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an audience of teachers. Many were amazed by the immersion-like fluency of
her students, even though they're taught only 40 minutes of French a day.

Duckworth's hand gestures eliminate the need to use English in class. When the
teacher gestures, the students speak in choral unison while interpreting the
gestures. The gestures and words are strung together into sentences, she says.

"What's amazing is these kids are achieving levels of fluency comparable to
French immersion kids and this is core French," Duckworth says. "They can
manage an everyday conversation in French."

Many Ontario boards have signed on to the program, including those north of
Toronto, in Niagara and the Dufferin Peel Catholic District School Board, says
Maxwell, who started teaching in Toronto's public board before moving to a
private school, where she developed AIM.

"Many school boards have adopted it board-wide or are piloting the method,"
Duckworth says. But for others, "I think it is just too revolutionary. Some
language consultants can't get their heads around it."

Ministry of education guidelines are geared to accept only traditional programs,
Duckworth says. "Some teachers are teaching it anyway, buying the kits with
their own money and it's $1,000 a kit, or they get their principal's approval."

AIM first teaches children the 700 most frequently used words in the French
language, says Duckworth. This includes irregular verbs, not usually taught until
much later.

What's amazing is AIM captures the attention and imagination of students, says
Crescent School parent Andrea Wolff. "They don't have the chance to let their
minds wander or look out the window," she says. "I am pretty impressed."

Edite Sammons, of King City's Country Day School, says she was the first
teacher to pilot Maxwell's program in 1999. "I have learning-disabled kids, some
with behavioural issues, and they are connected and learning. I just love it."
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RICK EGLINGTON/TORONTO STAR

Teacher Sylvia Duckworth users the Accelerated Integrated Method to instruct her
French students.

Fluent French is program's AIM

Students learning
Accelerative Integrated
Method speak the
language with immersion-
like rapidity

October 23, 2008

TANYA TALAGA

STAFF REPORTER

An innovative way of
teaching children French is
gaining popularity across
Canada, including in the
Toronto area.

Vancouver educator
Wendy Maxwell created
the Accelerative
Integrated Method (AIM)
to teach French because she did not believe her students responded to how
French is traditionally taught, with students sitting in the class trying to
memorize verb conjugation.

AIM teaches the language with gestures, literature, music and dance. Children
learn how to speak and communicate first, then reading and writing follows.
"With gestures there is an immediate transfer. Every single word has to be
understood," Maxwell says.

Ontario public and private teachers attended a workshop last weekend in Toronto
to learn more about the program, and some teachers say the results are
astounding.

"Once they learn how to speak, the written words come naturally. This imitates
the natural way language is learned," says Sylvia Duckworth, who has used this
method for eight years in her grades 3, 4, and 5 classes at Toronto's private all-
boys Crescent School.

At the workshop, Duckworth demonstrated AIM with her class of Grade 4 boys to
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By Sarah O’Donnell,  
The Edmonton Journal 

From the moment Danielle Arrand's Grade 
4 class of beginner French students walked 
into the classroom, her hands moved al-
most as much as her mouth.

Instead of just asking the students in 
French, "How are you today?" Arrand used 
a series of hand gestures, each accompany-
ing a specific word.

Students in the Thursday morning class 
answered in a similarly animated fashion.

"It's going well," replied one girl in French, 
as she clapped the back of her right hand 
into her left palm, then jabbed an index 
finger to the side and finished with two 
thumbs up.

Arrand, a teacher at Ecole Meridian 
Heights in Stony Plain, has made a con-
scious effort for the past two years to use 
her hands to communicate French vocabu-
lary.

She is one of a growing number of teachers 
in the Edmonton area bringing a formal 
system of signs and gestures into French-
as-a-second-language elementary classes 
and some early years of French immersion.

With reports from teachers such as Ar-
rand citing dramatically improved student 
understanding and speaking ability, a group 
of about a dozen French language teach-
ers from Parkland public schools recently 
completed a series of training sessions on 
the gesturing method formally known as 
the Accelerate Integrative Method. The 
method, developed by a Canadian teacher, 
looks similar to sign language. But it also 
emphasizes learning through activities such 
as storytelling, staged plays, singing and 
dancing.

Laurie Faber, a consultant who instructs 
Alberta teachers on the AIM method and 

teaches French at Edmonton public's 
Holyrood School, said she became an 
advocate of the program after she saw how 
it transformed her classes of elementary 
students who take French to supplement 
their English education.

Faber, and other teachers now using 
gestures, said they have been frustrated 
that many of those French-as-a-second 
language students fail to develop fluency 
despite years of effort.

"I can now spend my entire class speak-
ing only in French and the kids understand 
me," Faber said. "It used to be all transla-
tion."

Cindy Hopley, the head of French immer-
sion programming at Meridian Heights, 
said the visual cues and movement seem to 
help language click with students learning 
the language.

"Lots of the movements are very intuitive 
to French teachers," Hopley said. "But by 
having the system, if we're all speaking the 
same language, we can build on what they 
know."

Jacqueline Victoor, who teaches a Grade 3 
French immersion class, said she likes how 
the gesturing allows students to see the
correct grammar. There are signs that 

French teacher Danielle Arrand uses hand gestures to communicate to students at Ecole Meridian Heights School in Stony
Plain. Similar to sign language, the method also incorporates storytelling, plays, singing and dancing.

Photograph by: Photographs by Ed Kaiser, the Journal, The Edmonton Journal

Learning French hands-on
Method of teaching through gestures gaining momentum, popularity
with students
BY SARAH O'DONNELL, THE EDMONTON JOURNAL FEBRUARY 13, 2009 10:01 AM

From the moment Danielle Arrand's Grade 4 class of beginner French students walked into the

classroom, her hands moved almost as much as her mouth.

Instead of just asking the students in French, "How are you today?" Arrand used a series of hand

gestures, each accompanying a specific word.

Students in the Thursday morning class answered in a similarly animated fashion.

"It's going well," replied one girl in French, as she clapped the back of her right hand into her left

palm, then jabbed an index finger to the side and finished with two thumbs up.

Arrand, a teacher at Ecole Meridian Heights in Stony Plain, has made a conscious effort for the past

two years to use her hands to communicate French vocabulary.
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indicate whether a word is masculine or 
feminine. Another gesture, for example, 
shows that the speaker is using an infinitive 
verb.

"You can correct students without saying 
anything," Victoor said. "It's very visual and 
low-key."

The combination of speaking and moving 
also fits with the growing understanding 
that people learn in different ways. Some 
people learn best through listening, others 
through reading and others through move-
ment. Boys in particular seem to be doing 

better with the gesturing system.
"Often my boys are among my strongest 
students now. It connects somehow," Faber 
said. "They're allowed to move and fidget 
and boogie in the classroom."

In Arrand's class on Thursday, the group of 
26 students started off at their desks, an-
swering their teacher's conversational ques-
tions with their words and their hands. After 
a few minutes, they all moved to the floor, 
where they reviewed a series of words and 
sentences, parroting back Arrand's words 
and exaggerated movements in a sing-song 
fashion.

Later, a group of five took a turn perform-
ing a play the class is learning based on the 
story of the Three Little Pigs.

From time to time, a student asked to go 
to the washroom, get a drink of water or 
borrow a pencil, always using French words 
and gestures.

"I love it. It's so fun," nine-year-old Gabriel 
Sommer said of French class after play-
ing the role of the wolf. "It is way easier to 
learn than just learning the words because 
you memorize the gestures."

Desirae Marshall said the gesturing has 
helped the French words stick in her head. 
The nine-year-old said she took French at a 
previous school, but understands more this 
year thanks to the gestures.

"It helps get it in our head," Marshall said.

sodonnell@thejournal.canwest.com

To watch Danielle Arrand teach French 
with the gesture method, go to edmonton-
journal.com/videos.

© Copyright (c) The Edmonton Journal
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By ROGER BELGRAVE,  
The Brampton Guardian 
 

BRAMPTON - In Mademoiselle 
Andrea Schrauwers’s French 
class, it is quite acceptable for 
students to talk with their hands.

In the St. Joachim Elemen-
tary Catholic School classroom 
students are learning through 
an innovative program called 
Accelerative Integrated Method (AIM), 
which uses hand gestures, drama, music, 
songs and storytelling to teach French. The 
program material in this Grade 4 class is 
created by French Second Language (FSL) 
educators Matt and Wendy Maxwell and 
has garnered rave reviews within educa-
tional circles in Canada and the United 
States.

“It has a place for all types of learners,” 
said Schrauwers. “This gets them en-
gaged.”

Songs might appeal to the lyrically-minded 
or those with short attention spans. Hand 
signs are helpful to students who learn 
better through visual cues. The relative 
physicality of lessons might engage the  

 
more restless pupils who become a bit 
fidgety when bored. The program works as 
an individual and group teaching approach, 
according to Schrauwers.

The stories told as part of the lesson plans 
are used to capture the students’ interest 
and help give the words they learn context. 
Storytelling in this manner is designed to 
give words clearer meaning and students 
better understanding of the language.
Traditional instruction is more theme-
based, Schrauwers noted. Students learn 
noun and verb combinations like they 
memorize the periodical table science. 
They are rarely given the opportunity to 
freely use the language in a conversational 
setting.

“Here the children are 
expected to speak (French) 
90 per cent of the time, 
if not 100 per cent,” said 
Schrauwers. “There’s no 
translating and it really 
forces them to speak only 
in French.”

Students are routinely left 
to carry on group discus-
sions about whatever they 
desire, as long as they con-

verse in French. This type of spontaneous 
interaction creates a more indelible under-
standing of the language. The hand signs, 
partly based on American Sign Language, 
gives students another way to understand 
and communicate the language. Students 
can see as well as hear the language.

“It’s easier to understand the language 
because of the actions,” said 10-year-old 
Nissi Gonzalaz-Wilson. “Just in case you 
don’t understand it in French you can do 
the action.”

The Grade 4 student believes it has helped 
in grasping the language on a conversational 
level much faster than expected. Classmate 
Akil Hamilton’s French was limited to the 
universally familiar words for hello and 

goodbye when classes began in the fall.
“Now we can talk back and forth,” the 
10-year-old said.

Initial focus is on verbal skills because it is 
considered the foundation for fully under-
standing a new language.

“You don’t start writing words that have 
zero meaning to you,” Schrauwers ex-
plained. “I’m basically teaching them how 
to speak correctly. That’s what allows for 
the fluency.”

Students begin reading and writing exer-
cises after about two months. Schrauwers 
expects most students to be fluent by the 
time they reach Grade 8.

Presently the board only has the program 
in Grade 4 classes. A pilot project was 
conducted in three schools during the 
2007/2008 school year with positive re-
sults. Other teachers are being taught to use 
AIM in their classrooms and the program 
is slowly being expanded to the other 
elementary grades.

“You have to support your teachers (with 
training) as you move along because you 
are asking them to change,” said Associate 
Director Ralph Borrelli. 

Program gives French teachers helping hand   
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S P E C I A L  S E R I E S :  C L A S S R O O M  C O N F I D E N T I A L

Award winning teacher Wendy Maxwell has found that simple gestures help students learn a second language

Speak French with your bare hands

Wendy Maxwell gestures to her students. The kids giggle as they mime and say the words, but Maxwell says 
her technique has them speaking at French immersion levels.

The Classroom Confidential series finishes 
tomorrow.

BY SUSANNE HILLER

A group of elementary school boys sit 
cross-legged on the floor at Crescent 
School in Toronto and answer ques-
tions in French with what appears to 

be a bizarre form of sign language. They gesture 
energetically with their hands as they say each 
word aloud – physically acting out their sentences. 
It’s part of a workshop to demonstrate a new 
method of teaching core French being piloted 
at schools across the country. Teachers who have 
already implemented the Accelerated Integrated 
Method (AIM) have had such success they say it 
will revolutionize the way core French is taught in 
the classroom.  
 Wendy Maxwell, who currently teaches at 
York  House in Vancouver and formerly taught 
at Bishop Strachan in Toronto for 10 years, 
developed the program after becoming frustrated 
with the current core French programs. She found 
students rarely achieved fluency even after years of 
instruction.
 “The other teachers I spoke with were strug-
gling with their students,” she said. “There was a 
lack of motivation, minimal fluency and increas-
ing frustration on the part of their students. As 
well, the parents of the children I taught during 
the 1990s in Toronto were not happy with their 
children’s progress.”
 So Maxwell set about creating a more effective 
curriculum. After much research on language 
acquisition techniques, she determined that chil-
dren remember words more easily through hand 
gestures and can better contextualize new words 
by acting them out in plays, songs and dances. 

Maxwell has had remarkable success with her 
own core French students in the last few years, 
claiming they achieve fluency on par with French 
immersion students.
 During the workshop, Maxwell demonstrates 
for about 60 Toronto teachers how hand gestures 
can help comprehension of a second language. 
She calls this the gesture approach, and the rest of 
her AIM program is built around it.
 Basically, Maxwell has created a defined set of 
gestures for a comprehensive list of words that 
kids use the most to interact. Maxwell makes vari-
ous signs as she talks in French to the students, 
who are in Grades 4, 5 and 6 at Crescent School. 
Their teacher, Sylvia Duckworth, implemented 
the program last September. They have no prob-
lem understanding Maxwell, and immediately 
follow along happily with the hand signs.
 The gestures themselves are pretty simple. The 
verb manger (to eat), for example, is the motion 
of bringing food to one’s mouth; opening and 
closing your hand quickly means dire (to say). The 
kids giggle as they mime and say the words.
 Maxwell, who won the 1999 Prime Minister’s 
Award for Teaching Excellence, calls the intro-
ductory vocabulary Pared Down Language, and 
emphasizes verbs. In core French programs, the 
verb vouloir, which means “to want,” is not usually 
introduced until the third year.
  “The word ‘want’ is the first word a baby says,” 
says Maxwell, who developed her word list after 
carefully listening to children chatter. “We are 
simulating how a baby learns. We are all pro-
grammed to learn a language – even those who 
are weak academically learn a language.  
This program is not about being the brightest  
in the class.”

nationaL Post arts  & L i fe
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 After students have learned the Pared Down 
Language, they can start adding more complicat-
ed words and expressions. The idea is to learn to 
communicate at a basic level. Their grammar skills 
(such as learning the past tense) will be refined as 
they get more proficient. Kids are not allowed to 
resort to English during French class.
  “In this program, they start by learning the 
words they need to know to communicate and 
that have relevance,” says Duckworth, who says 
she hears the boys talking in French in the halls 
after just one year. “In some regular programs, 
they start by learning the names of different 
insects. I don’t even know those words.”
  Studies have proven that the use of gesture 
helps students remember the subject matter.  
It also makes the teacher appear more approach-
able, interested, caring and warm. Maxwell says 
there is a sense of ease associated with gesturing. 
She points out that children of deaf parents sign 
words before children of hearing parents begin 
to talk.
  “Everyone uses gestures to help them get a 
point across, but by using a defined set of gestures, 
the use of gesture is taken to a whole new level,” 
says Maxwell. “For me, this opened up doors to 
communication with my students that I would 
not have thought possible.”
 Unlike most contemporary programs, AIM 
is based on familiar stories and fairy tales rather 
than themes (like food, sports, hobbies etc). The 
extensive use of drama and acting is not only fun 
for the kids but allows for lots of “pleasant repeti-
tion” of the same words.
 At each grade level, kids work with a fairy tale 
or play over an extended period of time. After 
they memorize it, they do various activities as-
sociated with the play to reinforce the words they 
have learned. They might, for example, be asked to 
paraphrase the story, tell the story from the point 
of view of a different character or write a journal 
about it. In this way, the words are reviewed 
constantly and eventually added to. Many of the 
plays written for the program are based on songs 
from CDs recorded by Maxwell’s husband, Matt 
Maxwell, a musician who specializes in French 
recordings and performances for children.
 “All the class activities are based on the play 
and because they know it so well, they are con-
fident about the activities,” says Maxwell. “They 
learn because they are enjoying themselves.”
 Edite Sammons, a French teacher at Havergal 
College in Toronto, says she was on her way to 
“teacher burn-out” before she observed one of 

Maxwell’s Grade 2 classes four years ago. She 
describes the experience as a “renaissance.”
 “The kids were speaking in full sentences, not 
only with Wendy but with each other. I had never 
seen or heard such well developed oral fluency in 
a core French classroom,” she says. “I could not 
believe it.”
 She spent a summer practising the gestures in 
front of a small mirror, and piloted the technique 
with her Grade 1 class in 1999. She said these 
kids are now more advanced in French than their 
older siblings in senior levels, and they are able 
to read and write stories independently, as well as 
communicate spontaneously.
 “My pilot classes are now in Grade 3 and 
converse with me and each other exclusively in 
French during French class,” she says. “I do not 
need to gesture nearly as often to ensure compre-
hension. It is undoubtedly the most innovative, 
exciting and successful method of teaching core 
French that I have encountered in 21 years as an 
elementary school teacher. I would say every child 
in the class is successful, every child understands 
what I’m saying. Even my weakest student who 
would have been lost in a traditional program is 
speaking and is able to communicate ideas to me.”
 Likewise, Duckworth says she was “blown 
away” when she sat in on one of Maxwell’s classes. 
She admits, however, she was a little hesitant at 
first to try the program herself.
 “Her program seemed so radical that I was 
afraid I was not going to pull it off,” she says. 
“And I was not sure the boys could handle it. It is 
a very loud, dynamic way to teach French. I had 
reservations about whether I could keep them 
focused and under control.”
 Instead, Duckworth says she has found her stu-
dents to be more focused, and their French skills 
have improved dramatically. She says, after 16 
years of teaching core French, she feels revitalized. 
“As a teacher, nothing could be more exciting. 
There were almost immediate results with the 
gestures. It is very heartening.”

❚ More information, call 1-800-668-6288 or  
e-mail matt@aimlanguagelearning.com

‘Even my weakest student 
is able to communicate’
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West Van’s French revolution

LOOKING from the front of the classroom 
at bored stares while listening to children 
recite the same rudimentary French vocabu-
lary, the teacher realized something needed 
to change.

Wendy Maxwell had been a French im-
mersion teacher at an inner-city school in 
Ontario, but it wasn’t until she began teach-
ing French at a private school in Toronto 
that she realized the ineffectiveness of the 
standard lesson plan.

“I was shocked at the lack of language 
development,” she said. “It was pitiful, the 
hours they were spending and not learn-
ing.”

From that point in the early ‘90s, Maxwell 
began developing a teaching program she 
called Accelerated Integrative Methodol-
ogy.

The first step in the program is talking with 
your hands.

“I attached a gesture to every single word,” 
Maxwell said.

Some gestures are simple, such as putting 
your hand to your ear to signal listening, 
while others might rely on the spelling of 
the word, but Maxwell said there are now 
2,000 gestures used in A.I.M.

The idea is that instead of simply repeat-
ing a new vocabulary word, the students 
respond physically by copying the gesture, 
and the vocabulary becomes part of their 
muscle memory.

Besides incorporating gestures, Maxwell 
examined which words would be most use-
ful for students.

“The students didn’t have the vocabulary 
they needed to communicate,” she said.

Instead of avoiding verbs that were difficult 
to conjugate, Maxwell said she began look-
ing for highfrequency language.

As the students learned the more practical 
vocabulary, Maxwell decided there should 
be drama.

“I started to write plays,” she said.

At the end of each unit of French, the stu-
dents would perform a play, and along with 
the plays came songs and student-penned 
French hip hop.

Maxwell’s theatrical approach began to 
gain recognition, and it wasn’t long before 
other teachers followed suit.

Monique Terrillon teaches grades three 
to seven at West Bay elementary in West 
Vancouver, and she’s familiar with the 
traditional method of teaching French.

“It’s like flogging a dead horse,” she said.

After about 18 months of studying Max-
well’s system, Terrillon said she became 
proficient in A.I.M. and the difference in 
her students was startling.

“Night and day,” she said, describing the 
change. “The kids could speak French and 
it wasn’t forced, it was spontaneous.”

Terrillon said she’s using the same system 
to teach English to English as a second 
language students.

“This program is unique in that students 
are genuinely engaged in story,” said Ellen 
Keiser, a French teacher at Collingwood 
private school for the past nine years.

Besides teaching in West Vancouver, Keiser 
also traveled to Melbourne, Australia to 
help teachers incorporate the approach in 
their schools.

Students might sing a French song about 
the trials and tribulations of the Three Little 
Pigs, but the emphasis is on immersing the 
students in French opposed to focusing on 
translating English.

“As soon as the students see the teachers 
they immediately switch gears and start 
speaking French,” she said.

north shore news
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Program succeeds in AIM  
to engage students in  
learning French
Kim Schelhaas is seeing incredible results 
in students’ enthusiasm and skills in the 
French classroom since employing the Ac-
celerated Integrated Method (AIM) French 
curriculum.

The French teacher at Stratford & District 
Christian School says she first heard about 
the program a few years ago from teachers 
during an Ontario Christian Schools Teach-
ers Association convention. Learning about 
the program from other schools as well as 
her sister-in-law motivated Schelhaas to get 
started.

Having taught French for 25 years, Schel-
haas says she always stressed to students 
to speak French as much as possible in the 
classroom, which ended up making them 
too quiet.

“I noticed (my colleagues using AIM) were 
excited about the program and they were 
also so over the top about the fact that the 
children were speaking,” she recalls.

In the traditional core French class the 
whole language approach cannot be used 
because students do not have the tools as a 
base to work from, says Schelhaas.

AIM has teachers gesture the words as they 
say them, and use high-frequency words 
and expressions used in the French lan-
guage. The teacher begins by gesturing and 
the students are all required to participate 
orally.

The program has an arts and literacy ap-
proach using drama, music and dance.

“It’s a noisy classroom but it’s a good noise 
— they are all speaking,” says Schelhaas.

“So the fluency is there, the motivation is 
there, the engagement is there, and it also 
meets multiple needs, not just the average 
student who is strong academically,” she 
says, noting the method covers multiple 
intelligences.

Every lesson is divided into 10 minute or 
less packages, ensuring there is continuous 
movement in the classroom and students do 
not get bored.

“It moves along so quickly that you don’t 
lose the students’ focus,” she says.

The students are put into groups of four 
to five, mixing up students with different 
strengths and weaknesses.

Schelhaas says she has seen a “real 
Christian rapport” among group members, 
as they try to work together and help the 
weaker students.

“Nobody is left behind, ever. Nobody turns 
the page until every one in that group has 
moved on. And it’s taking responsibility as 
a Christian for everybody’s needs, not just 
me myself and I, and I think maybe as a 
Christian school teacher I’ve taken that on 
as being a big part of it,” she notes.

This year the school has expanded the AIM 
program into more grades. Schelhaas is 
teaching the program to Grades 3-8, and the 
Grade 1 and 2 teacher is piloting the new 
AIM program for those grades.

Schelhaas says she was hesitant when 
introducing the AIM program to the Grade 
7 and 8 students last fall, wondering how 
they would respond.

“They are the most energetic, and receptive 
of all my classes. It just blew me away,” 
she says.

“It was like they couldn’t wait to get out of 
that old mode of boring, boring, boring, and 
they are so excited (and) they participate.”

She says she has noticed an incredible 
difference in their abilities since using the 
program. The class is going on a trip to 
Quebec in May and are looking forward to 
being able to use their French.

The enthusiasm is spreading beyond the 
classroom, with Schelhaas hearing feed-

back from parents that the class is part of 
discussions at the dinner table. It is also 
spilling onto the playground, as students 
will ask her something in French. Some 
parents are starting to use their French 
when talking with Schelhaas.

“It’s definitely the best program I have ever, 
ever used,” she says.

“It’s definitely a worthwhile program and I 
don’t think I’d go back to any of the others 
after this, seeing the happiness, the joy on 
their faces, their excitement for the lan-
guage and the fluency,” says Schelhaas.

The AIM program is currently used in 
4,000 schools across Canada and is expand-
ing worldwide.

For other schools interested to start the pro-
gram Schelhaas recommends attending the 
AIM National Summer Institute, which will 
be held in Barrie, Ontario, July 4-7, 2011.
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It’s all French to me
Schools find different ways to help their students learn  
our other official language

Parlez-vous français?
 In light of French immersion being rolled 
out at an appliedlevel at public schools as 
of September 2013, what are private and 
independent schools doing to make learning 
the language moreaccessible to students?
 Mirna Hafez, principal of La p’tite école 
at TFS says they nowoffer French for those as 
young as 18 months.
 The Jardin d’eveil program, which 
launched in 2010 and isgeared at two year 
olds, was designed to stimulate social, 
emotional,
physical, linguistic and cognitive 
development through play and exploration 
activities.
  “At this age they just want to know the 
why and to touch,” Hafez says. “They are 
exposed to many things in the French context
to really learn and address the five senses.”
 TFS also runs an Intro to French Program, 
which students can join up to grade 7 without 
any prior exposure or knowledge of French. 
Its goal is to transition students to the same 
level of French as their peer group in the 
school’s regular bilingual academic stream. 
Although students have separate classes to 
start, they are slowly integrated in courses 
like art or phys-ed, which are less speaking 
based. 
 Hafez says they also encourage learning 
through music, drama, technology, games 
and treasure hunts and focus on ways to 
makestudents want to speak fluently.
 Many schools have also adopted the 
Accelerative Integrated Method to teach 

French. Patrizia Rizzo, a French coordinator 
at The Sterling Hall School, says she uses 
gesture instruction with other vocabulary 
acquisition tools in order to bring variety and 
fun to the classroom. 
 “I introduce basic vocabulary and 
language through games, songs, artwork, 
role-playing and gestures,” she says. “The 
use of stories and songs in second language 
instruction allows students to connect and 
become engaged with the content of the 
program.”
 Rizzo says their French curriculum is 
designed to prepare students for success in 
corresponding programs at the secondary 
level. Along with grammar conventions, she 
also teaches students about French culture so 
they can make connections between what they
are learning and the real world.
 This year she also started inviting French-
Canadian singer/ songwriters to come to the 
school and perform songs the students
sing in class. The school also has a pen pal 
program in place that pairs grade 7 students 
with children in France.
 Havergal College also uses Accelerative 
Integrated Method to teach French as 
a second language starting in senior 
kindergarten.
 “This is especially helpful to students who
have little or no exposure to French, as the 
majority of the gestures reflect the meaning 
of the vocabulary,” says Jennifer Peirce, who 
teaches French in grades 5 and 6. “They are 
able to enter a French classroom where only 
French is spoken and yet understand and be
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always using gestures.”
Country Day School’s junior 

school head of French Lori Pella says 
the methods used to teach French 
with Accelerative Integrated Method 
resembles the way students acquired 
their first language. After teaching 
French for 24 years, she says she 
would never go back to the tradi-
tional approach because it doesn’t 
compare.

“We know students have to be 
engaged, they have to be involved, 
that’s how they retain the material 
and that happens in an (Accelerative 
Integrated Method) classroom,” she 
says. “The language becomes part of 
the children.”

At Holy Name of Mary College 
School, Meaghan DeCourcy says 
they integrate visual art, music and 
technology into the French program 
to foster a higher level of student 
engagement and enthusiasm.

“There is no shortage of creativity 
in the French room, where students 
speak, sing, draw and dance their way 
through the adventure of second-lan-
guage learning,” she says. “Activat-
ing the auditory and kinesthetic areas 
of the brain allows for the formation 
of new pathways in the mind, while 
also creating a fun and engaging 
atmosphere.”

She says they enhance vocabulary 
and language development through 
a variety of visual aids and oral 
practice. Throughout the first months 
of school they introduce students to 
common words that exist between 
languages in French, Spanish, Italian 
and English. 

“By making connections and see-
ing similarities between other lan-
guages, students build their confi-
dence with the French language,” 

she says.
Branksome Hall’s Sarah Craig, the 

head of the junior school, says while 
French is mandatory from junior kin-
dergarten to grade 6, the school also 
has an extended French stream for 
those who want to pursue the lan-
guage further.

The Extended Middle School pro-
gram allows students to take 25 per-
cent of their course load in French, 
including social sciences like history 
and geography.

In addition to using Accelerative 
Integrated Method to teach French in 

the junior school, the French program 
includes fieldtrips where students can 
gain real-life experiences in French. 
The school also has an Internation-
al Languages Program, which was 
originally for students in grades 7 to 
12, but as of this year expanded to 
grades 1 through 12. It allows stu-
dents whose first language isn’t Eng-
lish to maintain their mother tongue 
with courses taught in 14 languages 
including Swedish, Italian, Mandarin 
and Urdu. 

For those students set to join 
Branksome Hall’s Junior School with 

little or no background in French, 
Craig says they provide the family 
with Accelerative Integrated Meth-
od-based DVDs so they can begin 
learning the gestures and vocabulary 
before the school year begins.

“Once they start the year, the 
teachers provide weekly individual 
or small group sessions to help them 
catch up either before or after school,” 
she says. “Sometimes students opt to 
get a Senior School student tutor 
to encourage conversation and help 
them to enhance their comfort in the 
language.”

francis crescia/town crier

ACTING OUT: The Accelerative Integrated Method for teaching French uses songs, artwork and gestures to connect the 
students to the language. Above, Patrizia Rizzo and her pupils at Sterling Hall School use puppets to tell a basic story.
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supported in their learning of the language.”
 She says the school also offers extra help
in French and also runs clubs like a French
Lunch Club. Her colleague France Gareau
has been teaching Accelerative Integrated
Method to students in grades 2 to 4 since
1999, when the method was first introduced.
 “New students to Havergal, who often 
enter in grade 4 or grade 7, tend to adapt 
easily to the program,”says Gareau, who has 
been teaching French for 20 years.
Gareau’s colleague Louise Cholette-Rees 
says through the method the language is 
contextualized with stories and short plays
about children and young adolescents to help 
the students learn.
 “Stories, theatre and songs are a way 
to scaffold language production and ease 
students into a new language without 
anxiety,”she says. “When students gain new 
vocabulary using gestures and much practice, 
students start speaking naturally without the 
teacher always using gestures.”
 Country Day School’s junior school head 
of French Lori Pella says the methods used 
to teach French with Accelerative Integrated 
Method resembles the way students acquired
their first language. After teaching French for 
24 years, she says she would never go back to 
the traditional approach because it doesn’t
compare.

 “We know students have to be engaged, 
they have to be involved, that’s how they 
retain the material and that happens in an 
(Accelerative Integrated Method) classroom,” 

she says. “The language becomes part of
the children.”
 At Holy Name of Mary College School, 
Meaghan DeCourcy says they integrate visual 
art, music and technology into the French 
program to foster a higher level of student
engagement and enthusiasm.
 “There is no shortage of creativity in 
the French room, where students speak, 
sing, draw and dance their way through the 
adventure of second-language learning,” she 
says. “Activating the auditory and kinesthetic 
areas of the brain allows for the formation 
of new pathways in the mind, while also 
creating a fun and engaging atmosphere.”
 She says they enhance vocabulary
and language development through a variety 
of visual aids and oral practice. Throughout 
the first months of school they introduce 
students to common words that exist between
languages in French, Spanish, Italian and 
English.
 “By making connections and seeing 
similarities between other languages, students 
build their confidence with the French 
language,”she says.
 Branksome Hall’s Sarah Craig, the
head of the junior school, says while
French is mandatory from junior kindergarten
to grade 6, the school also has an extended 
French stream for those who want to pursue 
the language further.
 The Extended Middle School program
allows students to take 25 percent of their 
course load in French, including social 
sciences like history

and geography. 
 In addition to using Accelerative 
Integrated Method to teach French in the 
junior school, the French program includes 
fieldtrips where students can gain real-life 
experiences in French. The school also has an 
International Languages Program, which was 
originally for students in grades 7 to 12, but 
as of this year expanded to grades 1 through 
12. It allows students whose first language 
isn’t English to maintain their mother tongue
with courses taught in 14 languages including 
Swedish, Italian, Mandarin and Urdu.
 For those students set to join Branksome 
Hall’s Junior School with little or no 
background in French, Craig says they 
provide the family with Accelerative 
Integrated Method- based DVDs so they can 
begin learning the gestures and vocabulary
before the school year begins.
 “Once they start the year, the teachers 
provide weekly individual or small group 
sessions to help them catch up either before 
or after school,”
she says. “Sometimes students opt to get a 
Senior School student tutor to encourage 
conversation and help them to enhance their 
comfort in the language.”
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Why We’re Failing at French
And how to actually teach a language.

By Shannon Bourbonnais, 5 Sep 2007, 
TheTyee.ca

“Je t’aime.” That was about the extent of my 
husband’s French skills when he taught core 
French in his teaching practicum. He’s not 
alone. But even though I am a francophone 
and have a degree in French, when I taught 
high school French for four years, fresh out 
of university, I watched with frustration as 
students passed the provincial French exams 
with high marks, then walked out the door, 
still unable to communicate their basic needs 
in French. Despite being a trained French 
teacher, I lacked the tools and enough hours of 
class time to impart authentic language skills 
to my students.

There are serious limitations to the way 
French is mainly now taught in schools. 
Students start French classes too late, spend 
too few hours in the classroom, and are often 
taught by teachers who often lack French 
fluency themselves and can’t even use French 
as the language of instruction within the 
classroom. The Ministry of Education only 
requires schools to offer a second language 
from Grades 5 to 8, and while in an ideal 

world they spend half an hour a day on 
French, in many schools, it’s often only 
an hour a week. And well-meaning, hard 
working, but under-prepared teachers, like my 
husband, have ineffective methods of teaching 
a language.

But while doing a Master’s of Education, 
focusing on language, I came to the 
conclusion that none of those things is the 
real problem. The real problem is that we’re 
teaching students complex grammar and 
vocabulary, but not teaching them how to 
communicate. And we don’t teach language 
in the way that students actually learn it 
organically.

No ‘authentic communication’

Students learn lists of nouns, such as “sports” 
or “clothes,” and then they learn rules like 
when to use the past perfect versus imperfect. 
But that’s not the way we speak. People 
communicate in sentences, and verbs are 
central to language. People communicate with 

statements like “I want,” “I can” or “I have 
to.” But because “want,” “can” and “must” 
are irregular verbs in French, they are usually 
not taught in the first few years of standard 
French programs. Instead, in my high school 
French classes, I shamefully admit that I 
used English to explain advanced grammar 
to a group of students who could hardly 
speak enough French to ask me to repeat the 
question.
The provincial exams, which loom for 
Grade 12 students and their teachers, don’t 
provide any incentive to become fluent either. 
Although there are some plans to change 
this in the future, the current exam is entirely 
written and based on grammar, vocabulary 
and reading. There is no spoken or listening 
component. So, students can graduate with As 
and Bs, without ever having engaged in a real 
French conversation, which is ironic given 
that the curriculum constantly mentions the 
notion of “authentic communication.”

There are certainly many things that could 
be done to improve French skills upon 
graduation. We could take a lesson from the 
Europeans who begin second language lessons 
earlier and build exchange trips to other 
countries into their curriculum, for example. 
However, while these types of experiences are 
essential for kids to learn a second language, 
exchanges are expensive and time consuming 
in North America. And while we certainly 
need more teachers who are fluent in French, 
there are few opportunities for teachers to 
develop these skills.

Foraging for French

Six years ago I walked into a classroom at 
a Vancouver elementary school and heard 
the Grade 2 students speaking French at a 
level my Grade 12 students weren’t even 
close to achieving. Everything was in French 
-- kids were fighting in French, tattling on 
each other in French, even in the corner, out 
of earshot, they were all speaking French. I 
was convinced that it must be an immersion 
class, but these students were only getting 30 
minutes of French instruction a day. I was so 
amazed that I went right back to my school in 
West Vancouver and told the principal, “We 
have to try this.”

The classroom belonged to Wendy Maxwell, 
a French teacher who conducted 10 years 
of action research in her own classes while 
doing a Master’s degree in Education, then 
gathered the best ways of teaching a language 
under one umbrella -- which she calls the 
Accelerated Integrative Method (AIM). 
There’s nothing new about what Maxwell 
does: she teaches a second language the way 
we usually teach a first language. I studied her 
method in my own graduate work and, rather 
than teach grammar out of context, I now 
teach language and grammar through story, in 
the same way parents teach their children by 
reading to them.

Of course, it’s more than just hearing a story 
that helps children learn a language; it’s all 
the interaction that occurs between the parent 
and the child around the story. In my class, 



I might read the story of Les Trois Petits 
Cochons (The Three Little Pigs) out loud, but 
then the students often retell the story in their 
own words, act it out, or continue the story 
from their own imagination. And they use 
gestures with almost every word.

Maxwell’s program, which is taught in 3,000 
schools across Canada, includes a pared-
down vocabulary of about 900 words that are 
necessary for basic fluency. Students work 
through the list in a systematic fashion, but 
not by memorization. The gestures that go 
along with every word, somewhat like sign 
language, allow students to use both the left 
and right brain. Also, students gesture and 
say each word as the teacher says it out loud, 
to maximize language use time. This makes 
learning more active (and fun), as do songs, 
and dance routines.

Fifty percent fluent?

In my classes I ask two questions: “Are 
the kids enjoying the language?” and “Do 
they have a functional level of fluency?” 
When Jean Chretien was prime minister, he 
announced a goal of having 50 per cent of 
Canadians graduate with working fluency 
in French by 2012. But only about one to 
two per cent of students will become fluent 
using traditional French teaching methods 
-- Maxwell is actually one of them -- but she 
realized that it doesn’t work for most students. 

While some of my students excel more than 
others and not all have achieved a high level 
of fluency by Grade 6, all have the basic 
fluency to tell me their needs in class, and in 
all cases, their base level of French speaking 
and comprehension is much higher than the 
students I was teaching through traditional 
French classes. I no longer have to use even 
a word of English in my classes, and I’ve 
had parents tell me that when their family 
visited France or Quebec their child did all the 
ordering.
Of course, just because teachers use this 
method, it doesn’t necessarily mean they 
will get the same results. No matter what 
method a teacher uses, he or she needs to be 
engaging and interesting and able to connect 
with students. A French teacher who doesn’t 
have perfect grammar, but has enthusiasm 
and classroom presence, might be better than 
a francophone who assumes that kids know 
more than they do.

The teaching methodologies that I now 
employ in my classes transcend linguistic 
boundaries. Educators in Europe and Asia 
are interested in Maxwell’s approach and 
the curriculum is being modified for use 
in Spanish classes, English as a second 
language programs and First Nations language 
programs. New curriculum is also being 
developed for adults and high school students 
who wouldn’t find The Three Little Pigs as 
relevant to their lives.

Language acquisition takes commitment 
and consistency on the part of students and 
teachers. But French class should be engaging 
and creative, not the daily dose of misery and 
memorization.
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Tania Ruiz overcomes the fear of change to 
adopt a new teaching methodology

Accelerative Integrated Methodology 
(AIM) is an intensive second-language-
learning system designed to accelerate the 
development of language proficiency and 
fluency at the beginning stages of learning. 
This “post-method methodology” devised by 
Canadian teacher and author Wendy Maxwell 
is enabling teachers to consistently and 
coherently put into practice a combination 
of often discussed but scarcely implemented 
language-acquisition techniques fused with 
original elements in AIM.

Based on a holistic approach, AIM contains 
explicit strategies to help students experience 
a rich, supportive, safe, and positive 
learning environment so that they become 
confident and competent communicators of 
information, concepts, and ideas. It involves 
a highly active, participatory experience 
where students speak throughout the class 
and have ample opportunities to be involved 
socially through flexible grouping with a 
high emphasis on cooperative learning. 
Probably the most original element of AIM is 
its “gesture approach,” a form of nonverbal 
communication that promotes memory 
retention and receptivity to the subject matter 
involving multisensory input and a variety 
of symbol systems that facilitate language 

acquisition. The key among these new aspects 
is the use of gestures along with the cautiously 
scaffolded presentation of vocabulary, 
familiarity,and production, with writing 
following on the heels of speaking.

Although spontaneity of self-expression is 
encouraged, there is little left to chance in the 
introduction and use of vocabulary. Indeed, 
AIM has pioneered the concept of “pared 
down language” (PDL), which avoids the 
confusion of introducing new language items 
from a purely grammatical rationale and 
instead presents grammaticalized vocabulary 
to mirror the pattern of native-speaker 
language acquisition.

All the vocabulary presented in AIM is 
selected according to frequency and function 
in the natural process of language acquisition. 
PDL places a high emphasis on verbs but 
also includes other vocabulary and structures 
important for beginning fluency development. 
Defying the trend of quick succession from 
one theme to another, AIM delves deeply in a 
meaningful learning context. Each 50-hour kit 
is based around a single story — folk stories 
for the younger learners and social issues for 
the older.

In addition, teaching the target vocabulary 
kinesthetically, visually, and in an auditory 
manner enables teachers to meet a variety 

of learning styles. Instruction is conducted 
entirely in the target language. The “target-
language only” rule is in place from the 
first day of instruction. Words are presented 
through gesture and contextualized through 
story and drama. Lexical items are reinforced 
with a hand signaled gesture which students 
learn to associate with the word or phrase 
being taught, even at the grammatical level. 
These visual and kinesthetic props allow the 
vocabulary and associated grammar to pass 
directly to meaning, neatly sidestepping the 
tendency to mentally translate each word back 
into the first language. This undermining of 
the tendency for mental translation rapidly 
accelerates students’ direct connection to the 
target language. All the new vocabulary that 
is learned is associated with an emotional 
hook that ensures that vocabulary is deeply 
embedded. In this way, students learn to see 
and feel the language, preparing them to deal 
with real-life tasks in the target language.

Even though the ingenious and innovative use 
of vocabulary gesturing is a central feature of 
the methodology, it is merely one element in a 
range of techniques. In many ways, AIM is an 
adaptation of the “communicative approach.” 
It revisits certain techniques previously 
dismissed as “too behavioral,” reframing, for 
example, teacher-led drilling into “pleasant 
repetition,” and carefully considers initial rote 
learning.

At the same time, there is a rich cognitive 
foundation. AIM draws heavily on brain-based 
research and deeply on multiple intelligences 
theory. Where conventional courses are often 
slanted to overtly logicbased tasks, AIM 
places great emphasis on music, dance, and 
drama to engage the full spectrum of student 
intelligence type and learner style. Also, its 
extensive and creative use of story, music, 
and drama provides several opportunities 
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to motivate and engage students while 
stimulating their imagination and creativity, 
serving as a model for their own creative use 
of the language. Using the play as a starting 
point, and carefully scaffolding through both 
whole-class and partner/group activities, 
students engage in the authentic tasks found 
in every kit in each of the five language areas: 
listening, reading, spoken production, spoken 
interaction, and writing.

Initially, when I began researching AIM and 
reading about the methodologies, I thought it 
was very radical and I was slightly skeptical 
about its success in the classroom. From 
the theoretical point of view, it sounded 
fascinating, but when I thought about putting 
it into practice, I wasn’t convinced that it was 
going to work well. I was afraid my students 
were going to find the gestures somewhat 
annoying and ridiculous. As a teacher, you 
have to feel very confident and secure to try 
something unusual, especially if you want 
to engage your students, but I did not feel 
like that at all. I was also concerned that 
I would have to invest a lot of time ahead 
of implementation to learn the gestures in 
order to be able to do them fluently, and that 
extra time was out of the equation. However, 
maybe out of curiosity, something inside of 
me wanted to give it a try.

When I received the first AIM Spanish kit, 
¡Jóvenes en Acción!, Marco el Mago, I really 
liked it. The play, the activities, and all the 
songs and raps were extraordinary, fun, and 
engaging. But I still had my doubts regarding 
its use. Later on, I had the opportunity 

to attend the AIM Summer Institute on 
Vancouver Island, and it was a wonderful, 
educational, and enlightening experience. 
From the natural warmth of the Canadian 
people to the scintillating content of the 
program, the Institute was a success — all 
the sessions were very enriching as they were 
designed to resolve any doubts regarding the 
use of gestures, lesson planning, assessment, 
classroom management, the target-language 
only rule, and more. I had the opportunity to 
see a vast repertoire of different strategies 
from each of the presenters, and they 
answered all my questions by demonstrating 
step by step how to implement the program 
in a classroom. The keynote session by John 
De Mado was also very helpful in helping me 
realize how AIM blends language-acquisition 
theory with interactive and engaging practice, 
and the reasons why it works.

This knowledge gave me comfort. I realized 
that you don’t need to learn all the gestures 
before you start teaching. You only need to 
know the gestures for two or three lessons 
ahead, so I knew time was not going to be an 
issue. The only thing missing was using the 
program in my classroom. My first class using 
AIM worked well. Novelty can always be an 
advantage. My students were experiencing 
something completely new, and they were 
very engaged in the activities. Of course, 
some of them were a little bit reluctant to 
do the gestures and say the words, but they 
followed the class. The teacher’s attitude 
towards the development of all the activities 
is very important in engaging students. Also, 
consistency is the key to success.

A few classes later, it was amazing to see 
how easily and quickly students learn the 
vocabulary when you introduce it using 
gestures. Now, students who were reluctant at 
first found the activities interesting. They saw 
that the new activities worked. Everything 
made sense to them and they were able to 
understand all my instructions in the target 
language (Spanish). It was amazing to see 
how they could master some communicative 
functions in just two or three classes instead 
of the couple of months it would take using a 
traditional methodology.

When they start achieving these little pieces 
of communication, they get more motivated 
to keep learning, and they enjoy the learning 
process more. They don’t need to translate 
every single word, because they learn the 
language in a meaningful way that makes 
sense to them. So far, my students and I are 
very happy using AIM, and I think effective 
communication and a degree of fluency can be 
achieved in a relatively short time.

I’m not alone in my positive experience — 
other AIM teachers are achieving immersion-
like results rapidly within contexts in which 
students have only a handful of language 
lessons per week.

Founded by Wendy Maxwell and her husband 
Matt Maxwell (PhD) AIM’s home base is 
situated on Bowen Island off the British 
Columbia coast in Canada. While the AIM 
office is the hub of a wider network of 
writers, editors, artists, musicians, sound 
engineers, film crew members, presenters, 

and practitioners, it is a small operation for an 
influential educational publisher. Even so, it 
has become a key player in Canadian French-
language education and a major competitor in 
the field of language education.

AIM is currently used in many Canadian 
schools and several different countries, and 
has become something of an international 
phenomenon. This rapid growth is largely the 
result of word-of-mouth recommendations by 
teachers who attend the annual workshops in 
Canada and beyond and the trainings hosted 
by school boards and independent schools.

Increasingly, schools with established AIM 
programs seek to recruit teachers experienced 
in the methodology. Accordingly, a more 
sophisticated system of AIM assessment and 
certification is currently in development, in 
sequence with a significant online-learning 
complement to the existing workshops 
and institutes. The language base is also 
expanding. There are now complete suites 
of materials for French for K-12 and beyond 
and several levels of English, and two kits 
available for Spanish and Mandarin.

Testimonials from professors, consultants, 
and teachers suggest that AIM represents a 
breakthrough in foreign-language instruction. 
From my limited experience, I can vouch that 
it is an engaging, exciting, fun, and highly 
effective way to teach all aspects of language 
acquisition.
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Year 3 students (front) Natasha, Krystal and Odin in Jenny Carlaw’s French 
class show the geture for the word mets. which means put or put on.
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French revolution hits Ivanhoe

Teachers Jenny McKinney and Catherine Davenport get 
the lowdown on the new way to teach French from Accel-
erative Integrated Method presenter Richard Smith, from 
Canada. JANINE EASTGATE N13HB703

IVANHOE educator Jenny McKinney has intro-
duced an innovative way of teaching students 
French.

It’s called the Accelerative Integrated Method 
(AIM), which teaches foreign language through 
gestures, drama, music and dance.

Not a word of English is spoken once children 
cross the “magic line” and enter a world of 
French, or, as the older students do, gesture as if 
emptying English out of their head.

The method was developed in Canada more than 
10 years ago, and is run here by Hearsay Learn-
ing Language Down-under. Words are presented 
non-verbally through gestures and movement, 
which students learn as they say the correspond-
ing word aloud.

Ms McKinney, who is the director of Hearsay 
Learning, and the former head of language at 
Ivanhoe Girls’ Grammar, said the method en-
abled children to quickly build up a vocabulary 
of about 700 of the most commonly used words 
in French.

“The gestures are used to convey meaning and 
enhance memory retention,” she said.

About 600 schools are already using the program 
to teach their students French, and last month 
hundreds of primary and secondary teachers 
gathered at Ivanhoe Girls’ Grammar School to 
learn more about the method.

Ms McKinney said a Mandarin program would 
be developed next year.
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Sign of the times: school finds success 
with new way of teaching languages
Jewel Topsfield 
August 23, 2011   
 
  

Hands on approach: Carey Baptist Grammar School 
teacher Jenny McKinney instructs a French class with 
a breakthrough method that uses gestures as well as 
language. Photo: John Woudstra

IF THE year 6 students at Carey Baptist Grammar 
School were not babbling in French, you would swear 
they were learning sign language.
 
‘Est-ce que je peux manger de la pizza?’’ one child 
asks, miming the act of eating a pizza. ‘’Oui, tu peux 
manger de la pizza!’’ the class chants in return, also 
gesturing wildly. Halfway through the lesson, the ste-
reo is cranked up and the class raps to a song about 
lions, which they have written themselves and set to 
Taio Cruz’s chart-topping single Dynamite. The year 

six students speak (or sing, or rap) in non-stop French 
for the entire 40-minute lesson. Every verb, noun, ad-
jective and conjunction has a matching gesture. When 
they say riche (rich), the students rub their fingers to-
gether. For pauvre (poor), they empty out their pock-
ets.
 
Ellie Colquhoun, 12, says the gestures help her re-
member the meaning of words. Despite studying Ital-
ian at her former school for four years, Ellie says she 
is already more fluent in French after learning it for 
just over a year. ‘’The gestures and songs make it 
more fun. We didn’t do anything like that at my old 
school, it [Italian] was just like work.’’
 
Teacher Jenny McKinney is the first to admit her 
French classes were not always so much fun. For the 
first 12 years of her teaching career she taught second 
languages by the textbook. ‘’I found students weren’t 
developing their fluency, they were dropping out, and 
I felt like my efforts were futile,’’ Ms McKinney says.
 
‘’Parents were complaining, they would say: ‘We 
went to France and my kids couldn’t say anything.’ 
They were probably right to be honest.’’
 
In 2004, Ms McKinney was questioning whether 
teaching was for her, when she attended a workshop 

run by Wendy Maxwell. A Canadian immersion teach-
er, Ms Maxwell was responsible for a major break-
through in second language instruction in thousands 
of schools in the Netherlands, US, Canada and Sin-
gapore.
 
Her technique, which is known as the Accelerative 
Integrated Methodology (AIM), uses gestures, music, 
dance and theatre to teach second languages so stu-
dents rapidly develop fluency. ‘’For me it was, right, 
that’s it, I now realise I’ve been teaching languages in 
the wrong way,’’ Ms McKinney says.
 
She threw away her textbooks, lists of nouns and 
verb conjugations and became not just one of the first 
teachers to introduce AIM to Australia but an advocate 
for the method across New Zealand and Asia.
 
‘’I want to spread the word that developing language 
fluency in our learners is a possibility,’’ Ms McKinney 
says.
 
Now used in hundreds of schools across the nation, 
Carey Baptist Grammar School claims the method-
ology has ‘’changed the paradigm completely about 
how we approach languages’’.

the aGe


