Contents of submission to Education Committee, 3 March 2011

As the Education Committee has recently announced a short inquiry into the English Baccalaureate, I should like on behalf of the Association of University Professors and Heads of French (AUPHF) to submit some observations:

1.  The purpose and benefits of the E-Bac:

The E-Bac will not supply information over and above what can already be derived from existing sources with regard to individual performances.  To this extent, its title may seem misleading, and its value may fall short of expectations.  However, it will have a symbolic value, and a role in affecting public awareness of a particular measurement of performance across the stated range of basic subjects. 

2.  The choice of subjects:

Any initiative that gives a central role to foreign languages, as a core component of 21st-century citizenship and intercultural competence, must be welcomed for that reason.  However, the inclusion of a language GCSE will not improve the language curriculum per se, and may even be instrumental in pushing out other language qualifications that are suitable for less academic pupils.  This indicates that the E-Bac proposals must be seen in the context of the National Curriculum Review (at KS3 as well as of 4), and the need to give proper recognition to the importance of foreign languages.  The aim should be not simply to increase the numbers of pupils on language courses, but also to provide courses which will facilitate both linguistic attainment and intellectual stimulation.  

3.  The implications of the E-Bac for pupils, schools, and employers:

If GCSE curricula were to remain the same, the key implication lies in the differential timescale between policy changes and school staffing changes.  Schools that have disinvested in Modern Foreign Languages may well wish to re-invest, and this will inevitably impact upon their other priorities and activities. For pupils, the award of the E-Bac will equip them with an additional achievement profile to present to employers.  Nevertheless, from the point of view of MFL, employer confidence in the level of linguistic ability represented by E-Bac will be linked to the efficacy of the curriculum review.

4.  International comparators:

The title of the E-Bac is unfortunate, since the baccalaureate is generally understood as a 16-19 school leaving qualification, and usually applies to the whole of the final assessment rather than a limited grouping of subjects within it.  In comparison with the 11-16 curricula of other advanced and developing countries, the level of attainment in languages is very low in relative terms.  This is not surprising given the significantly reduced teaching time available to British students in comparison with other European counterparts.  

