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The Current Context

At a time of change for all subjects regarding the 14-19 agenda (which promotes increased flexibility, an emphasis on vocational education and a variety of assessment ‘pathways’ which could be followed in place of GCSE), secondary school languages teachers find themselves in a possibly unique situation of sudden and dramatic change in the 14-16 range with the suddenness of the drop in numbers taking languages, now that it is an entitlement rather than compulsory.

This inevitably focuses attention on the course and assessment followed by the vast majority of pupils -the GCSE -  and inevitably in response to any ‘crisis’ there are all sorts of comments and proposals. 

In addition to the sudden issues of this change from compulsory to ‘entitlement’, there are a series of on-going issues faced by language teachers: pupils question the purpose and perceive the subject as hard (‘why do I have to do a language?’ ‘they all speak English’ ‘it’s difficult’), parents and employers still judge the outcome by the ‘O’ level standard (‘why don’t they know their verbs?’, ‘why don’t they translate?’); managers make comparisons with performance in other subjects (‘why are their language grades lower than their other subjects?’).

Now is perhaps a good time to take stock of GCSEs, and ask the question ‘what does the GCSE represent?’ Throughout, it is perhaps important not to lose sight of the fact that GCSEs have a ‘currency’ which is recognised nationally and by all ‘stakeholders’, and to resist the temptation to implement ‘solutions’ to the ‘problems’ without carefully considering them.  There is a real danger of ‘throwing the baby out with the bath water’, of following ‘red herrings’ and of making knee-jerk reactions.

This article is a practitioner’s view of the situation from the perspective of a comprehensive schoolteacher of French.  As I am describing the situation I will be trying to identify issues that are particular to languages as opposed to issues which have affected all subjects.

The progress of GCSEs

The position of languages and the nature of the examination in the secondary school curriculum have fluctuated over the last twenty years.

1988 - 1996

Prior to 1988, schools could teach what they liked.  The National Curriculum was welcomed by most language teachers as a time when, alongside other subjects, languages were compulsory for 11-16 year olds. 

At around the same time, the General Certificate of Secondary Education exams brought a welcome replacement to the former system of O level/CSE divide which had meant that in practice pupils had to be prepared for the separate exams in separate classes from the age of 14 upwards and could not easily switch course or class.

The benefits of the new GCSE syllabus were many with respect both to the scheme of assessment (the aims, objectives, the way in which they were tested) and the subject content (themes grammar, vocabulary, communication and other skills).  Here are a few of the ‘plus’ points which I remember impressed me:

Purpose

· an overriding aim of the course was to provide content which would be of interest and relevance to the average 16 year-old

Subject Content: vocabulary, grammar, language strategies

· the syllabus content was prescribed – teachers could share the content with pupils, you no longer needed to be an ‘examiner’ in order to find out the secrets for success

· specifications gave detail about ‘language strategies’ which needed to be taught so that pupils could demonstrate the skills of ‘gist comprehension’ and ‘scanning’.  These skills were specifically tested and this could be done effectively through the medium of English

· there was an emphasis on the use of authentic resources, thereby encouraging interesting, current and relevant topics in class, and ‘authentic’ ways of exploiting them (e.g. devising genuine ‘information gap’ activities.

Scheme of assessment: 

· Use of English: pupils could understand clearly what was expected of them in the exam (instructions in English), and they were able to demonstrate what they knew, understood and could do in the language; although the examination is always going to be an ‘artificial’ situation, the tasks were made as realistic as possible. 

· Tiering: pupils could attempt all skills at all levels and would not be penalised for this (so there was no need to separate pupils into different classes at an early stage – no risks had to be taken or ‘safe choices’ made)

· Points System - the ‘points system’ (for each skill, conversion to 4 points for basic and 3 points for higher papers) meant that pupils were rewarded for the skills in which they performed well; they could obtain a GCSE grade G if they showed some ability in any one skill.

· Assessment Criteria: the assessment criteria were clear, and stressed the value of communication to a ‘sympathetic native speaker’ and the positive factors which pupils could demonstrate ... a welcome replacement for the comprehension written exercises where I remember we had to deduct half a point for  missing accent, one point for a spelling and two points for a verbal error. (When I marked an authentic business letter received by my father using this criteria, the native French writer scored a ‘C’grade.)

I can still picture clearly the middle set which I taught at this time, and the great pleasure I took in the interest they took in the lessons as they were faced with ‘real French’ (newspaper articles, teenage magazine articles, realia picked up from tourist offices and shops, current radio programmes) which often constituted real, interesting content, and more importantly, in the feeling of success they felt when they were able to answer in English questions posed in English, thereby demonstrating their ‘gist comprehension’ of authentic listening and reading materials.  Knowing that the criteria were positive and not punitive, I could confidently tell pupils to ‘have a go’ and that ‘communication’ was the key criterion.

When it came to the tests, I no longer had to divide pupils between CSE and O level right at the start of the course.  There was scope for moving pupils between groups, and when it came to exam entries, they could attempt both basic and higher papers in all four skill areas without any risk-taking.

Inevitably the change from O level / CSE to GCSE and the simultaneous introductions of language as being compulsory did cause many problems, but the end result was a clear improvement on the previous situation.

1996-2001

Not surprisingly after seven years of the new GCSE regime, the syllabuses were all reviewed and changes introduced. The modern foreign languages National Curriculum Order in 1995 influenced changes to GCSE between 1996 and 2001.  It is ironic that although many changes were made in response to proposals and suggestions form the modern language community, unfortunately the net result had negative consequences.

It is one of these situations where being attached to ‘worthy aims’ and approaches (e.g. use of target language), can be detrimental if pursued relentlessly without taking consideration of the bigger picture.

It is interesting to consider the changes and at the same time look at the comments from the QCA review published in 2002 which looked at the changes between 1996 and 2001.

The subject content comprising lists of grammar, structures, topics and vocabulary changed a little with the introduction of new topics: the environment, world events and issues and language in the workplace.  The QCA reported that  ‘the inclusion of these topics meant that there was sometimes a wider range of language in the texts and tasks in listening and reading papers than in the texts presented in the 1996 papers, including more abstract language.’

It was the scheme of assessment which had the most negative impact on pupil performance.

Use of English

There was a requirement that responses to listening and reading tasks, and rubrics and instructions for all tasks should be in the target language instead of in English as they were in 1996.  This had a very negative impact on the pupils’ experience of taking the test, as they had to face ‘multi-skill’ tasks which did not then always validly and reliably assess the test objective.  For example, even if they had understood the gist of a listening passage, they may not be able to demonstrate this if they did not understand the question posed in French, or did not understand the test-type, or could not express their understanding in written French or did not recognise the meaning of drawings or symbols on the page. The QCA review of standards for French GCSE commented that ‘the use of rubrics, instructions and questions and responses in French increased the difficulty of the examinations in 2001’.  It had a particular impact on the assessment of listening and reading....  ‘although the use of visuals, particularly at Foundation level, supported candidates responses, overall in both listening and reading, candidates had more French to read to deal with [sic], beyond the texts themselves, in order to access the tasks.  They also said that although the task outcomes were similar in both, in 2001, ‘candidates in 2001 had the added hurdle of working out exactly what they had to do from the instructions in French.’

On the other hand,  the QCA report observed that the increase of objective test type questions (multichoice etc.) increased the possibility of gaining marks randomly.  This calls into question the validity and reliability of the results.

Although I have not done a thorough analysis of this, I also feel that the more complicated nature of the test types led to papers left a negative impression on higher level students as well.  For example, some of my pupils felt that they floundered when attempting the AQA French Modular 2003 listening higher tier paper for their mock exam.  In fact, this was marked out of a raw score of ‘30’ and a candidate scoring 18 or above gained an 'A' grade.  After an experience of only scoring  60%, it was not surprising that they were likely to feel depressed coming out of that examination room, and that A level French was not an attractive option.

Revised tiering arrangements 

Instead of being able to enter both basic and higher level papers, there was a requirement to choose one level per skill.  This meant that there was an ‘overlap’ between the foundation and higher papers, and as identified by the QCA report: ‘for candidates sitting foundation papers in 2001, the changes meant that they were dealing with more demanding material than in 1996’ and ‘Because of the tiering situation, weaker candidates found the last task on the foundation more daunting than the longer task at the end of 1996 basic paper’.
Since the higher tier paper had to cater for D-A* grades, and typically was out of a raw score of ‘30’, it quickly became very ‘difficult’ for the C/B borderline candidate, and I think that this is a reason that teachers and candidates prefer to ‘play safe’ on the foundation paper rather than ‘risk’ the negative experience of the higher paper where this would be their only examination in the skill, and they would only be expected to understand one third of the questions.

Although such an arrangement may seem attractive to those arranging an exam timetable and employing markers, it does not give candidates the same opportunity to show what they know, understand and can do.  In skills such as listening and reading, the more questions which can be included, the more reliable and valid the result is likely to be. 

In addition to the changed tiering, all candidates were required to attempt the writing papers.  The QCA report again identified this as having a negative consequence for the less able candidates: ‘the introduction of compulsory writing made the overall examination more demanding for candidates aiming at lower grades’.

Points system

The change to the points system penalised them lower ability candidates, as pointed out in the QCA report: ‘the new points system in 2001 also meant that candidates had to score more points to achieve equivalent grades.  For example in 1996 a candidate could achieve a grade G with one point i.e. scoring sufficient marks on one skill; whereas in 2001 a grade G required two points i.e. scoring sufficient marks for one point in two skills or gaining two points from one skill.’  This leaves open the question as to how grade boundaries were adjusted to reflect the different requirements of the exam and assessment scheme.  (I suspect they were not).

As well as these overt changes, the QCA report also noted changes to the nature of the tasks set Tasks in 1996 were more structured, while in 2001 they were more open ended.  Another challenge for the weaker candidates. Likewise, speaking was also judged to be more demanding,  higher tier role plays dealing with unpredictable outcomes and often less structured, and the requirement for a wider range of language at foundation tier.

Other changes included allowing the use of dictionaries (but this has since been dropped in 2003), and introducing coursework for assessing writing, which I address below.

All this led to a testing regime which I believe has affected the resources and methods typically used by teachers.  Although of-course teachers are totally free to use any methods or resources which they choose, they are naturally anxious to give their pupils the best possible chance when faced with the GCSE examination, and they will start to do this preparation as early as possible.

Standards

The QCA report gave evidence that the standard required to reach grades A, C, and F had risen between 1996 and 2001, although this was worded in a way which could have misled the reader into thinking that standards of the candidates had risen overall. Here are a few examples, but there are many more in the report itself.

Grade A:  ‘in speaking, the grade A candidates in 2001 were stronger than those in 1996, using a wider range of language more fluently’.  

Grade C: ‘in 2001 candidates were able to respond to a wider range of language and topics than in 1996’

Grade F: ‘the support of the English contexts and closely focused English questions in 1996 helped candidates in identifying a wider range of language

2003 onwards

Following a review of the National Curriculum Requirements and the establishment of the National Qualifications Framework, all the unitary awarding bodies revised their syllabuses further for examination in 2003.  The specifications now identify opportunities for Key Skills, Spiritual Moral Ethical Social Cultural Environmental heath and safety and European issues.  For MFL the main change was that 10% of the total marks now had to be allocated to knowledge and accurate application of grammar and structures.  In addition, the use of dictionaries was no longer permitted.

Increasing the weighting of credit given for grammatical knowledge moved us further still away from the notion of ‘communication’ being the key focus, and made a ‘C’ grade even more difficult for the average student to attain.  Removing the dictionaries removed a welcome ‘prop’ which gave pupil more confidence in approaching an exam, even if they did not use it significantly, and removed the incentive for teachers to train pupils in the efficient and effective use of a dictionary.

Coursework / Centre-assessed components

Issues about validity and reliability are the same for all GCSE subjects.  The particular issues for MFL which I suggest pose difficulties for the MFL teacher and learner and compound the problems for preparing pupils for GCSE are as follows.

How much targeted preparation should the teacher do?  Unlike other subjects which incorporate knowledge and skills which may be easily within the normal everyday experience of a child, teachers often hold the ‘key’ to unlocking the information, and pupils can’t ‘work it out’ by themselves.

What are we testing in written work?  How important is it for pupils to memorise spelling and set phrases? To what extent is it a valid exercise to have lists of phrases and to be able to select what is needed to provide coherent language?  Whereas in other subject areas pupils are expressing their understanding of concepts in their own language, and can have access to ‘sources’ and ‘models’ and text books, with MFL there is a hazy understanding as to what resources should be available.  The outcome is much more defined in content, and can be judged as ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’ – more so than in other subject areas where process and quality of thought are more easily judged.

Awarding and reporting

A completely separate issue from the nature of the exam is the way in which grades are awarded for GCSE, but this is an important issue as it can have an extremely negative impact on the approach of staff and pupils to GCSEl languages.

I believe that the principle should be that pupils from similar prior attainments should gain similar grades in subjects at GCSE and A level.  This is not the case, and there needs to be widespread awareness of the differences in order to avoid misleading judgements.

The issue of comparability of grading dates back to the old ‘O’ level maths and ‘O ‘level English.  Readers of the Cockcroft report in 1982 will remember the stark statistic that 33% gained an ‘O’ level English, 25% gained an ‘O’ level maths.  The relative gap between those subjects has been pretty consistently maintained over the last 20 years,  perhaps as a consequence of the relentless media focus on 'standards' versus 'dumbing down'.

There is a similar situation in modern languages. Whereas other subject areas have ‘taken the plunge’ and faced the potential criticism for apparently ‘dumbing down’ their areas (e.g. the Hitlerisation of the history syllabus; the move away from knowing facts for your Geography and increased emphasis on applying skills; the supportive ‘stages’ given in the maths questions), linguists still feel great angst about the subject, and cannot forget the old ‘O’ level standard ... the exam which was taken by only the brightest 20% of the population, who at the time had a narrower curriculum, and probably had greater portion of curriculum time devoted to the subject.

There is clear evidence of a ‘severe grading ‘ issue in both GCSEs and A levels, and a paper demonstrating this ‘Data analaysis ...’ is available on our school website http://www.ashcombe.surrey.sch.uk/LangColl/ppt.htm . This national data shows beyond doubt that French and German are below all other major subjects in terms of comparable grades. For example, when yracking pupils who took KS3 tests in June 203 and their GCSE in June 2005

* for all the pupils in the country who gained a KS3 score of 31 in  (which is pretty much middle of the road) in English Maths and Science their average GCSE points score was 4 (i.e. grade D), French and German was 3 (i.e. grade E) and Art, and drama was 5 (i.e. grade C).

* for all the pupils in the country who gained a KS3 score of 35,   in all subjects except IT short, French and German, their average GCSE points score was 5 (i.e. grade C), while French and German was 4 (i.e. grade D)

At a time when ‘league tables’ are so important to the standing of a school and a department, such data is bound to influence the impression the stakeholders have of the success of languages, and it is no surprise that pupils opt for subjects where they are or likely to get higher grades, and indeed unsurprising that managers may encourage this.

Conclusions?

As stated at the beginning of this article, here is a real danger of drawing conclusions too quickly from individual strands of the ‘problems’ identified with the GCSE.

As a practising teacher it is a qualification which has credibility, (as evident by the comments made by the students in the Linguist article May 2005) and I value its aim to be a general qualification for the full ability range. 

I believe that there are realistic changes to the nature of the examination which could be made, which would make the examination more accessible and positive for the candidates, and which would impact on the teaching and learning experience in the classroom leading up to the examination.

I feel that the purpose and subject content of the GCSE specification is relevant and can be presented in a way which will motivate pupils.  It is aspects of the scheme of assessment which currently demotivate both pupils and teachers and which influence the way in which the subject content is presented and practised in the language classroom.

Here is a summary of the changes which I would suggest:

Test purpose – to promote the positive

· Design tests with the principle in mind that it is meant to be a positive test what pupils know understand and can do in the language.  It is not primarily a preparation for specialist study / university entrance.  Teachers can be more honest with pupils, colleagues, managers, parents and employers about what is realistic within a subject area which has its fair share of the broad and balanced curriculum time available to it and stress the fact that the exam prepares them for further stages in the language learning process.

Use of English -  to allow realistic testing of ‘language strategies’ (e.g. gist comprehension and scanning) and to avoid unrealistic test-types which test exam skills and memory rather than language skills

· Allow the use of English to test understanding.  This will lead to the following advantages:

· more ‘realistic’ tasks (e.g. you hear this station announcement, your friend asks you what time the train is leaving is much more realistic than being faced with a task worded in French, or a multichoice exercise where you have to interpret pictures)

· use of and access to more interesting authentic and cultural  ‘sources’ (e.g. you read this newspaper article. Which country does it talk about?  What decision has the Prime Minister taken?  Why?)  This would have an immediate impact on the content of lessons

· test types which do not over-burden pupil and test manipulation  / memory but clearly test the specific skill objective (e.g. in a listening comprehensions,  simple question in English to which they can reply in English)

Structure / support for productive skills (speaking and writing) – to reduce reliance on memory

· Give more structure to tasks so that pupils are not penalised pupils for lack of imagination and organisation skills and have a ‘model’ which they can use (e.g. write a reply to this letter and give the following information ...)

· Provide word lists / phrase lists / model so that pupils do not have to rely so much on memorisation skills (this could address problems with coursework if all work is done under ‘controlled conditions’ with access to exactly the same support, perhaps along the lines of the Geography Decision Making Exercise)

Tiering arrangements + exam time – to maximise attainment of all candidates

· Revert to providing both foundation and higher level papers for all pupils.  This allows less ‘risk-taking’on the level the pupil will have reached by the time the test is taken, gives the foundation pupils a less daunting experience, and gives more opportunity for all pupils to show what they know, understand and can do

Assessment criteria

· Reduce the grammatical requirements and the weighting given to grammar.  Currently there is very little difference between the grammar expected for GCSE and AS/A2 level.  Accept that some pupils who are outstanding or have rich personal experiences (e.g. native speakers, frequent travellers abroad)  will be operating at a much higher level, and do not avoid teaching them higher structures where appropriate, but remember that this is a qualification for all abilities and for 16 year olds.

Awarding grades – to make languages less of an ‘exception’ / appear less ‘hard’

· Align the grades awarded with those of other subject areas so that pupils have the same prospects in MFL as they have in other subject areas.

I would argue that pupils are engaged by the feeling of success that they experience in the class and in the exam hall.  By ‘tweaking ‘ the exam, by returning to the principles which first guided the GCSE of giving pupils a real opportunity to demonstrate what they ‘know understand and can do’ teachers would be in a better position to prepare pupils and give them this experience.

I sincerely hope that with the current review of GCSEs, KS3 and A and AS levels, examining boards will recognise the key role they have to play in providing a positive experience for learners and teachers of MFL.  Without this, I fear that modern languages will go the way of Latin and Further Maths as courses which are only deemed suitable for the ‘élite’.
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