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Chapter 1 

Talk creates thought 

 

• How significant is teacher and pupils’ use of the target language in get-

ting pupils thinking? 

• What routines might we develop to ensure progression in the use of tar-

get language? 

• Which parts of the lesson are predictable and how can we exploit these 

occasions to develop pupils’ expectations that they will communicate in 

the target language at those times? 

 

As  MFL teachers we have attempted over the past decade to maximise our use 

of target language in the classroom in an attempt to encourage pupils to do the 

same. This has sometimes been an uphill struggle, especially with older learners, 

but achieved with considerable success by some teachers. Work with student 

teachers on this aspect of teaching and learning has made us realise that, though 

it is fairly straightforward to reach a point where pupils accept the expectation that 

they will ask certain permissions in the target language - Can I open the window? 

Can I take my jacket off? etc their use of target language sometimes doesn’t go 

further than this. So though the pupils may be interacting with the teacher in cer-

tain respects, they are far from talking to each other in the target language be-

cause to express oneself in the target language certainly takes much more 

thought than operating in English. What makes pupils think in the MFL classroom 

this is an aspect which we cannot ignore.  

 

The key is in the routine 
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The need to grapple for words in French, German or Spanish to put across a 

message is one of the thinking challenges which is missing for many pupils. It is 

not easy to engender a classroom culture in which this is the expected norm. The 

key for us is in the routines we develop which set the expectation that pupils will 

use the target language. These will enable pupils to operate in the classroom with 

the language we model. Such language needs to be taught in the same way as 

any other linguistic content. 

 

In this section we suggest some strategies which have been developed by our 

own trainee teachers for developing the use of target language during routine 

sections of the lesson. It is the experience of many of them that once the habit of 

trying to use the target language is established pupils are often drawn into the 

‘language learning game’ which allows them the suspension of disbelief required 

to see the languages classroom as a non- English speaking area of the school. 

(We have also worked closely with trainees and staff from St Martin’s College, 

Lancaster over the years and would like to acknowledge their influence and inspi-

ration on our work in this field) 

 

We will outline some strategies to try and demonstrate that an approach which is 

consistent and persistent can begin to pay dividends in terms of getting pupils to 

think. If this happens early on in pupils’ language learning experience then using 

the target language becomes the norm rather than the exception.  

 

Setting up classroom routines 

We have come to understand the importance of routines in the MFL classroom. 

Though classrooms are complex places for the trainee teacher, for the experi-

enced teacher there is much that is utterly predictable. It is this predictability 

which we are suggesting we profit from in terms of pupil learning. Think about 

everyday life in the classroom. There is a finite set of utterances that we routinely 

use during different parts of the lesson – the beginning, the objectives setting, the 

distribution of books, the setting up and implementation of pair work activities, the 

rounding up of the lesson . We can predict what is likely to happen at these points 

with many but the most volatile of classes. These staging posts are potentially 

rich in language since this is the time when pupils may want to ask questions of 
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you or talk to their partner. What we need to consider is how to channel pupils’ 

energy into operating in the target language during these habitual mo-

ments.These routines can be used to develop pupils’ use of the language and 

need to progress in line with the grammatical agenda we might have; the lan-

guage needs to become more and more complex as pupils move through the 

year.  

 

Let’s look in detail at a scene where a class comes into the room, described be-

low. Here the teacher has picked up a phrase which he considers he’ll be able to 

build on later – ‘I did not hear. Could you repeat.’ This example shows him specif-

ically picking out that language for the class and drilling it. 

 

Any newly emerging phrases such as the one above need drilling in the same 

way as you would drill a set of new nouns. To engage this class in the example 

above the teacher sets up conflict around the whereabouts of two of the pupils 

who have not arrived – are they skiving together? This becomes part of a real 
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conversation though you can see that the teacher, James Stubbs, has in a sense 

set it up – ie he planned for it to happen. The interchange continues with other 

speculation about where Brian is  in which the teacher sets in motion the lan-

guage of speculation- probable/ impossible etc with the question Qu’est-ce que tu 

penses? The idea is to open up for them the possibility of speculating where 

someone could be and to give pupils the freedom to come up with their own sug-

gestions.  

 

You can see from this example that the teacher is considering what language will 

be transferable to and useful in other contexts - he focuses on what we’ll call ‘high 

currency’ language and gets pupils to use this. This is language which will recur 

and which he can progressively build on throughout the year. He is building here 

a progressive curriculum for language which pupils habitually use in the class-

room. This is the key, it seems to us, to encouraging pupils’ use of the target lan-

guage when they are talking either to the teacher or to their peers. As we have 

suggested, all too often this aspect of language goes no further than pupils asking 

permission of the teacher. And yet it requires real creative thought from pupils to 

sustain target language use. As we have said, this type of operational language 

needs teaching in the same way as any other element of language – it requires 

time within lessons, particularly in Y7. 

 

Let’s explore some examples. Where in the lesson can we predict the possible di-

alogues - the language - pupils will want to use in order to operate in the target 

language? Where might this ‘high currency’ language arise? 

 

We’ve chosen 3 particular moments which are likely to recur lesson-on-lesson 

and have constructed a typical very short dialogue for each: 

1. The beginning when your finding out who is absent. 

2. The beginning when you’re giving them the big picture of the lesson – set-

ting your objectives; 

3. When pupils are doing a pair activity - dialogue around turn-taking. 

 

The timed register 
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The timed register idea was developed by St Martin’s College PGCE team. It’s 

based on the idea that every moment counts in the language lesson and that rou-

tine moments can give rise to lots of language and are therefore worth  making 

time for in the early days of learning a language. This is the sort of language 

which might arise from the situation in which the class tries to beat their last best 

time for taking the register. The teacher begins in the first couple of lessons but 

quickly pupils take over the role of register-taker. The idea can only work if pupils 

learn the ‘register taking’ language. Here’s how it might look over a series of les-

sons. 

 



The Barry Jones Archive: Target language 

6  It makes you think!  Creating engagement, offering challenges. 

Setting objectives routine 

There are a variety of ways in which you can make it clear to pupils what they will 

be learning in your lesson.  We’ll look at one particular routine you might like to 

adopt with your Y7/8 which is based on a activity at the beginning of the lesson in 

which pupils from time to time predict what they will be learning in the lesson (our 

thanks to the St Martin’s College MFL PGCE cohorts of 2002 and 2003 for show-

ing us this idea in action). 

 

Here are some possible useful verbs pupils may want to use: 

‘Dans cette leçon, on va/ nous allons./ In dieser Stunde werden wir …/ En esta 

lección vamos a … 

Begin  by teaching pupils selections of these verbs linked to a structure such as 

‘We are going to…’.  Here’s a spinning top idea from Ruth Bailey formerly of  Al-

exandra Park School for practising this language (it can be adapted for any new 

language). 

 

In each of the sections of the spinning top you write some possible learning ob-

jectives for that lesson. Let’s assume that you want to practise some of the verbs 

we have just looked at and that your class is going to predict what you’ll be doing 
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in the lesson. As they enter, the spinning tops are on desks - one per pair of pu-

pils. (We suggest, if available, using willing tutor group members to make the 

spinning tops in advance of the lesson.)  

 

The dialogue below os the board or screen as pupils enter. One spins the top. the 

other has to embed the verb the spinning top falls on, into the dialogue. In this 

way, they begin to practise in pairs, for approximately three minutes, the conver-

sation they will have in the whole-class part of the lesson during which you’ll re-

veal the actual objectives of that lesson. Their task is to guess as many of your 

objectives as possible. They begin in pairs for approximately 3 minutes to practise 

the conversation they will then have in the whole class part of the lesson during 

which you’ll reveal the actual objectives for that lesson. 
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Here’s the dialogue to teach your pupils: 

 

Once pupils have had 3 minutes with the spinning tops, practising the dialogue, 

you then bring the whole class together and use the language from this dialogue 

to discuss with them the objectives for the lesson. As a one-off this would be a 

waste of time but if you repeated the activity, say, twice per half term from the be-

ginning of Y7 pupils will pick up the routine. Plainly such language can be useful 

in a range of different contexts. The expectation must be that during this activity 

the class will talk only in the target language be that to each other or to you. 

Some teachers appoint a pupil observer to keep the class on task. We would 

need to consider, of course, whether this would be appropriate for any given class 

but if pupils take it in turns to be observer then it could be seen as a sort of privi-

lege. 

 

Dialogue around turn-taking 

Setting up pairwork activities has become part and parcel of a language learning 

lesson. It is one way of making sure that all pupils engage in language practice, 

not just those who volunteer to answer the teacher’s questions. It also enables 

them to work at their own pace. Pair work is then another predictable moment in 



The Barry Jones Archive: Target language 

9  It makes you think!  Creating engagement, offering challenges. 

the lesson around which we could teach pupils the language they need to operate 

in the target language. Here’s a possible dialogue to teach around a card game 

such as pelmanism - matching pictures to words: 

 

The dialogue will need modelling and drilling in the first instance. Here are some 

choral repetition ideas for use with such dialogues: 

Chef d’ochestre 

Divide the class notionally into two – one side taking the part of A and the other B. 

As you point to side A (like a conductor of an orchestra) they repeat the first line 

repeatedly until you point to the B section. Your baton stroke can dictate the 

speed at which you want the statement to be repeated. Young pupils tend to ap-

preciate rapid variations in speed skipping from very slow to very fast. This also 

works well if you notionally divide the class into four sections. (Pupil volunteers 

can also take the part of the conductor once the idea is established.) This is use-

ful for drilling parts of sentences when pupils have pronunciation difficulties. 

 

The 60 second challenge 

Pupils repeat after you the first line of the dialogue several times at varying 

speeds until you are sure that the pronunciation is improving. The challenge is for 

the class to repeat the line (around the class, in turns, one-by-one) as many times 

as possible in 60 seconds. You or a pupil-volunteer records the time it takes. The 

aim is to increase the number of repetitions they achieve in 60 seconds as they 
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take on each new line of the dialogue. Once they have drilled the dialogue they 

are ready to return to your pair work activity but you insist that pairs work in the 

target language using the dialogue they have just drilled. (This idea is from Jack 

Hunt MFL department. Thanks to Yannick Crespy for passing it on to us). 

 

Thinking through routines 

Many of us are at a disadvantage in that, unlike countries such as Sweden and 

Denmark, our classes change year-on-year. This means that continuity in the lan-

guage used in routines needs to be common across a whole department for maxi-

mum effect. This is not always possible but it is useful with colleagues to think 

through and log as departmental practice the possible language to be taught 

around a particular routine. The Foreign Language Assistant can also be useful 

here. To develop the turn-taking routine etc, we observed and noted verbatim the 

language that two native speakers used while engaged in a pair work activity. 

This could be something to do with native speaker colleagues or FLAs. Consider 

constructing, for example, a bank of common dialogues around the following rou-

tine occurrences: 

 

• Dialogue for giving excuses for lateness or absence- I’m sorry I’m late 

but… I do apologise… I’m terribly sorry; 

• Contradiction routines – Are you sure? Yes… I think so/ No I’m not sure 

but…; 

• The language of negotiation in a competition – can I have a point? What 

for? For getting it right/  that’s worth 2 points/ I got that right/ he got that 

wrong; 

• Routine for disagreeing with you, the teacher; and for disagreeing with 

each other - the language of conflict, with its associated gestures and into-

nation, can give rise to excellent imitation by pupils. 

 

From our own observations we conclude that pupils who are pushed to try to use 

the target language are pushed to think. The key to this is teacher persistence 

and high expectations. The sense of satisfaction when pupils begin to speak to 

you in the target language cannot be matched. But this is one of our toughest 

challenges in MFL because it doesn’t happen by osmosis. We need to constantly 
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be looking for ways of teaching pupils the language that they need and that they 

want to use while with us in the classroom. Make this a priority with a class that 

you enjoy teaching and we think you’ll be convinced of the merits of this way of 

working. 

 

Chapter 2 

Creating engagement, offering challenges      

How can we get pupils thinking as well as repeating as we present new lan-

guage to them? 

How can we create time in busy lessons for pupils to think and prepare 

their responses to our questions? 

Can working with a partner help pupils to think? 

What can be done at the start of the lesson to encourage real engagement 

with the language?    

   

Presenting new language 

When presenting new language to a group of learners common practice normally 

involves showing a picture or a series of pictures on the screen, holding up ob-

jects or showing flashcards. We then ask the class to imitate and repeat aloud the 

sound of the new word.  If the pupils have never met the language before this 

seems to be an efficient way of introducing them to unfamiliar sound combina-

tions and encouraging accurate imitation.  Within a few minutes, however, be-

cause the initial appeal of the activity diminishes, most learners need something 
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more to sustain their motivation, especially if the teacher believes, probably cor-

rectly, that more choral or individual repetition is still required. At this stage in the 

lesson it may be helpful to invent and insert a modest challenge, a reason for 

thinking.    

 

If we ask our pupils to make a decision whether something is pretty or ugly, good 

or less good for our health, old fashioned or ‘cool’ we are asking them to think.  

We can extend the example into a classifying task if we present them with a list 

of, say, clothes and ask them to put each item of clothing into either a column 

headed ‘old fashioned’ or one headed ‘cool’. The categories we choose can vary 

according to topic but the format of the activity stays the same no matter what the 

context.  It is this form of thinking skill which we will explore and which we believe 

can be used at the beginning of lessons to add additional interest and help sus-

tain motivation, when repetition of the new language is nonetheless still required. 

 

Here are a few commonly taught topics and the categories under which new vo-

cabulary can be classified as it is being rehearsed. The first topic is ‘where the 

pupils live’.  The context is one in which a Year 7 class is preparing a description 

to include in an exchange of emails with a French class.    

 

La maison 

Having presented items of furniture using pictures cut from magazines the class 

can classify the furniture under headings: 
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As the pupils are repeating the word the teacher displays the picture or the word 

in one of the two  columns.  To begin to model and establish classroom interac-

tion language he or she can ask questions like: 

• Ici ou là?   

• A droite ou à gauche? 

• Vous êtes d’accord?  

 

To help set up a routine and as a memo to the teacher - as well as an aid for chil-

dren who cannot always tell right from left - the words à droite and à gauche can 

be permanently displayed at the top of the whiteboard.  

 



The Barry Jones Archive: Target language 

14  It makes you think!  Creating engagement, offering challenges. 

When the learners are familiar with these questions the pupils’ language can be 

extended by the teacher asking for a reason for each choice made.  In French 

the interaction might be: 

 

Teacher: L’armoire … à droite ou à gauche ?  

Pupil:  A droite 

Teacher: Pourquoi?  C’est vieux ou c’est moderne? 

Pupil:  C’est moderne. 

 

A further extension for more able or more advanced classes might be to use the 

appropriate adjective to qualify the noun; for example: 

 

Teacher: L’armoire … à droite ou à gauche ?  

Pupil:  A droite 

Teacher: Pourquoi?  C’est une vieille armoire ou c’est une armoire moderne? 

Pupil:  C’est une armoire moderne. 

 

The language practice has the advantage, in language learning terms, of the 

teacher using the definite article in the first mention of the item of furniture and 

then the change to indefinite article in the follow-up questions.  These models of a 

problematic grammatical feature, as well as the illustration of different forms of 

gender marker, should be the subject of class discussion.  To help raise aware-

ness of the grammatical patterns different colours (blue and red) can be used to 

show the difference between masculine and feminine nouns. If the words le / la , 

un / une  are written on large, movable cards these can be placed in the appro-

priate positions in different, already practised, sentences on the whiteboard.  Pu-

pils can then be asked in pairs to formulate a rule in English to explain the differ-

ence not only between the use of un and une but in one instance why le or la is 

used and why, in another, un or une.   Thinking skills should be clearly in evi-

dence in this activity, and, most importantly, the words used in the explanations 

are those of the learners rather than those of their teachers. 

 

The prompts in this sequence might include:   
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La chaise? 

Et le canapé? 

Et la table? 

Et l’armoire? 

Et la télé? 

 

In a follow-up sequence the indefinite article is used when an adjective is added: 

 

C’est une vieille chaise? 

C’est un canapé moderne? 

C’est une vieille table? 

C’est un vieux lit? 

C’est une télé moderne?  
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Other topics and related categories could include: 

 

Questions that can be asked in this example might be: 

 

Teacher: A droite ou à gauche? 

  Pourquoi? 

 

And possible answers, always modelled first: 

  Parce que c’est vieux 

  Parce que c’est nouveau 

  Parce que c’est trop grand 

  Parce que c’est trop petit … 
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Other possible topics and categories are: 

 

Que sais-je? 
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To extend the examples further, pupils can be challenged by tests of their general 

knowledge at the same time as their proficiency in the target language.  For ex-

ample, the teacher draws two columns, left-hand headed récent, right-hand 

headed ancien. The teacher then puts the picture in the appropriate column. 

 

 

Categories for classification 

Contrasting categories in French might include some of those presented below.  

These are best chosen according to the topic being taught and to the language 

level of the learners. (From the list below, opinions about clothes, for example, 

might be used.) Many are appropriate in a number of different contexts so are 

worth practising. If modelled first by the teacher, pupils can use the language to 

justify their opinions or to give a reason why an item belongs in one category ra-

ther than in another. Other synonyms are, of course, possible! 
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Allowing time for thinking 

Categorising activities is important for encouraging thinking. This is a dimension 

which we suggest adding to the familiar ‘listen and repeat’ choral or group imita-

tion and repetition of language. There are times, however, when we want more 

complex responses from more able learners or when we need to give slower 

learners more support. in either case picking on individuals can sometimes chal-

lenge them too quickly and lead to embarrassment and a lack of self -esteem. We 

may not have given them sufficient time to think out what to say and also how to 

say it in the target language. Here are some strategies designed to help pupils by 

giving them a moment or two longer to think. To keep their confidence high the 

strategies are designed to encourage our learners to try out their response very 

quickly with a friend before either is asked to speak in public. In this way we take 
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the heat off individuals and allow them time to work out what they are going to 

say and how to say it. Practising, at the beginning of a lesson, language already 

met before. 

 

 

1 Chuchotez! (Whispering pairs) 

 

In stead of asking individuals to answer by themselves the teacher can have pairs 

of pupils first whisper an answer to each other. This is a very helpful strategy 

when asking learners to: 

 

• recall previously learned vocabulary  

• respond to an instruction given in the target language 

• answer a ‘why’ question about some aspect of the language you are about to 

teach or have just taught  

 

Here are some ideas based on the whispering strategy. (With acknowledgement 

to Claire Ali for this idea.) 

 

To help recall the teacher asks: 

 

Qu’est-ce que c’est? (showing a small part of a picture on the screen) 

Chuchotez à vos partenaires! 

 

To clarify instructions the teacher gives the instruction: 

 

Dessinez un monstre avec trois têtes, quatre jambes et deux bras and adds: 

Qu’est-ce que vous devez faire?  Décidez en anglais avec votre partenaire. Vous 

avez dix secondes. [Waits, then asks:] Alors, qu’est-ce que vous devez faire? En 

anglais… 

 

To formulate a grammatical rule. The teacher has just illustrated and taught the 

agreement of colour adjectives in French. He or she has added an e written on 
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card in red to the adjective vert describing une souris and an s written on card in 

green to the adjective jaune describing des perroquets. The teacher says: 

 

Une souris verte. Pourquoi est-ce qu’il y a un e à la fin de ‘verte’? 

Des perroquets jaunes. Pourquoi est-ce qu’il y a un s à la fin de ‘jaunes’? 

Décidez en anglais avec votre partenaire. Vous avez une minute. 

 

Rationale for whispering pairs: 

 

• All learners are involved. 

• Every (or nearly every) person attempts to have an answer ready. 

• Even if some individuals do not supply an answer all have been on task. 

• If asked, one pupil can give his/her own answer or that of the partner. 

• Personal embarrassment of not knowing an answer is avoided; a pair can say 

‘nous ne savons pas’ thus sharing responsibility. 

• The teacher can be asked ( in examples 2 and 3 ) to check responses before 

these are made public.   

 

2  Multipliez vos idées (Multiply your ideas) 

Any brainstorming activity lends itself to Multipliez vos idées. This technique al-

lows for pupil preparation and thought before the whole class brainstorm. Here 

are some examples: 

 

• Écrivez les noms de tous les animaux que nous avons mentionnés hier. 

• Vous allez écouter une description de ma maison. Imaginez! Quels sont les 

mots que je vais mentionner? Écrivez une liste. 

 

1. Individuals work to produce an initial list. 

2. Each pupil then shares with someone else his or her list, correcting and/or add-

ing new language as appropriate 

3. Pairs then share their joint list with another pair 

4. Each group of four then checks the enlarged list against one the teacher has 

prepared in advance and shows on the screen.  N.B. whole class feedback 

takes too long and is infrequently engaging 
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Rationale: 

The language lists help pupils recall what has already been taught in a positive 

and collaborative way.  Less able are helped by more able peers and learning is 

extended by each pupil in ways which are individual and non-judgemental.  Eve-

ryone feels he or she has contributed to the list in some way. 

    

 

Apprenez ensemble (Learn together) 

Having presented in a previous lesson some new language - as exemplified in a 

topic such as food which we have just seen – begin a follow-up lesson with a 

paired ‘spelling practice’ activity.  Each pupil has to help his or her partner either 

spell individual words accurately or write a limited number of sentences without 

spelling mistakes.  Since there is a sequence of teacher actions we will present 

these suggestions as a series of stages. 

 

Objective: paired spelling practice of foods, the names of which have already 

been thoroughly practised orally.In French this could look like this : 

 

 

Setting up the activity. The teacher gives to each pair of children one complete 

list of words where the spelling is being revised and one puzzle sheet; the puzzle 

sheet shows some words with one letter missing (e.g. une om_lette), some with a 

number of letters replaced by + (e.g. de l+ l+mon+de) some with just an initial let-

ter and ———— to show how many letters are needed in a correct version (e.g. 

y—————), some with only the bottom half of the word showing; add a note 
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like: il y a deux accents â, un é et une lettre étrange œ . Both pupils spend 60 

seconds looking at the one complete list of words then both: 

1 attempt to complete the one puzzle sheet together, without reference to the 

complete list 

2  check their attempt against the correct spelling on the teacher’s list 

3 decide on which parts of the puzzle sheet help them learn the correct spelling 

most efficiently; this strategy can then become a way to test themselves when 

they are given a homework designed to encourage accurate spelling.  

 

It would be easy to add an element of challenge to the memorisation activity de-

scribed in Apprenez ensemble above.  The stages involved might be: 

 

Stage 1 

When the class has learnt the names of foods the teacher starts the example by 

putting some of the words remembered by the pupils into two columns, entitled 

healthy living – less healthy living.  This is a classifying task as exemplified ear-

lier. 

 

As the teacher does this he or she begins to model the language of agreement 

and disagreement with the class.  This can then be used later by pupils to help 

them respond to each other’s suggestions: 

 

Teacher:  Une pomme.  C’est bon pour la santé, n’est-ce pas? 

 

Teacher:  (responding to next word offered) 

Une banane.  C’est bon pour la santé ou c’est moins bon pour la 

santé? 
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John? 

 

Teacher:  (whispers to John) C’est moins bon pour la santé  … c’est bon pour 

la santé 

 

John:  C’est bon … 

 

Teacher: La classe? Vous êtes tous d’accord? 

  Tracey, tu es d’accord?  Peter, et toi?  Tu es d’accord? 

  Moi, je suis d’accord. Une banane.  C’est bon pour la santé. 

  Et les biscuits. C’est bon pour la santé ou c’est moins bon pour la   

  santé?   

  … 

Stage 2 

 

Teacher: Travaillez à deux. 

Donnez-moi le nom de deux choses à manger (asks a pair to make 

a suggestion) 

Pair:  Un gâteau 

  Un jus d’orange 

 

Stage 3 

 

Teacher writes un gâteau and un jus d’orange in the c’est moins bon pour la 

santé column. 

 

Teacher: Vous êtes d’accord?   Un jus d’orange est bon pour la santé ou 

moins bon pour la santé?   Et un gâteau?  Tout le monde est d’ac-

cord? 

 Mary et Jane, vous êtes d’accord?  John, toi aussi? Tu es d’accord? 

  Moi, je ne suis pas d’accord. A mon avis, un jus d’orange est bon 

pour la santé.  Mais un gâteau – je ne sais pas.  C’est moins bon 

pour la santé, mais c’est délicieux! 
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and so on. 

 

Other challenges at the start of a lesson 

Lesson beginnings lend themselves to short activities which help the class start 

thinking in the language they are learning. These are best if they are revision of 

previous;y practised language. However, since the word revision is not going to 

motivate classes who are expecting something a little more engaging - it is after 

all a new lesson - here are a few suggestions to try. 

 

Cherchez l’intrus 

Display a text on the screen.  Ask the class to identify the odd-man-out.  At a sim-

ple level this might be a word which is out of place in an otherwise homogeneous 

group ( voiture, train, avion, ananas).  At a more advanced level this might be a 

sentence out of place within a short text along the lines of ‘One beautiful grey 

summer’s day Jean wa every hot. He was wearing his shorts with his skis.…’ 

When such an activity is introduced for the first time use odd-man-out where 

there is only one possible ‘candidate’.  However, in order to provoke discussion, a 

later stage might be to include more than one so that there can be class debate. 

 

 

Anagrams 

A quick way of engaging a class is to display on the whiteboard or screen a  num-

ber of anagrams of words recently taught.  Pupils come into the classroom and 

have something immediate to do.  Spelling is reinforced and if this activity is done 

individually, then in pairs, it can be checked quickly.  If some do not finish it does 

not matter!  

 

Through the keyhole 

Put a cut-out keyhole over part of a picture already used but which is not easily 

identifiable.  Pupils have to guess in the target language – either in writing or 

orally - what the keyhole reveals. 

 

Quick sentences 
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Write five familiar words on the whiteboard.  The class is challenged to produce 

as quickly as possible (timed with a watch) five sentences each with one of the 

words correctly used in it.  This can be done by individuals, pairs of pupils or by 

tables. Bons points can be awarded to individuals or to tables of pupils; if the lat-

ter strategy is adopted collaboration seems to increase motivation. 

 

Expand your answer 

Have permanently written in a corner of the whiteboard or on a wall display the 

words (for French)  et, mais, en plus, puis, aussi.  If in their answer to everyday 

questions asked at the beginning of a lesson the pupils extend a simple state-

ment using one of these words they gain a bon point. 

   

Examples: 

  

Teacher: Ça va? 

Pupil 1: Oui, ça va bien mais Kirsty est malade. 

Pupil 2: Oui, ça va bien et en plus il fait du soleil. 

Teacher: (seeing lunch sandwiches in pupil’s bag) 

Tu aimes les sandwichs? 

Pupil:  Oui, j’aime les sandwichs mais je préfère les chips!  

Teacher: Tu as froid, Peter? 

Peter:  Oui, j’ai froid et il pleut…  

 

(thanks to Katherine Richardson PGCE Key Stage 2/3 student and 

MFL teachers at Greneway (Middle ) school, Royston, for this idea)   

 

Ça ne va pas! 

Display a text in which there are several illogical statements.  Pairs have to iden-

tify these. Example: 

 

Par un beau jour d’été à six heures du soir, Julien qui est fils 

unique, est allé en ville avec son frère, Michel.  Le soleil brillait mais 

il faisait froid. ‘J’aime bien l’hiver.’ dit Michel. ‘C’est ma saison préfé-

rée.’  Ils sont partis à vélo et sont allés au marché pour rencontrer 
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leurs amis.  Juliette, une fille petite et grande, était déjà là. ‘Si on al-

lait au ciné?’ dit-elle. Ils étaient tous d’accord.  ‘Mais, allons-y rapi-

dement.  Ça commence à quatre heures’.  La pluie était affreuse 

mais une fois arrivés au théâtre ils étaient contents. La pièce était 

très bien jouée! 

Bon journaliste, mauvais journaliste? (Are you a good reporter?) 

Show a cartoon / photo and a written description of what is depicted. This should 

contain a few inaccuracies. The class has to identify what is incorrectly reported. 

Again, the teacher should avoid saying what is incorrect. This is best coming from 

groups and being voted on, quickly, before the teacher intervenes. 

 

C’est difficile ou c’est facile? (Easy or hard?) 

Using a list of words from a previous lesson shown on screen pupils in pairs ei-

ther write a list of words they find difficult to pronounce, or say the words they find 

difficult to spell. 

 

Looking at the list which one pupil finds hard to pronounce the other pupil listens 

carefully to the teacher, tries to remember accurately what has been said then 

spends a few seconds trying to help their partner improve.  If spelling is a problem 
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the same mutual help is given by one pupil to the other, using spelling games al-

ready described. 

Chapter 3 

 

It makes you think… 

 

• What is the purpose of the questions we ask regularly in MFL lessons? 

• What types of questions require pupils to think before they reply? 

• Do questions that focus on content always reveal depth of understanding? 

• Should questions always be asked in the target language? 

 

The previous two chapters have been substantially about aiming to build up and 

to model systematically the ‘non topic specific’ target language which we want 

learners to use wth their teacher and with each other, and encouraging them to 

respond in reflective ways to the language we present in class. Our aim through-

out is to encourage thinking rather than an ability to reproduce a set response, or 

to repeat verbatim the language. What is important is the relationship between 

what pupils do and whether it makes them think. If what they do does not make 

them think our intention is not necessarily to abandon certain practices but to 

identify what is needed in order to transform the activity and add challenge.   

 

Responses made by learners are often, although not exclusively, the result of 

questions we ask in class.  Some kinds of questions are challenging and make 
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learners struggle to come up with a response.  Other questions make few or even 

no demands, either linguistic or cognitive, on pupils in our classrooms.  This 

chapter will explore what makes a difference, what makes you think.      

 

If we think of the outcome of questioning we can come up with a list which in-

cludes: 

 

1. Recalling facts; 

2. Producing an explanation; 

3. Giving a reason; 

4. Making a  comparison. 

 

To produce these outcomes different questions are needed which either decrease 

or increase cognitive challenge. On the one hand factual recall can be a response 

to a closed question and offer minimal challenge. Producing an explanation, on 

the other hand, is normally the response to an open question and nearly always 

offers a greater challenge.  

 

Let’s test this out. Here is a sample of questions recorded verbatim in a number 

of classrooms by secondary PGCE students in Cambridge.  The year group in-

volved is shown by a number after the question. The number in Roman numerals 

is the set; i = top set, ii = second set etc; b = bottom; m/a is mixed ability. 

 

Consider what type of response each question requires. What word(s), if any, 

does the teacher expect the class to say? Which questions require just a yes/no 

answer? Which questions can be answered very simply yet lend themselves to 

being extended by a supplementary question to challenge the learners? Which 

questions are, in themselves, linguistically demanding? Which make the class 

think and which merely require recall of previously encountered language? Are 

there some questions you would not use in a language lesson? Explain exactly 
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what you believe the classes’ responses could or should be. Then try the activity 

which we suggest below.  
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Here is a sorting task. Categorise the questions above into one of these three 

columns. 
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In the example here the low challenge question (C’est un éléphant ou c’est un 

lion?) has a legitimate place because its focus is most likely on recall and correct 

pronunciation. However, does it make you think? Do we shy away from high chal-

lenge questions because they are difficult to construct in languages? Are there 

ways to transform low-challenge questions into ones which make greater cogni-

tive demands? 

 

Let’s take some of the examples from the list above and consider what needs to 

be done. Invariably the addition of a follow-up question makes a greater demand 

on the learner. For example, with young learners, in the context of hidden flash 

cards, we can question pupils’ certainty about the answer they have given, like 

this: 

 

T. C’est un éléphant ou c’est un lion? 

P. C’est un lion 

T. Tu es certain? 

P. Euh…Oui. 

 

[Teacher reveals card] 

T. Voilà! Tu as raison! 

 

In this example the question, ‘Tu es certain?’ introduces an element of doubt and, 

for more advanced learners, offers the possibility to negotiate. Without an exten-

sion of the question this is a mechanical exercise easily recognised as such by a 

class . Without an extension of the question there is a danger that the pupils will 

not be thinking. So, how can we make it more challenging? 

 

Let’s explore in more detail what the sequence in questioning might be. The pat-

tern is usually that, as a first step, the teacher asks a question to which the an-

swer is yes or no.  For example in French: 

 

T. (showing a picture of a rhinoceros): C’est un rhinocéros, oui ou non?   

P.   Oui! 
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The next step is to ask a question where the correct response is the last word in 

the teacher’s choice of alternatives. For example; 

 

T. C’est un éléphant ou c’est un lion? 

P. C’est un lion! 

 

The third and last step is an open ended question: 

T. (showing a photograph)  Qu’est-ce que c’est? 

 

In elementary stages of teaching a foreign language the practice of this 3 stage 

questioning seems entirely legitimate because the learners need to be supported. 

However, after the early stages the learners quickly recognise the game and 

cease to think about the answer. They are sophisticated enough to realise that 

the teacher is in effect feeding them the right answer so what’s the point of think-

ing? The mechanical nature of the technique takes over and learners cease to fo-

cus on meaning. They are being cooperative and, in their minds, in a sense, al-

lowing us to teach without putting in any great effort to learn. A good example of 

learners accepting being spoon fed. An easy life!  

 

In addition to provoking thought the additional question not only makes the pupil 

think but can begin the practice of a sequence of synonyms or alternatives such 

as ‘(Tu es) sûr’? ‘Vraiment’? etc. which can be set in train over time. The use of 

these supplementary questions is even more legitimate if there is a genuine rea-

son for some doubt, when for example, only part of the projected image or photo 

is visible, or a keyhole mask only allows part of the scene to be visible, or if a 

word is projected as a mirror image and upside down on the screen! If carefully 

planned a teacher’s questioning can encourage learners to use ‘(je suis) certain’, 

‘(je ne suis) pas certain’ and other words with similar meanings in their own re-

sponses at a later date.  

 

Types of question 
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Since question and answer constitute much of the interaction we have with pupils 

it makes sense to take a closer look at what we are expecting from this process. 

Let’s consider the types of questions we ask in MFL classrooms. Some questions 

are directed at the content of the lesson and others at the language itself – often 

arising from grammatical patterns. 

 

Focus on content. 

If we look at the list of 60 questions we collected at random. The most common 

question types above are: 

a) Questions which ask for information: accretion 

These questions require the learner to recall facts or recognise previously learnt 

language. They are closed questions which seek a single correct answer. 

 

C’est quel sport? (looking at a partly hidden picture) 

Que fait X?  

C’est quoi en français? (looking at a whole picture) 

 

b) Questions which call for reflection: judgemental 

These questions provide personal answers. They involve giving an opinion. 

 

Pourquoi X, est- il  mieux pour la santé que Y? 

Pourquoi préfères- tu habiter en ville ou à la campagne? 

 

Focus on understanding 

 

We are very familiar with question types a and b above. It is less frequent in 

teaching MFL to think about questions which really focus on pupils’ understanding 

of the language. This may be because, in our eagerness to maximise our use of 

the target language, those questions which do elicit understanding may require 

too complex a command of the language for pupils to be able to express them-

selves except at the most advanced levels.  And yet  the answers to these tell us 

most about how pupils are progressing beyond simple recall of facts or known vo-

cabulary. Let’s consider the types of questions which pupils are asked for in-
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stance in History. These questions are designed to elicit understanding as op-

posed to information and it is these types of question which make pupils think 

hardest and bring into play the skills they are developing as emergent historians. 

These could be subdivided into 2 types of question: 

a) Questions which allow for more than one right answer: divergent 

These questions demand imaginative thinking and the ability to solve problems. 

In History these might include: 

How could the design of this project be improved? 

Looking at this collection of items, what interpretations of these events can you 

suggest? 

 

b) Questions which seek the most appropriate or best answer : conver-

gent  

These questions focus on what is already known. They might require explana-

tions or comparisons. In History these might include: 

Why was this letter written? 

Does the evidence suggest that it is right to suppose that …? 

 

What happens in our own classroom situations. If divergent and convergent ques-

tions get to the crux of understanding are there times when we need systemati-

cally to devise them for our own MFL learners? We might think of a line of pro-

gression for the questions we ask going from those which elicit information to 

those which elicit understanding. If so there may be a point when use of English 

is appropriate depending on the complexity of the answers we require. In terms of 

demanding thought from pupils, better at some point to ask the questions which 

get to the heart of the matter, even if in English, than to stick to simple word 

recognition or information retrieval.  

 

Let’s look at divergent questions first. 

 

An example of a divergent question in MFL might be, at the end of  a topic on hol-

idays to Mauritius: 

Le tourisme, est-il efficace pour la Maurice? Is tourism good for Mauritius? 
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Here pupils are being offered the possibility of looking beyond the holiday bro-

chures to consider the impact of tourism on indigenous people.  

 

Another example of a divergent question: 

How do you ask someone’s name in French? 

Here you’re allowing pupils to see that when people ask their name it could come 

in a variety of forms: Comment t’appelles-tu?, Tu t’appelles comment? Tu es? Qui 

es- tu?  

 

Now let’s consider convergent questions. 

 

An example of a convergent question in MFL might be, in a topic on healthy eat-

ing: 

Why is menu x more balanced than menu y? 

This could be tackled with simple structures in the target language 

X is more balanced because it has … and this is good for energy. 

There are x calories in … 

 

Another example of a convergent question in MFL: 

 

Here are the different parts of the verb ‘être’. We call it an ‘irregular’ verb. From 

this example, can you explain what an irregular verb is? 

 

This could be very challenging for a pupil in year 8 or 9 to answer in the target 

language and yet this is a vital stage in linguistic development – beginning to see 

that established patterns can be broken. A good explanation of this by a pupil in 

English is useful and necessary evidence of progression in linguistic develop-

ment. 
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Preventing disengagement; maintaining interaction 

 

How is it that, the moment you start writing, pupils, more often than not, leave 

you, the teacher, to get on with it? Is it because, until you’ve finished the writing it 

is not going to be their turn?  Or is it because there is no interest for pupils in the 

process of you writing the words on the board? Both reasons are perhaps true. 

In a sense you’ve taken possession of what’s happening for as long as it takes 

you to write the French, and for many this can seem an age. The result is likely to 

be relative or complete disengagement, unless it’s a class predisposed to un-

questioning willingness. Look at it from their point of view; there is nothing for 

them to do whilst you are writing. Nothing links them intrinsically to the thought 

processes you’re going through as you transfer the words from your head to the 

board. No doubt you have solutions but for our student teachers this is a problem. 

How do you keep pupils engaged and thinking? 

 

Suggestion 1 
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Stop mid-word, turn to the class and ask them to complete the last few letters of 

the word you are in the process of writing. For example, if you are writing a cog-

nate and you have got as far as ‘footb…’ it should not be difficult for pupils to 

complete this word even if they have not seen it written in French before. This 

process may be helped along with less obvious spellings if you say the words be-

fore asking the class to complete them.  

 

Example: 

‘Je fais de l’équitation ..’ could stop after ‘équi…’ because the combination of let-

ters in ‘tation’ is exactly the same in other words they have already encountered 

such as ‘natation’ . This also helps reinforce sound/writing relationships. 

 

Suggestion 2 

Stop mid sentence and ask the pupils to predict what comes next. This could be 

raising grammatical awareness, making a distinction between ‘faire du …’ and  

‘jouer au …’ (+ name of sport), both of which you and they have rehearsed orally 

previously. Alternatively you could stop before the name of the sport and invite 

guesses.  

 

Suggestion 3 

You say something which is obviously incorrect and wait, without comment, for 

the pupils to notice your deliberate mistake.  

 

Suggestion 4 

You hesitate over the spelling of a word as if you’ve forgotten how to spell it.  

 

Suggestion 5 

Half way through a word, again without any kind of comment, you pass the board 

pen to one of the pupils to complete what you have started. 

 

As well as keeping the learners’ attention focused where you want it these strate-

gies help classroom management.  As one of the findings in the QCA / CILT re-

port on Boys’ performance in MFL (Jones and Jones, 2001) summarises: 
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‘(In order to maintain attention) boys respond positively to explanations when 

these are interactive (…).  Some pupils showed concern that, when the main ob-

jective in a lesson was to explain a particular language point, teachers did not al-

ways adopt a dialogic or interactive approach. Pupils often perceived this ap-

proach as being insensitive to their pedagogic needs.  In turn, this may compro-

mise the learning that takes place’. (p23) 

 

A missing dimension: accurate copying 

Copying accurately is a skill which presents problems for all but the most able 

learners. In order that pupils’ spelling does not let them down we focus here on 

ways in which accurate spelling can be developed systematically. We suggest a 

number of different techniques so that. as far as possible, variety ensures motiva-

tion, especially since this is clearly an activity which requires concentration and 

attention to detail. Every suggestion encourages learners to look at individual 

words and words in appropriate contexts, in order to spell them aloud. As a given 

we are assuming that to do this pupils use the alphabet of the language they are 

learning, and that the vocabulary has been  thoroughly practised orally before-

hand. The focus is on letter-by-letter and letter combinations - and learners defi-

nitely have to think! 

 

Having written up or displayed a word or words (this works best on the white-

board) the teacher can: 

• mask the bottom half of the word(s) displayed; pupils spell aloud using the 

• cover words on the screen and pupils spell them aloud before or as each is be-

ing unmasked; 

• use stars in place of letters: 

e.g. (un insecte: une ar**gn** 

• show total number of letters; 

e.g. (un animal: 6 lettres) un o————— 

• Show words on the screen upside down/back to front/mirror image; 
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• identify and spell words in a heap on the screen; 

• show word with jumbled spelling. 

There are doubtless many more which can be added to the list. 

 

Adding an extra dimension 

Adding an extra dimension means reinterpreting rather than starting from scratch. 

It is part of a planning stage. It does not involve rewriting but rather altering 

slightly activities in a text book. The purpose of this is to create cognitive conflict. 
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An answer might be to create an observer role.  One pupil, chosen at random by 

the roll of a dice - lowest number is the observer - comments on and records what 

is said by the two pupils participating in the pair work.  This person can:  

 

• seek clarification of either partner with questions like ‘tu peux répéter, s’il te 

plaît?’ 

• make a note of  words / expressions that pupils in the partner work did not know 

  very well  

• ask the teacher to check vocabulary or spelling which they have heard but are 

not sure 

  about. Example: observer to teacher: ‘ça s’écrit comment, pâtisserie?’   

• even evaluate (sometimes) how a group is working;  ‘bon travail’, ‘génial!’ 

‘bonne prononciation!’ and other comments taken from familiar phrases mod-

elled and used by the teacher can be part of the observer’s evaluative reper-

toire. When this is done someone else can be the observer. 

 

The advantages of this strategy are that criteria for assessment are agreed by all 

the class; nobody is excluded from the activity; the teacher is there to support 

where needed; the activity has an audience at all times. 

 

 

Chapter 4 
 
Thinking about what learning a foreign language is all about 
 
• How well do we listen to our learners? 
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• What do we listen for - information or accuracy? 

• How important is a consideration of audience for the spoken or written word? 

• What can we do to encourage learners to use language for their own purposes 

in a creative way? 

 

To promote the idea that learning a language is about real communicative lan-

guage use rather than rehearsal of that which has been leaned by rote, listeners 

or readers should be encouraged to react to what is said rather than how it is 

said. Questions in the foreign language like: Have you got any brothers and sis-

ters? are normally answered by pupils with honest information which might be I 

have one brother and one sister, to which an all too frequent response from the 

teacher, in the foreign language, is Excellent! However, we need to stop and think 

about what message the word Excellent! is conveying. Is it excellent that: 

 

A.  the pupils made a contribution to the lesson? 

B. the gender of the two indefinite articles in, for example, French, un and une, 

was correct? 

C. the parents stopped having children after the third one was born? 

 

Excellent! may not be appropriate because, in most situations, what we want to 

signal to our learners is that what they are saying, sometimes with a great effort 

to communicate, means something to us and is part of a genuine communicative 

event where the message matters. We should, as often as possible, interact with 

what is being said and reply perhaps, for example in French: 

Often the words of praise that we use tend to signal that our interest is in the 

grammatical accuracy of the answer. If this is really what we want - which at 

times we certainly do - then other questions need to be asked and different re-

sponses made: a focus on form needs to be kept distinct from a focus on content. 

If we do this than learners come to realise that the foreign language can be used 
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to communicate real information, feelings, etc as well as that it needs to be accu-

rate to avoid misunderstandings, ambiguity, etc. 

 

Here is another example from a Year 5 class where the emphasis was on oral ex-

change within the context of gaily. The class had already learnt the French alpha-

bet and how to use the possessive adjectives, mon, ma, mes, ton, ta, tes. 

The student-teacher in this instance has not heard this name before, so, appropri-

ately, signalled interest by asking how the name was spelt. The pupils was very 

pleased to answer because he know the teacher was interested! 

 

These two examples exemplify two key elements in authentic oral exchanges; 

there is an awareness of audience and a real purpose in the communication. The 

learners are being creative. What follows is an exploration of the idea of creativity 

which we believe is essential because to achieve it, ‘it makes you think’. 

 

Creativity: making language use your own 

 

Based on the two key ideas of audience and purpose, where there is a clearly 

identified listener and/or reader, and a real reason to communicate, creativity is 

for the learner: 

• Exploring ways, which may be linguistically original, for creating meaning; 

• Discovering new possibilities in language already known; these may include 

recombining and putting into use, in new contexts, previously learned lan-

guage. 

 

These may be exemplifies by learners: 

• Saying, writing, meeting words in combinations which may be novel to them; 
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• Experimenting with language in order to convey a genuine message. 

 

Creativity is for the teacher: 

• Encouraging learners to use language for real communication to a genuine 

audience; 

• Encouraging learners to explore the world of the imagination; 

• Encouraging learners to express their own personal ideas, wishes, 

thoughts, interests; 

• Devising activities which allow for individual involvement and interpretation. 

 
A. How to promote creative language use 
 
There are several ways open to us. we can: 
1. Make it a deliberate, identified step in a  sequence of learning, fr example: 

 

• Start with a brainstorm by the learners of the target language they think is 

needed for a specific task before they imitate and re[eat any new language. 

The teacher then presents the new language as he or she would normally with 

pictures, flashcards etc. 

• Add an unpredictable element - like the spelling request mentioned above, or a 

question like Tu es certain? The teacher then explores as normal the grammar 

of what is being taught; 
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• Follow this with a  request to use known language in a new context or to use it 

in a new medium, e.e. make a rhyme, rap, verse, poem etc. 

 
2. Model and encourage its use at any time, for example: 

• As the feeling/need occurs, saying something; 

• Reading just for fun/out of interest; 

• Writing a message as the need arises. 

 

3. Develop classroom language and classroom instructions, for example: 

• Keep a record; 

• Add words and expressions as they occur; 

• Develop linguistic complexity. 

 

The language may come from the learners’ own language store and should be 

repeatedly modelled so that it is produced naturally. This process needs to be 

started at the earliest age, as we suggested. 

 

B. The characteristics of creative activities 

 

Creative activities often have: 

1. a string individual and personal focus; 

2. 2. an element of personal choice in term son  
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3. subject matter 

4. interpretation 

5. degree of involvement. 

 

C.  What teachers can do 

 

The teacher can encourage: 

predicting content; 

personal reactions; 

fun and fantasy; 

use of the imagination; 

playing with words. 

 

Examples: 

• Recombining known language in original ways: 

- manipulating words in a sentence; 

- changing sentences in a paragraph and seeing what happens. 

 

• Use new language in new settings: 

- writing a poem, song. 

 

• Include a variety of emotional states: 

- in pair work; 
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- in classwork dialogues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Encourage: 

• Reading and listening to subject matter which is: 

- interesting to the pupil; 

- worth spending time on and which gives pupils choice. 
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Examples: 

 

- magazines from target languages countries; 

- reading (with or without recording); 

- what they do in class, in a joint project, homework tasks. 

 

Encourage: 

 

• Learners’ ideas and suggestions; 

• Joint projects with different contributors for known audiences. 

 

Examples: 

 
 
D Why should we encourage a creative use of language? 
 
1. It encourages a feeling of purposeful language use, rather than repeated 

practice, since it assumes and interested listener/reader/audience. 

2. Playing with words and exploring the world of the imagination and emotions 

makes languages use personal. 

3. Personal use of language, in speaking and writing, reading and listening, in-

volves the learners as themselves. 

4. Creative language use promotes language acquisition. 
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To do and realise all of these learners have to think! 

 
 

Chapter 5 
Talking about learning – the plenary phase. 

 

• How do we know that pupils understand what we teach? 

• How can we encourage pupils to talk about what they have learnt? 

• What might a plenary in MFL look like? 

In answer to the question ‘What did you learn?’ pupils in language lessons, in our 

experience, focus almost exclusively on the activities they do, be that role play, 

filling in worksheets, learning new words with flash cards. It is rare that we find 

pupils who can articulate what it is they actually learn and how the activities they 

do support them in that endeavour. This is plainly not because they do not learn 

but because they are not used to talking about their learning. This articulation of 

learning requires thought and demands that they become cognisant of what it is 

to learn a language. This thought process – learning how to talk about learning 

(metacognition) can help in cementing the learning. To extend the metaphor, met-

acognition can act as the mortar between the bricks of new knowledge. Under-

standing how they are learning heightens pupils’ engagement since they can see 
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that it is possible to improve and that it is possible to help themselves – there is 

no need to be completely in the thrall of the teacher.  

 

Our colleague Barbro Carlsson in Mariesburg School in Karlstad frequently gives 

learning homeworks. She routinely asks the class each to choose the words from 

the lesson’s text that they will learn. Her key question for the group is ‘How do 

you know you know a word?’ This prompts a routine response from the class, 

You can say it. You can spell it. You can translate it. You can use it in a sentence. 

Pupils then test each other on their learnt homework using the formula she has 

set up for proof of knowledge: they ask their partner to spell, translate, say or use 

in a sentence the words they have learnt. (2001) 

 

 

We offer this example to suggest that getting pupils to think about the process of 

learning is not a giant leap into a new methodology but the Socratic principle: 

never explain until pupils understand.   

 

In order to find out whether pupils understand we need to give them occasion to 

talk. It is far more challenging and effective and informative to get pupils to tell 

you what they have learnt from a lesson or activity than for you to tell them. For 

one thing we do not know is what it is that goes on in people’s heads as they sit in 

front of us in the classroom. We may know what we meant to teach but it’s the 
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pupils who do the learning – this is the unpredictable nature of life in the class-

room. It makes sense then that we create opportunities for them to tell us what 

they have learnt, since this, again, is an intellectually demanding activity.  

 

‘ Pupils’ common experience of classrooms is that they just give truncated an-

swers to questions. One figure for the average pupil contribution to whole class 

discussion in Britain and the USA is under two seconds. The thinking behind such 

responses is floppy and half-formed. Being asked to clarify, extend and justify an-

swers brings an edge to pupils’ thinking. 

(McGrane,J. and Leat,D. 2002:1) 

 

Getting pupils to think , offering them challenge is the main focus of this book so 

let’s now concentrate on talking about learning with pupils. This process need not 

be onerous nor should it be too time consuming  

 

You may be familiar with the term ‘plenary’ for this aspect of a lesson. The term 

means pulling together the threads of an activity or lesson and getting pupils to 

see where  they are heading and where they have come from – in other words 

making connections for them which they may or may not have made for them-

selves. In a sense this is finding more sophisticated ways of asking the question 

which many MFL teachers ask at the end of a lesson, ‘So what do you know now 

that you didn’t know at the beginning of the lesson?’ To this kind of question we 

suggest adding ‘…how do you know?’ and ‘…how did you get there?’ 

 

 Pupils in your school may well be familiar with a lesson structure which involves 

a lively beginning (a starter) and finishing with a ‘plenary’. As mentioned above, 

such terminology has gained parlance in England in government-backed continu-

ing professional development (CPD) initiatives. This can cause problems for 

teachers since these practices can quickly become humdrum for pupils of over-

used. And herein lies our problem. We need to beware the Record of Achieve-

ment scenario in which an essentially useful devise lost credence with many pu-

pils because of the repetitive and mechanistic nature of the exercise. The pur-

pose was lost when pupils found themselves filling in records of achievement les-

son after lesson as different departments required them to complete their records 
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at the end of the term or year. It is essential that pupils don’t become contemptu-

ous of our attempts to make them more efficient and effective learners. Drawing 

the threads together should demonstrate that it’s not just about  thinking being 

shared but that new ideas and thoughts emerge from the process.  

 

We feel there is much to be gained in developing lesson routines which make pu-

pils critically evaluate their own learning and that of their peers and identify ways  

to improve their learning and performance. But it is important to give it a MFL fla-

vour and integrate it into teaching and learning so that they can see the value of 

the process. The problem with multi-disciplinary CPD is that it is up to the subject 

teachers to interpret generic ideas to fit their own discipline. 

 

The whole idea of developing metacognition through MFL is problematic. There is 

a perceived sophistication possible in other subjects which are principally taught 

through the medium of English while MFL teachers face the task of finding ways 

of conducting plenaries, for example, in the target language. Talking about what 

has been learnt could at first sight appear particularly difficult in the MFL class-

room due to this tension between the place of English and the target language. 

But is it any more difficult than in other subject cultures? Pupils’ response even to 

open questions may be very short and not get to any in-depth statement about 

what has been learnt. So we should teach pupils the language they need to talk 

about their learning be that English or another language. Essentially, as teachers, 

we need to consider when the talk should be in the target language. We also 

need to ask whether talking about it always moves the learning forward or under-

pins it. 

 

 

So what might a plenary session look like in MFL? 

 

Key purpose 1: Checking the rationale: why did we just do that?  

 
Identify which is a statement and which is a question from a series of utterances 

by a Foreign Language Assistant. . Discuss with the class the linguistic features 
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or sound patterns which signalled the right decision. You might ask: How did you 

know that x was a question? Why is it important to know the difference? 

 

Key purpose 2: Checking the process: how did you get there? 

 
1. Challenge pupils to work in pairs and produce three sentences in which the 

word order in the target language is in contrast to word order in English. 

Ask them to explain the differences. 

 

2. Provide a list of statements on screen. By use of intonation pupils can be 

challenged to ‘double your language’. The list of statements becomes a list 

of questions so long as the intonation is correct. Can pupils formulate sim-

ple questions from the list of statements?  This could be a timed individual 

/ pairwork challenge. You could begin a display list of ways to ask ques-

tions which could be referred to when ever relevant to the topic you are 

teaching. 

 

Here is an example using powerpoint so that the statement can be presented 

giving pupils time to think about the intonation of the question before the 

question itself is revealed. (Thanks to Philippe Rocca and Sylvie Ur-

bistondoy, trainees on the CILT Graduate Teacher Programme). 
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Key purpose 3: Checking effectiveness - what helped you learn most effec-

tively? 

 
1. Show two sentences on screen, for example, J’aime le fromage. J’adore 

les bonbons.  Challenge pupils to link them together using a connective. 

Collect a list of connectives and add them to a permanent list by the side of 

the board as they arise.  Discuss the effect the use of the connectives has 

on the ideas they are able to express. 

 

2. Pupils swap exercise books following written work and try to find (five) er-

rors in partner’s work. They should have a reason for saying something is 

wrong. 

 

Key purpose 4 Checking transference: What’s the connection?  
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Conduct a brainstorm of the language covered during the top you are teaching. 

Ask pupils in pairs to think of other contexts in which some of this language could 

be used. Above is an example of a ‘mind map’ which Curon Evans from Ysgol 

Glantaf constructed with his Year 8 pupils.  It shows pupils that language is an or-

ganic entity. At the end of a topic he puts a high currency phrase in the middle of 

the board and asks pupils in pairs to add as much as they can to it. You can see 

here that they have mapped a series of sentences using the phrase je peux + in-

finitive. He keeps these maps resurrecting them from time to time to get the class 

to add to them. In this way they become aware of the power and versatility of the 

language they are learning. You can see too the usefulness of such a device 

were it to form part of a display which grows lesson on lesson as pupils make 

more and more connections. 

 

Key purpose 5: Checking understanding - what do you now know?  

1. Quiz board.  

 You can see above  a series of unsealed envelopes stuck onto a board. 

You  simply scribble of a piece of paper a question either in English or in 

the target language pertinent to the lesson and put one in each envelope. 
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A volunteer is asked to choose an envelope by describing it, for example, 

in the target language, The blue envelope next to the pink one. Another 

pupil takes the slip of paper from the envelope and puts the question to the 

volunteer. The aim is for the class to open as many envelopes as possible 

before the signal for the end of the lesson. (Thanks to Coundon Court 

School and Technology College MFL department.) 

 

2. All pupils have “traffic lights” – red, yellow and green cards.  They show a 

card to indicate their understanding – red = not understood.  The teacher 

then chooses pupil showing a green card to explain to the class what he or 

she has understood. Other green card holders can chip in if need be. If 

there are no green cards shown and you have run out of time then suggest 

that you will go over the point in the next lesson. 

 

3. “Snowball”: pupils tell their partner three things they have learned this les-

son/think of three questions they want to ask/make three sentences using 

the verbs you have looked at today etc.; they then join up with another pair 

and put their ideas together. Take two or three  points of feedback from 

each group 

 

4. Hot seat” :  an individual or group is put in the “hot seat” and asked ques-

tions arising from the lesson and/or previous lessons. The rest of the 

group, in pairs initially,  has to think up questions to put to this person in 

the target language and then ask him or her.  

 

Getting pupils to think and articulate their understanding is not easy in MFL. 

Teachers need to work collaboratively to create,clarify and consolidate their 

ideas. This discussion sheet devised by Susan Brearley from Gloucester LEA 

may be a useful starting point at a departmental meeting to get you talking and 

thinking. Consider ideas you and your colleagues have used for plenaries. Write 

these in the left-hand column (we have included some ideas to get you started). 

The chart is useful in getting you to think of the purpose of the plenary and to con-

sider those classes for which the ideas are suitable. 
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Other points when considering how to get pupils thinking through the use 

of plenaries 

 

Pupils need to learn to ask the questions.  

 

Observing how groups and pairs work is important. You need to create oppor-

tunity to do this - taking mental notes or real notes of how groups are working or 

of particularly noteworthy contributions or use of target language ( adhesive notes 

can be useful for making discrete notes for yourself and sticking them on the side 

of the board as you fill them. At the end of the lesson you can go back to them 

and feed back to the class X came up with this very good question earlier… X’s 

pronunciation was excellent).   
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Pupils need time to think. 

 

Don’t always evaluate the response yourself – set up an observer (‘type sympa’) 

for pairs and small groups. Ask other pupils to comment- offer the ideas to the 

rest of the class. 

 

If it is your practice to write lesson objectives on the board then refer back to them 

as each is achieved or in a plenary phase. Give pupils time to revise silently the 

key points of the lesson looking at the objectives.  Follow with quick oral feed-

back. 

Conclusion 

During our years as teacher trainers and teachers we have come to perceive that 

there are techniques and practices that are common in MFL classrooms across 

the country; common activities we set up; common syllabuses we follow; common 

types of resources we use. In this book we have looked in detail at some of these 

common practices and asked strike questions about their purpose in terms of lan-

guage learning and about whether they work as effective devices to encourage 

learning. It seems to us that it is useful at this time to go back to such basic princi-

ples since colleagues across the UK are suffering a crisis of pupil demotivation in 

languages. In order to do something about this we need to ask ourselves why this 

has been happening and significantly whether there is anything we can do about 

it. We decided that simply reinvigorating some of what we already do could go a 

long way in the fight to keep pupils interested in our subject. If we do not offer 
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cognitive challenge, if we do not demand thought from pupils, then they are un-

likely to take MFL seriously. We consider that offering challenge to pupils is partly 

about having the courage to ask ourselves the key question, ‘Does this make 

them think?’ rather than accepting off-the-shelf solutions which sometimes fall 

short of this. We are under pressure of time, without doubt, but can we afford not 

to ask ourselves this question? 

 

Certainly the greatest enemy of understanding is coverage - the compulsion to 

touch on everything in the textbook or the syllabus just because it is there, rather 

than taking the time to present materials from multiple perspectives, allowing stu-

dents to approach the materials in ways that are congenial to them but that ulti-

mately challenge them. 

(Gardner and Boix-Mansilla 1999:82) 

 

Teaching is not about coverage but more about making connections for pupils. If 

pupils are not thinking in our lessons then, rest assured, we are not teaching what 

we think we are teaching. 

 

Appendix; ideas for a lively start to MFL lessons 

 

1. Four letters on the board: pupils find a word which fits under each letter (linked 

to a topic written at the top of the board). Pupils write these on mini whiteboards 

and hold them up as they find words for you to approve or not. If they finish, they 

find another four words and see how many fours they can find before the formal 

beginning of the lessons. (This could involve use of a dictionary.) 

 

2. Envelopes on desks contain cut-up sentences to be put in order, or nouns to 

be put in gender columns etc. 

 

3. On mini-whiteboards which are on desks as pupils arrive, pupils write four 

words or sentences in the foreign language, one of which is an odd one out. They 

give their puzzle to another pupil to find the odd word out. 
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4. On mini-whiteboards or paper pupils have to write eight words with a particular 

accent or feature (such as a double letter).  

 

5. Each table has a part of a verb on a card on the desk. Pupils pick up their card 

and circulate. The object of the exercise is find three people with parts of the 

same verb. The group of four explains the link between the words. 

 

6. Each table has the beginning or end of a sentence. Pupils circulate and must 

find a corresponding beginning or end. Those pupils sit together for the lesson 

and the first activity is to make up a new end to the sentence. 

 

7. Find a paragraph per fortnight of a current news item (try www.euronews.com 

or www. bbc.co.uk/worldservice/us/languages.shtml where you will find news in a 

wide variety of languages). They underline in red words they know, in blue those 

words they can guess and in black those words they definitely don't know. After a 

given time, as a class, they tell the teacher the gist of the news article. 

 

8. Write a text which is full of mistakes on screen. Pupils must list the mistakes 

they spot, or correct a paper version so that they can see how many mistakes 

they have found. This should be a quick activity and so the text may be short. The 

incorrect text shouldn't remain on view for long in order to avoid pupils remember-

ing the mistakes rather than the corrections. 

 

9. Pupils have to memorise five new key words for the lesson which are on the 

board as they come in- full memorisation will mean they can say it/spell it/trans-

late it/ use it in a sentence. These could be recorded in vocabulary books. 

 

10. At the beginning of a new topic, the topic title appears on the board. Pupils, in 

pairs draw up a mind map on paper of all of the words or phrases in the target 

language they can make from their prior knowledge. This will lead into a whole-

class brainstorming session in preparation for the new topic. 

 

11. Draw a picture of two mouths on the board with a set of ten teeth. One la-

belled, in the target language Teacher, the other Pupils. The purpose of the game 

http://www.euronews.com/
http://bbc.co.uk/worldservice/us/languages.shtml
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is competition against the teacher. For every question/word the class gets right 

the teacher loses a tooth and for every one the class gets wrong they lose a 

tooth. Or you can have two teams playing against each other with a mouth each. 

 

12. Write three words/sentences on the board which the class will chant. Some-

one leaves the room. The class decides who will be the orchestra conductor and 

a sign which will signal change of chant (eg the conductor scratching his/her ear 

lobe). The pupil reenters the room. The class chant the first word/sentence  until 

the conductor makes the sign discreetly so that it is not clear who is leading the 

chant. When they see the conductor make the sign the class move onto chanting 

word/sentence two. The object of the game is for the chosen pupil to discover 

who the conductor is. 

 

13. Work on sounds of the language, especially those which are more difficult. 

The class writes on mini-whiteboards the words they know which contains partic-

ular sounds. Pool these on the board once pupils have had time to think. 

 

14. Each pair in the class has a whiteboard. You (or a pupil) give, in the target 

language, a collective noun, e.g. shops. Each pair has to write a word or sen-

tence in the target language incorporating a word in this category, e.g. supermar-

ket. 

 

15. Ask a question and throw a ball to a pupil. The pupil who catches the ball has 

to answer the question, ask another question and throw the ball to another pupil 

who answers the question and asks another question and throws the ball etc.  

 

16. Pupils pass around a bag of plastic letters to music. When the music stops, 

the pupil holding the bag must select a letter and call it aloud to the class in the 

target language. The first person to make a word from the accumulated letters 

wins. 

 

17. Read a list of ten to twelve items of vocabulary slowly and then repeat the list. 

Pupils must not write anything while you read the list. Then pupils are challenged  

to write ten words from the list and the first to do so wins a point. 
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18. Display a list of nouns (without article) on the board. Pupils have to categorise 

into masculine and feminine and neuter. 

 

19. Reveal a word on the screen. Pupils have to compete to see who can write a 

sentence including the word in the shortest time. 

 

20. Ask a pupil to select  from an envelope a piece of paper with a word or phrase 

in the target language written on it. The pupil reads this to the class. Pupils com-

pete to see who can be the first to write a sentence/two sentences including this 

word or phrase on their mini-whiteboards. 

 

21. Display answers to questions, for which pupils must provide the questions. 

 

22. Write a simple statement on the board. Pupils are challenged to extend the 

sentence to a minimum of , say, ten words. 

 

23. The teacher writes a word on the board. Pupils are challenged to write a sen-

tence including the key word with exactly ten words in it. 

 

24. Choose two key phrases for the lesson for pupils to understand and actively 

use by the end of the lesson. These will be about classroom management rather 

than part of the content of the lesson (eg. its my turn, its your turn). Demonstrate 

their usage, then challenge pupils to use these expressions whenever they can in 

the lesson. Each time you hear the expressions used in the correct context you 

award a point. 

 

25. Pupils study a paragraph on the screen for a given time. The text is removed. 

Pupils try to recall and note down twenty words they have just seen in the text. 

This works well in pairs. 

 

(Our thanks to teachers on the Crawley and Exeter CILT two-day Key Stage 3 

courses and to Rachel Redfern of Wakefield LEA for their ideas and inspiration.) 
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