Using language for a real purpose with year 9 pupils

This case study describes a project to maintain engagement in learning for Year 9 pupils at the end of Year 9, who had completed an early GCSE. It responded to the request from primary colleagues to develop a project to introduce French into the school’s induction programme for Year 6.

School: Grangefield School and Technology College, Stockton-on-Tees

Regional Subject Adviser: Liz Hodgkiss

School profile

	Total number of learners
	1300

	Age range
	11-16

	Specialist status
	Technology College

	Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests (2007)
	English 75%

Maths  75%

Science 71%

	Five A*-C at GCSE (2007)
	68%

	Special educational needs
	10.9%


Our school is larger than the average 11-16 Secondary School. Pupils’ socio-economic circumstances are extremely varied. The school draws from some very disadvantaged areas. Over 700 pupils live in wards designated as neighbourhood renewal areas. This contrasts with a significant minority of pupils from households with relatively high levels of income for Stockton, often with parents who are in the professions. The school has had Specialist Technology Status since September 1999.

Question 1:   What were we trying to achieve?

· To maintain engagement in learning for some Year 9 pupils who had taken an early GCSE in French

· To develop initiative and social skills in Year 9 pupils, in an extended learning community context

· To develop awareness of French culture and linguistic skills in French for Year 6 pupils

What were our learners like at the start? 

The majority of Year 9 pupils involved in the project had just taken a GCSE in French at Foundation Level. Several had taken the higher option in Reading, to access higher grades. The groups were a set 1 and 2, but with a mixed range of linguistic competence. The Year 6 pupils had had little contact with languages. If anything, they had explored a couple of vocabulary topics around personal details and greetings. The older pupils had never worked in a setting where they facilitated group activities with younger pupils in a foreign language. The post GCSE period and the Induction fortnight in our school provided an opportunity for the development of the initiative. The theme for the event was “French Morning”. This involved a French breakfast for Year 6, with Year 9 as waiters. This was followed by a morning of language work based around drinks and snacks, leading to cafe dialogues, which were video recorded by the Year 9 pupils.

What differences did we want to see in your learners?

We wanted to see the use of French in a different learning context and for a real life purpose for our Year 9 pupils. We wanted to see the development of initiative, social skills and leadership qualities in our older pupils. We also wanted to see the development of creativity, group and ICT skills.

In our Year 6 pupils we wanted to encourage the appreciation of an aspect of cultural awareness, the acquisition of vocabulary, which would develop into short dialogues in the period of a morning’s work. We wanted them to enjoy a first MFL learning experience in our school.

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

How did we set about making a change?

Motivating Year 9 learners was not difficult. They had a real life purpose in engaging with the learning. In a short period of time they would be facilitating group activities for Year 6 pupils throughout a morning. If they were to run small groups they needed to know the language to use (drinks and snacks vocabulary, how to build short dialogues in a café, and the words to a song “Moi, j’ai soif”). In class, before the induction event, the Year 9 pupils familiarised themselves with the language needed, played the games they would run, and learned the words of the song that the Year 6 pupils would learn.

The Year 9 pupils had to think about their roles as facilitators to groups. They preferred to work in pairs, to boost their own confidence and to deal with potential problems that could arise within their groups. There were debriefs after the first run -through of the French Morning, to fine tune how groups run best and respond to any issues that had arisen.

The Year 9 pupils designed a tee-shirt to wear for the event and the winning design was printed (courtesy of the enterprise bid that we applied for) in the colours of the French flag. They also designed achievement certificates to present to their groups when the morning was over.

Some pupils were trained by our onsite CLC to use the digital and video cameras. One of the girls edited some of the footage and put the work of the morning onto DVD.

Changes

Classroom time had to be very focused on the forthcoming activities as the period between the end of the GCSE exam and the start of the Induction was very short. Year 9 trialled the activities in pairs after a whole class delivery. One teacher led the training but all MFL staff took part in the event with the Year 9 pupils as helpers in their rooms. We have a ten form entry; therefore around 250 Year 6 pupils participated in the French morning at different intervals in the Induction fortnight. The induction timetable is run on Year 11 non-contact time once the GCSEs are over. On the odd occasion, the Year 11 staff covered the MFL staff’s regular lessons to enable the morning to take place.

The teaching and learning was unique in that Year 9 pupils worked alongside MFL staff, as facilitators for group work. Younger pupils also benefited from the expertise of older pupils, who were nearer to their age than the teaching staff.

Assessment took place in the form of pupil evaluations of the morning (Year 6 and Year 9) and from feedback from participating MFL staff and Primary colleagues who had attended the events or from the oral feedback that Year 6 pupils had given them on return to their Primary school. The nature of the project did not warrant a formal assessment. 

The school dining hall was used for serving French breakfast and this was prepared by our kitchen staff. The CLC and classrooms were used to accommodate the large numbers of participating Year 6 pupils.

A resource pack for the morning was compiled. This consisted of card and dice games, flash cards, Power point presentations,  drinks and snacks bingo game worksheets and reward certificates, which were created by the Year 9 pupils.  The pack contained detailed notes for the pupil facilitators and fro participating MFL staff. The facilities of our on-site CLC were also used (camcorders, digital cameras, computer facilities, visualiser and software.
Question 3:   How well have we achieved our aims?
What differences are evident?  What impact have we made on our learners?
Having Year 9 pupils take an early GCSE is an achievement in itself.  However, it did pose the problem of what to do with the pupils after that and before the close of the summer term in terms of language work. The project fitted the bill very well. 

The gains for the Year 9 students were in the development of personal and interpersonal skills, being valued in their learning community and having an active role to play in it. Their own profile in the school during the Induction fortnight was raised and, through the medium of their foreign language, they made positive links with younger pupils, many of whom came from their previous primary schools. Their personal confidence was boosted by the success of the project and, in addition, they accessed many skills in other curriculum areas, notably in developing ICT skills.

 The gains for Year 6 pupils lay in a positive first MFL experience in their new secondary school, a memorable event to which they often refer in class now they are in Year 7. They made language gains in a topic area which is of practical use, they tried and appreciated a French meal and had a positive introduction to life in their new school through a warm contact with older pupils. 
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