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Modern languages - beyond Nuffield
,, and into the 21st Century

Michael Grenfell
U niversity of Southampton

This  a r t i c le  d iscusses  issues  o f  po l i cy  and prac t ice  in  modern
foreign language teaching in the l ight of recent past experience,
CfSTED inspec t ion  f ind ings  and the  concerns  ra ised by  the
\uff ield Inquiry. Comments about the present state of MFL teaching
a n d  l e a r n i n g  a r e  m a d e  u n d e r  t h r e e  p r i n c i p a l  h e a d i n g s :
\ ' l e thodo log ica l  Doubts ;  Cur r icu lum Confus ion ;  and Loss  o f
ourpose. Each of these is considered and suggestions made for
pos i t i ve  ways  fo rward .

INTRODUCTION

l f  they were to g lance back over  the last  ten to
l ' i  t ieen years,  modern languages teachers might
bc' forgiven for feeling rather pleased. Twelve years
ago. GCSE had just come on stream. The new-style
rnodern languages exam represented at that t ime
rhe  s ing le  b igges t  sh i f t  i n  modern  l anguages
rcach ing  and  l ea rn ing  s ince  the  aud io - l i ngua l
r c v o l u t i o n .  I n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 8 0 s .  t h e  N a t i o n a l
Curriculum was also in the offing. At last, there
s as a national framework to guide exam boards,
t ! 'achers and pupi ls  across the secondary age-
range. Diversif ication was also a watch-word of
the times, as local education authorit ies sought to
of ' fer  languages besides French to thei r  pupi ls .
\ l o n e y  w a s  a v a i l a b l e ,  p i l o t  p r o j e c t s  w e r e
organised, teachers were trained.

These changes were the culmination of work
by teachers, academics, students and researchers
di rected at  f ind ing new ways of  th ink ing about
learn ing languages and designing appropr iate
syllabuses for contemporary needs (see Hawkins,
1996 ) .  Many  o f  t hese  were  on  a  commun ica t i ve
high,  spurred on by methodological  innovat ions,
advances in technology and growing l inks wi th
E u r o p e  a n d  b e y o n d .  T h e  m o d e r n  l a n g u a g e s
professional association reconstituted itself early
on in the new decade: JCLA (the Joint Council of
L a n g u a g e  A s s o c i a t i o n s )  b e c a m e  A L L  ( t h e
Assoc ia t i on  f b r  Language  Lea rn ing )  and  mos t
l a n g u a g e - s p e c i f i c  s o c i e t i e s  j o i n e d  t h e  n e w
t-ederation. With such changes came new optimrsm
and  con f i dence  abou t  t each ing  modern
languages. Buoyed up by such energy, the policy

of ' languages for all '  became an assumption rather
than an expectation and was duly implemented as
part of curricular reform.

Against this background, it might be expected
that teachers are now ready to welcome the new
cen tu ry  w i t h  po l i cy  and  p rac t i ce  i n  p lace  to
capitalise on the work of the past. However, dark
c louds on the hor izon are cast ing shadows over
the achievements of past years. So much so, that
the previous spirit of optimism and confidence is
being undermined by scept ic ism, confusion and
doub t .

The Nat ional  Curr icu lum (DfE,  1995),  d is t i l led
from an init ial advice document of 195 pages to a
l0-page out l ine l ,  has,  a long the way,  lost  many of
i ts  ideas and ideals in  the process of  curr icu lar
reform. The promise of  ' languages for  a l l '  has
proved to be something of a mirage, especially in
Key Stage 4 and beyond. Diversif ication has all
but run aground in many schools, squeezed out
by managerial exigencies to fit everything into an
overcrowded timetable. HMI reports (see Dobson,
1998 )  exp ress  conce rn  abou t  pup i l s '  l i ngu i s t i c
competence, especially the progress achieved in
the course of f ive years' modern language learning
in secondary schools.  Such mat ters are g iv ing
cause  fo r  conce rn .  I t  i s  t he re fo re  pe rhaps
unsurprising if the Nuffield Inquiry consultative
repo r t  (Moys ,  1998 ) r  was  re f l ec t i ve  i n  t one ,
retrospective in manner and anxious in looking to
the future. This is reflected in its t it le: Where are
we going wi th Languages'? l t  might  a lso have
asked: what are we doing here? The contributors
to the inqui ry ,  chai red by Si r  Trevor  McDonald
and Sir John Boyd, took their lead from its sectton
t i t l es :  How does  Eu rope  p romo te  l anguages?
What does global trade mean for UK languages?
Wi l l  Engl ish be enough? They ra ise quest ions
concerning modern language teaching and learning
in schools, Higher Education and Adult Education.
These questions were posed against a background
which saw approximately half of the secondary
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school  age cohort  being entered for  GCSE (and
hal f  o f  these achiev ing A -  C grades)  and the
proport ion of  MFLs to tota l  entr ies at  A level
fall ing, in French and German at least (TES, August
21 1999,Moys 1998:47) .

This ar t ic le  addresses th is  s i tuat ion and the

Nuffield questions under three principal headings:
Methodological  Doubts;  Curr icu lum Confusion;
Loss of  Purpose.

METHODOLOGICAL DOUBTS

COMMUNICATIVE LANGUAGE TEACHING

As  pa r t  o f  t he  ' commun ica t i ve  h igh ' ,  wh i ch
gripped methodological and curricular reform in
the 1980s,  the GCSE, and in i ts  turn the Nat ional
Cu r r i cu lum,  we re  des igned  acco rd ing  to  t he
principles of 'Communicative Language Teaching'.
T r a d i t i o n a l  p r e c e p t s  o f  t r a n s l a t i o n ,
comprehension and accuracy were replaced by the
four  sk i l ls ,  authent ic i ty  of  source mater ia ls  and
error tolerance. The concept of the 'sympathetic

native speaker' appeared along with the notion of
pupil as host or tourist. Target language use was
the new by-word for modern language teaching.
In fact, a high percentage of target language use
was perceived as being synonymous wi th good
teaching, so that inspections were prone to judge

the quality of lessons in terms of this factor alone.
Grammar  t each ing  was  o f t en  pushed  to  t he
sidel ines in  an at tempt ' to  get  pupi ls  ta lk ing ' .

There are good reasons for  judging an ora l /
au ra l  app roach  to  l anguage  l ea rn ing  be ing
a d v a n t a g e o u s  f o r  d e v e l o p i n g  l i n g u i s t i c
compe tence .  Grammar - t rans la t i on  was  too
narrowly focused on what is taught to pupils; and
a re ject ion of  grammar teaching was st rongly
advoca ted  by  S tephen  K rashen  (1981 ,  1982 ) r .
Language  i s  t he  exp ress ion  o f  an  i nd i v i dua l
p e r s o n a l i t y ,  t o  w h i c h  s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c  a n d
psycholinguistic conventions apply. It thus makes
sense to draw upon these social and psychological
c o n v e n t i o n s  a s ' s c a f f o l d i n g '  i n  e x p r e s s i n g
personality and identity in another language. Some
work in  appl ied l inguist ics seemed to of fer  a
rationale for a rejection of the grammar-translation
method.

lt is recognised too that an oral/aural approach
to learning fits nicely with fun activit ies in the
early years. Publishers and course book authors
need to be congratulated on the wealth of l ively.
a t t r ac t i ve  ac t i v i t i es  now ava i l ab le  f o r  use  i n
lessons.  Video,  ICT and sound recordings a lso
b r i ng  the  cu l t u re  o f  t he  l anguage  a l i ve  i n  t he
classroom. But to what end? Most pupils start their
modern language lessons wi th enthusiasm and
excitement. However, HMI (Dobson op.cit.) report
on a 's lowing of  progression '  as pupi ls  reach the
end of Key Stage 3, after 3 years of secondary
school study. Plateauing seems to continue in K54
fbr  many pupi ls .  OfSTED also note l i t t le  pupi l -

in i t ia ted language,  and that  enthusiasm appears
to wane for many pupils. Only a small minority
cont inue to s tudy a second fore ign language at
advanced lcvel .

P a r t  o f  t h e  r e a s o n  f o r  t h i s  i s  t h e  w a y

c o m m u n i c a t i v e  l a n g u a g e  t e a c h i n g  h a s  b e e n
interpreted for the Brit ish context. Materials are
often apparently l ively and attractive, but beneath
the colour  and the g l i tz  f requent ly  l ie  acts of
repet i t ion and rote- learn ing just  as monotonous
as any language- lab dr i l l .  I  have descr ibed the

approach as something of a 'transactional wolf in
interact ional  sheep's c loth ing '  (Grenfe l l ,  I  991) :
pupils order meals they are not going to eat, plan
journeys they are not going to make and hear about
people there are never going to mcet. There is often
l i t t le  of  themselves.  of  thei r  own wor lds in  much

t h a t  p a s s e s  i n  t h e  n a m e  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i v e
language teaching these days.

I t  is  known (see Mi tchel l  and Dickson,  1997)

that successful learners do start to break down
the chunks of language given to them, to analyse
component  par ts  and to begin to generate thei r

own language as a result. However, this is painfully

s low for  most  pupi ls ,  g iven the amount  of  the
t i m e t a b l e  d e v o t e d  t o  l a n g u a g e s  a n d  t h e
opportunities for encounter with the people and
culture of the second language outside of lessons.
Others s imply cont inue wi th thei r  phrase book
rou t i nes .

What are the implications for 'communicative'

app roaches?  Some teache rs  and  resea rche rs ,
faced with methodological disappointments, have
launched a 'return to grammar' movementa. Others
have moved in a different direction, producing a
' supe r - commun ica t i ve  app roach '  based  on  a

combinat ion of  to ta l  physical  response,  neuro-
linguistic programming and suggestopaedias. Sti l l
others have explored the area of autonomy and
independent  learn ing (Gathercole,  1990;  L i t t le ,
1989).  These too have thei r  ext remists,  but  many
s c h o o l s  a n d  t e a c h e r s  n o w  e x p e r i m e n t  w i t h

carousels, self-access (especially in the use of IT),

and work wi th in more indiv idual ised sty les of
learn ing for  pupi ls .  The ' to  grammar or  not  to
grammar' question always obscured the crucial
issue on these aspects of language learning, which
are: what grammar? when grammar? why grammar?

how grammar?

The re lat ionship between language learn ing

and communication is far from straightforward.
Communication may not be the means and the end
of language learning but, rather, the end towards
which pedagogic activity is orientated. Rethinking
the  c lass room in  a  goa l -d i rec ted  way  imp l i es
planning and prepar ing for  communicat ion,  not
simply mimicking it. Pupils think about the foreign
language as well as think in it. Such an approach
a i m s  t o  p r o c e s s  t h e  f u l l  s c o p e  o f  l i n g u i s t i c
information vocabulary and grammar and it
a lso involves th ink ing about  language use and
language learning. Greater attention is also given
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to the way the systemic (language) knowledge of
the learner maps onto their schematic (conceptual)
v iew ofwor ld (c t - .  Foley,  1991).  On th is  la t terpoint ,
t h e  s o c i a l  a n d  c u l t u r a l  c o n t e n t  o f  l a n g u a g e
learning is all- important in terms of the structure
and forms needed to access and exoress it.

THE GOOD LANGUAGE LEARNER

The not ion of the 'good language learner '  is  usefu l
here (see Naiman et  a l .  197811996).  What  is  i t  that
a successfu l  learner  does that  a less successfu l
one does not  do? I t  is  apparent  that  across sk i l l
areas there ex is ts  a whole reper to i re of  ways of
th ink ing in  and about  language which can be of
serv ice to learners:  memor isat ion st rategies:  ways
o f  i n fe renc ing  and  dcduc t i on ;  r esou rces  to  be
drawn upon;  and systems to be constructed in
order  to process and generate meaning.  Perhaps
most  important  are those metacogni t ive sk i l ls ,  o f
moni tor ing,  evaluat ion and p lanning which a l low
learners to reflect on their learning as part oftheir
use of  language (see O'Mal ley and Chamot,  1990;
Grenfe l l  and Harr is ,  1999).  Such st rategies are
h i g h l y  i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c ,  d o  s e e m  t o  h a v e  a
developmental  sequence,  and involve d i f ferent
language skil ls in different ways.

I t  is  common for  course books to pay passing
attention to language learning strategies, but they
need  to  be  deve loped  i n  a  way  wh ich  a l l ows
learners to bui ld  up thei r  own knowledge about
language. Learning strategies were mentioned in
thc 1995 Nat ional  Curr icu lun.r  but ,  only  as one i tem
in a l is t  o f  some 40 sk i l ls  to  be acquired in  learn ing
and  us ing  the  ta rge t  l anguage6 .  L i t t l e  wonde r
therefore if not much time was devoted to them.
as teachers fe l t  they have more than enough to
cove r  i n  t he  P rog ra rn rne  o f  S tudy  and  the
Attainment Targets for detail ing communicative
proficiency. Yet, there is evidence to suggest that
learners only  acquire l inguist ic  competence when
they are able to th ink about  and ref lect  on the
p r o c e s s e s  o f  t h e i r  l e a r n i n g .  S u c h  r e f l e c t r o n
r e q u i r e s  t i m e  t o  b e  s e t  a s i d e  f o r  p e r s o n a l
introspection and retrospection and the means of
expressing i t .  However,  i t  a lso requi res group
plenar ies where good pract ice and ins ight  are
shared.  Both of  these may demand the use of
English, which has become unfashionable in recent
times. It is probably worth remembering also that
from September 1999, pupils entering secondary
schools come wi th a Nat ional  L i teracy Strategy
backg round ,  wh i ch  i nc ludes  exp l i c i t  ways  o f
t h i nk ing  abou t  and  us ing  l anguage .  I t  w i l l  be
i m p o r t a n t  t o  e x p l o r e  h o w  m o d e r n  l a n g u a g e
teachers can capi ta l ise on pupi ls '  preparat ion in
this area.

In sum, it seems that rnodern languages have
been methodologically in some confusion: in some
ways language teachers are fortunate to have at
t he i r  d i sposa l  a  w ide  range  o f  r esou rces  and
activit ies. But what do these all add up to'? There
are also uncertainties about target language use,
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grammar and the nature of language learning for
indiv idual  pupi ls .

CURRICULUM CONFUSION

THE NATIONAL CURRICULUM

Recent  decades have seen extensive curr icu lar
re fo rm.  I n  many  ways ,  p roduc ing  a  Na t i ona l
Curriculum in Modern Foreign Languages at all
represents an achievement ,  but  rnuch has been
lost  is  the process of  redraf t  upon redraf t .  The
195-page In i t ia l  Advice,  which d iscussed a number
of  language learn ing issues in  sorne deta i l ,  has,  in
the course of review and revision. been reduced
to brief outl ine documents to guide teaching and
assessment .  We have had seven vers ions.

Many would argue that the National Curriculurn
as it stands, the minimum version, is enough and
o f fe rs  f l ex ib i l i t y  and  space  fo r  t eache rs  and
learners to make of  i t  what  they wi l l .  There is
n o t h i n g  i n  t h e  N a t i o n a l  C u r r i c u l u m  w h i c h
necess i t a tes  t he  t ype  o f  a l l - s i ng ing ,  a l l - danc ing
course materials sometimes promoted by leading
pub l i she rs ,  o r  by  gove rnmen t  agenc ies  dea l i ng
wi th modern languages.  Yet ,  the Curr icu lum rs
somet imes over ly  prescr ipt ive where i t  does not
need to be and unhelpfully vague where it would
be better to be precise, as the following examples
show.

GRAMMAR AND PROGRESSION

Grammar has been a case in point .  On the one
hand, there has been a demand fbr exposure to the
f o r e i g n  l a n g u a g e  i n  o r d e r  t o  s u p p l y  l o t s  o f
comprehens ib le  i npu t  f r om wh ich  pup i l s  may
i n d u c e  g r a m m a r .  O n  t h e  o t h e r ,  i t  h a s  b e e n
recognised that insight is needed, which may be
suppl ied by expl ic i t  technical  explanat ions.  Where
is the balance to be struck? The message has often
been interpreted to be that target language is good,
Engl ish is  bad;  induct ion is  best ,  deduct ion rs
limited. ln the latest version, however, grammar
has been placed at the top of the MFLs curriculum
agenda  as  t he  second  i t em l i s ted  i n  t he  new
Programme of Study: 'Pupils should be taught the
grammar of the target language and how to apply
i t ' .

Of course, past ambiguity on such issues has
part ly  been solved by orr iss ion.  The d iscurs ive
tone of  the In i t ia l  Advice has been reduced by
prescription. We read in the 1995 Programme of
Study that pupils should be taught to 'understand

a n d  a p p l y  p a t t e r n s ,  r u l e s  a n d  e x c e p t i o n s  i n
language fbrms and structures'. The most explicit
reference to grammar in the Levels of Attainment
has been at level 5 and 6 where use ofpast, present
and future tenses are required. Besides language
complexi ty ,  e lsewhere in  each At ta inment  Target ,
strands of progression continue to be embedded.
I t  is  possib le,  for  example,  to  t race st rands re lat ing
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