Making Real World Connections, Podcast 1

Hello and welcome to the Ontario Modern Languages Teachers’ Association podcast series for The Ontario Curriculum, French as a Second Language, Grades 1-8, Core French, Extended French, and French Immersion, (revised), 2013. 

All programs in the revised French as a second language curriculum share a common vision: 

Students will communicate and interact with growing confidence in French, one of Canada’s official languages, while developing the knowledge, skills, and perspectives they need to participate fully as citizens in Canada and in the world.  

The goal of this series is to support classroom educators as they develop programs to realize this vision and guide students towards becoming lifelong language learners. The podcasts supplement five fact sheets to assist educators in implementing the revised curriculum. The four podcasts address the following themes:

i. Making Real-World Connections 

ii. Authentic Oral Communication 

iii. Planning for Lifelong Language Learners, and 

iv. Assessment for, as and of Learning in the FSL Classroom

Each podcast provides educators with practical examples of instructional and assessment strategies, and guiding questions to assist them in developing programs that improve student engagement, proficiency, and success.

This podcast “Making Real World Connections: Planning for Student Engagement” describes specific considerations to increase student engagement in the FSL classroom. 
Page 11 of the revised curriculum for French as a Second Language states that “the learning across all strands of the FSL curriculum is highly connected and relevant to the lives of students”.   In order for students to use the target language to complete specific tasks, the tasks must be presented within authentic and meaningful social contexts that are inspired by student interest.  As such, educators need understand their students’ interests and experiences.  
Imagine that you are planning a task where students will be required to respond to an ad for a lost animal.  To ensure the task is relevant to the experiences of your students, you need to consider which animals to introduce.  For example, students living in a rural area could connect to those animals that reside on a farm such as cows, pigs and sheep.  Students living in an urban area could connect to animals that are household pets such as hamsters, puppies and kittens.  Presenting an initial list of animal types based on your students’ experiences and asking for student input to add to this list ensures that you plan with your students’ interests in mind.  Some questions to consider when planning for student engagement are:  Is the topic and task relevant to my students? What are my students’ interests?  What do my students like to do in their free time?  Where do they live? Class surveys and discussions can help you to gather information about your students.  You can then use this information to plan topics that engage your students.   
Student engagement improves when students see that French language and culture go beyond the FSL classroom. By writing to penpals, using technology to meet with other French classes and inviting visitors into the school, students make meaningful contact with French-speaking individuals.  

Throughout the FSL curriculum, expectations that deal with the development of intercultural understanding and awareness help students to make connections to French-speaking communities locally, in Ontario, in Quebec, in Western and Eastern Canada, in the Americas outside Canada and in Europe.  As students develop intercultural awareness in FSL, they are able to make links between these communities and material taught in social studies, history and geography.   By working with homeroom educators, FSL educators can plan for cross curricular connections and integrated learning.  For example, the Festival du Voyageur in St Boniface, Manitoba offers a cross-curricular opportunity by linking the grade 6 FSL curriculum to that of the grade 6 Social Studies curriculum.  Educators can plan a joint study of the Voyageur culture where students can role-play being volunteers at the festival and learn about the fur trade, voyageur foods, music, clothing and customs.  Such connections help students to apply their language skills and strategies in subjects across the curriculum.

Using authentic texts also supports intercultural awareness and student interest.  Authentic resources include maps, advertisements, schedules, websites, music videos or newscasts online.  Analyzing the medium and message can help students to recognize cultural similarities and differences as they develop their ability to think critically as language learners.  
One of the most important aspects of planning for student engagement is the creation of a positive learning environment.  In a positive learning environment students feel supported and are able and willing to take the risks necessary to use their developing French language skills.  Explicit teaching of strategies such as reading facial expression, making eye contact, using gestures, observing body and tone of voice are the foundation to communicate effectively in any language.  Other strategies include the use of familiar words and phrases and frequently used expressions.  Teaching students how to ask for clarification using phrases such as  je ne comprends pas, repetez s’il vous plait, parlez lentement s’il vous plait and parlez plus fort s’il vous plait also support the development of communication skills.  Finally, a useful strategy to negotiate meaning is circumlocution.   Circumlocution is a strategy where students use familiar words to talk around an unknown word.  
An activity to develop circumlocution skills in French is De quoi parles-tu?  Provide students with a one page sheet of images.  Images can represent any unknown words that are relevant to the lives of your students, for example a hamster, braces, video games, and so on.   In partners, one student mentally chooses one of the images.  The student must use familiar words to describe the image to their partner.  Using listening strategies, the partner must try to identify the image being described.  Prior to the activity, discussing potential listening and speaking strategies helps students to be successful and fully engaged.  
Activities like De quoi parles-tu?  that are used to develop specific strategies and skills must be repeated to allow students multiple opportunities to practice and internalize the skill.  As your students develop these skills, they become more willing to take risks and to participate fully in your class. 
The effective use of technology is also a tool for engagement in the FSL classroom.  Technology can include the use of internet search tools and applications, digital recorders, smart devices and tablets.  These can be used to deliver lessons in an interactive way. For example, using a document camera or interactive white boards allow students to see that they can contribute to a discussion in the target language as their ideas are displayed for the class.  The internet is a tool you can use when planning for activities.  It provides access to authentic materials and can connect your students to other classrooms locally or more broadly across North America and the world.  One way your class could connect with another class is in an online mystery hangout, a virtual educational game between two classes in two different locations.  The aim of the game is to identify the location of the other class.  In the FSL classroom, students use the target language with other FSL students as they take turns asking and answering questions.  Such an activity provides students with a real life purpose for using language skills and strategies to engage them in the FSL classroom.  
Technology is also a valuable tool for students to practice and demonstrate their skills.  By using digital recorders in the FSL classroom, students can self-assess language skills as they record, listen to and re-record themselves.  Students can get feedback from peers and the educator to improve their communication.   The ability to re-record helps students to feel more confident when speaking French by eliminating the need to speak in front of a large audience and by allowing them to control their learning.  
While using information and communication technologies, such as chat forums, internet search tools and digital records, offer new opportunities for learning in the FSL classroom; student safety should always be considered.  Always refer to your schools and Board’s protocols prior to use.

When planning for real life connections and student engagement, educators must recognize the innate interests, experiences, skills, strengths and needs that make their students’ unique.  The learning across all strands of the FSL curriculum is highly connected and relevant to the lives of students.  The role of FSL educators is to plan for this relevance to allow students to connect the FSL program to their daily lives so that they may realize the long-term benefits of learning French.
