
Note on pronunciation of NCELP – soft C as in centre
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Improve pedagogy (something that is within our current powers)
Unlike the perceived and real dominance of global English and English as a lingua 
franca, or the lack of demand for a language GCSE as an entry criterion by 
universities, or even, teacher shortage and retention. 

… thus …. increasing numbers at GCSE, increasing pool for A level, and beyond…

There is evidence that some aspects of pedagogy can cause of demotivation ….
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We are operating with the belief that teacher cognition exists and that hearts, minds 
and practice can be enriched and influenced
This is opposed to some views of teacher cognition and development which sees it 
solely as an individual learned experiential profession, to which research has little to 
offer (Medgyes). 

The aim is to move beyond relying on individual craft knowledge of locally highly 
effective teachers – to help others who are starting out or are struggling to adopt an 
effective pedagogy. 

Is there a role for research in this? Yes! There are 1000s of studies out there to help 
reflection and classroom decision-making and curriculum design. But the relationship 
between research and language learning and teaching (indeed across many 
disciplines) has not been, and is not (or ever will be) straightforward, as the British 
Academy and Royal Society’s recent report on education research last year observed.
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Our combined track record is not stellar! 
Stark evidence about how difficult it is to “access” research
Access research difficult  – physically, conceptually
Ok, so maybe instead of direct access (of course, that’s unlikely  - different worlds) 
but may be there is a process, a flow, of research and ideas – through professional 
publications? 
Checked references in 5 years of professional association publications: LLJ, NECTL 
Review, Babel, ALL
Academics (have to) publish in journals – paywalls..   - and need to be technical. 
This is a bleak picture.. Found by others too in other contexts… BUT…
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Negative perceptions of research or the idea that their own practice sufficed were 
rated very low as reasons for why teachers and teacher educators did not engage in 
research. 
Reasons for not being able to engage more were related to not being able to 
physically access research and not being able to understand research as it is often 
described in journal publications that they had read. 
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Actually research and teacher led. Selection of research findings – which and why – is 
being driven by need and shaped by expert practitioners’ views, caveats, adaptations. 
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These schools matched criteria set by the DfE and then applied to the DfE to be Lead 
Schools

(Yes we have a bit of a gap in the Midlands! – we’re hoping that we will be able to 
expand the programme of work and address this)
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Estimation of FL classroom time at secondary school: 39 week year, max 2 hours per 
week in KS3 (234) and 2.5 hours per week in KS4 (195) [five hours a fortnight is 
common] = 429 hours
Plus homework & perhaps 30 more hours of actual foreign language exposure on a 
trip. 

[Note: Between 1000-5000 words a day are actually directed to infants – infant-
directed speech]

Shortcuts? We are focusing on activating the learning mechanisms that underpin 
deliberate, intentional learning in a limited exposure context – where opportunities 
for incidental and implicit learning are minimal for many features of the language

[Note: A more generous view of amount of exposure is provided in box outside slide, 
which is based on more hours per week in KS4. 
For GLH for CEFR levels given in side panel: Source currently unknown.
But see https://support.cambridgeenglish.org/hc/en-gb/articles/202838506-
Guided-learning-hours for similar estimations from Cambridge: 350-400 hours for 
B1, pre-intermediate.] 

13



In foreign language teaching, learning, and assessment, a heavily skills-based 
conceptualisation of what it means to know a language has dominated our thinking: 
“the ‘four skills’ – listening, speaking, reading and writing ( which used to be known 
as “attainment targets”) structure how we think about lessons, textbooks, and testing

This conceptualisation runs against models of what ‘communicative competence’ is –
what does it actually mean to know a language? What is language knowledge?

(Oftsted framework now making this distinction clear: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/hmci-commentary-curriculum-and-the-
new-education-inspection-framework)
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Models of what it is to know a language are clear: knowledge of grammar, vocabulary 
and phonics is core, circled on the left here. 

In the earliest stages of language learning, our CPD and resources are emphasising 
that this bank of knowledge is required in order to launch the other competencies 
circled on the right here.
For example…
In order to use “cohesive devices”, you need something to make cohere! You need 
sentences! Some pupils are asked to learn a large number of ‘buts’ and although’ 
before they can properly string a sentence together. We have often overplayed this 
competence, too early on. My 12 year old came home the other day, about 40 hours 
of Spanish lessons so far, with THREE words for ‘but’ in her vocabulary list. My 15 
year old in revising for her GCSEs had about 20 expressions for expressing opposition 
relations e.g. despite, in spite of, although, contrary to. She dutifully knew them all. 
But did not on the other hand have a reliable grasp of the meaning of some of the 
most frequent verbs. Is this balance right?  

Functions of language has also been overplayed. Being able to express opinions, or 
get others to do things or ask for things. Before we can do this, we need a bank of 
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vocabulary and a reasonably reliable grammatical system.

Instead of ‘skills’ in the sense of R L S W, we are trying to change perceptions towards 
one of seeing the need for a knowledge base that can be used in different ‘modes 
and modalities 
mode = whether it is comprehension or production
modality = whether the language is oral or written
speaking = production mode, oral modality
reading = comprehension mode, written modality

But how to teach these pillars of knowledge – v, p, g - in a time-poor context is 
challenging. We take a look now at a few of the things we are doing at NCELP.
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Teaching basic reading skills – early literacy – in a FL has been largely neglected in 
contrast to the 1000s of hours given to this in our first language at primary school. 
There has been a tendency to expect learners to pick up sound-symbol relations 
incidentally, with an occasional focus on it. 
This is particularly problematic in French, where phoneme-grapheme 
correspondences are highly complex. 
We have produced dozens of resources, including short documents summarising key 
principles we are drawing from research, like this! 
And posters and activities for the classrooms, with suggested sequences of learning 
and revisiting …
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Our approach to phonics, vocabulary and grammar are strongly interrelated.
There is only time here to look very briefly at a couple of principles that are informing 
our work with regard to teaching and learning vocabulary.
First, the frequency principle.  Again, at the heart of this is the aim to make language 
learning make sense for learners….  recognising the time-poor nature of language 
learning and the need to make every learning moment count.
This is why our phonics work is based on the most problematic sound-spelling 
relationships, set within source/cluster words drawn from high-frequency vocabulary 
lists, including high-frequency verbs.
In terms of vocabulary, the same principle applies, with a particular focus on high-
frequency verbs as well.
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vocabulary knowledge has often been found to be the most important factor 
accounting for variation in learning outcomes, across all modes and modalities. 
So… we need to help teachers teach more words in the time available – the demands 
are very high.
(and we are suggesting to the examination boards to consider frequency when 
putting together their lists – currently done by asking teachers which words should be 
added or removed from topic lists). 
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There is evidence that teaching vocabulary from single word class lists – i.e. 12 nouns 
at once is not optimal.
If we try to teach too many new words in each lesson, then sentence creation (and 
even really thorough sentence comprehension) might not have time to happen.
If words are taught and learnt in mixed word class lists, pupils can meet them in 
sentences and actively create their own sentences much more naturally and logically 
from the beginning.
Currently, a very frequent practice is to provide fixed verb phrases into which pupils 
drop new vocabulary items – e.g. I like / don’t like + different nouns, 
Instead, we are recommending that pupils have to recall more language and can, if 
the new words are all presented in sets, then provide a very large range of 
combinations. 
Here we see 10 words that pupils would learn and very quickly be able to create 
some sentences of their own (without relying on writing frames or fixed phrases that 
they may not understand).

But - we can’t be obsessed with frequency – there needs to be some way of 
determining ‘usefulness’ – more on that later where I suggest some research that is 
desperately needed – the example of hielo!!! Above the “2,000 most frequent words” 
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for Spaniards – but much needed for the English! 
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In terms of grammar… Practising grammar from the input is very often lacking.  Often 
learners move from explanation (sometimes undertaking recognition practice – spot 
the form, match the word to the picture/sentence) on to production, with an 
expectation about accuracy.
Learners benefit from isolating and connecting the form with its meaning in listening 
/ reading (input) tasks.
NCELP is drawing on a compelling body of research to inform the creation of teaching 
tasks and activities that focus learners on grammar features that are particularly 
difficult to learn, whether because of low perceptual salience (difficult to hear the 
difference in spoken language) or low communicative salience (often co-occur with 
other semantic clues, making the feature’s form redundant e.g. le weekend derner, 
j’ai…) or complex differences with the first language.
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Here is an example of withholding ‘clues’ that focus learner attention away from the 
core grammatical structure and enable them to get at the meaning through other 
means – e.g. the time phrase as in this example
Can be applied to a very wide range of grammatical systems, both morphology and 
syntax. Including S V inversion, verb 2nd

Of course, then NCELP have also created production activities that TRAP the form –
make it essential. A HUGE body of literature about task design to help teachers 
design tasks that really try to coerce (elicit) certain forms, avoiding mechanical 
repetition that doesn’t require active choice and doesn’t force recall of specific 
grammar (such as fill in the blank with the same form)
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I now turn to one or two anecdotes, taken from my own child’s recent experience of 
year 7 French and Spanish. Of course, these are isolated incidents, but they are in line 
with some of the conclusions draw in the MFL Pedagogy Review. And they very 
clearly illustrate the need to address how grammar learning and teaching can be 
approached. 

This is an extract from some homework my daughter brought home the other day. 

Let’s just unpick some of the knowledge here…

And there was very little practice, I understand, on whether the pupils could read this 
out loud or understand which word means what. 

The previous lesson to this one had involved writing out 3 pages of French times (il 
est deux heures et demie etc), writing practice telling the time.

This is at a high achieving school, one of the best state schools in the North of 
England.
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The perceived need to express complex grammar early on means that there can be a 
heavy reliance on complex formulae, rote-learning them without the follow-up that 
would help learners unpick the meaning and function of the component parts. 
[Note, if time about role of formulae: There is some evidence that those who 
remember formulae (such as quel age as-tu or other well rehearsed routines) are 
likely to then try to insert other words in them, to manipulate them, and then 
produce some correct or more correct grammar. But this positive correlation could 
also be explained by those learners having the best analytic ability – the ones who 
have a good memory are likely also to be the ones who are able to analyse and to 
pick out patterns.  The aim of NCELP is to help more learners notice, understand and 
manipulate grammatical systems, more often, more accurately, reducing reliance on 
over complex chunks of language like this that are not analysed and not, therefore, 
useable in another context.]
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If time. Let’s look at another example…
I’m not showing you the word searches and acrostics that have been sent home, 
which require no understanding – just spotting strings of letters
This after about 15 hours of teaching
There is a great deal of complexity involved in this explicit grammar explanation, all in 
one go. 
One can very often know the gender of nouns in Spanish from the end of the noun 
itself (a is feminine, o is masculine), but this salient pattern hasn’t been described at 
all in this worksheet.
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They weren’t told the meaning of the actual vocabulary – the nouns themselves (and 
when my daughter was asked, she didn’t know the meaning)

Some of the words on this sheet don’t even follow the most highly regular and 
common pattern – so picking up any pattern incidentally is even less likely to happen! 

Looking in the exercise books, no practice of these words was done before or 
afterwards.
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Then straight on to production
Are they repeatedly connecting these words with the meaning/function for ‘the’?

This task is very difficult! Given that the a / o pattern hasn’t been explained on the 
sheet, and, even more challenging, there are exceptions here  - la mano, la foto - plus 
several difficult ones – el futbol, los dientes, los guisantes
so if any highly analytical learner had managed to pick up a pattern, they would then 
be garden-pathed very early on and perhaps abandon any attempt to pick out a 
system? 

So, this leaves just three exemplars from a regular pattern  - in their first homework 
on articles… 

If they stuck with it (I understand that many didn’t), perhaps they just looked it up on 
the internet, or guessed. 
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Then suddenly to an easy process of simply adding ‘s’

Evidence of staged development is not clear here from this short, anecdotal example.
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This is our website
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Resources are on a resource portal – fully searchable.

29



30



Each resource links to some summaries of underpinning research
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3 journals make it obligatory for every article to have a summary – so that’s 90 
articles are year reaching a wider audience that used to just be shared with 
academics, essentially.

Many other journals support the initiative – asking their authors to write summaries. 
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As yet, we don’t have data on what words would be useful when children go to Spain 
to stay with their host families
Hielo would not be included at 2649 – understandable that ice in Spain is usually seen 
in the context of whether or not to have it in a drink rather than a weather 
phenomenon, but this is a useful word for people from the UK when describing OUR 
weather! 

Transition from primary – overwhelming evidence says an “earlier start” per se isn’t 
enough

Quality teaching can confer an advantage later (Jaekel et al., 
2017)
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