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Zones

 Zones is a student-centered class management plan, in which all students 
are given specific responsibilities. The classroom table is divided into “zones”, 
each with associated duties; students sitting in a given zone are assigned 
those duties for the day. Our aim is to create situations for meaningful commu-
nication in the classroom and encourage student-initiated language.

Assigning Duties

 Three sides of the classroom table form the three “zones” of duties: Two 
of these sides make up zones which respond to requests; the third zone keeps 
records and helps the teacher make decisions. (The fourth side is where the 
teacher sits, of course.)

 Giving duties to “sides”, rather than individual seats at the table, makes 
the division of duties fluid enough to accommodate various class sizes.

Zone 1 — “responding to requests #1”
	 •	 Located	near	the	pencils,	chips,	counters,	etc.
	 •	 Responsible	 for	 getting	and	passing	out	 pencils,	 erasers,	 chips,	 counters,	

teacher’s	seal,	etc.
	 •	 1–2	students
 ° With more than one student, the duties might be divided simply by assign-

ing pencils and erasers to one student, chips and counters to another.
	 •	 When	students	want	any	of	these	things,	they	must	ask	one	of	the	students	

in Zone 1.
 ° But the teacher may sometimes get these things directly for herself.

Zone 2 — “responding to requests #2”
	 •	 Typically	located	opposite	the	teacher
	 •	 Responsible	 for	 collection	 and	 distribution	 of	 student	 homework	materials	

(cards, books, worksheets, etc.), chip distribution, getting and putting away 
materials, miscellaneous tasks such as opening a window, throwing away 
trash, errands outside of the room, etc. 

	 •	 1–5	students
	 •	 One	student	can	do	all	 these	 tasks,	or	 they	can	be	divided	among	several	

students: one will be responsible for homework materials, another for get-
ting and putting away materials (a duty which can be further split between 
two students), another for putting out chips and the miscellaneous jobs. 
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Zone 3 — “keeping records, helping to make decisions”
	 •	 Located	on	the	remaining	side	of	the	table
	 •	 Responsible	for	taking	roll,	facilitating	the	homework	check	and	helping	the	

teacher make decisions in the course of the class
	 •	 1–2	students

Getting Started, Adding New Duties

 The teacher models and slowly introduces these duties. Young students 
in particular will readily respond to requests from the teacher, and will soon be 
able to make requests themselves and react to requests from peers. Over time, 
the exchanges become more student-initiated and more complex. The key to 
making	this	plan	work	is	not	so	much	‘teaching’	it	as	remembering	to	follow	it,	
avoiding a teacher-does-everything approach and guiding students in the divi-
sion of labor.

 The teacher provides a model of who has which responsibility and of the 
language needed in various situations. The students, over time, will get the 
idea of who to ask for what (e.g. for pencils, ask the classmate sitting here; 
for chips, ask the one over there, etc.). Students will at times have something 
they want to say but lack the language for it; the teacher should encourage the 
students to ask e.g. “How do you say… in English?” as well as anticipate their 
needs and provide new models when appropriate. When in doubt, the students 
will check with the teacher or the class as a whole (again attaining the goal of 
meaningful communication). 

	 For	more	on	getting	started,	see	“Zones	in	the	10th	Rank”,	below,	for	con-
crete examples.

Classroom Layout

 This plan does not require that the classroom to be laid out in a certain 
fashion. It does not matter whether, for example, your classroom has the pen-
cils on the left side or the right. It only matters that the classroom have some 
stable order. Simply orient your zones according to where the materials are in 
the classroom.

Pros and Cons of “Zones”

Pros:
	 •	 “Zones”	creates	situations	for	meaningful	language	use	in	the	classroom.
	 •	 Students	say	more,	or	try	to	say	more,	than	in	classes	without	“Zones”.
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	 •	 The	 amount	 of	 student-initiated	 speaking	 goes	 up.	 There	 are	 orchestrat-
ed	exchanges	 like,	 “Colored	pencils,	 please,	Satomi.”	 –	 “Here	 you	are.”	 –	
“Thank	you.”	–	 “You’re	welcome.”	Sudden	“Daily	Expressions”	also	pop	up	
with greater frequency than in non-Zoned classes.

	 •	 It	helps	create	a	different	atmosphere	in	the	classroom,	more	natural	back-
and-forth language use, greater comprehension and, most importantly, 
greater engagement among the students.

Cons:
	 •	 These	exchanges	take	some	time.	Classes	will	be	less	efficient	in	terms	of	

knocking things off the rank requirement to-do list. Sometimes the “Zones” 
exchanges introduce opportunities to go further that are difficult to pass up, 
which will also cost you some time.

	 •	 There	is	more	“chaos”	in	the	classroom:	things	are	less	scripted,	more	spon-
taneous. In a way, this is a good thing, but it carries with it the potential to 
disrupt a lesson plan. The teacher needs to be wary of this and not allow the 
class to get too sidetracked. 

	 •	 Related	to	“chaos”	is	the	fact	that	it	can	become	harder	to	police	and	correct	
errors (especially pronunciation) when speech becomes more spontaneous.

Zones in the 10th Rank

	 In	terms	of	language	output,	the	10th	Rank	is	very	teacher-centered.	When	
not using “Zones”, it can also be much more teacher-centered in terms of ac-
tions. When the teacher needs something—the chips, her seal, the stickers, 
etc.—she often just gets it herself. 

	 With	“Zones”,	rather	than	do,	we	say.	Rather	than	get,	we	ask	for.	Rather	
than move, we get the students to move for some purpose. Though Zones also 
increases	student-to-student	 interaction,	 in	 the	10th	Rank	 the	main	benefit	 is	
the increase in comprehensible, actionable input from the teacher. Other ben-
efits accrue, but this first one is worth keeping in mind when getting started.

	 Therefore,	 in	 a	 new	 10th	 Rank	 class,	 focus	 on	 things	 that	 you	 can	 ask	
the students to do. The language driving this process mostly comes from the 
teacher at this stage.

A Basic Example: A Daily Expression Homework Check. 

(Some of these questions might be asked of individuals, some to the group.)

	 •	 Ask	everyone	to	give	their	homework	card	to	a	certain	student	(taking	care	
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that this be done in a polite, orderly fashion).
	 •	 Ask	for	the	homework	cards.
	 •	 Ask	someone	to	give	you	your	seal.
	 •	 Ask	 someone	 to	 give	 the	 chip	 box	 to	 another	 student	 for	 the	 chips	 to	 be	

placed on the table.
	 •	 You	may	ask	a	student	how	many	red	chips	might	be	needed	that	day.
	 •	 Ask	what	cards	have	been	studied	for	that	day.
	 •	 Ask	which	student	will	go	first.
	 •	 Ask	occasional	questions	about	the	process	(“whose	turn	is	it?”),	the	mean-

ing of the expressions or “If this means X, then how do you say Y?” types of 
questions.

	 •	 At	the	end	of	the	check,	the	chip	box	(previously	put	away)	will	be	asked	for	
again and, if needed, pencils for students who need to change their listening 
times for next week.  

 This is not necessarily the best or only script. The point is that the teacher 
begins Zones by making regular, systematic queries of the students about the 
class activities they are engaged in. Some “leveling up” occurs naturally as the 
students learn the routine and begin to anticipate needs and make the requests 
themselves.

	 We’ve	found	that	the	Zones	concept	can	effectively	augment	classes	with	
a	TA/Ex-TA	system,	and	that	it	can	also	be	used	effectively	on	its	own,	replac-
ing	the	TA	system.	The	student-initiated	language	inspired	by	this	way	of	run-
ning the classroom will, if carefully nurtured and guided, grow in time to make 
your lessons more naturally communicative than a teacher-centered approach.


