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ALL Briefing No. 11    Date : July 2019 
 
Theme: Language Trends 2019 
 
Background:  
The annual Language Trends survey reviews developments and changes in the field of 
Language teaching and learning in England. 
The 2019 Language Trends survey was published by British Council in July 2019 
https://www.britishcouncil.org/research-policy-insight/research-reports/language-trends-2019 
 
Some key messages 
Inequalities in access to language learning start in primary school and continue throughout the 
secondary phase. 
These are associated with  

a)  Socio-economic factors and  
b) Academic attainment 
 

Recommendations are made to avoid widening the gap 

• Training and specialist expertise in primary schools 

• Increased curriculum time and take up at KS3 

• Addressing concerns about the exam regime 

• Extra-curricular opportunities for learners 
 

Quotations from individual teachers are included in the report (and some are quoted here for 
illustration.) 
 
In response to publication of the Language Trends report OFSTED’s National Director, 
Education, Sean Harford, responded by letter in the Guardian: 
 
“As the country’s inspectorate, we at OFSTED expect schools to give all children the 
opportunity to study a broad range of subjects, including MFL, so that they gain the knowledge 
and skills that will broaden their horizons and set them up for later life. Our new inspection 
framework will make sure schools focus on doing just that – regardless of pupils’ background 
and circumstances.’ 
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/jul/04/foreign-language-learning-more-vital-than-
ever-in-post-brexit-world  
 
Selected summary points: Primary sector 
Pupils at a third of responding primary schools which allocate a set time for languages each 

https://www.britishcouncil.org/research-policy-insight/research-reports/language-trends-2019
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/jul/04/foreign-language-learning-more-vital-than-ever-in-post-brexit-world
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/jul/04/foreign-language-learning-more-vital-than-ever-in-post-brexit-world


week are not receiving that time, and language teaching may consequently be ad hoc and 
minimal, making it difficult for teachers and learners to achieve the expected outcomes by the 
end of Year 6. Languages are often seen as lower priority than other subjects and may be 
pushed out of the timetable, for example during SATs in Year 6. 
 
Schools with higher attainment and lower levels of Free School Meals and Pupil Premium are 
more likely to employ specialist language teachers. Conversely, schools with higher levels of 
FSM and Pupil Premium are less likely to allocate set curriculum time for languages in Years 5 
and 6. 
 
“It (French) is important. But as a balance with every other subject, it is one that relies on a higher degree of 

professional knowledge and ability and thus can fall off the curriculum when there is a lack of either” 
 
“We are very fortunate to have an effective set-up for Key Stage 2 languages. The children receive rich cross-
curricular language learning delivered by a Key Stage 2 - trained language specialist, every week. 
We also have a successful twinning with a school in Normandy and visit this school regularly. We also host 45 
French pupils in our school” 
 
 

Transition from Primary to Secondary schools 
67% of the responding Secondary schools involved reported that they are not provided with 
data on Year 7 pupils’ prior attainment in languages, and only 6% said they receive data on all 
or almost all of their pupils. Many Secondary schools continue to find the variety of language 
experience that Year 6 pupils have difficult to cope with.  
 
» Huge variation from primary feeder schools. If anything, it has got worse over the last few years” 
 
“More emphasis on grammar in primary school is really helping them access languages quicker at secondary 
school” 
 
 

Secondary sector 
The most disadvantaged pupils continue to be far less likely than their peers to study 
languages at GCSE. Revisions to the exam syllabus in the past three years have had a 
disproportionate impact on lower attaining pupils, with 84 per cent of state schools (70 per cent 
of independent schools) saying these pupils are now less likely to take a language than three 
years ago. Those with special education needs or disabilities are also affected. 
 
» In years 7 and 8 lower ability sets do not study a language. Pupils opt out of languages at the end of year 8, 
meaning we have very low numbers at year 9 and above” 
 
 “New GCSE is too demanding for lower attaining pupils. They are dissuaded as it is too challenging 
- even at Foundation - and not seen as relevant for them. Even though we are a ‘boy-heavy’ school, boys are 
under-represented in MFL at GCSE as the nature of the reformed GCSE favours girls [state school respondent]” 

Teachers also expressed concern with the way exams are marked and graded. 
 
“I really like the new GCSE and A level specs but I think it is very difficult to get the higher grades in comparison 
to other subjects. I feel that we are really disadvantaged in the progress 8 measure” 
 
» Only 3 A Level choices. Seen as harder exam to achieve top grade - severe grading. General perception of 
students and parents as difficult and lots of hard work required [independent school respondent]” 



Brexit concerns  
Two in five teachers consulted say that Brexit interpretations pose a major challenge to 
providing high-quality language teaching. 25% of teachers at state secondary schools, and 
15% at independent schools, reported a negative impact on pupils’ motivation to learn 
languages in general as a result of media reporting around Brexit. Teachers also noted that 
some parents actively discourage their children from learning languages. 
 
» Some students see no use to languages (particularly PP students) as they have never been abroad and 
probably never will. Since the Brexit vote there has .. been a shift in attitudes” 
 
» Comments, obviously heard at home, such as “now we’ve left/are leaving the EU you won’t need this any 
more“. This contrasts to EAL pupils and pupils of mixed heritage whose parents do actively encourage MFL and 
often have had experience of learning English to enable their life-chances” 

 

 
Teacher supply issues 
The majority of secondary schools depend on EU citizens to help staff their language 
departments. As a result of declining language uptake in the UK in recent years, home-grown 
language teachers are in short supply and two thirds of schools consulted  employ one or more 
staff who are foreign nationals. Around one quarter of independent schools and one third of 
state schools report difficulties recruiting language staff. 
 
 
Valuing pupils’ home languages 
A large majority of state and independent secondary schools provide facilities for pupils who 
speak other languages at home to take public exams in these languages. Language learning is 
also seen as positive for EAL pupils, allowing them to learn on equal terms with the rest of the 
class. 
 
“We have a large group of EAL children whose English levels are poor and .. improving those will always be a 
priority in a school like ours ... However, the children all enjoy learning about the Spanish culture and language 
and it provides them with a good basis for secondary school” 
 
» Our choice to teach Polish as our MFL has been very positive in creating community links within 
the school and in the wider community. Our Polish speakers who make up 1/7th. of the school feel that their 
language is being valued and proud that their non-Polish speaking peers are learning their language” 
 

 
International experiences  
The report shows declining levels of international engagement in primary and secondary 
schools, with half of all primary schools offering pupils no international activity at all. The 
number of state secondary schools offering international experience has also decreased, with 
just one quarter of state schools offering pupil exchanges abroad, compared to 48 per cent of 
independent schools.  
 
“Prior to 2013 we were able to link with schools in France, to host students here and to visit them there. We 
simply cannot afford this sort of link any longer. -… We made the decision to stop international engagement in 
favour of other wider curricular work that was of greater benefit and more impactful” 
 
 



Points for reflection / action:  
 

What positive ways forward does your department / school identify in response to this report? 
 
What motivating international experience could your department / school plan (without 
necessarily travelling abroad) to enrich the learning of your students?  
 
Can your school take advantage of the new DfE scheme in England for encouraging 
international experience through funding for Pupil Premium pupils?  
https://www.britishcouncil.org/school-resources/exchanges   
 
ALL Members recognise that colleagues who have come to the UK as teachers of their own 
Language make a huge contribution to the work of our profession You may wish to seek 
recognition and support from your own school for such colleagues, in a period of uncertainty.  
 
 
Issues you may wish to discuss with your senior management team.  
 
In light of the reported ongoing problems with transition of information between Primary and 
Secondary schools, and the focus of the new OFSTED Framework on building on previous 
learning, can a case be made with Senior Leaders for time to make links and better 
communications? 
 
Given the focus of the new OFSTED Framework, what developments could be envisaged in 
relation to Languages?  
(An ALL Briefing on the OFSTED Framework is also available) 
 
 
 
 
This Briefing has been prepared by volunteers from the ALL Council and is for the benefit of 
ALL members.  
Opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily constitute the policy of the 
Association for Language Learning. 
 
This Briefing should not be copied or circulated without permission. 
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