Using mind mapping to develop confidence and capability in language learning

How using colour-coded mind maps can help pupils to develop a fuller understanding of language, enabling them to manipulate language easily as well as being creative by understanding patterns and links.
School: Grange Technology College

Regional Subject Adviser: Wendy Adeniji
School profile

	Total number of learners
	1818

	Age range
	11-18

	Specialist status
	Technology and Training School

	Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests (2007)
	52%

	Five A*-C at GCSE (2007)
	52% (34% including Maths and English 

	Special educational needs
	30%


Grange Technology College is a larger than average school in Bradford.  Many of the students are from socially disadvantaged backgrounds and the proportion of students on free school meals is very high.  Over 90% of students are from minority ethnic backgrounds and just under 90% have a first language other than English.  The proportion of students with a statement of special educational needs is around average, but almost a third of students have learning difficulties and/ or disabilities.  The proximity of Muslim girls’ schools means that the proportion of girls at Grange is lower than average.

Question 1:  What are the aims?

What were learners like at the start? 

Learners on entering the school having usually attained very low standards in KS2 SATs, especially in English.   90% of learners also speak a language other than English at home, and therefore they are familiar with the concept of learning and speaking different languages.

What differences were anticipated in the learners?

The main priorities for the curriculum development in using mind mapping were to help learners to expand their sense of the language as a whole and understand that links that can be made through visualising patterns in grammatical and gender. With mind maps modelled by the teacher but developed and completed by pupils, language can be depicted in colour,  pupils then see language as a ‘jigsaw’ with connecting pieces rather than by learning linear lists of vocabulary and phrases with their English meanings.  
The aim was to develop skills as rounded language learners, who could take risks with confidence because they understood the structure of the language and how language learnt in one ‘topic’ related to others.  The attitudes and behaviours that the teacher wanted them to develop were those of students who feel confident to try out different ways of communicating in the language with the knowledge that there is often more than one correct answer.  It was also the aim that they would develop higher level thinking skills and more accurate written and spoken work.

Question 2: How was learning organised to achieve the aims?

The nature of the curriculum development focused upon the teacher moving away from ‘following a textbook’ to being more innovative by using mind-mapping to extend and develop the content of the SoW.  From Year 7, when new vocabulary and grammatical points were introduced, learners would incorporate mind maps to facilitate the access to a particular topic.  Younger students would be given single items of vocabulary, accompanied by a picture to represent the particular item of vocabulary rather than the English translation. Older students would be given longer key phrases. By Year 10 students learn to create a mind map of their own from scratch for to plan a piece of coursework in English in order to develop their reflection and recalling skills.

Through this method learners are motivated and engaged, this creates confidence to use the language very quickly.  They become a lot more creative in their acquisition of language because they see it as a jigsaw rather than a series of words to learn.  Creativity is the key to high standards. Students have the self-belief to manipulate the language and make it their own, rather than regurgitating set phrases.  Visible improvements are seen in the written work of learners who use the mind mapping process.

The main changes in approaches to teaching and learning were to move away from the textbook and to develop a series of mind maps for each topic and language structure, which learners keep in their books.   Where possible mind maps use pictorial imagery to represent meaning, colour to represent different genders and plurals and learners are discouraged from writing English translations.  The lead teacher involved received training in mind mapping and then cascaded this to staff.  Assessment has not changed nor has the use of space and facilities, yet it is developing constantly with the influence of assessment for learning. Mind maps are effective when viewed from a data projector or interactive whiteboard, but this is not essential as they can be created using an overhead projector or a whiteboard. Thus the use of special resources and equipment is not an issue.

Mind mapping is a whole school approach, and in this school this strategy has been used particularly in Science, English and History enabling learners to make links with the skills across other subjects.

Question 3:  How well have the aims been achieved?
What differences are evident?  What impact has been made on the learners?
There has been an evident impact on learners use the mind mapping technique.  Their coursework results (at KS3, pupils who use mind mapping as a tool have also made more noticeable progress and are able to write extended pieces of work very easily)are noticeably better and their level of French is much better developed.  They have higher level thinking skills and can think about and discuss language structure.  They are very engaged during lessons and participate well at a high level of discussion, for example in thinking about the formation of the simple future tense and phrases of time.  Their behaviour and participation in lessons is thus markedly improved.  Learners have the confidence to experiment in using the language and have the confidence to ‘have a go’ even though they may not be entirely accurate.  They are aware that there is often more than one way to say the same thing and have an understanding of some of the nuances of meaning in a foreign language.

Teacher observed: Vanessa Lemercier-Burns, AST in MFL

Regional Support Advisor and author of case study:  Wendy Adeniji
Below are some examples of the mind maps produced:
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