
Let’s speak out about languages! 
 

The main themes: 
 
...On Primary Languages: 
 
There has been so much work put into the provision of languages in primary so far, that it would be a waste of time, 
resources and investment to change policy now.    
“Investment has been made. Much has been achieved. Don’t waste it. Build on what has been started.” 
Funding for primary languages is at a crucial point; if there is no ongoing provision the training of teachers will lose 
impetus.” 
“If the government now doesn’t support the teaching of languages in primary schools, all the hard work will have 
been for nothing.“ 
“Primary languages are on the cusp of succeeding but are now in a potentially perilous situation if the government 
doesn’t make it statutory. Primary languages need to be sustained first by a positive, clear statement that the 
government still intends to take the initiative forward then by continued funding and support.” 
 
Languages are valued in primary education – by children, parents and (most) schools as well.  
“It would look bad to be the Government party that kills languages in maintained schools as parents value them; and 
especially as independent / private schools still value them.”  
“I have approached many primary schools in the area to offer German clubs and frankly been disappointed at the 
response. I have found primary children to be very motivated about coming to a lunchtime language club and very 
eager to learn. The parents too are keen for their children to have this opportunity; so why are the schools so 
hesitant?” 
 
...On Secondary Languages: 
 
There was broad concern about schools reducing the number of hours dedicated to languages;  
“There is great concern about schools that are reducing the KS3 language allocation; the system is not promoting the 
principles of a broad and balanced learning experience in the curriculum.” 
“Success in language learning equates firmly with amount of input.” 
 
about the issues arising as a result of transition from key stage 2 to key stage 3;  
“Many secondary schools changed their year 7 curriculum to fit in with pupils arriving at secondary school with much 
greater knowledge of a language; what will the impact be of Primary Languages remaining an entitlement?” 
 
and about the way in which students are assessed:  
“The abolishment of coursework has made life harder, students are now expected to produce written work of a 
similar standard linguistically in an exam context.” 
“Stop asking teachers to assign levels / sub-levels to every pupil and to every piece of work every 5 minutes.” 
 “Students are now assessed left, right and centre in all subjects; how do we get away from an exam-obsessed 
culture? We should be using lesson time to teach students, not just get them ready for tests.” 
 
in particular, the issue of ‘severe grading’,  
“We are worried about the difficulty of the new GCSE – both in terms of controlled assessments because of the time 
they take out of actual teaching and in terms of severe grading in languages: The standard expected for A and A* in 
GCSE exams in French gets more and more demanding each year. Candidates who would score A in 2002 would now 
score a C for the same quality of work. It is the ludicrous fact that exams get more difficult as they lose popularity.” 
 “Languages tend to obtain lower marks at A-level than other subjects. Some students obtain As at A-level, but only 
Bs or Cs in languages, which does not secure them a place at the university of their choice. As a 
result, some gifted students opt out of doing languages, because they want to do a subject which will secure them a 
place at university.” 
“Whilst league tables remain in place the issue of severe grading of GCSEs needs to be taken seriously.” 
 
and a perceived over dependence on league tables. 
“They should scrap league tables all together; they don’t do anything for learning; we need a new culture where 
students are seen as being responsible for how well they do at school.” 



 
There was also frustration about a perceived lack of long term planning.  
“The range of languages is becoming ever more limited: the decline in German is a case in point. Why is our national 
policy so short-term? We should be providing for the future.” 
 
There was broad support amongst contributors to make languages compulsory at key stage 4 – using GCSEs or 
alternative qualifications.  
“It should be common school policy to teach pupils a foreign language up to age 16. This does not necessarily have to 
be to GCSE standard, but should keep open employment chances on the continent.” 
“People are concerned about the abolition of compulsory language learning in KS4 and its ongoing impact; the new 
Government has said it was a mistake; how do we encourage them to rectify it?” 
“Languages should be compulsory to the end of KS4 for all students in all schools!” 
“The government (no matter whether it happens to be a Conservative or a Labour one) would claim that abolishing 
languages at GCSE gives pupils "more choice". But if you can predict that they will make the wrong choice and then 
blame teachers and pupils, that's highly cynical and negligent!” 
“Many of our children have achieved excellent results in Asset Languages tests. With only a few exceptions, all pupils 
who took reading, writing, listening or speaking came away with a certificate showing their achievements; many 
received a certificate in all four skills at a level equivalent to GCSE.” 
“We must encourage greater use of alternative accreditations to GCSE; accreditations which may be more 
appropriate to many learners’ needs. These should have wider recognition and the government should make a 
commitment that they will continue to attract points and count when it comes to the league tables.” 
“There are alternatives to existing course structures that the system should be encouraging.” 
 
...On Languages in Adult Education: 
 
Contributors were concerned about funding;  
“We should raise the issue of funding of informal learning courses, not just those linked to accreditation.” 
“Whilst I understand the need to save money, I feel that stringent measures being taken now will have such a 
detrimental effect that adult education will never be able to recover.” 
“Due to yet another restructuring locally Informal Adult Learning will basically cease to exist and adults will no longer 
be able to study languages in West Sussex. This in spite of demand for language courses being still high even with fee 
increases this year, Turkish and Advanced French courses proving to be very popular, and the service achieving a 
good grade from OFSTED.” 
 
and of the resulting lack of flexibility in the system; 
“Lack of flexibility forced on colleges by the current funding system means classes are cancelled before learners have 
chance to make a commitment and find the level that is appropriate for them. Learner frustration with bureaucracy 
(what happened to learning for fun??) can cause learners to walk away from courses.” 
 
especially given many adult’s opportunities for language learning when they were at school.  
“There are many reasons why adults choose to learn languages, one of which being the increasingly limited 
opportunities at secondary school.” 
 
...On Languages in Higher Education: 
 
There were concerns about the provision of languages at HE level.  
“Why, when A-level entries for languages have fallen so dramatically in the past 20 years, do language departments 
in Higher Education not introduce, or substantially increase, provision for ab initio study of languages? There are 
graduates who gained good degrees in a language they began from scratch.” 
 
...On Teachers: 
 
Many teachers have demands on them from all sides.  
“There are many excellent language teachers; some are so worried about exams that it restricts them though.” 
 “We are faced with demoralising demands from different sides: 
- to perform in a manner pre-conceived by OFSTED, meeting distinct criteria, and 



- in the measurement and recording of progress. (Some schools are insisting on using National Curriculum Levels 
never intended for the purpose of formative assessment.)” 
 
Obstacles to their day to day jobs include red tape (in particular in relation to exchanges), timetabling issues, and 
fighting for time on the curriculum.  
 
“Exchanges have become impossible for us. Teachers from other European countries find it very strange that our 
children are too frightened to stay in a foreign setting and are insulted that we need to ask every member of the host 
students’ family to produce a CRB check.” 
“Wouldn’t it make a difference if there were a commitment from the government to cut some of the red tape and 
make it easier, not more difficult, to run all kinds of trips abroad?” 
“There is a worrying situation in many schools where language departments are fighting for time on the curriculum.” 
“There are plenty of examples where pupils enjoy languages and the teaching, but when faced with a range of 
options, cannot ‘fit them in’ or see that other options suit their personal goals better.” 
“Timetabling is rarely conducive to language learning. Lessons are unevenly distributed and time is never adequate.” 
“Senior Management Teams should be advised to make languages available to all in option choices / blocking, so 
that it's difficult not to choose a language.” 
 
...On the Classroom: 
 
Many teachers cited advances in modern technology as a great help in the classroom;  
“Modern technology is offering us the opportunity to make sure each student is personally engaged in language 
learning tasks for the entire lesson.” 
“Why are we still so tied to text books? There is brilliant material available on BBC website - how many schools are 
actually using it though? and it is free!” 
“Don't forget CALL! Don't let using the internet swamp the vital contribution Computer Assisted Language LEARNING 
can make.“ 
 
but not always used... 
“I was struck on the summer camp I attended in July by the way in which the Chinese students were constantly using 
electronic dictionaries on their phones / Ipods etc to look up words when communicating with our students. We don’t 
even allow them to be used in school.”  
 
and no replacement for the practitioner. 
“I am worried that the growth in businesses offering e-learning diminishes in the public eye the importance of a good 
practitioner, of a good teacher who is able to teach and make the lesson enjoyable; I think for many learners that is 
still fundamental. The only extra money that can be found for training is to do e-learning and nothing else… can we 
get back a little bit to the basics?” 
 
There was also concern about the rigidity of exam requirements;  
“Too much practice is still dominated by exams: characterised by the learning of reams of vocabulary and students 
are not being empowered to use structure creatively and purposefully for themselves.” 
“We should be trying to move away from teaching set responses to set questions and the memorisation of whole 
texts or chunks of text and refocus the emphasis on pupils learning to manipulate and be creative with language.”  
“Currently exams and controlled systems are only a test of memory and not a test of linguistic understanding.”  
“The current format encourages ‘rote learning’; the subject specific criteria do not preclude a more helpful format.”  
“We should make the speaking test ALL ABOUT testing spontaneity.“ 
“The point of learning a language is not just to pass exams, but to strengthen personal identity and development by 
encountering one's contemporaries as living individuals.” 
 
and concern about the new GCSE;  
“I am dismayed at the recent changes to the GCSE examination requirements, which mean that many children who 
speak a community language will no longer be able to take the GCSE in their home language, because we will no 
longer be able to meet the rules of the specification.” 
“The New GCSE seems geared to most talented and is exclusive.” 
 
 



...On Achievements: 
 
Teachers were justifiably very proud of their and their students’ achievements, and had been very successful in their 
local areas, despite the obstacles they have encountered. 
“All but a tiny handful of our y11 students leave with a qualification in a language; some of our weakest students, 
and many with English as an additional language, achieve higher grades in languages than in many of their other 
subjects.” 
 “I think we should tell people about the depth of study at A-level now; students can express really deep thought in 
the Target Language.” 
 “We are a boys comp in Harrow where languages are an option - what a barrier!! And we teach mixed ability 
groups! BUT we have 66% uptake at KS4 and 94.4% A*-C French GCSE and 85% in German. Every year at the end of 
the Oct half term we have Language day and we are supported by staff on a minimal budget. 
Even locally we have fantastic projects: the PMFL programme, the Y13 residential in Paris hearing testimony of 
Jewish children hidden in the war, the film Summer School, the German NVQ Work Experience in Austria.”  
“We should be proud of: 
• progress in putting the learning in the hands of the children by developing independence in KS3  
• getting them to talk about what they want to talk about 
• languages teachers working across the curriculum  
• exchanges and language visits abroad: students develop as people and extend their range of skills while learning to 
adapt to and appreciate another range of cultural values. Some maintain their friendships over a period of years; last 
summer a number of post GCSE travelled back to Spain independently to stay with their Spanish Exchange friends 
without any help from their teachers.” 
“We should be proud of recent success in effective sharing of good practice.” 
 
...On the status of Languages: 
 
Teachers expressed concern about the impact of making languages at key stage 4 optional,  
“The removal of statutory status at KS4 has given the wrong message to pupils and parents, reducing its status as an 
academic and necessary subject - ironic with the increasingly global workplace.” 
 
and about comparisons to other subjects.   
“With regard to 'usefulness', how much maths do you need to read a timetable or add up the items on your shopping 
bill? Surely not GCSE maths. And how much do you need to know about the works of Shakespeare to write a letter of 
application? So why the question about a Language?” 
 
Language skills were variously referred to as ‘key skills’, ‘functional skills’ and ‘basic requirements’;  
“Languages and language skills need to be valued as a key functional skill in this country. We may feel we are almost 
fighting a losing battle. However, if we give in we are disenfranchising and disempowering our young people in what 
is an increasingly global and mobile workforce.” 
“What is the definition of ‘basics’? How come knowing how to use a Language is not a Basic requirement in this day 
and age?” 
Looking at "Englishes" might be a good starting point both to make the kids aware of the fragmentation of "English" 
and to gradually bridge the gap between the English they understand and an 'alien' foreign language. One (very able) 
pupil has asked me "Miss, do Americans speak English?" 
 
which are key to social cohesion, and learning about communication and intercultural skills.  
“Social Cohesion – Language learning has lots to offer Cameron's Big Society.” 
 “It's about serious learning; a language may be a rigorous subject but it’s also serious from the point of view of 
Communication and Intercultural skills.” 
“English children can often be comparatively ignorant of other cultures and ways of life.”  
 
Contributors also emphasised the importance of ‘employability’.  
“Students don’t need to have a high level of language but “holiday” language and a good knowledge of other 
countries and cultures would make students broader minded and more employable.”  
“British students are not competitive on a global job market. The governor of the Bank of England recently said that 
the only way to get this country out of recession was to boost our exports.” 
“British school children should be as empowered foreign-language-wise as pupils on the continent.” 



 
A number of solutions were proposed, including a change of university entry requirements, making a language worth 
two GCSEs, and trying to improve the credibility of languages in the jobs market.  
“Can universities be encouraged to emphasize the importance of a decent level of language as part of a rounded 
education?” 
“If languages were worth two GCSEs, it would attract many more pupils and would reflect the rigour / difficulty of the 
subject.” 
“Hammer home the facts about language qualifications and employment, so that people realise that language 
qualifications are valid not only for jobs in teaching and interpreting/ translation, but give additional credibility to 
applicants for a wide variety of good jobs.” 
 
...On Languages in the media: 
 
There was a broad consensus amongst contributors that languages are portrayed negatively in the media.  
First of all, a bias towards negative assumptions: 
 
#1: That the British are bad at languages 
“Why do we see constant reports that we are not good at languages “as a nation”? It is transparently false and yet 
the Press seems quite complacent about it!” 
“I think children’s television is a key area – there are occasionally presenters who are seen to have language skills, 
there are others who think it’s OK to make a joke of their lack of competence. (Too many teachers do this too!!)”  
“People behave with regard to languages as they do with Maths - almost proud to say that they 'can't do them' - 
what is there to celebrate there?!” 
 
#2: That languages are difficult 
“As to language teaching "putting people off" is the issue to do with concentration? Do languages need more 
concentration as compared to the perceived easier bite sized morsels available in other subjects? Is that why a 
language is ‘rigorous’?” 
 
#3: That language teaching in schools is the same as it was when the journalists were at school 
“Where do people get the idea that language teaching is generally poor? This is not the message which comes from 
Ofsted, yet it seems to be constantly repeated, one of those things everyone thinks must be true because it’s so often 
said.” 
 “Why do we still read clichés about how languages are taught in secondary schools these days which are frankly, 
quite out-of-date?” 
 
Secondly, that the positive messages don’t seem to be getting through: 
 
#1: That languages are worth while 
“The notion of challenge in learning everything that goes with a language is worthwhile in itself; journalists should 
experience this!” 
“Wouldn’t it be great if the papers suddenly started affirming the value of languages (interviews with media 
personalities talking about why languages are important to them) and the importance of understanding other 
cultures?” 
 
#2: That there is inspirational teaching going on around the country 
“The media / public / decision-makers should see what goes on at the annual Primary Languages Show and Language 
World. The teaching is fantastic and really inspirational.” 
 
#3: That language skills make you employable 
“To challenge the British mindset I'd like to see some hard facts and figures, e.g. statistics that prove that businesses 
whose employees speak foreign languages make higher profits.” 
“Propose a comparison with the experience of children in Europe who receive more hours of language teaching each 
week; they might see that we are narrowing the horizons of our children by reducing their language learning 
opportunities.” 
“We should keep open employment chances on the continent. Germany, for example, cannot fill all its apprenticeship 
positions because German teenagers are not taking up everything on offer.” 



“The European Commission, for example, is currently struggling to recruit high-level linguists to work in Brussels as 
translators.” 
 
#4: That there are lots of other reasons to learn a language 
“Can we exploit research linking language experience and ‘intelligence’/ brain development?” 
 
...On influencing people: 
 
Contributors to the consultation felt that it was important to reach: 
 
Parents: with newsletters, extra activities, etc. to remind them that languages are important and fun 
“How do we get to the parents? (Maybe newsletters home from departments, quizzes for children to use on  
Mums, Dads, carers, wider family, a monthly language class for parents?)” 
“Involve parents in language lessons and school-based activities.”  
“If I had a pound for every parent who rues the fact that they did not study languages seriously enough...” 
“Some parents seem not to be aware of the sweeping changes that have occurred in the teaching of languages since 
they went to school, and their bad memories (or stereotypes) are passed on to their children before they reach the 
classroom.” 
 
The Public: through clear statements and positive messages about language learning 
“Languages give you more money, more power and more friends!!” 
“I feel there is also a lot to be done to educate the public so that they do not feel that teaching a child another 
language from a young age might “confuse” them or “hold them back”.”  
“Somehow the data and research collected here www.llas.ac.uk should be made available to them… and explained 
to them.” 
 
Members of Parliament: by inviting them into schools, and getting students and parents to contact them 
“We should send students to meet MPs!” 
“I would send MPs abroad with a study visit or invite them into school, to show them good practice.” 
“Ask parents sympathetic to language learning to contact their MP and local councillor and demand better language 
provision, in Britain's national interest.” 
 
School Governors: these are important allies to have to influence school policy 
“As well as informing MPs and MEPs, the target audience for awareness-raising should include head-teachers, 
parents, governors, trade unions and local media.” 
 “School governors are a particularly important group for teachers and schools and have a lot of influence: very good 
allies to have.” 
“Language Teachers should be school governors wherever possible!” 

Head teachers: due to their influence on decision making in schools 
“Decentralisation has now reached an extent where head teachers have almost unlimited power for decision making 
– making national education policy unenforceable and therefore irrelevant.” 
 
...On inclusion: 
 
There was also deep concern about the inequality of access to language teaching,  
“It’s negative that languages are increasingly becoming a middle class subject for middle class children; there are 
many languages in our shared culture.” 
“We must confront the very unequal access pupils have to studying a language in secondary schools.” 
“There is a “for middle class only” tag which is entirely inappropriate.” 
“While the English Bac strategy will probably increase numbers of able (i.e. those likely to achieve A-C) students (and 
there is a need for that) it will not make any difference to encouraging less able up-take. This is why it is not enough.” 
 “Some children with SEN do perfectly well in speaking or listening and even reading tasks,but they are disapplied 
either because teachers aren’t trained in appropriate methodology, or maybe want to get rid of them, or because 
their parents are overprotective and say "He struggles with English, so he doesn't understand what French is all about 
anyway." So, they struggle with language and therefore should be deprived of an opportunity to practise 
communicating with others?” 

http://www.llas.ac.uk/


“We need to develop a national culture where languages are seen as a key skill and it is expected that a well-
educated person should speak at least one foreign language and probably two, like their peers in the rest of Europe. 
This is one of the areas where there are the greatest inequalities of both opportunity and aspiration between private 
and state schools and between richer and poorer families, and if the government is serious about reducing these 
inequalities, the place of languages in the curriculum must be tackled.” 
 
Despite language teaching itself being a great ‘leveller’. 
“In language lessons, everyone is equal, no matter what your mother tongue may be, and pupils whose first language 
isn't English can, and do, really shine in a language lesson.” 
“Children of all abilities can succeed if taught appropriately.”  
 
...On support: 
 
However, there was widespread acknowledgement of the cross sector (and mostly voluntary) support structure 
provided by organisations such as the Association for Language Learning, and the huge value of that structure.  
“We must sustain cross-sector (primary, secondary, ITE and university) teacher to teacher development and training 
within a regional support structure.” 
“Language teachers are a particularly committed set of professionals, e.g. the work of ALL volunteers and attendance 
at ALL events; I do not know of another subject community with such a strong networking presence.” 
“We as a body of professionals need to get together and say what we believe are the most effective pedagogical 
approaches to language learning, reflect on and change our own practice and then tell the exam boards what and 
how they should be assessing. We are the people we have been waiting for.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 


