Judgemeadow Community College: an immersion approach to language learning

At Judgemeadow Community College, one mixed ability group in each year group from years 7 to 9 spends a quarter of the school week learning through the medium of French. Inspired by immersion teaching in Canada, this programme has been established for 5 years and has made a positive impact on pupils’ achievement.

School profile

	Total number of learners
	1221

	Age range
	11-16

	Specialist status
	Languages

	Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests (2007)
	English (awaiting review)

Mathematics 85%

Science 78%

	Five A*-C at GCSE (2006)
	64%

	Special educational needs
	11%


Judgemeadow Community College is situated on the outskirts of East Leicester.  It is a popular, oversubscribed school attracting a truly comprehensive and multicultural intake, with results well above the average in the Local Authority and compared with similar schools. The majority of pupils are from Asian family backgrounds and the school teaches 8 languages: Spanish, French, Gujarati, Panjabi, Italian, Hindi, Chinese and German. It has languages specialist status.  In 2006 Judgemeadow was included in the DfES list of the top 200 most improved schools in England. It places a high emphasis on internationalism and has links with many schools across the world.  A new school building is due to open in 2008 under the Building Schools for the Future programme. Staff development has a high profile and the college is an Investor in People. As a Community College it also offers adult education classes.
Question 1:
   What was the school trying to achieve?

The starting point: Identifying the priorities for development

What were the school’s learners like at the start? 
Around 80% of pupils at Judgemeadow live in areas where socio-economic conditions are in the bottom 20% nationally. Many of the pupils are familiar with a plurilingual environment and are used to using a language other than English within the family. This can be a real benefit when they start to learn another language at school.  It also means that many pupils have contacts with countries and cultures beyond Europe, but sometimes have very little knowledge of other European countries.  Many pupils underestimate their potential to achieve well.

The idea of developing an immersion language programme fitted well with Judgemeadow’s learners. The school hoped that it would provide a challenging and inspiring learning environment which would help them to become engaged and confident learners with high aspirations. As citizens of Britain, Europe and the world, they would develop language skills that would be valuable for their future careers and personal lives. There was also authoritative research evidence that an immersion approach to language learning helps pupils to do well in other subjects of the curriculum as well as language learning. The programme would also enhance further the international ethos of the school.

What differences did the school want to see in their learners?

The staff at Judgemeadow wanted the learners undertaking the immersion programme to: 

	Knowledge and understanding
	· make progress above expectations in all their subjects in KS3

· make accelerated progress in French, reflecting their extra learning time

	Skills development
	· become flexible and spontaneous users of French

· be competent and confident learners

	Attitudes and behaviours
	· enjoy learning and be aware of their potential to achieve

· be respectful of differences and open to finding out more about the wider world


Based on the teaching and learning observed in Canada, there was an expectation that the pupils would make good progress in developing listening and speaking skills, and crucially, that they would learn to use language independently and creatively, re-using language learned to express new ideas.  This had been a striking characteristic of the pupils in the Canadian immersion classes.

Question 2.  How did the school organise learning to achieve these aims?

Perhaps surprisingly, timetabling the programme has been fairly straightforward. The immersion group is timetabled in the same way as other tutor groups. This means that they are mixing with other pupils for much of the week when they are not in the immersion programme. 

The languages teacher is the group’s tutor, and teaches them for tutor time
, PSHE (including citizenship), ICT and languages, amounting to 6 hours 25 minutes each week. The programme runs in years 7, 8 and 9, and the pupils stay in the same tutor group in years 10 and 11. This means that throughout key stage 3 the pupils spend 25% of the week learning through the medium of French, and are communicating for real purposes in French at least twice a day. The pupils cover the same schemes of work as others in PSHE and ICT, but have an accelerated programme in French and take GCSE in year 9.  In key stage 4, many choose to continue French to AS level, and/or continue to study their second foreign language which they started in year 8 (Spanish, German, Gujarati or Panjabi). 

Parents of children in Year 6 receive information about the programme, worded to encourage only those strongly committed to apply. Interested parents attend a briefing conducted partly in French so that they are under no illusions about the level of challenge involved for their children. Despite this, the programme is over subscribed. Final decisions are guided by the need to ensure that the range of abilities in the group accurately reflects that of the whole year group.

The programme is staffed by three speakers of French in the languages team, chosen because of their high level of language proficiency. The approach to teaching and learning has been based on the practice observed in Canada. Most strikingly, there is no use of English whatsoever in the 25% of the week devoted to the programme. The importance of keeping absolutely to this rule was emphasised strongly by the teachers concerned. Pupils are often unaware that their immersion teacher can speak English!

Acquiring subject knowledge was not an issue in PSHE, which is taught by form tutors.  However, where necessary the immersion teachers have improved their knowledge of ICT so that they can teach the subject with confidence. They liaise with colleagues in PSHE and ICT to devise new versions of the lessons that will work well in the target language. The teaching resources, written completely in the target language, have been developed and refined over the years, restructured to be accessible to the pupils in line with their level of linguistic competence, without sacrificing the key concepts and content.  Although some simplification is needed, assessments show that pupils’ progress does not suffer, perhaps because they concentrate harder to cope with the target language environment. Observing the pupils in ICT lessons, the language college director has noticed that they listen more carefully to the teacher than pupils in other ICT classes.

Although the immersion team works very hard, they find the programme highly rewarding as they see the rapid progress and enjoyment demonstrated by their pupils. From an organisational point of view, the school believes that the model is replicable, and knows of several schools that are following a similar approach.

Year 8 immersion timetable  (The timing of PSHE varies from week to week)
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Question 3.
How well has the school achieved its aims?
What differences are evident?  What impact has the programme made on learners?
The impact of the programme has been carefully monitored. A control group of similar pupils is created based on CAT scores, SAS scores, gender and ethnicity. These pupils’ results are then compared with those of the immersion pupils. Pupils’ progress is measured through internal levelled tests in French and Science, progress tests in English and Maths and ICT national curriculum levels.  

The results year on year show that the immersion groups achieve higher levels in core subjects as well as in their language learning.  Apart from languages, the most marked improvements are in English.  The table below shows the results for the year 7 group in 2006.

[Tables showing these data are on the attached spreadsheet (5 tabs at bottom of page).  I suggest that they be amalgamated into a single table.]

Last year, over a third of the year 9 immersion group gained an A or A* in GCSE French, and a recent Ofsted report noted that “standards in the immersion French lesson were very high across all skill areas and pupils were .. using accurately a much wider range of vocabulary and structure than is usual”.  However, this comment does not fully capture the most noticeable quality of the pupils’ communication in French.  As had been hoped when setting up the programme, they are able to use the target language with spontaneity and ease inside and outside the classroom, making the most of the vocabulary and structures that they have mastered. 

Spreading the benefits of this approach
The success of the immersion programme in meeting its aims raises questions about how similar benefits could be introduced into the learning of more pupils in key stage 3. To tackle this issue, staff from the languages team explored with a group of subject leaders in other subjects the factors that help the pupils in the immersion programme to achieve well. They found that many factors were transferable to other subjects. One element they felt was important was the sense of pride that pupils gain from being part of a special programme. They also recognised the high expectations placed on pupils - ‘the pace never lets up’. Pupils also gain a sense of focus from taking GCSE at the end of year 9. In relation to progress in language learning, an important factor was that pupils were using the target language to communicate in real contexts; they were listening ‘for a reason’.

In their discussion, the staff identified some of the transferable skills that the pupils were able to apply in subjects outside the immersion programme, leading to their good progress in English, Mathematics and Science. These include the ability to listen carefully, to communicate clearly, and creative thinking.

This discussion provided a starting point for new curriculum developments. Ideas include the possibility of linking languages and English to undertake a project in which pupils would construct their own web space.

	Food for thought

As you read about Judgemeadow’s curriculum design, you might think about:

· What are the main things that seem to work well in Judgemeadow?

· What similar examples of successful pupil engagement can you think of in your own practice?

· In an ideal world, how would you ask the school’s timetabler to arrange language learning through the school day, week and year?

· Do you have links with other subjects that you could develop further, or new links you could make?














� The pupils have a second, English-speaking tutor they can speak to about difficult or sensitive issues.
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