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Are you a Head of Department or Subject Lead in need of support around questions 
of language policy, subject offer or promoting Modern Languages at your school? 
ISMLA is there to support you, and we have collated some key arguments and talking 
points designed to shape your vision and strengthen your hand.  

The Case for Independent Schools to Lead on Modern Languages 

Why we’re well placed 
 

Breadth that safeguards “lesser-taught” MFL: Independent schools are far more likely to host language 
assistants and to offer international experiences—key to sustaining German, Italian, Russian, Arabic, 
Mandarin and others. 

Capacity & quality: Independent schools average smaller pupil-teacher ratios, allowing for more intimate 
language tuition settings. 

Partnership impact: Our resources—teachers, assistants, facilities, trips—can be shared through ISSPs and 
local agreements, directly supporting language access beyond our sector. Language Trends 2024 highlights 
independent-state disparities in assistants and overseas opportunities. 

National need is urgent, schools need to respond: Independent schools contribute disproportionately to 
A-Level entries in MFL: despite representing just 14% of the A-Level cohort, they accounted for 25% of all 
French, German, and Spanish entries. Moreover, average A*/A attainment in MFL and other ‘strategically 
important but vulnerable’ subjects exceeded 50% in the independent sector. 

Future-oriented differentiation (especially under VAT pressures):  From Jan 2025 fees attract 20% VAT. 
Distinctive language offers (assistants, exchanges, smaller sets, wider language menu) are tangible 
advantages parents cannot usually access in the state sector. 

Progression pathways: MFL at GCSE/IGCSE keeps doors open—e.g., the IB Diploma requires a Group 2 
language; GCSE foundations make this realistic and attractive. The Government has announced its 
withdrawal from funding for the IB in the state sector.  

Training the next generation of MFL teachers:  Independent schools have the staffing stability, specialist 
expertise, and smaller group sizes that make them ideal environments for developing new teachers. Through 
routes such as School-Centred Initial Teacher Training (SCITT), they can play a leading role in safeguarding 
the national MFL pipeline by offering placements, mentoring, and professional development. This positions 
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the independent sector not only as a provider of excellent language teaching for its own pupils, but also as a 
training ground for the future workforce that will sustain MFL across the UK. 

Talking points for Heads of MFL to SLT  
 

• Offering SLT an angle: Anticipating the return of MFL and Humanities 
In a world increasingly shaped by technology and utilitarian, profession-driven subject choices, the 
enduring value of human voices, cultural literacy, and global communication will only grow. 
Schools that continue to prioritise MFL and the Humanities more generally are preparing students not 
just for today’s job market, but for unchartered futures where adaptability, empathy, and cross -
cultural understanding will be at a premium. By safeguarding these subjects, the school positions 
itself as forward-thinking, resisting short-termism and investing in the very skills that will secure our 
pupils’ long-term success. 

• Selective context → reasonable expectation: In a selective/academically ambitious environment, 
every student can be expected to take at least one MFL at GCSE. This is consistent with the stated 
government policy over the last decade.  

• Core to a Rounded Education:  Whether in a selective setting or not, MFL is central to the truly 
"rounded" secondary education that most independent schools aspire to. The study of languages 
cultivates analytical thinking, cultural awareness, and communication skills that distinguish our 
students. 

• Oxbridge advantage through MML: Students pursuing MML face significantly less competition: at 
Cambridge, roughly 1 in 2 succeed, whereas the overall average is just 1 in 5. At Oxford, BA Modern 
Languages has one of the highest acceptance rates at about 55%. This means that applicants to MML 
are roughly 3–4 times more likely to be accepted compared to applicants in highly competitive fields 
like Engineering or Sciences.  

• UCAS & top universities: While most courses don’t require MFL, some highly-selective programmes 
expect or describe GCSE MFL as desirable (e.g. some LSE courses).  

• Flexible Sciences, fixed languages: Promote languages and encourage more than one at GCSE: If 
choice is tight, make only two natural sciences compulsory and promote languages—explicitly 
enabling linguistically minded students to take two or more MFL. This would in turn strengthen the 
lesser-taught languages. 

• Avoid making MFL non-compulsory by stealth: Block Latin with Humanities rather than in the MFL 
option block. Otherwise, pupils can satisfy a “language” slot with Latin and both MFL and Latin uptake 
erodes. 

• Same status as other core subjects: Give MFL the same compulsory status as English or Maths. 
Where a student must shed a subject for wellbeing or support reasons, do so from optional subjects, 
not MFL. 
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• Safeguard the school’s academic profile: Allowing routine opt-outs depresses visibility, timetable 
priority and staffing—locally and nationally. With A-level languages at historic lows, schools that keep 
GCSE MFL compulsory materially counter the national decline. 

• Make “niche” a strength: With headwinds such as VAT, show what independent schools offer: 
Smaller classes, assistants, exchanges, and a wider menu (e.g., Mandarin/German/Italian/Russian) 
are concrete advantages that justify fees and keep the school future-oriented. A broad language offer 
is a distinctive selling point for independent schools and a contribution to national capacity. 

• Clear progression to diverse senior qualifications: GCSE MFL is the runway for A-level languages 
and for IB Diploma Group 2—without GCSE, later uptake is severely constrained. 

• Continue to offer A-level, even if take-up is low. Once courses are withdrawn, it creates a culture of 
decline — signalling to younger students that languages are no longer an attainable or worthwhile 
choice. 

 

Rationale for schools to maintain diverse language offerings 

 

School-level impact: By keeping a wide menu of languages, a school not only differentiates itself but also 
statistically strengthens its headline MFL results (more top grades in subjects like Italian, German, Russian).  

Strategic message to SLT: Dropping variety (e.g., cutting German or Russian) risks undermining overall 
results, because those subjects often return above-average grades. 

Reputation & UCAS strength: Maintaining a “diverse language portfolio” signals to universities and parents 
that the school is academically ambitious, globally minded, and committed to excellence. 
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