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Four by Four Thematic Unit 
Activities by Level and Language Skill  

 Jill Kerper Mora 
 
Directions:  Classify the activities described below according to the 
language level and skill for which each is most appropriate in a 
thematic unit on transportation in the ELD/SDAIE classroom. 
Language 
Level: 1, 2, 
3 or SDAIE 

Language 
Skill: 

L, S, R, W 

Learning Activity 

  1. Students define words dealing with modes of 
travel by land by selecting different terms for the 
same concept, i.e. car/automobile; train/locomotive. 

  2. Students write a letter to the mayor of the city 
about putting a stop light at the school crossing. 

  3. Students listen to the story The Little Engine That 
Could and repeat the engine’s words “I think I can” 
as the teacher reads the story out loud. 

  4. Students practice asking the question, “May I 
bring my bike (skateboard, scooter, motorcycle, 
tricycle, etc.) to school tomorrow?”  

  5. Students retell the story The Little Engine That 
Could in a few short sentences using their own 
words. 

  6. Students practice phonics skills using words from 
the Word Bank on transportation. 

  7. Pairs of students drill each other with flashcards 
to read and say 15 key words from the Word Bank. 

  8. The teacher reads a sentence describing a 
vehicle that travels by land, air or water while 
students check the correct category beside a picture 
of the vehicle on a worksheet.  

  9. Students independently write a paragraph 
describing a field trip to the train station they took 
the day before. 

  10. Students prepare a timeline showing the 
development of the steam-powered locomotive into 
the modern-day high-speed electric train. 



 
 

 

 
Language 
Level: 1, 2, 
3 or SDAIE 

Language 
Skill: 

L, S, R, W 

Learning Activity 

  11. Students take parts and dramatize buying a 
ticket to Chicago on the 2:00 direct train to Chicago, 
one playing the ticket clerk and another, the 
passenger. 

  12. Students discuss and make a list of the ways in 
which driving the golden stake to join the east/west 
railroads at Promontory Point, Utah in 1856 
accelerated the development of the West. 

  13. Students copy sentences from a language 
experience story about what kinds of car every 
student’s family drives, filling in the type of vehicle 
after different students’ names that the teacher has 
covered. 

  14. Working in groups of three, students write 
original sentences using selected words from the 
Word Bank. 

  15. The teacher works one-on-one with a student to 
teach him the correct pronunciation of the short a 
sound.  

  16. Students expand sentences about water 
vehicles by adding descriptive adjectives orally and 
then by copying the sentences. 

  17. In groups of four, students write a news report 
about the invention of the electric car. 

  18. Students draw the correct vehicle based on an 
oral description given by the teacher. 

  19. Students label the vehicles shown in a scene 
from an airport. 

  20. Individual students present and explain their 
drawings of the “car of the future.” 

 



Cuentos de Cadena: Los Perros 
 

 
 
1. Seleccione un tema y genere una lista de palabras descriptivas (adjetivos). 
 
simpáticos 
bonitos 
dormilones  los perros 
ruidosos 
peludos 
bravos 
 
2. Pregunte ¿Qué hacen los perros? para solicitar verbos sobre acciones de los 
perros 
 
simpáticos      juegan  
bonitos      se esconden  
dormilones  los perros   duermen mucho 
ruidosos      ladran 
peludos      obedecen 
bravos      protegen  
de color café      muerden 
 
3. Ahora combinen las palabras para formar oraciones básicas. 
 
Los perros simpáticos juegan. 
Los perros dormilones duermen. 
Los perros bravos muerden. 
Los perros ruidosos ladran. 
 
4. Luego hagan una lista de dónde hacen los perros sus acciones. 
 
simpáticos   juegan  en el jardín  
bonitos   se esconden  en el patio  
dormilones los perros duermen  en sus camas en la cocina 
ruidosos   ladran   en el techo de la casa  
peludos   obedecen  en mi recámara 
bravos   muerden  en la entrada a la sala 



 
5. Combinen estas palabras y frases para formar oraciones más amplias y 
complejas. También pueden cambiar de plural a singular, fijando la atención de 
los estudiantes en los otros cambios que exige esto.  
 
Los perros simpáticos juegan en el jardín. 
El perro dormilón duerme en su cama en la cocina. 
El perro bravo protege en el techo de la casa. 
 
6. Haga más preguntas sobre el tema solicitando respuestas más amplias como 
¿cuándo? ¿cómo? ¿por qué? Verán la necesidad de añadir más adjetivos y 
verbos. 
 
por la noche  
durante el día 
a todas horas 
cuando hace sol (fresco, frío) 
cuando oye a alguien que se aproxima 
cuando llegan mis abuelos 
a menudo 
cuando abrimos la puerta 
 
porque quiere cuidar la casa 
para encontrarse un hueso para comer 
porque es mi amigo 
porque me quiere mucho 
para hacerme reír 
para dar miedo a los ladrones 
   
7. Hagan transformación de tipos de oraciones (declaraciones a preguntas; 
positivas a negativas, singular a plural) para variar el sintaxis. También enseñe 
cómo se combinan las oraciones simples para hacerlas más complejas: 
 
Mi perro peludo no duerme en la cocina durante el día. Duerme en la cocina 
durante la noche. Sé que duerme durante el día. ¿Dónde duerme durante el día? 
Se esconde en el patio cuando hace sol y duerme bien a gusto.  
 
8. Los estudiantes pueden crear sus propios cuentos acerca de un perro suyo o 
un perro que quisiera tener con estas ideas y palabras como estímulo. Pueden 
también escribir versos y poesías o publicar libros ilustrados sobre los perros.  
 
 
 
Adaptado de: Dewsbury, A. (1994). Writing Resource Book: First Steps. 
Education Department of Western Australia. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
 



A TWBI Literacy Block Vignette 
Jill Kerper Mora 

 
 First grade TWBI teacher Amanda Molino creates a model lesson is based on the 
story “Empanadas” from Carmen Lomas Garza’s bilingual book, In My Family/En Mi 
Familia (1996). The Framing the Theme portion of the lesson is conducted in Spanish. 
The teacher reads the text of the story Empanadas to the whole group in Spanish, using 
an enlarged copy of the illustration to identify the characters, setting and activities in the 
narrative and in the illustration. The teacher frames the theme of family members and the 
kitchen by teaching vocabulary and developing the concept of how families prepare food 
together. The teacher asks comprehension questions in Spanish. SSL students may 
respond to factual and naming questions with one or two words. Ms. Molino uses 
Literacy Centers that are conducted in either Spanish or English. The purpose of the 
centers is to focus on specific language skills: listening, speaking, reading and/or writing 
and to differentiate instruction according to students’ learning levels and developmental 
needs. Students spend a designated amount of time in each center or group activity.  
 The first teacher-directed group rotation (signified in the illustration by squares) is 
to teach metalinguistic awareness and phonics (LAL), where the teacher may be 
following a commercial state-adopted reading program scope and sequence. Students will 
rotate through a Spanish Word Study center to apply and practice the phonics and 
metalinguistic knowledge and skills taught during direct instruction. The second teacher-
rotation for direct instruction is guided Spanish reading with the text from En Mi Familia 
or another story related to the family and cooking (LTL). The third teacher-directed 
group works on English Language Development or structured guided reading of modified 
English text with instruction in English (LL). The teacher concentrates on developing 
vocabulary related to the family and the kitchen that was introduced in Spanish during the 
Framing the Theme activities and using this vocabulary in sentences and a short narrative 
orally and in writing.   In the structured writing center, students will complete a paragraph 
with deleted words (cloze procedure) in English. In the Spanish writing center, students 
will complete journal entries or other writing assignments related to the Empanadas 
story. Other centers are also language-specific involving independent and self-selected 
reading of trade books or story selections from the literacy program related to the theme 
(LTL). For example, in Spanish Word Study, students can learn about how the word 
empanada derives from the word pan (bread) and discover other words and terms using 
the base word pan: panadero, panadería, pan dulce, mazapán, empanar (verb).  
 During the SSL/ELD and Transfer Instruction time in the literacy block, the 
teacher selects vocabulary or concepts to develop explicitly to promote and support cross-
linguistic transfer. For instance, consistent with the theme of the family and the kitchen, 
the teacher can point out the similarities of vocabulary words or cognates for objects in 
the illustration of Empanadas or things found in a kitchen in Spanish and English: estufa-
stove, refrigerador-refrigerator, radio-radio, cortinas-curtains, banca-bench, botella-
bottle, plato-plate, flores-flowers, gato-cat, gabinete-cabinet, pintura-painting, sal-salt. 
Students can also learn that pan in English and pan in Spanish do not mean the same or 
are “false cognates.” As a cross-linguistic phonology concept, students can be made 
aware of the words’ different pronunciations in the two languages as this signals their 
different meaning.  
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