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A language teacher’s handbook
By Steve Smith, former Head of Modern Languages and author of frenchteacher.net
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1.
Brief theoretical background: language teaching approaches

The oral-situational approach
Originating in the 1920s and 1930s when linguists such as Harold Palmer and A.S Hornby took the direct method and from it developed a more scientific approach for teaching languages through an oral approach. It was well-established in Britain by the 1950s, although many teachers were still relying mainly on grammar-translation well beyond then. With the oral approach vocabulary is limited and based on frequency counts from the language being studied. Grammar is also selected and graded by difficulty and presented and practised principally through question and answer. It remains at the core of many courses which are structured primarily on the basis of structural complexity, beginning with the simplest and working through to the most complex.

In this approach, which became by the 1960s closely related to the situational approach (language presented in the context of real life situations, thus making it seem more relevant to learners), language is normally presented orally first, exploiting repetition, drilling and question-answer, then reinforced with reading and writing tasks. What results is a form of artificial classroom communication. Course books from this period made greater use of pictures as a basis for communication.

Grammatical rules and linguistic competence are induced through practice and with the aid of explanation. Nearly all teaching is done in the target language. Critics would say that this approach, whilst stressing the target language, does not give sufficient emphasis to genuine communication so remains rather unmotivating.

The audio-lingual approach
Audiolingualism , a term first coined in 1964, took elements of the US army approach of the second world war, the post war oral approach emphasising drilling of grammatical structures and the insights of behaviourist learning theory. Dialogues and drills form the basis of this essentially oral method, so similarities with the British oral approach are apparent. Correct pronunciation, accuracy and mastery of structural patterns are stressed. Tape recordings and illustrations are used to support oral practice. A whole range of drilling types exist:  repetition, replacement of one word by another, gap-filling, sentence transformation and so on. These practice techniques are commonplace today.

The emphasis is on acquisition through practice rather than analysis, although this may come after practice. Real communication takes a relatively small role, even less than with the Oral Approach. The linguistic theory underlying the method is that learning occurs through habit and repetition. The approach was well-suited to emerging technologies such as the language laboratory.

Critics would say that the approach was dull and repetitive, undervaluing real communication and the role of analysis.
The communicative approach
From the 1970s this was a reaction against the oral-situational and audio-lingual approaches which, with their stress on grammatical structure, neglected the functional and communicative value of language. In its weaker form it is not unlike the Oral Approach, but offers greater opportunities for genuine communication (information gaps, pair work, problem-solving games etc). In its stronger from it abandons grammatical structure and relies on the idea that language will be picked up just by communication. In this sense it sounds rather like a direct method.

Course books reflecting this approach will stress the functions of language (e.g. apologising, persuading, arguing, negociating) at the expense of detailed grammatical practice or analysis.
This approach maybe better suited to learners in a bilingual rather than school setting.

Critics would say the lack of focus on grammar and analysis is confusing to students.

The natural/comprehensible input approach
Popular in the USA, this approach is based on the notion that the second language is acquired very much like one’s native tongue. What is required for progress is “comprehensible input”. If learners hear or read language they can understand, nature will take its course and competence will increase. By this approach it is even argued that focus on grammar and accuracy could hinder progress since it would be time taken away from the main goal of providing input. Focus on form, it is argued, can increase accuracy but will not aid acquisition.

The main focus with this approach would be on listening and reading for meaning, with relatively less emphasis on pattern practice and grammatical accuracy.

This sounds very much like the Direct Method as espoused at the turn of the twentieth century. In practice it is likely that teachers using a natural, “comprehension” approach have much in common with those who use a communicative or oral approach.
Grammar-translation
This was the approach used in most schools up to the 1950s and beyond. It is based on no linguistic theory, but evolved from approaches used in the teaching of Latin. The second language is viewed as a system to be gradually mastered, from the simple to the complex, by analysis and translation.

Similarities and differences between the first and second language are stressed. The written language is prioritised and there is little or no emphasis on speaking and listening.

The aim is to build up a strong grammatical and reading knowledge of the second language. There is little attempt to get learners to internalise structures for oral use. It is approach which some learners find satisfying and used in small doses it may supplement other methods, especially if the emphasis needs to be on accuracy.

Students who learned by this approach often report that they are unable to cope with spoken language.

Conclusions
The twentieth century saw rapid developments in linguistic and learning theory. Each new approach to second language reflected the thinking of the time. No one method is best. There is no panacea method. Learners have varying strengths and preferences, settings vary (young pupil, older pupil, adult learner, business person, overseas student).

Today, in most settings, it is likely that an eclectic approach will be used, with the best elements of all the above methods. At the very least we safely say that for progress to be made a good deal of the target language needs to be heard, read and used. Focus on structure and accuracy usually assists progress and students like to have an understanding of how the language works.

Further reading:
Approaches and methods in Language Teaching. Jack C. Richards and Theodore S. Rodgers, Cambridge, 2001 (second edition)
2.
Reflections on methodology

Over the years there have been many theories about how our pupils best learn foreign languages. We have seen a range of the approaches described above: grammar-translation, so-called direct method, audio-visual and audio-lingual based loosely on the behaviourist movement, situational, communicative, functional/notional and so on. Historically in the UK, boys learned grammar because it was serious and analytical like Latin, whilst girls learned conversation. Fortunately times have changed: boys and girls can now learn both!

In recent years there has been a rather sensible recognition, previously shared by many language teachers, that there is no panacea method for getting pupils to learn a language. Pupils have different learning skills, different “intelligences”, to use a fashionable phrase, whilst teachers have different personalities and schools and countries have different traditions. There are so many variables involved in language learning that so one method can work well for all pupils.

So what do we know?

Children appreciate clarity. If using the target language all the time makes things hard for pupils and they stop understanding, then this can hinder progress. Although large amounts of foreign language use in the classroom are important for pupils to improve their listening and oral skills, and to embed grammar, teachers should not be too dogmatic about target language use. It may be a good idea to use the target language in solid bursts of, say, 10 minutes and then to “release tension” by going into English. I was increasingly struck over the years that, whatever techniques we employ, many of our pupils, even quite clever ones, don’t understand quite a lot of what we say!

If we get to the point of turning off learners, then something has gone wrong and some learners are indeed turned off, even in the very early stages of language learning, which should be the most enjoyable. Pupils need lots of input, but it must be “comprehensible”, to use the formula coined by the second language learning theorist Steven Krashen. The recent  vogue  for “Assessment for Learning” (formative assessment) has correctly made us think about getting pupils to analyse their own work and that of their peers. This may best be done in English most of the time.

Clarity also means understanding instructions. It may be more pragmatic and efficient to explain the rules for an activity or game in English, perhaps after an explanation in the foreign language. This saves time and then you do not waste time subsequently explaining to pupils what they are meant to be doing. So you use a little English to achieve a gain of greater practice time, understanding and enjoyment.

One thing the behaviourists taught us is that repetition, drilling and controlled practice are useful weapons in a teacher’s armoury. So with beginners and near-beginners it is worth doing frequent group repetition and drilling, rapid question and answer and simple oral drills (e.g. you say a positive, they give back a negative – see the later section on using grammar drill sheets). These traditions of audio-lingualism may be less popular nowadays, but most children enjoy the clear structure of such activities which can help to fix syntactic patterns in their heads. Learning a language is to some degree like learning a musical instrument. Drills (scales?) are often effective starters to lessons when you want to get all your class quickly paying attention.

The communicative tradition of pair and group work based on information gap activities has been a very useful one, but such activities should normally come after more controlled practice of a more traditional type. We cannot pretend that our classrooms are places where language can always be used authentically. It is perhaps wiser to base our choice of task on what is plausible, rather than what is authentic. Fortunately, the fashion for total authenticity of resources did not last very long and we are now all used to hearing studio based recordings which are clear, but rarely authentic. This even applies at advanced level.

The rise of ICT in the classroom has also been a very useful one, now that most pupils have access to fast computers and tablets connected to the internet. Most pupils learn a lot, particularly about grammar, less about meaning, from good interactive exercises (e.g. the languagesonline site from Royal Grammar School, High Wycombe). Podcasting and MP3 players offer good opportunities for listening. But the computer is no panacea either. Language learning is a social activity and pupils enjoy interacting with other humans, including, for the most part, their teachers. They appreciate being clearly instructed and led in their activities, knowing that the teacher is clearly in control. To some extent, this sets MFL apart from other subject areas where more independent learning styles are often encouraged. We can only begin to let students free once they have reached a more advanced level. We do not have the time to let them work at length on personal projects since we have to work through a structured programme, carefully selected and graded.

What about grammar? Experience suggests that pupils like it when grammar is carefully explained in English at some point. I recommend on the whole to  practise a point before the stage of explanation. This means pupil can infer rules for themselves. Even so, on some occasions, for example during an afternoon lessons when a class may become restless and need tight control, you may choose to begin with an old fashioned grammar explanation in English on the board, followed by oral drilling and a written exercise. “Learning grammar” is, of course, far more about internalising rules through practice than knowing how to explain the rule, in itself a not particularly important skill. Grammar is the heart of everything for the learner who wishes to make serious progress and become fluent, but it may be much less important to the child who is going to stop learning after just three years. Perhaps the focus should be more on vocabulary knowledge, cultural input and survival language for such learners.

As far as vocabulary is concerned, I used to hate the concept of vocabulary tests – so dull, predictable and tedious – but I would now say that, once again, there is a comfortable structure involved with such tests which suit many learners. It is the case, however, that pupils of lower aptitude find memorising words very hard, so testing needs to take various forms, short and longer term, whilst with some groups it may be avoided altogether.

When planning a lesson the acid tests should be: is this task useful? So do not write off translation (both ways) and do not write off dictation (so favoured by the French and not without reason). Do not worry about using some English whilst remembering that pupils need to hear plenty of target language.

I am not advocating a traditional classroom per se, but it is not the case that every task we set has to be an exciting one! Above all, the classroom is a place for work, and most pupils know this. You may hope to mix up a unit of work with all sorts of tasks, some very traditional, some more imaginative. When pupils are assessing their teachers, they will appreciate imaginative planning and a lively approach, but above all they will wish to work and enjoy the company of their teacher. And this is of course the crux of the matter: teaching methodologies are very important, but more important is the personality of the teacher and the way they are able to control, interact with and motivate their pupils. There is no one way of doing this and it is very difficult to teach such subtle skills.

Learning a foreign language is a difficult thing to do and newspaper adverts claiming you can learn a language in three months do us no favours. Poor school timetabling for languages (one hour long lessons, just one, two or three contacts per week) means that only the best pupils have a chance of making serious progress. Don’t forget to tell your students that in science, no-one expects you be a Newton or Einstein; similarly in languages, you cannot expect to speak like a French person in five years. Professor Eric Hawkins said that teaching a language is like “gardening in a gale” – you plant your seeds and then the seedlings are blown away by the gale of English from one lesson to the next. The biggest motivator I have come across for pupils is the visit abroad, especially the exchange format.

We have a hard task in many schools trying to share our skill and enthusiasm, but the fact that we can still produce many skilled and enthusiastic linguists despite all the obstacles should reassure us. If we are demanding, sensitive to pupils’ needs and pragmatic we can achieve a lot.

3.
Classroom arrangements and displays

What would your ideal MFL classroom organisation and display be like?

Firstly, how about the spatial arrangement of the classroom?

There has been research into this. For example  (MacAuley, 1990 - "Classroom Environment: a literature review").

"Seating children in rows facilitates on-task behaviour and academic learning; whereas more open arrangements, such as clusters, facilitate social exchanges among students."

No surprises there. 

Having experimented over the years with tables facing the front, group tables and horse shoes, I believe tables facing the front works best. This arrangement discourages inappropriate talking and helps students focus on you. Tables can easily be moved for group work or just moved to the edge of the class if you need an open space. For smaller groups, for example A-level where class control is barely an issue, I would move the tables into a horse shoe pattern to facilitate discussion and good listening habits.

As far as display is concerned, David Didau in his Learning Spy blog has explored this in a little detail. He asks: "So, what is the point of classroom display? Most people would readily agree that it should support students’ learning. If it fails this uncontroversial test, should we tear it down?" Fair point. There has also been research which suggests that over-elaborate displays can distract young children.

At secondary level, I doubt very much whether research could help us much on this one. Here are my thoughts on it. I try to justify each in terms of student learning. 

· If you have enough room at the front have a large map of the main target language country. You can refer to it quite often when locating places or when teaching points of the compass or geographical features like mountains and rivers. It's also handy for those conversations with pupils who can tell you where they've been or when you want to explain where you are going on a school trip or exchange.

· I would keep a large area for displaying student work which, ideally, would be refreshed every few weeks. Students can assist with this job at lunchtime. Younger students probably value their work being displayed more than older ones. The pay-off in terms of progress may be a little more motivation and the fact that children can (and do) read each others work. More comprehensible input. Every little helps!

· If space allows have some simple classroom phrases displayed at the front. I am talking about the set phrases students may want to use, such as "May I go to the toilet?" Or "How do you say...?" These, although not linguistically very productive in terms of transferable language, do help create the target language environment you want. They send out a message.

· If space allows I would display some posters of target language country places of interest. These have cultural, general knowledge value and may stimulate a student's interest and imagination.

· I would generally avoid displays of verb tables etc. You can always have these as laminated mats on students' desks. I would also avoid displays of level descriptors unless it is the school's policy to have them displayed. I doubt whether such displays further student progress. You might even argue that displaying verb tables makes students too dependent on them.

· I would have the clock at the back of the room. You can see it, but the students cannot clock watch. This should help concentration and set the right tone.

· I would have some motivational message in the target language on the door. "On parle français ici" is fine. Again, this s to set the target language tone.

· Why not seek out interesting from the foreign country? Food or drink containers are good. These have cultural value and can also be used to teach vocabulary and grammar.

As a final point, although teachers are very busy and may not get the time to refresh displays, they do set a tone. If they are tired or dog-eared they may, at the very margins, set the wrong tone for students entering the space.
 4.
Lesson planning for beginners
STARTS AND ENDS
Visualise how you would like your ideal lesson to start…..

Maybe the children are lining up outside your classroom. They are quiet or talking calmly. You stand by the doorway as they enter in single file. You say bonjour to each student. Perhaps you have the odd word with them about their appearance, a little ça va?, a personal bit of banter in English here and there. Maybe they have to use a bit of French they have recently learned as their entry code.

The class are now in the room having taken out their books. They are calmly standing behind their table. You wait for total silence and greet them with a Bonjour tout le monde! They reply in unison Bonjour, monsieur/madame. You say Asseyez-vous. The class sits  down and listen attentively to what you are going to say next.

Aaaah! Well, it’s possible for you to have that start to most lessons if you work at it. These routines don’t just happen, however. You need to work at them each day until you have the start to the lesson you would like. Children have to learn routines and you have to practise them until they get them right. Be insistent, persevere, try  not to accept second best. When they are standing in front of you use eye contact, make sure the class know you are looking at them, preferably with a smile. (I don’t agree with the old phrase “never smile until Christmas”!)

In the real world, of course, it doesn’t always work that way, so you could help the process along with a trick or two. With younger classes why not tell the class that you are going to count down in French from 20 to zero and that they must have all their books out by the time you get to zero? Or why not have the class recite or sing the alphabet as they come in and they have to have all their books ready by the time they get to Z? When it comes to the class sitting down, why not occasionally break the routine by saying that they can sit down when they hear the first letter of their name?

These patterns exploit the behaviourist dimension of learning. Children like habits, they know what to do, they  feel safe with them, as do you.

The mood of a class when it arrives will be partly dependent on the previous lesson. If they have been very quiet for an hour they may need to be noisier now. If they have been allowed to be too noisy in the previous lesson this could carry on to your lesson.

What if you get late-comers? In most cases make little fuss. Perhaps you have taught them to say in French Excusez-moi, je suis en retard. In certain cases you may need to make a big fuss, show great disapproval. In this way the rest of the class know that you will not accept lateness and that they may be embarrassed in public if they are late. If a whole class is very late for no good reason you may need to have the class back at break or lunchtime to make your point.

Ends of lessons need a tidy routine as well. You could end with  a Rangez vos affaires. Then I ask classes to stand with a Levez-vous. To ensure an orderly departure I would let the class out in rows or boys first, then girls (or vice versa). Even that last trick makes the class listen to whether you are going to say les garçons or les filles first. They will let you know if you are favouring one group over the other! Make sure you leave enough time for your end routine. It’s very easy to be rushed at the end. If you need to fill time, individual pupils could use an exit code, for example, a phrase they have learned recently, a verb form, a time, a weather phrase etc. Give yourself and your class plenty of time to write down any homework – you don’t want pupils telling you next time that they weren’t sure what to do.

 PLANNING A SEQUENCE OF LESSONS
You will hopefully have a well-organised scheme of work in your department. It is difficult to plan every lesson too far in advance because you have to adapt to the pace and the needs of the class in front of you and they are all different. Some teachers plan detailed lessons weeks ahead, but you may prefer to plan each week at a time. Last minute preparation is not advised, but it can produce fresh, successful lessons. Over a sequence of lessons try to mix up the skills you are going to practise. Allow for some reading, listening, speaking and writing. Remember that students become good at what you practise. If you do lots of oral work they will get better at oral work. If you do lots of grammar, they get good at grammar, and so on.

Think about when you have your lessons with the class. You may be wise to plan for a greater amount of “passive” work like listening, gap-filling, dictation, reading work in the afternoons. They are tired, you are tired, and may find it hard to get a class going for oral work. Conversely, morning lessons may be better for a larger diet of oral work (pair work, group work, question and answer, games, repetition). Be flexible, though. You can sometimes change what you had planned to do if you sense the mood of the class is not what you expected. There is no doubt that feeling the mood of a class and a degree of flexibility and important attributes of a classroom teacher.

Plan  for revision from one lesson to the next.  This is vital. Your start to the lesson might be a quick recap of a grammar point or some vocabulary from the previous lesson. “Who can remember five shops in French?” “Who can go through the verb pouvoir for me?” “I’ll give you the name of a food item, put your hand up and tell me if you put du, de la or des in front of it”. Don’t just revise from the previous lesson, go back over various things you have done in the last few lessons. You’ll find no shortage of ideas for “starters” in course books, online or from colleagues. Remember that many children’s memories are nowhere as good as yours. The idea of “little and often” is a key one for language teachers.

 
PLANNING INDIVIDUAL LESSONS
Plan  for variety within a lesson.  In a one hour session you might include four, five or more different tasks. Try to put the oral work nearer the start of the lesson. Put the quieter activities nearer the end. Work in bursts of, say, 10 minutes. The attention span of youngsters is often quite short. Why not set short time targets to create a slight sense of urgency: “You have five minutes”. Break up the pattern of oral work by moving between whole class question and answer and bursts of pair work.

In general make sure that students know what you intend to get done in the lesson, what the outcomes will be for them. This may not mean writing up the objectives on the board. Why not invite the class to work out what the aim of the lesson is? Inspectors talk about having a “flying start” to a lessons and there is no doubt the start sets the tone for the whole lesson.

Make sure each task follows on logically from the previous one and that you are constantly reinforcing the main learning points. You may only be working on one or two key points in a whole lesson. Be prepared to repeat tasks in different ways. You might do a task from a worksheet or the board orally and then get the class to do the same task in writing. This leads to a quick transition, reinforces previous learning and practises more than one skill.

Be crystal clear with your instructions. Use English where you need to. Don’t use a questioning intonation when you give an instruction. Children are quite happy to be told what to do firmly and politely.

Try to ensure tidy transitions from one task to the next. This is a tough one. When you stop one task there is a natural release of tension and children tend to start talking off the subject at that point. You may actually want a bit of that, because it acts as a pause for breath before the next task. On the whole, however, it wastes valuable time and you have to work at transitions just like you have to work at starts and ends. Bring the class to silence with a familiar noise, a countdown or just be raising your arm, telling students they have to raise their arm too when silence is needed.

Why not tell the class why it’s important to have a quick transition? Let them into your thinking a bit; make them part of the process. If you have a reward system, why not tell them that the first three to finish will get a merit/stamp/house points etc?

Try to mix up your interaction styles with the class. Don’t talk too much to them, they will probably get bored and learn less. Elicit responses, ask for hands up, sometimes say that you are going to just choose students to answer. (That’s a controversial one since we don’t want to make students uncomfortable with language learning, we don’t want them scared, yet we do need to ensure they are concentrating. If you use this technique sparingly it can work well. The class comes to attention and you just need to ensure that you don’t throw an impossibly hard question to a student.)

Use pair work, a lot, when you are confident the class will do it usefully. Use games when you are confident the class will not abuse the situation. Your lesson does not need to be “fun”. It’s great and it’s motivational when you are having fun, but the main aim is to work!

Use computers. Many children who are not very comfortable doing language learning will be more at ease and learn more with a screen in front of them. Technology is great for us language teachers, use it a good deal, but remember that language learning is primarily about communicating with people so do not over rely on computers or tablets.

When you start teaching you will need to write out your lesson plan in some detail, preparing exactly which questions you are going to ask, how you are going to drill an item, how you are going to mix, say, group repetition with individual oral work. This takes time and care. With more experience these skills will become second nature and your preparation will be less time-consuming, allowing you to focus on other areas of your professional life.

Last of all, “assessment for learning” techniques are important: checking all the class is following, using mini whiteboards, skilled questioning techniques and the rest, but your personality counts for a lot. Children want you to be firm, friendly and fair. They want to be supported, so when someone is stuck, engender a supportive atmosphere by saying “Can anyone help her?”

 SEATING PLANS
Many teachers find it useful to have a seating plan which can later be adjusted depending on the behaviour of individual students. Consider a boy-girl plan to encourage best behaviour. Why not change totally your seating plan every now and again? If children always work with the same partner they will always hear the same accent, the same errors, always be in the comfort zone, maybe  not do enough work. Occasionally saying “Now go and work with someone you do not know very well” gives a freshness to lessons and gets students to put in a bit more effort. Some students just need to sit apart. You may even bear in mind the age of students when you seat them – it is easy to forget how age range in a class can affect performance.
To learn names you could either draw your seating plan out, or get the children to make name plates which they put on their desk for the first few lessons. Some teachers take a photo of the class for their planner. As you walk around the class in the early days try to learn names by looking at exercise books. Hand out exercise books yourself getting students to put up their hand. It all helps to learn names quickly.

 CORRECTING
Should I correct? How much should I correct?

In class oral work you need to find a balance. You may like to allow you brightest student to answer first to give a good model, but be prepared to use the “no hands-up” approach or random selection of some kind to make sure all students are alert and ready to respond. If someone makes an error, usually correct them with a positive tone. Go to other students, then return to the student who made the error so that they have a chance to do it well without your help. Make the whole idea of pronouncing accurately fun. Try to get children to enjoy making the funny sounds. Use backward repetition. E.g. A student says “natashion” instead of “natation”. Get the whole class to say “on”, then “ion”, then “sion”, then “ation”, then “tation”, then “atation”, then the whole word. Then get the individual to say the word. Speak English with an amusing French accent. Why not get students to do the same, along with shrugging shoulders and flailing arms?

When correcting written errors in an exercise book, it is wise to make sure students write on alternate lines so that your correction are clear to them. If there is a common pattern to their errors, for example, always missing adjective agreements, then highlight this with numbers or asterisks. Comment on it at the end of their work and ask them to focus on this next time. If you have time, give targets for improvement.

 MARKING
How much marking should you do? Much depends on the nature of the work you have set. If it is easy to mark with ticks, then you ought to some in class time. It is a well-structured task, children learn from it (probably more than when you hand them back their book with some red or green ink on it) and it saves you time. On the other hand, your students need to know that you are going to spend time looking carefully at their work, making sure it is neat and careful, giving them personal feedback and advice. The exercise book is your quiet and confidential way of communicating with your students and they usually value highly what you write to them. Words of praise in the exercise book go a long way. Equally, if you know that the work is not up to scratch then be prepared to cross it out or give a very low mark. You will probably find that the next piece is much better and that the student is back on track.

Instead of marking in corrections, why not just circle errors which the students can correct themselves? They will learn more this way.

They may also learn more by marking each other’s work. You can ask students to read their work to each other and assess it.

Why not give an effort mark as well as an achievement mark?

With weaker students do not correct every error as this is dispiriting and confusing. Focus on the key teaching point you want to get home. With clever students be particularly fussy, they need to be stretched and need to know that you expect perfection.

 HOW MUCH TARGET LANGUAGE SHOULD I USE?
Language teachers talk a lot about this and it is fair to say that opinions vary! I’ll put this as simply as I can: children need to hear lots of the target language (what is sometimes called in the jargon ”comprehensible input”) to allow their brains to exploit their natural language learning capability. But children also need to develop a relationship with you, the teacher, and they need to understand what they have to do in a lesson. So, my rule would be use the target language most of the time, maybe in chunks of ten minutes or so, then “release tension” with some English. Try not to constantly “echo”, by which I mean use a bit of French then instantly translate it into English. Why should a child bother to listen to the French if they know you are going to translate it? Remember that we tend to over-estimate how much a child understands in the target language.

Why not occasionally check meaning with a Comment dit-on en anglais? Whatever you do, don’t lose the class by speaking too much of the target language for them. Students often report that that they lose interest when the teacher doesn’t use English enough. Match your use of target language to the needs of the class, but try to use as much target language as you can. Don’t get lazy about it.

Ultimately the amount of the target language used will depend on the quality of the lesson planning. A well-planned lesson with good visual support will allow you to use lots of the target language with nearly every class. Use mime, gesture, flashcards, pictures, powerpoint, written words on the board – whatever it takes.

 
LEARNING STYLES
Without getting into the whole controversial area of multiple intelligence and learning styles, let’s just say that different students may learn in different ways. Language learning is demanding on the ears and eyes, but you can mix up your planning to include body movement (Simon Says works with all ages!). Why not get classes to chant verb paradigms while pointing in different directions for different persons of the verb – Mission Impossible theme for aller? Here We Go  Round the Mulberry Bush for avoir.) Why not get students to spell out words in the air with their fingers? Get them to move around the class looking for words you have stuck up? Get then to come up and use the board. Let them be the teacher sometimes. Let them jump up and down while singing the alphabet to an American marines marching song. Even using a computer, tablet or mini whiteboard allows a fidgety child to be busy with their hands.

Mathematically able children may enjoy number games and code breaking vocabulary games. Musical children may enjoy singing. Artistic children may like making posters or drawing on the board.

 HOW DO I TEACH GRAMMAR?
Giving grammar rules is important. Most children like to know how the language works and many are good at applying the rules they have learned. Do this with notes, presentations and examples. Give them oral and written drills to practise. Do not expect children to pick up grammar by osmosis. This may happen in an immersion environment over a long period, it does not happen very much in the classroom.

However, the kind of internalisation of grammar rules (which allows learners to use the language creatively and without having to stop and think about the rule) can only be developed if you give students lots of input in the target language and lots of structured practice. You can say to your classes that if they keep their eyes and ears open during lessons nature will take its course and they will make progress. Tell students why you are doing things in a certain way so that understand how they are learning. They are often interested in ideas to do with child language acquisition and second language learning.

So make sure you incorporate all sorts of opportunities to practise grammatical structures: drills (repetition, question-answer, answer-question, structured written questions, gap fill, multi-choice etc). Don’t just do three or four examples, make sure students hear lots of examples and hopefully some of the practice will stick.

Get students to work out rules for themselves following an oral introduction. This is, ideally, better than just giving the rule before practising it. Don’t dismiss the idea, though, of just giving a rule – this has the merit of clarity.

Short oral grammar drills make good starts to lessons: Je vous donne une phrase au présent, transformez la phrases au passé composé. Give a couple of examples, then do some with the whole class. Maybe they could then try some with a partner.

 RANDOM TIPS
Don’t spend ages making your own resources when there is so much good published material and free material on the internet. Do be careful, however, that the published material suits the learners in front of you. If you think your course book is poorly suited to your students’ abilities, then tell someone.

Expect high standards. If you want your students to present work neatly insist on it and tale marks off if they do not reach the standard you have set. Set the level of challenge correctly. The smartest children must not get bored and the ones who find it hard need to feel supported.

If you want your class to be silent when writing or listening, insist on it. You are the boss! If students start to call out questions rather than putting up a hand, try to cut this out early in the year and it will pay dividends later.

If pairs or groups of students are too noisy you can threaten them with being separated. In the end, you may need to separate them. If a parent says “Well, why didn’t you separate them?” you need a good answer!

If a student is persistently disruptive or disrespectful use the support networks in your school sooner rather than later. In the end, though, you do need to win the class’s respect. Don’t let your classroom become a battleground between you and them. Work on individual students rather than criticising the whole group. If your lesson is poorly planned or at the wrong level you will suffer the consequences.

Use lots of praise, but not necessarily in public. A quiet word in the ear will be more effective and will go a long way to winning a child’s confidence.

If you have a bad lesson try not to brood too long over it. Your class won’t worry about it nearly as much as you. Your lesson is one small part of their day. You can start afresh the next day.

Not all kids enjoy learning languages. Accept this, put yourself in their shoes and then try to work out what will help them overcome their difficulties.

Try to show enthusiasm; it may be infectious.

There’s no one way to deliver a lesson successfully. Don’t believe everything the experts tell you! If it works, do it!
5.
Checklist of 50 speaking activities for the MFL classroom
It is very easy as a teacher to get into a comfortable routine of activity types which work well, when there are plenty of other possible ones. Here is a checklist of speaking activity types for the classroom.
1. Whole group repetition or phonics activity (including whispering, shouting, singing)
2. Part group repetition (small groups, rows, pairs)
3. Reading aloud individually or as a group from text on the board (good for sound – spelling link)
4. Reading aloud from a worksheet, homework task or text book
5. Answering a question with hand up (e.g. from picture, picture sequence, structured question)
6. Answering a question without hand up
7. In pairs, taking turns to say a word, phrase or sentence until someone runs out of ideas
8. Playing a guessing game in pairs (e.g. guessing what your partner did last weekend, playing
“battleships”)
9. Doing an information gap task in pairs (e.g. completing a schedule or diary)
10. Making up true/false statements (in pairs or for whole class)
11. Making up false utterances to be corrected by partner or teacher
12. Lip reading in pairs
13. Speaking spontaneously to a time limit (or get partner to time you as far as you can go)
14. Speaking into a microphone/digital recorder and listening back
15. Giving a presentation to a partner or in front of the class
16. Chanting or singing verb conjugations or vocabulary themes
17. Correcting false sentences made up by the teacher
18. Oral gap filling (teacher reads aloud leaving gaps to be filled in)
19. Singing along with a target language song
20. Miming guessing games (e.g. “dumb customer”)
21. Task oriented discussion activities (e.g. murder mystery or solving a complex problem)
22. Speed dating pairwork
23. Complex whole class games (e.g. Alibi)
24. Paired dictation, including running dictation
25. Pupils asking the teacher questions
26. Pupils acting as teacher in front of the class and running oral work
27. Making a simple request (May I go to the toilet? may I take off my jacket? Can you repeat please?)
28. Repeating or responding in a language lab
29. Reading out numbers (e.g. bingo or Countdown)
30. Chanting or singing the alphabet and numbers
31. Playing aural anagrams with a partner
32. Describing a simple picture for a partner to draw
33. Taking part in an oral assessment
34. Playing Chinese Whispers
35. Practising or rehearsing for an oral test
36. Formal debate
37. Presenting and videoing a news broadcast
38. Performing a sketch or playlet
39. Role playing (e.g. parent and child situations, crystal ball, agony aunt, palm reading)
40. Describing a picture and making up a story from it
41. Planning a visit in pairs or as a group
42. Spot the difference pictures discussion
43. Making up a story one word at a time
44. Word association
45. Fizz-buzz game with numbers
46. Doing word sequences e.g. say a word beginning with the last letter of the previous word
47. Guessing games (e.g. guess the flashcard, Je pense à quelque chose)
48. Accumulation games (e.g. Je vais au marché et j’achète…)
49. Simple transformation drills (present to past, present to future)
50. Substitution drills (teacher gives a sentence, pupil changes one element) 
6.
Checklist 50 writing activities for the MFL classroom
Writing may be the least useful of the language skills we teach, but it is till given considerable weight in assessment and no doubt contributes to the development of the other skills. Here is a checklist of writing tasks you can set:
1. Copywriting from a book or the board to establish simple spellings
2. Writing down words spelled out orally
3. Writing down answers to oral questions
4. Writing down answers to written questions
5. Filling gaps (with options given or not given)
6. Writing down corrected answers to false statements given orally
7. Writing down corrected answers to false statements written down
8. Writing down the correct one of two or more alternative statements provided orally
9. Writing short phrase statements or just true/false on a mini whiteboard
10. Taking notes to an audio or spoken source
11. Completing an information grid based on a written source
12. Completing an information grid or transcription based on a spoken source
13. Writing sentences or a narrative based on a picture or picture sequence
14. Writing sentences from short notes (e.g. diary entries)
15. Completing  a sentence or text with the correct form of a given verb or adjective
16. Transposing  sentences or text from one person to another
17. Putting  jumbled words into a correct sentence
18. Summarising  from an English text
19. Summarising from a target language text
20. Writing down solutions to anagrams (either written ones or ones provided orally)
21. Dictation: transcribing words, phrases, sentences or passages from audio or read by teacher
22. Paired dictation e.g. running dictation”
23. Writing a traditional discursive essay
24. Translating into the target language from a written source
25. Translating into the target language from an oral source
26. Writing a passage from a template
27. Writing lists e.g. shopping lists, desert island game, strip bingo game
28. Word association – teacher gives a word, pupil writes first word to come into head
29. Antonyms – teacher gives a word, pupil writes down opposite meaning
30. Writing short accounts from a given word list. Every word must appear in the account
31. Completing sentence starters from an oral source
32. Completing sentence starters from a written source
33. Starting sentence ends from an oral or written source
34. Noting synonyms or antonyms in a written passage
35. Writing poems or music lyrics
36. Writing calligrammes
37. Writing definitions of words
38. Completing a crossword or acrostic
39. Making up original sentences to show a grammatical structure
40. Completing a vocabulary list e.g. finding words in a target language text
41. Writing for a purpose e.g letter, news article, job application, obituary, diary, dialogue, sketch
42. Transforming a text message into full sentences (or the reverse)
43. Underlining errors in a transcribed text and inserting the correct word or phrase
44. Writing social network messages to a foreign speaker
45. Writing words as part of a game (e.g. baccalauréat – find a word in each category beginning with a
given letter)
46. Writing sentences for a game of “consequences”
47. Writing on the board or with a partner e.g. “Hangman”
48. Code breaking games
49. Writing “never-ending sentences”
50. Writing nonsense or silly sentences
7.
Listening is the key
If we assume that second language learning has at least something in common with first language acquisition, it is fair to assume that listening plays a major role in learning. We should therefore build in as much listening as possible to lessons. This is why the use of target language is so valued.
Listening tasks may focus, for example, on listening for gist, feelings or detailed information.

Listening goes on as part of lesson routines (instructions, question-answer, grammar drills, repetition, phonics work etc), but we can also list off a range of specific tasks where listening comprehension is the focus:

1.
Filling gaps in a transcript (gaps may be letters, parts of words, whole words or longer utterances.
2.
Answering comprehension questions in English or the target language. (The latter are also a test of reading comprehension, so less good if you wish to isolate a student’s listening ability.)

4.
Correcting a transcript with deliberate errors included.

5.
Correcting false sentences.

6.
Doing true/false or true/false/not mentioned tasks. (The latter are better since they produce more reliable test scores.)

7.
Multiple-choice questions with pictures, or in English or the target language.  (The latter are also a test of reading comprehension, so less good if you wish to isolate a student’s listening ability.)

8.
Matching tasks in the target language.
9.
Note-taking in English or the target language. (With the latter students can transcribe directly what they hear even if they do not understand it.)

10.
Doing dictation. (This is more demanding in a language such as French where the sound-spelling relationship is not always obvious. It may be less useful for Spanish and German.)
11.
Completing a grid or chart.
12.
Ticking off statements which are true (a variation of true-false).

13.
Re-ordering tasks (e.g. song lyrics)
14.
Agree/disagree statements read out or recorded
15.
Interpreting from the target language into English

8.
Top of Form

Reading and how to use texts 

Why use texts?
It may seem like a silly question, but it’s worth reflecting on why texts are the basis for a language lesson par excellence.

Apart from being a source of reading, structures and vocabulary, the text is a starting point for grammar practice, listening work, pronunciation and intonation practice and discussion. If you accept that comprehension is the source of all real second language acquisition, then reading texts is fundamental. The text exploits the visual dimension and it is our prime source of cultural information too. A good text can be the basis of a multi-skill lesson conducted entirely in the target language. Thanks to the computer and the internet texts are very easy to find and to adapt.

Which text to choose?
Texts need not be completely authentic. After all, they are primarily a tool for teaching the language, so you may need to adapt the source text to suit the group in front of you. The text should be neither too hard nor too easy. Texts which are too hard will be off-putting and some students will have so much difficulty deciphering meaning that they will not be able to go on to other tasks such as discussion. Texts which are too easy may well be a good source for other activities, but will do little to improve the students’ reading skills.

Texts should not be too long. If you have a one hour lesson you may not wish to be spending the majority of that time deconstructing a text if you wish the class to have opportunities to practise their listening and oral skills.

Texts which relate to students’ own experience (leisure, new technologies, television, internet, shopping, school, film etc) can be good as they may well encourage students to talk more. Many students will be happy to talk about the concrete matters which affect their daily lives more than abstract ideas.

Texts may relate to important topics from the world around us. Since we have a wider duty to educate our students, rather than simply teach them a language, texts on worthy issues such as the environment, poverty, inequalities, intolerance and so on are surely worth doing.

Texts which convey information about the target language culture are useful, but they should not be too esoteric.

What to do with texts
Here is a check-list of ways you can exploit texts together with a justification or comment for each task. You could add to these with your own.

· Prepare the ground. To prepare students for the text they are going to read it is a good idea to ask a few questions or give a brief introduction to the topic. You could then get students to guess which points might be covered in the text. Hopefully this will arouse some interest in or provide some knowledge about what students are about to read. You could put some words on the board from the text, placed at random, and elicit from the students what they think the text might be about. This could lead to the next point… 

· Vocabulary brainstorming. This could be done before the text is read or, better, at a later stage. You do a vocabulary brainstorm around the class, but with the proviso that words must relate to the topic area covered by the text. With very able groups you could allow pupils to intervene if they think the word is not relevant. Students must not, of course, repeat a word they have already heard.

· Read the text aloud or play a recording of the text. This allows students to hear correct pronunciation and encourages them to read slowly and carefully since they have to go at the pace of the reader. It is a good “settling” activity, but you have to make sure that your students are actually following the text and listening. You could encourage this by saying that after your reading you are going to ask someone at random to say what the text is generally about or a particular fact in the text. Or, with younger learners, get them to follow the text with their finger. The teacher could read and stop – pupils have to say where.

· Get students to read aloud. Students generally are happy to do this if the text is not too difficult. It’s a good opportunity to monitor students’ accent and intonation. You often find that students who read aloud are then able to better talk about what they have read. The process of reading aloud really concentrates a student’s mind on both form and meaning. Don’t get them to read chunks which are too long. 

· Practising intonation. Reading aloud allows the teacher to work on stress and intonation. In French, for example, you can practise the rising intonation at the end of words and groups of words and you can work on the slight final syllable stress which corresponds to that rising intonation. Students enjoy work like this. 

· Skim reading. This helps students develop their skills of reading quickly for gist or specific details. For example in a text with facts and figures, get students to quickly pick out where figures are mentioned, then get them to note the significance of the figure. Why not give them a strict time limit to complete the task? 

· Filling in tables. You can design a grid or table of information which students have to fill in to show understanding of factual information.
· Jigsaw reading. This is an easy task to prepare by cutting and pasting and allows to students to develop their skill of seeing overall structure and coherence in a text. Not all texts are suitable for this activity, so look for ones where there is a clear development from one point to the next and where there are clear links from paragraph to paragraph.

· Match headlines to paragraphs. To show grasp of meaning and structure students have to match short summaries of paragraphs or “headlines” to the paragraphs.

· Match summaries with paragraphs. Similar to above but with longer summaries. This is a popular testing technique used in public examinations. 

· “Find the French/Spanish/German for”. This simple task, best done in the early stages of looking at a text, simply involves getting students to pick out vocabulary via translation. It can be done orally, or perhaps better in writing as then all students are definitely involved in the task.

· Bilingual vocabulary list completion. This is an extension of the above, but can be a reassuring task for students. One of the most common questions they ask is “What does this word mean?”. As teachers we often over-estimate how much our students understand.

· Asking for synonyms in the text. This can be done as an oral or written task and gets students to build up their vocabulary knowledge. It is a rather more sophisticated version of the vocabulary list completion task referred to above.

· Asking for antonyms. This works at a slightly higher level than the task above.

· Finding cognates. A good way for less confident students to get into a piece of writing. 

· Underlining parts of speech.  Get students to underline adjectives or verbs, for example.

· Questions in the target language. This is the most traditional activity of all, but one which should not be underrated. Good questioning technique (oral and written) allows the teacher to practise grammar points, vocabulary, comprehension and speaking skills. Good Q/A technique will involve the full range of questioning styles including yes/no questions, true/false/not mentioned questions, either/or questions and open-ended questions. You can ask questions orally and get students to write down the answers. Questions can be designed to allow students of all abilities to take part. Asking questions affords ample opportunity for listening practice and can be finely tuned to each group. In short, question-answer remains an indispensable tool for the language teacher. 

· Defining words or phrases. This is an extension of question-answer work. Students, either orally or in writing, have to define the meaning of a word or phrase in the target language. This is a high-level skill, but one much favoured by examination boards at advanced level. 

· Making up questions in the target language. Students can practise their question structures by doing this. To do it well they have to decipher meaning carefully. They can then use the questions with a partner for oral practice.

· Give the answer, they make up the question. Students enjoy this and the task can allow for creativity and humour. It also allows students to practise the important skill of question formation. 

· Questions in English. Although this has the disadvantage of moving away from the target language, it should not be ignored. It does focus entirely on meaning and with harder texts it can be a way of getting into the text before other tasks in the target language are carried out. It is also an entirely authentic real-life task. 

· True/false/not mentioned. In a sense this is just part of our wider questioning technique, but it is good for extracting meaning and is widely used in examinations so is worth practising for this fact alone. You have to be very careful in designing tasks like this. The distinction between “not mentioned” and “false” is often a fine one! Students themselves can make up true/false questions which they can then practise orally with a partner or write for the teacher to do. The latter would be a fun and challenging task for very able students. 

· Give false statements. This is a slight variation on the above, but one which students enjoy. You simply make up false statements which the class has to correct. You can do this orally or on paper. You can make this amusing by making up wildly false statements. You can make it subtle too. 

· Matching tasks. Typically this will take the form of starts and ends of sentences which students have to match up to show they have grasped meaning. The same can be done with questions and answers. 

· Completing sentences. Once the text has been studied in some depth you can get students to complete orally or in writing sentences to which you give them the start. This can allow for some creativity and amusement if you give them just a short phrase or even just a word. 

· Multiple-choice. This is a good for allowing students to show a fine grasp of meaning. Multiple choice tasks should give at least three options and can take the form of a question with three answers or a sentence start with three different completions. These are quite fun to design and can be adapted to the level of the class. 

· Gap-filling. You can blank out words, phrases or whole sentences from the original text, or from a summary of the text, to revise meaning, structures or vocabulary items. You can also do this as an almost improvised task at the end of a lesson or as the starter to a follow-up lesson. Students cover the text and you read it too them leaving gaps at key moments which they have to fill. This has the merit of allowing you to choose the number of gaps according to the ability level of the group. Students enjoy this sort of memory work and you are simultaneously practising listening. Gap filling can also be done as a pair work task. 

· Summarising from memory. After the text has been studied you can get students to summarise the main points to the whole group or, perhaps better, to a partner. 

· Written summary in the target language. Students have to show good comprehension and they get a chance to use written language creatively, mainly through the use of paraphrase. 

· Changing the point of view. If the text is in the form of, say, a first person narrative, it can be a useful grammatical task to get students to change the text into the third person. 

· Dictation. This is a high level activity, but is easily adaptable to different levels. It works best with French, where the sound to orthography relationship is more difficult than with Spanish or German. You could either simply dictate previously read sections of text or design a summary for dictation. A variation on this is where students can ask you to stop, rewind or fast forward as if you were a tape or CD they are playing. Another is “running dictation” (better for younger learners): sections of text are pinned on the wall. Pupils work in pairs, one is the writer and the other the dictator. The dictator has to go to the text, memorise a chunk of the text and then go back and relay this to the writer. The writer writes this down and then the dictator goes back and memorises the next chunk and so on and so forth. This could be done as a race. If pitched at the right level and conducted at the right pace, dictation is a multi-skill, challenging, rewarding and very productive task where all students are engaged.

· Paired dictation. For this you give students a series of sentences of different lengths. One student has to read the shortest sentence to their partner. The partner has to repeat the sentence precisely out loud. If they cannot do this, the first student must read out the whole sentence again (not just part of it). When the second student is successful, the first student can proceed to the next, longer sentence.

· Translation into English. This is a high level skill, but a good “real-life” one and one which demands detailed comprehension of the text. On the negative side, it is partly a test of the student’s skill with English and, of course, it is not allowing a student to use the target language. I would say it is a very good task, but one which should not be over-used at the expense of tasks done fully in the target language. 

· Retranslation into the target language. After a text has been studied you can make up a text or sentences in English which students have to translate into the target language. This is good for recycling vocabulary and structures, but has the negative effect of encouraging students to work from English when they are speaking or writing the target language. There is a good “real-life” aspect to this task.

· Texts may be entered into an online tool such as Textivate, where students can do a variety of text manipulation exercises. 
9.
Teaching vocabulary and exploiting vocabulary lists
If you have to cope in another country when you know little of the language you will know that “knowing words” seems even more critical than syntax. It makes sense to make it a priority in language teaching therefore. But vocabulary can be taught and acquired in different ways. Most teachers would prefer words and phrases to be learned, or just “picked up” in context when listening, reading, speaking and writing tasks are being done. Many believe that there is a place for specifically learning words from themed lists.
Teachers often work with text books which contain lists of vocabulary. Vocabulary learning can be a pretty dull task to do and an uninspiring homework to set. Then you have to deal with the students who do not do their learning or who simply cannot set words to memory very easily. Doing a vocabulary test of the traditional kind has its uses, of course, but they can be dull to administer and they work best only with the brightest classes.

By the way, I used to doubt the whole value of vocabulary learning, believing that vocabulary was “acquired” by regular use rather than by rote learning. Without entering a debate on conscious versus unconscious learning in language learning, many believe that learning by heart can have a place. Put simply, consciously learned vocabulary can, I would argue, make the crossover into one’s “acquired” competence. Needless to say, we need to revise vocabulary from one lesson to the next, otherwise most children will forget words.

So what can we do with lists of words apart from telling a class to go away and memorise them?

1. Cover the words and test – or get someone to test you.
2. Use a word fan – make a fan (fold the paper several times) & write the English on one side/TL on the other & so on.
3. Concentrate on the difficult words & link them to something you know eg. clay keys (the word in French for key is clé – pronounced clay).
4. Write the words out over and over – English with TL and vice versa – do more and more from memory each time.
5. Make up a rhythm – tap out the words as you say them.
6. Record the words onto a digital device and listen to them.
7. Spell out the words with the alphabet of the target language.
8. Read the words out loud – fast/slow/loud/quiet.
9. Break up the words – mus/ique prof/es/seur.
10. Invent a song/poem with the words in.
11. Sort the words by gender/groups/patterns – fruit/vegetables/which adjective follows which rule or colour code them.
12. Group them alphabetically.
13. Jumble up the letters & try & rearrange them in the correct order & then give the English.
14.Write the words on post-it notes and stick them up around the bedroom.
21. Write out the words with letters missing – e.g vowels – then gap fill.
22. Design a wordsearch with the words in.
23. Play a partner game: each person gives a word; the first one unable to give a word loses.
24. Play a mime game in pairs: each partner does a mime and partner has to guess the word. Works well with objects.
25. “Running reporter”: a vocabulary list is put somewhere far away (e.g. back of class). In teams of two, one student runs to the list and tries to memorise as many and as accurately as they can and then run back to report to the team mate who then writes it down. First pair to finish list all correct win.
26. Ask each student to write ten words in English from the list they had to learn (they can use their list so it makes them revise). Pass the list to partner and each translates their partner’s list. Then they check their partner’s translation with the book again.
27. Read aloud vocabulary list to class. Students repeat. It seems obvious, but speaking aloud words can help fix them in pupils’ minds. You can make this fun (and improve pupils’ pronunciation) by whispering, raising the voice, creating a rhythm or even singing. Pull faces,  get the class to watch your lips.
28. Get students to cover up the target language words. You then supply the first syllable or sound of a word and they have to complete it with the rest of the word. This can be amusing. Pupils can produce their responses orally or in writing.
29. Then do the same, but supplying the last sound or syllable of the word.
30. Give oral definitions of words. Students write down the answers. This is harder, but provided good listening practice.
31. Play word association. (This can lead off into all sorts of directions, but works well with large fields of similar vocabulary e.g. food and drink.)
32. Use synonyms and antonyms to elicit words.
33. Make up anagrams of words. Alternatively, pupils make up anagrams to test their partners.
34. Do aural anagrams. The teacher spells out words with the letters jumbles up. Students guess the word as fast as they can. You can make it a team game.
35. Make up a code-breaking task for the class. There are examples on this site.
36. Get students to make up a simple crossword or acrostich.
37. Makevoneoenormouscwordafrombtheulistlyouahaveisetrtheeclass. Place added letters between the words. the added letters could spell out another.
38. Play strip bingo (see Gaames that Work for a description of this.
39. Play word bingo.
40. Play a dominoes game – make up dominoes with words + definitions or translations.
41. Hot seat game. Create two or more teams. One person sits in front of their team, facing away from the board. The team have to help their hot seater guess a word from the lost on the board, using synonyms, definitions, gesture etc.
42. Collocations: produce pairs of related words, cut them up, students have to put the words together.
43. Running to the board games. Write up words on board in a random pattern. Create two teams, give each pupil a number so each team has a person with the same number. Give a definition or translation and call out a number. First student to rush to the board and touch the word gets a point.
44. Alternatively, get two students to stand by the board and do the same activity. Change pairs every few minutes.
45. Play a spot the difference game.
46. In pairs, one student turns their back while the other draws a word with their finger on the firts person’s back. The first person tries to guess the word.
47. In pairs one student spells out a word in the air and the partner has to guess it.
48. Keep a vocabulary book.
49. Instead of a traditional test, just ask pupils to write out as many words as they can remember from the list.
50. On paper, give the first letter of each word to be learned. Pupils have to complete the list.
10.
Using music in MFL lessons

Why?
· Music lyrics are a good source of comprehensible input

· Music is a good way in to cultural aspects of France and French-speaking countries

· Singing can help learners memorise material

· Singing is active and fun

· Singing can relax learners, make them comfortable about using the foreign language

· Singing is a good controlling activity; it has  a calming effect and everyone is busy

 What can you do with music?
Beginners and near beginners
· Songs with actions – give pupils something to do. Actions can serve as memory-joggers and can be used to reinforce vocabulary and structures.

· Simple verb chanting to familiar tunes accompanied by moving arms to indicate the personal pronoun work well with beginners. Try Mission Impossible theme with aller in French, Here We go Round the Mulberry Bush for être. (YouTube has quite a few verb conjugations set to music.)

· At a slightly higher level pupils can sing Alouette and point at parts of the body. Singing numbers with clapping can work well: sing scales with numbers in different orders and ask pupils to clap on certain numbers.

· Do a hakka to a backing track

· Singing raps

· Do tongue twisters to a backing track or easy tune

· Singing lists to well-known tunes e.g. days of the week to The Flintstones theme or Camptown Races; the alphabet to an American army marching tune; the song Quelle est la date de ton Anniversaire – where pupils stand up and sit down when their month of birth is mentioned in the song? (from Un Kilo de Chansons – a familiar collection to many French teachers)

· Singing well-known tunes with made-up lyrics. Try a daily routine to the tune of Uptown Girl

· Singing rounds. The classic example is Frère Jacques
· Singing Christmas songs. YouTube is a good source. Easy examples are Douce Nuit (Silent Night) and Vive le vent (Jingle Bells)

· If you play guitar or keyboard students may enjoy hearing you perform or join in with you

It is worth mentioning that not all pupils enjoy singing, some classes are reserved and some pupils sing really badly!

Higher levels
When choosing songs for more advanced students bear in mind the following factors:

· Are the lyrics clear? Don’t underestimate how hard it is for students to pick up words, especially with accompanying music

· Are the lyrics of interest to the students in your class?

· Is the style of music likely to please students?  (But be prepared to open their minds to musical styles they may not have encountered – we are educating young people!)

· Is the tune memorable enough for them to be humming or singing by the end of the lesson?

Once you have chosen your song, what can you do with it? Here are some ideas:

· Give students the title of the song and ask them to predict what type of vocabulary they are going to hear. Ask them what type of song they think it might be

· Make a transcript of the song then cut it up and jumble up the lines so that they are out of order. Students listen to the song and simply tick the lines as they hear them or reassemble them in the correct order.

· Give students a number of symbols that represent the meaning of the song, but in the wrong order. Ask students to reorder them so that they are in the correct order for the song

· Use gap fills if you want students to listen out for particular vocabulary or grammatical structures e.g. the perfect tense. Filling gaps is no doubt the most common activity undertaken with songs. It forces students to listen carefully for detail. They may be amused if you replay short sections numerous times. This is good ear training.

· Give students a short list of words and ask them to note down how many times they hear each word

· Give students a set of lyrics with deliberate (plausible) errors in. They have to underline where the errors are and then, later, insert the correct words

· Split sentences from the song in half and ask students to match the sentence halves before they listen, then to check their answers by listening

· Discuss the themes of the song, if appropriate

· Once students are familiar with the song, get them to sing along with you

· Students can do follow-up research on the singer and perhaps produce a powerpoint presentation

· Students could try doing some karaoke in the TL. Here is a site which makes that possible:

http://www.redkaraoke.com/search-language/french/3
Here is a genuinely brilliant site called Lyrics Training with which advanced students can listen to songs and do gap fills interactively at various levels:

http://www.lyricstraining.com/
Here is a site for advanced students with numerous lyrics and worksheets on French songs:

http://www.cavilamenligne.com/56
If you like the idea of making more use of music and song in the classroom, you may find the following links useful.

The TES has a collection of resources using song here:
http://www.tes.co.uk/article.aspx?storyCode=6066906
Here is a blog by Isabelle Jones with examples on how students can create raps:

http://isabellejones.blogspot.co.uk/2011/10/img1181.html
Here are some recorded songs and rhymes from the MFL Sunderland site (scroll down):
http://www.sunderlandschools.org/mfl-sunderland/resources-sound-files.htm#rs
Here are some ideas and links from an enthusiast and expert on using song, sounds and movement in the classroom, Mark Purves:
http://www.sunderlandschools.org/mfl-sunderland/resources/using-music.pdf
Here are some ideas from Carole Nicoll who knows a lot about learning languages through music, rhythm, drama and movement.
http://www.carolenicoll.co.uk/downloads.html
Here are some French pop songs on YouTube, collected by Michelle Cairns on her blog:
http://misscairns.wordpress.com/french-pop/
Here is a slideshow of 23 interesting ways to use audio in the classroom from Samantha Lunn’s blog.
http://languagesresources.wordpress.com/tag/mfl/
Here are links to other ways of exploiting music: http://www.caslt.org/resources/french-sl/links-other_musique_fr.php
11.
Teaching film at A-level

 Why film?

 Film has long held a high status within our culture. It is worth incorporating in an A-level course for several reasons. First, it is one way of becoming more closely acquainted with the target language culture. Second, films are an excellent source of authentic listening material. Thirdly, students who are going on to study modern languages at university will feel better prepared for the study of film at that level. Finally, watching a film, although less intellectually daunting than reading a novel or play, can be a stimulating challenge.

Which films?
 A number of factors should be kept in mind when selecting films or directors to watch.

· Is the language of an appropriate level of challenge? Is the soundtrack clearly audible?

· Is the content appropriate for the age range of the students?

· Is the content of the film stimulating and worth studying?

· Are there support materials to help with the study of the film e.g. study notes from books or online?

· Is the teacher enthusiastic about the film?

· Is the film known to have worked successfully with other teachers and classes?

· Does the film allow for enough discussion of characters, themes and techniques?

Here are some examples of French films and directors which have been successfully studied in recent years:

Berri: Jean de Florette, Manon des sources, Germinal, Lucie Aubrac

Truffaut: Les 400 coups, Jules et Jim, Le Dernier métro, La Nuit américaine

Barratier: Les choristes

Malle: Au revoir les enfants

Jeunet: Le fabuleux destin d’Amélie Poulain, Un long dimanche de fiançailles

Kassovitz: La haine

Philibert: Etre et avoir

Cantet: Entre les murs

Polanski: Le pianiste

Carné: Le jour se lève

Clouzot: Les gages de la peur

Dahan: La vie en rose

Nakache/Toledano: Intouchables

 

How to teach the film(s)
In preparation for study the teacher may wish to take detailed notes including timings, scene changes, soundtrack themes and which characters are on screen. This will be invaluable for the students later on, since, unlike with a book, they cannot instantly locate a scene from the film.

I would advocate watching the film in its entirety with subtitles. At A-level most students find a film without subtitles too difficult to follow, therefore enjoyment is lost.

During the second watch in short sections there is a range of activities possible.

· Use still images as a basis for oral description and try to predict storyline

· Show the first scene – what came before?

· Video without sound or just listen with no visual.

· Tick boxes to check comprehension in target language while watching film.

· Play soundtrack & have a tick list for moods:  e.g. in French joyeux/terrifiant/angoissant
· True/false comprehension tasks.

· Cut off final few frames for prediction.

· Re-ordering the plot for jigsaw reading.

· Who said what? – match the characters and the quotations. Also, who could have said what?

· Open dialogues – imagine the other character (e.g. dialogue on the telephone) or imagine what the people in the scene are thinking.

· Rewrite a scene from the film – how else could it have started or ended?

· Perform or write an imaginary interview with the director.

· Students do research on the director for a presentation or essay

· Watch interviews with the director and actors from Youtube, Dailymotion or the INA archive (French).

· Do listening gap fill tasks on sections of dialogue

· Do written gap fills on characters and themes

· Write a film review

· Find film reviews in the TL and produce worksheets with matching tasks

· Where relevant, students learn about the characteristics of the film school being studied (e.g. new wave)

· Students are provided with a cinema vocabulary glossary and explanation of film terms (e.g. close-up, freeze frame, dissolve, iris, long shot, zoom, panning, dolly)

· Encourage students to buy their own copy and other films by the same director
Preparing for assessment
For some English examination boards at A-level assessment of film is an integral part of the examination. For AQA, for example, the most popular board for languages, the oral includes ten minutes devoted to discussion of two cultural topics, one of which may be the work of a film director. Questions are of a general nature and focus on the candidate’s personal reaction to the film, rather than a detailed knowledge of the film’s content.

The AQA A2 examination includes an essay which may be on the work of a director. Candidates are invited to write at least 250 words on questions of a general nature to do with characters, themes, film-making techniques, the director himself or herself and personal reactions. Subject content cannot be assessed, but marks are awarded for answering relevantly, coherently, developing content points, showing a good level of personal evaluation and using complex language accurately.

The WJEC board offers a prescribed list of directors under the rubric The World of Cinema with a choice of questions of a general nature, usually relating to characters and general themes.

The Edexcel board allows candidates to prepare a “research-based essay”. Titles in the examination are along the lines Examine the importance of a character in a film or films you have studied. There is no oral assessment of the film study.

The OCR examination board does not assess film in its written paper, but it is possible to present cinema for part of the oral examination. Teachers who wish to teach films in detail may choose to avoid the OCR.

The SQA (Scottish Higher) examination allows for “extended viewing” and suggests devoting up to 40 hours on this, with the ultimate aim to develop language skills generally. Any film studied is not formally assessed, however.

Students need plenty of practice for their written essays, so the teacher needs to instruct them on effective essay technique and how to play to the mark scheme. It is a good idea to do timed essays, either in class, or at home.

Students are undaunted by watching films and positively enjoy the process as film is such a commonplace part of their cultural life. The challenge for the teacher is to get them to watch critically, want to watch more French films and to enhance their future viewing of all films.
12.
Teaching literature at A-level

Why?
Literary texts, whether they be novels, short stories, plays or poetry, are worth incorporating in an A-level course for a number of reasons. Firstly, they are a route into the culture of the language. Secondly, they offer material for discussion and writing. Thirdly, they provide large amounts of linguistic input which will help develop language acquisition. Fourthly, if you think that some of your students may go on to study the language at university, this initial study of literature will give them some valuable preparation for that experience. Finally, studying a work of literature is an intellectual challenge which can be stimulating and rewarding.

Literature should be seen as an extension of language work, not as something set apart, to be read in the foreign language, but discussed and written about in English. Much of the work done on a literary text can be done in the target language, although there will be times when this is not appropriate.

Which texts?
Take into account a number of factors:

• Does the text offer suitable linguistic models? Is it of the right difficulty level?
• Is the subject matter likely to stimulate 17-18 year old students?
• Is the teacher enthusiastic about the text?
• Is the text of the right length – not too long, not too short?
• Are there support materials to help with the teaching of the text, for example study notes in books or from the internet?
• Is the text known to have been successful with other groups in the past? Has it been a prescribed text with an examination board?
• Will the text allow for enough discussion of issues, characters and themes?
• Does the text contain any themes which may be upsetting or inappropriate for this age group?
• Is the text supported by a film or live performance which may improve the appreciation of the text?
• Will the text suit the interests and ability level of the particular group you have in that year?

In general texts are likely to be fairly modern, but you should not dismiss pre- twentieth century texts. You can discuss choice of texts with a class and elicit their opinion.

Here is a list of popular French works taken from the prescribed list of the WJEC examination board:

Camus           L’Etranger
Ernaux          La Place
Pagnol           Manon des Sources
Sartre           Les Mains Sales
Vercors         Le Silence de la Mer
Colette          Le Blé en Herbe
Vailland        325 000 Francs
Maupassant Contes

Here are some other French works which have worked well for teachers in the past :

Camus         La Peste
Camus         L’Exil et le Royaume (short stories)
Camus         Les Justes
Rochefort    Les Petits Enfants du Siècle
Zola              Germinal
St Exupéry  Vol de Nuit
Joffo             Un Sac de Billes
Roché           Jules et Jim
Duras           Moderato Cantabile
Sabatier       Les Allumettes Suédoises
Clavel           Malataverne
Sagan           Bonjour Tristesse

How to approach the texts
Pre-reading
You may find it a good idea to do some preparatory work to prepare students for the content of the texts. This could mean looking at the life of the author, studying briefly the setting of the book, if the setting is important, or the historical context.

You may do some vocabulary work if the text features a particular range of vocabulary. (For example, a study of Pagnol requires a fair bit of vocabulary knowledge to do with the natural world.)

You may wish to give students the opportunity to read the text for themselves if you think they can cope with it, but this may present a risk if they are likely to find it demoralising to read a major text on their own.
Studying the text
There are a whole range of oral, reading and writing tasks you can do with a literary text. Don’t forget that these texts are examples of written language and therefore you can employ the whole gamut of tasks you might use with any non-literary text. These include:

• Reading aloud by teacher or students
• Playing a recording of extracts of the text by the author (these are occasionally available online)
• Question and answer (oral and written)
• Gap fill
• True/false/not mentioned
• Correcting false sentences
• Making up questions or true/false statements
• Questions in English (for harder areas where lack of fluency may hinder discussion of complex issues)
• Vocabulary brainstorming
• Jigsaw reading
• Completing vocabulary glossaries
• Finding synonyms and antonyms
• Matching tasks (e.g. starts and ends of sentences)
• Translating into English
• Retranslating into the target language
• Multiple choice questions (oral or written)
• Summarising chapters orally or in writing
• Dictation and paired dictation
• Essay writing
• Watching videos of interviews with the author where they are available on Youtube, Dailymotion or, for example, the INA site (French archive of television extracts)
• Writing imaginary dialogues between characters
• Writing a book review
• Writing an obituary of a character
• Matching tasks along the lines: “Who would have said….?”
• Completing sentence starters
• Writing an imaginary interview with the author
• Summarising a biography of the author
• Individual online research into the author for a presentation
• Going through model essays from exam board sites, other students or written by the teacher

You would expect to take about a term to teach a text, devoting up to two hours a week.

Preparing for assessment
For some examination boards at A-level assessment of literature is an integral part of the examination. For AQA, for example, the most popular board for languages, the oral includes ten minutes devoted to discussion of two cultural topics, one of which may be the work of an author (usually one text). Questions are of a general nature and focus on the candidate’s personal reaction to the text, rather than a detailed knowledge of content.

The AQA A2 examination includes an essay which may be on the work of an author. Candidates are invited to write at least 250 words on questions of a general nature to do with characters, themes, the author himself or herself and personal reactions. Subject content cannot be assessed, but marks are awarded for answering relevantly, coherently, developing content points, showing a good level of personal evaluation and using complex language accurately.

The WJEC board offers a prescribed list of authors under the rubric The World of Literature with a choice of questions of a general nature, usually relating to characters and general themes.

The Edexcel board allows candidates to prepare a “research-based essay”. Titles in the examination are along the lines Examine the importance of a particular theme in the work of an author you have studied. There is no oral assessment of the literature.

The OCR examination board does not assess literature in their written paper, but it is possible to present literature for part of the oral examination. Teachers who wish to teach literature in detail may choose to avoid the OCR.

The SQA (Scottish Higher) examination allows for “extended reading” and suggests devoting up to 40 hours on this, with the ultimate aim to develop language skills generally. Any literature studied is not formally assessed, however.

Students need plenty of practice for their written essays, so the teacher needs to instruct them on effective essay technique and how to play to the mark scheme. It is a good idea to do timed essays, either in class, or at home.

Finally, students are often wary of studying long texts in a foreign language, but once you have prepared them thoroughly they often report that it was the aspect of A-level they enjoyed most. The teacher may also like to believe that, by teaching a text, they have helped their students appreciate literature in general, taught them how to read critically and helped them learn more about the foreign culture.
13.
Games that work in MFL teaching
I don’t think that you have to use games to teach classes successfully.  Inexperienced teachers should be wary of using games if class control is still shaky or if you have an unusually difficult class.  I believe classes appreciate teachers who make them work and with whom they get on, not teachers who play games.

That said, games bring variety and a bit of fun to lessons.  They can be very motivational.  They should almost always be used when there is a specific point to be practised.

Here is a list of some games which I have found to work well over the years.  I have not included the blindingly obvious, such as regular bingo, “effacez” and  hiding flashcards.  

Strip bingo
Give each pupil a piece of A4 paper which is then divided lengthways so that each pupil has a long strip of paper. Each strip is then folded three times to provide eight boxes.

To take animals as an example, each pupil chooses eight different animals from the list s/he has been taught, writing the English equivalent in the boxes.

The teacher reads out the list of animals in the target language while each pupil concentrates on two words at a time; the first animal on her/his list and the final one.

When the word is heard the pupil needs to tear off the word from that list. Another word has taken the first (or last) place on this list.

Alternatively: pupils write down about 15 words on a long strip of paper and tear of from the top or bottom when you call the words. Winner has no words left. You can call words repeatedly.
Pass the bomb
Form groups of about 10. Each pupil has three lives. Buy a few pretend plastic ticking bombs cheaply off the internet. Once set, these bombs make an exploding noise at random intervals. Give the pupils a vocabulary category or a sentence to complete orally. The pupils pass the bomb around. They cannot pass it on unless they have added a new word or phrase. If the bomb goes off in their possession they lose a life. Pupils become ingenious under pressure and revise or embed language effectively (from David Clark, TES Resources).

 Baccalauréat
This is the one where you give pupils a set of categories (e.g. towns in France, food, drink, objects in the classroom, objects around the home, hobbies, sports).  They draw a column for each category and then you give them a letter.  They have to find a vocabulary item for each letter in a given time limit (e.g. 3 minutes).  They can work individually or in pairs/small groups.  If a group finishes before the time has expired you can stop everyone.  Pupils could use dictionaries if you want dictionary use to be an aim.

Pupils get 10 points for an item which no-one else has got and five points for an unoriginal one.

This practises vocabulary and keeps pupils quiet (if that’s what you want).  The tricky bit is the correcting of answers after each round, which can get a bit noisy, but it does teach pupils to listen to others.

This game can work at all levels.  You just have to adjust the categories.
Alibi
A definite winner for intermediate groups and above. You tell the class that there has been a crime committed in the town last night at 8.00.  (Make it plausible e.g. a mugging, a burglary.) You explain in dead-pan fashion that there are two suspects. You go on to explain that the suspects are thought to come from this school and that it is even thought they come from this classroom. At this point a few pupils will see that you are joking (many won’t, however!).

Then explain that you are going to ask for two volunteers who will leave the room for five minutes to make up an alibi.  Stress to them that they must prepare in great detail to explain what they were doing together last night.  They should have a common story (e.g. cinema visit, meal, night at friend’s house).

While the two volunteers are out of the room, you prepare questions with the rest of the group.  You can put these on the board/screen so pupils can read from them later, if necessary.  Questions will include:  Qu’est-ce que vous faisiez à 8 heures?  Qu’est-ce que tu portais ?  Quel temps faisait-il ?  Comment êtes-vous allés au cinéma ? etc
Stress to the class that they must look for details.

After five minutes the first volunteer returns to the room to be questioned in mock courtroom style.  E.g. get the pupil to swear an oath on the dictionary or textbook.  Je jure de dire la vérité, toute la vérité, rien que la vérité.
After questioning the first suspect, you get the second one to come in for questioning.  This is when the fun starts as the class discover if the two stories tally.

At the end of the second interrogation ask the class to sum up any discrepancies and to vote on whether the couple are innocent or coupable.

The whole activity takes about 30 minutes or so.  With clever classes it practises use of perfect and imperfect tenses.  With most groups you might want to stick with perfect tense, even if that makes some answers a little awkward.  The lack of authenticity in tense use is probably worthwhile for the practice that you get.

Dumb customer
A game for pairs (near beginners or above).  Explain to the class that one person is a department store assistant and that the other one is a customer who is mute (i.e. who cannot say a word).  The customer has drawn up a list of items for wedding presents.  By using gesture alone, the customer has to explain what he wants to buy, while the shop assistant guesses out loud.  A list of ten items would be suitable.

Although only one person is speaking, the game rehearses vocab effectively and you can soon swap partners to play the game again.  Classes like this game very much and you could make it fit particular vocab categories e.g. household items.  Two rounds would last about 20 minutes.

You can play this with near beginners if you stick to simple classroom items, clothing and so on.  At least you know that at any time half the class will be quiet!

 In the teacher’s shoes
Put students into 2 teams. Ask the teams to write five questions they’d like to ask you. Then ask for a volunteer from each team to sit at the front of the class. They are going to imagine they are you, and spend a few minutes ‘in the teacher’s shoes’! The teams ask their questions and the students at the front who are in your shoes must try to answer the questions as they think you would answer them.
You decide whose response is closest to your own answer to the question and award points accordingly. (From Andy Gemmel the British Council site.)

 Press Conference
You will need a sticky label for each student or a pack of Post-It notes.

Tell students that they are a reporter for a magazine about famous people. They are going to interview some famous people and they need to prepare some questions they can ask to actors, singers, sports stars, politicians etc. Give some examples, like, ‘Do you enjoy your job?’ or ‘Are you happy being so famous?’ and get students to write four questions and put them into a table with the questions going down the left hand side and space for five columns to the right. Then ask students which famous person they would like to be and give each one a sticky label for them to write the name of the famous person on and stick on themselves.

Put students into two concentric circles with the inner circle facing out and outer circle facing in. Tell students that they are going to interview the person directly in front of them for two minutes and note down all the information they find out. They are also going to be interviewed. The facing pairs take turns in the different roles of interviewer and famous person. At two minute intervals shout ‘stop’ and ask the outer circle to step one person to the right. Shout ‘start’ to give students two more minutes with a new famous person. When each student has interviewed and been interviewed five or six times stop the activity and seat students. The information they have gathered about the famous people can then be shared with the group orally or used for a piece of writing for a gossip magazine. If you have an odd number rotate one person out of the circle each time you move the other circle around. This person can help you to monitor and can walk around the circle listening to the others in action and making a note of any mistakes they hear. This activity gets very noisy with a large group but it can be a great way to keep students speaking English for quite a long period of time and you will probably see how their confidence grows as they get the hang of asking and answering the questions. (From the British Council.)

 Future tense chain game
This game is good to revise and practise si + future tense. The teacher begins with a sentence, for example “Si je sors ce soir, j’irai au cinéma.” The next person in the circle must use the end of the previous sentence to begin their own sentence. Eg “Si je sors au cinéma, je regarderai…” The next person could say, “Si je regarde…, je mangerai beaucoup de popcorn” etc. etc. (from Jo Budden).

 “Running to the board” games
These are dead simple and can be adapted to all sorts of teaching points. They make a good starter or plenary (ouch, I hate those words!).  Let’s say you wanted to practise animal vocab with beginners.

You split the class into two groups, left and right of the class.  You give each pupil in each group a number, probably from 1 to 15. (For each number there are two pupils in the class, therefore.)  On the board you have drawn or stuck up pictures of animals.  You then call out the name of an animal followed by a number.  The two pupil with that number have to “run” out (well, well, walk briskly – health and safety) and the first to touch the right animal wins a point for their team.

You can imagine that this can be adapted to all sorts of areas of grammar and vocab and can work with all levels.  Time: 10 minutes.

 “Just a minute”
Ay good fluency activity for more advanced students.  This is like the the radio panel game from BBC Radio 4 (known to many people in the UK).  Split the class into groups of about 4.  Give them a list of easy topics (e.g. related to your exam syllabus).  One pupil has to start talking about the topic without repeating themselves, going off the subject or hesitating (i.e. coming to a halt).  They have to try to talk for one minute.  If they break the rules another member of the group intervenes (e.g. with a tap on the desk).  This person then continues on the same topic and tries to complete the minute.  You get one point for a correct intervention and one point for completing the minute.  If you go non-stop for a whole minute you get 5 points.

Topics could include: ma maison, ma famille, le weekend dernier, mes vacances, mes passe-temps, mon école, ce que j’aime manger, une visite, ma ville, ma région, mon professeur préféré.
One pupil should keep the time.  Pupils need to be of intermediate to advanced level for this game.  The teacher can introduce the game by giving an example for one minute.  Stress to pupils that they do not have to go very fast and that fluency does not equal speed. The game obviously practises fluency and specific topic areas.  With the best quality students you can take on more advanced topics.  Allow at least 20 minutes for this.

 What the queen of England never does
This is a nice filler for intermediate and above to practise use of the negative never.  Give pupils 10 minutes to write down a list of things that the queen never does.  Maybe let pupils use dictionaries.  Then put pupils in pairs and ask them to read of their statements to their partner.  The first person who cannot think of an example loses.

e.g. la reine ne prend jamais le bus, la reine ne paie jamais avec de l’argent liquide, la reine ne va jamais au pub, la reine ne fait jamais la loterie, la reine ne conduit jamais une voiture, la reine ne va jamais à la lune, la reine ne passe jamais la nuit dans un hôtel pas cher, la reine ne danse jamais dans une boîte de nuit.
For a homework pupils could be asked to write up 15-20 examples.

Total time for game about 15 minutes.

 
Desert Island Escape
Good for advanced level. Set the scene of a plane accident or ship wreck. A group of students have ended up on a desert island with a few random objects. Bring in a bag of objects from home or things that you can gather from around the school, for example, a coat hanger, a ball of string, clothes pegs, a corkscrew etc. etc.

Tell the students that they have to use the objects they have to help them survive on the island. They should think of ways of putting the items to good use. Give each group a set time and then listen to each group’s ideas. Hold a class vote to decide which group would survive for the longest. 

 Twenty questions
An old favourite for intermediate to above.  Pupils work in pairs.  One pupil thinks of a vocabulary item, then the other pupil has to work out what it is by asking yes-no questions.  They must find out the item in no more than 20 questions.

Good preparation for this would be to display a list of adjectives or adjectival phrases on screen or board which pupils can select from.  This, of course, is the main practice point, as well as structures such as, in French,  On peut + infinitive

Adjectives: grand, petit, gros, long, court, solide, en métal, en plastique, en bois, en tissu, léger, lourd,
Plus qualifiers : relativement, assez, très, plutôt
 Jacques (a) dit  (Simon says)
This is used for practising parts of the body and the words droite and gauche. I include this old game because I find it works with all levels, not just near beginners.  Students like this!  In case you are not familiar with the rules, here they are.  The whole class stands up.  You explain that you are going to tell them to touch parts of their body.  If you precede the instruction with Jacques dit, they should carry out the instruction.  If you do not say Jacques dit, then they must do nothing.  If they get it wrong they sit down and are out of the game.  Have a practice run first, because students always fall for your tricks at the start!

The game normally takes about 20 minutes, but you can make it flexible by speeding up or slowing down.  It also, like many of the games here, needs no preparation, which I consider to be a great advantage.

 Murder mysteries
These are for advanced students.  I use a couple from a commercial provider, but with some time and care you could make up your own.  You need a group of at least 8 or so students.  Each student is given a a few clues to a murder investigation. You would need about 40 clues, with one correct solution and two red herrings.  The group have to solve the crime, coming up with the murderer, weapon and motive.  The ones we use come from a file called Drama in Language Teaching.  The important thing is to let the group lead the investigation, don’t take control yourself.  One pupil might go to the board and write up details or, for instance, a chronology of events.  The whole exercise might take about 35 minutes.

 Planning a visit to Paris
Another one for advanced learners in groups of about 5.  Give the whole group some tourist information about Paris (e.g. from the internet).  Then give each student a card with their assumed French name and some details of what type of activities they prefer.  Include some other points such as who they get on with, who they want to go out with and who they dislike.

Tell the group that they must prepare a three day itinerary for their visit.  Students must stay in role.  Allow them about 20 minutes.  They then report back their plans.  The amusement comes from the pupils staying in their role, particularly with regard to their relationships with others.  The activity takes some preparation, but not an enormous amount.

Example card (French):

                             Tu t’appelles Roger Dupont, 18 ans
                             Tu aimes : magasins, art, musées
                             Tu n’aimes pas: aller au ciné, les hauteurs, marcher très loin
                             Tu préfères la compagnie des filles et voudrait sortir un jour avec
                             Hélène.  Tu as déjà visité Paris 2 fois.
 

Lateral thinking stories
For high intermediate or advanced groups.  These are quite well know and students may have their own to contribute.  The teacher poses the problem and the class have to guess the solution by asking yes-no questions.

There are some good ones here: http://www.rinkworks.com/brainfood/p/lattrick1.shtml

 
Countdown
It is played as a whole class activity and practises numbers as well as simple arithmetical operations such as plus, moins, multiplié par, divisé par and égale.
You get an individual to nominate six numbers – 4 single-figure digits and two numbers which must be 25, 50, 75 or 100.  You write them on the board. (Alternatively you can download  a Countdown random number generator if you look around on the web.)  You then “randomly” put a 3 figure number on the board and the class have two minutes to arrive at that figure using some or all of their chosen numbers.  They must not use a number more than once.  When a pupil thinks they have solved the calculation you get them to explain it whilst you write it up on the board.  To help them write up the terms they will need to explain the calculation.

This game works well with near beginners up to intermediate.  Classes could use calculators, but it is probably better for them to use pencil and paper solutions.

 Fizz-buzz
Another mental arithmetic game for the whole class.  It’s a good filler for near beginners to intermediate.  You explain to the group that you are going to count up to 100, but whenever you get to a number with a 5 in, or a multiple of 5, they must say FIZZ.  When they arrive at a number with 7 in, or a multiple thereof, they must say BUZZ. When 5 and 7 are involved they must say FIZZ-BUZZ.

This can be quite hard for pupils if they are not good at math(s), so allow them to make mistakes and don’t discourage.  Give an example of the counting method yourself before they start.  This game is a favourite of maths teachers and they will be happy that you are doing your bit for cross-curricular.  It takes about 15 minutes to get to 100.

 Reverse bingo
Not a very PC title, but I picked this up at our local village hall!  Pupils choose 11 numbers between 1 and 90 inclusive.  Instead of playing normal bingo, the class all stand up and if any of their numbers come up they must sit down.  i.e. you don’t want to hear your numbers come up if you want to win.  It’s all over in about 5 minutes, so it’s a handy filler if you want to practise numbers.
 “Yes-no interlude”
Best with advanced students, this mainly practises the use of negatives.  Put students in pairs and give one partner a list of straightforward questions, including yes-no questions.  Explain to the class that the person answering the questions must not say oui or non.  Every time a mistake is made, they lose a point.  Have several sets of questions available and get the partners to take turns at asking the questions.  You might suggest some alternative locutions such as c’est vrai, effectivement, justement, je ne crois pas.  The whole activity might take about 15 minutes.  Pupils will get very good at avoiding yes and no with practice.

 Miming games
Using mime is clearly a necessary strategy in language teaching.  Pupils like doing it too.  You can get pupils in pairs and give each partner a list of items to mime to their partner. E.g. jobs, sports, hobbies, verbs.  Simple, but an effective way of getting pupils to use the second person when they spend most of their class time using the first and third person. You can use this at all levels.  Why not get a pupil to mime their daily routine?  Or why not describe actions to pupils while they mime them?

 Battleships
Many children know the rules of Battleships, as it’s known in the UK.  Each child has a grid (there are examples in the Y7 and Y8 sections of this site).  Pupils work in pairs and each partner writes in a number of items on their grid.  Partners take turns to guess (by giving grid references) where the other person has placed the items (e.g. verb forms, vocab items).   In other words, each partner tries to sink the other person’s ships.

This is an enjoyable game and allows for repeated practice of simple items.  Setting up the game can be a little time-consuming the first time, especially if some pupils do not know how the game is played already.

You can do a sophisticated version to practise perfect versus imperfect tense.

Give a list of infinitives across and down and students ask the question using those verbs

1.e. Tu regardais la télé quand le téléphone a sonné?  Answer : Oui, je regardais…. Or Non, je ne regardais pas….etc

Thias is great practice for various levels in the class, as you can make the questions or answers harder or easier depending on student ability.

Also works well Au café
Foods down one side, drinks across the top. Then you can work it into a short café dialogue.

E.g. Vous désirez, monsieur?
Je voudrais un hot dog et un chocolat chaud.
Désolez, monsieur. Il n’y en a plus. (for a miss)
OR Voilà, monsieur.  Bon appétit. (for a hit)

 Code-breaking games
Pupils find these very absorbing and are effective for practising spelling, for example.  On paper you can construct a code where each letter is represented by a number (e. 1 to 26).  Give one example of a word with its code, then get the class to solve the remaining codes.  See examples on this site in Y7 section.

An excellent oral version of code breaking can be played.  Ask pupils to write out the alphabet, then get them to assign a number from 60 to 85 to each letter (this allows for practice of harder numbers), where A=60 and Z=85.  Then read out sequences of numbers from which they have to work out the word.  You can choose words to fit a particular theme.  Allow pupils to guess the word before the end.  Pupils get very competitive, whilst they listen to numbers and solve the puzzle.  This game works well, I promise!
Onze!
Students stand up and take turns to call out numbers in sequence i.e. un, deux, trois,quatre, cinq, six, sept, huit, neuf, dix, onze. Students may choose to call out one number, two numbers or three numbers. Whoever calls out Onze has to sit down.  It can get very tactical with the boys trying to get rid of all the girls and vice versa.  When it gets down to the last two then the one going first should win if they think, but mine often don’t ! Whoever says sept will lose. 

 Speed dating
Very easy!  Pupils work in pairs and change partner every 5 minutes.  You can adapt this for different levels, but with a GCSE class, for example, it’s good for conversation practice before an exam.  After they have spoken to about 8 different people they could select the person with whom they would like to have a further date.  Write down on the board some areas they could cover:  tastes, hobbies, opinions on music, recent activities and plans for the future.

 Word association
A nice starter or finish to a lesson to recap vocab.  Give pupils a theme, or let them use any words, and go round the class getting them to play word association.  Give them an example first.  They could play the game in groups.  With more advanced learners they could be asked to justify their association of words.
 Kim’s game
This is the one where you place a set of objects on a table or tray to practise vocab.  You then ask the group to close their eyes while you remove an item (or more than one).  Pupils have to remember which item has gone missing.

 Effacez
Similar to the above, but done on the board.  You write up some words or pictures then get the class to close their eyes while you wipe out one or more items.  You can have fun adding items too.  Pupils at all levels enjoy short term memory games like these.

Charades
Pupils mime an activity while their group or partner tries to guess the activity. You could use this to practise jobs or simple daily routine tasks.

 Recorded sounds
I used this once successfully, but it takes a little preparation.  You go round the house recording sounds such as: flushing the toilet, running a tap, typing on a computer, opening and closing doors, boiling a kettle, washing up, turning on the gas, putting away crockery, switching on a light.  You play the tape and ask pupils to say or write down what the task is.  The latest digital recorders make this an easier task than it used to be. Good for intermediate to advanced pupils.
 Story telling
Good for high intermediate to advanced for about 30 minutes work.  Do some vocab brainstorming on various vocab topics (e.g. household items, animals, sports, towns in France, famous French people, classroom objects, clothes, furniture).  From this exercise draw up a a list of six to eight words, one from each category.  Then give the group one of the words and ask them to build a sentence around it.  Encourage interesting and humorous sentences.  Then give them a second word and get them to produce the second sentence of the story.  Continue with this until you get to the end of the sixth sentence.  The results are usually weird and sometimes amusing.

Children do like making up silly stories based on suggestive pictures or words.  Good pictures should be simple and suggest a background story, perhaps with a past and future.

 Who gives up first?
You can do this in pairs with all sorts of topics. For example you may have taught the perfect tense. Pupils alternate by making up perfect tense sentences. The first one to fail to make a new sentence loses. This should provide a lot of verbal interaction. It can be done with single words too.
 Other ideas
For those items of vocabulary which pupils often mis-spell, why not get them to stand up, spell out the word in the air with their finger whilst spelling out the word out loud.  They could then do the same with their nose.

When teaching the time get pairs of pupils to draw with their finger the time on the back of their partner who has to work out what the time is. This could easily work with numbers or even simple vocabulary.
14.
Translation
Pros and cons

Translation features in the National Curriculum at KS3 and KS4 and is in GCSE for the first time from first teaching 2016. The last time pupils had to translate both ways was back in the days of O-level i.e. pre 1987. Its position is also reaffirmed at A-level from which it has never disappeared.

What is the value of translation?  It clearly has merits as a language learning activity yet remains out of favour with many language teachers who associated it with the discredited grammar-translation approach to second language learning. Let's take each form of translation in turn - L1 to L2 and L2 to L1. Please note that I am limiting myself to written translation of written passages or sentences.

L1 to L2 (translation into the target language)

We used to call this "prose translation".

Pros

1.  It probably helps fix grammatical accuracy and revise vocabulary.
2.  Some pupils enjoy it. It satisfies the puzzle-solver and accuracy fan.
3.  As a testing tool it can be made to be quite unpredictable and therefore hard to learn up for.
4.  As a testing tool it can be marked quite objectively.
5.  It reflects a reality that language learners often work from L1 to L2. Why not develop this skill?
6. It is challenging for students when set at the right level.
7. There may be an element of real life activity involved. Adults do sometimes need to translate, even if technology makes this less likely nowadays.

Cons

1.  It limits the amount of target language use in the classroom.
2.  It is an uncommunicative sort of activity - it's talking about the language rather than using it for communication.
3.  When used as a testing tool, because of the backwash effect, teachers may do too much of it in the classroom. Teachers love to teach to the test.
4.  It offers almost no new comprehensible input to further language acquisition.
5.  It may encourage interference from the first language, based as it is on a cognitive rather than natural approach to second language acquisition.
6. It may suit able learners, who are good at cognitive problem solving and pattern spotting, more than students of lower aptitude. Some may see this an unfair and argue that naturalistic methods do not have this bias.
7. Many students find it boring and would be more motivated by other tasks.


L2 to L1 (translating into English)

This was known as "unseen translation".

Pros

1.  Sentences and passages in the TL are a source of comprehensible input.
2.  Translation requires a fine attention to detail. Everything must be understood and rendered accurately.
3. Some pupils enjoy the challenge of doing it. It can be satisfying to find the solution.
4. There may be some real life use for it, despite changes in technology.
5. We often translate in our heads so why not help develop this skill?

Cons

1. Beyond a certain level it becomes a test of English usage as much as a test of comprehension.
2. Students are writing English when they could be writing in the traget language. This limits acquisition.
3. Detailed comprehension can be assessed in other ways which provide more language input e.g. TL multiple choice.
4. Teaching this skill in the classroom involves using English, not communicating in the TL.
5. It is a task which involves talking about the language not using it.

Perhaps you can come up with some other arguments.

So, if you can get the rigour you may want through translation, but you can do it by skilled questioning, meaningful controlled practice and some explicit explanation. If these means simultaneously play to the unconscious learning end of the learning-acquisition spectrum, why not use them rather than translation? If translation appears in an exam teachers will teach to the test and may end up doing so much translation they neglect the importance of target language input. Translation can be an excuse for lazy and unimaginative teaching!

Next, I shall offer a whole range of different ways of teaching translation in the classroom.

20 ways of teaching translation into English
· 
Explain why you are doing it. Tell them it's mainly about building comprehension and reading for detail. Warn them, of course, that a word-for-word approach only works sometimes and it's a chance for them to show off how well they can use English.
· Allow pupils to use Google Translate to see how well it does and to make corrections where they see fit. They will learn something from the process and, let's face it, if they get the chance, many will use it anyway.

· Alternatively, avoid setting translation for homework. Google Translate is very good at a simple or intermediate level.

· Work in groups. Each group does a different section of text. Then bring it all together. Add a competitive element with a time limit or race.

· Work in groups on the same language, then compare versions.

· Do it very traditionally as a teacher-led activity so the class get into how you are thinking and hear higher quality input than in a group. Make sure all students are kept busy by writing down agreed answers. Use "no hands up" and vigilance where necessary to keep all pupils engaged.

· Get students to sign up for a forum like Wordreference. Give them specific words or phrases to research.
· Give them phrases to research using Linguee (linguee.com).

· Provide gap fill partial translations, especially for weaker groups.

· "Running translation" - like "running dictation" but the fetcher brings back some TL for the scribe to translate (with the fetcher's help). Make it a race.

· "Find the translation" - give students a list of quite hard sentences or short paragraphs. Post translations around the classroom (or hide them) for them to find individually or in teams. Make it a race.

· "Pick the best translation". Provide pieces of TL with, say, three alternative translations, only one of which is just right. You can make this as subtle as you wish, depending on the class. Pupils can work individually or in pairs.

· Gapped aural translation. Give pupils a gapped piece of English. gaps must be designed to make guessing hard. Then read them a text in TL. Students fill gaps. You could make these quite funny and implausible.

· "Translation dictation". Get them to play the role of a written interpreter. The teacher speaks then pupils write down their translation to a time limit. The teacher may have to repeat utterances more than once. This has the benefit of providing target language listening input as well.

· Do matching tasks: TL on one side, English on the other. Students link up the right pairs.

· Use parallel texts to provide models. These can be done alongside other comprehension tasks (e.g. those on Y7 page of frenchteacher.net)

· Hand out cards to students. Half the class get English, half get TL. Then play a sort of whole class pelmanism.

· Using "find the French" style tasks. Either traditional ones with texts, or an aural one whereby students have to pick out phrases you use in some spoken TL.

· Use questions in English to deliberately elicit translations from the text.

· Give "real life" tasks e.g. a menu in French to translate, cooking recipes, an advertising leaflet, instructions.
20 ways of teaching translation into the target language

· Teacher-led sessions where sentences or a passage are translated with hands up, or no hands up. This is very traditional and has merit. Pupils are subject to a high level of modelling and get to think like the teacher. The downside is that only one pupil talks at a time (a good thing?!) and there is no guarantee that all students are paying attention. Make sure they write material down so they are active and use whatever techniques you have in your armoury to get all students thinking (deadly stares, eyebrows up, jokes, no hands up, repeat the previous answer etc.) Make sure pupils get enough thinking time and that the quickest do not dominate. This can be done "in rough" in class, then written up at home.

· "Running translation". I mentioned this in the last blog. This time the fetcher finds the English from the classroom wall where you have stuck up the texts and the scribe (maybe with fetcher's help) translates. Make it a race.

· "Find the translation" - give students a list of quite hard sentences, short paragraphs or even individual words for beginners. Post translations around the classroom (or hide them) for them to find individually or in teams. Make it a race.

· Allow pupils to use Google Translate to see how well it does and to make corrections where they see fit. They will learn something from the process and, let's face it, if they get the chance, many will use it anyway.

· Work in groups. each group does a different section of text. then bring it all together. Add a competitive element with a time limit or race.

· Produce gapped passages in the TL, with phrases at the bottom in English to be translated and inserted where appropriate. This has the added merit of providing some TL input and focus on meaning.

· Get students to sign up for a forum like Wordreference. Give them specific words or phrases to research.

· Give them phrases to research using Linguee (linguee.com).

· Do "real life" tasks such as menus and recipes to translate from English. This can include elements of design if you want it to. 

· Dictation-translation. The teacher just reads sentences in English for pupils individually or in pairs to translate. Best answers could be rewarded.

· Paired or grouped translation. Each pair or group does a different section of a passage, then the others hear the solutions with extra modelling by the teacher.

· Whole class pelmanism. You provide each pupil with a sentence either in English or TL. Pupils hold up their cards. You could adapt this in a number of ways.

· "Pick the best translation". Give a paragraph in English with three TL versions of it. Pupils choose the best one. You can make them as hard as you want.

· Role playing with cues in English (like the old GCSE and maybe the new one!).

· Guided composition writing with detailed cues in English. This ends up being akin to translation. "Transfer of meaning", if you like.

· Use parallel texts to model effective translation.

· Explain why you are doing it. Tell them it's mainly about knowing vocabulary and getting grammatically accurate. Warn them, of course, that a word-for-word approach only works sometimes.

· Give out faulty translations of sentences or a passage and get pupils to correct individually or in pairs. You could make it a race. They come up and show you their corrected versions.

· English/TL dialogues - one line in English, one in TL. Pupils translate the English either orally or in writing, or maybe orally, then in writing for reinforcement. Can be done in pairs or individually.

· Get excellent pupils to be the teacher of a small group. They then can play act and model good answers. Class control would need to be tip-top for this, but it could be good fun and very productive.

15.
Assessing an MFL course book
Most course books/packages have a shelf life of, say, 10 years at most, then need replacing. It's one of the big financial and methodological decisions an MFL department has to make and should be taken carefully, involving all members of department. I know from my own experience what it's like to be lumbered with an inappropriate course which forces you to write new materials and dip into other sources.

A good course book, kept individually by students, is a great asset which should save the teacher a huge amount of time and provide a very useful resource and comfort blanket for pupils.

· So what criteria should be used when weighing up the options? Here are 20 for your consideration:

· Is the language material in the courses rigorously selected and graded for difficulty?
· Does the course have the right balance of grammatical, functional and situational material for your needs?
· Does the course have a sensible grammatical progression with built-in revision? (Check for spiral curriculum structure year on year.)
· Is there sufficient cultural content?
· Is the difficulty level right for your school or classes/ability sets?
· Is there a sufficient range of materials for all the skills, possibly including good online content?
· Is the content relatively timeless? i.e. will it still look up to date in ten years?
· Does the teacher's book or support resources have creative and practical ideas for lessons?
· Does the course prepare students effectively for examinations?
· Does it have the right amount of target language?
· Is the pupil book clear, with a grammar section and verb tables?
· Is the reading and listening material interesting for students?
· Could your department all work with it?
· Do the exercises in the book or worksheets have enough examples to allow for rigorous practice and are they pitched at the right level?
· Are tasks and pages clearly numbered for easy reference?
· Does the course have a built-in assessment pack?
· Are listening resources clear and at the right speed?
· Do nearly all exercises look usable?
· Is it clear from the course what underlying methodology it is based on
· Is the online content easy to access in school and at home. Is it stimulating and ungimmicky?
16.
Grammar and communication are not mutually exclusive 

You sometimes get the impression that teachers either use a grammatical (skill-building) approach or communicative (comprehensible input) approach.

I was reminded of this when reading a useful article by Martine Pillette from the May 2013 edition of the ALL Francophonie journal. She takes as her theme Grammar and Communication: Friends not Foes. Her piece includes types of activity which resemble many of the activities I and my colleagues did over the years with classes (activities which, by the way, take very little preparation).

Below are some activities which combine grammatical with communicative practice from Martine's list. I have copied and pasted them directly, then added a few of my own. 

For mainly listening purposes: 
· Negatives – The teacher says a sentence and pupils must work out whether it is affirmative or negative;

· Adverbs – The teacher says a sentence and pupils must identify the adverbs in it;

· Comparatives – The teacher says a comparative sentence (e.g. ‘Lady Gaga est plus jeune que Madonna’) and pupils must decide whether it is true or not;

· Identifying time sequences – The teacher says a sentence and pupils must decide whether it refers to the past, the present or the future;

· Recognising conjugated verbs – The teacher says a sentence containing a conjugated verb (e.g. ‘La semaine dernière, j’ai vu mon acteur préféré dans la rue’) and pupils must show that they recognise the verb by saying: ‘J’ai vu, du verbe voir’, ‘to see’.
And now here are a few examples for speaking purposes:
· Negatives – The teacher says an affirmative sentence and pupils must repeat it in the negative;

· Tenses – The teacher says a sentence in the present tense and pupils must repeat it in the future tense;

· Verb paradigms – The teacher says a sentence in the first person singular and pupils must repeat it in the first person plural;

· Questions – The teacher makes a statement (e.g. ‘Vous allez partir en Espagne’) and points at a question word (e.g. ‘Quand’). Pupils must turn the teacher’s sentence into a question beginning with ‘Quand’ – using ‘est-ce que’ or inversion depending on which form is being practised. 
Here are a few more:
·  The teacher gives a simple statement and asks the class to come up with as many questions as possible which would produce that answer;

·  The teacher gives a sentence and pupils have to come back with a new sentence with just one element changed;

· The teacher begins a sentence and the pupils have to complete it with something appropriate;

· The teacher gives the end of a sentence and the pupils have to complete it with an appropriate start;

· The teacher gives a sentence in the present tense, then says; "passé" or "future" and pupils have to adapt the sentence accordingly

· The teacher utters a sentence leaving a gap where the verb should be. the pupils have to complete the sentence with an appropriate verb
By the way, some fans of "comprehensible input" approaches may object to this general approach, claiming that it is too focused on form, not enough on meaning. I would argue that this is only one part of a teacher's arsenal of techniques, but one which has been well road-tested over the years.
17.
How to exploit a grammar drill worksheet
A worksheet either printed off for students or displayed from the board may seem a dull prospect for a lesson, but if we accept the old adage that "practice makes perfect" they are usually a necessary part of a modern language teacher's armoury. In my experience course books and other resources are often short of examples and do not allow enough opportunities for repetitiver practice. How can we exploit worksheets to the best effect? Here are some approaches, from the blindingly obvious to the more imaginative.

This sort of thing is the "nitty-gritty" of language teaching and is definitely worth thinking through. 

1.  Teacher-led approach: teacher reads out prompt, gets an individual to answer, then gets other individuals to repeat, then the whole class to repeat. This can be done with hands-up or no hands-up. Former approach allows teacher to pick quicker students as a good role models before weaker ones have a go. Strengths: this approach is very "old-school" but highly effective for attentive classes, supplies lots of target language and allows the teacher to pick out specific students he or she wants to. Good for differentiation. Good for listening. It is easy to maintain class control and the students hear good models i.e. yours. Weaknesses? Demands great attention from weaker classes and only one student speaks at a time, except for group repetition. You need to keep up a brisk pace or attention will quickly wane. Many individuals find answering in class embarrassing; does this kind of pressure aid language learning?

2. Pair-work approach. After some whole class practice as above, quickly move to pair work where one partner acts as teacher and the other acts as pupil. Or they can alternate roles. Strengths: students get to say a lot and listen a lot in the target language. They can help each other. there is little embarrassment factor; pressure is off. Weaknesses: class control needs to be good so that students do not speak too much English or waste time. You may insist on a "no English" rule. Students may hear wrong answers and poor models of pronunciation, so do not get optimum comprehensible input.

3. "Rally coach" :  rather than having students complete practise exercises in the traditional way, working through a worksheet, the worksheet is split in half and students complete the activities in pairs. As they do, they explain what they are doing to their partner who watches and listens, and, if they need to, questions and critiques. This process reinforces the method in both students’ minds. This lends itself particularly well to differentiation because you can pair stronger students with weaker ones for coaching purposes. Strengths: helps build cooperative spirit. Focuses on analysis and explanation. Good "assessment for learning" technique. Weaknesses: may end up with too much English spoken. Students not getting best oral models. Again, control needs to be effective.

4. Student takes the lead and acts as teacher. After a brief demonstration ask a volunteer, preferably an able one, to step up and run the class. Strengths: similar to (1), though models may be less good. Class will listen extra hard and find the process amusing. The volunteer will learn teaching/leadership skills. Weaknesses: as (1) in as far as each pupil may not end up saying that much. Focus is more on listening. Bad thing?

5. Using mini whiteboards. You can adapt approach one to involve more students actively by giving each student a mini whiteboard or coloured marker. As an answer is given all student must hold up their board with true/false or a marker indicating whether they think the response is correct or wrong. Strengths: as (1) plus more involvement from all the class. Weaknesses: largely as (1).

6. Combine skills: use approach (1) but as attention wanes quickly go to oral prompts with written answers. Then the class could simply work quietly or in pairs doing written responses to the written prompts. Strengths: all students are actively engaged with listening to good models, reading and writing. Good for class control. Insist on silence. Weaknesses: hard to check that all students are keeping up and writing accurate answers. Poor differentiation if teacher controls the pace. When students are working alone there is more chance for going at their own pace and asking questions.

7. Give answers, students choose prompt. This is a simple variation which helps vary the lesson and provide a fresh angle for pupils. Let's say you have a sheet with 15 prompts (sentences, questions etc). Don't read the prompt, but give an answer and pupils have to supply the correct prompt from the sheet. This can be done in pairs. Strengths: this may be an easy way in to a worksheet. Students do not have have to create an utterance, just read one already supplied. Focus on comprehension rather than production. adds variety. Weaknesses: often easier therefore less challenging. No need to show syntactic skill.

8. Supply alternative answers, students choose best one. Again, this has the merit of making a worksheet more approachable for less able students. A student could read aloud a prompt, then the teacher supplies two answers (a) and (b). Students then vote for (a) or (b). Strengths: good for listening comprehension. No pressure. All involved. Weaknesses: little production needed; watch out for peer pressure effect if there is voting.

9. Introduce competitive element. Students working in pairs can award points for correct answers. Strengths: students often like competitions, especially boys? Weaknesses: may lead to arguments and too much use of English.

10. Get students to make up their own examples. Once a group seems to have mastered a point allow them to make up their own examples or even write their own worksheet. Strengths: allows students to be creative, show off their use of their new point, be amusing. provides an excellent homework assignment. Allows students to compare work in the next lesson, try out their worksheet on a partner or the teacher, reinforce the language acquired in the previous lesson. Weaknesses: nothing to speak of, but be sure that all students have mastered the point or it could be a disastrous homework.

18.
Task-centred discussions
The communicative movement taught us one very useful thing: if you give students a real reason to talk, they generally will. Whilst structured, controlled question-answer and pair work have a deserved place, especially at the presentation and practice stage of acquiring new language, they are not what one would call authentic communication. They represent a stylised, artificial form of interchange, a kind of game playing which most students will go along with, though not all.

Pair work activities based on the information gap are a great way of getting learners to talk at any level. With groups it is also possible to use what are called "task-centred" or "task-oriented" discussions, where a pair or group is given a problem to solve, a task to achieve, through the medium of the target language. Penny Ur's book Discussions That Work provided a range of examples of such oral activities.

Here is one which I adapted into French from her book a long time ago and which works well with groups of advanced students.

Before you try the activity supply students with some useful negotiating phrases such as:

A mon avis, on pourrait placer..., je ne suis pas d'accord, c'est une mauvaise idée car.., on devrait mettre... etc

Once underway the task should need relatively little support from the teacher. You may intervene if things are flagging a bit. Insist on the use of French at all times. It's when students get enthusiastic about a task that they can relapse into English.

The task is good for practising character adjectives and modal verb expressions such as on devrait and on pourrait.

When the groups have finished their discussions they can each present their solution to the rest of the class.


UN DINER CHEZ LES LAVISSE  Durée: une heure. Groupes de trois ou quatre élèves.

Monsieur et Madame Lavisse organisent un grand dîner d’amis chez eux. Ils veulent que cette soirée soit réussie, mais les personnages qu’ils ont invités sont très divers quant à leur âge, leur personnalité et leurs opinions politiques. Vous travaillez pour une compagnie qui se spécialise dans les relations sociales et vous devez placer les personnages autour de la table pour que le dîner se passe bien. Il faut respecter les consignes que Mme Lavisse vous a imposées.

Il y a 12 invités: M. et Mme Dupont, leur fille Emma, Maître Lachaise (le juge d’instruction), le Père Paneloux (prêtre catholique), le Rabbin Simon, Mme Leblanc, Marie Lavisse (fille des Lavisse), Jean-Jacques Lucas (politicien socialiste), Elisabeth Bonneval, Annette Roche (collègue de M. Lavisse) et Jérome Godard.

Les consignes: 

1. M. et Mme Lavisse doivent être assis l’un en face de l’autre à chaque extrémité de la table rectangulaire. 2. Chaque homme doit être assis à côté d’une femme.
3. Emma Dupont et Jérome Godard sont de jeunes amoureux.
4. Annette Roche est professeur d’université, collègue de M. Lavisse. Elle raconte des histoires drôles, mais elle est antisémite
5. Elisabeth Bonneval est très polie, mais très ennuyeuse.
6. Maître Lachaise, le juge, a beaucoup de tacte; il préfère écouter plutôt que parler.
7. Le Père Paneloux adore donner des conseils à tout le monde.
8. Le Rabbin Simon adore des disputes sur la politique et la religion, mais il n’est jamais offensif.
9. La vieille Mme Leblanc est bavarde, mais elle n’est pas très intellectuelle et elle est un peu sourde.
10. M. Dupont est politiquement de droite et il a des idées extrémistes.
11. Mme Dupont manque de bonnes manières à table et se plaint tout le temps.
12. Marie Lavisse est impatiente et gâtée; elle a seize ans et elle est impolie envers ses parents.
13. Jean-Jacques Lucas est un politicien de gauche qui s’intéresse beaucoup aux droits des travailleurs.
14. Mme Lavisse n’aime pas M. Dupont.
15. M. Lavisse déteste Elisabeth Bonneval. Travaillez en groupes de trois ou quatre pour trouver la meilleure position de chaque personne autour de la table.
19.
Teaching able linguists
I spent my career teaching students of above average aptitude in two grammar schools and one independent so I modestly put forward some thoughts on how to get the best out of the most able students. What I have learned comes from my own practice and from watching other teachers at work. Of course, some of the strategies I enumerate below will apply to a wide range of pupils. Where can you draw the line between AGT students and others?

Generally speaking "gifted and talented" linguists have certain characteristics. I would pick out:

1. Good powers of concentration

2. A desire to learn and work hard

3. An openness to language learning

4. An ability discriminate sounds and reproduce them quite accurately

5. An ability to see patterns in language

6. In many cases a strong sense of competitiveness

7. A desire to be accurate

8. Very good memory skills

9. High expectations of themselves

10. High expectations of their teacher

With these characteristics in mind I found that the following strategies worked well, produced motivated classes and good results.

1. Use lots of target language in a structured, graded fashion, resorting to English only for grammar explanation, class control issues, some cultural input and some explaining of activities.

2. Do quite a lot of teacher-led work, thus maximising high quality input at just the right pace.

3. Pitch the lesson at just the right level for the group, maybe, on average, above the middle.

4. Make sure the most brilliant are challenged with special attention, allowing them to give good examples and giving them oral and written tasks which allow them to extend e.g. extended oral answers and lots of creative composition work.

5. Having extra work always available for the fastest workers.

6. Telling them about how language learning works so that they buy into your approach.

7. Be very critical of average work when you know it could have been better. They will almost invariably show off what they can do next time.

8. Challenge their memories with tests and short term memory tasks such as oral gap fill based on a text you have been working on.

9. Let them know you are smart; they like smart teachers. They may want to show how good they can be.

10. Don't be afraid to do lots of practice examples e.g. grammar drills, but vary the challenge and give hardest examples to best students.

11. Use no-hands up from time to time to keep all students on their toes, but not all the time as you need to let the best show off a bit.

12. Don't play too many games or do gimmicky lessons or they will think they are wasting their time.

13. Do plenty of structured pair work as they will use the time well and gain confidence orally.

14. Do some traditional grammar-translation work. They are good at it and enjoy solving puzzles. Not too much, though, as it will limit target language input.

15. Use humour. They get it. But never, ever patronise.

16. Strongly encourage them to do a study trip or, better, an exchange. This will give a huge boost to progress and motivation.

17. Occasionally tell them how good they are to boost self-esteem and produce even better work. Not all able children have high self-esteem. 

18. Try to make sure they are in ability sets. Research suggests that, overall, streaming and setting does not improve achievement, but in languages my strong feeling is that it will benefit the most able.

19. Do not be a slave to the course. Choose activities you know will stimulate.

20. Use the assessment/exam regime to motivate. It seems like a cop-out, but able children are very motivated indeed by exam success and grades.
20.
The “Why are we doing this?” question.
How do you respond to the child who asks “What’s the point of learning…?”

Here is a list of 20 points you could make. You could turn these into a sheet for students.


1. If you ever move abroad you will be able to talk with local people.
2. You may need the language for your work in the UK or abroad.
3. You will find the language useful when you go on holiday or travel through the country.
4. You may wish to study abroad one day.
5. You may need the language for study or research in another field.
6. You may need it to learn about the culture, civilisation or history of another country.
7. Maybe you just like the challenge of learning another language.
8. It may help you look at your own language or culture.
9. You may just enjoy using different sounds and words. It’s fun.
10. Perhaps you enjoy solving grammar problems and translating.
11. It will make you seem clever – people think learning languages is hard!
12. Maybe you do not want to look stupid when you meet non-English speakers.
13. Perhaps you wish to show courtesy and respect to others.
14. You may like to watch films in the original language.
15. You may like to understand songs in the original language.
16. Perhaps you want to have an advantage over others in the job market.
17. Research shows learning languages may make you more clever in other areas.
18. Learning some languages will help with your own grammar and spelling.
19. You will become a more tolerant and rounded person..
20. You can have secret conversations which others do not understand.

21.
Skill building or comprehensible input ?
In what Krashen calls the "skill building hypothesis" a language is viewed as a complex system which has to be gradually mastered by learning and practising all its complex elements. Emphasis is placed on conscious knowledge of how the system works, cognitive analysis and repetitive practice. There is a strong focus on form. It was the basis of most language learning approaches of the past, including grammar-translation, audio-lingualism and the oral-situational approach.

On the other hand what he calls the "comprehension hypothesis" assumes that language acquisition occurs best when learners are presented with language they understand. In this view second language learning is likened to child language acquisition. The focus is on meaning and much less on analysis, repetitive practice and form.

The terms learning and acquisition have often been used as shorthand descriptions of the above two hypotheses. 

It is hard, maybe impossible, to prove which model fits best in the context of school foreign language learning, but I don't believe we have to view these two hypotheses as mutually exclusive. It is quite possible to run a language course which incorporates strong elements of both skill building and comprehensible input. We all, as teachers, have an implicit or explicit view of how language learning best takes place, and it is often borne out of experience as much as theory.

A British Ofsted languages inspector recently commented that achievement appears to be highest when a sensible mix of traditional activities are done very well. Ofsted get to see thousands of lessons, have a huge database of evidence and therefore tend to know what they are talking about. So, an eclectic approach including large amounts of target language input, a structured, graded approach to grammar (including explanation), repetitive drill-style practice, bits of translation, question-answer and communicative tasks of all types, including games, should provide a suitable diet for progress to occur. The needs of comprehensible input supporters and skill-building apologists should be largely satisfied. We may well be in the area of false dichotomies here. When we add to this the fact that children vary in their learning styles and teachers have their own preferences, all the more reason to provide an eclectic approach.

In practice, I would not be surprised if the majority of teachers employ the broad approach I have just described. I am sure most "skill builders" provide lots of meaningful comprehensible input, whilst CI fans sometimes use explanation and structured practice. Most teachers accept the need for input and motivation, but they also recognise that most learners appreciate explanations and structured practice. I also suspect that where things may go wrong, in the school context, it is (other things being equal, such as teacher skill, relationships, extrinsic motivation etc) when lessons become too form based or too pure meaning based. 
22.
Using pictures

Pictures allow us to teach through the medium of the target language without recourse to English. In addition they can be stimulating, attention grabbing (so important!) and even amusing.

So what are the best pictures?
· Clarity of image is the first prerequisite when teaching vocabulary. A stick figure or simple line drawing/icon does the job perfectly well, and may be less distracting than an amusing depiction of a word. (Stick figures can, in themselves, be amusing, of course, and the teacher can play on their expertise or lack thereof when establishing a rapport with a class.)

· For more open-ended, advanced level activities a suggestive picture will be most productive. 

· Authenticity of image is important when the stress is on intercultural understanding, but not so when the picture is being used to teach vocabulary or grammar. 

· Blurred images can be good for practice once words are known - you can achieve this by just adjusting your projector lens! 

· Partial images are motivational - using the keyhole/iris feature of the IWB is easy and effective for this.

· Pictures based on the teacher's own life may be motivational.

· Spot the Difference pictures are good. 
Pupils themselves often enjoy drawing. My standard way of introducing both regular -er verbs and the perfect tense (regular avoir verbs) was to get students to come to the board and draw simple pictures, enabling the class to practice through question-answer and repetition the verb dessiner in all of its forms. Il a dessiné un chat ou un chien? (Il a dessiné...) Tu as dessiné un éléphant? (Non, j'ai dessiné...) Qu'est-ce qu'ils ont dessiné? (Ils ont dessiné...) J'ai dessiné une maison? (Non, vous avez dessiné....) You've got the idea. Mini whiteboards can then turn this into a further whole class or paired activity.
23.
Accuracy and fluency

One of the best things to happen in language teaching over recent decades is the movement away from accuracy at all costs to a greater emphasis on listening skill and fluency. In the heyday of the grammar-translation era, accuracy was paramount and class activities focused on the precise translation to and from the mother tongue, along with detailed comprehension of written texts.

With the communicative movement of the 1970s onward the focus rightly shifted towards the use of language for practical communication. Mistakes were tolerated as long as they did not interfere with getting the message across. We soon got used to the notion of the "sympathetic native speaker" when assessing what a student had said or written. 

But of course we would like accuracy too and as teachers we should aim for it without hindering communication.

With this in mind, I like the idea of planning lessons with the main focus on EITHER accuracy OR fluency. You can even share this with classes: "Today I don't want you to worry about being absolutely correct, just have a go!" "This is a fluency activity, folks, make as many mistakes as you want!"

Fluency activities might information gaps, dialogues, guessing games, "who is the first who can't something", general oral discussion. In these cases the teacher would be a listener, rather than a correcter. The teacher may even back off completely, take a well earned rest and let students get on with just the occasional reminder if they go off task.

In contrast accuracy activities would include question-answer to practise a grammar point previously presented, structured drills, written grammar exercises, repetition, pair work tasks with a focus on grammar, such as battleships or paired dictation. In these cases the teacher would correct where necessary.

I do not wish to set up a false dichotomy here, but it is worth mentioning that there is a theoretical basis for making the accuracy/fluency distinction, if you accept the natural acquisition hypotheses and the notion that the focus on accuracy merely helps students develop their ability to monitor their own accuracy and to self-correct. Worrying about getting things wrong sets up an affective barrier for students and inhibits their language acquisition. 
Comprehension and fluency tasks remain the heart of language acquisition.

Many teacher linguists still tend to focus on accuracy too much. Why? Firstly because they are good at it themselves and sometimes come from an era when it was highly valued. Secondly, in school getting things right or wrong is still a basic fact of life and thirdly assessments, for all sorts of reasons, still place an undue emphasis on written skills where, despite mark schemes which reward successful communication, accuracy still counts.
Accuracy is often important for conveying the right meaning, but it is not the be-all-and-end-all.
24.
Pace, challenge and questioning
Here are some points which can be made about questioning in the classroom in all subject areas.

Questioning can fail because:
· questioning techniques are inappropriate for the material.

· there may be an unconscious gender bias.

· there may be an unconscious bias towards most able or more demanding students.

· levels of questions might be targeted to different abilities inappropriately.

· students don’t have enough thinking time.

· learners don’t have any idea as to whether they are the only ones to get it wrong/right.

· learners fear being seen by their peers to be wrong.

· questions are too difficult.

· questions are too easy.

Questioning succeeds when:
· all learners get a chance to answer.

· learners can see how others are thinking.

· teachers gain information about thinking and learning.

· learners have time to consider their answers.

· learners have time to discuss and follow up on their answers.

· the answers are not always clear-cut.

· learners feel safe to answer.

· questions stimulate more questions.

· questions stimulate thinking 

Not all of the above apply perfectly to language teaching..

Let's first take the issue of thinking time. Language teachers are usually encouraged to generate pace in their lessons as well as challenge. Pace is important because it probably reduces the potential for boredom and it helps to develop quick, alert responses. In language teaching we are sometimes working on the behaviourist dimension of learning, depending less on analysis, more on stimulus-response and unconsciously acquired knowledge developed through sheer practice and repetition. Reflective analysis comes into play when we are teaching a grammatical concept. In a typical questioning sequence for beginners or near beginners we therefore do not want to give too long to reflect.
Secondly, the claim that all questions should be answerable by all pupils needs critical reflection. An important part of skilled language teaching is the capacity to pitch questions at different levels of difficulty depending on the student. I would argue that if all questions were answerable then some must be too easy for the most able. There is, therefore, a case for differentiated questioning with hands-up. This may especially be the case with intermediate or advanced students.

Thirdly, let us look at the notion that questions should not be too easy. In some language teaching sequences we deliberately choose to make questions easy and answerable because the questioning has a different purpose to that in other subject areas. Questions are used as a form of structured drilling, a kind of artificial game where the main aim is to teach and practise a structure rather than to focus on declarative knowledge.

Take this sequence:

Teacher: Is it a pen or a book?
Pupil 1: It's a book?
Teacher: Is it a book?
Pupil: Yes, it's book.
Teacher: Is it a pen?
Pupil 3: No, it's a book.
Teacher: All together - it's a book.
All pupils: It's a book.

Now, to a language teacher, this is all very valid questioning  because the focus is on form rather than meaning. The questions are all very easy, not very challenging and barely constitute real communication at all. The aim of the questions is not to elicit knowledge, but to allow for instant response and repetition. In the long run, the ability to reply quickly without reflective thought is what will make a student a successful speaker and listener.

I make these points to highlight the fact that language teaching is not like the teaching of, say, mathematics or history. Much of our questioning is of a special type, with the purpose of developing internalised competence with grammar, vocabulary and, ultimately, fluency. 

25.
Extensive reading
In the United States the second language acquisition academic Stephen Krashen has many supporters. His main contention, laid out in his book Second Language Acquisition and Second Language Learning, was that people best acquire second language through exposure to large amounts of "comprehensible input". 

He now calls his idea the Comprehension Hypothesis. It is superficially attractive since it effectively says that second language acquisition is like first language acquisition and that all you need to do is provide students with large amounts of understandable listening and reading for successful acquisition to take place.

Krashen goes further, however, by claiming that the language we practise consciously by means of drills, structured question-answer or grammar-translation, does not really count as comprehensible input since the focus is on form, not meaning. He claims that such controlled practice just allows you to monitor your accuracy as a you speak or write. (My hunch is that this is a false dichotomy and that all practice in the target language, whether focused on form or content, can be good. In other words, conscious learning can leak into natural acquisition.)

None of this is verifiable, despite the many attempts to show by experiment that one approach is better than another, but it seems to chime with common sense and experience that large amounts of contact with comprehensible language is what you need to make progress. 

So, extensive listening and reading must be a good thing. The trouble is, modern language teachers find it hard to supply listening and reading materials which really motivate students.

Extensive reading has, alas, been a bit neglected therefore. At A-level, where it is easier to access material at the right level, you could include an internet reading task once a week whereby students choose an article, copy and paste it on to A4, then add a vocabulary list and short summary in English to prove they have actually done the reading. 

At lower levels it is worth looking for graded readers, choosing authentic or adapted texts from the internet. If you have a well stocked library you can incorporate some regular reading as part of your course. For higher intermediate levels cartoon books can work well.

Some interactive sites provide very good material for reading. For example: languagesonline (advanced) and the MYLO site (beginner to low intermediate).

26.
Homework
Do not let anyone convince you that homework is not useful. It is the extra time students need to practice their language skills and build up comprehension and fluency. The balance of research (e.g. John Hattie) suggests that, at secondary level, homework increases student attainment.

Technology means that it is becoming increasingly possible to set listening or interactive work at home. Many courses now have online access built in. In most cases, however, homework is likely to involve learning/memorizing, reading and writing. Homework is usually best when it follows on from classroom work, reinforcing it. It will often be a written task designed to support oral and listening work just done in class. Planning should ensure that homework is relevant and useful, not just set for the sake of it. Pupils need to know that homework will be checked or marked and that they must take it seriously. There ought to be sanctions when homework is not done.
Examples of homework task

1.
Learning vocabulary

2.
Learning verb conjugations

3.
Memorizing a talk

4.
Recording a talk

5.
Doing a reading comprehension task (e.g. matching, true/false, questions, gap fill)

6.
Writing answers to a grammar drill task

7.
Writing up a summary based on notes taken in class

8.
Writing a composition e.g. from pictures or notes taken in class

9.
Completing a crossword or word search

10.
Writing up oral questions done in class

11.
Writing up a dialogue practised in class

12.
Making a recipe from instructions in the target language

13.
Doing some cultural research for a project

14.
Doing an online interactive task (e.g. grammar, online shopping)

15.
Doing a dictionary skills task (online or paper dictionary)

16.
Revising for an assessment or examination

17.
Writing a poem

18.
Writing a worksheet for other students

19.
Reading from a novel or play

20.
Writing an online blog and reading the blogs of others

27.
Marking and grading
Why mark? Here is a list of reasons which I deliberately put in order of importance.

1.  To check pupils have done the work
2.  To show pupils you care about their work
3.  To check that they have understood the work
4.  To show them where they have gone wrong and done well
5.  To give them more detailed feedback

You will note that I have put feedback last. The caveat I would add is that this varies with the age of the learner. Detailed feedback makes more sense with advanced students.

Points 1 and 2 are key. the most important thing about homework is that it is done and that it is done with care and attention. Improvement in language skills comes with practice. The more practice pupils do, the more confident they become. If they know you are going to read their work and assess it on a regular basis they are more likely to take it seriously and put the time in. If you only collect work in to mark twice a term you will quickly discover tatty exercise books and sloppy work.

Point 3 is important for you as a teacher. You hopefully set work within the compass of students, not too easy, not too hard. You hope they don't make too many errors. If they do, it is likely the task was poorly set. If every pupil gets everything right, then it is at least possible that the work was too easy. Regular marking gives you the feedback on your teaching which you need.

Point 4 may be over-valued by many teachers. Corrections are useful, but in a sense, if there are errors, the damage is already done. The key thing is that the student has done the work and thought things through. As an aside, how much do you think you should correct? My answer to this is as follows: with the brightest pupils, be fussy and correct everything. Be hyper-critical with accuracy and range. This will encourage motivated pupils to do even better in future. It works! With weaker students, if they have produced something riddled with mistakes, then correct selectively, probably focusing on one important area such as verb errors. To smother a child's work in red (or green?) ink is discouraging and they are unlikely to go through every error carefully.

Point 5 gets a lot of attention since, in general, research suggests that good quality feedback is crucial for getting the best out of students.  Well, I would say that with most work done by younger pupils, detailed feedback of the kind "two stars and a wish" is probably over-kill. Very often a simple "well done" is enough, especially if they could not have done much more with the task. More detailed feedback may be worthwhile if there is a common pattern to errors: "take care over adjective endings - always go through them at the end"; "check every verb in future - is it in the right tense and does it have the right ending"; "in future try to add more detail to your work - use more adjectives and adverbs".

Advanced level work may need more detail too: "try to apply the rules on essay technique we went through - remember not to make key points in the introduction".

The point is this: your time is limited and you cannot write detailed feedback on all work unless you reduce its frequency. It is better for pupils to produce a lot, regularly, with less detailed feedback.

Should the feedback be in the target language. Sometimes, but a word or two in English will carry more psychological weight. Writing "cor!" or "amazing!" or "nice touch!" or "ouch!" in the margin will have a stronger reinforcing effect than its equivalent in the target language. Remember that this is your chance to build a confidential rapport with the student. You will do that more effectively working in the mother tongue. With detailed feedback it must be clear too and using the target language may be confusing. Your comments in an exercise book are a tiny fraction of the comprehensible input your students get. Don't be obsessed with staying in TL all the time.

Red or green ink? Not an issue. Use any clear colour, but respect your school's policy.

Exercise books, lined paper or electronic work? I prefer exercise books for younger learners as you can easily check back on previous work to check for patterns of error or neatness. It's probably easier to catch up on missed work too. A-level students are used to lined paper and that's fine; you may be chasing them less for incomplete, rewritten or missing work. Electronically produced work is awkward to correct, but it is easy to write comments at the end of student blogs, for example. Many teachers report that errors are more numerous when work is typed. I agree.

What if work is totally inadequate? Don't pussy-foot on this; get them to do it again, maybe twice. They'll soon learn that you have high expectations and will most likely produce the goods in future.

Writing corrections? Probably a good idea, though I confess I usually neglected this. Why? Because I thought it was boring for them and preferred them to work on new things. How about giving them ten minutes every few weeks to go through old work and write corrections. It's a handy filler task.

Should I write grades on? Your department or school should have a policy on this. On balance I like grades. Make sure your pupils know what a grade means; e.g. A= among the best we see at this school. Free of error and, where relevant, with a good range of language. Grades are a handy shorthand for more detailed remarks. If you hear the argument that pupils only look at grades and then ignore comments, then the solution is to force them to spend three minutes reading through and writing corrections. I believe grades are often motivational. The best students hate dropping a little and weaker pupils are delighted when their grade goes up. Research suggests that grades may be less useful with less able children.

Be prepared to grade "tactically" too. A very quick student may be disappointed if you drop them to a B if their work is slightly less careful than usual. It is probable they will try extra hard next time. The converse applies. A weaker pupil may be delighted with a B and try harder next time.

Other codes, as well as grades, may be useful. V in the margin for verb, A for adjective etc. Or double underline major errors, single underline minor ones. Or how about just circling errors for students to correct themselves? This saves valuable time for you, but still shows students you have read their work carefully.

Should you show corrections on display work? Yes. You do not want inaccurate work on your wall. If a piece has too many errors, then the pupil can do it again.

Marking is the bane of a teacher's life, but language teachers can take some comfort in two things: 

a)  It's a pleasure to mark really good work
b) You are not English or history teachers. Their marking really drains the brain and takes ages. We are just correcting error much of the time.
28.
Teaching primary learners
From September 2014 the teaching of MFL to primary school children aged 8 and above is compulsory. Languages have long been taught in many primary (elementary) schools as well as private prep schools in the UK. The general principles of language learning apply to young learners who, it is generally thought, have an increased capacity to pick up languages quickly via natural methods as well as plenty of enthusiasm which can be tapped. Maximise target language use while ensuring clarity using gesture, mime, cognate words, pictures and so on.
Here are some principles, including some suggested by experienced practitioner and blogger Clare Seccombe:

At the start of each unit introduce new vocabulary which learners can put into phrases and sentences. Use pictures, flashcards or objects. Make use of repetition, funny voices, varying speed, whispering, singing and simultaneous actions. Inexperienced primary teachers who may not be specialist linguists can get help with pronunciation from websites with sound files.

Younger learners respond particularly well to physical activity, so build in movement, song, gesture, mining and acting out.

Successful learning activities include:

· Play pass the parcel with a bag of pictures or objects. The person holding the parcel when the music stops takes out a picture and says the word. Children themselves can provide the music by singing.

· Play noughts and crosses. Each team has to get the word right in order to get their cross or nought.

· Play flashcard games. Simple “guess the flashcard” games work really well. Shuffle the cards and pupils must guess which one is at the top. Or just hide one behind your back.

· Get children to make physical responses when they hear a word. They could make the right action, show the right number on a number fan or pick the right colour.
· Miming activities. The teacher or pupils can mime words or verbs for others to guess.

· Bingo. This can be with numbers or other areas of vocabulary.

· Simon Says is a great game for learning parts of the body.

· Play online games e.g. from a free site such as languagesonline.org.uk

· Acting out mini dialogues and recording them with digital microphones or recorders. Easispeak microphones are particularly good.

· Making activities such as creating “mini books”, fans and posters.

· Strip bingo. This is where pupils write out a list of words on a strip of paper. The teacher calls out words and if the word is at either end of the strip the pupil can tear off the word. The winner has no words left.

· Running games e.g. line up two rows of the pupils in the playground opposite each other. Give a number in the TL to each pupil. Each row will have the same numbers so that each pupil has, literally, an opposite number. Place the rows about 10 metres apart. Place a bean bag or similar equidistant between the two rows. Call out a number and each pupil with that number has to run and retrieve the beanbag. Excited chaos ensues.

· Play the game “onze”. See frenchteacher.net games that work for a description of this.

· Play hangman and do anagrams for spelling.
· Play oral accumulation games such as “I go to the market and I buy….”.

As well as all the “fun stuff” older learners at primary school should be starting to use the written word to write sentences. Do not be afraid to challenge them with simple gap filling, matching, translation, re-ordering, simple comprehension and other written tasks.

For a comprehensive list of free resources to help primary teachers, with an emphasis on French, see: http://www.frenchteacher.net/links/primary-schools/
29.
Teaching SEN learners
Here are some ideas based on a feature in the Languages Today magazine (Spring 2014) from the ALL. The ideas are from teachers Alison McLucas and Sandy Kinvig.

1.
Be creative and engage all the senses by using music, cooking, making and tasting activities. “Feely bag” and “pass the parcel” activities work well. Pupils can make interactive calendars using different textures and colours to make words and pictures attached with Velcro.

2.
Use different methods of communication. Use sign language, musical instruments, tablet computers to record sounds. Many language learners find signs and non-verbal responses useful memory triggers to help them remember without oral repetition.

3.
Use lots of pair and group work. Choosing and matching activities work well. A talkative partner can produce language while the less verbal one can choose from a list of items.

4.
Use action songs, rhymes and stories. Puppets are a useful aid.

5.
Set up a cultural exchange to promote intercultural understanding. One school did a British Council project with a partner school in Lille, including SEN pupils. This involved a residential visit and carnival procession.

6.
Visits: if a stay abroad is not practical it may be possible to visit a travelling foreign market or invite a speaker in from a local business e.g. a French restaurant.

7.
Put on a show or assembly. Children with PMLD (Profound and Multiple Learning Disabilities) can make props and scenery as well as act. Alternatively you could invite a travelling theatre company to perform using simple language.

8.
Use lots of guessing games e.g. guess what’s in the box or on the flashcard to acquire vocabulary.

30.
Technology

Technology has long played an important role in language teaching. We have seen gramophone records, reel-to-reel tape recorders, cassette players, radio and television, language laboratories, CDs, slide projectors, videotape recorders and players, overhead projectors and, in more recent times, computers, visualisers, MP3 players, the internet and mobile devices. Methodology has sometimes gone hand in hand with new technology, notably when audio-lingualism was made possible by the tape recorder.

Although the tape recorder was the first revolutionary piece of technology, the computer and internet have been of even greater use to language teachers. The internet can be a marvellous source of authentic or adapted target language as well as creative opportunities. New teachers should be wary of using technology for technology’s sake and some technology may seem superficially attractive, only to be unnecessarily time-consuming and unproductive.  Use of technology should be used to raise motivation, provide TL input and improve students’ language skills. Lesson time is all too limited and should not be wasted on developing IT skills at the expense of language skills. In the words of the ACTFL (American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages):
The use of technology should never be the goal in and of itself, but rather one tool for helping language learners to use the target language in culturally appropriate ways to accomplish authentic tasks.
Technology clearly plays a role in developing linguistic skill, but it also opens up new possibilities for communicating with students from other countries and cultures. In addition, many students find technology more motivating than being taught in the traditional way. In short technology can enhance any language course, bring variety and help students develop their general ICT skills.
The range of sites, apps and programmes changes rapidly, but here is a list of some activities which exploit technology effectively.
· Using online radio, video and podcasts for developing listening skill

· Using websites to do online reading tasks set by the teacher (“webquests”)
· Doing interactive listening, reading, text manipulation and grammar e.g. Languagesonline, Textivate
· Using a computer based language laboratory for listening and speaking e.g. Sanako
· Using mobile apps for creative language use

· Using voice interaction e.g. Siri

· Using text to speech apps or sites to write and listen to text

· Recording the voice using programmes such as Audacity, digital recorders and microphones e.g. Easyspeak
· Using online content associated with course books e.g. Active Studio, Kerboodle

· Using mobiles and cameras to record conversations, presentations and sketches

· Using social media to communicate with fellow pupils, teachers or students from other countries

· Using Skype to communicate with students from other countries

· Exchanging email letters with a twinned class from another country

· Using blogs and wikis to share language and news  with students or fellow teachers
· Getting students to write their own blogs in the target language

· Using specific apps to assist with word-level issues like vocabulary learning and verb conjugation e.g  Memrise, Quizlet
· Using online game-playing software e.g.Taskmagic

· Using interactive whiteboards for instruction and practice

· Taking part in forums in the target language

· Using online grammar guides and dictionaries for reference e.g. Tex’s French Grammar, Wordreference, Linguee

· Draft work using tools such as Word, Publisher, Powerpoint and Prezzie

· Joining teacher forums and social media to share ideas e.g. TES, MFL Resources, Twitter

· Using an online translator under the guidance of a teacher e.g. Google Translate

· Using a visualiser to display student work or worksheets

· Using specific software to communicate with students, conduct polls, award badges etc e.g. Edmodo, Class Dojo
For a comprehensive list of online possibilities see the links pages of frenchteacher.net.

31.
Teaching in the target language

Language teachers are often concerned about this. Will I lose control of the class if they do not understand? Will it stop me building up a rapport? Should I feel guilty if I use English? Should I write comments in exercise books in the target language? Are my skills good enough? Should I be using 100% TL?  If not, what percentage? Is it the best approach anyway? 

Ofsted, the governments inspection body in England and Wales, who have an enormous database of observations, have always pointed out that use of target language remains a concern. Essentially, too many teachers fail to use enough high quality target language. In their report Modern Languages: Achievement and challenge 2007-2010

.. the report ... highlights important weaknesses and the barriers preventing good language learning, including insufficient use of the target language in secondary schools. [Page 1]

The key barriers observed to further improvement in Key Stages 3 and 4 were teachers’ lack of use of the target language to support their students’ routine use of the language in lessons, as well as providing opportunities for them to talk spontaneously… In many of the secondary schools visited, opportunities for students to listen to and communicate in the target language were often limited by many teachers’ unpreparedness to use it. Too often, students were not taught how to respond to everyday requests and thus routine work in the target language and opportunities to use it spontaneously were too few.

Good or outstanding progress was characterised by clear links between the teachers' demands and opportunities for the students to speak in meaningful situations. Cues and information gap activities prompted creative speech, gradually moving students towards spontaneity: that is, being able to say what one wants to say. [Pages 23 and 24]

In the best practice: teachers consistently used the target language for managing lessons and because the students had well-developed linguistic skills deriving from their bilingualism, they made excellent progress in listening and were confident speakers with good pronunciation, They routinely used the target language for communication... [Page 24]

Secondary schools should... put much greater emphasis on regular use of the target language in all lessons. [Recommendations, page 8]

Research and methodological justifications

Should we accept that Ofsted are right about best practice? Well, yes. Many will accept that it is just common sense that the best progress will be made if the teacher uses as much TL as possible. If you believe that acquisition naturally occurs through exposure to meaningful language, then you take it as read that an immersion style is the way to go. 

The eminent applied linguist Rod Ellis put it this way in 2005: 
The opportunity to interact in the target language is central to developing second language proficiency 
  
So far, so obvious you might think. The question for most teachers is not the principle that target language use is a good thing, but how much you should use and how best to use it. 

Fundamentals

I am going to get straight into the basics of what I see as successful target language use. It's not about comments in exercise books, writing lesson objectives in the TL, posting signs in the TL so children can ask if they can go to the toilet in the TL; it's about skilled classroom interactions through the process of presentation and practice of language material.

Questioning and other interactions
  
Skilled question-answer technique is a must. Teachers need to be aware of effective questioning, what Americans sometimes label "circling". With beginners and low intermediate students especially, the teacher need a repertoire of question types ranging from most closed to most open:

Yes/No - is this a pen or a pencil?
True/false - he's going to the cinema, true or false?
Either/or - is he going to the cinema or the theatre?
Choice of more options - is she playing golf, tennis or football?
Closed question word questions - where is the station? who is he?
Open question word questions - what is she doing? what do you think about...?

This type of interaction is quite artificial, comically lampooned by Eddie Izzard (google Eddie Izzard French), but is the heart of what we do. When the "strong communicative" approach developed in the 1970/80s it went a little out of fashion since it was not considered real communication, but it allows the teacher and class to develop simple conversation from the very outset. In this way, students learn to develop quick reactions and to expect to hear the TL as the normal way of communicating. It can be fun to do, needs a brisk pace and can benefit from particular techniques:

· Use an able pupil to get things going;

· If an individual struggles with an answer, go to a quicker pupil or two, then return to the first one

· Correct sensitively by modelling good responses;

· Beware of "no hands up" or "lolly stick" approaches - these can frustrate fast learners, slow down the pace and stop you, as the expert teacher, guiding the right question to the right pupil. We are paid to exercise our questioning skill, not use a randomiser. How about just using "no hands up" as an occasional alternative?

· Use humour to nudge things along e.g. tricks like exaggerated praise, giving deliberately wrong statements to provoke a response, choosing a student whilst looking in the opposite direction, amusing facial expressions, gestures such as thumbs up to praise, shaking hand gestures to indicate a nearly right response, feigned surprise or annoyance, that finger to lips kissing gesture which chefs make etc etc.

To these you can add a range of drill type interactions. I blogged about this here:

http://frenchteachernet.blogspot.co.uk/2013/07/ways-to-exploit-grammar-drill-worksheet.html

Here are a selection of effective ways of using TL effectively:

· Whole group repetition (including whispering, singing, shouting)

· Part group repetition (rows, groups, pairs)

· Reading aloud individually or as a group from the board (good for sound-spelling links)

· In pairs taking turns to say a word, phrase or sentence until someone runs out of ideas

· Playing guessing games in pairs (e.g. Battleships, what did you do last weekend?)

· Making up false utterances to be corrected by partner or teacher

· Doing information gap tasks (e.g. completing a diary)

· Lip reading in pairs

· Giving a presentation to a partner or the class

· Singing along with a song

· Miming guessing games e.g. "dumb customer"

· Pupils asking the teacher questions

· Playing aural anagrams with a partner

· Making up a story one word at a time

· Playing word association

· Playing an "accumulation" game ("I go to the market and I buy...)

· Short term memory oral gap fill led by teacher 


So when should I use English? 

Keep to a minimum to keep class on board. Some words are easily explained with gesture, a picture, definition or because they are cognates. Others harder so teacher has to use their skill and be what someone has called a "dictionary designer" - i.e. you use your skill to decide what methods are best to help students understand words or expressions.

Definitions are great because they provide more language input, gestures and pictures are good because they avoid "code switching" from TL to English which may encourage students to get lazy and expect translations. Translation best used in moderation.

Avoid the constant "echoing" technique where you keep adding the English word to help students along all the time. You need to develop a feel for when you need to supply that little bit of extra help. I suggest using English to:

· Explain complex activities - it saves time and ends up allowing for more TL use.

· For giving complex cultural information. There needs to be some room for the teacher to tell stories, amuse, explain, and build up a relationship.

· Deal with discipline issues im most cases.

· Set lesson objectives, if you do it (you don't always have to). Controversial? This may sometimes be better done in English. You don't want any doubt in the child's mind over this. A class might need "easing in" to a lesson, depending on their mood. You might make a better connection with the class by saying a few words in English.

· Put work into context. For example, let's say you are going to work on a text about an issue, would it better to spark the class's interest by briefly dealing with some key points in English or showing a short Youtube video? If this leads to greater commitment to the text later, then it's worth doing.

· Explain grammar and giving notes. With really smart classes you may be able to do this in the TL.

· Do certain types of AfL work e.g. looking at model exam questions, target setting, checking how much pupils understood at the end of a lesson and so on. 

· Give complex feedback in exercises books and orally. Is it possible that we make a closer psychological bond with most students by using the mother tongue with them? The exercise book is the most intimate link you have with a student.

· Talk to classes about language learning.

· Set homework (usually) - there must be total clarity for this. Maybe do it in TL first, then have a student interpret. 


What happens if it's not working for me?

If you know your technique is sound, but you are losing the class and need to resort to translation methods then it's obviously not the end of the world, especially if you translate from the TL. In this instance students are still being exposed to TL. When you have the class's confidence, then try more TL again.

Explain to a class why you are using TL. Let them into your "secret". Tell them about child language acquisition and how you are trying to tap into their natural language acquisition abilities. I used to say:

"When you were tiny you learned to speak and understand English by the age of about 4 and nobody gave you vocabulary to learn, homework or tests. How did that happen? Can we try and make the same happen in the little time we've got together in class and for homework?"

Try working in bursts of TL for up to ten minutes (no English at all), then release tension by allowing some English.

Be nasty when you have to be! e.g. if TL pairwork is going on, if you start to hear English nip it in the bud, firmly if needed.

Misuse of target language

The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL), in their latest guidelines to language teachers advocate using about 90% target language.

That sounds about right to me. Why not 100%?

· Total TL usually puts some pupils off. They often understand less than we think they do. Clarity is vital.

· As soon as meaning is consistently lost, then students will switch off and, worse, misbehave. Why insist on total immersion, if you can get more motivation and more successful input with 90%?

· About 90% makes good use of the little time we have with students to get them to progress. To me, it's largely about maximising meaningful input and our main focus should be on this. When we design lessons are we focused fully on what constitutes good input? Do we think of lesson planning in terms of input or output tasks? 


INPUT (focus on target language input)

Listening to recordings and doing comprehension tasks
Listening to the teacher while doing question-answer or drill style work
Watching and listening to a video
Reading an article or story and doing oral or written comprehension on it
Doing extensive reading 
Using a picture for oral discussion led by the teacher
Doing a question-answer sequence when introducing new grammar or vocabulary
Doing a cloze task with the focus on meaning 
Playing bingo
Doing a crossword from TL to English or with the focus on sentences in the TL

OUTPUT (focus on activities which supply little or no new input)

Doing a grammar-translation task (e.g. translating from English to French)
Writing a composition "cold", with little help from a source text
Memorising a talk or essay for a controlled assessment
Doing a cloze exercise with the focus on grammatical accuracy
Memorising a vocabulary list for a test
Playing hangman 
Solving anagrams
Doing a crossword from English to TL
Practising learned conversations with a partner
Creating a grammar presentation  
Designing a poster

Effective target language teaching will mainly feature input tasks with a focus on meaning. I would think about this during lesson planning. How do I maximise input? If a child hears an item 10 times they are much more likely to remember it than only once or twice.

Effective target language teaching will also feature lots of input at whole sentence or "paragraph" level i.e. chunks of connected language rather than isolated words. This needs building in right from the start.

In the long run, how will some of our students attain proficiency?

Random tips for TL teaching
· Have some sort of sign or signal indicating when only TL is allowed 
· Apologise to the class for using English to set the right tone and show you are one of them

· Give rewards to students who never use English

· Make maximum use of realia and pictures

· Set challenges e.g. "I am going to talk to you for 3 minutes about my weekend in French/German/Spanish. Write down notes in English and I'll see how much you picked up" (then check understanding in TL - tell me in French/German/Spanish anything I did)

· If a student asks you something in English, give a quizzical look and say you don't understand

· Post high frequency phrases around the classroom

· Use cognates where possible

· Slow down your speech, but not too much

· Use LOTS of aural gap fill: "I'm gong to start a sentence, you finish it" or "I'm going to end a sentence, how would you start it?";

· Don't get obsessed with accuracy. Decide is the aim of your lesson is to focus on accuracy or general proficiency

· Use phonics style activities to generate a sense of fun with making strange sounds

· Use mini whiteboards to keep all pupils active during TL work

· Use pupils as interpreters after you have spoken in TL - why not have a chosen pupil each lesson - "interpreter for the day"?

· Give points for "spontaneous" TL talk from pupils

· Use TL task as pupils walk in e.g. counting to 20 (books out by 20), reciting the alphabet, chanting/singing days and months

· Try to make focus of computer/tablet work on INPUT (e.g. video listening, interactive grammar and comprehension)

· Test vocabulary in target language if possible - this works for some areas where definitions and gesture can be used e.g. kitchen vocabulary, furniture, clothing. Make sure you warn pupils they are going to be tested this way, or they will think it's unfair.


Awkward questions?
· Pupils are very easily confused, especially when TL is not used with skill and carefully selected and graded. Weaker pupils struggle with the concentration required. If not supported by explanation in English some pupils may struggle to have a feeling for what they have achieved. What did I learn today? Nature of language learning is accumulative, so it's not always easy to provide steps which are mastered. Returns may be long term rather than short term. This needs explaining to pupils.

· The theory that acquisition occurs through the natural method of comprehensible input is unproven, though claims are made from research, generally of a very unscientific nature. Does the curriculum provide enough time for acquisition to occur to any great extent? With many pupils probably not. 

· TL requires great teacher skill and a degree of fluency which not all teachers have. It is surely better to use a method which works for you. Is it better to do grammar-translation well than TL teaching badly? But the teacher is not the only model, of course.

· Some claim that focusing on differences and similarities between TL and native tongue is an aid to learning, not a hindrance. By this argument it is better to use translation and take advantage of the cognitive skills older children have and which young children do not. 

· The idea that pupils will pick up rules by pure exposure and practice may be fanciful. My experience was that only the sharpest students did this. Most benefit from some explanations in English. Best to give rule fist then practise? Or other way round? Latter feels better, greater focus on meaning, but former may be clearer to pupils.  

· Students are different. Some may thrive on a strongly TL approach, other may prefer a more "cognitive", problem-solving approach. We should cater for all needs.  BUT, they do all possess that Chomskyan  language learning device in their brains. We should exploit it. 

· "I use TL consistently, but I have colleagues who don't" - this is an issue for the Head of Department to work on through team meetings, CPD and performance management targets. A consistent departmental approach is best. We want students to feel let down if they are not getting lots of TL.

32.  Standby activities

Things can sometimes go wrong at school. The computer doesn't work, you have to teach a lesson you weren't expecting, you didn't get time to plan that lesson you intended to, the photocopier broke down so you couldn't print those worksheets, you're covering for a colleague and no work was set, the ICT room was double booked. I'm sure you can identify with some or all of those!

That's when you need fall-back or standby activities you can call upon, lessons which you know will work and can be adapted to various levels. So here are ten I would recommend which you could include in your toolbox (oops, I used an "in" word there).


1.  Jacques a dit

This is Simon Says and it is a hit at all levels. You can use it to teach body parts from scratch or to revise them at any time. You can adjust the pace to suit the class, it encourages careful listening and it's good fun.

2.  Bingo games

Here some variations you can use:

Mental arithmetic bingo
With this one, instead of reading out a number, you give classes a simple mental arithmetic sum to solve which leads to the number which may be on their card. You need to teach them simple terms like plus, moins, muliplié par, divisé par. The advantage of this variation is that it provides more mental challenge. The downside is that pupils don't make the immediate link between the number you read and the number written in front of them. You might also need quite a good class to do it.

Reverse bingo ("death bingo")
In this variation all the class stands up. You call numbers and if a number comes up which is on a child's card, they must sit down and they are out of the game. This variation goes by quite quickly and is a fun alternative, but the obvious downside is that once a pupil is "out" they have no more motivation to listen to numbers.

Number sequence bingo.
Instead of just reading a number, you read simple sequences of numbers and pupils have to work out what the next number would have been. You can make this as simple or as hard as you want, depending on the class. e.g. 1,2,3,4 ___ . Or 64,32,16 __. You can cater for any number easily e.g. 5,4,3,2 __. I like this version because students get to hear a lot of numbers, so you are maximising input. the minor downside is that, as in mental arithmetic bingo, pupils do not make an immediate match between the number they hear and the number of the paper.

Group bingo
Just break the class into small groups and get one person to act as caller. This has the advantage of allowing some students to do the calling. The downside is that students may hear poorer models of pronunciation and there is the danger of an over-noisy classroom.

Number in a sentence bingo


In this variation, instead of reading out a number, you read a sentence containing the number. e.g. Il y a 30 personnes dans la classe; j'ai deux frères; le numéro soixante est intéressant. This has a greater level of challenge and is an opportunity to provide input at the sentence level, allowing pupils to hear numbers in context. Some classes may find it too hard and the teacher may need to do a bit of thinking beforehand about the nature of the sentences which are feasible. This may be a version to do with classes who have been studying at least a year. 

3.   Aural anagrams

Read out anagrams to the class, letter by letter. Give points to the individual or team which guesses the word first. You can make your choice of words as hard or as easy as possible and fit them to a recently covered topic. Good for all levels.

4.  Word association

This can usefully fill up to 15 minutes. You can do it as a whole, round the class activity or, once students get the idea, they could do it in pairs or groups. I would usually demonstrate the technique in English first. Needless to say, this is good for vocab revision and quick thinking. Good for all levels.

5.   "Just a minute"

You can do this from intermediate level upwards. Demonstrate it to the class first yourself. Students have to try to talk for a minute on chosen topics without hesitating, deviating from the topic or repeating themselves. Once demonstrated, the class can play the game in groups. One person begins and if they go wrong (which usually means they dry up), other members of the group buzz in and continue. Someone needs to time the task. This can be super for practising conversations or presentations. Good for intermediate and above.

6.  My holiday in....

You tell the class what you did during a holiday in some detail. Students may take notes in the target language or in English. You then give them true/false or not mentioned statements. You will need to keep a careful mental note of what you have said. You can then get students to report back to you, or a partner, what you did. This is a good comprehensible input task. You could talk about other topics: last weekend, my pastimes, when I was young etc. Good for intermediates. They may be interested to hear what you did - you can make it all up, of course.

7.   Dictation

You can make these up on the spot and jot them down as you go along. This is a particularly good task for French. You can adjust the level for the class in front of you.

8.  One word at a time

his is where you get the class to make up a story one word at a time. This may be bets done as a whole class task. Pupils can only add a word at a time and everything should work grammatically. Pupils may use the word for full stop if the a sentence has come to a natural end. You can adapt this to the topic or grammar you have been working on. it can lead to amusing accounts. Good for low intermediate and above.

9.   Baccalauréat

This where you give pupils a list of categories and then a letter, with a time limit. they have to come up with a word in each category. This can be played with dictionaries and, as such, build up dictionary skill. You can have a scoring system where an original word gets 10 points, and a word chosen by others gets 5. This perhaps best played in pairs. Marking can get time-consuming and noisy if you don't manage it carefully. Good for low intermediate and above.

10.  Instant vocab quizzes

You tell the class you are going to do a giant vocab quiz with 100 words (TL to English). You then simply read out your words, jotting them down as you do so. Go quite quickly and tell the class not to worry if they miss any. Keep up the pace. Choose your words to allow as many as possible to get a decent score, but do include hard ones. they should all be words the class have come across, but you could throw in some cognates they have never seen or heard. Classes enjoy this task and can be competitive about their scores at the end. A quiz with 100 words takes about 35 minutes to do and score. Good for low intermediate and above.

33.
Ten commandments of language teaching

Harry Kurtz of the University of Nebraska came up with these over 75 years ago. He was clearly a wise man.
1. Thou shalt make every student recite every day.
2. Thou shalt make thy questions shorter and distribute them more frequently to the unworthy of thy flock.
3. Thou shalt demand written homework for every lesson as an evidence of individual effort.
4. Thou mayest spare thy strength in the marking of these by having them corrected in class, but thou shalt collect them and check them off on the rolls.
5. Thou shalt refrain from personal eloquence in the classroom.
6. Remember that the strained silence of pupils thinking is worth more than volubility, thine or theirs.
7. Thou shalt plan thy hour and mark thy pages beforehand, so that never, no never, shalt thou ask thy sheep on what page they stopped grazing the last time.
8. Thou shalt have thy watch before thee to guide thee in the passing of time and to guard thee from over-stressing one thing at the cost of another. So shalt thou finish the assignment and never have the ignominy of covering less than what was imposed upon the fold.
9. Thou shalt watch thy pupils’ thoughts as reflected in their faces and hurl the thunder of a question where it may be necessary to recall the straying.
10. And last, so shalt thou prosper and discover the best devices in language teaching in the measure that thou wilt insist upon work and get it.
34.
Is there a consensus on language teaching methodology?

It is well established that we are in a "post methods" or eclectic period when it comes to how best to teach languages. Having been down various roads, maybe cul-de-sacs: grammar-translation, audio-lingual/visual, strong communicative and no doubt others, we seem to be in an era when most teachers accept the need for a suitable balance of target language/comprehension and grammar-vocabulary teaching/controlled practice.

When I read what teachers write online I do wonder sometimes whether teachers feel confused about what works best. Should I be using more target language? Should I be teaching grammar more explicitly? Should I feel guilty about using English or translating? Is there actually a consensus about what works best? Or are we just confused?

It would be reassuring if there were a body of reliable research to support a particular approach, but, despite some claims to the contrary, I do not believe there is such a body of empirical data which tells us clearly and objectively what is best. When one factors in the various contexts in which language teaching occurs and the fact that different teachers may make different methods work for them (especially if they believe in them), one has to ask where we can find the evidence we need which goes beyond the anecdotal.

With this in mind, I was interested to read something from Ofsted which was published some time ago. Ofsted has an enormous body of lesson observations and progress data to draw on and they have a pretty good idea, therefore, about what seems to work. This is important evidence.

Helen picked out a section from a report written in 2011 entitled Modern Languages: Achievement and Challenge 2007-2010 which I shall also reproduce. It is worth noting that this report was written after analysing the practice of 90 secondary schools, two thirds of which were considered "good" or "outstanding". Ofsted wrote:



1.        The following strengths were commonly observed in teaching that was judged to be good:

· Well-managed relationships: teachers took care to build up students’ confidence and encourage them to take risks

· Teachers’ good subject knowledge, including knowledge of the examination syllabus.
· Clear objectives in lesson plans, ensuring that prior learning was recapped, and that the lesson had a logical structure so that planned outcomes were reached.
· Effective use of the interactive whiteboard to present and explain new work.
· Good demonstration of the target language by the teacher to improve students’ listening skills and pronunciation.
· Lively and varied lessons which students enjoyed.
· Effective, collaborative work in groups and on paired tasks.
· Careful monitoring of students’ progress.
2.        The following additional strengths were noted in the outstanding teaching seen:

· Teachers’ expert use of the target language.
· Planning that took students through a logical series activities and catered for the needs of all students.
· Pace and challenge: students were expected to do a lot of work in the lesson.
· Thorough practice of new work before students were expected to use it.
· Very effective use of activities bringing the whole class together to test learning, monitor progress and redirect the lesson if necessary.
·  Intercultural knowledge and understanding built into the lesson.
· Language learning strategies taught very well to develop students’ understanding of learning the language.
·  Very good deployment of teaching assistants and foreign language assistants in lessons.
You would need to read the more of the report to put the above points into clearer context, but viewed in isolation they still provide a solid framework for a methodology. Is this something on which to build a consensus? Good relationships, plenty of high quality target language use, clear instruction, variety, thorough practice, grammar (I believe this is implied), effective, monitoring, pace and challenge, collaborative work and cultural content.
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