
Why ISMLA believes that MFL should be a core subject for all to GCSE. 
 

Background. 

In 2004 the government to drop compulsory study of languages at key stage four. This has 
contributed since then to the sharp decline in modern languages at GCSE and A Level  and  
to a consequent decline in the numbers in England going on to study languages at colleges 
and universities. 

However, many schools have continued to insist on a modern language at GCSE, 
predominantly in the independent sector. In addition, taking any ancient or modern foreign 
language GCSE counts towards the languages part of the EBacc. However, it is worth noting 
that it can also be an ancient language (as in some independent schools). 

There is mounting evidence that students and their parents do not see the benefits of 
studying modern languages. Recently The Times reported on a British Council Survey of 
attitudes to the study of modern languagesi  which showed that “while children enjoy learning 
languages, they are choosing not to study them beyond the age of 14 because they do not 
see their value”. It also stated that “Eighty-six per cent did not think they were likely to use 
languages in their future careers”.  
 
Arguments for the study of Modern Languages 

“Language skills foster literacy, educational attainment, and a confident mindset that views 
cultural difference with curiosity rather than prejudice. They enhance employability, enabling 
people to navigate multicultural environments and to be sensitive to cultural difference and 
better at conceiving events from multiple points of view. They encourage us to be flexible, 
adaptable, and globally mobile, whether as citizens or as researchers working in pursuit of 
new knowledge that cannot be bounded by geography. Students from every socioeconomic 
background must have equal access to language education to reach their full potential in the 
21st century.”  

“Language instruction to enhance literacy and fluency, including knowledge of multiple 
languages, is crucial to creating future ‘global citizens’ who can respond to these challenges 
and support positive impacts on our own domestic politics.” 
(British Academy, The Importance of Languages in Global Context, 2020)ii 
 
“With Brexit [just around the corner], we need linguists more than ever. Languages are vital 
for effective trade, diplomacy and soft power, for social cohesion, social mobility, and 
educational attainment, all of which will be essential to the UK’s future success,” Neil Kenny, 
languages lead at the British Academy. iii 
   
 
 
 
  



Careers 
 
Not to insist on at least one GCSE language is potentially damaging to future student 
career prospects.  

• Multilingualism is often the norm in other, competing economies - which gives 
foreigners who speak good English the competitive edge in the jobs market. 

• A good level of linguistic ability makes students stand out.; a real (and increasingly 
unusual) asset on a CV. 

• In the modern world, people often listen but without really hearing one another; 
studying modern languages shows peers, colleagues, employers etc. that you are 
the sort of person who can do this. 
 

The British Academy “INSPIRING THE FUTURE: LANGUAGES AT WORK SURVEY” (2004)iv 
• 75% of respondents thought that graduates with English-only were at a disadvantage in 

the labour market; 
• 60% agreed that language skills gave them an advantage when applying for their 

current job;   
• 71% thought language skills had given them an edge over the course of their career; 

this applies more to non-native English speakers (80%) than native English speakers 
(68%) ; 

• 67% thought they had been able to apply for a wider range of jobs thanks to their 
language skills; once again this applies more to non-native English speakers (77.5%) 
than native speakers (60%) 

 
See resources from Queen’s University Belfast on Languages for Employabilityv   
 
Cognitive benefits vi 
 
There are strong arguments in favour of continued language learning, as found in a 2019 
British Academy paper: 
• Being bilingual (or multilingual) is generally agreed to improve an individual’s cognitive 

flexibility, mental switching and ability to multitask,  
• 90% of studies on the cross-curricular effect of language learning report a positive 

impact, across English language learning, literacy, maths and science. 
• There is a strong positive correlation between creative flexibility, fluency, originality and 

foreign language learning. 
 
The development of oral skills 
 
The UK examination system rarely tests oral skills (unlike other countries). MFL is one of the 
few that require students to develop such skills which are important when applying for jobs. 
Also, many job interviews are now online and sorted by AI. Only good presentations make it 
to the next level with a human being! 
 
  



Languages and translation software 
 
Given the proliferation of translation software and AI, studying one or more modern languages 
is actually more important than ever. This kind of technology will lead to many more people 
translating themselves into different languages without necessarily making the effort to 
understand them, whereas studying a modern language at any level demonstrates a 
willingness to tolerate, appreciate, respect and learn from other societies and cultures. 
 
A global outlook 
 
Continued study of one of more languages at school makes you a citizen of the world rather 
than insular - something that is important in a fully rounded education. 
 
Relationship with STEM 
 
The increasing stress on STEM subjects has had the consequence of suggesting that 
studying a modern language is less ‘useful’. However there are strong arguments that the 
study of a modern language is complementary to STEM subjects, developing skills which are 
essential attributes for a future well-rounded, well-educated mathematician, scientist of 
engineer. 
 
Does everyone speak English? 
 
“It is no longer a boon for this country that English is the global language of commerce and 
culture; the proficiency of more than a billion people worldwide in speaking it as a second 
language makes it an unexceptional attribute. Young people would gain much from the 
ability to speak an additional language, and the education system should be geared to help 
them to gain it.” The Times leading article 4/12/ 2023vii 
 
The corrosive effect of optional modern languages. 
 
This does not show overnight. At first the majority continues, then the undermining effect 
chips away every year with fewer and fewer students (as demonstrated by the consequences 
of the government decision in 2004).  Slowly there are fewer and fewer students at A Level 
so that sets become un-economic to run, especially for lesser taught languages. A self-
respecting school should fight against this trend and neither should it endorse any student 
or parental perception that languages are not important for a good education. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The study of one or more modern languages to at least age 16 should be part of the 
compulsory curriculum in a good school preparing students for adult life. 
 
 
 
 



 
See also 

• The British Academy have launched a campaign to redress the shortage of Modern 
Languages in schools – The Languages Gateway - 
https://www.thelanguagesgateway.uk/  

• 700 reasons to study a language - https://eprints.soton.ac.uk/362669/ 
• ALL, Why study languages - https://www.all-languages.org.uk/research-

practice/why-study-languages/ 
  
 
 

 
i https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/few-pupils-opting-for-language-gcses-education-
commission-9d5l7xcbc  
ii https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/publications/the-importance-of-languages-in-
global-context-an-international-call-to-action/  
iii https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/jan/09/learning-foreign-languages-should-
be-compulsory-says-report  
iv https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/projects/born-global/  
v 
https://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/nicilt/Opportunities/LanguagesforEmployabilityWorkshops/
LanguagesforEmployabilityResources/ 
vi https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/projects/cognitive-benefits-language-learning/  
vii https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/the-times-view-on-gcse-languages-power-of-babel-
zqvk7nkfk  
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