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Developing Learning Strategies in Writing
French at Key Stage 4

Aims of the Project

The overall aim of the research was to develop specific strategies to support pupils in their written French work at KS4. This
was addressed through exploration of the following research questions:

• what attitudes do pupils have towards writing in French?

• does training in strategies to support their writing help develop pupil confidence?

• is the success of this training dependent on ability? and 

• does increased independence at KS4 lead to greater uptake and retention at KS5?

Context 

This project took place over a two year period (2001-2003), following two classes through their GCSE French course. The
project took place in one school, a very large (2000+) mixed comprehensive in a small town/rural area of Oxfordshire. The
researcher worked with two classes throughout the project and in the first year of the project, the classes of two colleagues
were used for control and comparison purposes.

Summary of main findings

• Most pupils did adopt at least one new strategy during their GCSE course and displayed greater awareness of strategy use;

• High ability pupils were able to produce original, creative pieces of writing by the end of the GCSE course, with a high
level of accuracy;

• Many frustrations, highlighted by pupils at the beginning of the course, were later overcome by a significant number of pupils;

• Uptake and retention at 16+ was higher than ever before, with no pupil leaving the course (at least after one term, at time
of writing); and 

• Most pupils perceived writing to be the least important skill in learning French and this did not change during the two years.

Research methods

Data were collected from all pupils through questionnaires throughout the two year period, plus an analysis of their writing,
(class work, homework and coursework), focusing on average sentence length and verb accuracy. The analysis was carried
out with a colleague to ensure reliability. A selection of pupils (a range of ability) was interviewed by trainee teachers
towards the end of Year 11. They reviewed a piece of writing, and this provided evidence of pupil confidence, strategies
being used to check work and whether these strategies were being successful. Unfortunately, there are consistency issues
with these interviews due to interviewers moving from the defined line of questioning. A sub-set of three students who
continued to AS Level were also involved in a “think-aloud” task, where they back-translated a piece of writing carried out at
the end of Year 11, as a means of checking. The students were chosen as being the highest, middle and lowest scorers of
writing at GCSE (but all gained at least a grade B in writing). An analysis of these transcripts is currently being undertaken
and will provide evidence of the strategies the students have adopted and internalised.

Conclusion

The introduction of strategy training has impacted greatly upon my teaching. My impression is that pupils enjoy the
autonomy it leads to, and also the choices they can make about using the strategies. There is an issue of time - the time
required to develop the strategies is time away from curriculum content and this must be justified. I consider it to have been
time well invested and have started to adapt some of the strategies for pupils at Key Stage 3. Greater autonomy in skill
development will provide pupils with the necessary skills to ensure content will never be lacking. The experience I have
gained from this project continues to make me more aware of the ways in which the pupils in my classes work best when
writing in French. Issues of motivation must never be sidelined and it is essential to accept, as a teacher, that not all pupils
will adopt all strategies and for the teacher to not take this personally or force the strategies on pupils, but to remain
reassured that most pupils are adopting a range of learner strategies and are exercising their metacognitive processes.

Suggestions for further reading 

Cohen (1988: 4) defines learning strategies as “learning processes which are consciously selected by the learner. The
element of choice is important here because this is what gives a strategy its special character”. He then continues by
dividing these into cognitive and metacognitive strategies. Cognitive strategies are those which deal with the language itself
and include “identification, grouping, retention and storage” of the language. Metacognitive strategies cover the decision-
making and evaluative processes involved in language learning: “pre-assessment, pre-planning, on-line planning and
evaluation and post-evaluation”.

Weaver and Cohen (in Cohen, 1988: 66) discuss the effectiveness of explicitly including strategy training in a language
course: “Our point of view is that learning will be facilitated if students are explicitly trained to become aware of and
proficient in the use of a broad range of strategies that can be utilized throughout the language learning process.” Learners
are being given the opportunity to “learn how to learn” and to “learn how to use.”

Oxford (1990: 8) describes learner strategies as “specific actions taken by the learner to make learning easier, faster, more
enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective and more transferable to new situations”. The use of the word “actions” here
would suggest the decisions being taken by the learner in the language learning process, and this would certainly fit with
Cohen’s separation of the cognitive and metacognitive strategies.
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