Cape Cornwall School: bringing language learning to life through media, performing arts and a cross-channel partnership

Each year, pupils from Cape Cornwall and from their partner school in Brittany collaborate to prepare a show on a common theme, which they perform in both France and England. This initiative provides a real context and audience for language learning, makes connections between subjects and promotes intercultural understanding.

School profile

	Total number of learners
	450

	Age range
	11-16

	Specialist status
	Art, music, photography

	Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests (2007)
	English 74%

Mathematics 75%

Science 75%

	Five A*-C at GCSE (2007)
	48%

	Special educational needs
	23%


Cape Cornwall School is at the tip of the Cornish peninsula, in a rural area where family incomes are well below average. It is a non-selective, mixed school with very few learners from minority ethnic backgrounds. The number of pupils in the school is declining because of demographic changes, and the geographical isolation of this area can make it hard to promote a global outlook. The art, music and photography specialism of the school has been a vehicle for raising pupils’ awareness and understanding of their Cornish heritage. Results at GCSE are around the national average and show good contextual value added. The school provides many clubs, activities and wider opportunities for students. It has achieved Sportsmark and Artsmark (silver) awards.  Spanish and French are both offered to GCSE.

Question 1:
What did the school want to achieve?

The starting point: identifying the priorities for development

Pupils at Cape Cornwall, living in a close-knit rural community, need a curriculum which can help to raise their aspirations and give them a stronger sense of being part of Europe and the wider world.  Many of their families have little or no tradition of further and higher education or of travelling abroad. The pupils do not automatically recognise the relevance of learning another language and many lack confidence and motivation. However, pupils enjoy art, music, dance, photography and film making, and after-school activities also include a popular class in circus skills. Working with Creative Partnerships, and gaining specialist status in art and design, music and photography, have enabled the school to bring in professionals to work with the pupils, leading to high quality work which has helped pupils to feel proud of their achievements.  

This analysis of the characteristics of their pupils provided a focus for developing the  initiative. Staff felt that they needed to give language learning a deeper meaning and a real audience, and that there was potential to make language learning more creative and engaging for pupils by linking it to film and performing arts.  They also needed to find ways of raising the profile of languages and the international dimension in the school and local community. This was an objective shared by their partner school in Brittany, Collège St Gildas, an 11-14 school in a region of France with many similarities to Cornwall in its location, socio-economic circumstances and cultural heritage. However, it was proving hard for staff at Cape Cornwall to raise support for an exchange visit. From this, the idea developed of French and English pupils together preparing a joint performance each year which is staged in both Brittany and Cornwall. Participation is popular with pupils in years 8, 9 and 10, and the school is continuing to explore ways of involving more pupils and subjects as the initiative develops.

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

The outcomes that the school hoped to gain from the initiative closely reflected the aims of the new curriculum:

· To help the pupils to become more successful learners, in languages and the other subjects involved. Pupils had a real context to use and improve their language skills, through rehearsing the performance and communicating with their French partner, as well as intensive use of the target language during their stay in France. 

· To help them to become confident individuals who lead fulfilling lives. The students have identified improved confidence as one of the key outcomes from their participation – not only linguistic confidence but also confidence in dealing with new situations and relating to people in a different culture, and feeling proud of performing successfully in front of a French audience.
· To help them to become responsible citizens who make a positive contribution to society.  This aim includes being able to work cooperatively with others, and understanding their own and others’ cultures.  These skills were particularly important when they rehearsed together with the French pupils and their teachers in Brittany.
The outcomes that the school was seeking reflect the key concepts in the new languages programme of study - linguistic competence, creativity, intercultural understanding and knowledge about language - particularly the first three of these. 

The learning activities also supported the key processes: developing language-learning strategies and developing language skills. With the help of their teachers, the pupils themselves developed their films, songs, dances and sketches.  This work had an impact on strategies for drafting and redrafting, memorising words and phrases (through song and repetition), and on using correct pronunciation and intonation.  Email contacts with their French partners during the year, as well as the week spent in Brittany, helped pupils to learn to deal with unfamiliar language and to adapt known language in new contexts.

The curriculum opportunities in the new programme of study encapsulate many aspects of the project: using language beyond the classroom, communicating with native speakers, using more complex language, using ICT for communication, and working with engaging topics and issues – to which might be added, engaging activities. When planning the activities, there were common elements between languages and performing arts on which they could draw which are highlighted in the programmes of study. For example, the key concepts in Languages, Music and Art & Design all include cultural understanding and creativity.

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

The initiative has developed year on year.  As in most successful curriculum partnerships, it has depended on good relationships and a common enthusiasm between staff, in both schools. The first performance involved the languages and music departments in preparing an Anglo-French concert. From this beginning, the potential to involve further subjects became clear, including film-making, photography, dance and drama, giving pupils opportunities to work on transferable language, performance and ICT skills. When the French pupils came to Cornwall to perform there, there were opportunities to widen the scope of the programme, for example by working in French and English in food technology to teach the French pupils how to make an English cream tea, and involving more pupils in helping with the performance.

The project engaged and motivated learners by involving them in planning the performance over the nine months before it took place. Pupils share a clear common purpose in their work. They work in teams to plan and develop their part of the show, based on their interest in film, music, dance or circus skills. They are also motivated by exchanging information with their French partner about themselves and their family. For the first time this year, the pupils will also liaise with their partners about how preparation of the performance is progressing, giving a practical as well as a social purpose to their communications. The school arranged a video conference with their partners for the first time last year, and are planning to improve their ICT capability further this year so that more video conferences can take place. There is a strong incentive for pupils to set themselves high standards and to focus on the quality of their work: the fact that they will be performing, once in each country, in front of the local mayor and other dignitaries, families, teachers and pupils. 

In order to develop the programme, the school has needed to work in new ways. Up to now, staff have had to arrange planning and rehearsals at lunchtimes and after school. In this respect, the new curriculum may provide an opportunity to reconsider timetabling to make it easier for subject areas to collaborate. It has also meant making specialist music, dance, media and ICT space, facilities and equipment available to language learners, helped by the extra funding received through the school’s specialist status.

This new way of organising learning in languages at present only benefits around 20 pupils each year. The school is discussing ways of bringing these approaches more closely into the mainstream life of the school so that all pupils can benefit. There is potential to extend the partnership to involve other subjects such as Geography and History, and to plan work around cross curriculum dimensions such as identity and cultural diversity, healthy lifestyles and community participation. 

Question 3.
How well is the school achieving its aims?
What differences are evident?  What impact has there been on learners?
The initiative has had a positive impact on the pupils’ attitudes to languages, with those participating being more likely to continue with their language learning in Key Stage 4.  These pupils have also performed better in end of key stage assessments and at GCSE.  
The school asks pupils to evaluate their experience of the programme and receives very positive feedback. Pupils say that they feel more confident of using their language skills in real life situations and that they will find these skills useful for the future. They feel that they have a better knowledge and understanding of French life and culture, and many remain in contact with their French partner. Crucially, the say that the challenge of undertaking the performance made them realise that they could achieve more than they had thought they were capable of, and that they feel proud of their success.

The initiative has also had an impact on the whole school community by strengthening and extending their relationship with their partner school, helping to bring South Cornwall into closer contact with the wider world.  

How can schools in different contexts adopt some elements of this approach?

Cape Cornwall School recognises that the project only benefits a minority of pupils at present, and is very time consuming. Can some of these benefits become part of day to day language teaching?

Preparing work for a real audience – There are many potential audiences for language work, such as other pupils, parents or a multilingual page on the school website. An audience can be someone who receives an email, a primary pupil enjoying a hand made story book, or visitors admiring a display in the foyer.

Building confidence and a sense of ownership –  Pupils can work in teams to complete a project that brings together all the language of a unit of work and allows them to demonstrate what they can do. Possibilities include a fashion show; creating a model village (or block of flats) with descriptions of its residents; or researching and presenting information about a person, place or event.

Experiencing a different culture -  Pupils will gain a great deal from a short visit to a country where the target language is spoken, especially if they are given challenges to complete such as finding information or buying from a market stall.  They can also go on virtual visits through authentic information on the web, using Google maps to find their way around a city or visiting the huge number of wonderful websites about places and people.


Food for thought





As you read this case study, you might think about the following:


Which language learning activities in your own curriculum (including beyond the classroom) are most engaging for pupils? Are all pupils accessing them frequently?


What are the strengths and weaknesses of your learners?  Is the languages curriculum well suited to meet their needs and help them to achieve?


Which other subjects share common concepts, processes or themes with languages?  Could some connections be made between them? 


Which of the cross curriculum dimensions could act as a unifying theme for working with other subject areas?
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