
5 Essential Mindset
Shifts in Teaching
World Languages for
Proficiency
A Guide to Transforming Your Teaching &
Helping Students Thrive!
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Introduction – Why
This Matters
Are You Teaching for
Communication or Just Covering
Content?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Uncover language, not cover curriculum

Move beyond grammar drills to real-world
communication

Help students gain confidence using the language

Create engaging, student-centered lessons

Focus on performance and proficiency, not just tests

If you’ve ever felt like your students memorize vocabulary
but struggle to hold a real conversation, you’re not alone.
Traditional world language teaching often focuses on
grammar drills, rote memorization, and textbook units—
but does that truly prepare students to use the language in
real-life situations?

This is where proficiency-based teaching comes in.
Instead of focusing on what students know about the
language, we focus on what they can do with it.

By the end of this guide, you’ll have five key mindset shifts
that will empower you to:

Let’s dive in!

2
www.michelleolah.com



Shift 1 – From “Covering the
Curriculum” to “Prioritizing
Communication”

❌ Old Mindset: “I have to get through the
textbook.”
✅ New Mindset: “My goal is to help students
communicate in real-world situations.”
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Why This Shift Matters

Quick Shift:

Many language teachers feel pressured to cover every chapter in the textbook. But when
the focus is on “getting through the material,” students memorize words instead of learning
to use them in meaningful ways.

Instead, we should ask: “Can my students use what they are learning to communicate?”

Start each lesson with a Can-Do Statement: “By the end of class today, I can order a meal at
a café in Spanish.” or “I can ask for directions to a museum in French.”

When students see the purpose behind their learning, they engage more and retain
language better.
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Shift 2 – From “Grammar &
Vocabulary Lists” to “Grammar &
Vocabulary in Context”

❌ Old Mindset: “Students need to memorize
grammar rules and vocabulary before using the
language.
✅ New Mindset: “Students acquire vocabulary
and grammar naturally when they see, hear,
and use the language in meaningful ways.”
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Why This Shift Matters

Quick Shifts:

•

•

Have students experience the language FIRST. The verb chart is then a graphic organizer
that summarizes their findings.

Have students use the structure in real world context

Think about how people learn their first language—they don’t start with grammar charts!
Instead, they see and hear language in context, figure out patterns, and then begin using it
themselves.

Instead of giving students verb charts first, try using authentic resources that showcase
examples of the language function students are acquiring.

A menu from a Spanish café and have students role-play ordering food

A real Instagram post from a French influencer and have students summarize it

Students absorb grammar naturally when they engage with language in real-life contexts.
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“Shift 3 - From Accuracy First" to
"Communication First"”

❌ Old Mindset: “Mistakes should be corrected
immediately.”
✅ New Mindset: “The goal is communication,
not perfection.”
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Why This Shift Matters

Quick Shift:

Many students are afraid to speak because they don’t want to make mistakes. But if
accuracy is the main focus, students may never take risks—which means they never get
comfortable using the language.

Instead of correcting every mistake, try focusing on the comprehensibility of the message.
Student: “Yo fue a la tienda y compré un manzana.” Teacher (using gestures to clarify): “Ah,
fuiste a la tienda y compraste una manzana? Muy bien! Yo fui a la tienda y compré fruta
también.

The student still hears the correct language structure but not at the expense of
communication.
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Shift 4 – From “Teacher-Led
Instruction” to “Student-Driven
Learning”

❌ Old Mindset: “I need to speak a lot English otherwise
students don't understand.”
✅ New Mindset: “Students learn best when they are
actively listening and using the language.”

9



Why This Shift Matters

Quick Shifts:

•

•

•

Engaged Input – Students are involved in an action while listening, such as acting out
meanings, sorting visuals, or categorizing words.

Info Gap Activities – Give students different pieces of information and have them ask
each other questions

Conversation Circles – Small groups discuss a topic in the target language

If you’re speaking 90% of the time, students are (hopefully) listening—but may not be
actively processing the language. Research shows that students need opportunities to
interact with the language to gain confidence and proficiency.

Use student-centered activities like:

When students are active participants in processing and using the language they are more
engaged in acquiring the language!



Shift 5 – From “Assessing
Knowledge” to “Assessing
Performance”

❌ Old Mindset: “Students show mastery by
passing tests about what they know (and don't
know) about the language.”
✅ New Mindset: “Students show mastery by
using the language in real-world situations.”
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Why This Shift Matters

Quick Shift:

•

•

•

Interpreting authentic resources - Have students read or listen to
podcasts, social media posts, etc. with the intent to understand the
MEANING of the text not for the purpose of translation
(understanding everything).

Interpersonal speaking tasks – Have students hold a conversation with
a partner about a familiar topic.

Real-world writing prompts – Instead of worksheets, have students
write an email to a friend planning a trip.

A student might get an A on a written exam but still struggle to hold a
basic conversation. That’s why assessments should focus on performance
tasks that reflect real-life communication.

Instead of a traditional test, try:

When assessment mirrors authentic language use, students retain and
apply what they’ve learned.
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Self-Reflection
Worksheet
Rate yourself on a scale of 1-5 for each mindset shift:
🔲 I prioritize communication over covering the textbook
or curriculum.
🔲 I introduce grammar and vocabulary in real-life context
🔲 I encourage communication over perfect accuracy.
🔲 I provide language that is comprehensible and
meaningful to students and students have the opportunity
to process and use the language.
🔲 My assessments focus on real-world language use

Reflection Questions:

1️⃣ Which of these shifts do I already embrace?
2️⃣ Which one feels the hardest for me?
3️⃣ What is one small change I can make this week?

Action Step: Write down one change you’ll make this week
and post it somewhere visible!
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Next Steps – Let’s Keep
Growing Together!
Want more support in shifting to proficiency-based teaching?
✅ Follow me on LinkedIn for weekly insights → Michelle Olah
✅ Check out my blog for more tips: Making the Shift to Proficiency-
Based Teaching
✅ Click to Book a FREE 15 or 30 minute strategy call to discuss your
department’s PD needs
📩 Join my email list for exclusive teaching tips, templates, and resources!

Small shifts add up to big transformations—I can’t wait to support you on
this journey!
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/michelleolah
https://michelleolah.com/wlblog
https://michelleolah.com/wlblog
https://michelleolah.com/meetings/michelle-olah
https://share-na2.hsforms.com/1IBSGpsWjSMqDAjMobxtapw401dpe
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