
Tempus fugit – Working with human 
forgetting rates to maximise learning 

A cognitive-theory based
approach to MFL instruction
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List the Top 5 reasons why English children don’t choose MFL 
at GCSE

1. Other subjects are more interesting

2. Languages are difficult

3. I don’t feel confident speaking

4. Languages are too much work

5. Learning languages is boring
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The greatest motivation catalyst
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➢If I say one you will say one

➢If I say two you will say one, two

➢If I say three you will say one, two, three,…

➢If I say four you will say one, two, three,
four, …etc.

And now a little experiment…
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➢ the 3R technique a self-controlled method of learning the 
McDaniel, Howard, and Einstein (2009) create but shortening an 
older technique (Robinson, 1941). 

➢ The 3R technique involve 

▪ reading the text

▪ reciting aloud all information that can remembered without 
looking the text, and then 

▪ rereading the text (i.e., read-recite-review—hence 3R name) 

➢ The 3R technique incorporate : retrieval practice (the recite part 
the technique) and processing feedback (obtained when the text 
reviewed)



Pattern application: words are arranged in a sentence

Lexical retrieval: proposition is worded

Articulation: sentence is uttered

The oral production process

Idea generation: proposition is generated

T
h

e
 L

a
n

g
u

a
g
e
 G

y
m



Declarative
knowledge
(conscious)

Procedural  
knowledge

(subconscious)

The long process of automatisation
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“A grammar structure can be said to have
been acquired only when it has been
automatized across all 4 skills and it is
applied successfully across a wide range
of contexts.”
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Smith and Conti (2016) - The Language Teacher Toolkit



Less is more
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1.Je ______________ (aller) au cinéma avec ma famille
2.Elle _______________ (rester) chez elles toute seule
3.Nous ______________ (descendre) au sous-sol
4.Il ___________ (partir) pour Paris avec sa copine
5.Ils ______________ (tomber) de vélo
6.Tu ________________ (sortir) avec qui hier soir?
7.Vous _______________ (rentrer) tard de la soirée ?
8.On ____________ (naître) en 2001)
9.Je ne ____________ (aller) nulle part
10. Pourquoi n’__________- vous _________ (venir)

What doesn’t test grammar acquisition
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Work on automaticity
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➢If I say one you will say one

➢If I say two you will say one, two

➢If I say three you will say one, two, three,…

➢If I say four you will say one, two, three,
four, …etc.

Remember this?



T
h

e
 L

a
n

g
u

a
g
e
 G

y
m Fast and furious

1.Je ______________ (aller) au cinéma avec ma famille

2.Elle _______________ (rester) chez elles toute seule

3.Nous ______________ (descendre) au sous-sol

4.Il ___________ (partir) pour Paris avec sa copine

5.Ils ______________ (tomber) de vélo

6.Tu ________________ (sortir) avec qui hier soir?

7.Vous _______________ (rentrer) tard de la soirée ?

8.On ____________ (naître) en 2001

9.Je ne ____________ (aller) nulle part

10. Pourquoi n’__________- vous _________ (venir)
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Yesterday I went 
to the town 

centre

it was action-
packed and 

funny.

with my best 
friends

around 4.30.

It was raining cats 
and dogs,

so we went into 
the mall.

First we had an 
ice cream,

then we watched 
a movie.

I loved the movie 
because
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Time Referee

1

2

3

4



➢ Students work in pairs. They are given
a few minutes to prepare a 4-minute
talk on a specific event or topic (note:
they are not allowed to write anything
down).

➢ They then deliver the talk to another
student in the 4 minutes originally
allocated.

➢ After that they are asked to deliver
the talk to another student in 3
minutes and to another one still after
that in 2 minutes.

➢ In their experiments, both Nation
(2000) and de Jong Perfetti (2011)
found that this activity enhanced their
students performance.

T
h

e
 L

a
n

g
u

a
g
e
 G

y
m Routinization through the 4,3,2 technique 

T
h

e
 L

a
n

g
u

a
g
e
 G

y
m



➢ In Market place, the learners are divided into buyers and sellers. The teacher briefs the sellers 
as to what they are going to sell and each of them is allocated some time to prepare their own 
sales talk while the buyers are given receptive practice in the sort of vocabulary they are likely 
to hear from the sellers.

➢ Brief - Talk your customers through the following:

▪ the accomodation
▪ the facilities
▪ the activities offered
▪ the excursion to nearby towns/resorts
▪ the nightlife

➢ Each seller is given a stall (a desk) and the buyers circulate around the marketplace going from 
seller to seller listening to the sales talks and jotting down on their iPad or book the main 
points.

Market place
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➢Memory is context-dependent : the chances of the recall
of specific episodes or information is higher when the
context present at encoding and retrieval are the same.

➢Hence, a grammar structure learnt through mechanical
drills in week 1 to 7 is not going to be necessarily be
automatically applied correctly in the context of a
conversation in week 8 or 9.

➢ Being able to write item ‘X’ correctly in a translation task
does not mean being able to produce it correctly in an
essay.



Single-word teaching
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➢If I say one you will say one

➢If I say two you will say one, two

➢If I say three you will say one, two, three,…

➢If I say four you will say one, two, three,
four, …etc.

And now a little experiment…
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➢ Single words slow down processing. 

➢Hence, teaching single words works against the 
development fluency.

➢ Chunks speed up cognitive processing facilitating fluency

➢ Humans, as they acquire languages ‘chunk’ smaller unit 
together to speed up cognitive processing. This chunking 
strategy allows the human brain to work more efficiently 
than single-word processing does.
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L2 research has shown that making use of formulaic
expressions and memorizing long chunks of text (and
making substitutions within them) is far more efficient and
effective than learning to assemble new linguistic strings in
the process of language production. (Nation, 2013; Ellis,
2015)

As Wilkins (1972) stated, learning an L2 in vocabulary and
grammatical units (chunks), instead of discrete words or
word elements, can often “cover in half the time what is
expected from a whole year of language learning.”
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➢polywords (e.g., by the way, upside down, on 
the other hand) 

➢ institutionalized utterances (e.g., I'll get it; 
We'll see; That'll do; If I were you ...; Would 
you like a cup of coffee?) 

➢ text frames (e.g., In this paper we explore ...; 
Firstly ...; Secondly ...; Finally…)

What are chunks? (Lewis, 1997)
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➢ A collocation is made up of two or more words that 
are commonly used together in a language. 

➢ Think of collocations as words that usually go 
together. 

➢ Strong collocations are word pairings that are 
expected to come together. Good collocation 
examples of this typeof word pairing 
are combinations with 'make' and 'do’. 

➢ You make a cup of tea, but you do your homework

Collocations

https://www.thoughtco.com/do-or-make-explained-1208965
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➢ sentence heads 

▪ what I like the most is…; 

▪ the fact was…;

➢ sentence frames 

▪ That is not as ...as you think; 

▪ X is more Y than Z; 

▪ I like X because s/he is Y)

What are chunks? (Lewis, 1997)
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➢Talking about an event in the past:

▪ Time marker + Pronoun / Noun + went to + place

▪ I went there by + noun + at + time + with + noun

▪ Time marker + Pronoun / Noun + perfect + place

▪ It was + adjective + causal connectives + noun + was + adjective

▪ After + past infinitive + Pronoun/Noun + perfect tense 

▪ The best/worst thing was + the + noun + causal connectives +….

▪ Etc. 
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Talking in the past: IRREGULAR perfect tense
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Adversative clauses + talking about entourage
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s’est jetée à l’eau. La rivière était glacée et Émilie a eu tout de 
suite très froid. Elle ne pouvait pas nager vite car ses 
vêtements étaient pleins d’eau. La situation devenait de plus 
en plus dangereuse. En effet, elle voyait seulement les cheveux 
du garçon qui sortaient de l’eau. Elle lui a crié : « Courage, ça va 
aller. J’arrive ! » 
En arrivant tout près de lui, elle l’a alors pris par le cou. Puis, 
elle a nagé en le tirant. Quand Émilie est arrivée au bord, des 
passants ont sorti le garçon de l’eau. Puis ils ont aidé Émilie à 
sortir. Le garçon toussait et avait très froid. On leur a donné du 
café chaud.

>98 % comprehensible input
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➢With the majority of L2 learners, for listening and
reading input to be conducive to learning, around 98
% of the words must be familiar (Nation, 2013).

➢With a small number of students, 90 % familiarity
suffices (Nation and Hu, 2009).

➢No comprehension takes place when learners
understand only 80% of a text (Hinkel, 2015).
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➢ Flooded input texts are texts which are rich in 
occurrences of specific target language items 

➢ The fact that the target L2 items keep recurring 
means that the students are more likely to notice 
them and to be sensitised to them.

➢ Flooded input often rules out most types of 
authentic texts unless one modifies them 
substantially or preps the students adequately for 
them. 
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➢Usually 4 to 6 short texts flooded 
with the target structures.

➢The texts are nearly identical 
except for key words. 

➢Because they are higly patterned, 
they facilitate retention.

➢Each text is exploited through a 
snappy activity.

➢Each activity focuses on a different 
level of processing:
▪ Spelling or Sound
▪ Lexis
▪ Grammar
▪ Syntax
▪ Meaning



Sample narrow reading texts
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➢Note-taking : students write as many details as they can get ;

➢Words or chunks hunt :a list of words or chunks is provided in the first
language and the students, as they listen, must tick which ones they
heard in the text, in the target language.

➢Gapped parallel texts: the students are given the gapped translation of
one of the NL texts. They listen and fill in the gaps in the translation;

➢Bad summary – a text is summarised in the L’1 or L2 but the summary
contains a number of mistakes for the student to pick up;

➢Spot the missing detail – the teacher reads one of the texts in the target
language. The students have the translation of that text, except that a
few extra details have been added to their version.

➢Categories – sort words in the texts into specific categories
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Sentence stealer
Batu, 

Gunting,
Kertas
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Reading aloud
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Beyond promoting reading fluency and pronunciation, reading aloud

➢ raises students’ awareness of rhythm, stress and intonation, by using 
connected texts rather than decontextualized vocabulary items 
(Gibson, 2008);

➢ helps promote oral fluency by training the articulators (Seo, 2014);

➢can boost motivation to talk (Shinozuka et al, 2017);

➢ provides less threatening opportunities to talk.

➢enhances retention of vocabulary when we read to others (Boucher et 
al, 2015);
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Meaning vs Form
No longe for de Pekino estas la ĉina muro. La ĉina muro
estis farita antaû ĉirkaû 1800 (mil okcent) jaroj. La ĉinoj
faris ĝin por protekti sin kontraû militemaj mongoloj. Mi
aûdis, ke la ĉina muro estas la sola hom-farita afer, kiu
videblas de la luno. Morgaû mi vojaĝos al la luno kaj
kontrolos tion…

1. How far is the Great Wall from Beijing?
2. When was it built?
3. Why did they build it?
4. Where can this structure be seen from?
5. What is the author hoping to do one day?T
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Meaning focus vs form focus

➢ Typically, reading and listening 
comprehension tasks focus on meaning;

➢ When  we focus on meaning we do not 
usually focus on form (divided attention);

➢ Hence, listening for learning should focus 
on both meaning and form
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Thorough processing
➢ Tasks that require the students to process a text in its 

entirety paying attention to each and every target chunk 

➢ Set of tasks that require students to process a text at all 
levels of processing:

▪ Phonological (sound)

▪ Lexical (vocabulary)

▪ Morphology (word grammar)

▪ Syntax (sentence patterns)T
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Si pudiera, iría de vacaciones a

la costa. Iría a Grecia. Iría con mi

hermano. Si pudiera, iría en

barco, porque me encanta viajar

así. Me alojaría en un hotel

barato cerca de la playa. Allí

comería platos típicos, sacaría

muchas fotos, compraría mucha

ropa, haría mucha natación e

iría de marcha todas las noches

(Mario, 18)

If I could, I would go on holiday to 
the coast. I would go to the 
Caribbean. I would go with my 
cousin. If I could, I would go by 
plane because I like to travel this 
way. I would stay in an expensive 
hotel far from the beach. There I 
would eat traditional dishes, I 
would take some photos, I would 
buy a lot of gifts, I would do a lot 
of sport and would go shopping 
every day.

Bad translation
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Giovedì scorso ho suonato la 

chitarra, poi ho scaricato 

video e canzoni da Internet e 

ho guardato la televisione. E’ 

stato rilassante e divertente.  

Poi sono andato al centro 

commerciale con le mie 

sorelle. E’ stato noioso.

Venerdì scorso ho suonato la 

chitarra, poi ho scaricato 

giochi e canzoni da Internet e 

ho ascoltato musica . E’ stato 

rilassante e divertente.  Poi 

sono andato al centro 

commerciale con i miei amici. 

E’ stato forte.

Ieri ho suonato la chitarra, poi 

ho visto video e cartoni 

animati su Internet e ho letto 

un libro. E’ stato appasionante 

e divertente.  Poi sono andato 

per negozi con mia sorella. E’ 

stato una perdita di tempo.

Last Thursday I played the guitar, then I downloaded videos and 
songs from the Internet and I watched television. It was relaxing
and fun. Then I went to the shopping centre with my sisters. It was
boring
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novice learners.

➢ The teacher plays or reads out a
simple text to their students who
are given a grid contain the L1
translation broken up in key
chunks/words along with
distractors.

➢ Each row in the grid contains 1
correct item and 2 or 3 distractors

➢ As they listen, the students must
select the item on each row they
hear, working their way down the
grid as the aural text unfolds.

➢ This task involves thorough
processing and could be a good
way to warm-up the students prior
to a narrow listening or a less
structured listening task
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Il giovedì scorso io ho suonato la chitarra, poi ho

scaricato i video e le canzoni da Internet e ho

guardato un film su alla televisione. E’ stato

rilassante e divertente. Poi io sono andato al centro

commerciale con le mie sorelle. E’ stato noioso. Verso

a le sette noi siamo tornati a la casa in taxi. Dopo

abbiamo cenato e guardato un documentario alla

televisione. Che una noia !
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Text reconstruction tasks
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1.Saya baik kerana saya teruja

2.Saya baik kerana saya gembira

3.Saya tidak baik kerana saya marah

4.Saya tidak baik kerana saya penat

5.Saya sangat teruk kerana saya tertekan

6.Saya sederhana kerana saya tenang

7.Saya tidak baik kerana saya risau

8.Saya tidak baik kerana saya sakit



T
h

e
 L

a
n

g
u

a
g
e
 G

y
m Gapped parallel texts

1. Complete the translation

___________, I came back home around

__________. Then I took a shower and had fun

a bit ___________ to music. Around 4.30 I did

my homework. It ___________ quite difficult.

After that, I went to the gym with my

__________ friend, Julien. We did some

____________, then some boxing until 6.30. It

was __________ but I had a lot of fun. Then,

we went to MacDonald and after _________

we went to the shopping centre to meet two

friends. We went to the cinema _________.

We watched an action movie. It was

_________! I quite liked the __________

scenes and the acting, but the story was a

_________ boring.
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Human rate of forgetting
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➢Major memory loss within the 
first 20 minutes from first 
processing the word

➢ Second major memory loss 
within the first 9 hours

➢Within 31 days without 
rehearsal of target item 79 % is 
lost

➢Primacy of long-term planning 
over short-term planning

➢Too much zooming in too little 
zooming out

Primacy of LT over ST planning
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➢ BLOCKING involves practising one structure, vocabulary
or micro-skill set at a time before the next, for example,
“item A” before “item B” and so on, forming the pattern
AAABBBCCC.

➢ In INTERLEAVING one mixes practice on several related
skills together, forming for example the pattern
ABCABCABC.

➢ One reason why Interleaving is powerful because is
because we learn best through ASSOCIATIVE learning, by
hooking the new to the old.

Blocking vs Interleaving
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Sentence builders facilitate interleaving
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➢The universals are high surrender value grammar
structures, lexical patterns and/or functions that you
feel your students are currently not learning
effectively due to insufficient exposure or practice or
learnability issues.

➢ Once you have selected your universals, you will
ensure that students practice them receptively
and/or productively in every single lesson.

Interleaving through ‘Universals’
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Controlled
Input

Pushed
output

Controlled input / Pushed output
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Structured description tasks with L1 cues
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This could be pair-work or for the students to record and submit to the 
teacher

➢ Describe your mother’s personality

➢ Describe her appearance

➢ Describe her clothes

➢ Talk about her favourite hobbies

➢ Say what food she likes and dislikes

➢ Talk about what job she does and how she feels about it
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RECEPTIVE PROCESSING
(CONTROLLED INPUT)

STRUCTURED PRODUCTION
(PUSHED OUTPUT)

The lesson’s 
target chunks 

and
old chunks

AUTONOMY / CREATIVITY

Learning to use 
the target chunks 

creatively



Oral ping pong
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No snakes no ladders
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➢ILRs refer to specific teaching routines carried out in
every lesson, which involve recognition or production
of the same sets of patterns or chunks.

➢You will support the recognition or production of the
target input/output through the use of scaffolds such
as sentence builders, substitution tables or writing
frames (with L1 translation)

➢ However, you will not engage in any explicit grammar
teaching apart from ‘pop-up grammar’.
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VERB ADVERB VERB ADJECTIVE MASC. ADJECTIVE FEM.

ça va (I 

am)

très bien (very 

well)

bien (well)

assez bien (quite 

well)

comme ci comme ça (so so)

mal                                  (bad)

très mal                          (very 

bad)

je suis (I am) faché (angry)

content               (happy)

malade (ill)

nerveux (nervous)

inquiet (worried)

fatigué (tired)

stressé (stressed)

tranquille (calm)

triste                         (sad)

fachée

(angry)

contente

(happy)

malade

(ill)

nerveuse

(nervous)

inquiète

(worried)

fatiguée

(tired)

stressée

(stressed)

tranquille

(calm)

triste                             

(sad)



Example of Small-talk routine
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Exit ticket routines
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