Improving Year 6 to 7 transition in languages

An innovative approach to exploiting song in the languages classroom has made language more memorable and maintained creativity in Key Stage 3, building on prior learning in Key Stage 2.

School:  Stokesley School, North Yorkshire

Regional Subject Adviser:  Liz Black

School profile

	Total number of learners
	1433

	Age range
	11-18

	Specialist status
	Technology

	Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests (2007)
	English 81%, Mathematics 84%, Science  84%.

	Five A*-C at GCSE (2007)
	78%

	Special educational needs
	9%


Our school is a larger than average comprehensive school serving a mainly rural area. The socio-economic circumstances of pupils are largely favourable. There is a large sixth form, with approximately 93% of students going on to higher education. Uptake in languages at KS4 is still good, better than the national average. A good number of pupils opt to continue with two languages to GCSE. 

Question 1:   What were we trying to achieve?

Building on prior learning!  The successful start made by KS2 colleagues

Key Stage 2 pupils learning French in our primary network schools were keen and enthusiastic. Key Stage 3 teachers were determined to maintain and build on this and avoid any possible ’dip’ in Key Stage 3. The quality of provision in Key Stage 2 was recognised. 

The focus at Key Stage 2 had been largely on listening and speaking. Pupils needed to build on the skills taught at Key Stage 2 and develop reading and writing strategies. They also needed to learn the alphabet thoroughly, in order to increase their understanding of sound-spelling links. The departmental focus was to produce lessons involving the creative use of song, provide challenge and set high standards. We aimed to inspire an early love of languages amongst pupils of all levels of ability.

Departmental self-evaluation had also revealed another issue- the setting of meaningful, purposeful and relevant homework needed reviewing. It was agreed that a pilot project should take place during the autumn term, which if successful would be rolled out to all Year 7 groups in the Spring term.
Differences we wanted to see in our learners

Year 7 learners to: 
· acquire excellent pronunciation

· increase ability to spell accurately 

· maintain inquisitive attitudes evident in KS2.

· develop independent learning strategies/self-motivation

Teachers to: 

· focus on progression

· follow new transition element of Scheme of Learning

· teach alphabet through song

· increase use of new technologies

· trial the extended homework project 

· evaluate and keep log of progress

Question 2:  How did we organise learning to achieve our aims?

New ways of engaging and motivating learners were developed through:

· increased use of music in the classroom

· changes in approach to teaching and learning by using new technology

· a challenging project set in the first term as homework 

A workshop for KS2 and KS3 teachers of languages

Following a discussion with a primary music AST about the huge benefits of learning by singing, an informal music workshop was held at Stokesley School in July 2007. Planning for this involved researching current material available, and of particular help was the CILT Pathfinder publication ‘Inspiring performance: focus on drama and song’.  One phrase was crucial to our planning;’ we can harness more of the brain’s power using music.’ 

Following a brief introduction into the theory, most of the day was devoted to practical activities with a ‘hands on approach’. Aided by two competent musicians from the sixth form, Key Stage 2 and 3 teachers worked together to try out a number of techniques during the morning and Year 7 pupils acted as ‘guinea pigs’ in the afternoon. The teachers who attended the workshop used boom whackers, hand chimes and African drums amongst other instruments to develop confidence in delivering the teaching of a foreign language through music in a creative way. Great fun was had by all who attended!

As a team at KS3 we discussed that we do so often use visuals to present and recall target language words and phrases and wanted to add sounds to reinforce learning the words by frequent use of music. Following visits to the primary schools in our primary network it was evident that Key Stage 2 pupils of all abilities really seemed to enjoy singing. We wanted to build on this. 

Changes to the Year 7 Scheme of Learning

· A new ‘transition’ element was added. Songs from the Early Start course used in Key Stage 2 were interwoven into Year 7 lessons. They were played frequently as pupils entered room to ease transfer.

· Team of teachers in Y7 search for songs to exploit in the classroom, to increase enjoyment and improve both pronunciation and memory skills. Songs are downloaded from the internet and used in various ways. Following evaluation, to determine gains for learners then opportunities for use of music added to the Scheme of Learning.

· To maintain creativity observed in Y6 into Y7, lesson plans identifying clear objectives for each activity are being mapped into Scheme of Learning

Focus on independent learning

· Trial of an extended H/W project (one pilot group) to encourage independent learning early on in KS3

· Parents of Y7 pupils were informed.

· Primary network schools contacted and asked if they would agree to receiving the completed projects to be used in KS2 classrooms

Innovative use of resources and equipment 

· Use of internet to download songs. 

· Digital recordings on laptops. 

· Vokis, from www.voki.com , pupils creating their own characters using their own voices 

Use of staff

· Music workshop in July for KS2/3 colleagues in network. Cross phase work has been encouraged with regular network meetings to encourage liaison

· KS2 teachers were given a ‘tool kit’ of key vocabulary to cover

Use of time

· Pupils from KS2 working in KS3 had an increased time allocation for MFL to 3 hours per week

Assessment

To build on prior learning it was felt necessary to introduce the second foreign language earlier than in previous years and place pupils into sets in January, therefore diagnostic testing was considered essential. Thorough evaluation of this curriculum development will take place. Evaluation of progress to be maintained throughout KS3

Question 3:  How well have we achieved our aims?
Feedback from teachers

There are differences evident in the pilot groups compared to those not in the pilot. Teaching pupils new songs in Key Stage 3 has helped their learning and has ensured that they are fully engaged in lessons. They love rhythm, rap and rhyme. The repetitive nature of the songs and raps we have taught pupils during the first term has helped them to learn correct pronunciation and intonation. Experienced teachers have commented that pupils have both enhanced memory skills and better pronunciation. They are able to sing the alphabet with confidence and use this knowledge to spell new vocabulary. 

Independent learning

The extended homework trial has been monitored carefully by the teacher of the group selected, who is delighted with the self-motivation and creativity seen.

Pupils were asked to keep a log throughout the duration of the project, which all pupils kept to, including those with behavioural problems. All pupils were very proud of the work submitted, which will be used to teach pupils from the primary school that the pupils came from. This will also serve to improve cross-phase collaboration. 

Key Stage 2 teachers will be able to see for themselves that Key Stage 3 teachers have worked hard to ensure that prior learning is built on. Pupils take the role of the teacher very seriously and this has also encouraged accurate spelling.  Photographic evidence of the completed projects proves that creativity can be maintained in Key Stage 3. There was a wide variety of projects produced, ranging from board games, DVDs, videos, digital clips, Powerpoints, some books and an Eiffel Tower. The standard was excellent. 

Following the success of this pilot, this approach will be used across all the Year 7 groups and evaluation of the processes will inform the development of a new homework policy in the languages department.  

Feedback from pupils

Feedback from pupils in the form of questionnaires indicates the success of our use of music. The pupils feel that they are able to pronounce new vocabulary well.

Year 7 pupils are enjoying learning French. They also indicate that they enjoy singing. Pupils of all levels of ability are engaged.

Other outcomes

· Teachers are keen to embed creative teaching and continue to improve the Year 7 Scheme of Learning. 

· Teachers are taking more risks in the classroom and have increased confidence with the use of new technology. 

· Cross-phase work has increased, improving liaison between Key Stages 2 and 3.

· Pupils and teachers have shared pleasure in learning a foreign language. 

· The study has proved that the strategies and activities used encourage creativity, and further work in this sphere will be developed in ongoing action plans. 
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