Being successful, confident and responsible in Sicily!

A visit to Sicily helped learners of Italian to develop confidence and independence as language learners, and to increase their cultural understanding and enthusiasm for learning, as well as wider personal skills.

School: Gosforth High School, Newcastle

Regional Subject Adviser: Claire Dodd

School profile

	Total number of learners
	

	Age range
	

	Specialist status
	

	Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests (200?)
	

	Five A*-C at GCSE (200?)
	

	Special educational needs
	


Question 1:   What were we trying to achieve?

The starting point: identifying the priorities for development

As a 14-19 high school it was decided to introduce Italian to pupils in the three feeder middle schools as part of our Languages College outreach role.  Until now this could only be achieved by the specialist teacher visiting the feeder middle schools to provide input twice weekly from 7:45 – 8:30 am (“Breakfast Italian”) and then one lesson a week in Year 8 from 3:45 - 4:45 pm after school in the high school. 

Clearly there are two challenging issues that arise as a result – firstly, limited teaching time to introduce a foreign language, and secondly, the need to motivate by providing some regular personal contact between teacher and pupils to begin to establish a more solid relationship.  The priority therefore has to be to try to encourage, motivate and develop their enthusiasm so that learning opportunities can be maximised later, and also to initiate links across the year groups with pupils already at the high school. To achieve this goal, it was felt that an educational visit to Italy was highly desirable for as many pupils as possible.  In the event, 20 pupils came from Year 8 from two different feeder schools and 12 from Years 9 and 10.  It was very much a mixed ability group of diverse pupils.

What were our learners like at the start? 

The pupils had a wide range of levels of attainment in Italian, and had had limited opportunities to develop their confidence in using the language for real purposes. Some had very little experience of encountering other cultures. For many of the pupils and their families, Italy was associated principally with pasta, pizza and calcio.  Although attitudes to Italian were generally positive, there was still a need to engage the pupils more positively and to enthuse and inspire them to continue with their learning.

What differences did you want to see in your learners?

The trip was planned to provide the pupils with opportunities not only for encountering the broader cultural dimension of Italy and of Italians, but also to provide opportunities for them to use sentences and phrases which they had practised in the target language in school during their lessons – particularly valuable in terms of speaking and listening skills.  It was hoped that they would be able to develop the former in a non-threatening way while the latter would be developed by listening to what native speakers were actually saying.  

Novelty and new sights, it was hoped, would provide a major stimulus for them to be inspired and enthused while at the same time providing the excitement of travelling in a terra ignota. It also had the advantage that the pupils would realise the errors behind the frequently heard comment that “everyone speaks English these days!” since this was not true for the majority of Sicilians.  It might also enable them (especially the boys!) to see that Sicily should be known for other contributions than merely the Mafia!

Another important aim was to help older and younger pupils to get to know each other, to facilitate continuity and progression between the middle schools and the high school.

Question 2:  How did you organise learning to achieve your aims?

In view of pupils’ ages and limited exposure to Italian culture, neither classical Rome nor the renaissance culture of Tuscany, for example, seemed the best choice.  Sicily was settled on as the preferred option since the teacher had a number of contacts there and was able to arrange a handpicked tour of sights of the island that could be truly educational with regard to culture in the widest sense. Sicily had many centuries of history, and by not being city-based and static for too long, the pupils could maintain their interest.  

To ensure that learning was tracked and could be assessed, a journal was prepared for each pupil with tasks to be carried out on each day for which special times were allocated.  Tasks were designed on a progressive basis and geared to the experiences of each day as it passed.  This also enabled pupils to carry out some self-assessment of their progress and they were able to work either individually in pairs or in groups as was the most appropriate mode of learning in each case.  The tasks were designed to meet the respective audio, visual and kinaesthetic requirements of each learner, while some were further planned as open-ended learning that would provide differentiation by outcome. There were a few additional tasks for the more able pupils that provided differentiation by task.  The weaker pupils could be helped by those who had reached higher levels of achievement, but this was rarely needed since even they went to extraordinary lengths to complete their tasks successfully!

In addition to the skills outlined above and to the positive inter-cultural attitudes that it was hoped to foster, the experiences to be encountered were planned to provide numerous apposite and relevant opportunities to strengthen knowledge and understanding in the geographical, historical and religious domains in particular. The tasks were also to provide plentiful scope for teaching and learning literacy skills and numerical skills, particularly when preparing and experiencing shopping!!  Some of the sites to be visited such as the Roman Palace at Piazza Argentina and the Greek Temples at Agrigento would provide some classical experiences, and others such as the visit to Monreale would be able to enhance creative skills.  In addition, there would be pastoral opportunities both for teacher-pupil interactions and also for the interaction between older and younger pupils who were not only unknown to one another but also from different schools.

Accompanying staff included one other languages teacher and one with little knowledge of any European language other than English. It was hoped that this would also inspire the pupils to learn, as it would provide insights into the advantages and disadvantages of being able or unable to speak a language when in a foreign country.

Question 3:   How well did we achieve our aims?
In the event, virtually all the aims were fulfilled and perhaps even more fully than envisaged.  Even many months after the visit the pupils still talk about the trip and ask when there is going to be another one organised.  The older pupils welcomed the younger ones when they started in the high school in the following September.  Teacher assessment indicates higher levels of attainment than with the cohort the previous year, and almost certainly greater achievement subsequently with regard to those who had experienced the trip when compared with those unable to do so.  The evident enthusiasm, commitment and greater linguistic competence of the pupils has acted as a catalyst for the classes as a whole, in so far as the former have also “rubbed off” on those that did not come!

When a pupil achieved a successful conversation in Sicily, however basic -whether in individual or group repartee with the driver or employees in hotels, or when going into tourist offices in groups or venturing into shops - their increase in self-confidence was amazing. In particular, this applied to the powerful moment when the penny or “centimo” dropped that they could understand something spoken in a foreign language and also be able to be understood in turn themselves!

Certainly the cross-curricular aims outlined above were achieved with “value-added”.  Many of the pupils were particularly impressed, and motivated to learn the language, when they discovered that when one of them had to be taken to hospital there was nobody who was able to speak English. As a result, several said they wanted to learn to “speak Italian as well as the leader of the party”.  The inter-cultural gains were incalculable and, in the final analysis, all the time and effort expended was well worth the resulting educational benefits gained by the pupils. Truly, an important step on the road to lifelong linguistic competence as well as helping to develop individuals who lead positive, fulfilling lives.
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