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French at my state primary involved learning 
a few French songs and rapidly became more 
sophisticated at St Paul’s Girls’ School. Our 

teachers got us reading short novels during our 
O Level years but given the chance we always 
reverted to reading about ‘petit Nicolas’ from the 
French children’s book series, Le petit Nicolas: the 
text was fun and illustrations by Jean-Jacques 
Sempé, charming.  We were also made to learn 
poetry by heart for recitation competitions; my 
accent was not convincing but I can still recite a 
few verses of Verlaine: ‘il pleure dans mon coeur’ 
(it’s raining in my heart). 

I confess that I have always had a rather love-
hate relationship with languages. 
I am not a natural linguist and found 
learning Latin grammar a hard 
grind but was delighted by the 
texts we studied. I remember 
translating various books of 
The Aeneid and being beguiled 
and disgusted in equal measure 
by the all too vivid description of 
the death of Laocoon’s sons by the 
sea serpent. In particular, I loved 
Catullus’ poems in Odi et Amo with 
their epigrammatic wit and pathos. 
At Oxford, I loved the rhythms of Anglo-Saxon 
poetry and the broad sweep of the descriptions of 
desolate sea and shore and ships and the striking 
mix of lamentations and obscure riddles.

That was about my limit; my sisters were 
interestingly more successful: each took a language 
at A Level. Determined to follow my father into the 
world of art history, one studied Italian and t’other, 
German – these being the great languages for the 
art historian. 

The ambivalent relationship with languages was 
connected with a longer family tradition than my 
siblings. My father was an able linguist and had 
read Classics at the University of Cambridge and 
my grandfather was a particularly talented one and 
had read Modern Languages also at Cambridge in 

the 1920s and went on to become a translator of 
extremely obscure etymological texts in a dusty 
room full of cigarette smoke tucked somewhere 
behind the Natural History Museum in South 
Kensington. He used to find it an entertainment 
to challenge himself to learn difficult languages 
including the likes of Hungarian and Swedish, “in 
order to study the literature and not” as he used 
to say “to converse with the natives”(!).

This was rather the sticking point for me since it 
was conversing with the natives that was more my 
bent. To bring the story rapidly up to date, I am now 
married to a delightful French man, Pierre, whose 

English is impeccable and who has not only 
headed up the Language faculties at the 

Perse Upper, Sevenoaks and Highgate, 
teaching French and Spanish, but 

is a Trustee of Alliance Française, 
the cultural branch of the French 
Embassy. My mother-in-law has 
no English and in consequence 
has to tolerate my lack of French 
grammar and vocabulary but, 

as they say, love conquers all and 
sign language and smiles and good 

will helps the linguistic communication 
when Pierre tires of translating and I have 

exhausted the bounds of my knowledge!

The range of articles in this issue of Accolade is first 
class. I particularly commend the pieces by Miss 
Nicky Lees, our Head of Modern Foreign Languages 
(MFL) on the national picture of language learning 
in schools and Mrs Kate Latham, our Director 
of Teaching and Learning, on how having more 
than one language develops such skills as lateral 
thinking. We continually celebrate all that is good 
about the international dimension of our school and 
you will be able to read about some experiences of 
our international members of staff regarding living 
in the UK as well as from two Sixth Form students 
about their experiences of taking modern languages 
at A Level. 
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In some ways there is more support now for MFL 
teaching than there ever has been. Since 2014, 
the teaching of MFL has become compulsory at 

Key Stage 2 (Year 3 to Year 6) providing a substantial 
advantage for learners of foreign languages. MFL 
subjects also join English, Mathematics, Science(s) 
and History/Geography on the new English 
Baccalaureate – the specific group of subjects by 

which the government will compare 
schools’ performance – signalling the 

high esteem in which language 
learning is currently held. 
Universities continue to hold 
languages in high regard too; 
a number of our own alumnae 

recall being told at university 
admissions interviews that they 

would not have been invited to 
interview if they hadn’t studied a foreign 

language at A Level (because the skills required 
to master a foreign language are highly sought after 
and transferable). 

However, it would be inaccurate to say that there 
is as much support for language learning as there 
should be! Learning a modern foreign language at 
Key Stages 3 and 4 (Year 7 to Year 11 – including at 
GCSE level) was compulsory from 1988, but since 
2004 it has only been mandatory up to Year 9. So, 
over the last 12 summers we have seen a decline (of 
more than half in French and German) in students 
taking MFL subjects to GCSE level. Recent A Level 
reforms are also likely to cause a knock-on effect. 
Students now tend not to take a fourth subject to AS 
Level as they have traditionally done, now favouring 
three, or three A Levels plus the Extended Project 
Qualification (EPQ) – so students who are primarily 
focusing on other curriculum areas but who might 
have previously taken a language as their fourth 
subject, are now not taking a language at all. The net 
result will be a narrower curriculum in general for 
16 to 18 year olds and a loss of advanced language 
skills across the country!

Back to GCSEs: removing languages from the 
mandatory list of subjects to be taken at GCSE 
gives students more freedom, certainly – but it also 
potentially dissuades students who do love learning 
languages from selecting them at GCSE level. 
Language GCSEs are perceived to be very difficult 
and students anticipate that they are likely to obtain 

a higher grade in a number of other non-mandatory 
subjects. Languages are indeed rigorous subjects 
requiring a scientific style of thinking – for instance 
to get to grips with the rules used by each language 
and the patterns formed. They also require a more 
creative outlook: as with writing in English, there are 
decisions to be made between similar words, the 
flow of a piece, the tone and so on, to deliver a piece 
of writing that gives exactly the impression you had 
hoped. It is this high level, and required combination 
of skills, that leads Higher Education institutions and 
prospective employers to value languages so much. 

However these ‘pros’ don’t seem to be valued by 
students considering which subjects to choose to 
stand them in good stead for the future. Many British 
people still struggle to see the value of having a 
modern foreign language at all: we frequently hear 
people questioning the point of learning one other 
language if you can’t use it everywhere, ‘but you 
can use English everywhere’! As well as the esteem 
afforded to languages by Higher Education and 
employers, being able to communicate effectively 
and politely with people in other countries, and 
the personal benefits for learners (more about 
this by Mrs Kate Latham on page 5), the economy 
needs workers who can speak foreign 
languages. English-only speakers 
fail to access job roles requiring 
more than one language, and 
I recently read in the Times 
Education Supplement 
(TES) that “the cost of our 
monoglot tendencies to 
the UK economy is close 
to £50 billion”. Having a 
foreign language undoubtedly 
broadens horizons when it comes 
to working abroad, too.  

It is sad that students aged just 13 and 14 now 
have to make difficult decisions about whether to 
continue a language or give it up for the rest of their 
formal education. This is why in the MFL department 
we try to encourage the girls that taking the path 
of least resistance is not preferable to the path that 
allows you to do what you enjoy, however difficult it 
may be, and keeps your options open for the future!
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To many people the essence of a ‘good teacher’ 
is one who can maintain a quiet, or even 
silent, classroom. While silence does have 

its place at certain times – as it allows an intensive 
focus to take place – encouraging lively talk in 
learning situations is also essential, and just as vital 
a skill for teachers to boast. 

At the start of this term our teachers attended an 
INSET presentation given by the team from Oracy 
Cambridge. The team spoke about the importance of 
‘talk’ across the curriculum and outside of lessons: 
through talking, children develop the ability to 
formulate their ideas, and to communicate them 
effectively. This is a skill that hasn’t had enough 
focus in recent years – and which makes the idea 
of public speaking even in a child’s native language 
quite a daunting one for many young people. As 
students progress from Junior School to Senior 
School, there are a few who will start to 
feel less inclined to contribute in 
lessons, as they will feel more 
embarrassed about speaking 
up in front of their peers. This 
is particularly troublesome 
within MFL learning, as 
you cannot get to grips 
with speaking a foreign 
language if you don’t have 
the opportunity to try out 
new words and to practise 
conversing with others. 

Therefore as a school we 
are encouraging girls to speak 
up in class – for instance by using 
‘talk tokens’ in some lessons. These work 
by encouraging more confident girls to give less 
confident students a turn: once a student has 
shared a few ideas in a whole class discussion, 
their tokens are ‘used up’, and so they have to 
encourage another student to have a turn until they 
too have used up their tokens. We also offer students 
opportunities to test their ideas and understanding 
in pairs or small groups so that our more introverted 
girls‘ confidence grows just as much as that of their 
more outgoing peers. MFL lessons are peppered with 
opportunities for girls to share their understanding 

with each other, which enables them to develop their 
confidence and to practise formulating their ideas in 
the target language.

At the Oracy Cambridge INSET presentation 
we also heard about how, from 

an early age, children start to 
organise their thoughts about 

the world around them 
using the terminology, 
or ‘language’, that they 
have access to. Bilingual 
children have been shown 
to have improved lateral 
thinking skills because 
they are able to access 

a much larger library 
of terminologies, each of 

which will provide a slightly 
nuanced way of describing or 

understanding different experiences. 
This offers bilingual children a different way of 

thinking about the world and their environments, 
which many educators praise as a key way of 
developing a global outlook. Of course, not all 
children are bilingual but those who are not can still 
benefit in much the same way, by learning foreign 
languages and in doing so discovering different 
ways to view or describe an event or experience. By 
speaking up in class, and in MFL lessons especially, 
children become proficient in formulating and 
refining their thoughts, by carefully selecting the 
most appropriate vocabulary and emphasis.

Research is quite convincing on the value of talk in making learning memorable, too. 
You may be interested to know that students retain: 

•	Five	percent	of	what	they	learn	when	they’ve	learned	from	a	lecture

•	10	percent	of	what	they	learn	when	they’ve	learned	from	reading

•	50	percent	of	what	they	learn	when	engaged	in	a	group	discussion

•	90	percent	of	what	they	learn	when	they	teach	someone	elseMiss Nicky Lees, Head of Modern Foreign 
Languages and Head of Spanish

Why we’re 
all talk at

St Mary’s School, 
Cambridge

Mrs Kate Latham, Director of 
Teaching & Learning



Last year, when I had to choose which subjects to 
study at A Level, I immediately decided to do French, 
Spanish and English Literature. Lots of people have 
asked me “why do you bother learning a foreign 
language when everyone can speak English?” and 
I always reply with the same response – that this 
very question highlights the laziness of the British! 
Although English is the third most common native 
language in the world, we can’t expect to travel 
around the world and for everyone to speak English 
to us. Learning a new language is good for you too, 
as it allows you to become more perceptive, your 
memory improves, it’s interesting, and it gives you 
a new insight into and perspective on the world, as 
well as your own language and culture. Languages 
also give you the ease of access to travel abroad and 
understand the locals and converse with them. 

I have had quite an interesting upbringing in terms 
of languages: my mother spoke to me in French 
and my father in Norwegian, so I didn’t learn any 
English really until I started nursery aged three or 
four, and even then it took a few months of being 
very confused until I picked it up. I have spent a 
lot of holiday time near to the French/Swiss border 
where my mum is from, so I have had plenty of 
opportunities to become fluent in French and I don’t 
worry about what to say at all. It was interesting 
growing up in England because when I took French at 
my Junior School, the level was a bit below what I was 
capable of, and in my very early years the English 
was a bit more of a foreign language to me! This has 
now changed though and, although I sometimes 
wonder if my English essays aren’t worded very well 
because of having different sentence structures in 
my head, I would say that now I’m most fluent in 
Norwegian and English, and then French and Spanish. 

I know a lot of people won’t have had the same 
opportunity as I have had to learn languages, so 
I would like to make sure I make the most of my 
language skills by reading French and Spanish at 

university, and then teaching others who also want 
to be able to travel and participate in the global 
community by being able to speak more than one 
language. Just think of how many countries you 
could travel to and people you can communicate 
with if you know French and Spanish! I would also 
like to become a translator for the United Nations in 
the future, which may be a big dream, but why not 
go for it? 

Studying languages at A Level means that you can 
develop your ability in your chosen foreign language 
across your verbal, written, listening and speaking 
skills. One way that I try to boost my learning outside 
of lessons is by reading articles on websites like BBC 
News in the target language, and then summarising 
what I have learned from an article – and the same 
with a segment on the radio. Both of these are great 
ways to improve the way you emphasise different 
words or add emotion or meaning in the different 
languages – in both written and spoken language. 
I love how languages develop key skills such as 
confidence and, finally, growing your knowledge 
about the world. Learning languages can create 
cross-cultural friendships which can last a lifetime, 
from pen pal programmes to trips abroad; you can 
conquer any fears of looking silly by speaking the 
language in friendly company.

My advice for students learning a foreign 
language as a beginner would be: to keep at 
it and although tenses and vocab are slightly 
scary, they are easy once you learn them and 
if you keep practising.

My advice for students learning a foreign 
language at an advanced level would be: make 
sure you re-read all the vocab and tenses 
constantly so you don’t forget – it makes less 
work in the long run. 

My advice...

I grew up in a household full of different languages 
with Italian, English and French all being spoken 
to me from a very young age. My mum is Italian 
and my Dad is English, but they lived in France for 
some time so they both speak French too. When I 
was little my parents were planning to move back 
to France from the UK, so they decided to teach me 
mainly French and Italian: my Dad would speak to 
me in French and my Mum in Italian. However when 
they realised that we would be staying in England 
longer than they thought, my Dad started to speak 
to me in English instead.

This left me speaking a complete mixture of 
languages, all at the same time, as a young child. 
For example, my first sentence was “Mamma guarda 
le chat”, meaning “Mummy look at the cat”, but in a 
mixture of Italian and French. I remember starting 
school in England and being very frustrated when 
sometimes the other children could not understand 
what I was saying to them, but I soon got used to 
speaking only one language at a time, and English 
became my most confident language. 

I have studied French and Spanish since Junior 
School, and I am now taking both subjects, along 
with Music, at A Level. I would say that as I now 
get to practise speaking English the most, it is my 
best language, followed by Italian and then French, 
which I struggle with a bit, for instance when talking 
about less familiar topics. 

I think knowing Italian and French from a young 
age has been pretty useful, as it helps when I sing 
in different languages for Music examinations and 
so on. It’s also cool when I go on holiday to Italy 

or France and don’t have to rely on everyone there 
being able to speak some English! I think it’ll be very 
useful having these languages in the future as it will 
allow me to live and work abroad if I want to. Next 
year I am having a gap year in which I am hoping 
to travel, take some Music classes in Florence and 
Milan, and do some volunteer work in Calabria, Italy. 
I am then going to read Music at university.

Another major advantage of knowing other 
languages is the head start this gives when learning 
new, but similar, languages, such as Spanish, in my 
case. Thanks to my knowledge of Italian and French 
I am often able to accurately predict what Spanish 
words mean, by thinking about what words they are 
similar to in the other two languages. The grammar 
is often easier too, as many grammar rules apply to 
two or three of these languages, such as the rules 
about when to use the subjunctive.

However, there are also difficulties that come from 
having a wide linguistic background! A difficulty 
I have often found is that I convince myself that 
a word that comes from one language is also a 
word in another language too – when it isn’t. For 
example, I only found out recently that ‘preventer’ 
is not actually a French word, just the English 
prevent with an additional ‘er’ stuck on the end of 
it. Another thing I have found difficult is knowing 
whether or not my Mum (whose first language is 
French) has been mispronouncing things when she 
speaks English. I used to often come out with things 
like ‘plomber’, which is a mixture of the French and 
English for ‘plumber’, because that is how my Mum 
would pronounce the word, causing my whole class 
to become hysterical!

Morgaine O’C., Upper Sixth

I think it’ll be very useful 
having these languages 

in the future as it will 
allow me to live and work 

abroad if I want to. 
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Flores W., Lower Sixth

I love how 
languages develop 

confidence.
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French
We believe learning another European language enhances and consolidates the literacy 
strategies for English too, and so French forms an integral part of our school’s primary 
curriculum. Pre-prep pupils (Reception to Year 2) all have half an hour of French every week, 
and Prep pupils (Year 3 to Year 6) all have an hour each week. We have recently introduced an 
interactive online French programme (Accès Studio, by Pearson Education) which 
we use with our Interactive White Boards to enhance the girls’ overall learning 
experience and independent learning skills, and to assess their individual 
progress. The girls are really excited about using this new software. In the 
Autumn Term of each year we celebrate the European Day of Languages 
with an interactive assembly in the morning and at the end of the day 
we host a French Café, in Acton Hall, where the girls can come to buy a 
French pastry, but must ask for their croissant or pain au chocolat en 
Français: “Je voudrais un pain au chocolat s’il vous plaÎt”.

At St Mary’s Junior School, Cambridge we are keen to celebrate our richly 
diverse international culture and one way that we do this is through providing 
a stimulating MFL syllabus, delivered by native speakers, enabling children 
to appreciate and enjoy learning a modern foreign language.
Each Summer Term we celebrate our own International Week, in which we look at various countries, 
cultures and languages, as well as celebrating our own amazing international diversity within school. 
During the week we use one of our lunch times to have an international buffet, featuring cuisines from 
the countries whose languages the girls learn at our Junior School: French and Mandarin (as part of the 
curriculum), and Spanish and German (as extra-curricular clubs).

Mandarin Chinese
We also teach Mandarin Chinese at the Junior School – from Reception to Year 6 all pupils have 
half an hour of Mandarin Chinese each week – and we were pleased to be the trend setters in 
this regard in Cambridge by being one of the first schools to offer the language as part of the 
curriculum alongside French. With the largest population of speakers and being the language 
of the fastest growing economy, knowledge of Mandarin Chinese will be an invaluable asset 
in the future; if you speak English and Mandarin Chinese you can communicate with over 
half of the world’s population. The girls now have the option to take Mandarin at GCSE at the 
Senior School and so we are delighted to be working with the girls to develop a firm base in the 
language on which to build as they progress through the school. 

We celebrate Chinese cultural events each year too, such as the Chinese New 
Year which occurs during our Spring Term and which we celebrate with our 
wider school community by inviting native speakers to talk about key 
cultural festivals. During lessons the girls also have the opportunity to 
utilise their ICT skills as well as their speaking and writing skills, by 
using apps on the school iPads to enhance their language learning – 
for instance ‘Puppet Pals’ is regularly used by the girls to create role 
plays in Mandarin Chinese.

French Theatre Club
We are lucky to have a truly unique French Theatre Club 
at the Junior School, open to all pupils, with girls from 
Year 2 to Year 6 currently attending. The club meets 
each Monday after school, and creatively combines the 
girls’ Drama and Music skills with their French language 
competence. The club is run by talented native speakers 
and each year it produces a different play which is 
performed in front of the rest of the school. The most 
recent performance was the group’s own original musical 
interpretation of The Adventures of Tintin. Parents, as well as 
staff members, helped put together a superb performance in 
French. The next musical will take place in May and will be based 
on the legend of The Three Musketeers.

Modern Foreign Languages issue Spring Term 2017

Mrs Samantha Duncan, Junior School Modern Foreign 
Languages Co-ordinator and Year 4 teacher

The club is run by talented 
native speakers and each 
year produces a different play 
which is performed in front of 
the rest of the school. 



We started teaching Mandarin Chinese at 
the Senior School four years ago and the 
girls who were then in Year 7 are now in 

Year 10 – in the first year of their two year GCSE 
Mandarin Chinese course. We are all looking forward 
to next year as the group will become the first to 
finish five years of Mandarin Chinese studies at our 
school – and the first to sit the GCSE! 

As I am a native Mandarin Chinese speaker you 
might not be surprised to read that I love this 
particular language, and I love teaching it to 
students so that they can love it too. I recently 
heard someone say 
“French is difficult but 
Chinese is impossible 
– it’s so different to 
European languages and 
it’s also not as useful 
unless you want to go 
to the few countries 
where it is spoken” and I 
am sure that this is the 
perception still held by 
many people. However, the global population of 
Mandarin Chinese speakers becomes accessible 
to you, as does the culture, even with just a basic 
knowledge of the language. Also, as the role of China 
in the world continues to grow, individuals who are 
able to communicate in Mandarin Chinese will have 
more opportunities to work and travel in this ‘global 
village’. Finally, as Mrs Kate Latham writes in her 
article, language is related to the way you think; 
it can shape your views, and Mandarin Chinese is 
very different from European languages and so 
is just as valuable in helping learners to perceive 
things from a different perspective. 

Some people may hesitate to take up Mandarin 
Chinese exactly because of it being so different – 
with different characters and very unfamiliar sounds. 
This is the point of having lessons though, so that a 
teacher can help explain the difference between the 
patterns and the sounds of the language, and help 

students to deal with their ‘first language transfer’ 
as so many learners will encounter the same 
misunderstandings as they transfer their native 
language’s ‘rules’ into the new language. These are 
not a reason to hesitate! When our Year 7 students 
arrive for their first Senior School Mandarin Chinese 
lesson, some may have studied the language before 
and others will not have – either way, the style of 
teaching Mandarin Chinese at Junior School is quite 
different to the way we teach it at Key Stage 3 and 
above, so everyone is able to start on a level playing 
field. For instance, at Junior School level pupils will 
usually sing a lot of songs and learn how to say 

some key phrases, but 
they won’t necessarily 
have learned how 
to read or write very 
many words in Chinese 
characters, so we start 
off in Year 7 teaching 
everyone the basics.

We use two systems 
from the beginning. 

Over the five lessons per fortnight, the students 
learn about Mandarin Chinese characters, many of 
which are very simplified images or representations. 
The pronunciation can hardly be attempted on 
sight alone as a large number of characters don’t 
provide any information about how the word might 
sound, unless you know the character. Interestingly, 
though, you might be able to guess at the meaning 
of some of the characters. For instance, the character 
for ‘forest’ constitutes three very simple tree 
representations, and the character for ‘sunrise’ is a 
horizontal line with a symbol of sun above it. These 
characters simply take time and commitment to 
learn, and Chinese children slowly add characters to 
their repertoire in the same way that foreign learners 
do. The second system used is Pin Yin – the Chinese 
alphabet which is written in similar letters to the 
English alphabet, but also has symbols to represent 
sounds as opposed to letters alone. For instance, 

the English sound represented by the two letters 
‘sh’ would have its own symbol in Pin Yin. Pin Yin 
works in a similar way to the International Phonetic 
Alphabet, and so it very much helps learners to 
sound out the words. In lessons, we will learn both 
the Pin Yin and the Mandarin Chinese characters 
when we learn new words. 

By the end of Year 7 the girls will be able to recognise 
around 150 new words, in Pin Yin and Mandarin 
Chinese characters. The words will cover topics about 
themselves and their home and school lives. It’s also 
important to reassure them that they don’t need to 
memorise all of the possible words within a topic 
– they can just remember, for instance, their own 
favourite and least favourite sports, or foods, and this 
will stand them in good stead for early conversations.

In Year 8 and Year 9 students have three lessons each 
fortnight, and they build on the foundations of Year 
7 and also learn how to use the dictionary – which is 
quite a different experience in this language as you 
have to navigate around the Pin Yin, the Mandarin 
Chinese characters, and the English translation. By 
Year 9 the girls are able to write short paragraphs of 
their own using the Mandarin Chinese characters 
and more complicated sentence structures – such as 

asking questions, or ‘not only this, but also that’, 
or using comparatives and superlatives. 

The girls who are in Year 10 are doing extremely 
well! They have each chosen to take Mandarin 
Chinese at GCSE and so they are those who are 
more confident in their abilities in the language. 
They work so well together to practise their 
pronunciation and to help each other with tasks. 
By this stage they are reading long passages, and 
will have learned vocabulary for 80 different topics! 
They also do a lot of writing using the Mandarin 
Chinese characters – including invitations to parties 
and letters to friends in China to share their news. 
The girls are growing more and more confident. 
Where some people might be put off learning the 
language because of thinking it is so much harder 
than other languages, the girls seem to understand 
that for each of them, it is an unfamiliar subject – 
so there is no feeling of judgement or pressure. 
They are all confident to have a go with new words 
and support each other – and it has been fantastic 
to see them all develop over the past four years. 
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As I am a native Mandarin 
Chinese speaker you might not 
be surprised to read that I love 
this particular language, and I 
love teaching it to students so 

that they can love it too.

My advice for students learning a foreign language as a beginner would be: have confidence – 
if speakers of other languages can learn English to a high level, it is just as possible to learn other 
foreign languages; follow your teachers’ advice – they know the language very well and they can 
help you to learn it more effectively; and enjoy practising the language – view learning a language 
as playing a game rather than a burden, because it is a very good thing to be able to read or 
communicate in a different language. 

My advice for students learning a foreign language at an advanced level would be: seek opportunities 
to use the language, because confidence comes from successful communication and the more you 
use the language, the more useful you will feel the language is; explore the culture of the countries or 
areas where the target language is spoken, as culture and language are embedded in each other; and 
keep your curiosity to keep you motivated.

My advice...

Mrs Yan Gao, Teacher in Charge of Mandarin 
Chinese and English as an Additional 
Language (EAL) teacher



The aspect of the EAL course which differs most 
from GCSE English Language is the intensive study 
of English grammar, since there is so much that 
English native speakers acquire unconsciously which 
older learners find difficult to learn. The level of 
complexity we handle intuitively recently went viral 
when a passage from Mark Forsyth’s The Elements 
of Eloquence was posted on Twitter, and people were 
amazed by the revelation that we unconsciously order 
our adjectives thus: opinion-size-age-shape-colour-
origin-material-purpose-NOUN. This is in the Year 
9 grammar text book, but more as a curiosity than 
because any student could – or would have any need 
or desire to – learn and apply the rule to talk about 
‘lovely little new round-toed pink French satin ballet 
shoes’, for example. However, the seven different ways 
(each with a specific meaning) in which we express 
the future, and the four with which we refer to the 
past, together with that which relates the past to the 
present (the present perfect – ‘have done’), cannot be 
as readily ignored, and are not ‘picked up’; they must 
be mastered. EAL students, unlike native speakers, 
are expected to know the past perfect when they see 
it, and to be able to distinguish between the present 
simple and the present continuous forms and their 
respective uses so that they can use these forms 
correctly themselves. 

Other challenges are associated with English 
pronunciation and listening comprehension, in which 
there is (among other things) English spelling to contend 
with: the fact that the sound /3:/ (represented here using 
International Phonetic Alphabet symbol for the vowel 
sound in ‘sir’), for instance, is commonly spelt in six 
different ways (not counting ‘myrrh’ and ‘attorney’). EAL 
students tend to be very good at spelling, while 
pronunciation presents difficulties, whereas for native 
speakers the opposite is the case. There are also frequent 
changes in vowel sound and stress when the spelling
is similar, as in ‘to produce’ [verb]; ‘production’,
‘produce’, ‘product’, ‘producer’ [nouns]; 
‘productive(ly)’ [adjective/adverb]. (The emboldening 
represents the stressed syllable; the colours the 
different vowel sounds.) And of course, there is 
always more vocabulary to be learnt. A native 
speaker may be aware that the noun ‘informer’ does 
not normally mean someone who gives information, 
but rather someone who secretly gives information 
to the police or someone in authority – but an EAL 
student familiar with the rest of the word family will 

not have learnt this before coming to the UK. And 
EAL students have to get to grips not just with single 
new words, like ‘discombobulate’ (a current favourite 
with Year 11) but with so-called ‘collocations’ – words 
routinely used with other words. Native-speakers 
feel at ease with a grave/serious/acute problem, for 
instance – but a high problem? No. That so many 
achieve such a high level of competence despite all 
this complexity does them huge credit. 

Our international students learn much of the 
language of social interaction not from their EAL 
teachers, but from their native-speaker peers, of 
course – but our British students can also learn, 
if they make the effort to adapt their language to 
non-native speakers, not by simplifying it, but by 
speaking more clearly and a little more slowly, by 
becoming more aware of their own use of tricky 
(and often ephemeral) colloquialisms, and by being 
alert to the reactions of their interlocutors. Far from 
compromising their own communication skills, this 
will enhance them. The ability not just to speak, 
but to communicate, clearly and authoritatively, 
and establish relations across cultures in a context 
in which English is the lingua franca, will be an 
asset as they pass through the school, and go on to 
university. Beyond that, it will not only be crucial for 
those who are contemplating a career in international 
relations; medicine, science and business are all now 
international enterprises. 

Our EAL students enrich the school by making 
it a microcosm of the international academic 
communities which so many of its alumnae will join; 
they also receive and offer experience of a future in 
which international co-operation will be, for many, 
an aspect of everyday life.

My advice for students learning a foreign 
language at any level would be: enjoy it, by 
trying to find ways of integrating it into your 
life. As a novice student of German in Berlin, the 
first German book I bought was a cookery book – 
Desserts. The pictures plus my basic knowledge 
of how recipes worked meant I could work out 
a lot of the language without needing to use a 
dictionary – and of course, my learning had an 
immediate positive outcome: I could make and 
eat the desserts! 

My advice...
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EAL is the term the Department of Education 
now uses to describe English as taught to 
students who are learning in a language that 

is not their mother tongue. That the subject is no 
longer called EFL – English as a Foreign Language – 
is a recognition of the difference between English as 
our international students experience and learn it, 
and other foreign languages, since for them English 
is not primarily a subject of study, confined to certain 
periods a week, a textbook, and the occasional 
excursion abroad. It is the language in which, every 
day, they socialise, extend their learning far beyond 
what they already know in their own language, 
conduct transactions (such as banking and booking 
appointments), and are challenged to develop a 
new identity alongside that which they have in their 
mother tongue.

Not all of the students whose first language is not 
English are boarders, and not all of the boarders 
study EAL. Apart from our British girls, there are 30 
different nationalities among our student body, and 
they represent approximately the same number 
of languages. There is not a simple correlation: the 
first language of Chinese students from Hong Kong 
is Cantonese, while that of the mainland Chinese 
is Mandarin. Many international students who are 
British residents have been brought up speaking 
both English and their parents’ mother tongue: 
Farsi, French, Korean or Romanian, for instance. 
Our Kazak student is bilingual in Kazakh and Russian, 
so English is her third language. This year we have 

a Croatian student who speaks five languages 
including Croatian! Not long ago we had a student 
born in Fiji, who spoke five languages. Many of 
these students are capable of reading and writing 
in a different alphabet – the Russians in Cyrillic; the 
Japanese in Katakana, Hiragana, and Kaji; the Hong 
Kongese in traditional Chinese characters as well as 
the modern Chinese characters they learn along with 
their first foreign language, Mandarin, for instance. 

Those students who are British residents almost 
invariably study GCSE English (Language and 
Literature), and a modern foreign language, alongside 
their native-speaker peers, partly because the GCSE 
English qualification is required by British universities 
for resident applicants. Some of the international 
students – those with extensive experience of bi-
lingual learning and a love of English literature – also 
do this, switching to EAL in the Sixth Form. But most 
of those who come from abroad concentrate on their 
subject studies, which may take a very different form 
from those they have studied in their own country, 
and refine their English language by taking EAL. 

This involves exercises in speaking, listening, reading 
and writing in English. If our international students 
had not already achieved a degree of linguistic 
competence appropriate for their entry level, they 
would not have been admitted to the school, since 
they would not have been able to cope with studying 
their other subjects in English. But frequently, the 
fact that they have been using the language in a 
non-native speaker context for many years means 
that certain errors have become ingrained, certain 
mispronunciations have been taken for granted that 
can lead to incomprehension in an international 
context, and able students have reached a plateau 
and no longer strive to add to their already extensive 
vocabularies or use more sophisticated grammar. 
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For them English is not 
primarily a subject of study... 
It is the language in which 
they socialise. 

‘Lovely	little	new	round-
toed	pink	French	satin	ballet	
shoes’:	consciously	learning	
what	native	English	speakers	
unconsciously	know.

Another
perspective

Mrs Valerie Bevan, Joint Head of English 
as an Additional Language
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My native language is Finnish. I started to learn 
English at the age of nine and it was mandatory up 
to A Level in the Finnish curriculum. I loved English 
from day one! Almost every lesson we had a spelling 
test and we read texts aloud. If we pronounced the 
words incorrectly the teacher would correct us and 
we would repeat the word until we got it right. I 
remember writing long sentences and a lot of essays 
– this was very difficult! As our language skills 
improved we also did conversation exercises in pairs 
and endless grammar tests. 

I loved watching English films, and I’m sure watching 
films improved my listening skills. I didn’t start 
reading in English until I moved to the UK after 
my A Levels for a gap year and then to study 
International Youth Work in English. My speaking 
skills improved rapidly when I met my husband (to 
be, then), and especially after living in the UK. I was 
confident with every day conversations but writing 
was still a struggle and speaking on the phone was 
also very nerve wracking as people here speak in so 
many different accents!

My English is still improving every day and I learn 
new words and grammar all the time. Without 

learning English back in Finland for all those years 
I wouldn’t have been able to integrate into this 
country so quickly. Learning another language at 
school (or after) opens up a totally new world to 
you. I think that people who do not learn foreign 
languages miss out, as being able to communicate 
fluently in other languages is such a valuable skill 
to have.

My advice...

Celebrating our diversity
AAs well as students for whom English is an 

Additional Language, a number of our staff 
team also speak English as an Additional 

Language. A number of these individuals are 
teachers in the MFL department, providing the girls 
with first-hand experiences of native accents in the 

target language, but a number are teachers in other 
departments, as well as members of our kitchen, 
works and domestic teams. Here we hear from one 
member of staff from the MFL department, Madame 
Laurence Edwards, and one member of staff from 
another department, Mrs Maria Kakengi. 

My advice for anyone learning a foreign 
language would be: to try to participate and use 
the language as much as possible in class. Do 
not be worried about making mistakes, it is all 
part of the learning process. Have fun, enjoy, 
you never know how useful it could be in your 
personal or professional life – or both.

My advice for anyone learning a foreign 
language at an advanced level would be: to 
have a pen friend, to go abroad to practise the 
language as often as possible, and to never miss 
an opportunity to speak with a native speaker 
who you know and trust (we have wonderful 
Languages Assistants at school!) and, of course, 
ENJOY!

Madame Laurence Edwards, 
teacher of French (covering 
maternity leave) 

Mrs Maria Kakengi, Head of Textiles 
and Year 11 tutor

My advice...

My native language is French and I 
started studying English when I was 11. 
I loved it. I also learnt Latin, German 
and Italian. When I was 13, my English 

teacher told us that we would have English pen 
friends and would visit them the following year. 
My experience was so AMAZING that I decided at 14 
years old that one day I would live in England. I’m 
still in contact with my host family and pen friend 
now: they visit my parents every other year, they 
came to my wedding, and we still visit each other.

After undertaking an MA at La Sorbonne, I became 
a PGCE student in London, and then became a 
teacher. I am now married to an English man and 
have a bilingual daughter.

My advice for students learning a foreign 
language as a beginner would be: learn your 
vocab and grammar really well. Start with 
simple everyday words such as greetings, 
talking about yourself, your family, the 
weather, food, shopping and words used at 
home – you will need them a lot. Then practise 
reading simple texts in the foreign language 
and translate them in detail into your mother 
tongue, and then vice versa.

My advice for students learning a foreign 
language at an advanced level would be: read 
texts on different topics from your chosen 
foreign language and underline, translate and 
make a note of key words. Learn punctuation 
and spelling and practise pronunciation a lot.

Visiting alumna
Daniella De Simone, St Mary’s School, Cambridge alumna 
in her fourth year at University College London reading 
Spanish and Italian

I think the first time I experienced foreign languages 
was during one of our regular visits to Roseto 
Valfortore, a tiny town in the Italian province of Foggia 
where my Dad has a restaurant (La Locanda). I must 
have been in Year 2 or so and my Dad left me to 
play with the other children and I realised I couldn’t 
communicate with them – I couldn’t even join in with 
monopoly! I started learning French when I was in 
Year 3 and I immediately really enjoyed it – Madame 
Jasmine Munday is the reason I love languages! She 
made sure that the lessons were fun and that we 
learnt a lot about French culture too – so it wasn’t 
all grammar and text book learning, which I think is 
really important. 

From Year 8 I started learning Spanish alongside 
French, and I took them both through to GCSE. 
I was also happy to be able to take Italian at La Dante 
European Cultural Centre in Year 10 and Year 11 as 
part of my extra-curricular programme, which meant 
that I was able to take it at A Level which I really 
wanted to do. I also took Spanish, and I had wanted 
to take French as a third language but (having moved 
schools for Sixth Form) was not allowed to – a fact 
that irritates me now as I am applying for my Post 
Graduate Certificate in Education (PGCE): Modern 
Languages (Spanish, Italian and French), because 
I will need to take the French A Level alongside the 
PGCE. C’est la vie! 

I didn’t know until this year that I wanted to teach 
languages. I took languages at GCSE, A Level, and 
degree level just because I love them. I fit well into 

European culture – the 
laid back life in Italy or 
the culture of Spain – and 
because they open up so 
many opportunities for the future, from translating 
and interpreting to working with international 
charities. It was during my third year – the year 
abroad – that I learned some important lessons 
that helped me to come to the decision to become 
a languages teacher. 

I spent the first few months at Universitat Pompeu 
Fabra in Barcelona, and two of the courses I 
took focused on the theory of translation and 
interpretation. I had often thought about becoming 
an interpreter – until I realised that as well as having 
sufficient language skills, you also need to be able 
to listen and speak at the same time – which is quite 
a skill! For the second part of the year I worked in 
Pompeii in the office of a steel company. Here I 
realised that office work wasn’t for me. Reflecting 
on my time at Senior School when I helped out with 
Junior School activities during the weekly enrichment 
slot on the timetable, I realised how much I enjoyed 
working through different challenges with the girls 
there. Another thing that resonated with me was that 
business contacts from outside Italy would email 
their requests through in Italian – whether they were 
Russian, Chinese, Spanish – they all put the effort 
in to communicate in Italian. Except, of course, 
for English customers, who would always email in 
English. Bearing in mind my passion for languages 
and my view that languages provide an opportunity 
to understand different cultures better, I concluded 
that sharing my passion for languages with others 
through teaching – something that is rewarding and 
different every day – would be an excellent idea. 

I was so pleased to come back to the school in 
early March to observe MFL lessons and it has been 
a valuable experience being able to see teaching 
from the perspective of the teacher: lessons are so 
interactive, with the girls competing to complete 
writing and spelling quizzes or playing games on 
their iPads. I don’t think we realised when we were 
at school how excellent the teachers here are! I have 
sat in on a number of different lessons – Spanish 
and French, which I understand of course, but also 
Mandarin, which I don’t! Mandarin is so exciting and 
I would definitely have taken it up if it was on offer 
when I was at school! 

I must have been in Year 2 
or so and my Dad left me to 
play with the other children 
and I realised I couldn’t 
communicate with them – 
I couldn’t even join in with 
monopoly!
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