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SLIDE 1
Good morning.

I've been asked to give the language community perspective on the issues we  are discussing today.

Firstly I think it will be helpful to start by introducing you to the people who have contributed significantly to this area, and who form part of the collective 'we' as I go through this presentation.

I’m Helen Myers, formerly head of languages in two comprehensive schools, and for the last 13 years an Assistant Head at The Ashcombe School, Dorking, (which has now been a Language College for 10 years).  I still teach bottom set year 9 French amongst others so I have my feet firmly on the ground, especially on Thursday afternoons!

I have shared work on the comparability of MFL grading with the Association for Language Learning, (of which I am 'Past President') and with the range of MFL electronic fora - I seem to have become quite well known within the ml community as an active contributor to language fora and I moderate the mflresources forum which has over 3000 members.  As a result of all this work I am often contacted off-line about grading in modern languages,  particularly by heads of department or senior managers 

David Blow, Headteacher of the Ashcombe School, has shared our work with the SSAT Language College Headteachers' Steering group and the ASCL. David is with me to day as the 'statistics' man (and by the way, I'm married to David)

Then we have Duncan Byrne, Chair and Geoffry Plow, a committee member specialising in exams within the Independent Schools Modern Language Association - ISMLA - it's good to see Geoffry here today)  and I will refer to their involvement later.

then

John Dunford General Secretary of ASCL who has actively raised the issue from the perspective of Headteachers and the negative impact it is having on education.

And the last name on the list - Peter Downes, former Chief ML examiner, Head, President of ALL and SHA (now ASCL) - and because of his many hats, it has been very helpful and powerful having Peter with us in the many meetings -  and that takes me into the next slide.
SLIDE 2
As requested by Ofqual, I’m going to outline the current situation.  This will involve giving a potted history.

I will then outline the changes the language community would like to see, with the possible impact.

The concerns we have about severe grading go back a very long way.  It's a long-standing problem - these bullet points summarise it.  For all of this I will go into more detail later on.

My first public involvement in the issue was when I raised it at the Language Colleges conference in 2003 - with Charles Clarke responding that it was my 'perception' , so we set about using the DCSF data so that I could retort, "no, it’s the reality -  from your data!!"

SLIDE 3
This slide sets out our basic position which I want to explore in more detail.

SLIDE 4
There is an important point here around the terminology.  

Words like hard, standards, demand carry multiple connotations to different audiences and can become particularly emotive when used by politicians and the media

Certainly from our point of view, the article from Peter Tymms and Robert Coe in September 04 using the phrase 'severe grading' (in their case about A levels) was so helpful.  We immediately adopted the phrase and have consistently sought to keep the focus on the grading issue as distinct from the whole range of other issues.

SLIDE 5
One example of 'another, but separate'  issue can include the 'difficulty of the paper itself' - whether in terms of pupil perception or technical performance required - but the audience here will be very clear that this is a separate issue.

SLIDE 6
I've listed some of the issues for pupils - that's where it's helpful being in a school where you can see very directly how pupils do compare their targets in one subject compared with another, and it's all about relativity.   And it's that comparison for example on results days in August at the end of Year 11 and then at the end of the L6,  which will influence their decisions about whether to progress to AS and A2 respectively.

SLIDE 7
On a regular basis this issue is having a major impact on the lives of teachers, heads of department and schools.  Being in school, being a manager, being in direct contact with other heads, we are ever so aware of the enormous impact that  data and results and grades have with OFSTED, CVA, league tables, national challenge etc ....

OFSTED have now officially conceded that doing languages will have an adverse impact on your results and CVA, but that didn't stop several language colleges falling into National Challenge, which they wouldn't have done if they hadn't been a language college.

SLIDE 8
Back to the history ... 

Following a national outcry in August 06 about the drop in numbers doing GCSE languages, Alan Johnson set up the Dearing review.  So we met Lord Dearing in Nov 06 and the next few slides will cover that meeting.  But I must emphasise how aware we have been throughout of the sensitivity of the whole issue.  The emphasis in the meting was on the urgency of tackling KS4 - for example we noted that Year 9 pupils were about to choose their options - and Lord Dearing was expecting imminent action as a result of his review.

SLIDE 9
The left-hand slide shows the dramatic free fall in numbers doing GCSE French and it's a similar pattern for German.  (And I must note that the numbers doing Spanish and other languages, though growing, are much smaller) Note that the graphs are from 02 to 08  -I've highlighted 06 so you can see the situation as it was at the time of the Dearing review

The right hand slide shows how the percentage of CANDIDATES getting a A*-C grade has risen, as it has been no surprise to anyone that it's those who will get lower grades who drop languages and do other subjects where they will get higher grades.  But what is the overall COHORT situation?

SLIDE 10
So here we've plotted the CUMULATIVE numbers getting each grade over the years from 02 to 08.  What is striking is the drop in absolute numbers of pupils gaining an A*-C grade.  

There are approximately 600 000 children in each cohort and taking French and German together there are nearly 60 000 children (that's 10%) who could have got a grade C or above but who didn't.  

And this problem is not confined to the state sector.  That's where it has been so helpful to have the active involvement of ISMLA culminating in their latest newsletter where the top three stories are about severe grading.

SLIDE 11
This is the joint proposal put to the Dearing review and I hope that you can see the political sensitivity with which we have phrased this, recognising the role of QCA.

One point of interest is around the political process for making a change as you'll see later.  is it QCA , is it the minister is it DCSF (and of-course now that ofqual has been set up, what is ofqual's role in this?)

SLIDE 12
Two points on this slide ...

a) we're making the point that the crisis in Language and the  Dearing review gave a political opportunity for change (for example in the way that the KS3 crisis has led to its abolition)

b) we're not pretending that dealing with severe grading will solve all problems with languages... but it will remove a significant negative.

SLIDE 13
We were not proposing a permanent linkage between modern languages and maths - simply a one-off step change.

we'd like to stress the separateness of the issue of severe grading from other issues such as improving teaching and learning.... because EVERY subject is seeking to improve its Teaching and learning ...

SLIDE 14
Dearing produced an interim report for consultation.  The response to the consultation strongly endorsed the view that languages were severely graded, so we know that this answers the question 'what does the languages community think?'

SLIDE 15
as well as noting CEM'S emphasis on the grading aspect,  very helpfully David Willetts gave political support from the conservatives for  ACTION.  I'd like to emphasise throughout our stress on ACTION - doing something about this problem

SLIDE 16
In May we sent a joint letter from ASCL, ALL, SSAT to Alan Johnson - and I've highlighted HIS awareness that it's a grade boundary issue.

Importantly, we also have met with David Laws Nick Gibb and Jim Knight to ensure cross-party awareness as we are aware of the sensitivity of taking action ... 

Especially in the meeting with Nick Gibb, it was incredibly helpful to have Duncan Byrne from ISMLA stressing how this was something that was affecting independent schools - it just cut through a whole range of possible counter arguments.

SLIDE 17
I make no apology for continuing to stress the political context and sensitivity and the fears as to how the media could interpret this.  I'm sure there are people here who will remember the non stories but I still had to spend half term being interviewed by the BBC to counter the urban myths about the new ML GCSE requirements..!! (contd)

Lord Dearing was particularly taken with the idea of comparability with maths and it's really nice to have representatives from the maths community here today so that we can empathise with each other.  As he said, there's hardly likely to be a headline screaming: 'shock horror .. languages are to be made as easy as maths ...' !!!

SLIDE 18
And that brings us a year later to the QCA report from Feb 08 which was distributed with the papers for this conference.  

SLIDE 19
I've put up quotes from the report to which I'll refer later.

SLIDE 20
From our perspective the report was the definitive confirmation that we and Lord Dearing had been waiting for that severe grading existed in the sense that we pupils, teachers, parents, league tables, QCA points, OFSTED etc, understand it.

and as you can see we're talking about substantial fractions of pupils who are affected.... it could well be only by one grade, but, as I said earlier, this is all about relativity .. somebody could get a B in French, but if they got As in their other subjects....

Not much detailed evidence was published but we believe, and it's supported by the CEM SCORE paper that the effect is even more marked at C and D grades.

In the joint press release which you have all been sent you can see the disappointment expressed - and I particularly liked John Dunford's phrase - if you look at the middle of the press release ... contd

“This is not an issue of ‘dumbing-down’ language GCSEs, it is levelling the playing field with other similar subjects so that languages appeal to a wider range of students. Surely the most important goal is to have more students learning languages after age 14, not to maintain a grading standard that was unfair to begin with. We will only achieve this if the grading system is changed.”
The problem with language GCSE grading was brought to the government’s attention in Lord Dearing’s report on language learning, which identified it as one of the key issues to be addressed. For this reason, it is all the more disappointing that the QCA is failing to act to rectify this imbalance.”
SLIDE 21
In some ways I'd rather just leave these up because this slide, quoting from the conclusion of the report is what we will be addressing in this seminar. but it's important that everybody here is aware of what was written in February 08.

SLIDE 22
I'd like to share a case study with you briefly which was presented at the LC conference in May and October. 

The situation faced by this school is similar to others illustrating the particular problems for schools in that 'middle range' - , around 50% 5 A-Cs and therefore lower language results.

Picking up on our approach of comparing with maths, you can see the results of their analysis. contd

You can see the drastic change by switching from GCSEs to an alternative accreditation - I must emphasise that this is an accreditation change rather than a curriculum change .. the decision to switch to Asset for most of these students was made at the last minute in Dec .. so the inherent STANDARDS of the pupils were not changed by the switch in accreditation (Referring back to my slide on terminology) 

But was the original problem with GCSE in that school the quality of teaching and learning?

SLIDE 23
This is the quote from OFSTED .. a quote which any school would love to have said ... so again, this highlights it is a grading issue, not a Teaching and Learning issue.

SLIDE 24
We were asked to put forward what we would like to see and our proposal is essentially the same one we took to Lord Dearing, reinforced by our meetings with Jim Knight, David Laws and Nick Gibb... and indeed the conclusion of the QCA report.

For languages, we are simply looking for a one-off step change to bring ML roughly into line with maths.  And actually in practice, it would be a tiny change to the grade boundaries.

SLIDE 25 - 
The next slides cover the A level issue which I now will also be picked up Roger Porkess so I won't go into it in great detail.

This gives the relative performance data

SLIDE 26 - 
This puts that data onto a graph and it supports what Roger will be saying later

SLIDE 27 -
This is a graph of the difference against the average of each subject, and you can see that the subjects are reasonably scattered

 SLIDE 28 - SLIDE 29
But in this slide you can see that there is a general pattern from top left to bottom right.

The particular pint I'd like to note is in this slide (slide 28) goes back to the relative grade issue.  We've seen that the sciences are more severely graded than French and German, but if you look at the relative grades from a student perspective, because often science students are doing sciences whereas often French is often being studied alongside subjects not affected by severe grading, there is likely to be a greater drop-out at AS to A2 from French. ...

SLIDE 30
We were asked to talk about the possible impact of our proposal and so I would like to finish on an optimistic note. 

I'm delighted that his seminar is taking place.  

I hope that there really will be action.  

And I hope that we will all be happy ever after ....!
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