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New survey sets demanding agenda for languages in primary and secondary 
schools 

 

CfBT Education Trust today published the results of national surveys of primary 
and secondary schools, revealing the multiple challenges for languages within the 
new English National Curriculum.  

 

The ‘Language Trends’ report shows that while foreign language teaching is 
already a reality in most primary schools, there is a very wide spectrum of practice 
and a lack of consistency in both approach and outcomes. Teachers need further 
training and support as the subject becomes statutory in September 2014, 
particularly in those schools where provision is currently least developed.  

 

The report reveals a disconnect between the primary and secondary systems 
which means that the vast majority of pupils do not experience continuity and 
progression as they move from Key Stage 2 to Key Stage 3. Secondary schools 
cannot cope with the diversity of pupils’ language learning experiences in Key 
Stage 2, and it is not on their agendas to do so.  

 

The survey confirms the impact on languages of the introduction of the English 
Baccalaureate as a performance measure: many schools are now making 
languages compulsory up to GCSE for some pupils, or strongly encouraging them 
to opt for language subjects. However, schools are not planning any further 
measures to increase take up and while the EBacc may be starting to ‘close the 
gap’ for bright pupils in more disadvantaged schools, less academic pupils are 
often discouraged from taking language subjects.  

 

Teachers of languages in both independent and state schools would welcome 
reforms to GCSE and A level examinations which would encourage steady 
progression in the acquisition of language skills and improve pupil motivation. 
They would like to see wider recognition of the value of language learning as an 
essential tool for success in the modern workplace.  
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Tony McAleavy, Director of Education at CfBT, said:  

‘A recent international study showed that English pupils were significantly behind 
their international peers in terms of foreign language learning. If we are to turn this 
situation around, we must capture the opportunity provided by the introduction of 
foreign languages into the primary curriculum, linked to the aspiration for improved 
standards in the reformed GCSE and A levels’. 

 

Linda Parker, Director of the Association for Language Learning, said:  

‘Pupils are being disadvantaged by systems which are not putting the need for a 
continuous, positive and motivating language learning experience at the heart of 
planning. The introduction of the new National Curriculum provides an excellent 
opportunity for families of schools to look again at their arrangements for 
languages and work together so that more pupils can take a useful level of foreign 
language with them into their future careers.’ 

 

Nick Mair, speaking on behalf of the Independent Schools’ Modern Language 
Association, said: 

‘Teachers in both the independent and state sectors are desperate to see their 
subject being given greater consideration by school management in the planning 
of timetables, and to have the freedom to impart a true love of languages to their 
pupils, instead of a relentless focus on exam syllabuses and grading systems 
which are flawed. Only then will we start to reap the benefits of improved language 
skills for our economy and society as a whole.’ 

 

Ends 

 

 

Notes for Editors: 
 

1. CfBT Education Trust is a leading education consultancy and service organisation. 
Our object is to provide education for public benefit both in the UK and internationally. 
Established 40 years ago CfBT Education Trust now has an annual turnover 
exceeding £100 million and employs more than 2,000 staff worldwide who support 
educational reform, teach, advise, research and train.  As a not-for-profit organisation 
we commit around £1million of our surpluses every year for practice-based 
educational research. Visit www.cfbt.com for more information. 

 
2. ‘Language learning in primary and secondary schools in England. Findings from the 

2012 Language Trends survey’ is based on responses from 719 primary schools and 
507 secondary schools collected during the period September to December 2012. 
The survey was carried out by CfBT Education Trust in partnership with the 
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Association for Language Learning (ALL) and the Independent Schools’ Modern 
Languages Association (ISMLA) and is the 11th annual survey in the series.  However, 
2012 was the first time primary schools had been included. The full survey can be 
downloaded from: http://www.cfbt.com/evidenceforeducation/home_page.aspx  

 

3. The Secretary of State for Education has asked Ofqual to make significant changes to 
the structure of GCSE and AL examinations, including an increase in standards, 
minimal internal assessment, and the move to linear exams assessed at the end of 
the course.  

M Gove, ‘Ofqual Policy Steer Letter: Reforming Key Stage 4 Qualifications’ 
(Department for Education) 
http://www.education.gov.uk/schools/teachingandlearning/qualifications/gcse/a002213
66/gcse-reform  

M Gove, ‘Reform of GCE A Levels. Letter to Ofqual’ (Department for Education, 2013) 
http://www.education.gov.uk/schools/teachingandlearning/qualifications/alevel/a00220
415/changes-a-levels  

 

4. The First European Survey of Language Competences, published in June 2012, 
showed that only 9% of English pupils surveyed at age 15 were competent in their first 
foreign language beyond a basic level, compared to 42% of their peers across all 
European countries taking part. European Commission, First European Survey on 
Language Competences. Final Report, 2012. 
http://ec.europa.eu/languages/eslc/index.htmlEnds 

 

For more information contact: 
  

Eva Oliver 
Communications Officer (Languages Education Team) 
60 Queens Road 
Reading 
Berkshire 
RG1 4BS 
0118 902 1676 
eoliver@cfbt.com 
 

 
Teresa Tinsley 
Alcantara Communications 
0781 8028021 
teresa@alcantaracoms.com 
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Key findings 

Primary 

• A high proportion of primary schools (97%) say they are offering language 
teaching within class time, and 84% say they are teaching languages to all year 
groups across Key Stage 2. However, there are huge variations in the approach 
and the extent of teaching that this involves.  Some schools concentrate solely on 
oral skills and do not attempt to teach the written language. However, the vast 
majority say they are teaching at least 30 minutes per week. 

• Whilst some schools have well-established programmes others are still in the 
early stages of developing provision. In some schools language teaching is closely 
integrated with learning in other curriculum areas, in others it is completely 
dependent on external providers.  

• In 65% of responding schools, there is at least one member of staff with an A 
level or degree in the language being taught. However, up to 8.5% of schools 
have no staff with any foreign language competence, and up to 23% have no staff 
with foreign language competence beyond GCSE level.  

• Schools are consolidating their offer around French and, to a lesser extent 
Spanish. Compared to previous NFER surveys other languages, for example 
German and Italian, are offered by smaller proportion of schools than in 2006-08. 

• Only 40% of primary schools have contacts with their local secondary school on 
language issues. However, the minority of schools which do have very close 
contacts are sometimes dependent on these secondary schools for the provision 
of teaching.  

• More than half of schools say they are reasonably confident in what they already 
do, but at the same time they identify improving the confidence and competence 
of their staff as a key priority. They are less confident in the more 
technical/specialist/rigorous aspects of language learning.  

• More than a quarter of schools are not confident in providing language teaching 
in Key Stage 2, and 15% do not feel provision is sustainable in their school. A 
number of schools do not believe that teaching a foreign language is a priority and 
fear that doing so may conflict with the need to improve literacy and 
communication skills in English. 

• There is a clear explicit and implicit need for further support, training and 
guidance in relation to the implementation of compulsory status for foreign 
languages within the primary curriculum from September 2014.  
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Secondary 

 Key Stage 3 

• Secondary schools’ systems for organising the Year 7 curriculum are complex 
and not flexible enough to cope with the diverse range of language learning 
experiences presented by children arriving from primary school. There is a 
perceived lack of consistency and progress in Key Stage 2 languages, leading 
many secondary teachers to dismiss what has been learned. 

• Although some secondary schools have successful, well-established 
relationships with their primary feeder schools, providing continuity with primary 
language teaching is not on the agenda for many secondary schools. 

• Around one in 5 schools (both state and independent) had the time allocation 
for language teaching reduced in Key Stage 3. Timetable organisation and pupil 
groupings within the school are frequently decided in ways which respondents 
believe are not conducive to successful language teaching.  

• Key Stage 3 has been shortened to 2 years in around a quarter of state 
secondary schools, meaning that pupils who do not go on to take languages at 
GCSE receive only 2 years’ teaching and have very little incentive for learning. 
Some schools have introduced different types of accreditation in order to address 
this.  One in 5 state schools ‘disapply’ lower ability pupils from having to study a 
language at all.  

 

Key Stage 4 

• An increasing number of schools where languages are optional report that the 
number of students taking languages at Key Stage 4 has risen in the last few 
years. 

• The increases identified in Year 10 uptake in 2011 as a result of the EBacc have 
been sustained but are not producing a continuing upward trend.  Schools made 
changes in 2011 but have taken no further measures to improve take-up of 
languages. 

• Many schools have made languages compulsory for their ‘top’ pupils; however 
there are indications that there is a corresponding reduction in numbers taking 
less academic language courses.  

• There is widespread dissatisfaction in both state and independent sectors with 
the current GCSE and especially with the controlled assessment regime, which is 
seen as demotivating for pupils and as detrimental to developing the competences 
necessary to take languages into the sixth form.  

• The evidence in this survey indicates that teachers would welcome a return to 
externally assessed final exams. 
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Post 16 

• Although overall numbers taking languages post 16 in the state sector remain 
fairly stable, both French and German continue to decline and French in particular 
this year, as opposed to German in previous years. In the independent sector, 
which provides a large proportion of entries for A level languages, there is 
evidence of overall decline.   

• However, independent schools still tend to have larger numbers opting to take 
languages in the sixth form and better continuation rates from AS to A2. There is 
also clear evidence of the introduction of a wider range of languages, albeit not 
necessarily to A level standard. Independent schools are less likely to regard 
continuation rates in languages as worse than in other subjects.  

• There is perceived to be a widening gap between GCSE and AS, which is 
discouraging take-up by all except committed linguists. Those respondents who 
commented expressed support for  a terminal examination at the end of Year 13 
for these students. 

• However, there is still a need for a practical intermediary qualification for those 
taking a language as a complementary subject.  

• Only a small number of schools have so far responded to the Russell group’s 
advice on ‘facilitating subjects’, and although a proportion say they will do so in 
future, it is not clear whether this will be at the level of school management or 
simply by language departments hoping to promote take-up. 

 


