	HOCUS AND LOCUS PROJECT


Teaching foreign languages to children, and teaching them well with "The adventures of Hocus and Lotus"

Hocus and Lotus are two little "dinocrocs" (half dinosaur, half crocodile) who introduce children to new European languages and accompany them throughout the course of their learning in the language. On this web-site we will describe how the project, created for nursery school and the first years of primary school, was born, upon which theoretical ideas and research it is based, the pedagogical models that have been developed for its classroom teaching and for the training of the teachers, the people and the main institutions involved, and finally, where it has been adopted and the kind of results achieved.

The dinocrocs are brought to life in an Italian led project

The Adventures of Hocus and Lotus were created within the framework of a series of European Socrates-Lingua projects, co-financed for nearly a decade between 1992 and 2001 with the aim of developing and testing new teaching ideas, teacher training models and materials directed specifically at the teaching of foreign languages to very small children, aged between three and eight years old. The languages that the dinocrocs teach are English, German, Italian, French, Portuguese, Spanish, Danish, and Dutch.

The project designers are psychologists and linguists from around Europe, who have a particular interest in the acquisition of foreign languages in early childhood. The participating institution in Spain was the University of Basque Countries (Feli Etxeberria, Xavier Garagorri and Jesus Arzamendi), in Holland, the Pedagogical Institute of Amsterdam (Frans Plooij) and in the U.K. the University of Birmingham (Christine O'Hanlon). The project was launched by the University of Rome "La Sapienza" (Traute Taeschner), the proposal being to develop teaching materials for a teaching model referred to as the "narrative format approach" that has as its theoretical background the processes of language acquisition, concepts of the narrative mind and the principles of bilingualism (Taeschner, 1983, 1991).

Subsequent phases of the project were dedicated to the adaptation of the materials into other languages and to diffusion of the programme, and at this stage the following countries also participated: Germany - the University of Dortmund (Elmar Winters-Ohle and Gerd Schnaitmann), Portugal - the Polytechnic of Guarda (Joaquim Quadrado Gil), France - the University of Nantes (Jacqueline Feuillet), Sweden (Elisabeth Andreasson) and Denmark (Carl Sorensen).

The theoretical concepts and didactic material were extensively trialled in nursery schools and primary schools in Italy and in various other European countries including Germany, Spain, Portugal, Sweden, England and France, with very positive scientifically documented outcomes.


Projects in synergy for the innovation in teaching children languages

Various projects have been coordinated in developing this innovation: 1. the conception of the teacher training and the teaching models; 2. the development and production of the materials necessary for implementation of the programme in schools; 3. the training of teachers; 4. The scientific verification of the teaching method with small children in school; 5. the evaluation of the success of the model and the materials in terms of the their language acquisition results; 6. the diffusion through the education system at Italian and European levels. The diagram below illustrates the different projects and the links connecting them, which have supported the development of the teaching model (narrative format approach) at an Italian and European level: 


A winning alternative to the traditional system of training language teachers 
Traute Taeschner   

   The European Union's White Paper (art. IV) states as one of its main aims that in the very near future European citizens should speak at least two European languages other than their own. In pursuit of this aim the European Union has been investing consistent sums over the past decade on promoting the teaching/learning of languages through a series of Community initiatives (Socrates, Leonardo, Youth, Tempus, etc.) These investments have resulted in several strong links between the educational institutions of Europe and have generated a number of novel methodological approaches to language instruction (Dissemination Products, European Commission, 1997).

However regional and national ministries for education and culture have not generally taken on board the new methodological approaches and, with a few exceptions, they have therefore not been incorporated into school curricula. Nevertheless, if three languages are to be learnt to a reasonably good standard it is essential that they should be studied from an early age.

The European Union's member states have not modified their language education systems, nor have they lowered, in any decisive manner, the age at which instruction is commenced. The difficulties are as follows:

· There are not sufficient numbers of nursery or primary school teachers who know how to teach a foreign language;
· Current procedures for teacher recruitment and training are too time consuming and too expensive, (for example, in Italy it took 15 years to complete 90% of the necessary recruitment and training of foreign language teachers for the second level of primary school)
· Currently practising teachers are generally not sufficiently motivated to acquire the expertise necessary for such teaching, not least because foreign language teaching is generally regarded as extremely difficult;
· To train new cohorts of language teachers using current procedures would require too much time, both for individual teachers (4-6 years) and overall (from 10 to 15 years). Furthermore, experience has demonstrated the inefficiency of the methods previously employed by agencies given this task;
· Finally, the methodological tools for the instruction of languages to young children are lacking.

Considering these observations, it is evident that the current procedures for training teachers will not allow the linguistic objectives detailed in the White Paper to be rapidly attained, a situation that can only be to the detriment of children and their linguistic, cognitive and social development. A desirable alternative would be to familiarise children and parents with the idea of learning foreign languages while the children are still young, to inspire in children a desire to learn a new language, to motivate nursery and primary school teachers to acquire the skills necessary to teach a language and to spread linguistic education rapidly to a large number of teachers and children. It is therefore crucial that we find both new ways by which language teachers can be trained and new methods for teaching languages to children as young as three.

The following diagram represents the traditional system of teacher training:
Traditional System
language. This programme is repeated for three consecutive years resulting in a total of 18 narrative formats, 18 mini musicals and 18 illustrated stories with around 600 different words in the new language. In Italy, 120 teachers (divided into groups of 30 by their competence in the language: 30 advanced, 60 intermediate and 30 with no grounding in the language) were trained in this way for three years in Rome.

The innovations of the Roman model

The Roman model for training teachers differs from existing training programmes, introducing innovation and ensuring effectiveness in the following ways:
1. Training is designed to take place on three levels: giving teachers a theoretical and practical training and developing their awareness of their own teaching style. The theory is founded on ideas about human processes of language acquisition and bilingualism and on the analysis of the conditions that must exist in the school environment to promote learning. The practice aims to be an efficient translation of the theoretical concepts and has a firm theoretical base; only in this way can it promote effective and lasting learning in the new language.
2. The training sessions initiate the co-construction of the learning process between teacher and child and are accompanied by a growing awareness on the teacher's behalf of the educational processes employed. This awareness is promoted during reflection and discussion of the teacher's class experiences, which takes place during the training sessions.
3. The training runs concurrently with teaching in class: the training sessions are repeated at regular intervals during the school year. This provides an opportunity for: a) the immediate practical application of what is offered during the training session; b) feed-back from the practice to the trainers.
4. Study at home is an integral part of the training model: it is not optional. It is required in small amounts, however, and may be done at the same time as routine housework. 
5. The training model provides teachers with the tools to put what they’ve learnt into immediate action: strategies for language teaching and the educational materials. The strategies are new, from pretending not to understand the child's mother tongue to the use of a magic T-shirt to enter the fantastic world of Hocus and Lotus where adventures are lived out in the foreign language; from using characters with whom the children can easily identify, to using of stories "in chapters" with a narrative thread connecting one story to another and in which all the children impersonate all characters, thus being able to speak in the foreign language all through the lesson.
6. The educational materials are in their turn the result of different European projects in which groups of researchers from various countries (Italy, England, Holland and Spain) have co-operated in their development and in thoroughly exploring their characteristics.
7. . The practical methods taught during training are immediately applicable in class. After training sessions, each of which is followed by a period of home study, teachers are ready to go in the classroom and start teaching the foreign language.
8. The training allows even those teachers with no previous knowledge of the new language to go on and teach it. In fact, research results have shown that teachers with no knowledge, or very little knowledge of the second language, can successfully teach the language to children after having followed the training course.






