bicycle.”
	 	 “My	mother	is	driving	me	home.”
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	 	 “I’m	taking	the	train	home	today.”
	 	 “I’m	going	to	my	abacus	lesson	now.”
	 	 “I	have	a	lot	of	homework	to	do	tonight.”
	 	 “My	family	is	going	camping	this	weekend.”
	 	 ...and	so	on.

	 There	are	certainly	plenty	of	other	possibilities	for	Departure	English	com-
munication.	As	with	other	activities	of	student-centered	communication,	let	time	
and	chance	guide	you.	Children	will	want	to	say	whatever	it	is	they	want	to	say;	
in	your	 rehearsal	phase	 (at	 the	end	of	 the	 lesson,	before	 the	kids	sally	off	 to	
the	front	desk),	work	with	them	on	what	it	is	they’d	like	to	express	today.	A	bit	
of	time	spent	here	making	sure	that	the	kids	are	really	getting	to	express	them-
selves	can	help	prevent	 these	phrases	 from	ossifying	 into	 the	sort	of	 rushed,	
unfeeling	delivery	of	memorized	verbiage	that	is	the	enemy	of	true	communica-
tion	in	language	lessons.


