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Th/ /Z/S issue of LANG Matters takes a look at some

of the implications of the latest reforms of the scuola
secondaria di primo grado, in particular, the new emphasis
on the need for “piani di studio personalizzati”.

The personalisation of learning must take into account not only
academic levels and learning styles (as discussed in the
September issue of LANG Matters), but also each child’s
character, interests and aptitude, hence the need for
differentiation in the classroom. We have included two
articles on this topic, examining the means by which the
teacher can cater for a range of needs and abilities, for example
for children who are inhibited about speaking in front of the
others and those who love to do so, those who are more
reflective and need to take their time and those who are
spontaneous and impatient. Those with a lower level of English
may be more creative or others may have good pronunciation
and be weaker in grammar.

Through differentiation we can allow children to achieve
success and yet we can also help them to work on areas of
relative weakness.

Jeaneen McAmis’ article on motivation also addresses the
need for children to develop their “selves” and looks at
motivating them through the telling of personal anecdotes. The
article on collaborative learning by Eric Grove shows how
differentiation can be inclusive and not isolating, as is often
feared.

There is all this and much more to be found in this issue, so we
won’t keep you from reading on any longer.
Best wishes for a happy and differentiated 2004!

Anna Fresco Heather Bedell
LANG Publications Project Editor Editor LANG Matters
Scuola secondaria di | grado

Scuola superiore
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ithin this paper I hope to present three main
points for discussion. They do not claim to
be the holy grail, the solution to all the
problems faced by teachers. However, I hope they may
allow consideration of methods and models of learning
that can be considered and trialled.
The traditional view of differentiation in the
classroom.
An alternative methodology.
Wider implications for classroom management and
lesson structure.

I have used differentiation as a tool on many occasions.
Enter most classrooms and you will see groups of
tables where the children appear to be focused on a
specific task. Thus in order to manage the demands of
the curriculum as well as of the children, in a situation
where one teacher may have to support one or two
groups at a time, differentiation offers an opportunity
for the groups to work with a degree of independence.
However this does raise the question of focus and the
quality of the work produced, as noted by Patricia
Broadfoot and her colleagues. Within an English class
there appears to be a queue at the teacher’s desk, “a
constant feature of many English classrooms... more
apparent time wasting of children in England and less
apparent application to work.” (1)

Yet is differentiation a totally negative method?
Traditionally it can offer the teacher a chance to focus
on the needs of an individual or a small group of
children. With a task adapted to their needs the
children can succeed, a positive thing, but does this
limit extension of ideas? For example, a teacher may
produce a range of sheets for a single lesson. The
implications for a teacher’s workload can be
appreciated, yet each group has a task relating to their
needs. Likewise a text may be read together as a class,
before a differentiated comprehension task is given.
Once again, from experience, I have spent hours then
considering the types of questions to give to different
groups: simple recall of events and characters,
consideration of inference and ideas, the themes
contained, the vocabulary used...

What can be seen from these examples are the positive
elements of tasks that allow pupils to ‘get on’, to have
tasks that are achievable, to free the teacher to work
with one group as the others work independently.
Differentiation can be planned to consider either the
task itself as different or the outcome. A story or depth
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of comprehension answer may be different for certain
children within a class. Differentiation allows the
teacher to have a level of focus towards the needs of
the class.

However, as I have implied, differentiation on such a
simple model raises other issues. Is there not another
approach that can incorporate aspects of
differentiation whilst maintaining the children’s focus,
allowing freedom to explore and extend beyond the
task, create a construction of knowledge based on the
children’s own experiences? This brings us back to the
fears of a student teacher: a noisy classroom, lack of
control, masses of preparation of differentiated sheets.
Can we not challenge these conceptions? As the years
have passed, new approaches and methods are now
available that allow a continuity of the desire to let the
children achieve, and yet still permit the teacher to
teach. Fundamentally, we are not the provider of
worksheets, enough of these are available in bookshops
designed for parents at home.

As teachers, surely we have another role.

I see the role, and task of a teacher, as one that goes
beyond a mere giver of information and the provider
of activities. As teachers we are the creators of a whole
environment within the classroom. This should be
adaptable, not fixed by differentiated sheets, and
responsive to challenges raised by the children
themselves. Experiences should be at the fore.
Research by Celia Hoyles on Mathematics focused

on the move towards “collaborative modes of learning
and to the potential role of discussion” (2). Here the
focus is on pupil / pupil conversations and discussions.

Types of learner
There are three main types of learner (auditory, visual
and kinesthetic) and within these, as discussed in the
September issue of LANG Matters, can be seen many
sub-divisions. Fundamentally what this means for the
classroom teacher is how can we be sure to provide
access for all our students? Within any lesson we must
be aware that children need to be stimulated in many
ways. The simple form of differentiation will often
alienate members of the class, who then without
teacher support will be off task or produce work that
is not at a level that matches their potential. A sheet,
however well-prepared, limits children to the
restrictions of the questions to be answered, the
information given and a method in which to respond.
Is this the focus of education? Can we not use



differentiation in another form that actually allows the
children to explore and extend their ideas?

As James Britton noted in his article ‘Vygotsky’s
Contribution to Pedagogical Theory’, “It is clear we
have a choice: we can operate so as to make that (the
classroom) as rich an interactive learning community
as we can, or we may continue to treat it as a captive
audience for whatever instruction we choose to offer”
(®). As teachers we have to rethink our methods and
develop them to meet the needs of our students and
of the 21st century. Neil Mercer (%) simply calls this
theory “The Guided Construction of Knowledge”, and
it involves a rethink on how the sessions within
classrooms work. As a student teacher, silence was
golden, I now fully realise that that idea immediately
cut off a teacher’s most valuable resource, the
children. Discourses, conversations and talk now hold
court in my classrooms, and unlike my student fears,
if the pupils are quiet, then something is wrong. After
all, as Bruner stated, we need to see “that most
learning in most settings is a communal activity” ().
Students must come to the fore, and, to a degree,
resolve the differentiation issue for themselves.

As Applebee summarises, we have to create an
environment where ‘Ownership, Appropriateness,
Structure, Collaboration and the Transfer of Control’
are placed in the hands of the class members (°).

Recent studies have shown that adults, as well as
children, have a distinct pattern in terms of
concentration span. As the Bulgarian psychiatrist
Georgi Lozanov stated, the best teachers organize
plenty of ‘state changes’ so that students switch from
action, to talk, to viewing, to discussion. The purpose
of this is to have an environment where frequent
breaks are a part of learning. “Everyone tends to
remember a dramatic first impression, the most recent
part of a presentation (generally the end) and
outstanding highlights. So the more breaks you have,
the more ‘firsts’, ‘lasts’ and high points’ ().

Therefore when this is considered, alongside the
theories relating to how children learn, we need to
adapt our methodology. In recent years, following my
studies for my Masters, I have changed how I structure
my lessons. There has been a change in emphasis,
which allows time to be broken up, allows different
manners of presenting information and considers
how every child can be supported. In this model,
differentiation still has a place, yet in a far more
complex, multilayered way than the simple examples
given earlier. Sessions now have greater pace, the
standards of language are raised (even amongst
second language students) and the results are
challenging.

As humans we use discourse all day, every day. We
talk and speak constantly. Within a class we must give
students the opportunity to speak and express
themselves. As Mercer states, “children use language
to formulate ideas and evaluate them” (7). Through
language there is the possibility to repeatedly revisit
and reinterpret ideas and experiences, using these as
the basis for future talk, activities and learning. Pupils
must be encouraged to take risks with language to

present their opinions, and show understanding. We
learn words not from a dictionary, but from people’s
mouths. These words always carry with them some of
the meanings of their speaker’s experiences.

A session model
At the fore of most of my lessons is the desire to get
the class actively talking, giving opinions, exploring
language and discussing ideas. The following is an
outline of a typical lesson, and, as can be seen, the
major part is oral and visual.

1) Objective: sets out the task and target for the
lesson, and raises key vocabulary. It is the focal
point for the rest of the session and gives the
children a direction.

2) Recall: this is an important part of any lesson as it
allows all to discuss previous work, and draws links
to the task in hand. The children develop a level of
confidence in knowledge gained, themes and
vocabulary related to the subject. The focus
remains oral, with key features noted on the board.
It gives meaning to a session by placing it in the
context of past experiences as well as giving a clue
as to where future sessions may go.

3) Stimulus: the range of ways of introducing a
lesson are numerous (pictures, texts, artefacts,
DVDs, photos) and again an oral/visual focus is the
key. The children need to take control of the
stimulus, interact with it, or else little is possible.
Therefore as teachers, guides, we need to respond
to all comments, however strange. This sends out a
positive message about viewpoints as well as the
value of speech. It is a way to draw all into the
session.

4) Small groups: by allowing paired discussions,
paired work on a short activity the children feel
confident in developing their responses and giving
their ideas. This is then followed up by the
feedback period where they present their
interpretations. It creates an environment where
the pupils themselves are the leaders, in the
teacher role. Once more language is at the fore.

5) Main task: this may be in pairs or individual
linked to the objective and the ideas from elements
2/3/4. Again, having created steps within the
lesson, the task is accessible to all. They have had
the chance to formulate, and articulate, their
understanding and can take the next step forward
with confidence. It also allows a teacher to focus
and offer one-to-one support to any children who,
during the earlier stages, appeared a little unclear.

6) Plenary: this is an important part of any lesson,
and even under time pressures serves all. Although
the class may be as desperate to get out to break
as the teacher is, an oral review returns to the
objective. Were we successful? Was there anything
we need to revisit? Can we go further? It expresses
again the ideas and understanding of the students.
It values their evaluation of a lesson. It also offers a
guide to future learning areas or activities.

As a teacher of Middle School children I take great
delight in allowing this shift in expertise away from
myself to the class, in a structure that takes on many
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of the aspects mentioned by Applebee. The students
are forced to express concerns, raise points and give
opinions. They use language to the fullest as a tool to
communicate. It also creates a form of differentiation
whereby students are guided orally by me and their
peers in developing communication skills. There is less
distinction between students as all are involved.
Support can be given, encouragement presented,
advice and vocabulary offered.

Research recently has suggested that education needs
to change and adapt. It points strongly towards a need
for a four-part curriculum. The following can be seen
to be a part of a lesson structure as outlined above,
and that I am trying to develop.

The research highlights:

1) a personal growth curriculum;

2) a lifeskills curriculum;

3) a learning to learn and learning to think curriculum;
4) a content curriculum (®).

The first element involves developing self confidence,
motivation, communication skills, and all are a part of
the lesson outline highlighted earlier. Students need to
feel valued and free to express themselves. The second
aspect involves allowing the students to self manage
their learning paths, be involved in active problem
solving and computer based technology. Fortunately
the group, whole class, paired and individual sections
within a lesson mean the children control and
formulate their ideas. It also takes on board the third
element of not merely receiving information but
discovering themes, exchanging views. The
atmosphere is one where the classroom becomes the
breeding ground of challenge, of imagination and of
formulation. The final aspect relates to the need to
create real listening and speaking skills. Language
should be at the fore of each lesson and the students
free to experiment with techniques of persuasion,
explanation and creativity. As Gordon Dryden states,
“People will exceed targets they set themselves” (8),
and within the classroom environment presented
above, the students have the freedom to extend the
arguments, find new pathways, and try new methods.
In this way education becomes real and active and
inquisitiveness is at the fore.

What I have presented here is, I hope, a guide to some
of the issues relating to differentiation. It remains an
important tool within education both for a teacher and
for the students. However the emphasis has shifted
from masses of paper work and queuing for the photo-
copier, to being an active classroom practitioner,
directing and responding to the demands of the pupils.
The appearance of group work, tables and children
together, yet working individually, replaced by focused
co-operation. It is a situation where a classroom has an
emphasis, considers the different types of learner,
where talk is highly valued. Education has to be a
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process, a series of shared experiences, of shared
ideas, of challenges, of risks, of mistakes. The
environment has to produce an air of confidence
amongst the students, a willingness to use and express
their viewpoints. It may scare many teachers, it was a
problem [ worried about for years, yet it allows
differentiation at a higher level than the simple
example presented earlier.

As Mercer noted, “Pupil / pupil talk is still regarded
suspiciously by many teachers” (*), yet why? Students
should be free to use their own experiences, to extract
meaning, and communicate. They can only become
independent learners, curious learners, imaginative
learners, active communicators if they are given the
opportunities. For a teacher, this model or classroom
structure allows time to be spent not on photocopying
masses of differentiated sheets, but to be a guide, an
active player in the steps towards new experiences.
The teacher is a part of the process, a sharer in the
ideas and tangents that may occur. Learning becomes
focused on the needs of all within the classroom, not
by the demands of pre-prepared sheets, or a fixed
curriculum.
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Managing the
differentiated classroom

How to cope with the needs of all learmers

by Barbara Bettinelli

Individual differences have intrigued and challenged educators for
centuries. On the one hand, the understanding and application of
this concept motivates our profession. On the other hand, practical

responses to imdividual differences have almost entirely eluded us.
\ Pat Burke Guild and Stephen Garger, Marching to different Dmmmem/

1. Infroduction

People differ. How boring the world would be if we
were all the same. We have our role models, but each
of us wants to be someone special. We insist upon

our difference, anditis right that we do so. Without
people who feel they have something special to offer,
we would have a culture without vitality.

Tronically, for a century, schools have been built on the
assumption that all students should be treated more or
less alike. Students are simply categorized by their
ages. A schoolyearis the same length for all learners.
Schools generally adopt a single textbook, and give
students a single test at the end of designated marking
periods. Teachers use the same grading system for all
students of a given age and grade, whatever their
starting point at the beginning of the year.

But students are different. They differ in experience,
readiness, interests, intelligences, language, culture,
gender and mode of learning. And while we, as
educators, have been intrigued and challenged by this
diversity, we have not adequately responded to
student differences. Instead we tend torely on the
“one-size-fits-all” approach, where every student is
expected to read the same textbook, do the same
lesson activity, work at the same pace, do the same
homework, and take the same test. Typically,

the resultis frustration on the part of many students,
those who find the work to be unchallenging and
therefore boring, those who find the work too
challenging, and those whose learning styles or
intelligence strengths are not addressed. And there is
frustration on the part of teachers because they are not
reaching every student. In their search to create
challenging and engaging learning for their students,
many teachers have discovered that they can better
meet the diverse needs of their students by
differentiating instruction.

2. Why differentiated learning?

Students already come to school differentiated. It just
makes sense for schools to differentiate instructionin
response to them. The challenge, then, for educatorsis
to ensure that the needs of all learnersin their
classrooms are equally valued and served and to make
modifications for students rather than assume
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students must modify themselves to fit the curriculum
Differentiation addresses the needs of struggling and
advanced learners. [t addresses the needs of students
for whom the language spoken at schoolis a second
language and students who have strong learning style
preferences. It addresses gender differences and
cultural differences.

Differentiation is about high-quality performance for
allindividuals and giving students the opportunity to
develop their particular strengths.

The contemporary approach to differentiating
learning and teaching has been shaped by the growing
research onlearning — drawing from the best practices
in special education, gifted education, multi-age
classrooms and developments in authentic
assessment, as well asrecent research on learning
styles and learning strategies, and research on
multiple intelligences and how the brain works (see
the Septemberissue of LANG Matters for articles on
Multiple Intelligences by Margherita di Maio, Cynthia
Gilmore Alston and Gaialerace and on learning styles
by Teresa Savani and Lia Perillo).

Itisimportant to come to a clear understanding

of what differentiating learning and differentiated
instruction are and what they are not.

A classis not differentiated when assignments are the
same for all learners and the adjustments consist of
varying the level of difficulty of questions for certain
students, grading some students harder than others,
or letting students who finish early play games for
enrichment.

Differentiated learning is not an individual education
program approach where there are different
experiences for all 20-30 students in the class.
Typically, two to four different learning experiences
are offered by the teacher, or students are given
opportunities to make their own choices.

What is more important, differentiated learning

isnot anew approach tolanguage teaching. Itis an
approach that needs to be embraced by teachers of all
disciplines and by the schoolitself.

Differentiationis defined in various ways, but is usually
regarded as addressing differences in students by
offering aims, measures, content, support material,
aids and guidance, tasks or methods of teaching which
are different for each student (or group of students)
according to his or her personality, culture, habits,
profile of learning, level of mastery of the language,
degree of motivation and of autonomy, interests, aims,
needs, and abilities (Puren, 2001).

Essentially, the aim of differentiating instruction
is to maximize each student’s growth by meeting
each student where he or she is and helping them
to progress.

Carol Ann Tomlinson (Tomlinson, 1999) identifies four
characteristics that shape teaching and learning in an
effective differentiated classroom.
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a. Instruction is concept focused and principle
driven. All students have the opportunity to explore
and apply the key concepts of the subject being
studied and come to understand the key principles on
which the studyis based.

b. On-going assessment of student readiness and
growth are built into the curriculum. Teachers
don’t assume that all students need a given task or
segment of study, but continuously assess student
readiness and interest, providing support when
students need additional guidance, and extending
student exploration when indications are that a
student or group of students is ready to move ahead.
c. Flexible grouping is consistently used. Ina
differentiated class, students work in many patterns.
Sometimes they work alone, sometimes in pairs,
sometimesin groups. This doesn’t mean that
whole-group instructionis ruled out completely.

Ina differentiated classroom, the teacher may
decide to useit, for example, for introducing new
ideas, when planning, or for sharing learning
outcomes.

d. Students are active explorers. — Teachers
guide the exploration. Because varied activities
often occur simultaneously in a differentiated
classroom, the teacher works more as a guide or
facilitator of learning than as a dispenser of
information. Students must learn to be responsible
for their own work. Not only does such student-
centredness give students more ownership of their
learning, but it also facilitates the important
adolescent learning goal of growing independence in
thought, planning, and evaluation.

Teachers generally agree with the rationale

of differentiated instruction, and recognize aneed
toadjust their teaching strategies to more efficiently
meet the needs of diverse learners. However,
translating theory into specific classroom practice
often presents formidable obstacles for teachers.
Sowhat happens in a differentiated classroom?

Students and teachers:
continually work to accept and appreciate one
another’s similarities and differences;
collaborate in setting class and individual goals;
use time in a flexible way.

Students:
use essential skills to address open-ended problems
designed to help them make sense of key concepts
and principles;
work as collaborators with classmates and the
teacher;
work in a variety of group configurations, as well as
independently.

Teachers:
try to find out all they can about their students’
current readiness, interests, and learning profiles;



develop pre-assessment tools to determine what
individual students might already know, and to
identify the students who need more support and
those who can leap forward,

use what they learn about students to provide
varied learning options and experiences to ensure
appropriate challenge for students at varied
readiness levels;

encourage students to understand their own
learning preferences;

often give students choices about topics of study,
ways of learning, modes of expression, and working
conditions;

presentinformation in varied ways, for example,
orally, visually, or through demonstration;

are primarily coordinators of time, space, and
activities rather than providers of information;
design homework to extend the individual’s
understanding and skill level,

offer varied assessment options, for example,
portfolios, authentic problems to solve, oral
presentations, and tests.

Teachers can use arange of instructional strategies to
manage differentiation and help students find a good
learning “fit”. These strategies include:

use of multiple texts and supplementary
materials on which students can work individually,
in pairs or in groups while the teacher works
individually with students, assisting them with

problems, monitoring their progress, and challenging

them with questions that make them stretch.

Interest centres. As students work in the centres,

the teacher monitors their progress, answers
questions their classmates can’t help with, and
reviews student work on a one-to-one basis.
Students work at their own pace, can choose to
work alone or with partner(s) they've chosen, and
manage their own movement among the centres.
Independent study. Independent study and
opportunities for individually prescribed levels

of content and instruction are also important
differentiation strategies. Each student selects a
topic ofinterest, conducts research, and develops
aproduct that shows what they have learned. The
teacher provides the amount of guidance and

structure each student needs to ensure a successful

outcome. These projects allow students to project
their own personality into the work —to make it
thewr ouwn .

Group-work. Teachers can use whole-class
instruction toinitiate or close alesson, but most of
the class period involves group work. Students may
be assigned to a group by the teacher according to
their current level of readiness for what they are
studying, or theirinterests. Other times, students
are left free to form groups.

Tiered tasks. Tiered instruction and assignments

provide different learning opportunities for
students at different achievement levels. These
tasks are assigned after a pre-test and can be
designed with a multiple intelligence orientation.

Tasks vary from concrete and structured to abstract

and open-ended. The number of tasks created may
differ in each classroom, but generally have two or
three tiered options.

Tiered products. Product criteria are negotiated
jointly by student and teacher. Students are offered

avariety of options whenitis time to create the final

product for aunit. The students can decide to
create ajournal story, avideo, aweb site,
aPowerPoint presentation,a CD-ROM or alive
performance. The options are based on students’
interests so they have the chance to link what
they’ve learned with something that matters to
them asindividuals.

Homework ismatched to student needs whenever

possible, to ensure that practice is meaningful for
everyone.

Toreconcile the need for differentiation with the
need to achieve set, common standards, all
students must do afewrequired activities
identified by the teacher, in addition to other
activities of their choice. Some activities are
differentiated on the basis of student readiness.

Meeting the needs of diverse learners goes beyond
simply providing student choice, giving two versions
of the same test or using a particular instructional
strategy. It requires a fundamental shift in teachers’
understandings of the roles and responsibilities of
teachers and students. As differentiated learning
works atits best when itis embraced by teachers of all

disciplines, itis vital that all teachers receive adequate
guidance, support and training in the transition from a

traditional classroom to a differentiated classroom.
Fundamental changes cannot happen overnight and
require “buy in” not only from teachers, but from
administrators and parents as well.

Puren C. (ed), Training in differentiated learning in
language education, Teacher’s booklet + Trainer’s booklet,
European Co-operation Programme n. 39686-CP-3-99-1-BE-
LINGUA A (2001).

Tomlinson C. A., The Differentiated Classroom: Responding
to the Needs of All Learners, Association for Supervision &
Curriculum Development (1999).
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Motivating students

You'll never believe what happened to me...

by Jeaneen McAmis

Clearly structured extended discourse activities can motivate
students, 1ncrease thewr fluency and vocabulary, and help them see
English as a language that 1s as much theirs and as much a tool for
expressing thewr imdividual personalities as Italian 1is.

11 of us hope our students will one day be able
A to interact in English as accurately and easily

as they do in Italian, but sometimes getting
there seems a very long road. Most textbooks provide
speaking practice which is either accuracy-focused
(information gap or ‘ask your partner these questions’)
or structured for more limited discourse (‘Tell your
partner about your favourite actor,” could be answered
in a few short sentences.). Many assume
“conversation” will take care of itself later, at a higher
level — but practice with extended discourse is
important at every level. By extended discourse, we
generally mean speaking that is relatively detailed and
usually concerns something we feel personally
interested in and which we’re motivated to talk at
some length about. How can we structure effective
extended discourse activities that will give students
the chance to succeed at self-expression in
English, developing richer vocabularies, stronger
self-confidence, more varied maintenance and repair
strategies, and natural use of the English language?
One of the best ways is telling anecdotal stories —
the content is familiar and personal, and so the only
challenge is finding a way to relate those events in
English. I was first introduced to the idea of anecdotal
story-telling and telling the story three times to
increase fluency at an excellent workshop by Tony
Wright at a conference in 1994. I encountered the
anecdote idea again (with structured think time and
repetition in a later class) in Dublin at another
workshop led by Jo Greig. In order to make them
useful and effective, it’s important to structure “free”
speaking activities as carefully as those which practise
a specific grammatical structure.
Here are some important steps.

1. Choose a topic which is general enough to be
accessible to everybody, but specific enough to bring a
particular story to mind. For example: the best/worst
holiday you've ever had, an accident, a first time
experience. If students don’t have personal
experiences related to a topic, they may know
someone who has.
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2. Give students a chance to experience an anecdote
by modelling it yourself, so they know exactly what
you expect. After you've elicited and pre-taught key
vocabulary related to the topic, tell them your own
anecdote, invite questions, and respond. Tell them
you're going to ask them to tell their own story and
proceed with the following steps.

3. Give students “think time” to organize their thoughts,
remember details, and ask for any extra vocabulary they
need. It’s best if you give them an activity to do. Ask them
to draw the scene of their story; ask them to visualize the
scene of their story as they listen to you; ask questions
like: “Think of a trip you took in a car. What time of year
wasit? What was the weather like? Who did you go with?
Did anything unexpected happen?” etc. Give them a list
of questionslike these to read and have them choose the
ones which remind them of details they want to include.
Ask them to write down seven key words related to the
experience. The one thing they should not do, however,
isbegin writing the story —this is a speaking activity.

4. Have students tell their stories in pairs, while you
walk around monitoring. Students will realize with the
first telling that they need a word or two they hadn’t
thought of during their “think time”, so you can give
them these words as you walk around listening in on
stories. It’s important that students have the
opportunity for this kind of ‘private’ telling instead of
working in larger groups, because they must have the
opportunity to concentrate on recounting the story
and not worry about being in the spotlight. If your
class has an odd number of students, allow one group
of three, but no more; if students begin clumping,
they spend much more time listening (or getting
distracted) than speaking.

5. Tell students in advance that they’ll be telling their
story to three or four different people. The listener
must ask at least one question and the speaker must
respond; this new information should be included in
the next telling, so that each time their story becomes
a bit fuller, smoother and more detailed, like telling a
joke. When both partners have told their stories, they
separate to find new partners, listen to a new story,
and tell their story again. You should give clear



instructions about how to change partners (without
chaos ensuing) and stop the activity when the first
students have told their stories three times, even if the
others haven't told it that many times.

This kind of immediate repetition helps students
become more confident in the telling of their story.
Repetition at a later date can also help improve
accuracy, for example with more appropriate or varied
vocabulary, and correct use of certain grammatical
structures after revision. It’s important that you tell
students about this repetition in advance as well, so
they know it’s coming and are prepared, but also so
they see you have a reason for asking them to tell the
same story again.
Thisisa ,soit’simportant not
to interrupt students with error correction; I normally
wait until the end of the activity to put up several general
errors on the board which we can deal with as a group.
might include writing the
anecdote for homework, paying attention to grammatical
accuracy and organization: lower level groups should pay
attention to correct past tense forms, higher groups may
be told to focus on correct use of linking devices, both
groups should be sure there’s a clear beginning, middle
and end to their stories, though the repeated telling
generally ensures this naturally. [ suggest you ask
students to write their anecdotes only occasionally, not
every time. An alternative is to have students retell
someone else’s story, although these re-tellings are not
as detailed as their own stories.

Would this work with both scuola superiore and scuola
secondaria di I grado? Certainly there are some basic
language requirements: students must have at least
enough language to be able to relate the main elements
of their story. Although it’s certainly possible for low-
level students to relate a simple series of events using
the narrative present, I think extended discourse
activities like these are most effective with students
who are able to use the past simple to some extent
(the past simple is not the only requirement, certainly,
but it’s a convenient level marker). In addition to

the language requirements, there are developmental
and age-specific considerations which can affect the
success of this kind of extended discourse activity.

T attended a very interesting talk at the TESOL
Conference in Rome this past November. It was given
by Herbert Puchta and was titled “Language and
Identity at Scuola Media.” In this talk, Mr. Puchta
described the challenges adolescents face in
developing a sense of their own distinct identity.
They’re asking very big questions about the world
and their place in it, and they often feel threatened
by the outside world. They experience overwhelming
emotions (which they don’t feel they can show) and
defend themselves with extreme outward conformity.
They are fascinated with realistic details and with
extremes — the further from their own experience
the better — and they need heroes and heroines with
whom they can identify who embody the qualities
necessary to succeed in a threatening world. I think
the success of the Harry Potter books supports this

idea. Because of all this internal upheaval and
outward conformity, students this age don’t really
want to talk about themselves. With this age group,
topics which don’t focus directly on them will work
best: a best/worse vacation, an episode of their
favourite film or TV series, someone they admire, etc.

Finally, try adding some spice to the recipe:

. Normally, anecdotes should be real and
personal experiences: real memories are generally
very detailed (if time is allowed for memory to bring
them up) and sequencing is intrinsically logical. But
when you tell a particularly amusing anecdote, are you
always scrupulously truthful? Or does the just-
manageable stack of papers become a huge armful you
can’t quite see over; do 2 metres become 10? These
slight exaggerations heighten the drama of the story,
make the anecdote more amusing or exciting; no-one
would quibble with the details, because facts and
truthfulness are not the point of a good anecdote.

Our students have less experience with these kinds of
distinctions, and some will need your permission to
stretch the truth. Give
this permission by
modelling: tell them an
anecdote about your
trip to Lake Como, but
add dinner at George
Clooney’s house and a
return home in your
private jet.

By specifically giving
them permission to
exaggerate or to change
key elements of a real
experience, you give
them a clear framework
within which to invent: you give them freedom to be
creative without burdening them with the task of
coming up with an amusing, exciting, well-developed
story from thin air. A holiday anywhere is interesting,
but more so if your friend Valentino Rossi takes you
around to see the sights on his motorbike, or if your
little sister didn’t
get lost while you
were visiting the
museum but was
actually kidnapped
by an Evil Genius
and had to be
rescued by the
SWAT team. With
plenty of set-up
time, you'll be
amazed at what
they come up with.

Jeaneen McAmis is an English language teacher
and teacher trainer and is currently Director of Studies
at Cultural Lab, a language school in Turin.

jeaneen_clab@hotmail.com
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Questo e il MIO Porifoliol

In quale misura il Portfolio Europeo delle Lingue (PEL) si propone
come uno strumento aftuativo delle “Indicazioni Nazionali
per i Piani di Studio personalizzati”

Nel testo del Ministero dell'Istruzione dal titolo
“Indicazioni Nazionali per i Piani di Studio
personalizzato nella Scuola Secondaria di I Grado” si
delineano “i livelli essenziali di prestazione che ogni
scuola di quel grado e tenuta a provvedere per
garantire a tutti gli studenti il diritto personale, sociale
e civile all'istruzione e alla formazione di qualita”.

In particolare, nel paragrafo denominato “dagli obiettivi
specifici agli obiettivi formativi” viene evidenziata la
necessita di una scuola che faccia apprendere partendo
dal fare per conoscere e sistematizzare.

Oltre a questa indicazione di massima, vengono esposti
una serie di concetti chiave che suggeriscono una linea
pedagogica e una programmazione didattica
fortemente in linea con i principi contenuti nei due
testi teorico-applicativi fondamentali, Quadro Comune
e Portfolio, prodotti nel 1995 dal Consiglio d’Europa e
finalizzati a un apprendimento/insegnamento ottimale
delle lingue, intese non come discipline a se stanti, ma
come strumenti per comunicare, conoscere, fare e
apprendere, in modo consapevole e autonomo.

Inoltre, nel documento sopraccitato, il riferimento a
una scuola che faccia intendere il significato del
concetto di “modello” e che sia aperto a pitt modelli
che abbiano nel contempo la finalita di esaltare
lidentita dello studente e di coltivarne la motivazione
attraverso un apprendimento interessante — fatto di
significati e di processi da capire, programmare,
possedere — significa invitare a operare in forte sintonia
con i dettami educativi del Consiglio d’Europa, quali
espressi ed esemplificati nei due testi menzionati e
riconosciuti per il loro valore fondante dai Ministri
dell'Istruzione dei Paesi dell’'Unione Europea.

Nel primo di questi testi, Framework o Quadro
Comune delle Competenze, e delineata una sorta di
summa descrittiva delle componenti logiche, affettive,
sociali e interculturali che entrano nel processo di
apprendimento, a partire dalle Competenze Generali

— che si esprimono nei concetti di “Sapere, Essere,
Fare, Saper Apprendere” — per arrivare a quelle
Comunicative e Linguistiche.

I secondo testo, Portiolio Europeo delle Lingue (PEL),
risponde alle medesime finalita del Framework, ma si
presenta in modo piu pragmatico con la struttura di un
grosso quaderno costruito in modo logico e in grado di
dare allo studente la possibilita di registrare
praticamente e in maniera autonoma i diversi stadi del
suo apprendimento linguistico e dei saperi che
attraverso esso acquisisce.

La presenza nel Pl di schede con indicati sei livelli
successivi di descrittori — elementare, intermedio,
avanzato, riconosciuti in tutta Europa — da

LANG matters

by Flora Palamidesi

Popportunita allo studente e al docente di verificare il
punto di partenza iniziale e quello finale, dopo il
percorso didattico, delle competenze reali possedute.
Inoltre, essendo il Portfolio proprieta individuale dello
studente, gli viene affidato interamente, sia pure sotto
la guida del docente che ha la funzione di tutore, in
quanto osserva, ricerca, facilita e programma la
didattica, tenendo conto delle caratteristiche
individuali e dell'intera classe, in ogni fase operativa.
La struttura stessa del Portfolio, fatta di tre parti,
Biografia, Passaporto, Dossier, riesce a produrre una
serie di effetti collaterali positivi in direzione della
crescita personale e civica dello studente, poiché ne
potenzia la presa di coscienza e la responsabilita verso
il proprio apprendimento, ne sollecita la riflessivita
attraverso i modi del problem solving e
dell’apprendimento inferenziale, ne accresce
lautonomia e la capacita autovalutativa rispetto alla
scuola, ai genitori, al mondo esterno e, in ultimo, ne
sviluppa I'abitudine a documentare la proprie
competenze. Possiamo dire che mentre la sezione
Biografia coltiva la capacita di registrazione
sistematica dei dati evolutivi del proprio
apprendimento, delineando le caratteristiche dello
studente in senso cognitivo e affettivo e in riferimento
al sé e al mondo esterno in cui opera, il Passaporto
insegna a raccogliere la documentazione ufficiale e non
— crediti, diplomi, attestati ecc. ottenuti nella scuola

e nel mondo esterno, nel proprio paese e fuori di esso —
perché possa essere mostrata come prova delle reali
conoscenze possedute e possa essere riconoscibile

in tutta Europa; il Dossier, infine, permette di mettere
insieme i singoli prodotti di lingua e di contenuto,
realizzati nel tempo in pit forme — cartaceo, cassette,
video, CD ecc. — perché possano testimoniare, oltre al
livello di preparazione, anche il tipo di crescita
qualitativa raggiunta, lo stile personale sviluppato e le
caratteristiche personali manifestate.

Le potenzialita dello strumento descritto possono
essere valutate non solo attraverso gli effetti immediati
che produce, ma anche tramite quelli indiretti, quale
per esempio la crescita qualitativa dell’apprendimento
reso, sia attraverso il modo sistematico di registrazione
del proprio sapere che per la costante azione riflessiva
su cio che si e appreso o si vuole apprendere.

Questo concetto basilare della “qualita”
dell’'apprendimento, che troviamo nel documento del
Ministero, & sempre stato richiamato con insistenza nei
documenti dei Ministri dell'Istruzione dell’'Unione
Europea, sin dai tempi degli accordi di Lisbona nel
1988, in quanto in esso individuano la leva per la
crescita del potenziale intellettivo e del know how



