Severe Grading – reality or myth? 
Duncan Byrne 
Haberdashers’ Aske’s Boys’ School 
Writing a couple of days before GCSE results are published, I am wondering whether we will see another brutal fall in the number of candidates having taken a GCSE Modern Language this summer. Since the announcement that Modern Languages would become an optional KS4 subject in September 2003, maintained schools have become ever more conscious of the perception that a language is a tough choice for pupils, who believe that they will have to work harder in the language than in other subjects to achieve a comparable grade. The Association for Language Learning (ALL), in the guise of President Helen Myers, has been fighting for some considerable time to have the reality of ‘severe grading’ accepted, as it is felt to be the single most important factor in the reduction in GCSE Modern Languages take-up over the last three years. Not only do individual pupils elect to ‘drop’ the language studied in KS3, but school management sometimes takes the unenlightened decision to sideline MFL by blocking them against ‘easier’ GCSE subjects or by removing them completely, as the lower grades achieved in French or Spanish will affect league table positions. 
There is a huge amount of misleading information in the public domain about the relative difficulty of exam subjects. Since 2004, the proportion of GCSE modern language candidates achieving top grades has increased. Some parts of the media have interpreted this as languages being ‘easier’ than other subjects. However, in doing so, they completely fail to understand that, with KS4 languages becoming optional, the least able pupils have ceased to study them; the ability profile of the GCSE languages cohort has therefore increased considerably but QCA and the awarding bodies have not adjusted grade percentages enough! Indeed, Dr Robert Coe of the CEM centre in Durham (the people who run MIDYIS, YELLIS and ALIS) has published research clearly demonstrating that candidates on average achieve lower grades in modern languages than in their other GCSE subjects and that this difference is so statistically significant that it could not be explained away as the result of poorer quality of teaching. 
The Association for Language Learning has been campaigning for a realignment of GCSE grade boundaries and the reality of the severe grading phenomenon was accepted by Lord Dearing in his languages review of a year ago. Regrettably, QCA has rejected the evidence and the campaign continues. ISMLA has been happy to support ALL’s stance, recognising the effect that severe grading has on KS4 languages take-up, but only recently have I begun to look for evidence of severe grading in the independent sector. My hunch was originally that A Level modern languages were considered ‘harder’ by some students and that this affected Sixth Form numbers; I was less convinced, despite some disappointing grades in my own department, that severe grading at GCSE was a key issue for ISMLA members. Following a meeting with Shadow Schools Minister, Nick Gibb, that I attended with Helen Myers, I was requested to look for data from the independent sector to confirm or deny the presence of severe grading. I am indebted to Jamie Russ of St Albans School for sharing his personal research with me, and to other ISMLA colleagues who patiently responded to my e-mail enquiries. 
The responses of colleagues leads me to conclude that the most highly selective schools have not had a problem with severe grading; their pupils seem insufficiently challenged by the GCSE examinations and the vast majority have no difficulty in exceeding the A* grade boundary. Nevertheless, less highly selective schools have witnessed it, and the modern languages department either lags behind the school average in A*/A percentage or has seen depreciation of results over the last two or three years; clearly, either case may lead to an awkward series of conversations with senior management. 
ALL has sought to benchmark MFL GCSE results against those achieved by the same pupils in Mathematics, which is often considered the archetypal ‘traditional academic’ subject. It was quite difficult for me to acquire this data – nevertheless, my first table compares the results of French against Mathematics in seven boys’ day schools where French GCSE is compulsory. Five of these seven have quite significant differences in the percentage of boys achieving grades A* or A in the two subjects, even though their examination results indicate that they are very highly selective. 
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subjects, even though their examination results indicate that they are
very highly selective.
GCSE result percentages 2007

Maths A*/A% French A*/A%
School A 70.8% 58.5%
School B 80.9% 63.5%
School C 93.1% 97.9%
School D 94.5% 81.1%
School E 90.4% 81.2%
School F 99.4% 94.2%
School G 98.9% 100.0%
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The second measure | looked at was the change in examination results
since KS4 languages become optional (2005 exam results were the first
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The second measure I looked at was the change in examination results since KS4 languages become optional (2005 exam results were the first year affected). Although my sample size is small, the number of pupils achieving low grades (C and below) appears to have increased significantly in a clear majority of responding schools. My table shows the whole school percentage of bottom grades for purposes of comparison. 
GCSE percentage of grades C and below
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There were other interesting results. The A* percentage in a highly selective girls’ day school had declined from 49% to 72% in consistent increments since 2004. 
The above table shows how the proportion of lower grades in French is consistently higher than the school average. I compared the percentage of C grades and below for twenty independent schools in the 2007 GCSE. In eighteen of these schools, the number of low grades in French was disproportionately high, often by a huge factor. The following table gives a flavour of this evidence.
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French candidates French grades C and below as a
as a percentage percentage of total number of C grades
of total Exam (and below) in the school
entry
School P 11.5% 32.1%
School Q 5.5% 12.1%
School R 5.7% 13.1%
School 5 9.8% 25.0%
School T 9.3% 22.5%
School U 9.1% 18.7%
School V 8.7% 23.3%
School W 9.9% 26.4%
School X 9.8% 21.2%
School Y 9.1% 31.6%
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Thus, in school W, although French represents only 9.9% of total GCSE examinations sat, the subject contributes more than 26% of the school’s C and D grades. 

I apologise if I have drowned you in figures, but I hope that my data helps to confirm that severe grading at GCSE is a real phenomenon for many schools. I reiterate the caveat that highly selective schools appear to be largely unaffected by the problem, but feel that my findings validate ISMLA’s stance in backing ALL’s campaign for parity of grading. Please do contact me if you would like either to confirm or challenge this research; my e-mail address can be found elsewhere in this publication.
