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Introduction


I work in Catherine Cookson Country, the North East of England Metropolitan Borough of South Tyneside recently declared an Education Action Zone. South Shields in the east of the borough is an attractive seaside resort, burdened with more than its fair share of social, economic and educational disadvantage. Several months ago, a national newspaper called it ‘a depressed town with high unemployment.’


A third of the 1,200 pupils in my 11-16 comprehensive school qualify for free school meals. Typically 30% of the boys and 20% of the girls leave primary education with reading ages two or more years below their chronological ages. Although a tiny minority of these learners later transfer to local special schools, most remain in mainstream education receiving their full National Curriculum subject entitlement, including at least one Modern Foreign Language.


At Harton School I teach French and German, word process the school’s programmes and newsletters, coach poor readers, supervise a Year 7 complement of 30+ SEN registrees, and offer in-class learning support in English, Mathematics, Science, Design Technology, French, Geography, History, Information Technology and Religious Education. Each week I spend one lunch hour at Oakleigh Gardens, a special school for pupils with severe learning difficulties, where I help with information technology matters.


Challenges


Valuing diversity and engaging with its challenges are what MFL and SEN are both about. The latter acknowledges and wrestles with the differences among learners and learning styles. The former appreciates and grapples with the ‘otherness’ of foreign languages and cultures. Learning difficulties arise whenever a mismatch exists between what a pupil brings to an institution or curriculum and what the institution or curriculum demands of a pupil. Although SEN and MFL teachers are accustomed to breaking down complexity into manageable parts, sometimes other, unforeseen obstacles emerge. 


In the late 1980s I scoured the weekend editions of the Frankfurter Rundschau and Süddeutsche Zeitung in search of cartoons, advertisements, announcements, weather reports, tables and the like. I subsequently compiled a card-index of these short authentic texts, each illustrating a single lexical item, specific notion or grammatical concept in context. Over a three-year period I collected newspaper clippings exemplifying 2,000 of the 2,500 words in the Northern Examining Association’s GCSE German vocabulary list.


One of these clippings was a cartoon of a vehicle waiting at a cross-roads. An overhead sign read:


� EMBED CDraw  ���


I once presented this item to a Year 11 German class of low achievers who had received thorough practice in direction-giving language. The key vocabulary — ‘links’, ‘geradeaus’ and ‘rechts’ — meaning ‘left’, ‘straight ahead’ and ‘right’ respectively — had been well drilled, yet the cartoon caused a lot of difficulty. Most learners assumed that the three words on the road sign were the names of German towns. The zany, vaguely surreal, culturally unfamiliar humour, which is the hallmark of many German cartoons, had raised a barrier to comprehension. 


New technologies


CALL — Computer Assisted Language Learning — dates back to 1961, when an American psychologist conducted a small-scale German vocabulary-teaching experiment using a mainframe computer. Twenty years elapsed before microcomputer-based school foreign language learning became established.


My first encounter with technology-based learning also dates back to the 1960s, when I jumped at the chance of brushing up my French listening skills in a language laboratory. I still suffer occasional nightmares about the hour I spent in my booth struggling instead with pattern drills requiring thirty�word sentences to be heard and reproduced from memory in the imperfect tense, while a supervisor intoned in my headphones ‘Vous êtes britannique, n’est-ce pas?’ The problem lay not with the technology but with the underlying methodology. I was raised the grammar-translation way, while the language laboratory lessons followed a strictly audio-lingual approach.


I fared little better with computer technology in the mid-1980s. During a visit to Minneapolis I was offered a trial session on the then state-of-the-art PLATO computer-assisted instruction system. I plumped for a Biology lesson about human digestion. After several correct responses I was informed that I had answered the latest question wrongly. When I pressed the ‘Help’ key, I was greeted with the message ‘Think, dummy!’ I gather a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ was what the computer was programmed to expect!


Appropriateness


Thirty years’ experience with computers and language laboratories have persuaded me that the appropriate use of technologies and their successful integration into classroom practice matter much more than the technologies themselves. People — software developers, lesson designers, computer-using teachers etc. — make a difference, not machinery. Conversely, people who accidentally or deliberately misapply technologies may lower learners’ self-esteem and exacerbate learning difficulties.


My perception of the ‘appropriate application’ of ICT — Information and Communications Technologies — to MFL, particularly in a special needs context, transcends the mere ‘suitability’ of such a strategy. I prefer to trace the idea of ‘appropriateness’ back to its Latin roots and to reinvest it with its original sense of ‘ownership’, or ‘stakeholdership’ in recent political parlance. Disenfranchised learners — and teachers for that matter — contribute to a spiral of disaffection and underachievement diminishing school effectiveness.


MFL, SEN and ICT


MFL/SEN/ICT initiatives date back at least to the turn of this decade. The CILT/NCC Project on MFL and pupils with SEN emphasised the successful integration of ICT in most programmes of work among the project partners. New technology also played a key rôle in the Suffolk/Norfolk special schools MFL Project and the National Flexible Learning Project North East on MFL for All at Key Stage 4. A review of MFL/SEN literature also reveals widespread classroom deployment of ICT.


My Assistant-Coordinatorship of the National Flexible Learning Project North East — Modern Languages in 1990-1991 launched my research interests in MFL/SEN and the potential of online information services — Europe’s national public videotex systems and the World Wide Web — to deliver accessible, authentic and appropriate MFL materials.


My starting point in two subsequent computer-assisted language learning projects was an electronic resource which I wanted to submit to classroom trialling. In both cases, the research focus shifted towards the individual needs of the learner exploiting the resource. When I trialled the British Tourist Authority’s German viewdatabase Großbritannien Urlaub as a classroom resource, I collaborated with a 13-year-old boy exhibiting challenging behaviour. He was interested in computers and eager to find a teacher willing to supervise him when he used them after school. We were able to negotiate a mutually beneficial agenda.


In a second project I downloaded several pages from the Swiss city of Lausanne’s viewdatabase. I then used them to introduce the French topic of Travel to two small groups of 13-year-olds with learning difficulties. The topic was subsequently developed through multimedia software and a classic computer language game. The latter had two playing levels to cater for the wide ability range that existed in both classes, despite the over-representation of SEN registrees. Both groups later completed under examination conditions a writing task closely resembling the language game but incorporating elements from the other software. Fourteen of the sixteen candidates could frame at least one competent target-language response. All learners pronounced themselves satisfied with the test’s fairness and acknowledged the significant contribution of IT usage to their preparation.


Year 9 Low Achievers’ Project


My next project began with a very concrete curricular problem. In September 1996 I found myself once again teaching two groups of Year 9 learners of French with special needs. The 13 boys in 9P5 were positively motivated and socially integrated but averaged reading ages of 10 years 1 month, while the 7 boys and 3 girls in the smaller 9Q5 averaged higher reading ages of 10 years 8 months but displayed challenging behaviour.


By this stage my school’s Modern Languages Department had agreed a topic-based, textbook-independent and National Curriculum-compatible scheme of work to be followed by all teachers within a given year group. The topics of School Life, Daily Routine, Travel & Transport, Geographical Surroundings, Weather, Health, Arranging a Meeting and Holidays were prescribed for Year 9 learners of French. These pupils were invited to tick a ‘can-do’ list of skills at the end of each unit to record progress. 


As a contributor to this scheme of work, I was fully committed to a common-objective approach. Learners with special needs in mainstream schools are very reluctant to follow a curriculum which they perceive as having little ‘surrender value.’ On the other hand, what they study also needs to be accessible, authentic and appropriate. Although my school’s Modern Languages Department has a tradition of sharing commercial and in-house classroom materials, a dearth of accessible, authentic and appropriate resources for learners with special needs soon emerged. As my school was due for its first Ofsted inspection over a 5-day period in early October 1996, the problem required urgent attention.


I searched the World Wide Web almost daily for cross-ability, curriculum-compatible authentic texts and devised tasks to accompany them. Using AltaVista and other general search engines, I found an average of two documents for each scheme of work topic. The National Curriculum decree that modern foreign language assessment should be conducted entirely in the target language is a tall order for low attainers. The prospect of writing target-language rubrics to accompany the tasks was daunting and I set exercises instead with the first question already answered as an example. This strategy of dispensing with rubrics altogether and making the task self-explanatory was endorsed by a speaker at a CILT Modern Languages and Special Educational Needs conference in July 1996.


The production of the School Life pilot module and its reception by the pupils in September 1996 gave me grounds for optimism and I delivered the topic of Daily Routine via world wide web-sourced and self-desktop-published materials in the presence of an Ofsted Modern Languages Inspector during the following month. I subjected myself again to critical scrutiny when I was invited to join the DfEE-funded national MFLIT project in December 1996 and agreed to apply its research philosophy to my ongoing school-based initiative, which I completed in July 1997. One incentive to meet this summer term deadline was a need for learning materials to cover all eight prescribed topics in the Year 9 scheme of work. Another was an invitation to present a paper about my use of French web resources at an international foreign languages and educational technology conference during August 1997.


Four World Wide Web resources and their accompanying tasks exemplify the resource and learning outcomes of this project:


Journal d’Héloïse at www.nat.fr/roca/heloise_doc.htm: In this short biography a 7-year-old girl introduces herself, her parents and pets. This text tied in well with the topic of Daily Routine and provided a template for learners to create a similar presentation about themselves and their families. The biography was even accessible to beginners, who could all adapt the first two sentences with age and name references from a very early stage. Some could work out what the majority of the text was about and appreciated the authenticity of her liking for the Lion King and her amusing choice of pet names.


The Ministry of Education of the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg publishes a calendrier des vacances et congés scolaires (Vacances scolaires for short) at www.men.lu/_publications/legislation/vacances95.html. A Luxembourg school web site gives similar information at www.restena.lu/ltb/conges.html as Congés. Both texts contributed to the topics of School Life and Holidays. Although the Vacances Scolaires text is long, it is also highly repetitive in the way it lists the nine holidays of the school year. The Congés text tabulates some of this information. The first column shows the holiday dates in numeric format (e.g., 26.10.97-02.11.97) The second column names the holiday (e.g., Toussaint). I asked my learners to complete the same table in which the first-column data had been blanked out. This they were able to do with a little assistance (the first row was done for them). The fact that the information related to holidays in the coming school year led to a few of them completing the dates with the wrong year.


Se déplacer à Paris at www.parisnet.com/french/city/transp.htm is a menu of 14 clickable items of hyperlinked-text, each naming a mode of transport in Paris (e.g., Taxis, Bateaux, A vélo). The text integrated with the topic of Travel and Transport. The task devised to accompany this text was a series of 12 pictures of forms of transport that the learners had to match with the options in the Se déplacer à Paris text. The fact that one of the options on the web page was a balloon ride added to the authenticity and interest of this very simple text. This particular exercise was very well done by my learners with special needs. One 13-year-old boy with a Reading Age of 8 years 9 months had a perfect score.


Météo nationale at www.cmc.ec.gc.ca/cmc/images/Media/Cansysf.gif is a daily-updated weather map of Canada with symbols and legend. These maps came within the ambit of the topics of Weather and Holidays. I asked my learners to write French phrases to describe the weather in eight Canadian cities. Most were able to perform this task, some from memory, others by copying from a vocabulary information sheet. The choice of a Canadian weather map as a text reinforced what the learners had studied in Geography lessons. An opportunity also arose to discuss the place of the French language in countries other than France.


Year 7 Beginners’ Project


During the 1997-1998 school year I was timetabled to teach Year 7 French. The 25-strong mixed-ability beginners’ class included 4 boys on the SEN register with behavioural and learning difficulties. One of them arrived with a statement and a reading age of 6 years 11 months, five years below his chronological age and the literacy level of many of his peers.


The school’s Modern Languages Department had agreed to cover the topics of Greetings, Personal Description, Alphabet, School, Numbers, Dates, Weather and Time during Year 7. The scheme of work now included ‘can-do’ lists of skills and unit vocabularies. Although it prescribed no particular textbook, the scheme of work listed Étoiles, Tricolore, Au secours and Arc-en-ciel units of interest in the delivery of each topic.


As a linguist, I concede that many modern school French course books are more visually appealing than their predecessors. As a learning support teacher, however, I worry about the textual clutter and the colour mix on every page and wonder whether they might actually impede learning. More significantly perhaps, certain newer school MFL courses seem to lack the exhaustive step-by-step approach to explanations and exercises I have noticed in some school Mathematics textbooks. The upshot was that I decided to word-process my own teaching materials.


Writing a Year 7 course proved a challenging though ultimately highly rewarding experience. The challenge lay in identifying simple, authentic and up-to-date online and printed resources to serve as texts and in devising appropriately differentiated tasks to accompany them with enough questions to stretch the able without alienating low attainers. I reaped the rewards when a pupil with learning difficulties pronounced an exercise ‘too easy,’ when a colleague asked for a copy of a worksheet I had written and when I was invited by BECTA to submit teaching materials for their website.


As Year 7 Learning Support teacher I was aware of what pupils were studying in other National Curriculum subjects and could take advantage of this knowledge when setting tasks in French. I knew, for instance, that I could introduce the points of the compass during the topic of Weather because they had just been covered in Mathematics: 


�


Few subject teachers have such opportunities to map the whole curriculum.


The World Wide Web proved a reliable source of appropriate and authentic materials for beginners in French. I pressed into service again the Journal d’Héloïse biography and the Canadian Météo Nationale weather map used in the Year 9 Low Attainers project. Further Internet searches revealed information in French about the TV Simpson family at pages.infinit.net/joripage/Personnages.html, details about a French-speaking school on the Pacific island of New Caledonia at www.noumea.com/neacom/emilpane/eleves/htm, and at www.momes.net/comptines/comptines-numeriques.html a selection of number rhymes.


As the school’s in-house desktop publisher, I was also well placed to teach my Year 7s how to word-process in French. I led them through the mechanics of typing French accented characters such as ‘é’, ‘ô’, ‘ù’ and tracked down a freeware French cursive handwriting font at http://services.worldnet.net/logedu/cursive.htm to add authenticity and to help recipients of penpal letters to decipher the script. Below is an example of a poster word-processed by a pupil using the font.


� EMBED CDraw  ���


�This poster also illustrates how judicious use of clip-art may enhance a target-language message. Although American clip-art predominates, European images are available on CD ROMs or floppy discs: � EMBED CDraw  ���


The above are so-called ‘vector graphics,’ which can be increased in size without loss of resolution. Web art usually consists of GIF format pictures which grow jagged when magnified and raise difficult copyright issues when used in classroom materials.


Conclusion


I have no intention of making extravagant claims about my use of ICT in conducting online searches, word-processing learning resources and in teaching French keyboard skills. The statemented pupil in my Year 7 group still came bottom of the class, but not bottom of the year, with a score of 12% in his summer examination. The other pupils with learning difficulties achieved between 30% and 40%. The top performers achieved 95% and the results of the class as a whole compared very favourably with other Year 7 classes. 


I make no claim either about the replicability of my project. I have had the good fortune to work with computers for fifteen years now and to have a job which permits me to use my ICT skills, to trial new ideas and to support learners in a range of National Curriculum subject lessons where I often observe very good practice. I only hope that my experiences may be of some use to others in the field of MFL/SEN.


Although I have adopted a ‘non-tutorial’ approach to computer-assisted language learning — exploiting ICT more as a tool for information retrieval, processing and exchange than as a lesson delivery medium — I believe that CD ROM-based multimedia courses have much to offer too, not least because they give access to authentic speech. Both CALL strategies have their place and are most effective when they are matched to the needs of the learner, the methodology of the teacher and the requirements of the curriculum.





Email: DavidRitchieWilson@compuserve.com
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