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Nick Mair                                                                                  

Chairman, ISMLA
12 April 2011

Dear XXXXX,
ISMLA has been engaged for nearly two years in a series of surveys and consultations with its 170 member schools to monitor reactions to the reform of GCSE, AS and A-level examinations initiated in the last five years. A significant aim has been to make judgments ‘in the round’ and not to respond in an impulsive way to a single set of results in any examination session or concerns peculiar to individual schools.

Our evidence base has been as follows:

· September-November 2010: online survey in conjunction with ALL-London of AS/A2 results with responses from some 90 schools
· September-November 2009: online survey in conjunction with ALL-London of AS results with a similar scale of response

· October 2010: invited consultation of members in advance of ISMLA's participation in the Languages Teaching Pedagogy Seminar with Schools Minister Nick Gibb

· February 2011: invited written responses from our annual conference delegates on a range of current Modern Languages issues

The following are the central issues that have emerged:

1. We are concerned about the disparity between the proportions of candidates achieving A* at A-level between Modern Languages and other subjects with a similarly high academic entry profile, such as Mathematics, Further Mathematics, Physics and Chemistry
.

2. We are equally troubled by the fact that the marking of oral examinations has been widely viewed as unreliable by member schools in the last two years. In particular, member schools have repeatedly highlighted the phenomenon of linguists known to be gifted being outperformed by weaker ones. We agree with guidance offered by all boards that candidates should not be rehearsed and that discussion should be allowed to develop organically during each oral examination. However, we believe that candidates who have learned successfully, practised speaking assiduously over the long term and expressed themselves eloquently and meaningfully under pressure have effectively been penalised by a set of criteria prone to identify them as ‘over prepared’.

Consequent upon the above two factors, there has been a marked rise in Senior Management interventions in ISMLA member schools such that interested pupils, who would find Modern Languages an advantageous and fulfilling component in their own future, are being encouraged towards other Sixth Form subjects offering a more predictable and reliable grade outcome. This flies in the face of the oft-stated strategic commercial, social and academic need for highly trained linguists in the United Kingdom. 

The time is right for a structured response to the serious situation outlined above. Bernadette Holmes (President Elect of the Association for Language Learning), Helen Myers (Chair of ALL-London) and I would welcome the opportunity to meet with the examination boards at a mutually convenient time this summer. It can only be in the interests of awarding bodies and students alike to achieve genuine consistency of grade outcomes between subjects. 

Yours Sincerely, 

Nick Mair   

Chairman, ISMLA                                                                                                                                                      

(Vice-Chair, ALL-London)









� Work undertaken by ALL-London on severe grading seems to confirm the relative difficulty of attaining A-level A* in Modern Languages. The combined A*/A rate tends to be impressive for subjects having what ALL-London describes as an “intake profile with more higher-attaining students”. On the first year’s data, this is indeed the case for French (39%), German (41%) and Spanish (38%). Subjects considered to fall into the same bracket include Maths (45%) and Physics (33%). The average A*/A rate for all subjects was 27%. One might expect, then, to see high proportions of these able students getting the very top grade. However, although the average A* rate as a fraction of the A*/A figure was 30%, scores for Modern Languages fell away: 20% for French, 24% for German and 22% for Spanish. By comparison, Maths and Physics beat the average with 38% and 31% respectively. A further comparison might be made with History, for instance, where the combined A*/A figure of 28% was substantially below that for Modern Languages, while the A* proportion was better at 25% of A*/A.





Further information at:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.all-london.org.uk/2010_a_level_a_star_issue.htm" �http://www.all-london.org.uk/2010_a_level_a_star_issue.htm�
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A.S. Pettitt Esq. MA (Oxon)         Dr. D. West BA, Ph.D, LTCL 

P.B. Hamilton Esq. MA (Oxon)


Dr. H. Wright MA (Oxon), MA (Leics), EdD (Exeter), FRSA
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