LANGUAGES IN KEY STAGE 4

10 QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS FOR SCHOOL LEADERS.

On January 25 Schools Minister Jacqui Smith sent a letter to all school setting out the Government’s expectations for language learning post 14.   This briefing pack has been produced to support schools in making a reality of the new languages entitlement.   It offers more detailed explanation of the main elements of the Minister’s letter as well as guidance on the implications for the curriculum, for assessment and teacher support. 

1
What is the languages entitlement in Key Stage 4?

A definition of Post 14 languages entitlement is quoted in the appendix to Jacqui Smith’s letter to schools in January 2006 –

Schools must provide the opportunity for all students at Key Stage 4 to take a minimum of one course in a language that leads to a qualification approved under Section 96 of the Learning and Skills Act 2000.  Schools must provide access to at least one such course in an official working language of the European Union (EU), but may in addition offer courses in any other language that leads to an approved qualification.

This new entitlement was introduced in September 2004 along with entitlements for Arts, Humanities and Design Technology.  It was introduced in order to free up the Key Stage 4 curriculum and to allow schools to develop a more personalised and flexible programme for pupils.  It was always the intention that this entitlement would enrich the learning experience of young people, giving them access to a wider range of options and enabling schools to develop different ways of interpreting the broad and balanced curriculum, including some more vocational approaches.   It was never intended to restrict choice or limit possibilities. 

2 What are the expectations now?

In one sense they have not changed.   Schools are expected to provide the best possible opportunities for all pupils and this includes the opportunity to pursue their language interests, to become more proficient communicators and to develop the intercultural understanding which language learning uniquely provides.   That is why the Government’s National Language Strategy describes language competence as “an essential part of being a citizen”.

What has changed is the requirement for schools to be explicit about what this entitlement means.   From September 2006 Ministers want you to decide on a benchmark, or minimum expectation, for the proportion of Key Stage 4 pupils studying towards a recognised language qualification at 16.  This should be in the range of 50%-90% of all pupils.  You will also be expected to evaluate the school's progress towards the benchmark and incorporate the evidence in your overall school self-evaluation, and to inform parents about your school’s language entitlement policy through the School Profile.   It is worth remembering that this benchmark is for all recognised courses, not only GCSE, a point which is discussed in more detail below (section 7)   

3 Why has this changed?

The response to the new entitlement for languages was very mixed, and this suggested that schools were unclear on how to interpret it.  From the evidence collected by OFSTED, and by other national and local organisations, it appears that there has been a measurable overall decline in take-up of languages post 14.  Of even greater concern has been the fact that this decline has been uneven.  Some schools have maintained a real languages entitlement for all pupils; others have seen a relatively small reduction in numbers; while a significant minority of schools have experienced a major drop in provision.   It cannot be right that young people’s access to languages should vary so much depending on which school they attend and on its geographical location. Nor can it be good for the country given the importance of languages and intercultural understanding in today’s world. 

What is now planned is more coherent and consistent national provision, which still gives Head Teachers and Governors the central leadership role in determining the balance of the curriculum in their schools.  The new benchmarking provision is intended to underline the importance attached to language study and to provide a clear framework within which the curriculum can be developed.   It will be further strengthened by a range of advice, innovation and support for teachers.  This is outlined in more detail in Sections 6-12 and in the other material contained in this pack.     

4 How do we set the benchmark?

Schools are being asked to decide their own benchmark within the range of 50-90%  This does not of course prevent you from having a school policy for ALL pupils to study a language (as is currently the case in some 25% of schools nationally). The point about the benchmark is that this is a minimum expectation and that it is an expectation about the proportion of pupils studying towards a recognised qualification.

This new framework should not be taken to mean that 50% is acceptable for all schools. Many, if not the majority, will want to set a higher proportion. There are a number of factors that you might take into account when deciding what is right for your school and your pupils.  Obvious ones are past and current performance in languages; you might also consider educational achievement more widely, the ethos of your school and the overall priorities of the curriculum for your pupils. 

Many schools already recognise the importance of the languages already spoken by their pupils and provide opportunities for them to sit appropriate qualifications.  Discussion of the benchmark should include this kind of provision and may well encourage more cooperation with supplementary schools. 

The benchmark could also provide the basis for some discussion with your languages department about their contribution to the curriculum as a whole, bearing in mind that the new Ministerial announcement does not assume that pupils will only be studying for a traditional GCSE.  It is intended that more detailed guidance on setting benchmarks will be available shortly.

5 How can we engage more learners?

Many young people enjoy learning languages and need only the right kind of information about options and future possibilities.   We also know that some   teenagers say that they are turned off by languages – either because they find language learning hard or because they can not see the point.    Part of the answer must therefore lie in making the language offer itself more engaging – which is one of the main objectives of the National Languages Strategy.  Some of the possibilities for doing this are discussed in the sections below.

Schools and teachers also need to explain to young people why languages are important – for their future lives and careers.  Some of the material in this pack should help in that respect, as should the “Languages Work” materials which CILT has produced, funded by the DfES.  What the recent OFSTED report on languages in KS4 tells us is that the ethos of the school can be a critical factor for young people in making their choices for the future. When a clear message is given about the importance and relevance of languages, young people will listen.   As one boy interviewed by OFSTED said “You don’t realise at the time how useful they’ll be”.

Messages from outside the school community are also very important.  When local employers or former students now in work or at university “speak up” for languages for example at careers evenings this can have enormous impact.  Contacts with local universities – and with their students through mentoring schemes – can also help.  

6 Will the curriculum content have to change?

This is not the time to speculate about possible changes to the statutory curriculum resulting from current reviews, although QCA does stress that these are intended to reduce prescription and minimise disruption. None of the core or foundation subjects will be removed.

However, it is widely claimed that one of the reasons that some young people do not continue with languages study at 14 is because they do not find the existing curricular content engaging enough.     Increasingly there will also be a new cohort of learners arriving in secondary schools – those who have been learning languages (for up to four years) in their primary schools.  By 2010 this should be the case for practically all Year 7 entrants.

Both of these factors suggest that the content of the languages curriculum and the ways of delivering it need rethinking.

For some time schools have sought to motivate pupils through joint working on curriculum activities with pupils from a partner school or through language immersion courses overseas. The involvement of a foreign language assistant has also been a way of making language learning come alive and of raising its profile in the school.  The British Council has programmes which help in these areas.

Increasingly many schools are “fast tracking” to GCSE in Key Stage 3.  We think that as many as 15% of schools may be doing this currently.   Schools are also linking languages to other parts of the curriculum – Geography, Citizenship, and Sport for example.   This approach is also very common in Primary Schools and a recent pilot project suggests that it can be an extremely positive experience for learners.   Another recent development has been the introduction of new languages into the secondary curriculum - Chinese, Japanese and Arabic among others.  Many pupils find this both challenging and engaging.    .

 
Such changes at Key Stage 3 are providing a basis for a much more personalised Key Stage 4 languages offer.  Many young people will want to continue along the more traditional GCSE (and increasingly AS) route.  But there are also many other possibilities which have been trialed and developed by schools, for example more vocational language courses, or languages linked to the broader curriculum.  For some pupils a short intensive course in one or more languages might be appropriate.    The important thing to remember is that any course leading to a recognised qualification (not only GCSE) may be included in the benchmark figure.

CILT, The National Centre for Languages, is coordinating a national programme through its regional Comenius Centres to help develop new curricular models for Key Stage 4.   There are more examples of this at:

http://www.cilt.org.uk/14-19/networks.htm]
7 Will there be new qualifications? 

This reshaping of the curriculum will be supported by the development of new qualifications.

There are two new pilot qualifications accredited into the National Qualifications Framework (NQF):

The DfES has developed the Languages Ladder – a set of competence statements describing progression in language learning, mapped to the national curriculum levels, performance at GCSE/AS/A Level and also the Common European Framework for languages. The Languages Ladder scheme is made up of 6 stages corresponding to the NQF levels and so far has associated qualifications available through Asset Languages at the Breakthrough (Entry level), Preliminary (Level 1) and Intermediate (Level 2) stages  in 8 languages (Chinese, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Panjabi, Spanish and Urdu) with additional stages and languages in development.

These qualifications are for the individual skills of Listening, Speaking, Reading & Writing so a student can take them simultaneously (as with a GCSE) or take them over time at an appropriate level.

GCSE in Applied French offered by Edexcel and the Asset Languages suite offered through OCR. Both these attract achievement and attainment points and contribute to the A*-C (Level 2) or A*-G (Level 1) threshold.

There is also a range of other existing qualifications available for languages – details can be found through the Openquals website (www.openquals.org.uk) or the Modern foreign languages section of the QCA website (www.qca.org.uk/mfl)

8  What about CPD for teachers?  

We believe that this is a critical issue.   Language teaching is always a challenging task and teachers need ongoing support if they are to adapt to new circumstances and develop new ideas.      

Decisions about CPD and other support will of course be made by schools. In addition to local support from Local Authorities and Specialist Language Colleges for example, there is considerable national provision.   CILT, The National Centre for Languages, offers an annual national and regional programme of CPD for language teachers, and the regional Comenius Centres (language resource and training centres) can provide more local support.    The Specialist Schools and Academies Trust also supports secondary language teachers in the regions and with its Leading Teachers programme.   Through the British Council schools can access European funding and other programmes for courses and links abroad.  There is also an active subject association – the Association for Language Learning. 

In addition to all of this, as part of the National Languages Strategy the DfES will also be working the Secondary Strategy, to make available some free at source training for secondary teachers during 2006-8.

Details of this and other sources of support are included in this pack.  

9 How can we best organise the curriculum? 

The organisation of the curriculum is also a matter for schools.   However there are certain implications which follow from the new arrangements.  Over the next few years, as primary languages become established and changes take place within the secondary languages offer we expect that there will be a need to rethink many aspects of the current curricular organisation.  

Already Year 10 option systems should allow pupils a real opportunity to continue with languages (as with other “entitlement” subjects).   QCA has published advice and suggested possible models to make this work (in “Modern Foreign languages in the key stage 4 curriculum” – see below for ordering information

Some schools are also looking at new ways to make a reality of the personalised post 14 curriculum.  This might involve collaboration (common options across schools) or provision for shorter intensive courses and self study.   Some examples of this are included in the information pack.

10 Where can we get more support and advice?

Languages is an extremely well supported area of the curriculum.  Firstly there is the National Languages Strategy, through which the DfES offers focused support for languages in schools and in which National Agencies such as QCA, OFSTED and the TDA (Training and Development Agency) are also engaged.    One of the priorities of the Strategy is support for Key Stage 4 and we are working with the national agencies as well as with key partners including: 

CILT, The National Centre for languages and its network of Comenius Centres

The Specialist Schools and Academies Trust

The British Council

The Association for Language Learning (ALL)

The Cultural Agencies, in particular of China, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Portugal, and  Spain. 

The development of a relevant and flexible languages curriculum in Key Stage 4 is a critical part of the National Languages Strategy.  It should enable pupils to build on their experience of languages in Key Stage 3, and increasingly Key Stage 2.  Our aim is a coherent language learning experience for all from age 7 to age 16 - which is embedded in the whole curriculum and learning experience.  This new framework together with the wide range of advice and support for language teachers is intended to help this to happen 
