This is an e-mail I received asking for advice about how to do the MECs. I thought you might find my answer useful too.

From: MI
Sent: Friday, August 15, 2008 5:50 PM
To: 'Sue Cotter'
Subject: mecs
Hi Sue

Hope your summer was enjoyable.  Sometime ago you forwarded me a copy of your MECS and I am really going to try to use them this year for my IB class – sounds like such a good idea.  I do have a few questions if you don’t mind though.  Is it possible for you to give me an example of a typical sentence with the vocabulary word used – this will help me know what to ask of them  Can they use new verbs?  Are the “class words” part of the 25 words?  Are the notebooks issued at the beginning of every class to jot down possible word lists?  What do you do if a student “borrows” too many words from another?

Thank you again for all the help you’ve given me

Bonjour M-- –

                I enjoyed my summer but then again I enjoy all my time now since I retired in April ’06. I’ll try to help you with the MECs as best I can. I was always glad I didn’t have to come up with the sentences! Don’t forget to give yourself a lot of time to grade them. It does get faster the longer you do it. I’d collect them one week before the end of the grading period since I had about 35-40 to do but inevitably ended  up spending the Sunday before the grades were due on them – cursing myself for waiting so long! But, I figured the time I spent on them was equal to the time I’d spent making up and grading the vocab quizzes I no longer gave once I started this -  in 1990 when I got my first separate level 5 class. It developed from an idea of Renée White I got at an AP workshop a few years earlier. 

                They can use any other new words in the sentences they’d like, new verbs included. In fact, a new verb might be one of their MEC words. They can’t use more than one word in a sentence and have it count as using the word though. My overall advice is to watch out for the use of on-line translators. I found them harder to detect in these sentences than in essays. I think that’s because most of the kids can come up with some really good sentences but find it hard to sustain in longer things.

Here’s some examples I thought of using words I know came up.  Our basic rule was that the word should be used in such a way that it was not easily replaceable by many others. There were, bien sûr, exceptions.

Level 4 from Bravo!

être d’un certain age : an exception where I accepted Mes parents sont d’un certain age since that’s the first thing 

they though of. I would have liked the addition of ils ne sont ni vieux ni jeunes  which I didn’t consider in the synonym/antonym category because they used two words and they used  ne…ni…ni! On the other hand, I wouldn’t accept a sentence like Mes parents sont sensibles  unless they continued with parce qu’ils….

une  manifestation (une manif/manifester): Les étudiants (maybe with de la Sorbonne, since we discussed May ’68 

when this word came up and I’m basically a soixante-huitard) ont manifesté pour protester contre les conditions à l’université. They often confused this with the verb ‘to demonstrate’ as in to demonstrate something in a lab – even after they had the definition!

Level 5 from Connaissances et réactions

les volets: Les volets de la fenêtre de ma chambre ne sont pas bien attachés donc quand il fait du vent ils font du bruit 

et je ne peux pas dormir. Acceptable w/o not being able to sleep, but better w/it.

la modiste : Marianne est allée chez la modiste pour acheter un nouveau chapeau. Short, but does the trick.

When in doubt, tell them the more explanation the better. I thought this was a good way to give them extra writing practice and use more vocab in a way they might remember. It also gave me an idea of what they needed to work on in their writing.

The class words were part of the 20/25 required sentences. If there were fewer than 20/25 class words in the grading period, they had to use them first to make sure they were getting some new vocab. They were responsible for keeping their own notebooks (spirals) and bringing them to class. I didn’t care how they jotted down words in class as long as they handed in a cumulative notebook at the end of each grading period. Most of them brought the notebooks to class every day so all I had to do was say voilà un mot pour le MEC (or more often - mot de MEC) and give them a second to get them out. And most of them used the same book for level 3, 4 and 5. I kept mine on one of the shelves of a 3-tiered cart in the front of the room that I used for the CD player. I kept the player on the top, French 5 stuff on the middle shelf and French 4 on the bottom so they knew their materials were always in the same place if they needed to get something.

I rarely had the problem of someone borrowing too many extra words since the words for which they didn’t need sentences were easy come up with. For example, they all might have néanmoins because it came up but since I thought it was about impossible to make a good MEC sentence for it, I would suggest they put it down as one of their extra words. That seemed to work and they liked coming up with personalized lists. When they did “borrow” too much, I’d ask whose list it was, then give the copier ½ the points. If it happened again (which I don’t remember it ever doing since they were taken aback that I’d caught them the first time) I’d have given ½ to each, then 0 to each if there was another incident  plus a call to parents. One of the reasons I encouraged them to recycle previous notebooks was to be able to look back to see if they were recycling more than the book itself! I don’t know about you but I could remember an amazing amount of what they wrote, whether in the MECs or in their essays.

 I hope this helps. I think it’s a wonderful tool once you and the kids get a handle on it. Decide on your guidelines first and then stick to them for at least a whole semester, if not a year. Then tweak it until you find what works best. I found it took me about 3 years to get something that worked for both the kids and me. 

Don’t hesitate to get in touch if I can help you. Like it was at school, sometimes I  know what I’m talking about but no one else does!

Bonne rentrée!

                Sue

