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INTRODUCTION






If you talk to a man in a language he understands, that goes to his head. If you talk to him in his own language, that goes to his heart.


Nelson Mandela


This is the quote that every languages teacher knows. It’s in classroom and MFL office displays, on presentation slides for European Day of Languages and careers events. It is what drives us as languages teachers. Being able to communicate in more than one language is a powerful tool: it allows us to live, work and love without borders. It builds relationships and understanding across cultures. Every languages teacher will have a story about how being a linguist has impacted positively on their life, from being able to study at a university in a different country, to meeting a romantic partner or lifelong friends; from having opportunities to get that dream job, to the satisfaction of being able to haggle in the souks of Marrakech, navigate the Paris metro or find the best pizza in Naples.


But being a languages teacher also comes with its challenges – from fighting for curriculum time to keeping the uptake at exam level high when numbers are declining nationally and, of course, responding to the question all language teachers will have heard at some point in their career: ‘But everyone speaks English, so why do I need to learn another language?’ It is for this reason that languages teachers are so keen to stress to what extent they contribute to an all-round education and are extremely committed to what they do. The languages teaching community thrives online and in person. Languages teachers plan school trips, competitions and spelling bees, decorate their classrooms with treasures they have collected on their travels, host foreign film lunchtime clubs … The list goes on. We do it for the satisfaction of that moment when a student correctly uses a subjunctive for the first time in class or timidly asks for an ice cream in French on a day trip to Boulogne-sur-Mer and is delighted when they receive the correct item they ordered, making it all worth the effort.


With that in mind, we have aimed to write a book that speaks to the head and heart of languages teaching. We have covered teaching the different skills with advice for practical strategies that can be implemented straight away, as well as including sections on exciting project work and making the case for languages.


This book is written by and for languages teachers, taking into account the workload of marking those paragraphs about opinions on sports, conducting speaking assessments and planning all those wonderful extracurricular opportunities. In each chapter we have focused on implementation in the classroom with lots of low-prep, quick wins.


We have included a range of QR codes, weblinks and references to promote further engagement with the ideas we sketch here. A list of the links to the QR code resources is given here:


www.hachettelearning.com/john-catt/john-catt-extras


We hope that you can find inspiration to try something new, have a useful refresher of an activity you haven’t included in your repertoire for a while or experiment and transform an idea into something new.


























CHAPTER 1



DEBATES AND PERSPECTIVES








Dylan Wiliam’s quote ‘Everything works somewhere; nothing works everywhere’ succinctly summarises why debates and varied pedagogical perspectives exist, and will persist, within languages teaching (Wiliam, 2018). Each teacher will have their own valid approach and perspectives, influenced by how they learned and were taught themselves, their initial teacher training, departmental approaches, ongoing professional development, the subject community and, above all, seeing what works with their students in their classroom.


As such, we are in an era where teachers and language departments often trial, select and blend pedagogical methods to best suit their context, taking into account their own beliefs and experience, the profile of their students, the amount of curriculum time they have allocated and the take-up of languages in their school. There is no one-size-fits-all approach and many teachers choose to take elements of different approaches and adapt them.


Below are outlined some key debates that it is professionally healthy for secondary languages teachers to be aware of.




What is languages teaching?


In its essence, languages are made of words (vocabulary) and structures regulated by rules (grammar) to communicate ideas, opinions and facts. Vocabulary and grammar have often been interpreted as the main tools required to acquire a language, but one cannot forget culture and the importance of teaching skills to unlock the language in real-life interactions. In contemporary languages teaching, those skills have been defined as listening, reading, speaking and writing and, to the present day, they continue to form the main part of assessing languages proficiency in tests and public examinations around the world. For example, they are broadly divided as such in assessment material which follows the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). In real-life use, those skills are what allow interactions and, all too often, learners need to use them simultaneously, for instance, in a conversation, listening to an interlocutor and responding verbally, or in a written exchange, reading a text or email and producing a written response. All skills can also be used independently, for instance, listening to music, the radio or a podcast, speaking by leaving a voice note or reading a book for pleasure. As such, teaching comprehension and production skills forms a large part of the role of languages teachers in secondary education, as it is widely accepted that teaching just vocabulary and grammar is not enough for students to acquire a language.


In addition to this, since the start of the millennium, the vision has also widened to consider the place of phonics and culture as part of the equation. In the UK, government policies aim to transfer the successes of phonics teaching in L1 in early education to the context of learning a foreign language and, while pronunciation has always been an important element of communication, phonics is now seen as one of the methods for acquiring accurate pronunciation. We will use a popular analogy that considers languages teaching as a braided rope made of five intertwined thinner strings. Three represent vocabulary, grammar and phonics (or more generally pronunciation) as the core elements of knowledge needed for language learning. A fourth represents practice of the four skills, unlocking comprehension and communication. The fifth string represents culture, necessary to become aware and open to different customs, viewpoints and beliefs, and often providing realistic contexts for communication.


In language classrooms, expect to see teachers facilitating vocabulary, grammar and phonics acquisition through lots of modelling and practice, through engaging games in pairs or groups, as well as silent individual work. Languages teaching relies on the use of an array of media and sources, including texts in different registers and genres, of audios and videos, of visual stimuli and props to prompt the learner, of stories and anecdotes to raise awareness of similarities and differences between cultures and nations. Expect to hear odd choral drilling of foreign words spoken in sync, songs and popular tunes rewritten to make language learning memorable and promote the acquisition of specific vocabulary or grammar and many other tricks of the trade that creative languages teachers rely on to make languages enjoyable and to engage and support learners.








Why teach languages?


Languages learning can play a significant part in the wider school curriculum provision in delivering on the core ethos and values that we want to instil in our students. In an ever-changing, global, yet complex and polarised modern world, languages learning raises awareness of different cultures, societies and ways of thinking, and provides the learner with the opportunity to understand and interact with them. Languages aim to ‘foster pupils’ curiosity and deepen their understanding of the world’ (Department for Education, 2013), as well as to challenge stereotypes, prejudices and preconceptions. Knowing a foreign language is also very much functional: countless professionals from all fields who have studied a language have life stories about how their language skills have proved useful at work or led to promotion. Graduates in many subjects, including medicine and law, often report how languages have supported them in their studies. As such, our stand on the debate about whether languages studies should be compulsory or optional is that we believe all learners benefit from learning a language as part of their education as it helps them become well-rounded, open-minded, global citizens of the world.







Communication versus accuracy


Should our focus be on practical fluency and enabling students to communicate for real-world purposes or precise language use with correct grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation? At one end of this debate would sit a strong communicative language teaching approach, focusing on speaking and listening, target language (TL) interaction, authentic tasks and role-plays. A benefit of this type of approach can be the positive impact on engagement and motivation by showing real-world relevance and allowing students to express themselves. A drawback can be the reduced emphasis on grammar, leading to gaps in even basic formal language knowledge and the ability to manipulate language. At the other end would be a traditional grammar–translation approach prioritising reading and writing, explicit grammar instruction and classes being conducted in learners’ first language. This approach can build strong foundations and encourage clear, correct written language, but at the expense of speaking, listening, pronunciation, communication and potentially motivation. Sensibly, most teachers today take a balanced approach between communication and accuracy and adapt their focus according to the stage and needs of their learners as well as the requirements of qualifications and assessment.








Approaches to teaching grammar


There are two main approaches to teaching grammar in MFL classes: deductive and inductive. Each has its pros and cons. Some teachers prefer the deductive approach, especially for foundation-level students, as it provides direct, explicit grammar instruction, saving time and ensuring accuracy. This allows more time for practising other language skills and covering the syllabus within the restricted time offered at schools for MFL. Some students also enjoy this approach as they like exploring and memorising grammar rules.


Conversely, the inductive approach encourages students to identify patterns and deduce grammar rules on their own before practising the language which allows deeper understanding.


Given the diverse levels and abilities of students, a blended approach that combines both methods, integrates grammar and negotiation of meaning, and incorporates interactive, fun activities across all language skills is more effective (Conti, 2015). It is, however, important to consider the implications of cognitive load theory when planning grammar activities for your lesson.




Cognitive science research and languages


Recent years have seen a growth in research from the field of cognitive science influencing practice in schools. This has been facilitated by work and publications aiming to make such research more accessible to teachers and applicable to educational contexts, e.g. the ResearchEd movement, Rosenshine’s ‘Principles of instruction’ (2012) , the Deans for Impact’s The Science of Learning (2015) and the Learning Scientists’ ‘Six strategies for effective learning’ (2016). As a result, many teachers will be familiar with strategies from cognitive science such as:




	spaced learning (spreading learning over time with breaks in between)



	retrieval practice (encouraging active recall from memory through quizzes, questioning, and self-testing)



	managing cognitive load (recognising the limitations of working memory, considering the amount of mental effort required by a task and reducing unnecessary load)



	dual coding (combining verbal and visual information).






It is clear from the evidence base that cognitive science has the potential to improve learning and indeed many of the approaches have long been described as effective practice without the cognitive science label (spaced learning – revision lessons; retrieval practice – vocabulary tests; cognitive load – worked examples; dual coding – flashcards). Much can be leveraged from cognitive science research to support effective learning, but it is not in and of itself a silver bullet and a nuanced approach is needed. An over-mechanistic interpretation may neglect social, cultural and emotional considerations that are so inherent in our subject. The Education Endowment Fund’s evidence review of cognitive science approaches in the classroom points to the fact that there are still gaps in the evidence base on how the principles can best be applied and this is more so the case when considering specific subjects. How cognitive science might be considered in languages will be covered in chapter 2.


Links: ResearchEd (https://researched.org.uk/)


Rosenshine’s ‘Principles of instruction’ (https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ971753)


Deans for Impact, The Science of Learning (www.deansforimpact.org/tools-and-resources/the-science-of-learning)


The Learning Scientists, ‘Six strategies for effective learning’ (www.learningscientists.org/blog/2016/8/18-1)


Education Endowment Fund, ‘Cognitive science approaches in the classroom’ (https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/evidence-reviews/cognitive-science-approaches-in-the-classroom)










Use of target language


A widely discussed topic of debate in languages learning is how the TL should be used in the classroom, and this has often fluctuated over decades, depending on what the most popular approach to languages learning was at the time. To understand why TL use in the classroom is subject to debate, we have to consider some common pros and cons of from the languages teaching community:


















	Pros of maximising TL use


	Cons of maximising TL use











	•	Hearing the language in a context where learners may not otherwise get such opportunities outside the classroom.


	•	Confusing for learners if not understood, which can lead to demotivation and disengagement, accumulation of misconceptions, behavioural issues in the classroom.







	•	Demonstrating genuine communicative use of the language.


	•	Can appear to slow down the learning process, as teaching in the TL can take longer and require more checking for understanding.













It is also a more personal debate, as teachers will have their own stand on the subject, often influenced by beliefs, past learning experiences and current teaching experiences. We believe that there is no fixed, perfect percentage for TL use and that instead consideration should be given to the audience, the time and the place to use it or not. The aim should be an optimal use of the TL, striving to always use it whenever possible, while ensuring comprehension by tailoring it to the learners’ level and the intended purpose. It should be carefully planned and structured so that it is accessible and assists the learning process without causing confusion and demotivation. It should be scaffolded and incremented in steps so it is progressively more demanding, but, most of all, it should be consistent and frequent, if learners are to engage with it. Classroom routines are an ideal opportunity to immerse learners into the TL, as they take place every lesson and, over time, they will become effortless. Greetings at the door or at your desk, taking registers, giving task instructions, praises, rewards and sanctions, all of these can be effectively implemented in the TL if done consistently and carefully planned so the same language is used or expected each time. In chapter 4 we will discuss further strategies for using the TL in the classroom (see ‘Teaching listening’, pp. 39–43, and ‘Teaching speaking’, pp. 44–52).


Link: for more on TL use in the classroom, see James Stubbs’s blog (https://jamesstubbs.wordpress.com/)







Decolonising the MFL curriculum


Another recent area of debate has been how to decolonise and diversify our MFL curricula to make them inclusive and engaging for all. Decolonising the curriculum involves ‘acknowledging and critically examining the influence of colonial legacies on education systems as a whole, and its various sub-components such as knowledge and the curriculum’ (Johnson and Mouthaan, 2021) and diversifying the curriculum is ‘expanding the curriculum to be inclusive and intersectional, including academics and readings from underrepresented backgrounds’ (Teaching Matters blog). The Association for Language Learning has set up a working party to explore what this means for teachers of MFL, but there appears to be a consensus that our curricula should move from being (white) eurocentric to be inclusive of all countries where different languages are spoken (e.g. Hispanophere) and recognise the colonial past throughout our curriculum plans and not just during Black History Month or on International Francophonie Day. This also links with the multilingual approach. In an increasingly globalised and plurilingual world, the multilingual approach draws on students’ heritage and prior language knowledge as an asset, making links between languages, increasing student motivation and outcomes.


Links: Johnson and Mouthaan, Runnymede ‘Decolonising the curriculum: the importance of teacher training and development’ (www.runnymedetrust.org/blog/decolonising-the-curriculum-the-importance-of-teacher-training-and-development)


Teaching Matters blog ‘Mini-series: The importance of diversifying the curriculum: Reflections from the Senate Task Group’ (https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/teaching-matters/mini-series-the-importance-of-diversifying-the-curriculum-reflections-from-the-senate-task-group/)


























CHAPTER 2


CURRICULUM DESIGN PRINCIPLES








Designing an effective curriculum for language teaching and learning requires a nuanced balance of theory and practice to meet diverse learner needs and is crucial to secure high rates of student success. This chapter explores key principles and strategies that underpin successful curriculum design, starting with backwards planning to help set clear learning goals for different phases of learning so we can work towards them by creating a well-sequenced series of lessons and assessments. We delve into cognitive science, offering insights into structuring content to help students memorise key concepts and avoid overload and ‘forgetting’. The chapter also examines the role of textbooks in selecting resources that align with curricular goals and learner outcomes. Finally, we address primary–secondary transition, highlighting strategies to ensure continuity and progression in language learning across key stages. Together, these elements provide a framework for creating a curriculum that inspires and empowers learners.
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