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“The Miracle Worker”

Scenario

One of the challenges facing any classroom situation is retention.  The ESL classroom isn’t immune to this dilemma.  No one can argue that with all its inconsistencies, learning English is difficult.  Coupled with the monumental task of acclimating to a new country, it isn’t any wonder that the ESL instructor finds it difficult to maintain consistency in attendance.

There is a point in students’ progress when they may hit the proverbial “brick wall.”  Students become frustrated and discouraged regarding their progress in learning English.  It is at this point that I have incorporated my lesson plan, The Miracle Worker.  It is the 1962 black and white version that chronicles the young life of Helen Keller.  The film is superb in vividly demonstrating the frustrations of trying to learn a method of communication.  After viewing the video, my students find a renewed vigor and commitment to learning English.

Intended level(s)

High beginning and above

With additional effort, the lesson can be adapted for students who are preliterate to beginning.

Approximate length of lesson

The lesson is designed to be used over the course of several class meetings.  Our class meetings are in three-hour time blocks.  I extend this lesson over four classes or more.

Expected student outcomes

Students will develop a renewed vigor and commitment to the task of learning English.

Materials/Resources needed

The video, The Miracle Worker, the 1962 black and white version rented at any video store; a small written biography and pictures of Helen Keller*; audio tape by Tracy Chapman with the song, “Give Me One Good Reason”; cassette recorder, TV/VCR, popcorn and soft drinks.

*Laubach’s Skill Book 3 has a concise story.

Procedure

Introduce the story of Helen Keller by using Laubach Skill Book 3.  This is the first step in familiarizing the class with Helen Keller.  It also provides an opportunity for the instructor to focus on vocabulary.  Example:  Alabama – This allows the instructor a chance to work on the geography of the United States pointing out Alabama’s location on the map.  Additionally, at this point, I tell the students that they will encounter multiple English accents throughout the movie – Northern, Southern and Irish.  I invite guests who have various English accents to the class.  I write a simple sentence on the board and we all take turns reading the sentence.  The students delight in the obvious difference in accents.  I have had people from New England, Texas, North Carolina, and Minnesota.  Also I have taped Scottish, Irish, Welsh, Austrian, and New Zealand accents for my students to hear.  This part of the lesson always ends in hearty laughter among students, instructors, and guests.

At this point I began the movie, pausing frequently in order to give explanations regarding any dialogue or vocabulary that may need clarification.  Prior to the movie I always tell students not to worry about understanding every word.  The movie is filled with such gripping action that understanding all the dialogue is unimportant.  There are numerous topics that can serve as a focus for side lessons.  For example, there is one scene that takes place around the dinner table regarding the Civil War.  I take this opportunity to expose the students to this crucial part of American history.  Throughout the film, I select vocabulary to create lessons that accompany different segments of the movie.

At the conclusion of all the lessons, I play “Give Me One Good Reason,” the audio tape by Tracy Chapman.  The song’s lyrics, “Give me one good reason and I’ll turn right back around,” perfectly complete the themes expounded upon in “The Miracle Worker” lessons.  Because the song contains a fair amount of colloquial language, it becomes the lead into out next series of lessons on using and understanding idioms.

Assessment

Assessment is measured through instructor observation with the primary focus being on continued attendance, student attitude and style of commitment.

Comments

A wealth of opportunities is available for creating a variety of stimulating lessons related to the needs of the ESL students.  Instructors are limited only by the confines of their imagination.
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