School of World Studies

Virginia Commonwealth University

Guidelines for Language Instruction

Getting Started at VCU

If you are new to VCU (full or part-time), see the SWS Instructor Handbook.

Class Administration Policies

For general course policies, see the SWS Instructor Handbook.

Placement

You should verify during the first few days of class that all students are in the appropriate level class.  You should familiarize yourself with the SWS language placement guidelines (see Appendix and online at http://www.has.vcu.edu/wld/placement/) and be able to address student questions.  If in doubt, you should send a student to take the language placement test (available for French, German, Latin, Russian, and Spanish) in the SWS Media Center.

Native speakers are not allowed to enroll in lower-level (100 or 200 level) language classes.  It may be possible to use native speakers as teaching tutors in lower-level class, in which case they can enroll in a special internship course and receive course credit at the 300-level.  Contact the SWS Advising Office for more information.

Attendance

The recommended attendance policy for lower-level language classes is attached (see Appendix).  The attendance policy used must be provided to students in writing at the beginning of the semester (normally in the syllabus).  It should clearly lay out the attendance requirements, including maximum number of absences, with specification of whether those are excused or unexcused absences, and what the consequences of exceeding the maximum number of absences are. Students should be given some warning if they are getting close to the maximum number of absences allowed by the attendance policy.  Extenuating circumstances may call for flexibility in the administration of the attendance policy, at the discretion of the instructor.

Instruction

Courses in living languages use a 4-skills approach and a commitment to proficiency-based instruction in those skills.  In addition we follow the 5 C's of ACTFL (the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages) on the outcomes of our language instruction (http://actfl.org).  The unique context of teaching languages in the interdisciplinary School of World Studies also informs our language instruction. 

We seek first and foremost to develop, assess, and reward communicative competence, i.e. the ability to function in and with the language. Communicative ability is not just a meaningful goal in itself, it tends to instill in learners a sense of accomplishment and empowerment, vital to their decision of whether to continue in their language studies.  One of the ways to work towards this goal is to focus on having students use the language to accomplish specific real-world tasks, rather than to do pattern drills or other kinds of artificial exercises.

In addition, we want to expose our students to a wide variety of uses of the language so as to lead to the development of multiple literarcies, i.e. the ability to function in the language in a variety of contexts (personal, academic, professional, etc.).  The more students are exposed to a variety of texts/styles and speech patterns, the more likely it is that students will accept language as a real, organic entity,  not an academic exercise. 

We also want to provide skills and interest that will remain with the students after graduation.  Skills that stay with the learner the longest (reading, oral comprehension) are sometimes neglected in lower level instruction but should receive equal importance with speaking and writing.  Encouraging students to use the language in real-life situations (study/travel abroad, internships, service learning) is a key means to work towards this goal.  

Finally, we should treat our students as adult learners and leverage their knowledge (including of their native language) to further study of the target culture and draw comparisons to their own culture (and language), with the goal of building cultural awareness, global citizenship, and an understanding of human language in general. A desired outcome as well is an understanding of the process of language acquisition (including personal learning strategies) so as to facilitate learning the next language.

Some concrete suggestions , adapted from a list supplied by Visiting Professor Stefania Taviano, University of Messina:

· Use the target language as your medium of instruction from the first day of class, including for regular classroom commands

· Prepare balanced lessons that include a variety of activities

· Be flexible and ready to modify your lesson plan when necessary

· Get students involved by having them do role play, group activities, games, tasks

· Move around the classroom and have your students to the same

· Make your class a lively & positive environment with plenty of humor and encouragement

Class activities

What a class period should include:

1) A plan for that day conveyed to students at the beginning of class (or in Blackboard)

2) Near-exclusive use of target language

3) A variety of activities, including all 4 language skills. While an individual class may not include activities that emphasize every skill, that overall balance should be maintained over several classes.

4) Active use of the target language by all students (not just a chosen few) in the class.  This might involve students working in small groups, particularly in larger classes.

5) At least one open-ended activity, in which students must stretch their language knowledge to respond.

Incorporating Grammar

How to present grammar in a communicative language classroom?

1) Assign grammar explanations to read and study at home.  Assign drill-type activities as homework, rather than doing in class.

2) Combine practice of grammar structures with vocabulary practice and active use of language, i.e., question-answer, small group work.

3) Use a "spiraling" presentation of grammar structures, whenever possible, i.e., rather than introducing structures all at once, sneak in examples early on, gradually building up examples of use.

4) Whenever possible use inference to involve students in actively searching for patterns in sample sentences, to lead them to deduce structural rules.

5) Use input processing to have students hear and recognize differences in structure before asking for active manipulation of these structures.

Assessment

What goes on in the classroom should be directly reflected in student assessment.  In communicative language instruction, that means assessing how well students are able to communicate.  Quizzes and exams should assess students' ability in all language skills.

You might consider oral exams as part of your regular assessment of students.  Using the World Studies Media Center may make that process easier.  You might also consider using the Media Center to administer simulated oral proficiency interviews (SOPI); see Tony Brinckwirth for more information.

Assessment can also be done through language portfolios.  VCU has been a pilot in the use of Linguafolio, passed on the European Language Passport.  Pat Cummins can supply more information.

There is also the option in some languages for students to take recognized international language proficiency exams, such as those offered by the Paris Chamber of Commerce for French and the Goethe Institut for German.

5th Hour and Technology use

Most of our beginning language classes are 4-credit  but 5 contact hours.  The 5th hour is most appropriately used for student interaction with the language though technology, whether through Blackboard or though the many resources available in the SWS Media Center.  A number of software programs are available which provide interactive and multimedia environments for working with the target language.  Tony Brinckwirth, the Director of the SWS Media Center, is happy to supply more information and one-on-one help sessions.
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Appendix

Attendance Policy

Placement Policy [see http://www.has.vcu.edu/wld/placement/index.html for more info]
ATTENDANCE POLICY FOR LANGUAGE CLASSES

SCHOOL OF WORLD STUDIES

Inasmuch as success in a foreign language course is directly related to classroom performance, the School of World Studies has an established policy which requires every student to attend class on a regular basis. The policy has been designed to accommodate reasonable student needs while maintaining the academic integrity of our courses and programs.

STUDENTS SHOULD REMEMBER THAT ANY ABSENCES FROM CLASS MAY ADVERSELY AFFECT THE CLASS PARTICIPATION / ORAL COMPONENT USED IN DETERMINING FINAL GRADES.

During Fall and Spring semesters, the number of absences, either excused or unexcused, may not exceed:

            101 and 102 levels:

            8 absences for classes meeting 5 times per week 

            6 absences for classes meeting 4 times per week 

            3 absences for classes meeting 2 times per week 

            201, 202, and 205 levels: 

            

            5 absences for classes meeting 3 times per week 

            3 absences for classes meeting 2 times per week 

Students who exceed these limits before the end of the 8th week of classes (last day to receive a grade of “W”) should officially withdraw from the course. The instructor may choose to initiate the withdrawal process. If the absence limit is exceeded after this date, the students will receive an “F” as their grade. 

STUDENTS SHOULD REMEMBER THAT IT IS THEIR RESPONSIBILITY TO ENSURE THAT THEY ARE IN COMPLIANCE WITH THESE ATTENDANCE REQUIREMENTS. Instructors ARE NOT REQUIRED to give constant reminders of attendance status to each student. 

Foreign Language Placement

Students new to VCU language courses are allowed to place themselves in an appropriate course based on guidelines explained below. A placement test is not always required.

Steps in Placement Process:
1. Student reads placement guidelines and, if possible, self-places and registers in an appropriate course.
	High school language experience
	Place into:

	1 year
	101 or higher by taking placement test

	2 years
	101 or 102 (depending on academic record, strength of HS program, and student’s motivation) or higher by taking placement test

	3 years
	102 or 201(depending on academic record, strength of HS program, and student’s motivation) or higher by taking placement test

101 if two or more years have passed since student took the language (To enroll in 101 for academic credit, students with three or more years of high school language study must first take a placement test and obtain approval from the World Studies Advising Office to do so.)

	4 or more years
	201 , 202 or 300-level (depending on academic record, strength of HS program, and student’s motivation)

102 if two or three years have passed since student took language (To enroll in 102 for academic credit, students with four or more years of high school language study must first take a placement test and obtain approval from the World Studies Advising Office to do so.)

101 if four or more years have passed since student took language (To enroll in 101 for academic credit, students must first take a placement test and obtain approval from the World Studies Advising Office to do so.)


· Students are encouraged to challenge themselves and take a more advanced class than what is suggested by these guidelines if they feel they are prepared and motivated to do so. Such students should take a placement test.

· Native speakers, heritage speakers and semi-native speakers must take the placement test before enrolling for a course. Normally, these students are eligible only for 400 level and selected 300 level courses (normally not 300, 301, or 305).

· Native and heritage speakers of languages other than French, German, Spanish and Russian may be eligible to have the foreign language requirement waived through means other than the Language Placement Test. Click here for details [see Web site]

· Students with college transfer credit must enroll in the next level course to complete their language requirement or to continue their language study.

· Students who are unsure of their level should consult the detailed course descriptions: [available on Web site]

2. Students who are still unsure of their placement should take a placement test. If a student needs to or wishes to take the placement test, the student goes to the World Studies Media Center at designated times with a valid VCU student ID.

a. If the score clearly places student in a given class, the student is given a signed placement form by a Media Center assistant, to be shown to academic advisor.  

b. If the score does not clearly place student or if the student disagrees with the placement result, the student should make an appointment with the World Studies Advising Office to discuss placement.  If necessary, the Advising Office will send the student to a language professor for placement.

Placement Testing :
VCU students can take the foreign language placement test in French, German, Russian and Spanish (computer-based tests) as well as Latin (hand-written test), Monday - Friday, 9am - 4pm in the World Studies Media Center located at Hibbs Building room 426. Students may take the test on a walk-in basis. It takes 20-30 minutes to complete a test.

· Students may take the placement test only once per semester, and at most three times; exceptions must be approved by the SWS Advising Office.

· The placement test is mandatory for those students wishing to exempt from their foreign language requirement without enrolling in a course.

· Native speakers, heritage speakers and semi-native speakers must take the placement test before enrolling for a course. Normally, these students are eligible only for 300/400 level courses.

· Requests for exemption from this placement test policy must be submitted in writing to the Assistant Director of Operations in the SWS Academic Advising Office. Instructors have the right to verify a student’s level of proficiency and make recommendations to the language coordinators and the Advising Office. These guidelines apply to all VCU students (freshmen, continuing, and transfer).
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