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Creativity for Language Learners at Key Stage 3

What does it mean?

Steven Fawkes, Association for Language Learning

‘... the major theme of this report on the need for a range of motivating learning pathways for the whole range of pupils and their different learning objectives.’

DfES ‘Dearing Review’ March 2007

The act of generating new utterances in speech or in writing constitutes for the learner a creative activity – he/she is selecting words from the sources to hand, applying rules and patterns (e.g. of spelling or pronunciation) and attempting to generate a ‘product ‘ which meets the demands of the situation and has the desired effect. Now, learners generating language in speech or writing is a basic element of any language lesson, but a drill or a copying exercise miss that vital aspect of new language; these activities may require simple reproduction, without any thought or invention. However, a slight tweak can change the dynamic entirely.

For example, a simple, and common, starter activity: on the screen pupils see a set of images of, say, things for sale in shops. Their task in pairs is for one person to generate against the clock as many sentences as she/he can in the Target Language involving the vocabulary illustrated. 

Clearly they could make up sentences such as: 

 Can I have ..? How much is ..? Have you got ..? I’d like ..

But they could also invent sentences such as:

What colour is ..? I don’t like .. I haven’t got .. Where is the ..? I’ve lost ..I used to have… etc.
The motivation in such an activity comes partly from the learner’s sense that he/she is really in control of the language and can do things with it, and partly from seeing that they can draw language from different topics/contexts to use in new ones. 

Similarly the classic game: ‘I went to market and I bought…’ has the motivation of its being a memory test; it could though produce simply a list of vocabulary appropriate for a market, and so not involve any creative thinking By changing the concept / context to ‘I went to e-Bay and I bought…’ then the context becomes immense and the potential is increased for suggesting witty or surprising purchases.

Clearly in any paired activity there is a risk, indeed a likelihood, of learners making mistakes; however the stress in such an activity has to be very much on the generation / creation of new language and the celebration of how many things the learners can say. The evaluation of the finished product (an important part of any creative act) can follow at a sensible distance, and it may well be worth exploring some of the invented language with the whole class in order to highlight any such interesting ‘error events’. 

Moreover it is important to reinforce with learners a positive, but sensitive, attitude to the errors they will inevitably make, using them as learning opportunities, rather than signs of weakness.

Such activities have already been seen to be effective, e.g. in the development of the Key Stage Three Framework used in schools around England; one of the principle aims of this Framework is to emphasise the workings of the foreign language, frequently used words and structures and how things fit together (i.e. grammatical features). The rationale for giving learners the capability to identify these significant features  is, in essence, also creative: the point of knowing how something works is that you can then make it work for yourself; the point of knowing about the different elements of language is that you can then assemble elements you choose for yourself, and to produce the impact you wish to produce.  

Part of the positive response to activities such as that above comes from their inherent challenges: the time constraint and the rapid call on memory. As well as working in the classroom context, these both come into play, of course, in real life situations, including those in the workplace, where decisions on what to say have to be taken swiftly within the flow of communication. The pressure of thinking on their feet is one that learners need to acquire as a general skill for life, and has obvious links with other thinking skills. So once again language-learning activities play a role in contributing to priority areas of the curriculum … and beyond.

The following four principles, highlighted in that site, are relevant to planning for the Languages classroom

the characteristics of creativity always involve thinking or behaving imaginatively   this imaginative activity is purposeful: that is, it is directed to achieving an objective. these processes must generate something original                                                  the outcome must be of value in relation to the objective

'All our futures: Creativity, culture and education', (DfEE, 1999).
An exemplar MFL project is included. Entitled  chercher l’intrus, it involves learners of French in selection the odd one(s) out from groups of Country names, and then explaining why the one they have chosen is  l’intrus .

The teacher’s objectives include 

· encouraging the pupils to communicate in French both accurately and imaginatively

· awarding points for imagination, originality and humour – as well as accuracy and attempting to communicate 

· supporting pupils in using language without fear of failure.
And the evaluation reports on the lesson that there is evidence of pupils:

· questioning and challenging

· making connections and seeing relationships

· envisaging what might be
So we see that the Creativity aspect of the project is not an add-on to the language-learning activity; all of these are major lesson objectives in any case.

While this creativity element is distinctive in helping the learner convert a piece of language they meet into something they can personally use, make new combinations of pieces of language in order to invent new sentences, deal with unpredictable situations (in real life or in imagined or ‘vocational’ situations) and say what they want to say, the real creative work of native speakers is also implied as a source of inspiration and resources. Language learners can benefit (culturally and aesthetically as well as linguistically) from encountering the works of painters, writers, film-makers, singers, and others in the public eye.

The recent Review of Languages, in its consideration of interesting content and approaches, describes this process as making “meanings that matter” 

Characteristic of these approaches is that they are “real” content, whether related to other parts of the curriculum, to more creative approaches to learning or to the understanding of language itself.
DfES ‘Dearing Review’ March 2007, para 3.40
The strand of Cultural Knowledge is another main focus of the Key Stage 3 Framework (and Intercultural knowledge is present before that also in the Key Stage 2 Framework), so the implication is clearly that young learners should not be deprived of access to interesting sources just because they have not yet acquired very much language; the point is to encourage learners to respond to these sources in personal ways and at their own level. The offering of opinions and expression of personal views are both key elements of a language curriculum and again an important element of self-expression.

There is nothing outlandish, threatening or revolutionary in a renewed focus on Creativity in Languages; it is something that is an intrinsic part of the process in any case, an opportunity to explore issues in different ways, which contributes both to the effectiveness of the learning, and to the motivation that encourages learners to keep going through the ups and downs of the process.

Steven Fawkes, Association for Language Learning


