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Introduction

Languages are an integral part of the curriculum. Learning a language is ‘a liberation from insularity
and provides an opening to other cultures’.[footnote 1] 1¢ helps to equip pupils with the knowledge and
cultural capital they need to succeed in life. It encourages pupils to appreciate and celebrate
difference. The languages curriculum should also provide the foundation for learning further
languages. It should enable pupils to study and work in other countries. In doing this, the languages
curriculum has a potential positive impact on business and the economy.

This review explores the literature relating to the field of foreign languages education. Its purpose is
to identify factors that contribute to high-quality school languages curriculums, assessment,
pedagogy and systems. We will use this understanding of subject quality to examine how languages
are taught in England’s schools.

The purpose of this research review is outlined more fully in the ‘Principles behind Ofsted’s research
reviews and subject reports’.[fooinote 2

Since there are a variety of ways that schools can construct and teach a high-quality languages
curriculum, it is important to recognise that there is no single way of achieving high-quality languages
education.

In this review, we have:

¢ outlined the national context in relation to languages
e summarised a research review into effective practice in the field of foreign language education

o considered curriculum progression in languages, pedagogy, assessment and the impact of
school leaders’ decisions on provision

The review draws on a range of sources, including our ‘Education inspection framework: overview of
research’ and our 3 phases of curriculum research.[2otnote 3]

We hope that, through this work, we will contribute to raising the quality of languages education for all
young people.

National context
Summary

This section highlights the pressured position that languages are in. It discusses the main challenges
that we face, including the decrease in uptake of languages over the years. This includes at A level
as well as GCSE. It notes that, although languages as a subject is pressured, it is also pivotal to the
success of the national English Baccalaureate (EBacc) ambition. The proportion of boys,
disadvantaged pupils and those with special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND) engaging
in languages after key stage 3 is low. Staff expertise, curriculum planning, time allocation and
transition are cited as barriers at key stage 2. Pupils’ motivation is discussed as a focus to help
languages to flourish. This includes the need for pupils to feel successful in their learning and that
they are clear about their next steps.

The overall picture
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The requirement for maintained schools and academies to offer a broad and balanced curriculum is

set out in the Education Act 2002 (for maintained schools) and the Academies Act 2010.[footnote 4]
This expectation is reflected in the national curriculum and is at the heart of the education inspection
framework (EIF).

It is clear that pupils in England often perceive languages to be difficult. The number of pupils
choosing to study languages at GCSE, for example, declined significantly from 2004, when studying

a language after the age of 14 was made non-statutory./©2otnote 5]

However, there is an expectation that a broad range of subjects (such as in the national curriculum) is

taught in key stage 2 throughout Years 3 to 6.1ootnote 6] |n rejation to languages, teaching at key
stage 2 may be of any modern or ancient foreign language and should focus on enabling pupils to

make substantial progress in one language. At key stage 3, a language is required.[foom—"t“]

What is more, at the heart of an effective key stage 4 curriculum is a strong academic core: the

EBacc. The EBacc is a set of subjects at GCSE that is designed to keep pupils’ options open for
further study and future careers. It is a suite of qualifications made up from English language and
literature, mathematics, the sciences, geography or history, and a language (modern or ancient).

The government’s response to its EBacc consultation, published in July 2017, confirmed that it
expects the large majority of pupils to study the EBacc. It is therefore the government’s ambition that
75% of Year 10 pupils in state-funded mainstream schools should be studying EBacc GCSE courses
nationally by September 2022 (taking their examinations in 2024), rising to 90% by September 2025
(taking their examinations in 2027).

Many schools have obstacles to overcome before the government’s EBacc ambition for languages
becomes a reality.

Some of the main challenges are often cited in research and include:[fotnote 8]

e ensuring that more pupils continue to study languages after they become optional
¢ implementing languages in primary schools
e ensuring that pupils of all abilities can develop their language knowledge

e encouraging the study of other languages in the face of the dominance of English as a second
language

Secondary years

From 2004 until quite recently, the number of pupils studying a language to age 16 decreased
steadily.[foo”‘—‘)teg] For a while, after the national curriculum was introduced in 1988, the vast majority
of pupils learned a language. This hit a high point in 1997, when 82% of girls and 73% of boys were
entered for a modern language at GCSE [footnote 101 However, in September 2004, studying a
modern language at GCSE stopped being compulsory, and the proportion of pupils taking a GCSE in
a modern language fell rapidly to 47% by 2007.[lotnote 11]

The introduction of the EBacc re-emphasised the importance of languages in the curriculum. In 2019,

40% of pupils were entered for the EBacc.[f22note 12] A fajlure to secure a good GCSE grade in a
language is by far the most significant obstacle to achieving the EBacc. In 2019, of those pupils who

had entered subjects in 4 of the 5 required components, 80% were missing the language element.
[footnote 13]
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Despite the introduction of the EBacc, entries for GCSE languages reduced by 19% between 2014
and 2018. Entries in French and German declined by 30% over this period. Spanish was more
stable, with only a 2% decline in entries.[footnote 14], [footnote 15 |n 2019, the number of entries in

French and Spanish increased by almost 4% and 8%, respectively.[‘w] This is potentially due
to the national focus on the EBacc, although the size of the cohort increased this year also.

Entries in other languages, which account for around 10% of total language entries, have grown by

6%. This is led by Arabic, Chinese, Modern Hebrew, Portuguese, Italian and Polish.[l2oinote 17] pany
entries in these subjects are from pupils who speak these languages at home. Against this,
languages that have declined at GCSE include Bengali, Gujarati, Japanese and Russian.

Ancient languages are included within the EBacc. Entries for Latin have steadily increased, now
being the equivalent of 3.5% of entries for all languages. Entries in Classical Greek have remained

static at around 0.4% of entries for all languages since 2010.[footnote 18]

‘Language trends’, the annual survey report by the British Council, highlights some more issues
within secondary schools. In 2019, the survey noted that the trend to bring forward GCSE choices to
Year 8 in some state schools has meant that ‘large numbers of pupils are receiving only 2 years of
language teaching in key stage 3 in secondary school’. It also notes that ‘33% of state secondary
schools have groups of Year 9 pupils whose language education has already effectively been
terminated’.

There has also been a long decline in languages at key stage 5. Between 1992 and 2004, the

numbers of entries for A-level French dropped by nearly 50% (31,261 to 15,173).[‘M] This was
at a time when studying a language at key stage 4 was compulsory. The decline has continued. By
2019, it had halved again. Numbers for German continue to fall, although in Spanish they have

picked up slightly since 2018.[l2otnote 20]
Primary years

The statutory requirement to teach a modern or ancient language in primary schools from the age of
7 took effect from September 2014. In September 2018, the first cohort of children who had to study
a language throughout key stage 2 made the transition from primary to secondary school.

Although this has had a positive impact on languages being part of the curriculum, the quality of
provision is variable. Following a policy summit, the Research in Primary Languages Network

published a paper outlining some of the challenges for Ianguages.[w] It referenced wide
variation in the amount of time spent learning languages in primary schools. It found that:

¢ in some schools, the amount of time spent learning languages in Year 6 was reduced due to a
focus on preparation for national curriculum tests
e some schools did not plan a curriculum around making substantial progress in one language

 there are deficits in developing subject knowledge in initial teacher training and in professional

development programmes; it pinpointed teachers’ subject knowledge as an area needing
greater focus

It also found that issues around transition between primary and secondary school have not yet been
overcome. These include:

¢ weak communication between primary and secondary schools
¢ a lack of consistency between primary schools
¢ limited cross-phase planning between primary and secondary schools
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The latter includes some basic discussions simply not happening, such as about what language is

being taught. Much of this is echoed in other publications[w] and in many other European
countries.[feotnote 23]

Ambition for all

GCSE entry data highlights that take up at key stage 4 is more skewed towards pupils with higher
prior attainment than many other GCSE subjects. Pupils with lower prior attainment are very unlikely
to opt to study languages. In addition, in 2019, only 14% of pupils with SEND were entered for the
EBacc compared with 45% of all other pupils.[©2inote 241 only 28% of disadvantaged pupils were
entered for the EBacc compared with 45% of all other pupils.

In 2019, only 42% of entries for French and 43% of entries for Spanish were from boys. In 2020, the
British Council published a report focusing on boys studying languages at GSCE in schools in
England. The report focuses on identifying schools that are ‘beating the odds’ in engaging boys in
languages. When considering trends over time, it is clear that fewer boys, whatever their prior level of

attainment, opt to study languages at GCSE. The report outlines the trends in EBacc uptake also.
[footnote 25]

The sector has also identified that there is currently wide variation in engagement with languages,
depending on the status of learners. In 2020, ‘Language trends’ shone a spotlight on disapplication.
Disapplication is when a school removes all or part of the curriculum for a pupil or group of pupils.
Only 68% of schools that responded to the ‘Language trends’ survey had all pupils in Year 7 studying
languages. This decreased to 60% of schools for Year 8 pupils.[lotnote 26], [footnote 27] The reason
often cited was to give additional support to pupils in English and/or mathematics.

GCSE entry patterns are clear. Higher prior attaining pupils and girls often opt for languages. Others,
including boys, pupils with SEND and disadvantaged pupils are underrepresented in comparison with

other subjects.[l2otnote 28]
Enabling languages to flourish

The reasons that relatively few pupils opted to continue to study languages after this stopped being
compulsory are complex. Much has been written about motivation as a construct and different

theories developed to explain it.[footnote 29]

Some pupils see the importance of learning languages because of their usefulness in the future. For
example, they value the improved job opportunities or the ability to travel and live in other countries
that learning additional languages could bring. Other possible motivational factors include:

» being able to communicate with others outside of the UK

» pupils’ perception of the usefulness of the language and involvement in intercultural activities
and exchanges
« discovering more about other cultures and peoples, the context in which the language is rooted

¢ pupils’ positive view of themselves as language learnerslfeotnote 30]

However, studies have shown that many pupils struggle to see the relevance of the subject in their
|ives_[footnote 31]

Many studies suggest that pupils’ perceptions of their lack of success in languages are linked to a
lack of belief in their ability and a lack of clarity about how they can improve.[09inote 32] Thjs |inks to
the growing body of research on ‘self-efficacy’.[[20note 33] gejf-efficacy is the belief we have in our
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own ability, specifically to meet challenges and complete a task successfully. Studies show that
pupils’ self-efficacy consistently results in academic achievement more than other motivational
factors.[l20tnote 34] |t 5150 improves their language proficiency.

The following are likely to have a positive impact on pupils’ self-efficacy:

¢ language-learning experiences that pupils perceive as successfullfootnote 39]

« knowing how to sound out words in a foreign languagel™°tnote 36]
¢ ensuring that the building blocks of language are in place so that pupils can exercise greater
autonomy

« seeing non-native peers communicating effectivelyl’ootnote 37]

The above points suggest that, in order to have a positive impact on their motivation, curriculum
design should ensure that pupils:

» feel successful in their learning
 are clear about how to make progress

There are other barriers that potentially stop languages flourishing in England. Pupils who take part in
exchange programmes sometimes feel demotivated when they compare their own linguistic ability
with that of their peers abroad. Multiple studies show that pupils learning English abroad begin to do
so between the ages of 6 and 8. They spend more time on languages and most continue studying

languages until the end of compulsory education.[leoinote 38] Fop example, compared with the EU
average, the amount of time spent by English pupils learning languages was an hour a week less for

the first foreign language and 2 hours a week less for the second foreign language.[©2tnote 39] pypjjs’
levels of attainment are clearly based on more than simply their number of hours spent studying
languages, however. It is likely to also be influenced by issues of motivation and pupils’ perception of

the subject,[w] the quality of transition between primary and secondaw,[w] and poorly
designed curriculums that do not allow pupils to make progress and see success.

Some research also highlights concerns about the relative difficulty of languages, as reflected in

external accreditation like GCSEs.[©20tnot€ 42] Thjg cuylminated in Ofqual reviewing grading standards
in languages. It found that grades needed to be adjusted in French and German (but not Spanish),

although the adjustments made were quite small.[leoinote 43] However, grading standards and
associated adjustments may not be a panacea. Pupils perceive the subject as difficult and often lack
belief in their ability in the subject.

Low expectations among teachers and school leaders also have a negative impact on pupils’
perceptions.[w] There can be an assumption that some pupils are not able to succeed in
languages, such as those with lower prior attainment or those with SEND . [feotnote 45]

Crucially, the lack of effective transition in languages from primary to secondary school means that

many pupils across England ‘start again’ in Year 7 lfootnote 46] Thig can have a negative impact on
their motivation and perspective of the subject. Some studies show that learners find it important to

feel that they are making good progress, specifically in relation to transition.[footnote 47]

We have more on other aspects of education that have a negative impact on enabling languages to
flourish in the ‘Schools’ culture and policies’ section. This includes issues of teacher supply and

continuing professional development (CPD).[l20tnote 48]

Curriculum progression: what it means to get better at languages
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Summary

This section highlights some of the important concepts that help our understanding of curriculum
progression, as highlighted in the ‘Education inspection framework: overview of research’.

It goes on to introduce the idea that the building blocks of a language system are sounds, words and
rules about how these connect to create sentences and meanings (phonics, vocabulary, grammar).
These are then discussed in greater depth to help curriculum planners identify key components in
language and help pupils develop their linguistic ability step by step.

It concludes by describing the competencies of novice and expert language learners as they bring
these building blocks together to produce and understand ever more complex language. This journey
leads to pupils becoming confident language learners with the ability to immerse themselves in the
culture and traditions of the countries in scope.

Guiding principles

Research on how we learn, and in particular cognitive science, has informed the thinking behind the
EIF. In our research reviews, we are not aiming to summarise the totality of research in education.
Our work is based on a range of research findings in line with the EIF.[lootnote 49] Thege findings
include:

¢ an understanding that curriculum is different to pedagogy. Progress in curricular terms means
knowing more and remembering more, so a curriculum needs to carefully plan for that progress
by considering the building blocks and sequence in each subject

¢ an understanding that there is limited capacity in short-term memory to process information and
that overloading it with too much information at once will result in limited learning. Information is
stored in long-term memory, which consists of structures (schemata) where knowledge is linked
or embedded with what is already known. These are built over time, meaning that proficient
learners have more detailed schemata than novice learners(f2tnote 50]

¢ using spaced or distributed practice, where knowledge is rehearsed for short periods over a

longer period of time, is more effective than so-called massed practice[‘w]
« retrieval practice for effective retention of knowledge in the long-term memory. Retrieval practice

involves recalling something you have learned in the past and bringing it back to mindlfeotnote 52]

o the expertise reversal effect shows that explicit teaching works best with novice learners,
whereas among expert learners in a particular subject, enquiry-based approaches can be
successfullleotnote 53]

Pillars of progression in the curriculum: phonics, vocabulary, grammar

A language curriculum needs to be planned carefully for pupils’ progress by considering the building
blocks of the subject (in languages, the sounds, words and rules about how these connect to create
sentences and meanings) and the sequence of these blocks.

This is not a reductive approach. The goals of having pupils broaden their horizons, converse fluently
with others, fully explore cultures and strengthen their economic prospects can only be reached if we
build firm foundations of language learning. Only by mastering the basics can pupils engage fully in
the process of language learning, which they can then use to communicate about an increasingly
wide range of themes. With increasing linguistic ability, cultural awareness can become ever more
refined. To improve learners’ understanding and production of language, a steady development in
understanding of phonics, vocabulary, grammar and their interplay is needed.
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Typically, language assessment systems incorporate these 3 ‘pillars’:

» the system of the sounds of a language and how these are represented in written words (or
scripts other than Roman)

e vocabulary

e grammar, including inflectional and/or derivational features (the systems for changing the form of

a word and for creating new words, respectively) and syntax[©2onote 54]
We refer to these 3 pillars as phonics, vocabulary and grammar throughout this review.

Even a cursory view of GCSE (foundation then higher) and A-level specifications shows that pupils
are expected to understand and produce increasingly complex language up these piIIars.[fOOt”M]
The Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR)[W‘M] also embeds these
expectations. [footnote 57]

Language is more than the simple sum of its parts. Models of language ability[W] mention
other competencies that enable communication with different kinds of people, in different contexts,
for different purposes.

These include:

» sociolinguistic competence (the understanding of how social context affects language use; this
clearly includes cultural awareness)

» pragmatic competence (the ability to understand the relationship between what is said and what
is intended)

» discourse competence (the ability to express oneself coherently across longer stretches of
language)

These are in addition to a core of linguistic knowledge of vocabulary, grammar and phonics.[‘coc’tite
59]

However, when learning languages, the main tasks for beginners are:

 learning the sounds, vocabulary and grammar of the language
¢ understanding and producing these when they are combined

Learners understand language when reading and listening. They produce language when speaking
and writing. Speaking, listening, reading and writing are the 4 ‘modalities’ of language.

Through learning and practice, the range, complexity and accuracy of the grammatical features and
the breadth and depth of learners’ vocabulary knowledge will increase over time. The length of
speech or text/discourse being understood or produced will do the same. For example, to be better at

reading comprehension, 1229t 601 |earners need to become faster and more accurate at:

» decoding sound-symbol correspondences (how different combinations of letters map to different
sounds)
e recognising words

¢ understanding how the words are ‘glued’ together with grammar

This enables learners to become successful readers because it frees up their mental capacity to
understand implied meanings and to process information across larger chunks of text.[footnote 61]
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We will discuss more fully the differences between novice and expert learners in languages later in
this review. This novice—expert axis is at the heart of curriculum planning, given expectations at
GCSE, A level, and higher levels in the CEFR. Lower-level processes, like recognising sounds or
words, take up more of beginning learners’ processing capacity.[foo”‘ﬂ] Over time and with
practice, knowledge becomes more accessible. This means that recalling it becomes faster and more

automatic, demands less attention and effort and results in fewer errors, [leotnote 63] Eventually,
learners will have spare cognitive resources to focus on other things, such as more complex words
and structures. They will also become more adept at higher-level cognitive processes and
competencies.

There are similarities between learning to read and to write in our first language and learning to do so
in another language. Some of the concepts that lie behind early reading and early writing (and in
particular, systematic synthetic phonics) are also relevant in the languages curriculum. The step-by-
step, explicit approach to phonics and spelling can transfer to the languages classroom.

Phonics

Clear and reliable pronunciation and the links between sounds and spelling are integral parts of
second language learning.[footnote 64]

A strong awareness of phonology (the sounds that convey meaning, like the difference between
‘back’ and ‘pack’) is important. When listening to the language, learners’ ability to understand and
visualise the language is supported by having a strong phonological awareness. The ability to
decode words (turn the written word into sounds) also helps learners when reading texts, enhances

autonomy and can improve vocabulary learning.[footnote 6]

We know that knowledge of sound—spelling relations is critical. However, there is little strong
evidence to support one prescribed order of learning sound-spelling relations at a fine level of detail.
As with grammar, teaching needs to explicitly draw attention to phonics (sounds and script) to ensure
that language learning is as efficient as possible for as many learners as possible. This includes

those who may be less sensitive to new sounds and new sound—spelling relations.[lotnote 66] There
is evidence that knowledge of the first-language sound—spelling systems can be a very strong

influence on learning a second system in a foreign language.[feonote 67]

Clearly, the number of unfamiliar sound—spelling correspondences varies between languages when
compared with English. There are, for example, significantly more unfamiliar sound—spelling
correspondences in French than in Spanish or German.

Based on the above, high-quality languages education may have the
following features

¢ Curriculum plans show clear logic behind progression in phonics, including around when to
teach differences between English sound—spelling correspondences and those of the target
language.

» Planned practice and review of phonemes and how these link to graphemes is in place.

¢ Curriculum plans show how small differences in sound can unlock meaning for pupils.

Vocabulary
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Vocabulary is crucial for learners to become proficient in languages. Studies show that having a
wider vocabulary correlates with many other aspects of a learner’s language ability, such as reading
ability and grammatical awareness.[©20tnote 68] |t therefore needs to be built explicitly into the

curriculum. The choice of vocabulary in the curriculum should be carefully considered, especially in
view of the learners’ age and how often words occur in the language (that is, word frequency).

Several studies have estimated that the 2,000 most common words in a language represent more

than 80% of the words in most written and spoken texts.[29tnote 69] Thjs highlights the importance of
considering words’ frequency when planning a languages curriculum. Clearly, an ability to understand
and use these words has an immediate practical use. However, research also suggests that high-

frequency words serve as ‘anchor points’ to help learners navigate texts, both spoken and written.
[footnote 70]

Less frequent words can also be useful to suit the individual learner and the kinds of situations they
are likely to need language for. Many schemes of work and textbooks are based around topic areas
like hobbies and holidays. Themes and topics can be practical ways of organising vocabulary.
However, learners need to be able to understand and use words across a wide variety of contexts,
not just when talking about one particular topic. There are several reasons for this, including that:

« word meaning and use can vary with linguistic or socio-linguistic context

« it is easier for learners to remember words if they appear across topics (as they encounter them
more often)

e exam boards expect learners to be able to transfer topic-specific vocabulary to other
themes!fotnote 71]

As learners expand their vocabulary knowledge, semantic networks (clusters of related words) will
emerge. These will be useful across and beyond topics. Learners will be able to use lexical sets in
different grammatical constructions, rather than using one set of vocabulary working with one type of
grammatical construction.

Exam specifications often separate vocabulary into lists of high-frequency words and themes. Other
ways of organising vocabulary lists are also possible, such as by part of speech (noun, verb and so
on) or alphabetical order.

When considering word knowledge, curriculum leaders need to look at dimensions other than simply

the number of vocabulary items. Milton usefully divides word knowledge into 3 components:“‘mﬂte
72]

 the breadth or size of the vocabulary (number of words)

» the depth of knowledge (for example, whether pupils both understand the word and are able to

use it appropriately; whether pupils know different word forms across genders and
singular/plural forms; and what synonyms and antonym relations are attached to a word)

o fluency (or automaticity and speed of recall)

Curriculum plans should also ensure that, when vocabulary is introduced, learners have the
opportunity to use words in both comprehension and production. This should be in both the oral and

written modalities.[l22N%t 73] Thjs includes sentences and texts/discourse that pupils produce

themselves in writing or in speech.[w] Vocabulary practice across different modalities is likely
to better embed vocabulary in memory, increase learners’ fluency (the speed with which they access
words from memory) and allow learners to encounter and/or use words in different contexts.
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Based on the above, high-quality languages education may have the
following features

¢ Curriculum plans recognise that vocabulary is an important component of language
knowledge.
o Curriculum plans recognise the importance of building a strong verb lexicon, especially in
the early stages of language learning.
¢ Curriculum planning of vocabulary, grammar and phonic knowledge and progression should
go hand in hand, as they are all related and connected.
e Curriculum leaders consider both the breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge they will
teach. They:
» make sure that they prioritise high-frequency words
» consider carefully which topic-based vocabulary (other than high-frequency words)
they teach
» ensure that learners can use these words across different contexts
» consider how ‘deeply’ items of vocabulary need to be learned and at what point
» consider how and when to introduce more advanced semantic aspects of vocabulary
knowledge (such as synonyms, antonyms, shades of meaning and how they change
with context).
o Teachers aim to increase learners’ automatic and fluent recall through:
e a schedule of planned revisiting to ensure that words are retained in long-term memory
 introducing and using vocabulary in comprehension and production, in both the oral
and written modalities and across different topics.
e Curriculum leaders also think strategically about:
e which words are the most important for the scheme of work so that teachers can focus
on these to develop learners’ level of mastery
 gradation (what pupils learn and when across the years of study)
e making links between words within word families and recognising similarities and
differences between English and the language being learned
» how to link vocabulary to external accreditations or assessments.

Grammar

Another element in making progress in languages is developing grammatical understanding.[‘c‘)c’tﬂte
75| Grammatical progression needs to be carefully planned across time. Pupils need to embed
grammar in their memory so that they do not get confused or demotivated as structures and concepts

gradually become more complex.[w] Current examination specifications at both GCSE and A
level contain a substantial amount of grammar that pupils are expected to master. The CEFR also

outlines grammatical progression across ability levels. [footnote 77]

It is important that there is a logic behind grammatical progression in curriculum plans, from simpler
to more complex concepts and structures. For example, leaders need to decide when to introduce:

« different tenses
e agreements on verbs for person and number
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e agreement on nouns and adjectives
e negation
« interrogatives/fotnote 78]

« different parts of a paradigm; at an early point in language learning, the whole paradigm may

overwhelm the working memory as learners can only process a limited number of new features
at any one time

Sometimes, rather than ensuring that learners understand different structures, especially at the early
stages of learning, teachers and textbooks provide them with ‘ready-made sentences or short texts

that satisfied exam requirements’.[‘w] If leaders teach fixed phrases initially, they must ensure
that they also teach pupils to manipulate the words and grammar they contain, as soon as sensible.
Generally, only a very few highly frequent and useful phrases should be taught without helping
learners to manipulate their component parts. An example of this is ‘s’il vous plait’ in French .

Certain factors influence the difficulty of grammar for the learner.[l20tnote 80] Thege factors can help
curriculum leaders to consider the sequencing of grammar, for example:

* how easy the grammar is for the learner to spot and identify (‘salience’)

 the ease of understanding its function

« its frequency (and therefore its usefulness, different forms of verbs ‘be’ and ‘have’, for example)

o whether the grammar is cross-linguistically complex (works differently from other languages that
they already know)

« how generalisable and regular the grammar isl©otnote 81

There are different theoretical views about:

« whether an order in which grammatical concepts are learned exists for second-language
learners
¢ why such an order might exist

¢ whether instruction can influence such an order

We have looked at research on learning in naturalistic contexts (such as living in a foreign country),
where learning is incidental and implicit. In this context, research finds that second-language
learners’ grammatical development is aligned to a similar order as that when learning a mother
tongue.[w] However, this may differ in instructed contexts like lessons. Here, exposure to the
target language is limited and learning is largely intentional and explicit. There is now a strong
consensus that ‘routes’ of learning can vary between learners. For example, routes may be affected
by the learners’ first language or individual differences between them.

More importantly, there is also evidence that drawing learners’ attention to aspects of grammar and
practising them can benefit learning, improve efficiency and speed up learners’ progression. Indeed,
explicit grammar instruction can have a positive impact on how efficiently pupils learn grammatical
concepts,leotnote 83}, [footnote 84] e revisiting grammar systematically ensures that the taught
concepts and structures are embedded in pupils’ memory.

In addition to grammar sequencing considerations for the explicit teaching of grammar, and
systematic practice, curriculum planning for grammar progression should also take into account
learners’ vocabulary size. Vocabulary knowledge is linked to grammatical knowledge. For example, a
good verb lexicon is positively associated with the development of knowledge about verbs (for tense,

person, number and so on).[leotnote 85]
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Over time and with practice, pupils need to start understanding and using grammar creatively in a
range of contexts and across modalities (speaking, writing, reading and listening). This will help them
establish reliable and fast mastery of grammar knowledge incrementally through a structured

approach and scaffolded practice. This ought to be reflected in curriculum plans and lesson
resources.

Based on the above, high-quality languages education may have the
following features

¢ When planning the curriculum for grammatical progress, leaders consider the nature and

rate of grammatical progression, the complexity of grammatical concepts and structures,

and which aspects of a grammatical structure are introduced and when (such as which
parts of a verb paradigm).

+ Leaders make sure that all pupils can understand grammatical concepts and structures
rather than being required to work it out for themselves, through:
 an explicit but succinct description of the grammatical feature to be taught
 practising the grammar point (through listening and reading)
« practice in productive use of the features being taught (through speaking and writing).
o Teachers consider productive use of grammar in free writing and speech in a range of

contexts. Using a language spontaneously is central to pupils’ language ability and based
on their ability to manipulate language.

¢ The curriculum includes ample opportunity to revisit the same grammar in different
contexts, for different tasks, with a range of vocabulary.

Planned and purposeful progression in the curriculum: from novice to expert
learner

Initially, learners are slow at recognising sounds/letters or at recognising and producing words and
structures. This is because short-term/working memory resources are limited and can only process a
limited amount of information at a time, and information is not embedded yet in long-term memory.

Over time and with practice, knowledge becomes:

¢ proceduralised (it changes into a different kind of knowledge that is more accessible)

+ automatised (it can be accessed with less or no conscious attention, and with reliable, stable
Speed)[footnote 86]

Once learners have automatised some basic knowledge of the language, they can build on it: they
can pay conscious attention to other features and establish new knowledge. They become able to
carry out higher-level tasks, such as:

¢ drawing inferences (where the intended meaning is not explicit or where learners do not
understand some of the words)

¢ noticing socio-linguistic nuance in the language (such as how language can differ in different
contexts and for different purposes) and using language appropriately in view of that

¢ understanding and producing longer stretches of language; discourse competence (such as text

analysis or coherent expression across extended stretches of language) is supported by a
reliable knowledge of high-frequency words and ability to use grammar efficiently
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When we look at the languages curriculum, it is important to understand that, in the UK, only the
most proficient linguists at GCSE will be working as expert learners. A greater proportion of those in
the sixth form may be doing so. Most pupils in UK schools will be learning the sounds, vocabulary
and grammar of the language. They will be developing their understanding and production of these

when they are combined into utterances or texts (see ‘Pillars of progression in the curriculum’).
[footnote 87]

When planning for pupils to become more proficient in the language, curriculum planning should
consider the following aspects of linguistic knowledge and progression.

When listening and reading (comprehending language)

Novice linguists need to ‘decode’ what they hear or read. They segment strings of sounds or letters
(break them into meaningful words) and parse sentences (such as work out ‘who is doing what’) by
drawing on their phonic, vocabulary and grammatical knowledge. These processes are initially slow,
effortful and prone to error. Learners are likely to draw on their first language(s) or on their knowledge
of the world when working out meaning. Although this can sometimes be effective, it can also be
unreliable and inefficient, and lead to guesswork.

With time and practice, knowledge of phonics, grammar and vocabulary becomes automatised.
Accessing this knowledge becomes more accurate and effortless. With this, learners can understand
longer written texts and spoken discourse. In turn, this means that they can access a wider range of
meanings across a range of contexts and purposes of language use. They will also be more likely to
efficiently and appropriately draw on contextual information, for example other words in the
discourse. They can also bring in their knowledge of the world or background knowledge of a topic.
This all allows them to better understand both familiar and less familiar topics and further develop

their understanding of the culture of the language in scope.[l2tnote 88]

Clearly, there are different demands on all learners when listening to language compared with
reading it, [footnote 89] Listening comprehension usually requires decoding sounds at the speed at
which you hear them. You cannot go back, unless you are allowed to re-listen to the pre-recorded
speech or ask someone to repeat what has been said. There may also be more than one speaker, so
listeners have to follow multiple voices and points of view.

Teachers need to take similarities and differences between listening and reading comprehension into
account when planning a balanced curriculum, deciding on classroom tasks and activities, and
assessing progress. Teachers should be aware of the differences in the difficulty or challenge of
tasks and allocate sufficient time for practice. For example, it may be easier to understand a written
dialogue than a spoken one, given the speed of delivery, difference in accents and possible overlaps
in conversation. Teachers can adjust the challenge by varying any of those factors or all of them.
They should be aware of the different cognitive challenges that different factors bring to listening
comprehension, as well as the cognitive challenges inherent in reading comprehension when
selecting or designing tasks for their pupils (in view of their ability).

When speaking and writing (producing language)

Novice learners need to produce sounds or combine letters to make words and grammar into
language that is comprehensible. Compared with more expert speakers and writers:

¢ their production is slower
¢ their sentences are often shorter

« they are likely to make more errors as they try to apply their phonic, vocabulary and grammatical
knowledge to create genuine meaning and express their ideas
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With time and practice, learners become faster at accessing phonic, grammar and vocabulary
knowledge. They have faster and more accurate retrieval of sounds and spellings to produce words.
They can put those words together by reliably following the patterns of the language to convey
meaning accurately and efficiently.

With this automaticity and an increasing grammatical and vocabulary knowledge, learners’ capacity
to pay attention to other learning is freed up. They can use this to produce longer and more complex
words, phrases, sentences/utterances and texts. For example, learners become able to:

» hold on to an idea and refer back to it accurately (using words like ‘it’, ‘that’ or ‘despite’)
e produce a well-structured paragraph or text
¢ engage in discussion

This eventually makes them more able to put a good argument together in speech or in writing. It
also helps them to write and speak for different purposes, across a wide range of contexts and for

different audiences.[footnote 90] They are more likely to be able to express sophisticated ideas —
although very sophisticated ideas can also be expressed with very simple language. Also, expert
learners build up a sense of ‘collocation’ (juxtaposition of a particular word with another word or

words with a frequency greater than chance).[w] Over time, learners produce ideas faster,
more accurately, and more reliably, in both speech and writing.

There are different demands on learners (both novice and expert) when they are speaking, compared
with when writing. When speaking or during other ‘live’ communication such as texting, they need to
be aware of the ongoing shared discourse and to understand new information received. This means

learners usually need to develop competency in Iistening.[‘M] There is also often more time
pressure in these scenarios. Learners may feel that listeners will not simply wait while they express
their thoughts. Writing is usually ‘offline’ and so gives learners time to think about content and how to
express it.

These key differences in demands between speaking, writing and in ability levels should be kept in
mind when designing the curriculum, class activities and tests, and when assessing progression.

Based on the above, high-quality languages education may have the
following features

o Teachers ensure that learners fully grasp the basics of language knowledge before

expecting elements of expertise to come together reliably, remembering that only the most
proficient pupils at GCSE will be working as expert learners, although a greater proportion
of those in the sixth form may be doing so.

o Teachers support pupils’ development of reading, listening, writing and speaking abilities
over time.
+ Teachers develop competencies ‘above’ that of a sentence or simple paragraph/utterance

or simple conversation when learners are becoming more expert. These competencies may
include discourse awareness (such as text analysis and inference) and sociolinguistic
nuance.

Pedagogy

Summary
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This section outlines research on learning, and in particular cognitive science, of relevance to
language-teaching pedagogy. It explains the differences between intentional and incidental learning,
with a focus on the efficiency of intentional learning in a UK context. It also highlights the importance
of teachers’ planning when using the target language in the classroom. In particular, it looks at the
target-language debate and emphasises how learners’ use of the target language should be the
focus. The section goes on to consider the use of authentic texts in the classroom and issues around
error correction. The golden thread through these discussions is that teachers should not leave
learning to chance.

Intentional and incidental learning

Second language acquisition is an important area of academic research. Researchers continue to
discuss whether non-mother-tongue languages are learned explicitly (with awareness) or implicitly
(without awareness). The general consensus is that some of both of these goes on in most
situations.

In the classroom, it is useful to think of learning as being ‘intentional’ or ‘incidental’. Intentional
learning happens when the learner is aware of the need to learn. They invest effort in it and
knowingly gain explicit knowledge. Incidental learning happens when a learner is not aware that they
might learn something, but they do. It happens as a by-product of another activity.

Pupils’ ability to learn through incidental learning is linked to their individual differences, for example
whether they:

e are more analytical or more engaged in the task than others
« have a better working memory than others, which allows them to attend to information and do
something with jt[footnote 93]

When time is short and there is not a lot of exposure to language, this reduces the chance of learners
experiencing the same language (phonics, vocabulary, grammar) often enough to help them learn it.
In turn, this reduces the chances of learners noticing and remembering things incidentally.

For most learners, most of the time, in most situations, it is likely to be efficient for teachers to
promote intentional learning. There is little evidence in research into second-language acquisition to
suggest that learners retain words or structures learned incidentally any better than those they learn
intentionally. This conclusion is also supported by the research that contributed to the development of
the EIF, specifically the expertise reversal effect, as noted above. For example, Kalyuga states that
‘explicit teaching works best with novice learners’.[footnote 94] For gdvanced learners, ‘enquiry-based
approaches can be successful’, although, even then, explicit teaching may be more efficient.

Use of the target language

The role of the target language and its use by both learners and teachers have been the subject of

perennial debate.[©20tn0te 95] The discussion about intentional and incidental learning as mentioned
above has also had a direct impact on the position of the target language in the classroom.

Of course, we want learners to be exposed to the language they are learning. However, we do not
want them to be overwhelmed by it in their early stages of language learning to the point that it could
demotivate them. The use of the target language by the teacher should not hinder pupils from being
able to develop an understanding of the structure of the language. At the same time, using the target
language is an essential part of practice and reinforcement, including building familiarity with
rhythms, sounds and intonation.[feonote 961 Byt this all needs to be carefully planned and systematic.
A balance needs to be achieved.
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Teachers’ use of the target language should be carefully planned within the scheme of work. It should
support and complement the scheme of work and build systematically on learners’ prior knowledge,

reinforced by English when needed.[l0note 971 Activities that are led in the target language, if
appropriately planned, are likely to help embed knowledge in the long-term memory, support practice
and recall, and help pupils to respond to language in meaningful ways.[©20tnote 98]

As learners progress from novice to more proficient in the language, teachers can alter their use of
the target language accordingly. That is to say, the earlier learners are in language learning, the
greater the care teachers need to take to ensure that learners are not confused or overwhelmed by
teachers’ use of overly complex language. A concrete example is the planned use of target language
for classroom routines that are clearly understood by learners, as opposed to an attempt to describe
more complex grammatical concepts to learners using the target language.

More importantly, learners’ use of the target language should be considered central to pedagogy.

[footnote 99] Macaro, for example, notes that, although there is some evidence to link teachers’
widespread use of the target language with effective language learning, there is clear evidence that
pupils’ use of the target language positively affects learning. For learners to create the meaning they
want (rather than relying on formulaic routines), they need both the linguistic capability and the
motivation for ‘real’ speech.[‘w’] The classroom should enable pupils to try out the target
language. It should help them consolidate their knowledge, while the teacher provides examples of,
and monitors, language use. It is important to remember that speed and accuracy often decrease
when speech is produced spontaneously.

Authenticity of spoken and written texts

Another perennial debate is around the status of ‘authentic’[leotnote 101] spoken and written texts in
language classrooms. An authentic text is one lifted, largely unamended, from its native-speaker
environment. It could be, for example, an article from a French newspaper or website.

It is not well evidenced that the authenticity of a text alone helps learning or motivation. Texts need to
be selected to support the school’s systematic sequencing of vocabulary and grammar. But they can
also provide important opportunities for pupils to pursue their own interests and develop their skills in
handling new materials. Texts can also support pupils’ developing knowledge of culture within target
language communities. All these purposes do not necessarily require a text to be authentic. The
important question is whether the texts support the programme of language development. So,
adapted authentic texts or entirely bespoke texts created for the classroom are likely to be equally
useful for this.

As with using the target language, teachers need to ensure that pupils are not exposed to large
amounts of unfamiliar language too early. This could similarly demotivate them and may not
maximise opportunities for Iearning.[w] Research suggests that learners need to know
around 95% of words of a text (written or audio) in order to reach an adequate level of
comprehension.[0oinote 103] Teachers need to be skilled in selecting resources (authentic or
otherwise) to use in lessons. Resources should be age-appropriate, link to the scheme of work and

be sufficiently accessible in view of learners’ levels of language ability.[footnote 104]

When selecting texts for listening exercises, teachers need to consider the ‘real-time nature of
speech’ (its speed and transitory nature). Initially, it can be useful to use synchronous presentation of
texts in audio and written formats if teachers know that pupils are following the text at the same rate
as the audio format. This can help segmentation (chopping up the sound stream into words),
comprehension and vocabulary learning. They can be useful at all stages of listening as texts get
progressively more complex and longer.
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Authenticity relates not only to the features of a text being used, but also to the use of the text within
the classroom. Teachers should consider situational authenticity (the extent to which the texts
resemble those real-life situations) and interactional authenticity (the extent to which the test-takers
engage with the task in the same way as they would in real life).

Error correction on written and spoken production

The effectiveness of feedback depends both on teachers and on pupils. Teachers should provide

salient, focused and clear feedback. Pupils need to be willing and able to notice and incorporate this
feedback.

Discussions and research into error correction continue. There is a concern that error correction in
languages could demotivate pupils from attempting more complex writing or speech. This would,
therefore, be harmful rather than simply ineffective. There is also debate around whether error
correction is a useful editing tool only, or whether pupils use any new knowledge acquired from error
correction when producing future language. However, there is broad consensus that error correction,
when done in a focused way that is clearly understood by the pupils, can be beneficial for many.

How to correct

There are 3 broad strategies used when correcting both oral and written errors:

¢ recasting: re-stating what the pupil said, but correcting errors in it
o prompting: where the correction is elicited from the learner themselves

« explanation: where explicit, often metalinguistic, information is given about a rule relating to the
cause of the error

Eliciting the correction from the learner prompts them to think about the language they used and to
correct the error themselves. [0otnote 105] Prompting forces the learner to retrieve the language,
actively recalling it. It can be particularly effective where the error caused a communication
breakdown. Prompting seems more likely to be effective than recasts for most learners, most of the
time, for most types of error. Pronunciation is a possible exception, and might best be corrected by a
direct recast.

The main disadvantage of teachers recasting incorrect language is that it relies on pupils being able
to work out what the error was. Another problem is that not all pupils choose to repeat the teachers’

correction. Even if they do, it is not clear that this uptake actually leads to long-term Iearning.[‘co"tite
106]

There is also some debate over whether self-correction or teacher correction is the best approach to
take. The risk with self-correction is that the learner does not know enough to be able to correct their
work.

There is some evidence that pupils at the early stages of language learning benefit from rule-based
correction rather than recasting phrases.[w] However, pupils who are more proficient or have

a higher working memory capacity may benefit from both types of correction.[footnote 108] The penefits
of recasting likely relate to the differences between novice and expert learners and between
incidental and implicit learning, as discussed above. Until pupils are at a more advanced stage in
their learning, it is likely that prompting them to think about the language that they are producing and

eliciting a response (being explicit about the error) will be more effective than recasting.[‘w]

Timing of error correction
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Bauckham notes that error correction in both spoken and written language is most effective when

done immediately,[©ootnote 110]

What to correct

Evidence suggests that focused error correction (when a teacher focuses on one or a few elements
of language production for correction) is usually more effective than unfocused error correction (when

a teacher corrects every error that a pupil makes).

Attitudes to error correction

Research underlines the need for classrooms to be places where mistakes are understood to be
helpful in the learning process, and where making errors and error correction is normalised. It is
important that pupils are prepared for the kinds of error correction they might receive either from

teachers or from peers. [©ootnote 111]

Based on the above, high-quality languages education may have the
following features

e Learning in a language classroom is largely intentional and not left to chance.

Teachers’ use of the target language is carefully planned, is tailored to pupils’ language
ability levels and builds systematically on pupils’ prior knowledge.

Teachers create opportunities for pupils to practise using the target language, including
helping them to apply their knowledge in an unscripted way, which may be slower and more
error-prone than planned speech.

Any authentic texts are well chosen for their linguistic content and level, and teachers plan
their use carefully; they do not expose pupils to large amounts of unfamiliar language.

Error correction is explicit where the focus is on accuracy: pupils are prompted that there
has been an error and their own correction is elicited. It may well be focused on a particular
aspect of the curriculum at a given time.

Pupils who are more proficient or have a higher capacity to notice or analyse language or
have higher motivation may be able to pick up more language incidentally. For example,
this may be through recasting errors, teachers’ use of target language or engaging in
authentic materials.

Assessment

Summary

This section outlines the purpose of different types of assessment. This is then contextualised

according to phonics, vocabulary and grammar. The clear line of sight from the principles behind our
research reviews and subject reports, through curriculum progression and pedagogy to assessment,
can be seen. Crucially, in languages, leaders need to ensure that assessment is fit for purpose. This

means that any assessment tests what it is designed to assess.

Types of assessment
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Assessment is formative when teachers use it to check on their pupils’ progress, to see how far they
have mastered what they should have learned, and then use this information to modify their teaching
plans. Summative assessment is used at the end of a period of learning (such as a term or year) to

measure what has been achieved.[l20note 112] Thgge 2 types of assessment overlap. They can both
inform curriculum and pedagogy decisions: ‘a systemic and ecological approach seeks
complementarity: informal classroom assessment and formal large-scale assessment should both

contribute to the 2 key purposes of assessment: to provide evidence of learning and evidence for

Iearning’.[fOOtnOte 113]

In England, the Assessment Reform Group’s work on formative assessment has been influential.
There is a consensus that formative assessment includes:

» providing effective feedback to pupils
¢ adjusting teaching to take account of the results of assessment

¢ recognising the profound influence assessment has on pupils’ motivation and self-esteem, both
of which are crucial influences on learning
» the need for pupils to be able to assess themselves and understand how to improve[w]

Research on language learning in primary schools suggests that assessment is both scarce and

limited in effectiveness. This is the case in England and in other countries.[leotnote 115] According to
Holmes and Myles, only 52% of schools carry out an informal assessment of each child.[feoinote 116]
Only 16% of schools say that they carry out a formal assessment of each child. Also, 15% make no

assessment of their pupils’ language learning and keep no record of progress. Assessment

information is therefore limited at the point of transition between primary and secondary school.
[footnote 117]

In secondary schools, research suggests that assessment is often unduly influenced by GCSE

summative assessments.[20tnote 18] Backham notes that assessment should form a balance
between language elements tested in isolation (known as ‘achievement tests’, such as vocabulary,
phonics or grammar) and assessments of integrated language, including open-ended creative

language production (written or oral) and listening and reading comprehension.[‘w]

It is vital that both formative and summative assessment accurately measure what they are intended
to measure. Therefore, the following is important for curriculum leaders to consider:

« testing should be regular and planned, carefully drawing on knowledge that has been taught in
class

« this should link directly to a well-structured curriculum that builds pupils’ knowledge of phonics,
vocabulary and grammair, step by step

o tests in later years should systematically revisit knowledge taught and tested in earlier years

Testing phonics knowledge

Knowledge of the sound—spelling relations is one of the building blocks of learning a language. Being
able to pronounce words from their written form helps reading comprehension and assimilation of
vocabulary. Also, being able to segment words when listening to connected speech relies on
knowledge of sound—spelling correspondences.

Therefore, there needs to be formative and summative assessment of phonics knowledge in both
reading aloud and dictation. Phonics tests can include asking learners to spell or read out words that
they have not yet been taught. This tests whether they can link spoken and written forms.
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Testing vocabulary knowledge

When assessing knowledge of vocabulary, assessing the breadth of vocabulary is important. Also, it
is critical that the depth of knowledge is tested, for example pupils’:

» accuracy of spelling and pronunciation
« knowledge of synonyms and antonym relations, collocations and figurative meaningslctnote 120]
« speed of recalllfcotnote 121]

As pupils progress, it is important to test that they know that one word can have different meanings or
different roles in a sentence. For example, they may understand ‘frangais’ as a noun and adjective.

Pupils will gradually build up ‘semantic networks’ (clusters of words that are useful to talk about
particular things or in specific contexts). These networks will form gradually over time. Highly frequent
words will always be useful across different contexts.

It is important to check pupils’ receptive and productive ability, through both written and spoken forms
of the language.[©otnote 122]

It is vital that vocabulary assessments tap into the knowledge they claim to test (that is, that they are
valid). In some parts of tests, pupils can infer meaning. For example, they may guess the meaning of
cognates, or use common-sense knowledge of the world to derive meaning. Lexical inferencing
(working out meaning from surrounding words) and cognate awareness (knowing when the same
forms of words mean the same in their first language) are important components of language
learning. But it is critical that tests clearly distinguish between whether they actually assess
knowledge (that has been taught in lessons) or whether they assess other skills (such as strategy
use, if unknown words are included in tests).

Testing grammar knowledge

When assessing grammatical knowledge, it is important to ensure that we test exactly what we are
looking for, and that pupils are not drawing only on pre-learned lexical items or chunks of language.
For example, ‘yesterday’ next to a verb tells the reader that the verb is in the past tense without them
needing to recognise changes in morphology.

It is important to check pupils’ receptive and productive ability through speaking, listening, reading
and writing.

Aligning assessment to clearly structured and sequenced grammatical progression is key.
Achievement versus proficiency tests

As pupils move from novice to expert, assessing language proficiency should include checking their:

¢ understanding across sentences, paragraphs and the entire text
o production of more complex and longer language, in less scaffolded environments

These skills require more robust, faster and reliable access to the sounds of a language (that is,
sounds in a wide range of contexts), mastery of more grammatical concepts, and a deeper and
broader vocabulary.

Assessment may also test other competencies, such as:

¢ socio-linguistic (for example, politeness)
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e pragmatic (for example, comprehending subtle intentions of the speaker)
 discourse (for example, linking ideas across paragraphs)

Assessment of such ‘composite’ language use by definition draws on a reliable and fast grasp of the

components of language and how these fit together.[w] These are advanced competencies
at GCSE level.

Based on the above, high-quality languages education may have the
following features

¢ Meaningful assessment is part of the curriculum in primary languages classrooms.

¢ Assessment in secondary classrooms is not unduly influenced by GCSE or A-level
summative assessment.

* Assessments are carefully designed so that they are valid (for example, pupils cannot
guess the meaning of vocabulary by a process of elimination).

o Assessment is aligned to a clearly structured and sequenced curriculum.

o For more expert learners, assessment checks learners’ understanding of language, and

ability to produce long stretches of language and more complex language, in less
scaffolded environments.

Schools’ culture and policies
Summary

This section outlines the impact that individual school leaders can have on languages. It gives an
overview of findings from languages subject inspections in primary schools and outlines some of the
choices school leaders face when considering staffing, issues of transition and CPD.

The priority that individual school leaders place on languages is a defining factor in how successfully
the curriculum is planned and delivered. As mentioned above, there are many barriers that still need
to be overcome for languages to flourish in English schools. Nonetheless, the decisions of school
leaders can clearly help or hinder languages in individual contexts.

Between October 2019 and March 2020, Ofsted carried out 24 languages subject inspections in
primary schools. We wanted to identify good practice and strong curriculum management in the
subject. We selected the schools at random from schools that we graded as outstanding at their last

inspection. We then published a blog on findings from these inspections.[©2onote 124]

Although we found some strengths, many primary schools were barely out of the starting block with
their curriculum. The following aspects were variable in schools, which highlights the potential impact
of leaders’ priorities and school culture on individual subjects in primary schools:

« level of staff expertise and succession planning for changes in staffing

¢ leaders’ understanding of curriculum progression (some schools were simply increasing pupils’
stock of words through different topics with little focus on helping pupils to generate their own
language)

o assessment and quality of transition to secondary schools
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Sometimes, there was subtle unconscious bias within wider curriculum planning. For example, in
CPD programmes, languages was the last subject to be covered. Also in curriculum plans, the last
subject on the list was languages. Typically, English, mathematics, science, history and geography
had more exposure. In topic-based curriculums, languages was sometimes shoehorned into illogical
structures.

Some of these themes are mirrored in other national studies.
Curriculum choices, including transition

Research into the position of languages in primary schools highlights the challenges that the subject
faces. Only three quarters of schools report that they have taught a language as part of curriculum
time for more than 5 years. This corresponds with the requirement of schools to teach languages
from 2014. Many schools also report extra pressure being placed on curriculum time for languages.

This is particularly the case in Year 6, when pressure from national curriculum tests is cited.[lotnote
125 Seventy-one per cent of schools that responded to a survey by Research in Primary Languages
said that finding sufficient curriculum time to teach a language is a major challenge.[wl

Transition between primary schools and secondary schools is reported to be inconsistent. In 2020,
the survey report ‘Language trends’ noted that 46% of respondents from state secondaries said they
had no contact with primary schools with regard to languages. In addition, 74% reported that they
receive no data on pupils’ prior attainment. Almost 70% of respondents state that in key stage 3,
some pupils start a different language than what they studied at primary level. Just 4% of secondary
teachers say that all pupils in Year 7 continue with the same language learned at primary school.
Indeed, the report states that ‘more often than not, language learning at key stage 3 starts from
scratch’.[lootnote 127]

This research is mirrored in Holmes and Myles’ study, which notes that:[©2otnote 128]

The lack of continuity in curriculum planning from key stage 2 to key stage 3 means that
secondary teachers take little or no account of prior learning and as a result, pupils are
required to start learning the language again from the beginning, which for many pupils
involves repeating what they have already learned.

Research by Baumert, Fleckenstein, Leucht, Kdller and Maller also showed that poor transition,
namely lack of continuity of the curriculum, is likely to be the most significant aspect in pupils not

seeing the benefit of learning a language at primary school.[lootnote 129]

It is also reported that disapplication from languages is widespread. In 2020, in only 68% of schools
that responded to the ‘Language trends’ survey did all pupils in Year 7 access languages. Small

numbers of students did not study the subject at all.[footnote 130] The report states that:

Schools where some groups do not study a language in Year 9 are significantly more
likely to have a higher proportion of students eligible for free school meals, a higher
allocation of pupil premium funding, lower Attainment 8 results... and have a higher
proportion of students identified as having English as an additional language.

Staffing and continuing professional development

Teachers’ expertise, CPD and teacher supply are central to meeting the challenges that schools face
in relation to languages. Improving staffs’ languages proficiency and boosting their expertise and

confidence are also understood to be crucial.[feotnote 131]
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Research in all sectors highlights these challenges. In primary schools, over 70% of teachers have
not accessed language-specific CPD in the last year.[wl This is the case for class teachers,
specialist native speakers and specialist languages teachers. Teachers also need to ensure that their
level of linguistic proficiency remains strong. However, it was also noted that their CPD abroad and
teacher exchange programmes remain underdeveloped. They are also financially out of reach for
almost all teachers.

Recent developments in initial teacher education (ITE) bring a renewed focus on subjects. The Carter
Review of Initial Teacher Training found substantial variation in how ITE programmes develop

teachers’ subject knowledge.[©20note 1331 A study by Holmes and Myles also notes that ‘provision of
primary modern foreign language pedagogy varies from 1.5 hours in total to 2 hours per week,

depending on the course provider’.[lootnote 134]

Teacher recruitment is also pressured. The number of graduate linguists in the UK is relatively low.
University languages departments are closing.['22note 135] |n aqdition, almost 70% of state schools
and 90% of independent schools have at least one languages teacher who is an EU citizen,

according to schools that responded to the ‘Language trends’ survey.[M] They may find that
their future in teaching in England is insecure following Brexit.

Based on the above, high-quality languages education may have the
following features

¢ School leaders committed to ensuring that language teachers have both a strong
understanding of curriculum progression in languages and strong subject knowledge.

+ Well-considered transition processes and a curriculum that builds step by step across key
stages.

Conclusion

This review has explored a range of evidence relating to high-quality languages education. It has
drawn on research from different countries and organisations. It also builds from the same research
base that underpins the EIF.

Languages are in a pressured, yet pivotal, position. The proportion of boys, disadvantaged pupils and
those with SEND engaging in languages after key stage 3 is low. Staff expertise, curriculum planning,
time allocation and transition are barriers at key stage 2. Transition and staffing continue to be a
challenge throughout the system. Yet, languages are the key to not only the government’s EBacc
ambition, but also to unlocking the world and its cultures to young people.

An effective languages curriculum focuses on the building blocks of language: phonics, vocabulary
and grammar. It helps learners make connections between sounds, words and sentences as they
produce and understand ever more complex sentences and texts. These ‘pillars’ of phonics,
vocabulary and grammar contain much of the knowledge that beginning learners need. As language
learners become proficient, so their sociolinguistic, pragmatic and discourse competence has a
greater focus within curriculum planning.

Research on how we learn, and in particular cognitive science, has informed the thinking behind this
research review. Specifically, the limited capacity in short-term memory to process information, the
long-term memory consisting of schemata where knowledge is linked or embedded with what is
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already known, using spaced or distributed practice, and the expertise reversal effect showing that
explicit teaching works best with beginning learners. In short, learners start becoming proficient in
languages later on in their studies.

The study of languages opens pupils’ minds and opens doors of opportunity. It develops a deep
cultural awareness that is difficult to grasp without an understanding of the linguistic heritage of
countries. The goals of wanting pupils to broaden their horizons, converse with others, explore
cultures and strengthen their economic prospects will only be reached when we build firm
foundations of language learning.
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