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FOREWORD


Teaching is complex, and the cognitive demands are substantial. Teachers are seen as masters of their subject from day 1, but teaching requires ‘in the moment’ decisions to be made when knowledge and understanding of the intricacies of curriculum design may be imperfect. Teachers need to learn on the job to quickly develop an understanding of the most effective approaches to teaching, and skillfully use these approaches to deliver subject matter to their students in a way that they will understand.

In recent years, schools have invested a lot of time and thought into how we can codify teaching pedagogy so that it creates consistency, clarity and a shared understanding among teachers. By establishing clear, research-informed methods for instruction, schools can ensure that teachers know and can apply effective practices that are easily replicable and adaptable, and that can contribute towards maintaining high standards across diverse classrooms and curriculums. However, despite all the research, we still grapple with views on the best pedagogy approaches, and this can make continuing professional development (CPD) somewhat confusing.

One area of professional development that does not seem to get the same limelight is subject pedagogy development. We often assume that once a teacher is qualified, they can automatically teach their subject. However, the role of subject pedagogy professional development in schools is a crucial part to support teaching and learning, as it contributes towards the unique demands of each subject in the curriculum. Effective subject-specific pedagogy enables teachers to break down complex concepts into more-accessible steps, making it easier for students to grasp challenging material.

In this book, Silvia and Sinéad provide a comprehensive guide on how to approach the teaching of languages in schools. From phonics and comprehension to decoding and parsing skills, this book provides detailed guidance on how you might approach teaching these elements in your classroom.

The aim of this book, as with all the books in the Teacher Hacks series, is to provide an insight into a teacher’s classroom; a look through the keyhole to see how expert practitioners approach some of the most complex and challenging elements of their subject. In this book, this is exactly what Silvia and Sinéad have done. They use their considerable experience to highlight the challenging aspects of language teaching and share some of their teaching hacks to help others in their classrooms.

Michael Chiles
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INTRODUCTION



Why have we decided to write this book?

In today’s diverse and interconnected world, being able to speak a modern foreign language is a big deal. It is not just about communicating with people from different countries; it is also about opening up a whole new world of opportunities. Whether for travel, work or just to make new friends, knowing another language can be a game-changer. It helps us understand different cultures, communicate better and see things from new perspectives. Plus, learning a language is like giving our brain a workout; it boosts our problem-solving skills and keeps our mind sharp.

As modern languages teachers, we have a powerful influence over our young learners. Beyond conjugating verbs and memorising vocabulary, we hold the key to unlocking their potential as global citizens and future professionals who can speak another language.

Through our guidance and expertise, we not only impart linguistic skills but also instil cultural understanding and communication. By sharing our knowledge and experiences, we broaden their horizons, exposing them to diverse perspectives and traditions from around the world. We empower them to navigate an increasingly interconnected society with confidence and empathy. Our classrooms become places for exploration, where curiosity flourishes and stereotypes dissolve.

Yet, a portion of our learners face challenges when it comes to studying another language. They may fail to see its relevance to their lives or struggle to memorise new vocabulary, grasp complex grammar concepts and master unfamiliar sounds, or simply find it tough in the classroom context to achieve the fluency that would fuel their motivation to keep going in their studies.

Learning a language is mostly an unconscious process, akin to absorbing it naturally while engaging with it. We cannot just simply decide to learn a specific aspect like the past perfect tense in one learning episode. Why? Because our brains prioritise what is most crucial for understanding meaning in communication. When we interact, our brains focus on the elements of language that facilitate comprehension and these are more likely to stick in our memory.

Simply explaining language rules and then practising them does not lead to true language acquisition. Input, or exposure to the language via all modalities, builds the foundation of language acquisition, while output, or practising language skills, helps students access that foundation. Without input, there cannot be any meaningful output.

Studying grammar rules does not equate to actually acquiring the language. Instead, language acquisition happens more naturally through exposure and usage. All languages can be learned through exposure to input, and relying solely on memorising grammar rules is not sufficient. Therefore, input, output, interaction and other elements all play equally important roles in the process of language learning.

However, it is important for us to recognise that we cannot always replicate the natural process of acquiring our first language when it comes to second language acquisition, especially considering the limited classroom time available in school settings. In England, students typically have around two MFL lessons of approximately 60 minutes each per week at key stage 3 (KS3) and five lessons a fortnight at KS4. Given these limitations, we need to explore how we can make the most of our curriculum time to address some of the more challenging concepts that, in the conditions given, might need to be taught in a more explicit way, and that is what we are aiming to explore in this book.



Who is this book for?

This book was written for the teachers of MFL, whether they are novice teachers or expert teachers. It is here to help them tackle what we have identified as some of the trickiest concepts of teaching modern languages when applying an explicit instruction. Although the book is aimed at the secondary sector (KS3 and KS4/learners aged 11–16 years old), there are elements in each section that can also be applied in the primary sector (KS2/learners aged 9–11 years old).

We have included a range of practical hacks and examples as well as case studies which, when applied, can support teachers’ day-to-day practice in explicitly delivering these challenging concepts.

We also hope that MFL subject leaders and curriculum leaders will consider implementing and embedding strategies suggested in this book in their subject-specific CPD and T&L (teaching and learning) handbooks.



What do we hope teachers of world languages will take away from this book?

The book is organised so that each of its four sections and 20 chapters not only delves into the principles of second language acquisition (SLA), covering the four language skills (listening, speaking, reading and writing) and what the Ofsted MFL research review (Ofsted, 2021) identifies as the three pillars of progression (phonics, vocabulary and grammar), but also touches on effective assessment, revision strategies, cultural engagement and technology integration to support learning.

Rather than advocating for a specific pedagogical approach or methodology, the aim of the book is to highlight a number of what we view as some of the most effective strategies for explicitly addressing these challenging aspects of language teaching. We hope this book will be a go-to resource for colleagues; one they will return to often as they reflect on their teaching practice.







SECTION 1: THE PILLARS OF PROGRESSION


In November 2016, the Teaching Schools Council (TSC) initiated a comprehensive review of the existing evidence regarding current teaching methods and successful pedagogical approaches in MFL education, with a specific focus on KS3 and KS4. Subsequently, the findings of this review along with a series of key recommendations were released in the ‘Modern Foreign Languages Pedagogy Review’ (Bauckham, 2016). One of the key recommendations put forward was:

Pupils need to gain systematic knowledge of the vocabulary, grammar, and sound and spelling systems (phonics) of their new language, and how these are used by speakers of the language. They need to reinforce this knowledge with extensive planned practice and use in order to build the skills needed for communication.

Following this review, the key recommendations sparked extensive discussions within teacher education, professional networks and at Ofsted events. The latest Ofsted MFL research review (Ofsted, 2021) mentions one of the identified factors that can enhance a high-quality languages curriculum:

The curriculum is carefully planned around logical pupil progression in the ‘3 pillars’ of language: phonics, vocabulary, grammar – and the interplay between them.

In MFL, the three pillars of progression form a foundational framework for language learning and development. These pillars encompass phonics, vocabulary and grammar, serving as essential building blocks for students to achieve proficiency in their target language.


	Phonics, the first pillar, lays the groundwork for accurate pronunciation and auditory comprehension, helping students decode unfamiliar words and sounds.


	Vocabulary, the second pillar, expands students’ lexical repertoire, enabling them to express ideas and communicate effectively.


	Grammar, the third pillar, provides the structural framework necessary for constructing meaningful sentences and understanding the rules of syntax – the nuances of language usage.




Together, these three pillars form a solid foundation upon which students can build their language skills and fluency as well as engage confidently with the target language in various contexts. However, we believe that an integral aspect of this framework should also encompass culture and cultural sensitivity, which is why we opted to incorporate it into this section.
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