
First of all thank you for coming to this evening’s discussion. If you’ll allow me, I’m 

going to begin with a brief run-down of why we are here, followed by a 

presentation on how we approach languages at BISB during which I will draw your 

attention to some of the criticisms that we have faced, which I would like to put 

into some context. Thereafter, I will present a summary of some research that I 

have done which I shall put forward in order to support a proposal that I will make 

in order to address some of these criticisms.  I will at points veer off and comment 

on some wider points relating to language acquisition and the various contexts 

which can be found in other parts of the world, so please bear with me – I think 

that they are both interesting and informative. We can then use this information 

as a basis for questions and discussion around the topic, and I can then gather 

your views with a view to making a final decision on the way we can best structure 

our language provision in the future. Let me make clear at the outset, that 

contrary to wild rumours that you may have heard, it is not our intention to reduce 

the language programmes at BISB, but rather to expand them, but in a sensible, 

practical and realistic manner. 

 

So to begin. Since my arrival here at BISB almost three years ago, one of the 

common refrains I have heard from some parents, both first hand, and through 

feedback from the Senior Leadership Team, has been that we are not teaching 

languages “properly” in the Primary section, and that we need to do better. So, 

what DO we do and how successful are we?  

 



One of the first things that I must remedy is to clarify a misconception that for one 

reason or another has become widely circulated amongst the parent body.  To be 

clear, we do not, never have and will likely not in the foreseeable future ever run 

an “immersion” languages programme. I have heard this phrase casually tossed 

around as if it is something that we do, and I would like to moderate expectations 

that some parents may have. I will return to this in a moment, and whilst we 

should be proud of what we DO provide in terms of second and third language 

acquisition, we should be careful not oversell what we are doing.  

 

Before I continue, I should also point out the differences in the types of language 

provision available, as understood by language instructors and professionals. 

Broadly defined, (SLIDE 3) language exposure programmes can be classified as 

immersion, competency, sensitization or awareness programmes.   

 

An immersion programme, is a very specialized course of learning with curricula 

being divided into bilingual language instruction ranging between 40 to 60 percent 

of timetabled lessons. This is more commonly found in countries such as Ireland or 

Canada. Certain specialized schools will also follow this pattern, such as the 

International School in Cambridge.  

 

Language competence programmes aim to enhance children’s linguistic 

attainment and because they emphasize performance and progression, require 

more curriculum time. Where the intention is to develop an initial competence, 

this generally requires the concentrated study of a single foreign language. The 



approach to instruction is thus an overt one, and the language itself the prime 

focus of each lesson. Studies have shown that programmes claiming to follow 

competency models offer anything from 30- 100 minutes per week of language 

exposure. 

 

The aim of sensitization and awareness programmes is to develop children’s 

understanding about language learning by means of an encounter with one foreign 

language and, occasionally, several, with an emphasis on the primary child’s 

present interests and cognitive development. Here the aim may also be to develop 

underlying metalinguistic and intercultural awareness to support any subsequent 

learning of one or more languages (Johnstone 1999). 

 

Furthermore, Sensitisation and Awareness programmes have often been the 

default setting for those primary schools that have elected to include a foreign 

language component, often for practical reasons such as lack of trained language 

teachers, or inability to dedicate enough hours to competency programmes in the 

timetable. 

 

At BISB, until 2013-14, (SLIDE 4) from Nursery to Y2 we ran two 25 minute sessions 

of French. From Y3 to Y6 we then increased this provision to 50+25 minutes for 

French and added in the same provision for Spanish. The intention was to 

“sensitize” pupils to language learning in the Early Years programme, by instilling 

enthusiasm and introducing the beginnings of cultural references. From Y3-6, with 

a little more time we were aiming more towards a “competency” model.  



 

Since the start of the 2014-15 academic year, MFL in the primary school has been 

reduced to one 50 minute session a week per language to make way for more 

science, which was felt to be under-represented in the curriculum by parents and 

the science department alike. (SLIDE 5) It could be argued that we have reverted 

to running something of a sensitization model in two languages throughout the 

primary school.  

 

Before I go any further, I would like to highlight what progression looks like 

through the secondary school. (SLIDE 6) Currently pupils enter Y7 and study both 

French and Spanish through to the end of Y9 at which point they elect to continue 

one or both languages through to IGCSE at the end of Y11 (though most opt for 

just one language as they prefer to keep options open for other IGCSE subjects). 

(SLIDE 7) At IB diploma level in the final two years of school students must 

continue language studies, and most elect to continue their studies in the 

language studied at IGCSE. (SLIDE 8) Over the past 3 years pupil achievement at 

IGCSE in both French and Spanish has been 100% A*-C, with most grades being 

A*/A. At IB all pupils are achieving a level 5 and above. Language results are 

consistently some of the best in the school and I would posit that this is partly 

down to consistency of approach – a key factor in language assimilation that we 

will return to in a moment. At this stage some of you may be itching to ask why 

after all this language instruction the pupils are not “bilingual” or fluent. The 

simple answer is that we do not run an immersion programme and bilingualism 

not our ultimate goal, and nor is it a realistic one in this context. Of course some 



particularly motivated pupils will approach relative fluency in certain scenarios, 

but this is the exception rather than the rule, and much of it comes down to pupils 

putting in the requisite effort both in school and in their own time. It is in a similar 

context that some parents lower down the school have sought to express their 

dissatisfaction with our language provision, again perhaps because our goals of 

sensitization did not meet their higher and perhaps unrealistic expectations of 

ending up “bilingual”.  

 

But is there indeed a better way? With our current provision up to Y6 being 

divided into one 50 minute session per week per language, the teachers 

instructing in the Primary school feel that especially in the upper primary school 

this “reversion” to a what amounts to extended “sensitization” means that pupils 

are not fully benefiting as well as they might with more dedicated time. I hear on a 

regular basis how from one week to the next, and for weeks at a time, teachers are 

having to refresh the same basic vocabulary and structures because pupils have 

forgot it in the space of 7 days, even with homework. Are we in fact diluting their 

potential therefore? 

 

To try to answer this question we should review some of the research relating to 

early language acquisition.  

 

At this point, we should make a distinction between studies which have 

considered a child’s ability to learn their mother tongue, a second language 

(typically as an immigrant in a naturalistic situation), and early foreign language 



learning. (SLIDE 9) The latter, usually occurs in formal, school-based settings, 

where the foreign language is learned through instruction rather than ‘acquired’ 

through exposure to the language out of school, and this is the case at BISB. As an 

aside, in study after study motivation to learn a foreign language has an immense 

impact on final outcomes. Many of the claims for an early start to school-based 

foreign language learning, are in fact, based on acquirers/learners in a different 

culture and context from that which pertain in the UK or the United States. 

Hammerly (1989, 1991) draws attention to the amount of time young immigrant 

children learning an L2 in a natural setting are likely to spend interacting with 

other native speaker children, playing and so on. An analysis of research on the 

provision of MFL in primary schools must therefore be wary of making 

inappropriate or exaggerated claims for the environment of the primary school 

classroom, where the majority of learners share the same mother tongue and 

where there are, say, 15-20 or more learners to one FL teacher. Clearly, these 

cannot provide the same conditions as those experienced by young children who 

have moved to another country and are learning an L2 in a natural setting. As early 

as 1960, Andersson (1960) (SLIDE 10) stated that ’language learning by young 

children in a natural setting is widely recognised as something quite different from 

the kind of learning that takes place in school by older children.’ Similarly, Carroll 

(1961: 47 cited in Poole 1994) concluded that the superiority of younger learners 

over adults in foreign language learning was almost invariably demonstrated in 

natural settings rather than classrooms, and he warned that 'children do not learn 

foreign languages with miraculous ease in school settings.’ (SLIDE 11) We will 

return to the efficacy of the “younger versus older learner” argument in a 



moment. It might sound like I am beginning to make excuses. This is not the case 

as I am justifiably proud of what we DO provide, but it is important that we place 

ourselves in an appropriate context and compare like with like.  In fact, as the next 

two slides show  (SLIDES 12 AND 13) the trend towards language learning in the US 

in both elementary and secondary sections in on the decrease, whilst we are firmly 

committed to language acquisition as an international school with a global 

outlook. 

 

Another point that we must consider that relates similarly to context is motivation 

to learn a second language full stop. Sauer (2000) points out that a comparison of 

results from English being learned in Germany with French results in England may 

hide the fact that the school factors are only superficially the same. Studies that 

focus on early language acquisition are often focused on countries where English is 

the target language. Native speakers of English often do not have a strong desire 

to learn another language. Indeed, the role of English as the lingua franca of the 

world puts the UK and the USA in a very different position from most other nations 

and renders comparisons with other countries problematic. Lack of exposure to 

the FL and consequent limited opportunities for interaction, is a major factor both 

for learners and their teachers according to Sharpe (1989, 1991, 1992a, 1992b, 

1995). This contrasts with the role of their counterparts in Europe and elsewhere, 

who can exploit the likely considerable additional exposure to English out of school 

through the media. In Scandinavia and the Netherlands for example, most foreign-

language television, including popular sitcoms and movies are broadcast in their 

original versions with subtitles.  In most countries English is the language most 



children will need in later life, and consequently enjoys higher status than many 

other languages. English speakers have for too long taken for granted that others 

will simply learn to communicate with them rather than the other way around. 

 

But back to the reality of our students here at BISB. The more I read about this 

topic, the more focused it appeared that studies became on two key factors when 

dealing with in-school language instruction, rather than the immersion or language 

two scenario that immigrant children experience, as outlined a moment ago. 

Contrary to popular opinion, it was not the early start to language acquisition that 

was key, but rather total “exposure time” to the language – to which of course an 

earlier start will contribute. (SLIDES 14)  However this was only effective in 

combination with the second key factor, which was continuity of learning from 

primary through secondary school. Mitchell, Martin and Grenfell (1992) note that 

the ‘investment of more hours, through an earlier start, has at least the potential 

to raise general levels of achievement, provided that issues of continuity and 

progression are properly addressed. (SLIDE 15) At BISB we are fortunate to have 

time to dedicate to language acquisition, as well as to be a through school 

providing continuity of learning, meaning that these two factors are essentially in 

place for our pupils. 

 

And yet….the first major UK study to consider early foreign language learning, was 

the long term classroom based evaluation (Burstall et al 1974) which investigated 

the relative effects of starting FL instruction in the primary as opposed to the 

secondary school: the Pilot Scheme ‘French from Eight’. Under the auspices of this 



scheme, some 17,000 pupils received three years of French at primary school. The 

UK National Foundation for Education Research’s evaluation of this scheme was 

concerned to establish ‘whether a substantial gain in mastery’ had been achieved 

on account of pupils having started French at eight, rather than 11 plus. In sum, 

the findings seemed to demonstrate that children who had learned French from 

the age of eight did not show any substantial gains in comparison with those who 

had not started learning until the age of eleven. In fact, rather than the evidence 

suggesting that younger children are more efficient learners of foreign languages 

than older children, the reverse appeared to be true (Burstall et al 1974:123). The 

NFER findings confirmed what earlier research (reviewed by Carroll 1960; 1963; 

1969; 1971) had found, namely that older learners seem to progress more quickly 

than younger children, except in the area of pronunciation (Burstall et al 1974:33, 

Burstall 1975, 1978). (SLIDE 16) 

 

The total amount of time actively spent learning a foreign language seems to be 

the dominant factor affecting success, rather than the age at which the learning 

begins (Burstall et al 1974:34). Johnstone (1994) points out that the age factor 

brings the time factor into play, and that intensity of experience, as in immersion 

programmes, is important. 

 

Reviewing the NFER evaluation findings, Burstall (1975:17) concluded, ‘the 

achievement of skill in a foreign language is primarily the function of the amount 

of time spent studying that language ….’, a point taken up by Buckby (1976a) as a 



good reason for an early start. Edelenbos (1990 cited in Blondin et al 1998) found 

that ‘time for learning’ was the only classroom variable that influenced pupils’ 

scores in listening, reading and vocabulary tests. Other studies (Balke 1990; Vinje 

1992; Genelot 1995; Wode 1996; in Blondin et al 1998) also show the time factor 

to be of influence. 

 

Findings on the effects of an early start still do not present a uniform picture. 

Major reviewers such as Singleton (1995) have warned against a simplistic 

interpretation of ‘younger = better’ as meaning ‘younger = better in all 

circumstances over any timescale.’ The key issue is whether primary age learners 

actually do learn foreign languages in a classroom setting more successfully and 

more efficiently than adolescents and adults. It is also necessary to distinguish 

whether by ‘better’ is meant: (SLIDE 17) 

 

 Proficiency and the ultimate level of attainment (Do children who start early 

perform better than those who start later?) 

 Rate of acquisition (are younger or older learners quicker and more efficient 

at learning languages, and if so, which aspects of language learning are they 

best at at different stages?) 

 

I will refrain from going into too much detail here for the sake of brevity (!). 

Essentially, an early start is generally agreed to be beneficial for pronunciation. 

However there are some mixed conclusions if what is being aimed for is a native 

speaker accent which is very difficult to achieve out of the immersion/Language 



two context. As regards ultimate attainment, evidence would seem to suggest that 

if learners of different ages are matched according to the amount of time they 

have been exposed to a second language, and teaching and amount of time are 

held constant, older learners are likely to reach higher levels of proficiency, 

especially in institutional contexts such as schools. (SLIDE 18) 

 

Older learners seem to be more efficient learners than younger learners, 

particularly in formal settings, with a rate advantage for adults over children, and 

older children over younger children. Indeed, Stern (1963a) reported that British 

delegates attending an International Meeting of Experts convened by UNESCO in 

Hamburg in 1962, were told that children who entered secondary school without 

ever having learned a foreign language were quick to catch up with any 

contemporaries who had started French in the preparatory school. In the same 

year, (SLIDE 19)Waddington (1963) was to argue that if the aim were efficiency of 

learning then it was older learners who should be taught. Given the same amount 

of instruction, or even less, adolescents will learn as much or more than younger 

children and are likely to proceed through the early stages of foreign language 

development faster than the latter. They may do so because (SLIDE 20): 

 

 they possess general cognitive abilities, enabling them to process data more 

efficiently; 

 they have a superior capacity for analytic thought and better memory (Poole 

1994); 

 their L1 literacy (Cummins 1981) is likely to be well developed; 



 they have better discourse competence; 

 they have experience of learning and have developed learner strategies. 

 some are likely to have made a conscious decision to learn a particular FL, 

and will thus have better extrinsic and intrinsic motivation (Poole 1994); 

 they have mature concepts about the world (Johnstone 1996) 

 

Poole (1994, 1995a) argues that taken together, all these characteristics render it 

likely that older learners in a school-based setting of limited exposure, will make 

more effective use than younger learners of the extremely restricted time for 

teaching and learning 

 

In school-based foreign language settings, older beginners may have an initial 

advantage, which appears to last around a year in naturalistic contexts, and which 

Singleton (1995) hypothesises may last for several years in a typical school 

situation. However, younger beginners may overtake, (although not so quickly as 

in naturalistic situations), because they have more time at their disposal. The exact 

amount of ‘catch-up’ time needed for younger learners remains unclear. 

Singleton suggests that it may take younger learners much longer to catch up, on 

account of the sparse exposure and non-intensive characteristics of school-based 

foreign language learning experiences.  (SLIDE 23)Johnstone (1996) points out that 

the chances that younger learners will overtake older learners will be reduced if 

the foreign language experience at primary school is relatively little and the time is 

spread out thinly.  

 



However, it must also not be forgotten that younger beginners do have 

advantages over older beginners.  (SLIDE 22)They have 

 

• More time at their disposal 

• They approach FL learning in a non-problematical way 

• They are intuitive 

• They have better pronunciation 

• Their speed of recall is quicker 

• FL learning contributes to their personal and social development. (Johnstone 

1996) 

 

However, as some research evidence indicates that the years between ages five 

and eleven may not necessarily be quite so efficiently spent as those between 

twelve and sixteen, apart from in the area of pronunciation – and there is 

definitely evidence that ‘younger ‘ is ‘better’ as far as the development of the 

phonological system goes – we may conclude that(SLIDE 23): 

 

 It is vitally important to set up early FL programmes, which promote a young 

learner’s strengths and which focus on the development of good FL 

intonation, pronunciation and speaking skills; 

 It is essential to provide learners with good models. 

 

On the whole, however, reviews of recent European research do not yet indicate 

that early MFL learning makes a substantial difference to children’s attainments at 



secondary school (Johnstone 1999). Findings from other European school-based 

settings also indicate that any advantage may be limited to certain competencies, 

typically pronunciation or listening comprehension (Burstall et al 1974, Favard 

1992, 1993 cited in Blondin et al 1998). What is absolutely clear is that continuity 

of experience is essential. (SLIDE 24) 

 

So how should we use the time available to us? 

 

Anecdotally, and on a simple personal level one concern I do have is to do with the 

motivational argument. Certainly, rewarding MFL experiences at primary school 

have the potential to enable pupils to move on to secondary school with positive 

attitudes to speakers of foreign languages (Byram 1989, Byram and Esarte-Sarries 

1990). Burstall (1975) reported that where pupils tended to gain was not so much 

in ‘mastery’ but in attitude, particularly if they were ‘successful in their efforts’. 

(SLIDE 25)Children who experienced a sense of failure, developed negative 

attitudes and ‘dropped’ French at the earliest opportunity. I wonder if pupils in the 

primary school sometimes lack that feeling of being successful in their efforts 

because they are not making more solid progress due to the division of their 

attention between two languages that they are simply being sensitized to. 

 

To be sure, it is impressive to be able to trumpet that we do two languages in the 

primary school and I recognize the marketability of this, but is it something of a 

hollow triumph when the effect is diluted by dividing our efforts where pupils are 

exposed to 50 minutes per language per week. How much progress can we really 



achieve here if we are leaning towards a “competency” model? Compared to most 

other schools at these levels our provision looks good, but would it be better to 

consolidate upon ONE language in the early years and add another at Y7? 

 

Ultimately there is no right or wrong answer here. As I hope I have pointed to, 

there is a plethora of academic research, none of which is conclusive, to which we 

can refer. We cannot boil the discussion down to simplistic arguments, and nor 

can we base our conclusions on subjective personal experience, much as we’d like 

to. There are arguments to be made on both sides, and at some point we just need 

to commit to one option and run with it. As far as I am concerned, we are already 

on the right track by providing foreign language exposure in the primary years. The 

debate is about whether we should focus our resources to provide a true 

“competency” model or continue in the mold of “sensitization”. Do we want two 

languages to hum along as they have been with arguably much of the progress as 

far as competence goes actually being developed in the secondary years, or should 

we use the time we have to focus on one language earlier on with a view to 

developing solid fundamentals in that first language, upon which we can add a 

second language a little bit later, at which point, cognitively, pupils should be able 

to level the playing field through more rapid acquisition of this third language? It is 

important here to remind ourselves again that we are discussing an in-school 

formal instruction model of language acquisition rather than the immersion or 

language two experience of the non-native speaker in a third culture. 

 



And this brings me to my final proposal, which I admit would fit best with the 

“single language in Primary” model. One of my main aims at BISB is to broaden our 

linguistic offerings throughout the school. As such, I would like to introduce a third 

option at Y7, most likely Mandarin. From a practical perspective, pupils and 

parents have indicated that they may be unwilling to “give up” a language in order 

to begin another option, as they might feel their initial efforts in French or Spanish 

have been wasted, as indeed they may be. However if we are operating under 

false pretenses that the early start to two languages is the most beneficial model, 

perhaps the later start to a second language and the concurrent broadening of 

options might be more appealing. Let me be clear, I have not just presented my 

findings about Primary languages simply as an excuse to try to add another option 

to the curriculum, but rather this ambition would complement any move to 

offering the choice of a single language option in the primary school. These 

discussions and my research were genuinely sparked by looking at how to improve 

language provision in the Primary school, regardless of what happens further up 

the school 

 

So my proposed option B if you like would look like this (SLIDE 26): 

 

Pupils and parents would choose to study either French OR Spanish from Nursery 

to Y6 and then add a second language, including the possibility of a third option, at 

Y7, which we would then continue through to the end of Y9 when  pupils make 

their IGCSE options choices.  EAL pupils would still come out of one of their 

language lessons. Heritage Spanish provision would no longer run as part of the 



timetabled curriculum, though we would propose to establish a Heritage 

programme after school from Nursery through Y6. Spanish heritage speakers 

would take French in the Primary sector and then add Mandarin at Y7. 

 

You probably thought that this would never end, but now it has. Thank you for 

taking the time to listen and I suggest now that we open the discussion to 

everybody so that if you have questions or opinions to contribute we can find a 

way to a satisfactory outcome for the provision of languages here at BISB. 

 

 

(SLIDE 27 AND 28): 

 


