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	NATIONAL UNION OF TEACHERS POSITION STATEMENT:

MODERN FOREIGN LANGUAGES 
IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS


ABOUT THE NATIONAL UNION OF TEACHERS

The National Union of Teachers (NUT) is an independent trade union representing over 295,000 members.  Formed in the 19th Century, it is now the largest teachers’ trade union in Europe.  Membership of the NUT is open to all qualified teachers and student teachers in England and Wales.
INTRODUCTION

1. Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) learning is perhaps the largest and most damaging casualty of piecemeal changes to the secondary school curriculum in recent years.  In 2010, French dropped out of the top 10 GCSE subjects for the first time, with fewer than a quarter of young people studying the subject to GCSE level.  Learning in other languages at GCSE level is similarly in an apparent free fall. The sharp decline in the take up of modern foreign languages by young people at GCSE represents nothing short of a disaster in waiting, both for Britain’s future role in the European Union and its place in the global economy and society.

2. With dramatically decreasing numbers of young people studying languages to GCSE or equivalent level, the numbers studying languages at advanced level and in universities is likely to decline significantly also, with the effect that there will be fewer specialists in languages to draw on to become expert language teachers in the future.  Language learning has entered a spiral of decline which will be both complex and costly to rectify unless action is taken to reverse the trend now.
3. It is vital that the Coalition Government conducts a review of the modern foreign languages curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4, combined with an evaluation of the consistency, continuity and effectiveness of initiatives to promote the learning of modern foreign languages, including community languages, throughout the statutory curriculum.
4. Language learning must not become the preserve of those who attend independent schools or selective state schools.  It is vital that we restore the learning of modern foreign languages to the status of an entitlement for every young person.  A meaningful entitlement can only be ensured through the timetabling of modern foreign languages as part of the National Curriculum expectation for every child and young person, at least to the age of 16.

5. Although the English Baccalaureate may to some extent restore a focus on languages, the NUT considers the parameters of the English Baccalaureate as a whole to be too narrow.  In terms of language learning, it will do little if anything to encourage those learners who might be best suited to learning languages at level 1 or through qualifications and curriculum routes other than those set out in GCSE to learn languages.  Nor will it provide much encouragement to those learners who are likely to be unable to achieve the full range of the English Baccalaureate requirements by age 16.  The English Baccalaureate by itself is unlikely to provide the means through which the learning of modern languages is restored to pre-2004 levels or better.
NUT RECOMMENDATIONS FOR MODERN FOREIGN LANGUAGES
1. A review of GCSE specifications and subject criteria for modern foreign languages should be undertaken.  The review should consider carefully what can be done to provide incentives for the take-up of MFL, including whether new, additional GCSE courses or other courses at  or below levels 1 and 2 (the equivalent of D-G grades and A*-C grades at GCSE respectively) may be possible or appropriate.  

2. Any action undertaken in the light of the Wolf Review of Vocational Education (2011) should consider carefully what scope there is for incorporating appropriate language units into vocational and occupational learning programmes. The NUT envisages that such units would be appropriate to the level of the programme of study and tailored specifically to the relevant employment sector.  
3. The Coalition Government should reinstate the requirement that a modern foreign language should be taught at Key Stage 4.  Within such a provision, new ways of accrediting MFL could be explored and developed, including positive recognition of achievement at level 1 or below, and a greater use of assessment methodologies such as the ‘languages ladder’, ASPECT languages or similar incrementally staged, assessment models.
4. Any review of the National Curriculum undertaken by the Coalition Government should explore fully the role of modern foreign languages in both the primary and secondary school curricula.  The emphasis should be on ensuring that the National Curriculum for MFL in Key Stage 3 is appropriate to motivating and engaging all learners, and is able to encourage them to continue to study a language as they enter the next Key Stage.  A survey should be conducted of the motivation and interest of 11-14 year olds in relation to MFL as part of the review.  A study should also be conducted on means of improving language learning opportunities in primary schools and the best means of ensuring continuity between the primary and secondary stages of education.
5. A review of MFL provision should consider the scope for developing new MFL courses and qualifications which focus on speaking and listening in a modern foreign language.  The ‘traditional’ GCSE based route in Key Stage 4, and the National Curriculum itself, has a substantial focus on writing skills, which many students find difficult and may act a demotivating factor.  While the NUT recognises the importance of writing skills in MFL, such courses could act to accredit what young people can achieve in a language, without penalising them for those areas which they find difficult.  Certification of achievement in such a learning programme might offer a progression route to the next level of a qualification similarly focused on oral language skills, and/or offer the option of carrying credit forward to achieve a written element at a later stage to achieve accreditation in a GCSE, GCE or similar qualification. 
6. Any review of MFL provision, whether through the National Curriculum Review or any other means, should include a significant number of regular practitioners of language teaching.  It is insufficient for the teaching profession to be represented on such groups by head teachers only.  It is only regular practitioners of MFL teaching who have the expertise and day to day experience of in the realities of language teaching in modern classrooms.  The NUT would advocate that any such review group should seek the views not only of teachers in those schools where language is being taught successfully at present, but should also invite the views of teachers and heads of department in schools where take up of MFL remains low in order to explore their views on why that should be the case and to investigate any proposals which they might have for the increased take up of language learning among harder to reach pupil groups.

7. A review of language provision and qualifications should be instructed to have reference to the lessons learned and the development which took place for the abandoned Languages strand of the Diploma, including any curriculum or assessment developments which were put forward.  Any developments of the Languages Diplomas which had the express support of employers should particularly be considered, as should any developments intended to develop grater degrees of autonomous learning.  It is vital that the best development work undertaken in the development of the no abandoned Diploma project is not wasted.

8. One means of encouraging learners to continue to study languages is through the  continuing promotion of the recognition of achievement against the ‘Languages Ladder’, at various stages of education, including in primary education when applicable.  This may help to encourage young people to recognise the achievements that they have already made, to recognise the progress which they have been able to make in their own modern language skills, and to understand that they can continue to make positive progress against the progression of levels of the ‘Languages Ladder’, whether or not they opt for MFL as a full GCSE or equivalent subject at age 14-16.  Certification of levels achieved, which could, for example, be held in a Progress File, might may help to motivate many learners, including reluctant or disaffected learners, by giving them an early sense of achievement on which to build, especially if this is within the context of demonstrating to young people the potential benefits of languages skills in their future lives, including in gaining access to employment opportunities.

9. Consideration should be given to the development of a specific level 1 qualification in MFL.  Such a qualification could serve to recognise achievement in a more positive manner than the achievement of a D-G grade at GCSE, which is often perceived by pupils, parents, employers and others as a ‘failure’.  A sense of positive achievement at level 1 may encourage more young people to recognise their potential to achieve a level 2 qualification, such as a GCSE at A*-C grade or equivalent in future, and indeed to level 3 and beyond should they wish.  It would be important to ensure that such a qualification was not overburdened in terms of its assessment mechanism(s) and was able to provide a genuine route of progression to level 2 and beyond for any student who wished to take the opportunity.  

10. A review of the National Curriculum and qualifications system for languages should explore fully the potential to further recognise the value of community languages, and to further encourage entry for qualifications at an appropriate level.  The NUT recognises that many schools, and the wider communities which they serve, reflect a wealth of community languages.  It should be recognised that in many cases they are the languages of countries with which the UK has strong links, including through trade, and political, cultural and societal links through bodies such as the EU and the Commonwealth.  The award of qualifications in such languages could be of benefit both to individuals and society more widely.  Consideration should be given to ways in which languages which are not currently covered by a GCSE specification can be appropriately assessed.
11. A new ‘entitlement’ should be introduced for all young people who do not achieve a level 2 qualification in a language by the end of their compulsory schooling to be enabled to do so by age 19 through the most appropriate programme of learning or training.  
12. A new ‘National Centre for Modern Foreign Languages’ could be devised to play a co-ordinating role in the learning and teaching of languages, and to promote the importance of modern languages to Britain in the 21st Century.

13. Local Authorities should play a key role in promoting and ‘networking’ good practice in the teaching and learning of MFL across their authorities and between authorities.  This could include opportunities for liaison and joint working between primary and secondary schools.

14. Local Authorities should play a key role also in identifying and co-ordinating provision for ‘minority’ MFL learning and teaching, including for community languages.

15. Local Authorities could work with schools to form partnerships or federations for the teaching of MFL in an area.  Resources and expertise could be pooled in order to make a broader provision for MFL and to encourage the sharing of good practice.

16. Urgent action must be undertaken to ensure the retention of existing specialist languages teachers and the continuing recruitment of specialist languages teachers.  The language teaching community itself should be empowered to identify and implement developments in initial teacher education and continuing professional development opportunities for language teachers.  Where specialist language teachers are redeployed to primary schools, or work with primary school teachers on developing languages in primary schools, they must have opportunities to access high quality professional development opportunities which better enable them to work with children in the 5-11 age range.
17. In all of the suggestions above, it would be vital to ensure that any new learning programmes or qualifications were not overburdened with assessment, and could be fully supported through appropriate funding, resources, and professional development for teaching staff.  
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