Why are foreign languages in trouble?
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Richard Hudson

In the debate about the crisis in foreign-language (FL) teaching, one topic has been strangely absent: why, precisely, has it happened? There has been no shortage of suggested remedies, each of which of course presupposes some diagnosis, but these diagnoses are simply taken for granted. In this short paper I shall:

· provide evidence that the cause of the crisis is a new curriculum for FL which was introduced  in the 1980s,

· suggest that the solution is in fact already in place.

If this diagnosis is correct, then the best response to the crisis is to do nothing but promote the changes that are already working through the system. 

1 Trends in FL uptake

We all know that A-level entries have been declining for some time, but what tends to be forgotten is that at one time they were rising. This can be seen in a graph for the years 1988 to 1997 in Moys 1998:47, which makes the crucial point that A-level entries were actually rising steadily until 1992, after which they started to fall again – an important fact, because it shows that languages have not always been as unpopular as they are today. A little research
 allows us to extend this simple diagram for both A-level and GCSE in French and German, giving Figure 1. (This graph is generated automatically from a table of precise numbers which will appear if you double-click the diagram.) The dotted vertical lines show the beginning and end of the rather short period during which a language was an obligatory subject at GCSE; however it should be remembered that this requirement could be ‘disapplied’ for individual children – an exception that always excluded over 20% of children even during the supposedly obligatory period
. By 2006, under the new optional regime the proportion of children taking no language at GCSE had risen to 50%. 
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Figure 1: Entries for French and German at GCSE and A-level, 1988-2006

Figure 1 shows the trends for both GCSE and A-level.  The most striking pattern is the familiar decline in each line which defines our present crisis, but the figure deserves more analysis. 

· GCSE entries imply that the crisis is a recent event, but this is misleading because they are an artefact of the policy that obliges students to take a language. The decline since this requirement was lifted is probably a more accurate measure of the unpopularity of FL at GCSE.

· A-level entries are much more revealing because they show how many students have enjoyed studying FL so much at KS3 and KS4 that they want to pursue the study for two more years – a fair measure of the success of KS3/4 teaching. Moreover, it is A-level candidates who may then become FL undergraduates and – more important still – FL school-teachers.


The A-level figures in Figure 1 show a remarkably clear and consistent combination of trends:

· For both French and German, an increase until 1992.

· Since then, for both French and German, a steady decrease which seems to have stopped in the last year or so.
Three important conclusions follow:

· FLs have not always been unpopular in our secondary schools. On the contrary, in the 1980s they showed a burst of popularity far more dramatic than the gentle decline of the 1990s. I don’t know why this happened, but it may reflect the enthusiasm at the time for the ‘languages for all’ agenda. 
· French and German both peaked in the same year, 1992, which suggests that they were both affected by the same cause. 
· The current crisis at A-level dates from 1993, so the crisis at GCSE may have its roots at about this time as well – much longer ago than most discussion assumes.

In other words, the crisis must have a very specific cause, rather than one rooted in long-standing attitudes towards language-learning or beliefs about the usefulness of foreign languages. (These attitudes and beliefs are important, of course, and need to be addressed, but they do not define the present crisis.)

These historical facts suggest a series of questions:

· What changed between 1992 and 1993, the start of the decline? This question is really about how the language-learning experiences of the 1992 cohort differed from those of the1993 cohort. Why were the former slightly more enthusiastic about French and German than the latter, and why did this difference turn into a consistent trend?   
· This question in turn translates into a question about their experiences in the years leading up to GCSE (the modern Key Stages 3 and 4), because it was these years that decided whether they enjoyed French or German enough to continue them to A-level. The 1992 cohort took GCSE in 1990, and the 1993 cohort a year later, so they started learning French and German five years before this, in 1985 and 1986 respectively. So what happened about 1985-6 that might have been relevant?
The steady decline over the following years suggests a gradual change rather than a sudden step-change, so what we are looking for is not a single one-off difference between the years, but the beginning of a long-term change which could progressively whittle away the enthusiasm of GCSE-year pupils for FL. 
2 Communicative language teaching
It is not hard to find a possible answer, though of course at this stage it is mere conjecture. The 1980s saw a revolution in the teaching of FL in our secondary schools, in which the old ‘grammar-translation’ methods were replaced by ‘communicative’ methods which downplayed the direct teaching of grammar. “Traditional precepts of translation, comprehension and accuracy were replaced by the four skills [listening, speaking, reading and writing], authenticity of source materials and error tolerance. … Grammar teaching was often pushed to the sidelines in an attempt 'to get pupils talking'.” (Grenfell 2000:24) In the words of a QCA report on standards in German examining at this age, 
“changes in 16+ German examinations between 1977 and 1997 were influenced above all by the trend in foreign language assessment to make communication of messages the prime measure of success. Other main causes of change include:
· the development in 1985 of national criteria for assessing modern foreign

languages (MFL) at GCSE;
· the introduction of GCSE examinations in 1988 …” (page 7)
In short, the 1992 cohort started to learn FL in the year (1985) when new national assessment criteria were developed, and when they took GCSE (in 1990), this exam was just two years old. 
If it was the new approach that put children off FL, why did it take such a long time to take effect? After all, we might expect the very first GCSE cohort to have been the first to show a decline at A-level, whereas in fact it only appeared two years later, and even then its effect was spread over more than a decade. I assume that the reason for this delay is that curricular changes are always slow, because their effect only shows after the change has affected classroom practice, textbooks and other parts of teaching. I suggest below that exactly the same delay can be seen in more recent changes.  Moreover, the  QCA report quoted earlier comments on the slow speed of these changes  (pages 8-9), in connection with the assessment of writing in three years: 1977, 1987 and 1992:
“In 1977, writing was assessed through essay writing, dictation, translation and

responses in German to listening and reading comprehension. The subject matter of the essay demanded a wide knowledge of unpredictable, sometimes unusual

German lexis and the ability to write in a range of tenses using complex sentence

structure. The texts used in the comprehension tests were of a literary nature and

demanded manipulation of language. Translation from English into German required an understanding of the precise language of prose. There were signs in 1987 of a shift in emphasis towards more practical communication skills. Edexcel adapted its syllabus to increase relevance, accessibility and motivation. Knowledge of modern, everyday language was tested within a context likely to be familiar to most young people. Other awarding bodies had also started to move in this direction. Although most still expected evidence of language manipulation, the translation of text into German had become an option: the alternative being an essay-writing task that enabled candidates to use German language with which they were familiar. Only Edexcel continued to include dictation as part of assessment. By 1992, communication skills had become the main focus of assessment. In the Higher Tier, accuracy was still an important factor: candidates were expected to demonstrate a high degree of expertise in both grammar and lexis in the writing of essays, reports, and informal and formal letters, but tasks were more open-ended.”
Notice the penultimate sentence (which I have highlighted), which shows that it was only in 1992 that all the exam boards had finally adopted the communicative principles, and even then these principles did not apply consistently to the more academic students who would consider taking German beyond GCSE.

In short, the 1992 and 1993 cohorts experienced the early years of the gradual shift towards communicative syllabuses, which is often referred to as a revolution in language teaching. This revolution had many positive features, especially in contrast with the rather dull teaching of purely literary language that went before it; but it is easy to find weaknesses:

· by turning the focus of attention onto language use instead of language structure, it failed to stimulate those who might have found structure itself interesting (as in the traditional classics of Latin and Greek, where ‘use’ hardly counted for anything).
· by expecting students to learn grammar inductively, in much the same way as they learned their first language as small children, teachers were failing those students (especially boys) whose learning style favoured explicit and systematic generalisations.

· for reasons which are rather unclear, communicative syllabuses tended to produce a plateau effect at KS4, precisely the point where bright students needed rapid and visible progress.

As I shall explain below, purely communicative approaches have by and large fallen out of favour in language teaching.


My conjecture, therefore, is that A-level numbers decreased as the focus on language structure decreased as narrowly communicative methods increased, and that it is these methods that are responsible for the FL crisis. Of course, this conjecture is bound to be only part of the answer, and may turn out to be wrong, but if it does, we shall still need an explanation for the very clear downward turn at A-level in Figure 1.  
3 The revised National Curriculum for FL

The first National Curriculum for FL (1991, revised 1995) by and large followed the communicative trend of the time, but by the time of the 1999 revision there was less enthusiasm for purely communicative approaches and more for ‘language awareness’ (LA), a movement dating from about 1980 which favoured teaching children about language as an interesting object of study. This shift of emphasis coincided with a similar shift in English teaching in favour of ‘Knowledge About Language’ (KAL), in contrast with the previous two or three decades of English teaching which had avoided any explicit study of language or language structure. This happy coincidence encouraged LA supporters to promote one of their main enthusiasms, the idea that English and FL teachers should collaborate in teaching about language – a novel idea indeed! 

The 1999 FL curriculum reflects these changes, as can be seen from the following extracts:

· Pupils learn about the basic structures of language. They explore the similarities and differences between the foreign language they are learning and English or another language, and learn how language can be manipulated and applied in different ways.

· The development of these [language] skills, together with pupils’ knowledge and understanding of the structure of language, lay the foundations for future study of other languages.

· Pupils should be taught:

· the principles and interrelationship of sounds and writing in the target language

· the grammar of the target language and how to apply it

· how to express themselves using a range of vocabulary and structures.

More recently, the implications of this curriculum have been spelled out in a great deal of detail in two major ‘frameworks’ for teaching FL: in 2003 one for the early secondary years (KS3) and in 2005 one for the late primary years (KS2). Both of these documents are impressively innovative, and both reflect the principles of LA and the goal of building on the KAL that students learn in English – indeed, KAL is recognised in the KS2 document as one of five major ‘strands’ in the list of objectives. The new approach is not a return to the bad old days of the grammar-translation methods; it takes the best parts of the communicative approach (e.g. focus on spoken and non-literary language), but combines them with a more systematic study of language structure which should on the one hand help weaker students who cannot induce rules for themselves, and on the other hand stimulate brighter students who enjoy intricate but clear structures.

Will this new pedagogy solve the problem? Clearly, we may expect the same time lag as we saw in the effects of the communicative methods. In 1993, A-level entries showed the first effects of the GCSE syllabus that had been introduced in 1985 – a time lag of eight years. Assuming the same lag for the new pedagogy, we may hope for good news in 2007, eight years after the 1999 National Curriculum. However, we may not in fact need to wait till then, because the 2006 figures already give some cause for hope (although they have received surprisingly little attention). For the first time, the entries for French and German rose – 1.1% for French and 5.1% for German, a trend which the official press-release describes as merely ‘stable’. Given the very consistent pattern of decline since 1992, these figures deserve a lot more official enthusiasm. 
4 Conclusion

A very useful summary of pedagogical issues by Lid King supports the idea that pedagogy may be at least part of the reason for the crisis. After explaining that no single agreed pedagogy has emerged from over two centuries of searching for a panacea, he writes:

“It is for these reasons that both the Nuffield Inquiry and the Government response have tended to concentrate on provision and policy rather than pedagogy.”
 However, he thinks this approach may have been too cautious:

“There are probably two factors which are pushing us to revise this more cautious viewpoint:
· The 14-19 Green paper (and associated text) which argues implicitly that there have been shortcomings in our approaches to language teaching, reflected in low motivation among learners

· The unfolding Key Stage 3 Strategy which is very much about classroom approaches and which will in one way or another have an effect on language learning methodologies.
It might further be argued that the likely reduction of compulsory language learning in England to one Key stage [i.e. KS3] puts a premium on what happens in that Key Stage and in particular on the nature of progression from Primary Entitlement and to KS4 Entitlement.”
He rightly resists the idea of advocating (yet) another single ‘method’ for teaching:
“Despite its superfical attractiveness it is unlikely that there could ever be an effective nationally prescribed language teaching methodology. There are too many variables (teachers, learners, institutions, needs, resources …..) and no sure way to learn a language.”
It is hard to disagree with any of this.


This plea for plurality of methods may be just what is needed now. Both grammar-translation and communicative teaching each favoured a rather limited range of methods; indeed, one view of communicative teaching is that it simply swung the pendulum of change to the opposite extreme from grammar-translation. I believe that what we have seen in the late 1990s is a return to a more central and sensible position which embraces both the explicitness and clarity of grammar-translation and the real-life communication of communicative methods. These changes are already in place, and we may already be seeing their effect on A-level entries. 
Reference List

Grenfell, Michael. 2000. Modern languages - beyond Nuffield and into the 21st Century. Language Learning Journal 22. 23-9.

Kelly, Michael and Diana Jones. 2003. A New Landscape for Languages. London: Nuffield Foundation.

Mitchell, Rosamund. Foreign language education in an age of global English. Inaugural lecture, 27 February 2002.  2002. 

Moys, Alan. 1998. Where are we going with languages? (Consultative report of the Nuffield Languages Inquiry). London: Nuffield Foundation.



� The figures for GCSE are copied from the CILT website; figures for earlier years are available (e.g. in � ADDIN REFMGR.CITE <Refman><Cite><Author>Kelly</Author><Year>2003</Year><RecNum>1919</RecNum><IDText>A New Landscape for Languages.</IDText><MDL Ref_Type="Book, Whole"><Ref_Type>Book, Whole</Ref_Type><Ref_ID>1919</Ref_ID><Title_Primary>A New Landscape for Languages.</Title_Primary><Authors_Primary>Kelly,Michael</Authors_Primary><Authors_Primary>Jones,Diana</Authors_Primary><Date_Primary>2003</Date_Primary><Keywords>languages</Keywords><Keywords>LANGUAGE</Keywords><Reprint>Not in File</Reprint><Pub_Place>London</Pub_Place><Publisher>Nuffield Foundation</Publisher><ZZ_WorkformID>2</ZZ_WorkformID></MDL></Cite></Refman>�Kelly and Jones 2003�, but where they overlap with the CILT figures they are different. In contrast, A-level figures in different sources seem to agree, so my figures for A-level are compiled from various sources including the QCA website, CILT staff, � ADDIN REFMGR.CITE <Refman><Cite><Author>Kelly</Author><Year>2003</Year><RecNum>1919</RecNum><IDText>A New Landscape for Languages.</IDText><MDL Ref_Type="Book, Whole"><Ref_Type>Book, Whole</Ref_Type><Ref_ID>1919</Ref_ID><Title_Primary>A New Landscape for Languages.</Title_Primary><Authors_Primary>Kelly,Michael</Authors_Primary><Authors_Primary>Jones,Diana</Authors_Primary><Date_Primary>2003</Date_Primary><Keywords>languages</Keywords><Keywords>LANGUAGE</Keywords><Reprint>Not in File</Reprint><Pub_Place>London</Pub_Place><Publisher>Nuffield Foundation</Publisher><ZZ_WorkformID>2</ZZ_WorkformID></MDL></Cite></Refman>�Kelly and Jones 2003� and � ADDIN REFMGR.CITE <Refman><Cite><Author>Mitchell</Author><Year>2002</Year><RecNum>2444</RecNum><IDText>Foreign language education in an age of global English. Inaugural lecture, 27 February 2002</IDText><MDL Ref_Type="Unpublished Work"><Ref_Type>Unpublished Work</Ref_Type><Ref_ID>2444</Ref_ID><Title_Primary>Foreign language education in an age of global English. Inaugural lecture, 27 February 2002</Title_Primary><Authors_Primary>Mitchell,Rosamund</Authors_Primary><Date_Primary>2002</Date_Primary><Keywords>LANGUAGE</Keywords><Keywords>education</Keywords><Keywords>age</Keywords><Keywords>global</Keywords><Keywords>ENGLISH</Keywords><Web_URL><u>http://www.soton.ac.uk/~rfm3/inaugural.htm</u></Web_URL><ZZ_WorkformID>5</ZZ_WorkformID></MDL></Cite></Refman>�Mitchell 2002�. I should also like to thank staff at JCQ for help.


� CILT figures.


� Of course, it could be objected that A-level entries only measure a subject’s popularity among the more academic students, and may be irrelevant to those for whom A-level is not an option. While this is true, academic students are especially important in this crisis because of their potential roles in HE as FL undergraduates and as PGCE students.
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