Letter to

Rt. Hon. Ed Balls - Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families, Sanctuary Buildings

Great Smith Street, London, SW1P 3BT.

Dr Lid King - National Director for Languages, DCSF, Sanctuary Buildings, Great Smith Street, London, SW1P 3BT

Lord Dearing - c/o DCSF, Sanctuary Buildings Great Smith Street, London, SW1P 3BT

Dr. Ken Boston - QCA, 83, Piccadilly, London W1J 8QA

13th October 2007

Grading of GCSE Modern Languages during change in entries 2002 - 07

We are writing to raise our concerns about the grading of GCSE Modern Language exams during a period in which there has been a very marked change in the numbers of pupils taking the exams.  We believe that during this period, the exam boards may not have been able to make large enough changes in the grade boundaries to cope with an unprecedented change in the ability profile of the candidates entered, and therefore there needs to be a re-adjustment for June 08 to compensate for this (with ongoing flexibility to cope with any further change in the cohort ability profile)

We have received copies of a number of letters to Dr Boston from schools raising this concern, and have included extracts from these letters.  The full set will be enclosed with hard copies of the letter, but in view of the urgency of the matter and the backlog in postal deliveries, we are sending the information electronically.

Commentary on graphs up to 2007

A series of graphs and tables are displayed in the attached spreadsheet "ML Sept 07 update".  In 2002, there were over 420,000 entries in GCSE French and German In 2007, there were under 280,000, a drop of 140,000 entries (a drop of a third!). (During this whole period the numbers studying Spanish and other languages increased slightly, but only by a few thousand, tiny in comparison with the overall drop).  The graph for French is below (German is similar shape, but smaller numbers)

GCSE French

percentages of entry gaining grade


No. Sat
% of total sat
A*
A
B
C
D
E
F
G
U

2002
315,071 
6.1
7.1
17.5
30.5
52.5
71.2
85.2
94.4
99.2
100.0

2003
308,342 
5.9
6.3
17.0
29.4
49.9
70.3
84.4
93.6
98.5
100.0

2004
295,970 
5.5
7.1
17.4
31.4
52.4
70.7
84.1
93.4
98.5
100.0

2005
251,706 
4.8
8.3
20.2
36.0
59.3
77.4
88.9
95.9
99.1
100.0

2006
216,481 
4.1
9.4
22.3
39.8
64.1
81.7
91.7
96.9
99.4
100.0

2007
197,774 
3.7
9.7
22.8
41.2
66.1
83.4
92.6
97.4
99.5
100.0

cumulative numbers of candidates gaining grade


No. Sat
% of total sat
A*
A
B
C
D
E
F
G
U

2002
315,071 
6.1
22,370
55,137
96,097
165,412
224,331
268,440
297,427
312,550
315,071

2003
308,342 
5.9
19,426
52,418
90,653
153,863
216,764
260,241
288,608
303,717
308,342

2004
295,970 
5.5
21,014
51,499
92,935
155,088
209,251
248,911
276,436
291,530
295,970

2005
251,706 
4.8
20,892
50,845
90,614
149,262
194,820
223,767
241,386
249,441
251,706

2006
216,481 
4.1
20,349
48,275
86,159
138,764
176,865
198,513
209,770
215,182
216,481

2007
197,774 
3.7
19,184
45,092
81,483
130,729
164,944
183,139
192,632
196,785
197,774
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You can see from the tables and the figures that there has been a decline of over 100,000 in the numbers sitting GCSE French from 2002 to 2007.

Reports from schools suggest that by and large it is less able pupils, particularly those who had been gaining D - U grades who are no longer taking Modern Languages, and this is borne out by the grade profiles which how large the reductions are in the cumulative numbers for these grades.

However, the data also shows that there has been a drop of over 30,000 in the number of pupils being awarded a grade C or higher, even though the cumulative A*-C percentage has risen from 52.5% to 66.1%.

It could be that this drop is because those 30,000 pupils are no longer doing French, but the experience of schools and anecdotal reports to us by examiners is that actually some of those 30,000 have been awarded D grades rather than C grades, and that the cumulative A*-C percentage should have been increased still further.

An urgent investigation is needed to ensure that exam boards and examiners have felt able to increase the percentages gaining higher grades sufficiently each year to match the change in the ability profile of those taking the exam.

We would very much appreciate an urgent meeting to discuss the matter further.

Contacts: David Blow (Head) and Helen Myers (Asst. Head), The Ashcombe School, Ashcombe Road, Dorking, Surrey RH4 1LY

Bernadette Young (Head), Royds School Specialist Language College, Pennington Lane, Oulton, Leeds West Yorks.LS26 8EX
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