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Outline 

• Programme context 

• Mixed ability & diversity in languages 

• Portfolio learning in Year 1 

• Fostering a learning community 

• Flexible teaching: mixed ability in Year 2  

• Questions 



The language programmes 

Outcomes 

• Presentation, critical analysis 
and contextualisation of 
information 

• Critical thinking & analytical 
skills 

• High language proficiency 

• Knowledge of historical, social,  
political and cultural issues & 
of language system 

• Awareness of language 
learning process 

 

 

Teaching & Learning 

• Content and language 
integrated learning 

• Target language use 

• Clear progression 

• Small group teaching 

• Collaborative learning 

• Independent study & 
autonomy 



The language programmes 

• Joint honours programmes 

– 1 Language and linguistics 

– 1 Language and history/philosophy 

– 2 Languages with linguistics 

• Within languages: 2 routes: 

– “Legacy”: A level route: French, German, Spanish 

– New: Ab Initio route: Spanish & German (from 
2012/13) & Italian (from 2014/15) 



Curricular structure 

Year 4 

Language and Society III (20 credits) 
Language choice module(s) (20 credits) 

Year 3 

Year Abroad 

Year 2 

Language and Society II (20 credits) 

Language choice module(s) (20 credits) 

Year 1 

Ab Initio Language and Society (30 credits) 

Ab Initio Language Skills (30 credits) 

Language and Society I (20 credits) 

Grammar (20 credits) 



Layers of mixed ability 

Learning 
contexts 

Number of 
languages  

Knowledge 
of language 

Accredited 
language 

proficiency 



Our approach 

Individual needs 

Motivation 

Community 

Portfolio learning 

Year 1 

Peer mentoring 

Year 1 & 2 
Flexible teaching 

Year 2 



Year 1 – Portfolio learning 

• Definition (Klenowski 2003) 
– “Purposeful collection of student work” 

– “Involves selection / choice” 

– “Includes student reflection on learning” 

• Benefits 
– Motivation & student engagement, development of reflective 

skills/independent learning/autonomy 

– High formative potential while being close to learning process itself 
(Williams 2014) 

• Autonomy (Holec, 1980; Little 2000) 

• Reflection (Moon, 2004) 

 

 

 



Modular context 

• Ab Initio Language Skills (30 credits) 

• 3 weekly hours 

• Year long module 

• Assessment 
• 60% Portfolio 

• 40% Written exam 

• 2014/15 cohort: 
7 German, 6 Italian, 7 Spanish  students 

Aims and Outcomes 
• communicate in the foreign language using grammar 

appropriately 
• show an understanding of key aspects of target 

language structures 
• analyse language in context including grammatical 

concepts and terminology 
• reflect on the skills required for effective language 

learning 
• acquire language independently through personal 

reading and listening 



Overall portfolio structure 

• Structured language learning tasks 

• Focus on language skills & aspects of language 
knowledge (grammar, vocabulary) 

• 3 submission points across term 1&2 

• Each submission included a reflective task 

• Mark and individual feedback for each 
submission 



German portfolio design 

A. Generic language learning tasks with points 

B. Total of portfolio 150 points 
• Each skill addressed 

• 2 to 3 tasks per submission 

C. Students select material 
• No progression 

• List of short films/books 

D. Feedback and feed forward 
• Individual written feedback on content, language & reflection 

• One to one feedback session after first submission 

 
 

 

 

 

Language learning tasks 
• Watching/listening radio/TV news 
• Reading a children’s book 
• Listening to German speaking songs 
• Watching narrative short films 
• Tandem exchange with native speaker 
• Travel to German speaking country 



XXXXX 



Student evaluation 

• Survey questionnaire (6 of 7 students) 

• Positives 
– Variety and choice of tasks 

– Discover new ways of learning 

– Confidence about approaching more complex language 

– Reflection has encouraged students to think about their learning, BUT 

• To consider 
– Impact of reflection 

– Reflection is difficult 

– More guidance with tasks 

 

 

 



 

A. Portfolio Tasks: 
• Task 1 (listening and speaking)  Interview with Italian native speakers 
• Task 2 (reading and writing) 2 articles from a given news website 
 
• Task 3 (speaking)  Oral presentation on given personal info 
• Task 4 (listening and writing) Choice between 2 videos on syllabus topics 
 
• Task 5 (reading and writing) Continuing a given story (Italian folklore fairy tale) 
• Task 6 (speaking)  Video presentation on grammar topic 

 

B. Feedback on portfolio activities 
1. 1:1 meeting after each submission to discuss feedback and feed forward 
2. Key points: written feedback submitted via digital portfolio 

Italian portfolio design 
Assessment of four skills in a progressive learning path 





Evaluation 

Module evaluation and 1:1 feedback meeting:  
• E-portfolio as a personalized space similar to that of social media: 

student’s engagement on certain type of activities differs from class 
participation   

• Use of technology as transferable skills for students: positive and 
negative aspects 

• Reflection component:  similarities between submissions 

• The predicted level of difficulties or engagement not always reflected in 
the student’s performance 

• Autonomy: time management for the portfolio tasks and submission 



Insights 

German portfolio Italian portfolio 

Autonomy 

more guidance on how to approach tasks more guidance on how to approach tasks 

researching  & selecting material 
challenging and time consuming 

time management and task selection 

Feedback 

German only mixed: English and Italian 

Student engagement 

high in line with overall engagement higher than in other areas 

Reflection 

perceived difficult and ineffective 
evidence of progress 

perceived repetitive 



Ab Initio Peer Mentoring Scheme 

Ab Initio 
Students 

Year 1 

Ab Initio 
Mentors 

Year 2 

“I think we both benefited and learnt things.” 
 

“a valuable experience”  “generally useful for us both” 

The strongest single source of influence on cognitive and affective development is 
the student’s peer group. (Astin 1996, 126) 

 



 
 - development of a strong learning community  positive role models 
 - a different perspective  insight from non-native speakers of the language 
 - contact time  language immersion outside of the classroom 
 - a more “relaxed” learning environment  motivation and enthusiasm 
 - a bridge between Ab Initio Students and post-A-Level students  2nd year 
 
Benefits for the mentors: 

Peer mentoring aids content mastery and supports the  
orientation to studying in a new environment. 
(Salinitri, 2005; Topping, 1996)  

 - key transferable skills such as leadership, teamwork, interpersonal         
    communication, and coaching skills 
  - awareness of the language learning process 
  - confidence in managing and communicating their language learning strategies 
  - valuable experience to enhance their CV 
  - 5 + points towards the York Award 

Aims and objectives 



introduction to coaching 
and mentoring (careers) 

language 
learning advice 

mentoring:  
roles, rules and 
responsibilities 

• a clear framework for running mentoring sessions 

• at the beginning of the academic year: 

 refresher training/welcome session for mentors and mentees 

• monitoring 

• evaluation/survey throughout and at the end of the year 

Organisation 

• recruitment of mentors:   self-selection or nomination 

• training and evaluation:    
  
    3-day workshop at the end of year one  



discuss what has been done in the seminars

explain/practice grammar

conversation/speaking practice

personal/emotional support

advice on resources/language learning

discussion of content (society, culture,
politics, history)

listening practice

writing practice

help with homework

reading comprehension

Mentoring sessions 



compulsory optional 

Successful 
mentoring 

relationships: 
 

Points raised:  - negative experiences: some mentees were not engaged  
     relationship not established 

 - difficulties in arranging times to meet and keeping in touch 
 - planning what to do in mentoring sessions 
 - some preference for groups rather than pairs 
 - communicating/initiating conversations in the target language  

   - emphasize language practice and contact 
   - establish a routine and meet regularly 
   - have a clear understanding of roles/expectations 
   - develop in a more relaxed and informal environment 
   - focus on encouragement, reassurance and practice 

Students’ experience 



“Helped me improve my language skills.  
It gave me confidence in the language.” 

“I enjoyed it, a great way to get in contact with other language students.” 
“It improved my own speaking abilities.”    “Recapping grammar/topics” 

“It was comforting to have another student help you.” 
“Overall it was a positive experience. It was useful to have someone to talk 

to who’s already gone through year 1 of the course.” 
“somebody I felt understood what it was like”  “an enjoyable experience” 

“I felt supported from the start”  “ a relaxed atmosphere” 
“It gives us time to go over and fully understand issues we have.” 

Feedback 

Ab Initio Students 

Mentors 



Creating a community of practice.  
Lave & Wenger (2001)  

Points to consider 

• Why do some Ab Initio students engage more with the 
scheme than others? 

• further surveys on student motivation and engagement with the 
scheme 

• How can we monitor mentoring sessions more closely? 
• online log to record sessions, regular support meetings, surveys 

1x/term 

• How can we make the process easier for both mentees 
and mentors? 

• further information for mentors on course outline and content 



Mixed ability in Year 2 

“Historical memory in the Spanish speaking world” 
• 2nd year choice module 
• 26 students – 10 Post-Ab-Initio; 16 Post A-level 
• 2 weekly contact hours; terms 1, 2 and 3 
• (1 lecture – 26 students; 1 seminar – 13 students per seminar) 
• 20 credits 

Description 

• This is a history based module; focus on human rights and social justice in 
the Spanish speaking world  

• The teaching is done using a variety of resources (literature, music, film, 
painting, newspaper articles, authentic materials, etc.) 

• Students reflect on the importance of the historical memory in the 
transitioning from dictatorships into democracy 

 
 



Reflecting on curriculum enhancement  

• 2013-2014 Ab-initio students joining A-level students – different language 
skills and abilities. 

challenges: 
How to maximise the learning experience in the content and language 
integrated class with mixed abilities? 
 
bridging the gap: 
• Effective learning for all  
• Materials  
• Oral participation  
• Flexibility in teaching 
• Foster retention, self-esteem and responsibility of their own learning of 

Spanish.  

“The module topic was made accessible to all the students, helping us 
focus on the important bits of material”  



Differentiated instruction 

authentic materials 
increase and motivate 
the student’s learning 
(Guariento & Morley, 

2001)  

Student as primary focus of instruction; 
teacher becomes a facilitator  

Flexibility in teaching 

Interaction is of primary importance More creativity in the class 

flexible grouping 
strategies (Lazear, 2000)  

content must focus on 
the topics most relevant 

and essential 
components 

(Berger, 1991)  

student learning needs 
at the front of 

curriculum design 
(Tomlinson, 1999)  



Interactive lectures  

• Modifying lectures – more visuals that allow 
for language inferences 

• Using a greater quantity of cognates to 
facilitate understanding 

• Student interaction with the lecture – 
reflective questions on lecture, recapping 
activities, assignment based on lecture 

“The presentation of new information was fun and interesting”. 





“The lecture has evoked strong emotions 
and thoughts about the subject” 

Expliquen de que manera afectó la 
educación franquista a la mujer en 

comparación de la educación 
repúblicana. 



Collaborative learning  

Rethinking the purpose of individual, pair and group work - 
how they feed into each other and to the overall learning 

process 

Exposing and increasing a deeper understanding of 
material taught  

Tasks differentiated by outcome - challenging students 
according to their ability 

“The module was very interesting and from a post Ab-Initio student 
point of view I felt it was a bit challenging, but at the same time the 

module definitely improved my Spanish” 





Reflexión personal sobre la Guerra Civil Española 

• Escoge una foto que, según tú,  mejor represente la guerra civil 

española y escribe un párrafo, explicando las razones por las 

que  has elegido esa foto.  

• Elige un cartel de cada bando y describelos (50 palabras/cada)  

• Escribe un analisis personal de la guerra civil española (200 

palabras)  Ten encuenta lo que has estudiado en clase y tu 

propia exploración sobre el tema y los documentales que has 

visto.  
 

Student assignment: Personal reflection 
about the Spanish Civil War   



Student feedback 

“I feel that it didn't negatively impact my learning in any way; in fact, I think 
it helped. Because the ab initio students had learned all of their Spanish last 
year, certain information and knowledge was fresher in their minds than for 
post A-level students, and this meant we were able to help each other with 
gaps in our knowledge!” 

“At the beginning of the year, the experience was quite overwhelming 
especially in the lectures. I felt more and more comfortable as the year went 
on and the majority of post a-Level students were helpful and encouraging. 
I never felt pressured to do what I didn't feel comfortable doing in the class. I 
believe the level of the language of teaching was a very good level to be 
beneficial to both ab initio and post a level students.” 

Post Ab-Initio student 

Post A-level student 
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Post A level cohort 

Module results 

• Cohort 13/14 & 14/15 

• 46 students in total 
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Discussion questions 

• How could you implement a portfolio 
component in your programme. 

• How could a mentoring scheme across year 
groups improve the learning experience? 

• How would you see collaborative learning fit 
into your teaching? 

• How do you see reflection fit into your 
programme? 
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