Promoting linguistic creativity: using the Michel Thomas approach in Key Stage 3

A Michel Thomas approach to whole class language teaching at Key Stage 3 in a comprehensive school has had a significant impact on pupils’ engagement and levels of achievement. It has allowed them to use the target language creatively to have real conversations about things that interest them.
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School profile

	Total number of learners
	1613

	Age range
	11-18

	Specialist status
	Arts and Humanities

	Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests (2006)
	65%

	Five A*-C at GCSE (2006)
	58%

	Special educational needs
	above the national average


The school is a larger than an average size secondary school. It serves areas of mixed social and economic circumstances. Nearly all students are of White British heritage and have English as their mother tongue. Many more students than usual are entitled to free school meals. Over the last six years, the profile of attainment on entry to the school has declined following the closure of a local school. 

Question 1:
What were we trying to achieve?

The starting point: The languages department are a team of hardworking and committed teachers. However they are frustrated by poor levels of engagement by middle to lower ability pupils in language lessons particularly in Key Stage 4. They feel this is largely due to a lack of a stimulating or engaging Key Stage 3 curriculum.

What were our learners like at the start? 
Despite  the mixed social backgrounds of the pupils, they are generally well disposed and form good relations with teachers. The department has already completed some curriculum development work with the Key Stage 3 framework and Assessment for Learning strategies. However, staff are finding that after five years of language learning some pupils still have difficulty with the basics. Lack of short term gains in the subject appear to demotivate pupils. Interestingly, pupil voice activity highlighted pupils’ views that they found language lessons lacking in challenge. They also felt frustrated that they could not have real conversations about things that interested them. 

What differences did we want to see in our learners?

In adopting a Michel Thomas methodology in Key Stage 3 lessons, the department hoped that pupils would become more engaged. They would begin to have the tools to construct more extended dialogues and talk about things that interested them rather than banal topics such as “what furniture they have in their bedroom”. It was hoped that they would respond positively to the ‘reverse psychology’ of Michel Thomas’ emphasis on the teacher being responsible for the learning, and that this would help to reduce anxiety levels and improve the frequency of successful experiences. It was hoped that these early positive experiences would improve take-up in Key Stage 4 and provide a strong foundation for GCSE.
Question 2: How did we organise learning to achieve our aims?

How did we set about making a change?

Two teachers initially piloted the Michel Thomas approach with a top set in Year 9 and a middle set in Year 8, with a view to rolling it out with the whole of Key Stage 3. The teachers used a recently produced commercial publication based on the Michel Thomas approach.

The Michel Thomas approach is about releasing any tension prior to learning. The use of comfortable seating is important, away from the usual triggers of the traditional education system such as desks or stationery. It is based on an auditory approach. Pupils do not make notes. The teacher gives the pupils permission to forget everything they learn and asserts that learning is the teacher’s responsibility. This reverse psychology ensures pupils do usually remember everything – unconsciously and without effort. The method is based on understanding the underlying patterns of a language and on its links with English. It emphasises understanding over memorisation of long lists of vocabulary. Pupils are able to form their own sentences from the start and are not confined to learning whole sentences and phrases by rote. The meaning of each word is made clear and can be transferred to another context from the outset. Pupils are rarely told they are wrong. They are encouraged to think things through. If they make an error, the teacher repeats the sentence to be translated, emphasising the point the pupil said incorrectly. The pupil would then be taken back to the most recent point at which they understood and would continue to build from there. 

The approach was piloted with two groups in order to allow the teachers to refine their skills in its use. It is important that staff require the necessary training and have the opportunity to practise with a trial group in the first instance. Team teaching and co-observation may help in this regard.  Despite the absence of traditional classroom resources, there are a number of opportunities for teacher assessment through written activities in the published course. As described previously, Assessment for Learning approaches are relied on heavily in giving immediate feedback to pupils. Teacher’s occasionally record individual pupils’ levels of responsiveness and understanding as National Curriculum levels.  In terms of classroom environment, a bid was submitted to the head teacher for soft chairs, furnishings and ambient lighting. Desks were moved to one end of the classroom. Increasing awareness of their own language in relation to the foreign language had obvious benefits in developing levels of pupils’ literacy.

The Michel Thomas approach is fairly intensive. It is based on a suite of 10/12 lessons at a time where the same methodology is repeated. In this case it has been inserted into a traditional timetable, however the use of more extended language lessons may benefit its implementation.  The experience of success by the pupils and the emphasis on relaxation meant there was little need for breaks or other distractions. However, the availability of paper consolidation exercises and electronic whole class “games”  provided by the published course helped to embed learning within a classroom of 30 pupils. 
3.
How well have we achieved our aims?
For those pupils who have been involved in the pilot, there have been very evident improvements in levels of engagement and attainment.  

By the end of two phases of the programme, pupils are able to use past, present and future tenses of the language comfortably, and have internalised a significant amount of vocabulary. Some of our middle ability year 8 pupils involved in the programme have demonstrated attainment at National Curriculum levels 6 and some even at level 7.  

Pupils come to language lessons showing levels of excitement not previously observed. The spontaneous use of the target language by pupils is remarkable. One teacher quoted the example of catching a pupil with a bar of chocolate, telling him “No es possible comerlo ahora” (it’s not possible to eat now). The pupil nodded that he understood the comment and promptly replied with “Lo siento pero tengo hambre” (I’m sorry, but I’m hungry). This was the first time the teacher had experienced such genuine pupil spontaneity. Another anecdote was a child with Asperger’s Syndrome and low levels of prior attainment being able to construct complete and often complex sentences from memory.  As a result of this initiative, the languages department has had a new boost of morale and is committed to extending the programme throughout Key Stage 3.
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