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Using the target language effectively with adult beginners
(An action research project on teaching languages to adults)

Oaklands College, St Albans
Action research focus
The research covers three strategic approaches to the use of the target language: communicating with very little language; getting learners talking and supporting learners between classes.

The improvement needed

Teaching in the target language (TL) has many advantages. It is however very hard to do, especially with beginners. 

The project will contribute to the college’s key performance indicators of becoming a good college by 2009 and an outstanding college by 2011, both by improving a specific aspect of teaching and learning and by improving the self-confidence and critical self-awareness of the teachers involved, through the use of coaching principles.

Aim and objectives

Aim

To make teaching in the target language more effective in adult beginner language classes.

Objectives

· To develop strategies for using the target language effectively.

· To use collaborative enquiry and critical self-reflection for our own professional development.

· To share our findings with the rest of the modern foreign languages team, other language tutors and the college as a whole.

· To produce a booklet /webpage for use by new language tutors.

What we did

The action research project team consisted of one Spanish tutor, one Italian tutor and two French tutors. 

At the core of the project were three cycles of planning, action and reflection, each focussing on a different strategic approach. These  were chosen at action researchers’ meetings, so that they had evolved out of previous experience.

We planned and reflected together in four action research meetings, each at least three teaching weeks apart, which allowed us to implement each approach over the course of three weeks. We observed each other twice.

Before the initial meeting, I planned the project in outline, designed the data-collection tools and conducted research.

Our baseline data were founded on recordings of 20 minutes in each class at the start and end of the project, to compare the amount of English spoken before and after.

We collected data using learner questionnaires (one per strategic approach) and tutor reports (one per session). The learner questionnaires asked for both quantitative and qualitative data. Tutor questionnaires included a self-assessment element but asked for mainly qualitative data. All learners present in the classes completed a questionnaire at the end of each approach. The feedback forms were strategy-specific. We collected 42 feedback forms for approach 1, 34 for approach 2, and 36 for approach 3. See Appendices 1,2 and 3 for more details of the process.

The qualitative data was intended to capture the reflection and results of collaboration (between teachers and between teachers and learners). In a further attempt to capture these ‘light bulb’ moments, I circulated detailed reports of each meeting.

I was anxious to move beyond a ‘technical’ approach to action research and adopt coaching principles, because of the need for reflection.

What we achieved

We were able to research the three strategies or approaches:

· communicating with very little language;

· getting learners talking;

· supporting learners between classes.

We developed methods of delivery and resources in all three areas, which are to be incorporated into the training manual/website product.

Appendices 4 and 5 summarise the learner feedback data for each strategy and our conclusions. 

Key findings

1.
Part-time lecturers desperately need regular paid opportunities to reflect with colleagues and work collaboratively. We met on Saturday afternoons in our homes and we were so involved in discussing our work that we barely noticed when meetings overran by an hour or more. 

2.
Peer observation proved a very effective way of generating ideas, reflection and discussion.

3.
Learner feedback shows clearly that learners enjoy being challenged. Comments from learners included:

· “It makes me push myself to understand. It is hard but I enjoy the methodology.” (French, approach  1)

· “very enjoyable and quite challenging” (Italian, approach 1).

4.
Engaging with the target language increased rather than decreased learners’ confidence. During the course of the project, the number of students who felt that using the target language  increased their confidence rose from 85.3 per cent to 97.2 per cent. Comments from learners included:

· “helps your confidence, encourages you to speak” (Italian, approach  2)

· “It increased my confidence in my ability to understand the language” (Spanish, approach 1).

5.
   Fears of a negative learner reaction, which is often given as a reason for not using the target language, were unfounded, in this case, possibly because tutors gave a positive lead and used the target language thoughtfully.

6.
Our practice as teachers improved dramatically, as we adopted a more thoughtful approach to using the target language.

7.
We are developing a resource bank of visual materials, but copyright is an issue here. 

8.
We developed materials and strategies for ‘repetition without boredom.’ 

9.
Much of what we learned about using the target language was consistent with good practice in general.

10.
Talking with learners about the project and the rationale for using various strategies made them more aware of the mental processes involved in learning a language. This is important because increasing their self-awareness as learners is a step along the road to independent learning.

Consulting learners about the kind of support they need between classes had a similar effect – and produced some brilliant ideas.

11. 
E-learning was a valuable tool throughout the project. It enabled us to produce attractive and flexible materials in a variety of formats, including audio. Online games, quizzes and crosswords were used to add variety and pace to lessons. The college virtual learning environment allowed learners to access these and other activities from home. However, the amount of time and energy required to acquire the necessary ICT skills should not be underestimated. Oaklands College has an excellent e-learning and technical support team, which gives one-to-one support where and when it is needed. Without this level of back-up, we would have made less progress.

12.
 The action research project forum and Moodle page proved useful for discussion between action researchers, particularly in relation to approach  3 (supporting learners between classes). Despite our best efforts to encourage learners to access the page, only one learner did so. 

13.
The tape-recorded data to measure improvement over the life of the project was not effective. This was partly because the baseline data, collected at the first class, had already reflected  ideas from  the first action research meeting, so that use of the target language in the recorded part of the session was already close to 100%. In addition, learners found being recorded very stressful, and in some classes spoke much less than they usually do. The recording did not therefore reflect the speaking ability of the students. The only thing that can be concluded from the tapes is that learners’ pronunciation is excellent.

The impact

The most immediate impact was upon ourselves as teachers and on our learners. Our professional judgment was that our teaching improved as a result of reflection and collaborative learning and this is borne out by learner responses. 

On a scale of 0 to 3 (see Appendix 4 for details) the mean improvement observed by learners is 1.8. However, this may understate the improvement. Of the 15 learners who observed no change, 11 added comments to the effect that their tutor was very good to start with, the implication being that no further improvement was possible.

Learners’ responses to question 1 (asking how effectively they thought their teacher delivered a particular approach) were consistently high, with averages between 8.8 and 9.5 out of 10.

The impact on learners’ ability to speak and understand the language is hard to measure objectively – but the professional judgment of the tutors is that pronunciation, comprehension and fluency improved greatly as a result of the project.

Students’ own estimates of their ability to understand what was said remained constant, around 3.8 out of 5, throughout the project. One reason why this did not increase was probably that the tutors’ language became more sophisticated, as the learners’ comprehension improved.

Making learning enjoyable is clearly very important. Learners’ answers to question 4, which dealt with this aspect, showed a steady move from ‘very challenging and enjoyable’ to ‘quite challenging but still enjoyable,’ which suggests that learners became more able to meet the challenge as the project progressed. The number of students who found the strategies ‘about the right level for me’ also increased. 

The action research project and continuing professional development

The project has been a key aspect of our continuing professional development (CPD) as action researchers. We have also had one CPD session with the modern foreign languages (MFL) team. 
Products

A training manual and webpage for use by new tutors, containing advice and resources, are underway and will be ready shortly. 

Messages for other providers

Keep your action research project under control or it will take over your life.

Future action 

I will circulate the report to colleagues in other consortium colleges in Hertfordshire and to the Centre for Information on Language Teaching (CILT), which will generate interest and dialogue. The impact on the MFL team, other language tutors and the college as a whole is only just beginning.

Future CPD activities include:

· At least one more CPD session with the MFL team on using the TL effectively.
· Establishing informal mentor relationships among current and future staff to ensure effective use of target language from the outset, through peer-observation and reflection.
· A CPD session through the formal staff development programme which will focus on the action research process and the benefits of a collaborative approach to CPD, as well as use of the TL.
· Writing the training booklet and developing the website.
Provider profile

Oaklands College is a large further education college, offering provision in all 15 subject sector categories and at a range of levels from pre-entry to higher education.

In 2006-07 the college enrolled 10,249 learners of whom 2,899 were full-time and 7,350 were part-time. Approximately 14 per cent of the total learners were from ethnic minority backgrounds. Of the total  57 per cent were female. 

The college has four core campuses across three local authority districts in mid and south Hertfordshire - Borehamwood, St Albans City, Smallford and Welwyn Garden City campus.

MFL is part of the college’s adult and community learning (ACL) provision. In 2007-8, 44 language courses were offered. The MFL team consists of 10 teaching staff, of whom five are part-time hourly paid bank staff and two are members of other departments (English as a Foreign Language and E-Learning and Technology Support), who teach one class a week. Three staff members have small part-time fractional posts 
The college has 314 teaching staff with additional staff providing learning support across the provision.

Contact details

Project leader: 

Caroline Rowan-Olive

MFL lecturer

M: 07986 663938

T: 01727 844169

caroline.rowan-olive@oaklands.ac.uk

Senior manager supporting the project: 

Rob Reynolds

Head of Skills: Community Led Provision

T: 01727 737151

rob.reynolds@oaklands.ac.uk
Oaklands College

St Albans City Campus

St Peter’s Road


St Albans

AL1 3RX
T: 01727 737000 

www.oaklands.ac.uk

Appendix 1 Letter to students about the project



28 January 2008

Dear Student,

The Languages Department has obtained funding to carry out some research on how we use the target language in our teaching.  This is an important but quite complex aspect of language teaching and we are looking forward to being able to focus on it in some detail  We are planning to produce a book at the end of the project, so the project will improve the quality of teaching and learning in your class and other classes in the future.

Feedback from you is an important part of the process.  We will therefore be very grateful for  your thoughts and comments, both on the questionnaires provided and to your tutor.

We also need to tape-record half an hour of your class, once at the beginning and once at the end of the project.  We are doing this to work out whether the amount of French/Italian/Spanish increases during the term, not to test you in any way.  We will listen to the tape with a stop watch to count the number of minutes of Spanish / French / Italian spoken over a 30-minute period.  

Wishing you all the best for your course at Oaklands College.

Rob Reynolds

Head of Skills

Languages

Appendix 2 Learner feedback form



Strategy 1: Communicating with very little language.

1.  Please give your tutor a mark out of 10 in each of the boxes below.

· using visual clues (e.g. pictures) to back up what we say.

· using gestures and facial expressions to help get 

meaning across.   

· Giving instructions in the target language, using the 

same language each week

· Demonstrating / showing you how to do things which 

you can copy.

2.  How much of what your teacher said in the target language did you understand?  (5 = everything, 0 = nothing)


 


 0  1  2  3  4  5

3.  Tick the most appropriate phrase.

I found this strategy:

· too difficult   

· very challenging and enjoyable


· quite challenging  but still enjoyable 

· about the right level for me

· a bit too easy

· too easy

· too easy and boring

4.  Tick the most appropriate phrase: 

My teacher’s use of this strategy

· increased my confidence in my ability to speak the language.

· decreased my confidence in my ability to speak the language.

· had no effect on my confidence in my ability to speak the language.

5.  What did you like about this strategy for using the target language?

6.  What did you not like about this strategy for using the target language?

Any other feedback (comments, ideas, suggestions). 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire.  Your feedback is not just appreciated – it is essential!
Appendix 3 Tutor’s report



· It doesn’t matter how you express this.  It doesn’t  have to be in full sentences.  

· Try and write it as soon after the session as possible, while it is still fresh in your mind.  

· Don’t forget to include anything interesting your learners say on the topic.

· If possible, try and show it to your peer observer and get her input before you submit.

· Please fill in one form each time you use a strategy (i.e. 3 forms per strategy).

Tutor’s Name ………………………………              Date …………………

Strategy  …………………………………………………………………………

I was trying  this strategy  for the first  /  second / third time.  

What preparation did this strategy need?

How exactly did you deliver the strategy?

How did the learners respond? (include any comments here).

What went well?

What went less well?

What will you do differently next time you use this approach?

On a scale of 0 to 10, where 10 is very good indeed, how well did the new strategy work on this occasion?

If you gave it less than 10, what stopped it being 10?

Appendix 4 Analysis of quantitative data for the three strategies



Appendix 4A.  Analysis of quantitative data across all classes.

Strategy 1: Communicating with very little language.  42 forms

1.  Please give your tutor a mark out of 10 in each of the boxes below.

· using visual clues (e.g. pictures) to back up what we say.  9.1
· using gestures and facial expressions to help get 

meaning across.   





9.3

· Giving instructions in the target language, using the 

same language each week




9.4

· Demonstrating / showing you how to do things which 

you can copy.






9.0

2.  How much of what your teacher said in the target language did you understand?  (5 = everything, 0 = nothing)


mean 3.7 


 0  1  2  3  4  5

3.  Tick the most appropriate phrase.

I found this strategy:

· too difficult   




0
· very challenging and enjoyable

18
42.9%


· quite challenging  but still enjoyable 

20
47.6%
· about the right level for me


3
7.1%
· a bit too easy




1
2.4%

· too easy




0
· too easy and boring



0
4.  Tick the most appropriate phrase: 

My teacher’s use of this strategy

· increased my confidence in my ability to understand and speak the language.   33
 (82.5%)
· decreased my confidence in my ability to speak the language.

· had no effect on my confidence in my ability to speak the language.7 (17.5%)
(2 did not complete q. 4)



Appendix 4B

Analysis of quantitative data across all classes.

Strategy 2: Helping you to use the target language.  34 forms

1.  Please give your tutor a mark out of 10 in each of the boxes below.

· using visual clues (e.g. pictures) to back up what we say.  9.4
· using gestures and facial expressions to help get 

meaning across.   





8.8

· Giving instructions in the target language, using the 

same language each week




9.2

· Demonstrating / showing you how to do things which 

you can copy.






9.3

2.  How much of what your teacher said in the target language did you understand?  (5 = everything, 0 = nothing)


mean 3.9 

 0  1  2  3  4  5

3.  Tick the most appropriate phrase.

I found this strategy:

· too difficult   




0
· very challenging and enjoyable

11
32.4%


· quite challenging  but still enjoyable 

19
55.9%
· about the right level for me


4
11.8%
· a bit too easy




0

· too easy




0
· too easy and boring



0
4.  Tick the most appropriate phrase: 

My teacher’s use of this strategy

· increased my confidence in my ability to understand and speak the language.   29
 (85.3%)
· decreased my confidence in my ability to speak the language.

· had no effect on my confidence in my ability to speak the language.5 (14.7%)


Appendix 4C: Analysis of quantitative data across all classes.

Strategy 3: supporting learners between classes.  36 forms

1.  Please give your tutor a mark out of 10 in for providing support and learning materials to help you learn between lessons.  MEAN  9.5

2.  Please indicate whether your tutor’s teaching has improved since we started this project at the beginning of Further Steps, by circling the appropriate phrase:

greatly improved    9
    some improvement  10
 

no noticeable change 15
  got worse 0

(These answers were given a numerical value as follows: got worse = 0, no noticeable change = 1, some improvement = 2, greatly improved = 3)

3.  How much of what your teacher said in the target language did you understand?  (5 = everything, 0 = nothing)
  mean 3.8

 
 0  1  2  3  4  5

4.  Tick the most appropriate phrase.

I found this strategy:

· too difficult  




0 
· very challenging and enjoyable

9  (25%)


· quite challenging  but still enjoyable 

20.5 (56.9%)

· about the right level for me


6.5 (18.1)

· a bit too easy




0
· too easy




0
· too easy and boring



0
5.  Tick the most appropriate phrase: 

My teacher’s use of this strategy

· increased my confidence in my ability to understand and speak the language.




35 (97.2%)
· decreased my confidence in my ability to speak the language. 

0

· had no effect on my confidence in my ability to speak the language.

1 (2.8%)

Appendix 5 Summary of conclusions


Appendix 5A

Summary of conclusions for Strategy 1: communicating with very little language.

· Visual clues are essential but hard to find without infringing copyright.  I used my own photographs where possible. Instructions for classroom activities should be displayed on the wall and illustrated, (see, for example, Appendix ? visual clues).

· Body language, mime and facial expressions are powerful ways of communicating.

· Teachers must use simple language.  Where possible, use cognates (words which are similar to English in sound and meaning).  Try to stick to the same small body of language and to repeat it as much as possible.

· Classroom instructions should initially be given only in the format shown in the illustrated version on the wall.

· Learners need to be taught classroom language and must practise regularly.  This can be made interesting by using games and activities, such as flash cards, matching games and Hangman (on the board or online).

· Teaching learners at an early stage how to say they don’t understand in the target language gives them more control over the situation.  We found that initial reluctance to admit they don’t understand can be overcome with encouragement and a friendly atmosphere.

· Classroom situations can be exploited to demonstrate new language to learners, for example, when asking a learner to switch the light on or close the door.

· Avoid giving English translations after a phrase in the TL.  Learners will not try to understand the TL if they know you will say it in English.  

· There is a place for English, e.g. to translate a phrase too complicated to explain in the TL, for procedural matters which must be understood (e.g. how to fill in an exam entry form) and on handouts, which learners will use at home.



Appendix 5B:  Summary of conclusions for Strategy 2: Getting learners talking.

Learners need to hear new language repeatedly before they can understand it and practise it repeatedly before they can use it freely.   The challenge is to avoid repetition becoming boring.

Drills are a useful tool for repetition.  They involve using language in a very controlled context, for example, listening to and repeating language.  For a useful account of different types of drill and ways to use them, see Tice (2004.) Tice demonstrates many different kinds of drills and gives advice on when, why  and how to use them.

We used the following:

· a mixture of choral, individual and small group drills

· visual drills, using Powerpoint, pictures, cards etc.

· disappearing drills, either by rubbing parts of a dialogue off the board or using Powerpoint animations (which are not difficult to make)

· drilling activities are  or where a dialogue is shown with some phrases replaced by pictures.

Many lessons culminate in learners completing a task, solving a problem or rehearsing a real-life situation.  However, the build-up must be gradual, so that learners are given the tools before attempting the task.  Learners move through a series of stages, from being introduced to the new language to attempting the task.  Ways of structuring this process include:

· drills that become progressively harder (moving from repetition drills, to question and answer drills, to disappearing drills, for example)

· gradually removing verbal prompts, e.g. replacing some words in a model dialogue with pictures, turning a prompt sheet face down or using picture cards with the words on a flap that can be folded over to conceal the word.

· cloze (gap-filling) activities

· matching activities and memory games

· structured small-group activities, e.g. making sentences, with word and/or picture cards.

· guided / structured role play activities, e.g. where learners change certain underlined phrases in a model dialogue. 



Appendix 5C:  Summary of conclusions for Strategy 3: Supporting learners between classes.
A week is too long for learners to go without hearing the target language.  They cannot remember from one week to the next what the language sounds like and how to pronounce it.  In strategy 3, we asked learners to discuss in groups the kind of support they would find useful.  This helped guide our thinking in useful directions.

Many, but not all of our strategies, used the internet, though not necessarily in a way that required highly- developed ICT skills.  For example: 

These activities require access to email and the internet.

· sending students a weekly email with objectives, activities and links, especially useful for students who have missed a lesson

· recommending language websites, which include audio, e.g. most of the BBC online language courses.  (BBC’s Ma France was very popular with French students and teachers, as it includes stunning videos, lots of audio and addictive games).

· One group particularly liked the Radio Lingua Coffee-Break pod casts – 15 minute language lessons in French and Spanish and asked the tutor to select one episode to study between lessons and ask questions about the following week.  Interestingly, this series uses a lot of English.  It is available at http://www.radiolinguamedia.com/cbf/www/lessons/library.html
The following activities work best on the college Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), which students can access from home, but they could be emailed if necessary.

·  Making mp3 audio files on the computer allowed students to hear and practise ‘tailor made’ vocabulary related to topics being currently studied.  This is not difficult, using software such as Audacity, which can be downloaded free of charge from the internet.

· Audacity files can also be used for speaking activities and drills, by asking learners to say something (repeat what they hear, answer a question) and then listen to the correct response on the audio file.

· Recorded dialogues with more than one speaker are even more interesting.

· Audio files made specifically for one year group or scheme of work are even more effective, if used alongside and/or incorporated into other tailor-made resources.  Authoring such activities is not difficult, using free software such as Quizlet and Hot Potatoes.  One student described how she uses a combination of audio file and vocabulary list to learn at home: 

Having the audio to the flash cards is very useful.  I used it in the list of terms page for learning the pronunciation first and then learning the expressions ‘by heart’. I copied the list to Word so that I could continue practising away from the computer, but I can then go back to the audio and check that I am saying the words correctly.  (Further Steps student, Thursday French class).

Short audio clips can easily be incorporated into PowerPoint presentations for learners to access at home.
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Even if you don’t understand everything, the meaning can be conveyed via actions and expressions.








It makes me push myself to understand.  It is hard but I enjoy the methodology.








It helps to get used to the speed of the language, makes me more familiar with pronunciation.








It forces me to listen to ‘fast’ Spanish & try to comprehend sentences rather than individual words.








you need to hear Italian being spoken to be able to speak it yourself








It forces you to really listen and pushes you to practice   It is a very good way of teaching.











� of whom one qualified this with a note to the effect that the tutor was very good to start with.


� of whom one qualified this with a note to the effect that the tutor was very good to start with


� of whom 12 qualified this with a note to the effect that the tutor was very good to start with





