Reinterpreting what you see, in Spanish

Combining MFL with art through the work of Picasso has engaged pupils and developed their linguistic competence.

School: St Peter’s CE International School, Stoke-on-Trent

Regional Subject Adviser: Shirley Kliment-Temple

School Profile

	Total number of learners
	794

	Age range
	11-16

	Specialist status
	Language & training school

	Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests (2007)
	English 67.1%

Maths 74.7%

Science 77.2%

	Five A*-C at GCSE (2007)
	70.7%

	Special educational needs
	154 pupils 19.4%

	Free school meals
	84 pupils 10.6%


Question 1:  What were we trying to achieve?

The MFL department at St Peter’s CE International School wanted to make foreign visits a more challenging learning experience than the usual token gesture cultural moment before the theme park highlight. Our Spanish trip this year is a visit to Cantabria for Year 8 pupils and we plan to include the Guggenheim Museum in our itinerary. Accordingly, the art teacher was invited to join the team of adults accompanying the pupils and from that point on there was discussion about cross-curricular possibilities.  

Inspired by the opportunities offered by the revised programme of study to make cross-curricular links and to match learning to pupils’ needs and interests, Spanish teachers teamed up with the Art department to create a unit based on the life and work of Pablo Picasso. 

The pupils in Year 8 have only just started Spanish this year as a second foreign language. Their introductory lessons have involved descriptions of friends and family, while in Art they were about to embark on a study of portrait painting. Appreciating portrait painting involves an awareness of the vocabulary of facial features and opinions on the personality of the subjects which was a good match for what we were studying in Spanish. It also encouraged pupils to talk sensitively about other people. Finally, it sparked a lively debate about whether or not they thought Picasso’s work was any good.

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

Thinking and talking about what you see in Spanish

As a starting point, the pupils learnt the basic and more detailed vocabulary of the face and head and they were asked to describe each other’s face. They then researched the life and work of Pablo Picasso and the language assistant modeled the phrases needed to talk about her favourite Picasso painting, Las Señoritas de Aviñon (Les Demoiselles D’Avignon).  Pupils also researched the meaning behind the painting Guernica and asked to describe the painting in Spanish.
Action: Painting in the style of Picasso.

A variety of artistic and linguistic activities were used during the unit in both the Spanish and Art lessons, such as true/false, gap-fill, drawing what the other person says. All of these were adapted for the interactive whiteboard and some are now available via the school’s intranet. Pupils who were struggling to use Spanish during their Art lessons were helped by several factors: before each Art lesson the new descriptive vocabulary was discussed with the class by the Spanish teacher; the paintings gave them visual cues for the language they were hearing; and much of the new vocabulary was cognates, making meanings easy to work out.

At the end of the unit the pupils moved on to discuss other Spanish artists and they are now researching some of the famous paintings held within the Guggenheim Museum. We have arranged a meeting with the Guggenheim’s curator and will interview him in Spanish about his favourite paintings in the collection. The interview will be videoed for future teaching purposes.

Question 3: How well have we achieved our aims?

Seeing the benefits

Working on language and art through the work of Picasso has captured the pupils’ imagination and attention. Talking about the paintings of Picasso - and of course their own paintings - has consolidated their ability to look at things in a new way, in both English and Spanish. It has also helped to develop their understanding of another people’s culture.

We will be interviewing pupils and staff after the visit to Spain in July 2008 in order to capture in more detail the impact of the project as a whole.

