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Editorial

"There is
indeed
evidence of
r ises in
standards in
l i teracy
fo l low ing  the
introduct ion
of  the
Nat iona l
Literacy
Project . . .
and o f  the
NLS i tsel f"

Douglas Allford and Norbert Pachler

As we reflect upon trends in language education
in Britain over the last few years, the picture that
emerges is  decidedly mixed.  In  the case of  the
study of English as the mother tongue (Ll), there
a r e  s o m e  p o s i t i v e  d e v e l o p m e n t s  t o  r e c o r d
(although syllabus changes at primary level have
also encountered crit icism). So far as the study
o f  m o d e r n  f o r e i g n / s e c o n d  l a n g u a g e s  i s
concerned, it is harder to find encouraging signs.

THE MOTHER TONGUE

The key role of L1 l iteracy is widely acknowledged
in  d i scuss ions  o f  educa t i on ,  soc ie t y  and  the
economy. [n a conference paper which looks at
the ro le of  educat ion in  meet ing the economtc
c h a l l e n g e s  o f  t h e  n e w  c e n t u r y ,  a  l e a d i n g
economist ,  S i r  A lan Budd,  out l ines two goals of
the Brit ish government and how they are to be
real  ised:

The first objective (higher and more rapidly
growing GDP) can be achieved by raising the
product iv i ty  of  those in work.  The second
objective Iincreasing the level of employment]
can  be  ach ieved  by  ra i s i ng  t he  sk i l l s  and
increasing the wi l l ingness to work of  those
who are unemployed. Education and training
c a n  b e  e x p e c t e d  t o  h e l p  a c h i e v e  b o t h
object ives.  (Budd,  2000:  2)

In today's constantly shift ing labour market, ' the

recognised need is for a workforce with a high
standard of  basic  sk i l ls  and the abi l i ty  to  adapt
cont inuously to new technologies and changing
work ing envi ronments '  (Budd,  2000:3) .  These
bas i c  sk i l l s  and  the  ab i l i t y  t o  adap t  t o  new
technologies and to pursue l i fe long learn ing are
to be establ ished on foundat ions of  L l  l i teracy
(a long wi th numeracy and ICT competence).

l n  t a l k i n g  o f  c u r r e n t  p o l i c y  o n  l i t e r a c y
teaching,  Budd does not  expl ic i t ly  refer  to  the
Na t i ona l  L i t e racy  S t ra tegy  (NLS)  bu t  t ha t  i s
c lear ly  what  he has in  mind.  His v iews,  s ince they

a re  t hose  o f  a  f o rmer  gove rnmen t  economlc
a d v i s e r  n o w  t h e  h e a d  o f  a n  O x f o r d  c o l l e g e
(Queen's) .  are worth not ing.  He bel ieves that :

t he  mos t  impor tan t  educa t i on  po l i c i es  a re
those that  re late to schools.  The Br i t ish have
l o n g  e n v i e d  c o u n t r i e s  s u c h  a s  J a p a n  a n d
Germany where the educat ional  at ta inments
of  the average ( i .e .  median)  school  leaver  are
so much h igher  than those in the UK. (Budd,

2000 :7 )

This ta l l ies wi th the argument  that  the Nat ional
L i t e r a c y  S t r a t e g y  w a s  n o t  c o n c e i v e d  a n d
imp lemen ted  i n  o rde r  t o  add ress  p rob lems  o f
i l l i teracy but ,  rather ,  that  i ts  main a im seems to be
to ra ise levels  of  l i teracy amongst  the general
popu la t i on  (Hannon ,  2000 :  l 2 ) .

Budd  a l so  no tes  ( i b i d . )  t ha t  many  teache rs
object  to  a regime of  test ing and in par t icu lar  to
the publ icat ion of  resul ts .  However,  he impl ies
that  such object ions are outweighed by r ises tn
s t a n d a r d s  o f  l i t e r a c y ,  i m p r o v e m e n t s  i n  t h e
emp loymen t  p rospec ts  o f  schoo l  l eave rs  and
l i ke l y  economic  bene f i t s .

There is  indeed evidence ofr ises in  s tandards
in  l i t e racy  f o l l ow ing  the  i n t roduc t i on  o f  t he
Nat ional  L i teracy Project  ( run in  some schools tn
1996 and 1997 as a t r ia l  for  the Nat ional  L i teracy
Strategy)  and of  the NLS i tse l f ,  which has been
in ef fect  in  a l l  pr imary schools in  England s ince
1998 .  The  pe rcen tage  o f  1  l - yea r -o lds  reach ing
the government target of level 4 in reading at key
stage 2 rose from 51oh in 1996 to 15% in 2002
(Mach in  and  McNa l l y ,  2003 ;  OFSTED,  2003 ) .
Higher at ta inment  levels  were found in schools
pa r t i c i pa t i ng  i n  t he  Na t i ona l  L i t e racy  P ro jec t
be tween  1996  and  1998  than  i n  s im i l a r ,  non -
par t ic ipat ing schools;  and there is  a lso ev idence
of  'modest  but  posi t ive ef fects of  the pol icy that
pers is t  to  age 16,  as GCSE Engl ish per formance
is seen to be higher for children affected by the

I N a t i o n a l  L i t e r a c y  P r o j e c t ] '  ( M a c h i n  a n d
McNal fv .  2003:  25-6 ' t .  In  other  words,  the f l rs t
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c o h o r t  o f  p u p i l s  t o  h a v e  s t u d i e d  u n d e r  t h e
approach embodied in  the NLS albei t  for  only
thei r  f ina l  year  of  pr imary school  per formed
bet ter  at  GCSE.

The resul ts  of  an in ternat ional  compar ison of
l eve l s  o f  t eenage  l i t e racy  a re  a l so  i n te res t i ng .
Work ing  unde r  t he  ausp i ces  o l  t he  OECD and
U N E S C O ,  t h e  P r o g r a m m e  f o r  I n t e r n a t i o n a l
S tuden t  Assessmen t  (P ISA)  i s  a  co l l abo ra t i ve
ef fbr t  to  measure reading l i teracy amongst  ' l  5-
yea r -o lds .  Fo r t y - t h ree  coun t r i es  a re  cu r ren t l y
par t ic ipat ing,  of  whom 28 are OECD members.
Students are p laced on a scale d iv ided into f ive
levels according to abi l i ty ,  and ' the resul ts  show
w i d e  d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  c o u n t r i e s  i n  t h e
knowledge and sk i l ls  of  l5-year-o lds in  reading
l i t e racy '  (P lSA .  2003 :  5 ) .  On  the  OECD-P ISA
database for  2003,  countr ies are ranked according
to the percentage of students performing at each
of  the f ive levels  on the combined reading l i teracy
sca le  (P ISA ,  2003 :7 ) .  The  UK i s  p laced  n in th  (o f
4 3  ) ,  b e h i n d  o n l y  J a p a n  ( 5 ' r ' )  o f  t h e  l a r g e s t
economles .

H o w e v e r ,  o f  t h e  m a j o r  E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g
coun t r i es ,  t he  UK  comes  be low  Canada  (4 ' h ) ,
Ireland (6'r '), New Zealand (7'r ') and Australia (8'r '),
and is  ahead only of  the USA (16 'h) .  I t  is  worth
not ing that  of  these countr ies Austra l ia  for  one
int roduced l i teracy programmes dur ing the 1990s
qui te d i f ferent  in  many respects f rorn the NLS
(see Unsworth,  2000:  26) .

T h u s  i t  r e m a i n s  e n t i r e l y  p o s s i b l e  t h a t
reservat ions expressed about  the NLS are val id
( s e e  A l l f o r d , 2 0 0 3 )  a n d  t h a t  o t h e r  t y p e s  o f
f o c u s e d  l i t e r a c y  i n s t r u c t i o n  a n d  c l a s s r o o m
m a n a g e m e n t  m a y  b e  e v e n  m o r e  e f f e c t r v e .
Nonetheless,  th is  possib i l i ty  seems to have been
disregarded by pol icy-makers,  and an approach
embodying many of  the weaknesses as wel l  as
the st rengths of  the NLS is  being adopted for
MFLs .  as  we  sha l l  see

MODERN FOREIGN LANGUAGES

The Nuf f ie ld Languages Inqui ry  in to the state
o f  MFLs  i n  t he  UK  demons t ra ted  tha t  f o r  a
var iety  of  reasons speaking Engl ish a lone was
not  enough on the in ternat ional  job market ,  that
t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  d i d  n o t  h a v e  a  c o h e r e n t
approach to MFLs and that  the UK desperate ly
needed more MFL teachers (Nuf f ie ld,  2000:  6-7)
( f o r  a  d i scuss ion  o f  t hese  i ssues  see  Pach le r ,
for thcoming) .  However,  in  i ts  2002 Green Paper,
wh i ch  l ed  t he  way  to  t he  Na t i ona l  Language
Strategy for  England publ ished in December of
the same year,  the DfES took l i t t le  note of  key
Nu f f i e l d  recommenda t i ons ,  such  as  improv ing
arrangements in  secondary schools and making
M F L s  a  s p e c i f i e d  c o m p o n e n t  o f  t h e  l 6 - 1 9
curr icu lurn (Nuf f ie ld,  2000:  8-9) .  Perversely ,  the
Na t i ona l  Language  S t ra tegy  pu ts  pa id  t o  t he
' L a n g u a g e s  f o r  a l l ' p o l i c y  b y  r e d u c i n g  t h e
ent i t lement  for  pupi ls  to  learn at  least  one fore ign
language and to develop cul tura l  understanding

to  key  s tage  3  (pup i l s  aged  1 l -14 ) .
I n  add i t i on ,  t he  F ramework  . f  o r  Teach ing

Modern Foreign Languages: Yeurs 7, 8 and 9
(D fES ,  2003 )  rep resen ts  an  ex tens ion  to  MFL
s tudy  o f  t he  p resc r i p t i v i sm tha t  cha rac tenses
the Nat ional  L i teracy Strategy d iscussed above.
The f ramework fbr  MFLs,  which is  accompanied
by  an  a r ray  o f  t r a i n i ng  ma te r i a l ,  cons i s t s  o f  a
p r e s c r i p t i v e  s t e p - b y - s t e p  a p p r o a c h .  T h e
documen t  se t s  ou t  a  r i g i d  se t  o f  yea r -on -yea r
object ives which are to be fo l lowed in deta i l  by
teache rs .  Th i s  app roach  b road l y  assumes  tha t
f o r e i g n  l a n g u a g e  l e a r n i n g  f o l l o w s  a  c l e a r l y
def inable progression f rom word v ia sentence
to  t ex t .  Th i s  no t i on ,  howeve r .  i s  d i f f i cu l t  t o
reconc i l e  w i t h  wha t  we  know f i om resea rch .
namely that  fore ign language learn ing is  a non-
l i nea r  p rocess .

I t  i s  u n c l e a r  w h e t h e r  t h i s  d e g r e e  o f
p r e s c r i p t i v e n e s s  i n  c o n t e n t ,  p e d a g o g i c a l
a p p r o a c h e s  a n d  o u t c o r n e s  w i l l  l e a d  t o  t h e
desi red increases,  e i ther  in  at ta inment  or  in  pupi l
( and  l eache r . l  mo t i va t i on .

Nei ther  is  i t  c lear  what  impact  such pol ic ies
wi l l  have on the decl ine in  numbers of  s tudents
s tudy ing  MFLs  beyond  the  mos t  bas i c  l eve l s ,
b u t  t h e r e  a r e  g r o u n d s  f o r  c o n c e r n .  A  2 0 0 2
s u r v e y  b y  t h e  C e n t r e  f o r  I n f o r m a t i o n  o n
L a n g u a g e  T e a c h i n g  a n d  R e s e a r c h  ( C I L T ;
avai lable at  www.c i l t .org.uk)  -  now The Nat ional
Centre for  Languages in col laborat ion wi th
the  T imes  Educa t i ona l  Supp lemen t  (TES;
avai lable at  www.tes.co.uk)  in to future prov isron
in fore ign languages for  key stage 4 (sample s ize
4000 Heads of  Languages in England,  of  whom
393 (12.6%) returned the quest ionnaire)  does not
bode wel l .  The percentage of  schools prov id ing
a fore ign language for  a l l  has decl ined f rom 73oh
in 2000-01 to 50% in 2002-03 and the proport ion
of  schools wi th d isappl icat ion rates of  over  I  57o
( i .e .  schools a l lowing l5oh or  more of  pupi ls  aged
14-16 to drop fore ign languages)  has increased
in the same per iod f rom 8%o to 25o/o.  When asked
whe the r  t he i r  schoo l  wou ld  be  l i ke l y  t o  make
fore ign languages opt ional  i f  the law al lowed i t ,
29u/o said thei r  school  would do so (or  had done
so ) ,  and  i n  a  f u r t he r  25Yo  o f  schoo l s  t h i s  was
'under considerat ion ' .  The survey a lso repor ted
a  co r re la t i on  be tween  soc ia l  backg round  and
g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a i n m e n t  a n d  t h e
l ike l ihood of  opt ing to drop a fore ign language.
Pupi l  a t t i tudes,  government  pol ic ies and teacher
supply were considered to be the main obstac les
to  MFL  success .

We as a society are now engaging wi th EU
enlargement ;  and we must  a lso,  in  the wake of
a l -Qaida at roc i t ies and the invasion of  I raq,  learn
to understand the values and bel ie fs  of  other
commun i t i es  and  to  res i s t  t hose  s imp l i s t i c ,  r ac i s t
r e s p o n s e s  w h i c h  a r e  t h e  t e r r o r i s t ' s  g r e a t e s t
weapon.  I t  would be deplorable indeed i f ,  a t  th is
very juncture,  our  educat ion system were to be
d e p r i v  i n g  y o u n g  p e o p l e  o f  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o
understand the languages and cul tures ofothers.

EDITORIAL

"an  ex tens ion
to  MFL s tudy

of  the
prescr ipt iv ism

that
characterises
the  Nat iona l

Li teracy
Strategy"

No 29 Summer2004



D ALLFORD AND N PACHLER

"whereas in
this country
the study of
MFLs appears
to be fal ter ing
at present . . .
in  ma in land
Europe a
much more
posit ive and
vigorous
att i tude
prevai ls"

T H I S  I S S U E  O F  T H E  L A N G U A G E
LEARNING JOURNAL

After the two-part special issue of the Language
Learning Jot t rnal  on fore ign language teaching
as an evidence-based profession, the iournal now
returns to i ts  more fami l iar  s t ructure,  wi th the
reappearance of the Reviews Section. (We should
like to record our gratitude to the Reviews Editor,
Nigel Norman, for his co-operation in the special
i ssue .  )

ln  the present  issue,  as par t  of  her  ser ies ' ln

Other Journals', Elspeth Broady provides a timely
d i s c u s s i o n  o f  l e a r n i n g  a b o u t  t h e  c u l t u r e s
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  o t h e r  l a n g u a g e s .  S h e  n o t e s
var ious examples of  how the concept 'cu l ture '  has

sh i f t ed  f r om wha t  was  f i xed  and  fac tua l  t o

something f lu id and e lus ive.  Whi ls t  these new

conceptions of culture bring their diff icult ies, to

engage with them is to resist stereotyping.
An interest ing p iece of  research by Ursula

Wingate into learners' dictionary use touches on

some of  the cogni t ive complexi t ies involved.  As

wel l  as under l in ing the need for  learners to be

taught  how to use d ic t ionar ies ef fect ive ly ,  the

ar t ic le  a lso provides an in terest ing perspect ive on
just w/r1, learners need to be capable of l inguistic
analysis and to have a basic grasp of metalinguistic
concepts and terminology.

In a Review Article, David Block discusses Rod

Ellis's book on task-based language teaching and,

in an imaginat ive in i t ia t ive,  he has a lso col lected
and presented the views of some of his students
on the book. Ell is works primarily in the field that
i s  d e s i g n a t e d  S e c o n d  L a n g u a g e  A c q u i s i t i o n
(SLA)  and  much  o f  t he  resea rch  he  d i scusses

r e l a t e s  t o  t h e  s t u d y  o f  E n g l i s h  a s  a  S e c o n d
Language (ESL). There are of course important

d i f f e rences  be tween  much  o f  ESL  s tudy  and

studying a foreign language in the UK two of

t he  mos t  obv ious  d i f f e rences  o f t en  be ing  the

degree of exposure to the target language and the

level of motivation to learn it. Nonetheless, so long

as such differences are borne in rl l ir ld. the Urit ish
MFL teacher can learn f rom ESL stud\  e lsewhere '

For  instance.  the p iece in  th is  number ot ' the journal

by Jeanct te Dcnton,  whi ls t  her  s tudents are adul t

Japanese learners of  Engl ish,  conta ins ideas which

could be adapted to a UK context .
F inal ly ,  we are very p leased to inc lude in our

' R e f l e c t i o n s ' s e r i e s  a  p i e c e  b r  t h e  G e r m a n
Ambassador. It is heartening to note that. whereas

in this country the study of MFLs appears to be

fa l ter ing at  present  (as the ar t ic les by Beatr tce

Davies and Cather ine Watts  ind icate l .  in  main land

Europe a much more positive and vi-gorous attitude
prevai l  s .

R E F E R E N C E S

A l l f o r d ,  D .  ( 2 0 0 3 )  " ' G r a s p i n g  t h e  n e t t l c " :  a s p c c t s  o f

grammar in the rnother tongue and lbreign languagcs 
'

L u n g u a g e  L e u r n i n g  J o u r n a l .  2 7  -

Budd ,  A .  ( 2000 )  'New  econom ic  cha l l engcs .  Thc  ro l e  o f

educa t i on 'The  S . ) c i e t r  We  Wan t  und  Nee t l  l o r  t he  21 "

Cen tu r r .  UK-Japan  2 l  "  Cen tu r y  G roup  l 6 ' h  Annua l

C o n f c r e n c c .  3 - 5  M a r c h  2 0 0 t ) .  K i n g s t o n - u p o n -

T h a m c s .  E n g l a n d .
DfES (2003) I ' ranework f  or  Te athing Modern Foreign

Lunguages;  Yeurs 7,  8 ant l  9.  London: DfES

[[annon, P.  (2000) Rel lect i r tg on Li teruct '  i t t  Edut 'ar i r t t t .

London :  Rou t l edge /Fa l r nc r
Mach in ,  S .  and  McNa l l y .  S .  ( 2003 )  The  L i t e rac t 'Hou r .

London :  Cen t re  f b r  Econo rn i c  Pe r f b rmance '  London

S c h o o l  o l  F e o n o t t t i c . .

Nu f f i e l d  ( 2000 )  Longuuges :  T l t t ' nex t  gene ru t i on .  The

/ i na l  r epo r t  and  recommen t l a l i o r t s  o /  t he  Nu / / i e l d

L u n g u a g e s  l n q u i r . r ' .  L o n d o n :  T h e  N u f f i e l d

F o u n d a t i o n
OFSTED (2003) Engl ish in Pr intar , -  Sthools:  OFSTEI)

s u b . j e t t  r e p o r t . \  , \ e r i e s  ) 0 0 1 i 2 .  a v a i l a b l c  a t :

www.o f s t cd .  gov .uk /pub l i ca t i ons /docs /3  I  62 .doc

O E C D / U I S  ( 2 0 0 3 )  L i t e r a c l  S k l / 1 s  / o r  t h e  W o r l d  o . l

Tomor rov  Fu r l he r  Re . s l / t s  / r om  P ISA  200 t ) .

E.retut i r ,e Suntmar1' .  Avai lable at :  www.pisa.oecd org

P a c h l e r ,  N .  ( f o r t h c o m i n g ) ' W h o  a r c  o u r  s t u d e n t s  a n d

wha t  do  t hey  b r i ng  f i om  p rev i ous  expe r i ence '? '  I n

Coleman. J.  and Klapper,  J.  (eds) E. /Jet ' t ive Learning

an t !  Tcu th i ng  i n  Mr ;de rn  Lu t t gu t t ges .  London :

R  ou t l edge .
Unswor th ,  L .  ( 2001 \  Teac ' h i ng  Mu l t i l i t e ra t i es  a< : ross  t he

C u r r i c u l u n t .  B u c k i n g h a m :  O p e n  U n i v e r s i t y .

Longuoge Leorning Journol


