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Modern foreign languages at primary
school: a three-pronged approach?
Cynthia Martin
University of Reading

This art icle considers dif ferent approaches to instruct ion in school-
based pr imary  l \4FL schemes.  l t  suggests  a  cur r i cu lum wi th
th ree  s t rands  fo r  Eng land,  in  wh ich  the  language e lement  i s
nearer the sensit isat ion end of the spectrum but with an enhanced
knowledge about  language component  and a  s t rengthened
intercultural dimension, l t  also proposes a kipart i te staff ing model,
with primary class teachers supported by language special ists,
foreign language assistants (FLAs) and other native speakers
working together in partnership.

INTRODUCTION

Across the length and breadth of the UK there is
a renewed surge of  in terest  in  ear ly  fore ign
language learning, which was marked by the launch
on 25 March 1999 of  the DfEE Good Pract ice
Project (Early Language Learning Bulletin 1999).
The  a im  o f  t h i s  i n i t i a t i ve  i s  t o  enhance  the
provision and quality of early foreign language
learning. This was followed in May 2000 by the
recommendation of the Nuffield Languages Inquiry
that early language learning should form part of a
coherent national strategy for languages education
in the UK (Nuffield Languages Inquiry 2000: 89).
In this paper I consider the possible content of a
pre-l1 programme. I comment on the
. purposes of early foreign language learning;
. foreign language content;
.  development  of  ch i ldren 's  knowledge about

language;
. promotion of intercultural awareness; and on

staffing.

PURPOSES OF EARLY FOREIGN
LANGUAGE LEARNING

Early foreign language programmes in the UK
tend, broadly speaking, to fall into one of three
ca tego r i es ,  name ly  l anguage  compe tence
programmes designed to teach children a foreign
language (Giovanazzi ,  1992),  secondly.
programmes intended to sensitise children to one
or more languages (Mayes, 1999), and thirdly,
language awareness programmes, in which most

of the discussioh
of language and

is in English on various features
languages.

Language competence programmes
Language competence programmes aim to enhance
children's l inguistic attainment and because they
emphasise performance and progression, require
more curriculum time and are almost inevitably
based  on  the  concen t ra ted  s tudy  o f  a  s i ng le
language. As such, they place requirements upon
the  teache r ' s  l i ngu i s t i c  know ledge  and  un t i l
recently have tended to be based on a 'drop-in'

model with visits by a peripatetic specialist who
teaches  the  fo re ign  l anguage  i n  a  d i sc re te
timetabled slot. The approach to instruction is
thus an overt one, and the language itself the prime
focus of each lesson. Particularly when language
competence programmes are offered at primary
level, it is essential that secondary schools take
account of pupils' prior learning so that progress
in the foreign language is maintained.

S en s it is ation/enc ounter pro gr amme s
The aim of sensitisation programmes is to develop
children's understanding about language learning
by  means  o f  an  encoun te r  w i t h  one  fo re ign
language and, occasionally, several of them, with
an  emphas i s  on  the  p r imary  ch i l d ' s  p resen t
i n te res t s  and  cogn i t i ve  deve lopmen t .
Sensitisation programmes can start at any age,
inc luding KS1 or  pre-school  and are typ ical ly
delivered by the primary class teacher, assisted
by resources designed with the specific needs of
the non-specia l is t  l inguist  in  mind and by in-
service training or occasionally, native speaker
support. These custom-made packages have an
intentionally restricted inventory of language items
so as to enable the teacher to present a modest
stand-alone language element, which is integrated
in varying degrees into the daily l i fe of the primary
classroom. Economical as far as curriculum time
is concerned, they may be well suited to the context
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in England, where many teachers are constrained
by a combination of lack of confidence, training
and time. Sensitisation tends to be more within

the reach of  the ret ra ined pr imary teacher,  as
content  is  less prescr ibed and the promot ion of
positive attitudes is typically priorit ised. Pupils
m a y  d e v e l o p  s o m e  b a s i c  c o m p e t e n c e  a n d
confident handling of a limited number of formulaic
phrases but not to the same extent as in a language

competence programme. Where sensi t isat ion
programmes are of fered over  several  years,

continuity oflearning is crucial from class to class
throughout the primary school.

Sometimes children move on from sensitisation
to language competence style work in the final
years ofKS2. Language competence and language

sens i t i sa t i on  p rog rammes  a re  bo th  ways  o f

init iating children into foreign language learning.

although with different emphasis, and both may

incorporate an e lement  of  language awareness
work, l inking the foreign language to Ll, but this

occurs infrequently.

Language awareness programmes
There has been substantial debate over the role

of language awareness work in primary foreign
language schemes (Poole 1994, 1995). For many
years Hawkins (1984) has argued that language
awareness programmes are a means of preparing

for language learning, learning 'how to learn',
providing 'education of the ear' and a forum for

the discussion of language diversity. It has also

been claimed that language awareness on its own
allows for better co-ordination from primary to
seconda ry  l eve l s ,  as  l anguage  l ea rn ing  i s

intentionally l imited to knowledge that wil l not be

v iewed  as  an  i n te r fe rence  upon  t rans fe r  t o

seconda ry  schoo l .  Language  awareness
programmes are usually taught by the primary

teacher, who needs to have litt le active knowledge
of the foreign languages.

It is necessary to clarify the aims of foreign

language programmes and be cautious about what

can realistically be achieved by primary children
who are learning languages, particularly in view

of the coming on-stream of the National Literacy
and Numeracy Strategies. Rather than allowing
ea r l y  MFL  to  be  squeezed  ou t  by  add i t i ona l
statutory requirements, we need to explore ways
of making l inks between foreign language learning
and literacy and numeracy (Cheater and Farren,
forthcoming). Indeed, the Nuffield Languages
Inquiry recommends that foreign languages be

designated a key skil l  alongside l iteracy, numeracy

and ICT (Nuffield Languages Inquiry 2000: 8).
Building on current examples of good practice from
both ear ly  MFL,  Engl ish and Mathemat ics,  we
must continue to pool ideas about an appropriate
curriculum for pre-l 1 learners, taught by teachers
who are not foreign language specialists but who,
as Sharpe (1995) reminds us,  are exper ienced
pr imary pract i t ioners,  wi th a whole range of

professional skil ls. So what might the content of a
programme comprise?

I wish to suggest that, ideally, early foreign

language  p rog rammes  shou ld  compr i se  t h ree

strands: foreign language content in the sense of

skil ls acquisit ion; the development of children's
knowledge about language; and the promotion of
intercultural awareness. These three strands would

be mutually supportive but not necessarily offered

in equal proportions. The first would be taught

mainly in the target language and the second and

third mainly in L I .

FOREIGN LANGUAGE CONTENT

Firstly, if t ime for' learning is as important as rl

seems to be (Burstall et al., 1974; Edelenbos and

Johnstone, 1996), then this first encounter oucht

surely to include the development of at least somc

initial foreign language competence, and not bc-

based purely on a language awareness approach.

There wi l l  natura l ly  be considerable var iat ron

between what individual schools can offer and

sustain, but I believe that the main element of any

programme must be a core of realistic, manageable,

bu t  sys tema t i ca l l y  t augh t  f o re ign  l anguage

content .  Fragmented approaches based largely

on the promot ion of  posi t ive at t i tudes make i t

diff icult to keep track of the language content and

are more l ikely to be disregarded at the transfer

stage to secondary school. Introductory foreign

language topics which fit naturally with the primary

cu r r i cu lum such  as  t hose  p ionee red  i n  Ken t
(Rumley, 1991; Sharpe , 1991, 1992) are more l ikely

to be achievable by primary teachers, given both

the l imited time and in-service training currently

available. By pre-defining the body of language

to be taught, it should be easier to ensure some

coherence and inform secondary MFL teachers

more  p rec i se l y  abou t  wha t  g round  has  been

covered, thereby enabling the foreign language

begun at primary level to be a modest f irst step in

a continuum of foreign language learning which

can be built on at secondary level.

A t  seconda ry  l eve l ,  unde r  t he  Na t i ona l

Cu r r i cu lum fo r  MFL ,  t he  Language  o f  t he

Classroom wi l l  be a major  feature of  fore ign

language lessons, and a very good foundation for

this target language can be laid by the primary

teacher in her everyday routines. This prepares

primary pupils for one significant aspect of their

secondary programme, but does not require the

primary teacher to take on board vast amounts of

foreign language, an important consideration given

the demands of the National Curriculum overall.

Many of  the expressions are used repeatedly

throughout the primary school day and can be

built in quite naturally (Satchwell and de Silva,

1995). The daily routine of call ing the register,

collecting dinner money, l ining up, entering and

leaving the classroom, prayers, changing the date

and weather  char t ,  and ta lk ing about  the t ime,
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greeting and dismissing the children: all are a means
ofusing the foreign language for everyday activit ies
wi th in the normal  l i fe  of  the school .  S imi lar ty ,  i t  is
poss ib le  f o r  t he  p r imary  t eache r  t o  conduc t
classroom business in the foreign language using
basic vocabulary to organise, praise and control
pupi ls .

There is also evidence to suggest that primary
pupils themselves would appreciate learning some
'coping language' to enable them to interrupt the
incoming f low of  target  language,  to ask for
repet i t ion,  seek c lar i f icat ion and make rout ine
requests of their teachers.

This content  might  be presented as a stand-
a l o n e  e l e m e n t  i n v o l v i n g  s o l e l y  t h e  f o r e i g n
language. However, making it part and parcel of
the rich primary experience which contributes to a
chi ld 's  overal l  personal  development  should make
the most effective combination.

As has been amply demonstrated in Scotland,
one means of meeting the heavy demands of the
pr imary curr icu lum is  to in tegrate some of  th is
language content  wi th the ongoing work of  the
class. This can be achieved in a number of ways
(Council of Europe, 1992; Doye and Hurrell, I 997)
and is altogether more feasible when the primary
c lass  t eache r  i s  respons ib le  f o r  t he  f o re ign
language provis ion,  and especia l ly  when she is
teaching her  own c lass.  Where th is  is  the case.
e lements of  the fore ign language can permeate
other topic and class work, such as art, craft, music,
science and PE, as the teacher consolidates forergn
language  l ea rn ing  th roughou t  t he  schoo l  day .
Teachers can a lso replace chi ldren 's  L l  wi th the
fo re ign  l anguage  to  re in fo rce  tasks  cove red
e l s e w h e r e ,  s u c h  a s  m e n t a l  a r i t h m e t i c  a n d
mul t ip l icat ion tables.

There are numerous examples (Hurrell, 1995;
Bel l ,  1996;  Hutcheon,  1996;  T ierney and Hope,
1998;  Muir ,  1999) to show that  in tegrat ion wi th
pupils' daily activit ies is a realistic strategy, with
the potential to promote real communication in a
natural setting. It allows a 'drip-feed' approach
to foreign language instruction and enables a start
t o  be  made  i n  s i t ua t i ons  whe re  a  s tand -a lone
component  is  not  possib le,  especia l ly  i f  fore ign
language  resou rces  and  expe r t i se  as  we l l  as
curriculum time are scarce.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF CHILDREN'S
KNOWLEDGE ABOUT LANGUAGE

Where language competence is the aim, there has
gene ra l l y  been  a  re luc tance  to  i nco rpo ra te  a
language awareness d imension,  on the grounds
tha t  t oo  much  d i scuss ion  wou ld  t ake  p lace  i n
English. However, f indings from the Scottish pilot
(Low e t  a l . ,  1993 ,  1995 )  and  o the r  Eu ropean
research (Edelenbos and Johnstone,  1996;  Blondin
e t  a l . ,  1 9 9 8 )  i n d i c a t e  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  a n
understanding of Ll and of language per se in the
development of foreign language competence.

There is also the question of exactly where the
fore ign language f i ts  in to the pr imary school
curriculum. It is arguable that foreign language
work needs to be explicit ly associated with English
language work and that the second strand of an
ear ly  fore ign language programme should be
des igned  to  deve lop  ch i l d ren ' s  me ta l i ngu i s t i c
awareness.

As  Johns tone  (1994 )  no ted ,  l i t e racy  qan  be
promoted through language awareness worlk. As
soon as learners have a basic level of l i teracy in
the i r  L l ,  t hey  m igh t  be  taugh t  how to  l i s t en
ca re fu l l y  i n  o rde r  t o  d i sc r im ina te  sounds ,  t he
interre lat ionship of  sounds and wr i t ing,  how to
match sound to print by shared reading aloud of
familiar texts, using poems, rhymes, songs, stories
and 'b ig books '  in  other  languages as wel l  as
Engl ish (Mart in  and Cheater ,  1998;  Skarbek,  1998).
This would enhance ongoing work as part of the
National Literacy Strategy (DfEE, 1998b; Primary
Languages Network, 1998). So, for example, one
LEA is  current ly  t r ia l l ing a f ramework which
attempts to l ink selected learning objectives from
the Literacy Framework with the early teaching of
French, setting out early foreign language learning
activit ies for word, sentence and text work.

Furthermore, one of the recommendations of
the Nuffield Languages Inquiry (2000: 43) is that
l anguage  awareness  shou ld  f o rm  pa r t  o f  t he
National Literacy Strategy. Children's curiosity
about how different languages work can be raised
by consider ing the s imi lar i t ies and d i f ferences,
between,  say,  numbers one to ten in  Romance
languages,  such as French,  Spanish,  I ta l ian and
Por tuguese ,  and  i n  German ic  l anguages ,  f o r
example,  Danish,  Swedish,  Dutch and German.
Puzzle-type activit ies involving looking for clues
to decipher which number is which and then co-
operatively attempting to re-order numbers in the
individual languages in the correct sequence, can
lead to product ive d iscussion about  language
families. Similar tasks, also involving investigating
the meaning behind certain names, can be carried
out when primary children are learning the days
of  the week or  months of  the year .  Language
awareness develops learners '  consciousness of
recurr ing pat terns in  language,  and helps them
make logical deductions and recognise graphic and
orthographic clues.

Depending on local  c i rcumstances,  act iv i t ies
might include awakening children to the existence
of  d ia lects and home languages of  ind iv iduals
w i t h i n  t h e  c l a s s ,  d r a w i n g  o n  p u p i l s '  o w n
know ledge  o f  o the r  l anguages ,  i n  t he  case  o f
bil ingual children. Earlier versions of the National
Curriculum for English (DfEE, 1998a:2) recognised
that 'the richness of dialects and other languages
can make an important  contr ibut ion to pupi ls '
know ledge  and  unde rs tand ing  o f  s tanda rd
E n g l i s h . '  T h i s  w o u l d  o p e n  p u p i l s '  m i n d s  t o
language variety and raise the status of community
l anguages .
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