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INTRODUCTION 

 
My beloved grandson, Nino, more than 

three years old when I wrote the original version 
of this paper, had been learning English at his Play-
group called  Palm Kids in Malang since he was one 
and half years old. He was obsessed with 
airplanes, perhaps because his mother was a 
Garuda air-hostess. His mother taught him English 
and the first words he learned were ‘pilot,’ ‘cabin,’ 
‘landing wheels,’ ‘take off,’ ‘landing,’ ‘May-day,’ 
‘taxiing,’ ‘afterburner,’ etc. 

 He surprised the air-crew at Abdul Rahman 
Saleh aerodrome for his vocabulary on airplane 
when his class visited it. Many of his first 
vocabulary items are English, such as the name of 
animals, but he might not know the Indonesian 
equivalents. Sometimes I was surprised to know 
that he knows a very low frequency word, such as 
‘water spout’ or ‘he was remorseful.’  Then he 
understood when we used simple English to him, 
though he was not able to use full sentences in 
English yet. It seems his brain had been recording  

English in the ‘silent period,’ that is the 
period when a foreign language learner is still in 
the process of listening for an extensive period of 
time; and now he began to produce short English 
sentences. 

The latest development was that, to my 
amazement, he was ‘sociolinguistically 
competent’, that is he could distinguish when to 
use what language with whom, for example, he 
would say ‘Thank you’ to any of us  (his parents, 
grandparents, uncle and auntie), but he would 
never use it with our  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
two maids, instead he would use 

Indonesian. Sadly enough, however, as a Javanese 
he did not speak Javanese.  And we used high 
Javanese to talk behind his back. 

In addition to observing the language 
development of my grandson, at one time  I was 
also a consultant to a school comprising a 
playgroup, a kindergarten, and an elementary 
school where English was used. The school made 
use of a great deal of media as well as toys to 
teach English. The performance of the school was 
fairly good as the director knew her job well. I still 
remember one fifth-grader who could write a 
fairly good composition in English as a result of the 
good teaching there. 

The notes below are partly based on my 
observation of the school and of my grandson’s  
learning of English. 
 
CHILD PSYCHOLOGY 
 
Developmental Stages 
 

Young learners or children have to go 
through the process of brain development, 
including language development. As a result, we 
cannot force them to learn something their brain 
is not ready to process. The first thing children 
learn is by listening and observing, that is the stage 
of reception or recording; but they usually do not 
reproduce things they have heard instantly, as it 
takes time for them to be able to reproduce them. 
The reproducing stage or time differs from one 
child to another. 
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High Curiosity 
 

a. Children are highly curious, that is why 
they would throw their toys to see the 
result or to know the effect. They would 
also disassemble toys to see how or why 
they tick. This is the period when they 
are ‘naughty’ in the eyes of the adults 
and sometimes they get punishment 
when in fact it is part and parcel of 
growing up.  

b. In this period (around 3 years old) they 
begin to ask “Why?” They will grill us 
with a thousand ‘whys’ and the adults 
sometimes get exasperated because they 
cannot answer some of the questions. 
Usually if we give them a good reason 
they will be satisfied and they will usually 
listen to the reason seriously. Sometimes 
they cross-check our answers with 
somebody else, and they will tell us if we 
made a mistake. So we have to be 
careful when we lie to them, as they will 
remember and cross-check it with some 
other more authoritative figure, such as 
his grandfather or grandmother. 

 
World Of Constant Surprises And Revelations. 
 

The world is full of surprises and revelations 
for children. Things which seem to be very simple 
to us can be surprises to them, and if that is the 
case, we should pretend to be surprised as well, as 
in being so we can share their surprise which is a 
joy to them. Our environment usually also 
provides revelations to them, such as how a spider 
builds its net to trap insects, how a fish can swim 
in an aquarium – all these things reveal something 
new to them. It is incumbent upon us then to bring 
children around in a garden and show how nature 
reveals its work and beauty to us. And we should 
take advantage of the surprises and revelations for 
teaching English, for example by introducing the 
English words for those surprises. 
 
Children Love Repetition 
 

Children love repetition. Do you notice 
when young children want to see the same Tom 
and Jerry film on a VCD over and over again? 
Based on this principle, we can teach children 
English by doing repetition of the same feature, for 
example by drilling certain difficult English sounds 
in songs. It also reminds me of my own son when 
we were in Austin, Texas, when he was only five 

years old. He did not know English at all then, but 
he loved listening to a story in English from a 
record player. He would play the record listening 
to the same story again and again which would 
bore an adult. It is an evidence that children do 
love repetition in learning a language.It is for this 
reason that pattern practice or drills can work best 
for children, which for adults would be terribly 
boring. 

 
Center Of His/Her Small World. 

 
Children are egotistical, as the center of the 

world is they themselves, later on they will slowly 
learn to tolerate when they have a new sibling or 
when they go to a playgroup or a kindergarten 
where they learn how to tolerate and to socialize 
with other children. Sometimes an only child can 
be very selfish due to this phenomenon, 
particularly those who are spoiled by their parents. 

In terms of learning language, we have to 
realize that a child’s world is still limited and so we 
cannot introduce things beyond his/her world. 
Introducing abstract idea is extremely difficult, 
what we can do is by giving examples. 
 
Functioning By Instinct. 
 

Children react naturally and spontaneously 
to stimuli. They neither analyze nor rationalize. 
They have no veneer of fear or doubt  to react or 
say something frankly. They merely respond to 
stimuli directly and immediately. Seen from the 
adults’ viewpoint, they sometimes behave 
‘impolitely’ and are then scolded. For example 
when my brother-in-law visited us, my young son 
saw that he was bald, and he instantly remarked 
that both of us – my brother-in-law and I - were 
‘gundhul’ (bald).  
 
No Prejudice Nor Preconception 

 
Initially before the age of three, they do not 

have prejudice or preconception. Prejudice and 
preconception develop later as a result of bringing 
up, social environment and education. Adults 
would keep social distance in society due to social 
class stratification and racism, but children do not 
care about it, they are genuine egalitarians nor are 
they racists. 
 
Accept Second Language On Faith: Believes In 
His/Her Teacher. 

Young children accept second language on 
faith, the faith of a child. They believe in their 
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teacher. They do not question the teacher’s ability 
or the validity of what she offers them. Sometimes 
they believe their teacher more than they do their 
parents, so the teacher is always right and can do 
no wrong. In this respect, ideally the teacher 
should be really qualified to teach as she would 
become the model for the young learners. Just 
remember “Guru kencing berdiri, murid kencing 
berlari,” (A (male) teacher urinates by standing, 
students do by running)  meaning that if the 
teacher is bad, his/her students would be worse, 
in the widest sense of the term. 

 
Short Attention Span. 
 

Young children cannot concentrate on 
things for a long time as they do not have long 
attention span yet. Therefore we should prepare a 
lesson consisting of a number of different activities 
to keep them interested and paying full attention 
to the lesson. In addition to short attention span, 
they are focused on here and now, so the activities 
should be designed to capture their immediate 
interest. 
 
Hands-On Activities 
 

Children learn best by hands-on activities. 
Hands-on activities can be in the form of a 
‘project.’ For example, the teacher can ask her 
students to bring a fish to be dissected. While 
dissecting the fish as a demonstration, the teacher 
can introduce new vocabulary items and structure; 
the children will  then follow the teacher’s 
example by dissecting their own fish and say how 
they dissect it using the new vocabulary items and 
structure the teacher has introduced. By doing so, 
they will be able to internalize the structure and 
the new vocabulary items which will be retained 
much longer in their long-term memory. 
 
Use Of The Five Senses 
 

Related to the above, learning  a foreign 
language by using the five senses would help 
retaining what has been learned in the long-term 
memory much longer (the principle of Total 
Physical Response and Suggestopedia). Licking a 
cone of ice-cream, for example, can be used to 
introduce the present continuous tense and the 
words ‘lick’, ‘taste’, ‘flavour’ and ‘cone.’  Smelling 
real flowers can be used to teach the present 
continuous tense and introduce words such as 
‘smell,’ ‘fragrant,’ and by touching the petals, they 
can learn the words ‘petal,’ and words of colour. 

Languages are learned with the heart and love 
 

For young children, the process of learning 
a foreign language must be a living emotional 
experience, therefore the teacher must teach 
them with love, something not everybody can do 
easily. When they love the teacher, they practically 
adore her and they think that the teacher can do 
no wrong. This is one of the reasons why teachers 
should avoid mistakes as much as possible, for 
example when they teach English pronunciation: 
correct pronunciation and correct stress. 
Nowadays teachers must be much more careful, as 
small children now also learn English informally 
from watching TV, videos and play games in 
English. When my son was studying at the 
kindergarten, he ‘corrected’ his teacher’s 
pronunciation of a word, but the teacher was 
angry and asked him to shut up. The word was 
‘bronco’ – the correct pronunciation is [bróŋkou], 
but the teacher pronounced it as [bront∫o]. 
 
Sensitive To Peers 
 

Even if young learners are uninhibited, they 
are sensitive to peers’ comments in class, their ego 
or self-esteem is being shaped, so it is still fragile. 
We should take this into account seriously, 
particularly not to mock a child in front of their 
friends. 
 
Exposure 
 

Expose young children to different sorts of 
positive things as much as possible to enrich their 
schemata. Such an exposure will help them 
improve their comprehension later when they are 
able to read. 
 
The Role Of Parents 
 

Blessed are those children whose parents 
know English, as parents, particularly mother, 
would be the best teacher around. Parents are 
also models for their children. Mother in particular 
is usually very patient and meticulous in teaching 
her children, and she will constantly monitor the 
language of her children.  
 
HOW TO TEACH YOUNG LEARNERS 

 
Global Or Holistic Approach 
 

One of the best approaches to teach young 
learners is by using global or holistic approach, 
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that is we do not teach pronunciation, grammar 
and vocabulary separately. The first skills to be 
taught is listening and speaking, reading and 
writing can be taught later or if they are taught 
they should receive less emphasis. As the teacher 
will be the only live model, so she should be good 
at speaking, including excellent pronunciation, 
particularly the mastery of suprasegmental 
features, such as stress, intonation, and juncture (I 
visited a playgroup where the teacher’s 
pronunciation was horrible, and naturally the 
children’s pronunciation was also awful. It is a pity 
since this is the best time for them to learn 
pronunciation). 
 
Trial And Error 
 

For children learning a foreign language is 
mostly a process of trial and error, as they are not 
easily taught using abstract rules. 
 
Reinforcement 
 

a. Reinforcement by means of repetition is 
crucial in teaching young learners, 
particularly as they love repetition 

b. In this case, the so-called MIM-MEM 
Method, that is ‘mimicry’ and 
memorization’ is suitable for young 
learners. For example, a dialogue can be 
given and they have to mimic teacher’s 
reading and later on they have to 
memorize it. 

 
Acting Out 
 

As children love physical activities and 
uninhibited, acting out a conversation would go a 
long way for children; so a dialogue should not 
only be memorized but acted out as well. 
 
Pattern Practice 
 

As mentioned before, pattern practice, that 
is structure drills, is also fun for children, as they 
like repetition. Ideally, the substitution should use 
words meaningful to them, so they will sense the 
relevance of the exercise. If the lexical items are 
not meaningful to them, they may not like the 
drill. Meaningful here means that the words 
represent things they use and actions they can 
perform. 

 
 

 

Language Games 
 

Games are a part of play, and play is one of 
the basic human needs, and so it needs to be 
fulfilled. Naturally then children love games and 
we should make use of games using language 
maximally to develop their language mastery. 
 
Songs 
 

a. Children also love songs. They would 
sing a song joyfully even if they do not 
know the meaning of it. Singing an 
English song is one of the best 
techniques to teach pronunciation, so 
when teaching a song we should 
pronounce the words in the song 
correctly.  The lyrics will certainly 
enrich their vocabulary and much more 
memorable than any other words 
acquired otherwise. 

b. My grandson is a poor singer like his 
father, but when he snuggles down 
beside his grandmother, he insists that 
she sing a lullaby to him. 

 
Simple Stories 
 

a.  Children also love stories, even if they 
are repeated. The stories of course 
would be simple stories using simple 
words, such as Ladybird series. In 
addition to stories being told, they can 
also be read to them. It is suggested 
that when we read stories to children, 
they can become more intelligent 
when they grow up later. 

b. When I tell a story to my grandson, he 
would also join creating a story of his 
own so that I have to follow his version 
of the story. I notice that children are 
very imaginative. 

c. Now his mother reads stories to him 
and he also asks her to buy story books 
for him as he enjoys being read to. 
Hopefully when he grows up, he will 
establish a reading habit.  

 
Grammar Instruction 
 

Grammar rules  in the form of abstraction 
should be ruled out for children, instead they 
should be presented in patterns and examples. 
Again stories can be used to teach grammar, that 
is to teach one grammatical structure in one story. 
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Lessons Peppered With Physical Activities 
 

As mentioned above, it would be much 
more interesting if a lesson can be peppered with 
physical activities as children will understand it 
better and enjoy it as well. Just remember that 
children learn language using the whole body and 
mind. (see Acting Out above) 
 
Context Embedded Materials 
 

It simply means that teaching materials 
should be in context, not decontextualized such as 
memorizing a list of words. The meaning of a word 
actually depends on its context, and children 
should realize this so that they can have the 
feeling of language (‘sprachgefuhl’) early. By no 
means am I against rote learning or memorization, 
particularly when it comes to irregular verbs and 
idiomatic expressions, as they should be well-
internalized so that the user can produce 
automatically and correctly, otherwise learners 
would make mistakes the rest of their lives. 
 
THE TEACHER 

 
Love Children 
 

‘Love children’ is the first and foremost 
commandment in being a teacher of English for 
young learners. Children can easily feel whether or 
not their teacher loves them. Unfortunately this 
trait cannot be acquired, it is simply inborn. If they 
love the teacher, they will obey her and put her in 
a high pedestal as a ‘numero uno’ authority in their 
young life, beating their own mother. However, if 
they do not like their teacher, she is finished. 
 
Excellent Oral Fluency 
 

The Teacher Should Also Command English 
Very Well, Particularly Oral Mastery, Including 
Excellent Pronunciation And Lovely Voice. This 
Requirement Is Very Important As She Will 
Become The Initial Model For The Children, And 
Maybe The Only Model. 

I Know Of A Teacher Who Fits The Bill And 
She Is Beautiful And Charming As Well, And I Am 
Sure Her Young Learners Love Her Very Much; 
However, I Found Out Later That Her Written 
English Is Terribly Poor. 
 
 
 
 

Knowing Child Psychology 
 

Knowing child psychology would be a great 
asset or a TEYL teacher as she would be able to 
handle young children’s problems with 
understanding. Sometimes without knowing child 
psychology, the teacher, being a woman, knows 
instinctively how to handle children, particularly 
those who have children themselves. But if she is 
equipped with the knowledge of child psychology, 
she would be relatively perfect. 
 
Think Like A Child 
 

A good teacher should be able to think like 
a child so that she can understand what a child 
wants and the way a child thinks.  In handling a 
child’s problem, she should also be empathetic, 
that is trying to see it from the child’s viewpoint. 
As children are imaginative and creative, she 
should also be imaginative and creative in their 
own way – which might be ridiculous seen form 
adult’s viewpoint. 

 
Mastery Of Various Teaching Techniques 
 

She should also master a variety of teaching 
techniques for children, so that she can adapt her 
teaching easily according to the class situation. She 
should be flexible in her teaching because 
children’s behaviour is unpredictable. 
 
Animated, Lively, And Enthusiastic 
 

A teacher who is not animated, lively, and 
enthusiastic will certainly be out of favour with 
children, as the behaviour of the teacher should 
match that of the children so that there is a 
mutual understanding between them. A teacher 
who is passive and phlegmatic should not become 
a teacher for young learners. 
 
Humorous 
 

Children laugh a lot and they like humour. 
Something that is not humorous at all for adults 
can be humorous for children, and so a good 
teacher should possess a sense of humour as well. 
 
Non-Verbal Language 
 

Children are also sensitive to non-verbal 
language and for this reason the teacher should 
also be careful in this case. They can sense when 
the teacher is angry or unhappy. 
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The Patience Of Job 
 

A teacher for young learners, particularly 
kindergarten children, should have the patience of 
Job, that is limitless. (Job is supposedly the most 
patient person in the world). Teaching small 
children is a nerve racking job, not everybody can 
do it as it requires great stamina and lots of 
patience. It is definitely a female job as it is a 
motherly job; a man would have no patience to 
deal with small children who move around all the 
time. Of course there is always an exception to the 
rule. 
 
Special Person 

 
To my mind, teaching young learners 

requires a special person; the science of teaching 
young learners can be taught, but there are many 
other traits that cannot be obtained by training. To 
me it is like a calling, if you don’t have the calling 
you’d better not try. 
 
RESEARCH INTO TEYL 
 

There are a number of research results on 
TEYL, but the results are inconclusive, some 
support TEYL some do not. I personally support 
TEYL based on my own personal experience and 
my own observation, so it is not generalizable. I 
learned Dutch when I was at the primary school 
for two years (grade one and grade two), and then 
I learned Japanese as a fifth grader, and I started 
learning English at the junior high school, and  
when I was at the senior high school, I learned 
French, German and Arabic. What happens to the 
languages I learned? I forgot those languages 
except of course English; but strangely enough I 
still remember a great deal of Dutch words which I 
learned during my ‘critical period’ – i.e. the best 
time for one to learn other languages which is 
before the age of twelve.  

Another true story is when I was in Japan. I 
had been living there for six months when the 
children (three of them) of my Thai friend arrived 
from Thailand; the eldest daughter was about six 
years old. They did not know any single word of 
Japanese, but after six months they could speak 
Japanese fluently, and after one year they could 
speak Japanese like a native, while my Japanese 
was still below zero. 

A long time ago I heard from Radio 
Australia about a foreign language learning study 
conducted on primary school to senior high school 
students. The result indicated that those who 

learned a foreign language in their primary school 
years tended to continue learning the foreign 
language at the university, whereas those who 
studied a foreign language at the senior high 
school did not. And strangely enough, male senior 
high school students thought that foreign language 
was more difficult than mathematics. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

My grandson is now (2013) entering a 
junior high school; when he was in the fifth grade 
of elementary school, he was already able to 
communicate with native speakers of English and 
other foreigners well. Recently, just for kicks, I 
asked him to revise the essays of my S1 students 
of an English Department. His revision was much 
better than the original: more cohesive and 
coherent, and grammatically more correct, even if 
there are some grammatical mistakes here and 
there. When he was travelling from Jogya to 
Malang he could keep a conversation with a Dutch 
going in English. He learned English by playing 
games, watching videos, and reading from the 
internet. He might have a relatively high language 
aptitude, and he was learning English in his golden 
period (1-12 years of age), and that is why he 
could succeed. Not every child is of course 
endowed with high language aptitude, but I 
believe that when children in their golden period 
are given enough exposure to English, the chances 
are they would be able to succeed.  They do not 
have to be sent overseas to learn English, they can 
learn English successfully in Indonesia. When they 
start learning  English formally after 12 or after the 
golden period, it might be too late. 

To conclude, I will ask you a question, “If 
you have a child, would you or would you not 
teach him/her English (or send him/her to a school 
teaching English) at a young age, that is below six 
if s/he has a chance?” The answer would speak for 
itself whether you genuinely agree or disagree 
with TEYL. 
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