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1. Locating importance
What is emotionally engaging about this topic? How can it evoke wonder? Why should
it matter to us?
In Spanish, vowels have only one sound; their name is their sound. As an
English learner who started studying the language a long time ago, I probably
felt confused comparing that Spanish had only one sound for vowels and that’s
it, but in English they have two sounds: long and short. This is quite new and
different from our native language. Vowels have now two different sounds and
sometimes they are even silent! So this is a whole new behavior of vowels
according to their position in a word.
The emotional significance I found is that learning a new language (English)
could be frustrating but fascinating if we recognize that English is crazy and has
numerous exceptions to its own phonetic rules.
Specifically in this unit students will be encouraged to analyze and understand
why vowels sound different and what makes them sound different even if they
look the same as in our native language.
As an ESL teacher who’s also been an ESL student I want to try teaching a
“simple” phonetic rule through imaginative education and make it meaningful
rather than only making students memorize the rule and the sounds.
The quality I identify is the richness and craziness of language. Encourage
students wonder how the same letters can have different sounds in different
languages.
Specifically the unit is about short and long vowels, starting with A. In order to
present the two sounds of A, the story is built around binary opposites that
represent the difference between English and Spanish. These binary opposites
are sane and crazy or rational/illogical.
As Spanish native speakers, the language is quite rational and logic. Letters
mostly have one sound. Focusing on vowels, they have only one sound. But in
English they don’t have only one, so this might be illogical and crazy for us,
Spanish native speakers.

Content that reflects binary opposition:
Giving vowels a character and personality into a narrative will help students
understand the phonetic rule rather than only memorizing it. This rule has
actually numerous exceptions and if students are encouraged to memorize the
rule, they will be extremely confused when they find these exceptions.
Therefore, explaining English `craziness` will not be as frustrating for them.
By comparing vowel sounds in English and Spanish through these binary
opposites the teacher will also encourage students to be curious and evoke
wonder about learning a new language.
Particularly, students will find a way to understand why vowels have more than
one sound in English by looking at their behavior around other letters. They will
be able to understand it from the perspective of vowels` sounds in their native
language.
Source of wonder: Knowing that though we may share the same alphabet in
many languages, letters sometimes make different sounds and have different
behavior.

2. Shaping the lesson or unit
Teaching shares some features with news reporting. Just as the reporter’s aim is to
select and shape events to bring out clearly their meaning and emotional importance for
readers or listeners, so your aim as a teacher is to present your topic in a way that
engages the emotions and imaginations of your students. To do so, consider which of
the following dimensions of your students’ emotional and imaginative lives can be used
to shape your lesson or unit—all related to the skills the good reporter works with:
2.1. Finding the story:
What’s “the story” on the topic? How can you shape the content to reveal its
emotional significance?
The story context will be around English `craziness` and the difference in vowel
sounds between Spanish and English but specifically about the sounds that
vowels have in English. Vowels will take form of characters and the teacher will
start with the idea that they speak different languages. But first, the teacher will
introduce English as a crazy language.
English is by far the most popular language of the thousands spoken in the
world today. Found all over the globe, English is a world language or business,
government and education. Used on six continents, English is an official or
important language in over eighty countries. Over three-fourths of the world’s
mail is in English. More than two-thirds of the worlds’ scientists write articles
and books about their findings in English.
About 400 million people speak English as their first language, or mother
tongue. It is the second language or official language for more than 500 million
others. Today’s English has more words than any other language. There are over

a billion English words! It has acquired the largest vocabulary of all the world's
languages. But it is now time to face the fact that English is a crazy language -the most loopy of all tongues.
All languages are a little crazy because language is invented, not discovered, by
boys and girls and men and women, not computers. As such, language reflects
the creative and fearful asymmetry of humans.
English is like a simmered stew of different language ingredients. One that has
been seasoned, blended and simmered to create something new; a hybrid
language created from all the ingredients that went into it.
All languages have rules but English seems to have as many exceptions to the
rules as rules themselves. This is especially true when it comes to spelling and
pronunciation.
In terms of both spelling and pronunciation, English can have multiple sounds
for just one letter of the alphabet. Take for example the vowels. (A, E, I, O, U
and sometimes Y) Linguists have noted up to twenty one sounds for these five,
sometimes six letters, whereas most other languages have only one
pronunciation for each of the vowels.
In terms of spelling, which influences pronunciation, English rules are broken
on a regular basis. And this makes English a crazy language!
2.2. Finding binary opposites:
What abstract and affective binary concepts best capture the wonder and
emotion of the topic? What are the opposing forces in your “story”?
Binary opposite: Sane/ crazy
Secondary binary opposite: Rational/ Illogical
Or Predictable/Unpredictable
2.3. Finding images:
What parts of the topic most dramatically embody the binary concepts? What
image best captures that dramatic contrast?
The teacher could encourage students imagine vowels as multicultural
characters that like to travel around the world and speak different languages.
Specifically the teacher could talk about vowels’ personality when they speak
these two languages: Spanish and English. When they speak Spanish they
usually behave and are predictable, their rules are simpler. They don’t play so
much with sounds, they have only one sound. But when they speak English they
go a little crazy. They have more than one sound and sometimes they are even
silent.
Give the example of A. Imagine “A” traveling from Mexico to Canada. “A” will
have to speak English now. When “A” arrives to Canada it starts speaking
English and becomes a little crazy by making two sounds because there are

different rules there. One sound is short and the other is long. But what makes it
sound crazy?
It makes the short sound there is only one consonant after it or when there are
two consonants after it.
It makes the long sound when it stands alone, but also if there is an E at the end
of the word; and here the E remains silent! Silent E makes the first vowel long.
Also, if two vowels are next to each other the first one makes a long sound and
the second one is silent. Isn’t this crazy?
By presenting vowels as characters, students will be able to identify themselves
with them as they have their own personality. They could also feel the drama
between English and Spanish through the way they behave differently according
to the language.

2.4. Employing additional cognitive tools of Mythic understanding:
What kinds of activities might employ other tools in your students’ cognitive
toolkits? Consider the following:
•

Puzzles and mystery: How could students explore some aspects of the
mystery attached to the topic? What puzzles might they wonder about?

By exploring vowels’ behavior in English they might wonder why sometimes
they don’t follow the same pattern (rule). So when is the vowel sound long or
short?
Time to find out how crazy English is! The teacher could encourage students to
find exceptions to the rule and see when vowels revolt and do what they want.
The activity would consist in placing cards with words with short and long
vowels on them all over the classroom. The teacher will place in the whiteboard
two columns: one will be for the words that follow the rules and the other will be
for the rebel exceptions. Students will have to take the cards and place them in
the category they think they belong.
For example:
Behaved words:
Pad, cat, hat, cane, plane, fate, fat, made, pain, rain, pie, pig, ate.
Rebel words:
Piece, steak, mind, bright, some, come, most, ghost, are.

If they make mistakes is fine. The purpose of the activity is to show how crazy
vowels can behave in English and to discover that there are exceptions to
English language rules.
The teacher would ask them why they placed the word where they did to see
their understanding of the rules.
Exceptions don’t follow the rules. Therefore, the teacher would ask students
how those words would sound if they are not following the rule.
Another activity could be finding out the Mystery of “y”. Students could look for
vowels’ behavior when they are next to “y”. How do they sound? How does “y”
sound? Ask them to find examples for each of the vowels.
Activity for puzzles and mystery: how can some words look the same in English
and in Spanish? Encourage them to find more! The teacher could give them
some clues or play a crossword puzzle.
For example: similar, principal, perfume, actor, animal, monitor, media, piano,
doctor, chocolate, color, abdomen, director, auto, base, error, hospital, metal,
video, original, llama, once, dime, come.
Ten cents: dime
Camels’ cousin
Something different: original.
If you smell funny you can use this: perfume
A dog is an: animal
Computers have a: monitor
When you are sick you go to the: doctor.
Apples and tomatoes have the same: color.
Another word for mistake: error
After finding the words they could say out loud these words in order to find the
difference in the vowel sounds in English and Spanish.

English and Spanish words

Across
1. Ten cents
6. Another word for mistake
8. A dog is an
Down
2. Computer part that shows pictures and videos
3. When you are sick you go see the
4. Something different
5. If you smell funny you can use this
7. Apples and tomatoes have the same

•

Metaphor: How might students employ metaphor in deepening their
understanding of the topic?

The metaphor used in this narrative is that vowels are presented as characters
who act differently depending on the language they are speaking. As themselves,
vowels speak more than one language.
Another metaphor used in the story would be the concept of English language as
a stew of different language ingredients. English has acquired vocabulary from
other languages around the world.
The teacher could ask students to make a drawing of a crazy stew of English
language. They could be asked to find words that sound or look similar in other
languages and write them on the stew as ingredients. Students can suggest other
metaphors, like pizza with different ingredients.
For example:
Italian words: piano, umbrella, balcony, concert.
French words: beef, pork, veal, buffet, café, guillotine.
Spanish words: cigar, mosquito, canyon, rodeo, alligator, tornado.
German words: kindergarten, hamburger, pretzel, plunder.
Dutch words: golf, aloof, knapsack, skipper, yacht, toy, deck.
Native American words: canoe, moose, tepee, tomahawk.

•

Jokes and humor: Could students learn – and create their own - jokes
about the topic? How might they expand their understanding through play
with what is humorous about it?

How would words sound in Spanish if they behave as they do in English?
The teacher could ask students to read some words in Spanish as if they were
behaving like in crazy English. The activity could be quite confusing but they
would not be frustrated because they know they were asked to act crazy as
English does. After having students tried that for a while and making sure they
are having fun with it, the teacher would ask them if they found it possible to say
the words in Spanish with English rules. This activity could lead into the
conclusion that each language has its rules and behavior for a reason; otherwise
we wouldn’t be able to communicate fluently and we wouldn’t understand each
other.
Some words in Spanish for this activity could be:
Hace, timón, alas, dice, mi, creer, angel, radio, cable, final, base, idea, héroes.
Some of these words have a meaning in English. They would be able to discover
that these words exist in both languages but they sound different.

They could also practice short vowel sounds with these palindromes:
What is the same about these names?
ANNA BOB ADA HANNAH
And what is peculiar about these sentences?
Madam, I’m Adam.
God, a dog!
Step on no pets.
Ask students to find the answers and discover what kind of sound these vowels
are making.

Another activity could be that students make their own spelling for some words.
Explain that even when we are good at spelling there are still times we have to
invent or guess. Our invention might not be correct but it is often better to have
a go than to wait for someone else to show us. Making mistakes is an important
part of learning.
Making different crazy spellings can be fun and can sometimes help us to think
about ways of spelling. The teacher would ask students make different crazy
spellings for some words.

For example:
Crazy – creyzi.
Place – pleys.
Island – ilend.
Definitely – dafinetly.
Feet – feat.
Veil – vale

Another activity could be asking students to invent a name for these new
animals:

Each of them can make a name for these three animals. They would have to
explain if their names have long or short vowel sounds and why.

•

Rhythm, and pattern: Are there patterns in the topic students could play
with? What activities might draw attention to rhyme, rhythm, and pattern?

The teacher could ask the students to pick a vowel and make a three line poem
rhyming with words that have either short or long vowel sounds. They would
choose the vowel and its sound to create the poem. The activity is not focused on
grammar, so it wouldn’t matter if they have grammar errors. But still, the
teacher could find the most common errors and later teach a lesson about it if
possible. The poem could be silly, its meaning doesn’t matter either.
They could also be encouraged to read their poems to the class and make the
rest guess which sound of which vowel it is. For example: short a
I’m dancing tap
And reading a map
While I wear a cap
•

Games, drama, and play: How can students engage in games, drama, and
play in learning about the topic?

The journey of “A, E, I, O, U”
Students could be divided into 5 teams. Each team would be in charge of a
vowel. The teacher would ask them to imagine that each vowel is making a trip
from Mexico to the US or Canada. They would have to find words with each
sound of the vowel of their team in English and in Spanish. Then, each team
would present to the class, as a story, how their vowel behaves in Mexico and

how it behaves in an English speaking country. They would have to show
examples and explain how they act around other vowels and consonants. This
activity would help them to identify the rules of vowel sounds in English by
themselves.
Picking up vowels at the airport
Vowels have just arrived from Mexico to Canada, and consonants need them to
make some words.
The teacher would divide the class in four or five teams and will give them a set
of cards. Each card will have a different letter (only consonants). They will have
to “pick up” the vowels at the airport in order to make words with short and long
vowel sounds. One student from each team is allowed to pick one vowel at a
time. Then is another team member’s turn to pick up a vowel. The team with
more correct words is the winner.

Tic- tac- toe: The teacher would say a word with any of the vowel sounds and
they would have to cross out on the squares. The winner will say the words in
the next round for the rest of the class.
Long O

Long I

Short O

Long A

Short A

Short U

Short E

Long E

Short I

Getting together: Give each student a word (cake, ant, eat, meet, tape, etc.) And
they will have to get together with the other words that have the same vowel
sound. For example, if a student has the word cake, he or she should get
together with tape. When they are all with their groups they will say their words
out loud and the rest will guess: Long A.

•

Embryonic tools of romantic understanding: Consider ways to engage
students with the heroic and human dimensions of the topic. What kinds of
activities might reveal its extremes? How can these aspects draw students
forward in their thinking about the topic?

Heroic quality: Adaptability, flexibility.
Vowels have the power to adapt to many languages; make different sounds and
even share sounds with other vowels. Some of them might make similar sounds

in different languages but sometimes they make new sounds. Vowels are helping
us to communicate with each other, they give words meaning and allow us to
understand what we write, read, listen and speak.
Students might be encouraged to find if there is any other language in which
vowels make two or more sounds. Or if there is another language where there’s
only one sound of the vowel, like in Spanish. The teacher could ask them to
make a book of records about:
Which vowel speaks more languages and which are these languages.
Which vowel does not exist in other languages?

Encourage students to find exceptions to this phonetic rule. There are some
words that don’t follow this rule in English, because English is crazy.
Some of these exceptions might be:
Sight, might, high.
Most.
Low, cow.
Moist, boil.
Break, great, steak,
Eye, height.
Kind, mind.
Sign.
Brief, field, grieve, piece.
Oil, voice, coin.
Ghost, post, scroll
You, soup, group.

Another activity for collections and sets could be challenging them with this
question: Ho w many one syllable words can we turn into other words by
inserting each of the five major vowels?
For example:
Bad – bed – bid – bod – bud.

2.5. Drawing on tools of previous kinds of understanding:
Somatic understanding - How might students use some of the toolkit of Somatic
Understanding in learning the topic? How might their senses, emotions, humor,
musicality, and so on, be deployed?

Students could explore forming words using their senses and humor by doing
some of these activities:
Partner writing: writing in their backs. They would be divided into teams of four
and the teacher would ask them to line up. The teacher would whisper a word to
the first member of the team and he or she would have to write it on the back of
the next team member and so on. The last member has to say out loud the word
and write it on the whiteboard. This way the teacher could assess their
knowledge of long and short vowel sounds only by telling them the words with
no visual aids.
Example of words: cake, pet, road, skate, team, eight, ate, maid, plane, bit, bite,
bike, strike.
This activity could also work for the same purpose. The students would form
words with their bodies. The teacher would divide them into teams of four and
tell them a word which they have to discuss its spelling and then form it with
their own bodies.
3. Resources
What resources can you use to learn more about the topic and to shape your story?
What resources are useful in creating activities?
• Starfall stories of short and long vowel sounds.
• The great challenge of speaking English as a second language: by Tom
Bradshaw.
• Good spelling by William Edmonds.
• The circus of words by Richard Lederer.
• The journey of English by Donna Brook.
http://www.english-zone.com/language/english.html
http://www.voicepower.ca/2013/04/the-great-challenge-of-speaking-english-as-asecond-language/
4. Conclusion
How does the story end? How can the conflict set up between the binary opposites be
resolved in a satisfying way? Alternatively, what new questions emerge as students
make sense of these opposing forces? What aspect of the topic might draw students
forward in wonder?

The conflict is resolved through the activities in a way that students will
understand that vowels sound different in another language and that they act
different around other letters.
As described above, they could be encouraged to find some exceptions of these
rules.
They could also be curious of how other phonetic rules that are applied in
English language are different from their native language.
I would suggest that the activity for finding the exceptions could be at the end of
the lesson or to conclude it. By having the phonic rule clear, they could be able
to find these exceptions to the rule and getting to know the craziness of English
language.
5. Evaluation
How can one know whether the topic has been understood, its importance grasped, and
the content learned?
Through the use of the cognitive tools described above, the teacher could know
if the content has been understood and learned.
Specifically, for example, by using jokes and humor, with the activity of
sounding Spanish words in English. This would show that students have
knowledge of the rules of short and long vowel sounds in English language.
Also by using the same cognitive tool, with the activity of crazy spelling, the
teacher could evaluate their invented spelling for some words and see if these
sounds make sense in order to understand the sound of long and short vowel
sounds.
By finding exceptions too, through puzzles and mystery, the teacher could
assess if students have grasped the main behavior of vowels in English language
and that they’ve come to the understanding that not all words follow the same
rule and sometimes we would just have to find these words and remember its
pronunciation.
And another way to evaluate their knowledge could be through the developing
of somatic understanding through the activity of writing words on their backs.
The teacher would say the word and they would have to write the correct
spelling on their backs and see if they got it right from the pronunciation of the
teacher. This could be like a spelling test but instead of writing it on a paper,
they would be writing on their backs.

