The foreign Language Classroom: 

A Positive Context for Promoting Plurilingualism

                                                    By   Goitia, Verónica & Sugranyes, Caterina

Mobility, immigration and economic matters are currently leading to new forms of contact among diverse groups of people and this contact inevitably involves contact among different languages. In Barcelona itself more than 200 different languages have been identified as coexisting among the inhabitants
, whether in the home, at school or work or on the streets. Given this situation, there is an urgent need to identify and to promote plurilingual competences among our students in order to prepare them for the world in which they are living. 

The aim of this article is describe a project carried out in an English class of a 6th year primary school where 95% of the students were of foreign origin and 10 different mother tongues coexisted in the class. Stories were created and written in English and were then translated into all the mother tongues of the members of the group of pupils who had invented the stories. These were then read to P3, P4, P5 and 1st year primary pupils  in English and in all the languages spoken in the group.

Not only did the general level of English of the class improve but all the languages of the pupils were also used and visualized leading to overall academic improvement and an increase in plurilingual and intercultural competence. 
· Setting the framework

The Catalan Curriculum for Primary Education
 underlines the importance for all pupils to acquire an intercultural communicative competence in accordance with the society in which they are living. What is more, it states that this intercultural competence should be worked on from all levels even though it seems especially relevant to the learning of English. Moreover and related to this, it establishes the imperative of working towards a communicative competence in all languages which again not only derives directly from the contents of the Common European Framework for Languages (CEFRL)
 but is also essential, bearing in mind the current situation of schools in Catalonia and elsewhere, where language and cultural diversity is more and more present.

Children should finish Primary school having the ability to communicate ‘perfectly’ in Catalan, considered to be the language of Catalonia, and also in Spanish. They should also show respect towards linguistic diversity and desire to learn other languages and to learn from all languages and cultures.

The Catalan education system is based on a bilingual immersion system envisaged, when it was implemented, to promote Catalan competence among all students who came from Spanish family backgrounds. It was expected to have linguistic educational and social benefits for the students involved (Muñoz 2000). It led to a language shift for many children who spoke Spanish at home and Catalan at school. Children receive instruction in a Catalan immersion system and have Spanish as a separate subject, in order to guarantee that they will complete their compulsory education being fluent in both languages. This model is based on Cummins’ Linguistic Interdependence Hypothesis (1979) which establishes the existence of a general linguistic competence which can be linked to one language or to another. Cummins’ underlying linguistic competence suggests the inexistence of separate compartments for each language and the existence of an underlying capacity general to all languages (1984).

It could be suggested that the bilingual approach on which the Catalan education system is based is no longer applicable, as an increasing number of schools have many more foreign students than Catalan students. A high percentage of these students no longer have just one home language. Many have two, three or even four home languages. 

· The importance of the L1

Cummins suggests that, in order to ensure effective transference from one language to another, the individual must have a minimum threshold level in one of the two languages. If this level exists, to be able to achieve all the positive effects of being bilingual, the individual must reach a second threshold competence level in both levels. If this is not attained, the effects of being bilingual may be negative, as neither of the languages can be learned efficiently. Therefore the use and visibility of mother tongues seems an imperative in order to work towards correct language competence and recent studies reveal that knowing other languages benefits the use of the first language (Cook 2003).

· Learning of additional languages

Extensive research has been carried out on the advantages that bilingual and multilingual pupils have with regards to language learning in comparison to monolingual speakers. (Cenoz and Genesse 1998). It has been found that bilingual speakers generally have higher linguistic competences than monolinguals and ‘use’ these linguistic skills in their first, second, and perhaps third language to learn a third or fourth one (Cummins 1984). Metalinguistic awareness and strategies such as risk taking, making mistakes, translating, adapting words, understanding general meaning, which are an integral part of learning a foreign language are much more commonly used by bilingual and or multilingual students than by monolingual students (Lasagabaster 1997).

· Translation as a tool to promote the use of languages

Translation, used as a tool to promote the mother tongues of all the pupils in the class, provides teachers and learners who do not know the source or target language to get in touch with a new language and culture. It helps to live new experience of otherness through the mediation between different cultures (Hélot, 2010) and therefore improves additional language skills as it makes mother tongues and all languages visible in the classroom. In a multilingual context translation can be considered an opportunity to highlight lesser known languages. It seems especially relevant when the languages are not part of the environment where its speakers live. Translating for example from English into Tagalong entails promoting the language to the same level as English, giving it the same importance, making the language visible to others.

· Setting the context

The story book project was carried out in a state infant and primary school in the Raval neighbourhood of Barcelona where 92% of the pupils are of foreign origin, 20 nationalities coexist and over 15 languages are spoken. Mainly children are from Pakistan, Philippines and South America.  There is also a relatively high number of unjustified absences (a pupil who, from one day to the next, stops coming to school). This is what is called “Matrícula viva”.
There is therefore a diversity of levels in each class depending on the origin of the students, their arrival, adaptation, capacities, and on course their mother tongue which entails on the other hand,  a great multicultural and multilingual richness.

Catalan is the main language of communication in the school. All the teachers and staff speak Catalan to all the pupils and with each other. All subjects are taught in Catalan except for Spanish and English, however only 2% of the pupils speak Catalan as their home language.

Apart from pupils who arrived recently and have some difficulties understanding Catalan, the rest of them understand Catalan, but rarely use the language to communicate orally. They use Spanish to communicate with each other in the playground and with their friends when they are not in school. English is also only learnt and spoken at school.

· The English class
A humanistic, constructivist and communicative approach based very much on each pupil’s needs and demands is followed in the English classes. They know they should talk in English at all times but other languages  are also accepted as a means of communication. Mistakes are understood to be part of the learning process and fluency is promoted much more than accuracy. 

Many pupils feel especially motivated in English class precisely because it is the foreign language classroom. There are no native speakers of English at the school, so English is a foreign language  for all the pupils and in class. It is the only academic context where all the pupils share the same foreign language. It seems the ideal context to promote language use and plurilingual and intercultural competence.

· Characteristics of the group

This sixth grade primary school classroom consisted of nineteen eleven and twelve year old pupils. Only 2 pupils were born in Spain, the other 17 had been living in Catalonia for different periods of time (from one year  to 10 years). 
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Pupils came from Pakistan, the Philipines, Morroco, Cuba, Bangladesh, China, Equador, Bolivia, the Dominican Republic and Spain; 9 languages coexisted in the classroom. 
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Pupils were classified according to their linguistic background:
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Multilingual pupils  

Home Languages: Lx / Ly (Tagalog-Ilokano/Urdu-Panjabi/Urdu-Pahari/ Bangla-Urdu)

Social Languages: Spanish

School Languages: Catalan / Spanish / English

Bilingual pupils

Home Languages: Lx (Tagalog / Arabic / Chinese)

Social Languages: Spanish

School Languages: Catalan / Spanish / English

Monolingual pupils

Home Lanaguage: Spanish

Social Language: Spanish

School Language: Catalan / Spanish / English

This classification is based on the language use of pupils according to their language background and the language they used when they were not in school. All pupils who did not have Spanish as their home language admitted using Spanish with friends out of the school context. Catalan and English are languages which are taught at school but for the purpose of this study, will not be taken into account when assessing whether students are monolingual, bilingual or multilingual. 

· The project

The starting point to the this project is based on the following data:
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An initial evaluation of English level was done. Marks for the English initial evaluation were crossed with languages pupils speak. The percentage of multilingual pupils who passed the initial evaluation concerning English was practically equivalent to the percentage of monolingual pupils who failed (45%). The percentage of multilingual pupils who failed English was practically equivalent to monolingual pupils who passed.

Marks for the Catalan, Spanish and English were crossed then with the languages pupils speak. 
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A higher percentage of multilingual pupils passed Catalan in the first semester than monolingual pupils. There was a notable difference between 25% of monolingual pupils who failed Catalan and multilingual pupils (14%). The differences in relation to Spanish were similar to Catalan.

Catalan and Spanish are not the mother tongue of any of these multilingual pupils, this is the third or fourth language they are learning and they still get better marks than their monolingual peers. 

· The story book project

The aim of the project work was to create stories in English in multilingual groups and translate them into student’s home language as a way to:

- Develop a positive attitude towards languages.

- Make all the cultures visible in the class through the use of the different languages pupils spoke.

- Increase motivation towards language learning.

- Improve academic performance in English. 

- Increase intercultural communicative competence.

The development of the project was as follows:

Day 1

Pupils were told that they would have to invent stories addressed to P3, P4, P5 and first grade students. Stories would be read to classmates and to the younger pupils of the school during the celebration of the day of Sant Jordi. The stories would be read in English and in all the home languages of the group.

Pupils were read three stories

· Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What do you see? By Bill Martin (2007)

· The hungry Caterpillar  By Eric Carle (1969)

· Where is Spot ? By Eric Hill (1983)

The stories were told as if the pupils were very young learners and they had to pay attention both to the characteristics of the books and the storytelling.

Picture books were analysed / brainstorming on Blackboard: 

· Linguistic: vocabulary / grammar structures / repetition

· Format: pictures / letter size

· Content: what the story is about

It was concluded that the stories they were going to create for infants had to have certain characteristics: 

· Big and colourful pictures.

· Motivating pictures and characters.

· Short, simple and repetitive sentences.

Day 2

The 19 pupils were grouped into 4 groups according to the following criteria:

· Home Language: The groups were as multilingual as possible. An example of group 1 was: Spanish, Tagalog, Urdu /Panjabi, Spanish and Chinese.

· Foreign Language Competence: So that there were a variety of different levels.

· General academic performance.
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Students started developing their own story. They followed a specific format ( 5-10 pages: 1 or 2 sentences per page).

Students were given an outline of the steps they should follow. They had to tick each step as they completed it. They had to define the main characters, the plot, the vocabulary they were going to use and the design of the characters.

Day 3

Pupils were given a draft. For each page they had to fill in with:

· The illustrations

· The plot in English

· The plot translated into all the home languages of the group
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Day 4

 The text in English was revised and checked and they started translating it into their mother tongue: Urdu, Tagalog, Spanish, Chinese, Arabic, Bangla and Catalan.  

Students were given guidelines to facilitate translation: how to make communicative translations, not literal ones. They took the texts home and asked their families for help. This also proved to be an excellent way to get families involved in the project.  Pupils who shared languages were asked to read the translations, without reading the source text to see if the text made sense.
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Days 5, day 6, day 7 and day 8.

They designed each of the pages of the storybook.
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Day 9.

Pupils in class rehearsed the storytelling in groups. They focused on:

· Pronunciation

· Intonation

· Clarity

· Speed

 They told the story in English all together and each pupil read the story in his/her mother tongue.

Day  10

They planned an easy activity to do with very young children according to their age (P3, P4, P5 and 1st grade). 

Day 11

Presentation to pupils in the class. The story was read in English and in all the home languages of the members of the groups.

Day 12
On Sant Jordi’s Day they performed the storytelling to P3, P4, P5 and first grade pupils in English and in all the languages of the members of the groups. 
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An activity prepared by each group is carried out with the infant classes.

· Conclusions

Implementing the story book project in this 6th year classroom was a very positive experience for these pupils. They learnt to use languages in meaningful situations; they enjoyed working in groups, trying to understand what their peers had written in their own home language. They benefited from being creative and enjoying themselves a lot while learning through and with languages. 

There was an overall academic improvement in language competence in all three languages which could suggest that the presence of multilingual pupils may be highly beneficial in classes in schools at present. We are aware that characteristics of this group (high diversity of backgrounds, languages spoken etc.) could still be considered an exception to some extent but this context is becoming more and more common nowadays.

The foreign language classroom of a primary school with many multilingual pupils  seems an ideal setting for promoting language awareness and use, as it can contribute towards the development of a more intercultural and multilingual society.
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� For the purpose of the study, pupils were divided into monolingual pupils and multilingual pupils





