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YEAR 7 LANGUAGES DAY

HIRONDELLE and GOLONDRINA

Anne Prentis,

Fakenham High School and College

When the European swallow arrives in England, it has covered some 12,000 kilometres on its journey from South Africa and has flown over a dozen French speaking countries. The American swallow follows a parallel route from Argentina to California, flying over a similar number of Spanish speaking countries. These two journeys provided a framework for Year 7 pupils at Fakenham High School to learn about other countries in the world where French and Spanish are spoken, and to enjoy using their language skills. 

Anne Prentis, Head of Languages at the school and an Regional Subject Adviser for the new curriculum, describes this highly imaginative and engaging day and provides top tips for anyone setting up something similar. Activities were planned to reflect key aspects of the new curriculum for languages, and references to the Programme of Study are included in Anne’s account.
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We allowed the date to set the theme for our Languages Day on 1st May, and focused on the return of the migrating swallow to Europe and North America at the start of a new summer season. The day was divided into two, with the 100 Year 7 pupils studying French attending one session and the 100 studying Spanish attending the other. The aim of the event was firstly to provide a context for pupils to use their language skills in an enjoyable and active way, and secondly to foster an awareness of the cultural wealth of the French and Spanish speaking worlds. (1.4)
As the pupils arrived, small bags of jelly babies were passed around the hall. What did the bags weigh?  Hands shot up as the pupils volunteered their answers in French and Spanish ...quinze grammes, vingt-cinq grammes, quarante grammes… and those who guessed vingt  kept the sweets, as that was the weight of the swallow as it set out its journey from the southern hemisphere to the northern hemisphere. The event was launched!

Equipped with a map of either Africa and Europe or South America and North America, the pupils listened to a short Powerpoint presentation in the target language that provided a photographic record of  the journey of the swallow flying from south to north. The pupils’ task was to indicate on their maps which were the French/Spanish speaking countries. The clues were to be found in the slides, for example the Argentinian screen featured a weather forecast in Spanish showing a weather map for Argentina on 1st May. The slide for the République Démocratique du Congo featured a cinema advertisement written in French. 

Having tracked the swallow’s journey and identified the French/Spanish speaking countries, the pupils divided into 15 mixed ability groups, each allocated a table around the edge of the hall, to take part in a series of 14 challenges. Each challenge was linked to a country that the swallow would fly over on its journey northwards, and each challenge successfully completed earned points for the group and progress along the flight path. The scorers’ desk was strategically situated in the middle of the hall, providing opportunity for pupils to stretch their legs as they went to get their work validated on completing each challenge. Points were awarded for the successful completion of tasks as well as the quality of the work. Teachers and sixth formers helping with the event could also award points, provided any assistance was requested and given in the target language.

So what were the challenges? 

· Drawing a swallow, labelling it using a dictionary to select the appropriate words from a short list (2.1e) and then making links with similar English words (1.2b) (4d) e.g. pluma – plumage – feather
· Linking up words and pictures and then using the vocabulary to work out the meaning of a short text about the length of the swallow’s journey and the huge number of insects it eats a day (4g)

· Writing short sentences about the place of the swallow in the food chain using an illustrated diagram as a stimulus. E.g. les hirondelles mangent les insectes, les serpents mangent les hirondelles (2.1 a)

· Completing some simple sentences with one of a sequence of rhyming words and recording it. E.g. je m’appelle Isabelle, je suis une hirondelle, j’aime les caramels etc (2.2d) (3b)

· Classifying the threats to the swallow’s survival under headings such as : climat , autres.  E.g. les chats, le vent, le froid, les pesticides (4g) 

· Reading short authentic texts about table etiquette in Mali and the school day in Ecuador (3e)

· Tasks which encouraged guessing, e.g. the number of steps to the top of the Eiffel Tower, and designing and making, e.g. a bon voyage card for the swallow
· The final task was to make a paper hat for the festivities held to celebrate the swallow’s arrival  - as they do each year in Capistrano, California.

The final part of the event was the awarding of the prizes to the groups who had the highest points scores, who guessed correctly the number of steps in the Eiffel Tower or the Chichen Itza pyramid, and who had made the best swallow hats in the time available. There were also prizes for those who gave good answers to the plenary questions, summing up what had been learned and identifying the wide range of curriculum areas that had been touched upon.

When planning the event, we had been anxious to offer a variety of learning activities to provide for a range of aptitudes and learning styles. All the tasks were short and as two were printed on each sheet of paper, they could easily be divided up among the members of the group. It was impressive to see how well the pupils worked together (Team workers) to complete the tasks.

So what were the language skills that the pupils practised?  They worked on their pronunciation (2.2d) before making recordings of tongue twisters and rhyming texts. They read short authentic passages and extracted key points (2.2b)  using dictionaries, context and other clues to work out meaning(2.1de). They used their speaking and listening skills to get help from their teachers, they used their writing skills to write short messages. Above all, they were willing to have a go! They were prepared to show the risk taking skills that we identified in the “Ideal Learner” exercise in order to record their voices, to make guesses about meaning and to complete a task even if it was of an unfamiliar type. With great maturity, they worked independently and cooperatively in their groups, drawing on their own resources before asking for help in the target language.

The Swallow Day was a highlight of the year and is definitely something we will repeat. The buzz of enthusiasm in the hall was palpable and several pupils have since referred to the day in their End of Tear 7 reports saying it was the best day of their school year. What did the pupils overall think of the day?  The responses were overwhelmingly positive. A number of pupils referred to how much they liked working in groups (“I liked working as a group best because although we lost it was tons of fun”), some preferred the drawing activities, others the recording, but nearly all found the topic an interesting one. The languages teachers have certainly felt that the event had a positive effect on subsequent motivation and performance in the classroom. 

What will we do differently next time? To begin with, we will try and lengthen the sessions to provide more time for the party at the end. It would have been good to have had more time to display the work produced and celebrate it. Secondly, we will try and link up with the Geography department, who were so impressed by what they heard that they might run two linked sessions with us on the same day.

What will we do the same? We will go for a very similar date. The relating of the theme to a specific time of year seemed to have given the activities added validity and relevance.

Above all, it was an activity that pupils could refer back to with happy memories. They could talk about it to their parents and they could show that languages was for them an important  and enjoyable part of the curriculum.

Top Tips

1) Advertise the event widely by sending flyers to parents and putting up posters around the school. Include a reminder to pupils to bring a dictionary, pens, crayons and scissors to reduce the amount of work setting up the event on the day.

2) Ensure the layout of the room allows opportunities for pupils to move about while taking part in the planned activities. Walking to the scorers’ desk, walking to the recording station, walking to a different part of the room to guess the number of biscuits in the tin, all this movement can help pupils’ concentration.

3) Ensure the challenges appeal to a variety of learning styles and abilities. For some of our pupils, just cutting out a swallow and sticking it on a card was a major achievement, while others enjoyed tackling short extracts of authentic texts with the aid of a dictionary.

4) Award points for quality as well as for task completion. 

5) Careful planning is essential to ensure productive use of the time available. Pupils need to be clear what each challenge entails so that they can get started straight away, they need access to the recording stations without having to queue, they need to get their tasks marked without having to wait. Involving senior students is very helpful – although May is not the best time of year for student volunteers!

6) Don’t be discouraged if you can’t find a subject area to share an event with you. Go ahead, prove it works and others will follow!

7) Reflect on what aspects of the activities the pupils most enjoyed and how these could be made features of classroom work.

Anne Prentis

Fakenham College 

Tel: 01328 851039

RSA (Eastern Region)

“The Swallow Day was a highlight of the year and is definitely something we will repeat. The buzz of enthusiasm in the hall was palpable and several pupils have referred to the day in their end of year 7 reports saying it was the best day of their school year.”
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