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Welcome to CfBT Education Trust

CfBT Education Trust is a top 30* UK charity providing education services 
for public benefit in the UK and internationally. Established over 40 years 
ago, CfBT Education Trust has an annual turnover exceeding £100 million 
and employs more than 2,000 staff worldwide. We aspire to be the world’s 
leading provider of education services, with a particular interest in school 
effectiveness.

Our work involves school improvement through inspection, school 
workforce development and curriculum design for the UK’s Department for 
Education, the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and 
Skills (Ofsted), local authorities and an increasing number of independent 
and state schools, free schools and academies. We provide services direct 
to learners in our schools and in young offender institutions.

Internationally we have successfully implemented education programmes 
for governments in the Middle East, Sub-Saharan Africa and South East 
Asia and work on projects funded by donors such as the Department 
for International Development, the European Commission, the Australian 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, the World Bank and the US 
Agency for International Development, in low- and middle-income 
countries.

Surpluses generated by our operations are reinvested in our educational 
research programme.

Visit www.cfbt.com for more information.

*CfBT is ranked 27 out of 3,000 charities in the UK based on income in Top 3,000 Charities 2010/11 
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About the British Council

The British Council is the UK’s international organisation for cultural 
relations and educational opportunities. We create international 
opportunities for the people of the UK and other countries and build  
trust between them worldwide.

We work in more than 100 countries and our 8,000 staff – including  
2,000 teachers – work with thousands of professionals and policy makers 
and millions of young people every year by teaching English, sharing the 
arts and delivering education and society programmes.

We are a UK charity governed by Royal Charter. A core publicly-funded 
grant provides less than 20 per cent of our turnover, which in 2013/14  
was £864 million. The rest of our revenues are earned from services which 
customers around the world pay for, through education and development 
contracts and from partnerships with public and private organisations.  
All our work is in pursuit of our charitable purpose and supports prosperity 
and security for the UK and globally.

For more information, please visit: www.britishcouncil.org
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Executive summary

Language Trends 2014/15 is the latest in the series of annual reports on language teaching based  
on online surveys completed by teachers in representative samples of schools from across the 
country. Surveys of secondary schools began in 2002 and cover both state and independent 
sectors. From 2012 onwards state primary schools have also been surveyed. This year’s report 
focuses particularly on the initial impact of compulsory status for languages in Key Stage 2 which 
was introduced in September 2014, and on continuing concerns about the number and profile of 
pupils who study a language beyond the compulsory phase in secondary schools. Concern about 
the drop in the number of pupils taking A levels in language subjects gave rise to two separate 
inquiries by national bodies in 2014. This report probes further into the issues raised.

The research presented in this report was carried out under the joint management of the British 
Council and CfBT Education Trust between September and December 2014. For the first time 
the Language Trends surveys have been complemented by a small number of case studies as 
illustrations of schools which demonstrate a real commitment to languages and which are finding 
interesting ways of overcoming challenges.

Key findings
•  The introduction of compulsory language teaching in Key Stage 2 has had an immediate impact 

on the number of primary schools teaching a language. Almost all schools responding to the 
survey (99 per cent) now do so and 12 per cent say they have just started in the current (2014/15) 
academic year. 

•  Secondary school teachers are concerned about the wide variation in the quality of provision of 
language teaching at Key Stage 2 and sceptical of many primary schools’ ability to deliver what 
they regard as a worthwhile level of language knowledge that pupils can apply to their studies in 
secondary school.

•  There is a growing trend in both the state and independent sectors, but particularly in state 
secondary schools, to exclude or excuse pupils from the study of a language for a variety of 
reasons. The practice of disapplication of pupils in Key Stage 3, and of restricting access to 
language study in Key Stage 4, is associated with socio-economic disadvantage. In the most 
economically deprived category of schools, 17 per cent exclude groups of pupils from language 
study in Key Stage 3 and 44 per cent exclude some pupils from language study at Key Stage 4.

•  There are a number of factors threatening the future of language study at A level. These include 
the impact of performance measures, grading and assessment systems, arrangements for 
languages lower down the school, increasingly tight budgets for post-16 courses and student 
perceptions of the relative value of languages in relation to the risk of not obtaining a high grade.

•  Schools with high levels of take-up for languages, where pupils with a range of different 
abilities take the subject to GCSE, are unfairly represented as underperforming in government 
accountability measures, which are based on achievement, not on participation. This is leading  
to cuts in language provision.
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•  French is overwhelmingly the language most frequently taught in primary schools and is offered 
by well over 90 per cent of secondary schools. However, in secondary schools there is a trend 
towards fewer pupils studying both French and German, and there are difficulties establishing 
and sustaining provision for lesser-taught languages. Of the main languages taught, only Spanish 
is expanding, but more slowly than the rate of decline for French and German. French is declining 
more rapidly in the independent sector than in state schools.

Languages in primary schools 
The introduction of compulsory language teaching in Key Stage 2 has had an immediate impact  
both on the number of primary schools teaching a language and on the provision of many of  
those which already did so. Almost all schools responding to this survey (99 per cent) now teach  
a language and 12 per cent say they have just started in the current (2014/15) academic year.  
The evidence shows that many schools have formalised or strengthened provision by teaching  
a language more regularly or more rigorously. As many as 38 per cent of schools report that they 
have increased the resources available for languages. The introduction of compulsory language 
teaching in primary schools enjoys widespread support: some 87 per cent of respondents welcome 
the measure; and almost all of those that do not welcome the measure support the intention, but are 
sceptical about the quality of teaching that can be provided.

As many as 40 per cent of responding schools are confident that they already meet the requirements 
of the new national curriculum in full. Finding sufficient curriculum time for languages, boosting staff 
confidence to teach languages and increasing the linguistic competence of staff are the greatest 
challenges that schools face in meeting the requirements of the national curriculum. However, only 
17 per cent of responding schools have invested in extra training for teachers and only six per cent 
have recruited new staff.

Schools in the lowest quintile of educational achievement, and those with the highest proportions 
of children eligible for free school meals, are the most likely to be in the early stages of developing 
language teaching and the least likely to have mechanisms in place for monitoring and assessing 
language learning. Schools with high proportions of pupils with English as an Additional Language 
are less likely to see this fact as a challenge in relation to the teaching of new languages than are 
those with more monolingual pupil populations.

In the majority of primary schools (57 per cent), language teaching is mainly carried out by the class 
teacher, although there is evidence of the involvement of a wide range of other people, including 
parents, specialist teachers, governors and language assistants. While 42 per cent of schools 
have teachers who are either native speakers of the language being taught or who have specialist 
qualifications in the language, as many as 31 per cent do not have any staff with more than a GCSE 
in a language.

Although over half of responding schools report that they participate in networking or continuing 
professional development (CPD) events with other primary schools, the proportion of primary 
schools taking part in training organised by local authorities has declined from 41 per cent in 2013/14 
to 31 per cent in 2014/15, and the number of primary schools receiving subject-specific support from 
local secondary schools has also dropped, from 34 per cent to 18 per cent.

Some 49 per cent of primary schools are also introducing pupils in Key Stage 1 to a language even 
though this is not a statutory requirement. 
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Transition from Key Stage 2 to Key Stage 3
Independent schools are more likely than state schools to be able to offer pupils the opportunity  
to continue learning the language they learned in Key Stage 2 (51 per cent versus 28 per cent).

Secondary teachers are concerned about the wide variations in quality of provision of language 
teaching at Key Stage 2 and sceptical of many primary schools’ ability to deliver what they regard as 
a worthwhile level of language knowledge that pupils can apply to their studies in secondary school. 

While educational policy suggests that schools have a responsibility to ensure the effective transition 
of pupils from Key Stage 2 to Key Stage 3, as many as 44 per cent of primary schools in England 
still have no contact with the secondary schools to which their pupils move at the end of Year 6. 
In parallel to this, a quarter of secondary schools (24 per cent) have no contact with any of their 
feeder primary schools in relation to languages and say they are not able to manage cross-phase 
collaboration as a result of externally driven issues which are beyond their ability to resolve.  
Those secondary schools participating in this year’s survey cite large numbers of primary feeders, 
teacher capacity and time pressures as well as lack of interest on the part of primary schools as the 
main reasons why they are unable to establish sustainable collaboration with their primary feeders  
in order to ease pupil transition from Key Stage 2 to 3. Financial constraints and other pressures 
have led to the cessation of previous joint working between primary and secondary schools and 
there is evidence of highly valued cross-phase collaboration coming to an end as a result of the 
withdrawal of funding for specialist language colleges. 

By way of contrast, there are many examples of secondary schools organising events and 
competitions designed to motivate young language learners from Key Stage 2 and support transition 
to secondary school. A number of schools comment that older pupils from Key Stage 3 upwards are 
involved in extra-curricular clubs and conversation support for younger pupils.

Take-up and participation in languages in secondary schools
There is a growing trend in both the state and independent sectors, but particularly in state 
secondary schools, to exclude or excuse pupils from the study of a language for a variety of reasons. 
However, the independent sector remains much more likely to make languages compulsory for all 
pupils throughout Key Stages 3 and 4 than is the case in the state sector. In eight per cent of state 
schools, some groups of pupils do not study a language at Key Stage 3 and in 28 per cent of state 
schools not all pupils in Key Stage 4 are able to study a language if they wish to do so.

The practice of disapplication of pupils in Key Stage 3, and of restricting access to language study 
at Key Stage 4, is associated with socio-economic disadvantage. In the most economically deprived 
schools, the proportion excluding groups of pupils from language study in Key Stage 3 rises to  
17 per cent and those excluding pupils from language study in Key Stage 4 rises to 44 per cent.  
It is increasingly common practice, now affecting 29 per cent of state schools, to reduce the number 
of hours in the timetable available for the study of a language in Key Stage 3.

After the increases noted in the Language Trends surveys of 2012 and 2013 in schools reporting 
higher take-up for languages to GCSE (attributed to the impact of the English Baccalaureate), the 
proportion of schools reporting increased take-up is declining. In 2012, more than half of responding 
schools said that numbers for languages had recently risen; in the current survey this proportion has 
dropped to 38 per cent.
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A complex range of interrelated factors is threatening the future of language study at A level.  
These include the impact of performance measures, grading and assessment systems, 
arrangements for languages lower down the school, and increasingly tight budgets for post-16 
courses. It is also affected by student perceptions of the relative value of languages in relation  
to the risk of not obtaining a high grade. 

Teaching and learning of languages in secondary schools
Two thirds of teachers find attracting pupils to study a language post-16 challenging. This emerges 
as the most widespread challenge for language teachers across the country; more challenging 
than issues such as take-up for GCSE. Languages are seen as more difficult than other subjects, 
less reliable in terms of delivering the top grades and not important in the eyes of many influencers. 
Unsuitable or unreliable forms of accreditation and the prioritisation of English and mathematics, 
together with the perceived career value of sciences, are creating a difficult climate for languages  
in schools. 

Schools with high levels of take-up for languages where pupils of a range of different abilities take 
the subject to GCSE, are unfairly represented as underperforming in government accountability 
measures which are based on achievement, not participation. This is leading to cuts in language 
provision. Language provision in former specialist language colleges is particularly vulnerable to  
this effect since these schools practised a ‘Languages for All’ policy in line with their chosen 
specialist college status.

Opportunities for lower-ability pupils to study languages have been curtailed as a result of the decline 
of alternative accreditation such as NVQs, Asset Languages etc., following the Conservative/Liberal 
Democrat coalition government’s decision for these and other similar qualifications not to count 
towards schools’ performance tables. Lower-ability pupils may be discouraged from taking  
a language to GCSE in order to maintain a school’s rating in performance tables. 

Many teachers are finding it difficult to access CPD due to heavy workloads and schools’ budgetary 
constraints. There is, however, growing praise for technologically supported CPD, which is easier for 
many teachers to access, and also for training delivered by specialist organisations and universities. 
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Conclusions 
Four key conclusions can be drawn from the rich quantitative and qualitative data from teachers 
participating in this year’s survey:

Statutory status for languages at Key Stage 2 has had an immediate positive effect on 
language provision in primary schools

The introduction of compulsory language teaching to all pupils at Key Stage 2 has had an 
immediate and positive impact as primary schools take steps to improve their provision in line with 
the requirements of the national curriculum. However, transition from Key Stage 2 to 3 remains a 
challenge, with many schools unable to establish collaboration, often for very practical reasons  
such as staff capacity, time pressure and budgetary constraints. Secondary teachers, in particular, 
are concerned whether primary schools will be able to provide language teaching to a standard  
and level of consistency which will enable them to build on pupils’ prior learning when they arrive  
in Key Stage 3.

There is a growing tendency for schools to exclude some pupils from language learning at 
Key Stages 3 and 4 with access to language learning often being linked to social advantage 

This affects mainly, but not exclusively, secondary schools and cuts across all key stages.  
The increasing tendency to excuse, exclude or disapply pupils from languages tuition at various 
stages creates a growing overall impression that schools are starting to regard languages as 
expendable for some pupils. The practice of disapplication of pupils in Key Stage 3, and of  
restricting access to language study in Key Stage 4, is associated with socio-economic 
disadvantage and is creating a widening gap in opportunities to learn to speak another language.

External assessment systems and school performance measures are having a negative 
impact on the teaching of languages in secondary schools

The impact of the English Baccalaureate in boosting take-up for languages in Key Stage 4 is 
declining and the current way in which schools’ performance is measured is having a negative  
effect on language provision. Language departments which take pride in giving a broad spectrum  
of learners the opportunity to take a languages GCSE are being put under pressure and school 
leaders are having to make difficult choices which, in many cases, are leading to cuts in language 
provision. Decisions about whether languages should be compulsory for all or some pupils in Key 
Stage 4, or whether language study is even ‘appropriate’ for certain groups of pupils, are being taken 
not on educational grounds or with regard to the interests and potential of the pupils concerned, 
but on the need of schools to do well against accountability measures and in national performance 
tables. Neither the examinations themselves nor the way their results are used for school 
accountability are currently working in the interests of improving language learning in schools.

Wider societal attitudes are adversely affecting an understanding of the value of languages 
and discouraging pupils from seeing languages as a serious subject for study

A lack of awareness of the value of languages is commonplace. Influencers such as careers 
advisers, the media and parents have an important role to play and should help to explain how 
knowledge of a language can contribute to success with university studies and careers.
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The significance of wider societal attitudes should not be underestimated, since they have the power 
to undermine initiatives and efforts to encourage young people at all stages of their education to 
study a language.

For young people in England, and the country as a whole to benefit from being able to speak 
languages other than English, solutions to the major challenges identified in this research need to 
be sought and applied at a whole-school level as well as openly supported by those who are in a 
position to influence the decisions of young people choosing study options and career paths.
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