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Argument and counter-argument

Below is a quotation from the CEM report which raises some of the issues which are often raised in the continuing debate about standards, grades and difficulty.  This debate often erupts in August when the exam results are published. A rise in the percentage of students getting grade A or grade A*-C etc is interpreted as evidence either of a rise in standards or of “dumbing down”.  Confusion between norm-referencing and criterion-referencing will always lead to unresolvable argument.  Language itself is full of interpretation and connotation, and we need to be sensitive to these.  Equally one person's “standards” are another’s “pedantry”.

We do need to be cautious in interpreting these differences as straightforward differences in difficulty. They reflect the differences in the grades achieved by the students who take that subject and their grades in other subjects. There could be a number of reasons other than differences in difficulty to explain the phenomenon. 

For example, if the only students who enter a particular subject are especially motivated in that subject, then the fact that they do well does not necessarily indicate that it was easier. This might be the case in Drama or vocational subjects, for example. 

At the other end of the scale, some subjects may be often not be allocated the same timetable time as others, and hence students may tend to do less well in these subjects than in their others. The GCSE examination itself may be no harder in that subject, but overall students tend to be less well prepared for it. Latin and statistics might be examples of such ‘under-timetabled’ subjects. 

It is also possible that other general factors, such as the quality of teaching, or overall levels of students’ interest, motivation and effort, could vary systematically in different subjects. 

Robert Coe, the report’s author said in a  TES interview that it was unlikely that these factors [better teaching, motivation, time allocation] explained all of the differences. 

It is worth considering some of the issues through example and counter-example, or analysis over time. Also, in each case where it being argued that a particular reason is why language grades are more “severely graded”, it is worth enquiring whether there is any quantitative analysis which leads to a particular subject being more systematically “severely graded” as a result.  Inevitably, there is none!  The interpretations in the following paragraphs are more subjective and personal, but there is an underlying analysis.

Time: It is argued that languages get less time than XXX (any of  i) English, Maths / other subjects + issue of time at KS3  ii) what the QCA assumed  iii)what they get in other countries)

Counter-arguments: subjects such as BS get no time at KS3; virtually all subjects get the same time at KS4,  German / Spanish is more often than not a second language / starts later / gets less time and yet the gradings for those subjects are virtually identical to French.  The disparity re grading goes back to before QCA / what evidence was used to match time to criteria.  In other countries, time for non-English languages is often similar across the ability range to ours, and non-English teachers in other countries despair about the lack of interest in their subject.

Aptitude: It is argued that you need a particular aptitude to succeed at languages.  This would make it similar to music, art and drama, but significantly, those subjects actually appear on the other side of the “difficulty” spectrum to languages.  Also, studies such as CEM showed the lower correlation between subjects such as music & art and the “mainstream” (which endorses the “aptitude” argument) but MFL shows a good fit (same as History).  This effectively undermines the aptitude argument as a reason for “severe grading” for MFL.

Motivation / being an “option” It is argued that if pupils are choosing a subject then they will do so because they wish to study that subject / will be better at it.  This is where the situation with MFL in the last 4 years offers rich pickings for analysis, as the subject has moved from being “nearly compulsory” to “often optional”.  Often it is a local decision as to how optional MFL has become and the timescale involved.  Appendix 1 offers a simple analysis to show that the exam boards have not acted consistently in what is a very difficult time to make judgements on standards,  It is not surprising that complaints about fluctuations and inconsistencies in gradings have exploded as a result.  The very fact that some exam boards are making some adjustments in some languages undermines the argument whichever way round it is being put!
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