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Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) 

The Rationale for an essay in English as part of an A Level in MFL 

 

The ALCAB report on Modern Foreign Languages GCE AS and A level subject 

content recommends that the A level course should require learners to write an 

analytical essay in English about a work in the target language, in the context of an 

extensive range of assessment tasks in the target language. The recommendation is 

made as part of a programme that is designed to promote the development of wide-

ranging skills in the language of study, in interaction with other fundamental 

educational benefits:  

 developing the ability of learners to mediate between cultures, and between 
speakers of the language and speakers of English 

 developing the capacity of learners for critical and analytical thinking  

 ensuring that all MFL learners are equipped with good communication skills in 
English irrespective of their other subject choices.  
 

Background and context 
 
A change of approach: Assessment Objectives in the current MFL A level are 
limited to functional language skills, and the view that only work in the target 
language is useful is part of this approach. Critical skills and deep understanding of 
cultural content can be sidelined in teaching because they are not rewarded, with the 
focus being on the language of practical transactions and communication about facts 
and information. Engagement of higher order thinking skills and cultural 
understanding may be valued only as a carrier of language. Plummeting numbers 
suggest that such syllabuses are insufficiently stimulating for an advanced-level 
academic qualification.  
 
The rationale for restricting MFL teaching and assessment to the language of 
study: The drive towards restricting MFL teaching and assessment to the target 
language came in part from TEFL methodology and was designed to meet the 
practical constraints and opportunities of delivering intensive courses in practical 
English skills to mixed-origin groups in a UK classroom. An MFL A level course 
diverges significantly from such courses in terms of its parameters and aims, and 
this difference needs to be reflected in the tasks and assessment methods.  
 
Comparability with other A level courses: There is much to be said for all A level 
students taking a course in a foreign language to enhance their skill set, but a 
language course focused almost entirely on practical communication should not be 
confused with a cognitively demanding and rewarding A level course. The criteria for 
the MFL A level need to be considered in relation to other A levels and the overall 
aims of the qualification, and the assessment tasks and objectives need to be 
designed in such a way as to create comparability of cognitive challenge and 
interest. 
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Essays written in English in university ML courses: All Russell Group 
universities teach their ML degree courses partly in the language of study, and 
regularly practice essays and other writing tasks in that language. However, part of 
the teaching and assessment is in English, reflecting the fact that at this stage of 
their linguistic development, students are significantly better equipped to meet the 
cognitive demands of a high-level analytical essay in their native language than in 
the foreign language. Limiting academic study and assessment to the foreign 
language at first-year level would excessively restrict the students’ linguistic and 
intellectual tools, and even at finals level there would be linguistic and intellectual 
restrictions. While this rationale is not directly transferable to A level, experience at 
tertiary level should be taken into account when considering what is appropriate at A 
level, especially in view of the manifest shortcomings of current school syllabuses 
and the desirability of promoting coherent progression through all stages of 
language-learning. 
 
Languages in a world dominated by English: The rationale for English learners 
studying other languages needs to take full account of the fact that their native 
language is the global lingua franca. The argument that languages are vital for 
practical purposes is unlikely to be sufficiently persuasive for young people in this 
context, unless their curiosity is stimulated by the intrinsic interest of the subject. The 
subject of modern languages and the approach to long-term language-learning in the 
UK needs to integrate language learning with the intellectual challenges and rewards 
of studying culture if it is to attract learners, and a comparative moment needs to be 
incorporated in the rationale. Restricting teaching and learning absolutely to 
operating in the TL does not create the right platform for linguists in the current 
world. 
 
Higher order thinking skills 
 
Language as an inhibiting factor in the development of cognitive skills: The 
assumption that all teaching and assessment for an A level syllabus must be 
conducted in the target language fails to take account of interaction between 
cognition and linguistic articulation. The ability of teenagers to develop and articulate 
ideas in their first language remains far in advance of their ability to do so in their 
second language at this stage. If the student’s linguistic capabilities while engaging 
with the subject are rigidly restricted to what can be achieved at a given stage of 
progression in the language of study in all areas of the course, this may significantly 
hamper intellectual activity and its appropriate articulation at this stage of their 
cognitive development. It encourages syllabuses and classroom activity that focus 
on practical transactions and factual information, failing to stretch students 
cognitively. 
 
Giving scope for thinking, critical analysis, and the articulation of 
sophisticated ideas: In order to foster the development both of language skills and 
of higher order thinking, the syllabus needs to offer selective scope for work that 
allows students to concentrate on the material studied without being hindered by 
inadequate linguistic tools for thought and articulation. The study of cognitively 
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challenging authentic works (literature, life writing, film) encourages the interaction 
between cognition, language and culture that is so vital to the subject of Modern 
Languages, and writing an essay in English on such a work offers an important 
element in opening up the scope for the development of higher order thinking skills. 
 
Languages as a subject: By contrast with university modern languages courses, 
current A level syllabuses treat languages primarily as the development of a range of 
skills. This fails to exploit the benefits of opening learners’ eyes to the rich rewards of 
focusing on the complexities of language and languages as an object of study. 
Understanding how language and languages work is not only rewarding for students 
interested in further academic study of linguistics and literature but valuable also for 
students going straight on to employment, where such understanding can enhance 
communicative efficacy, understanding of e.g. business processes, and the sheer 
enjoyment of being able to negotiate linguistic difference and rhetorical processes 
effectively. The study of language in its most complex and creative forms in literary 
fiction, feature films, life writing, drama or poetry can sensitise students to register, 
foster a cognitively sophisticated understanding of why grammar is communicatively 
significant, create an understanding of morphological patterns that aid vocabulary 
learning etc. Analysing such features and articulating such insights demands more 
sophisticated linguistic tools than an A level student can muster in the language of 
study, and preparation for the essay in English provides scope for developing this 
type of understanding.  

 
Confidence and Motivation 
 
The perceived ‘difficulty’ of Modern Foreign Languages: By contrast with 
language learners in other countries, many British learners of foreign languages 
have no prior knowledge of another language, and they have a far more powerful 
sense of leaving their comfort zone when speaking another language than e.g. 
Germans do when speaking English. The sense that modern languages are difficult 
severely inhibits take-up and arises partly from a deep-seated lack of confidence. 
Allowing learners to use their native language for an intellectually challenging 
foreign-language task may help to build confidence that can in turn benefit their 
experience of the rest of the course. 

 
Differentiating between passive and active competence: Learners make much 
faster progress in listening and reading skills than speaking and writing skills. They 
can use their knowledge of the language, their cultural understanding and their 
powers of logical deduction and creative interpretation when responding to the 
foreign language in texts or films that far exceed their active competence. Giving 
them the opportunity to articulate their response without linguistic restrictions in an 
English essay encourages them to make the most of their passive competence in 
extending their appreciation of the language of study and its associated culture and 
can thereby help to build up their confidence and motivation. 
 
The motivation of success: The number of hours available for study at GCSE and 
A level is insufficient to permit the kind of rapid progress that is possible when 
learning the language in a country where it is spoken, or in a total immersion course. 
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This means that language learning itself is unlikely to sustain motivation over several 
years. It has to be complemented by content that is interesting in its own right – and 
that can be processed with sophisticated linguistic tools of the kind that are 
insufficiently developed at intermediate level in the target language. 
 
Different learning styles: Learners differ enormously in their preference for a 
certain type of learning context and process, the works or topics they enjoy, and the 
degree of challenge they seek. An essay in English on a challenging work expands 
the possibilities and gives the more able A level students a taste of the kind of work 
they would do at university. Less able students may find an element of study through 
their native language motivational as it allows them to move more gradually out of 
their linguistic comfort zone. 
 

Aims of an A level in Modern Foreign Languages 

 
Inter-cultural and interdisciplinary capability, and broadly based 
communicative competence: A unique feature of the subject of Modern Languages 
is that it connects up with a wide range of disciplines and trains transferable 
communicative skills. This potential of the subject requires competence in English 
alongside competence in the foreign language. The ability to write in English is a key 
part of the necessary skill set if learners are to be able to exploit this potential in 
higher education or employment. 
 
Linguistic and cultural transfer: UK MFL learners will typically go on to use their 
foreign-language skills not in a monolingual environment abroad, but in a multilingual 
environment in the UK or the global arena. This requires linguistic flexibility and the 
ability to move between the foreign language and English. Both in tertiary education 
and in employment, the learners will be more likely to have to write essays, reports 
and other texts concerned with the foreign culture in English than in the language of 
study, and it therefore makes sense to train that skill.  

 
Employability: A key asset UK school-leavers and graduates bring to employment 
is their high competence in English, and it is essential to ensure that they are 
confident in their use of written as well as spoken English. They will always be 
trumped by competitors from other countries in terms of one non-English language, 
and typically also in terms of linguistic range. This makes it all the more important to 
ensure that they are able to capitalise on their unique selling point of being speakers 
of English with native competence. This is especially important for students with a 
STEM+ profile who are otherwise studying non-essay subjects.  
 

Potential negative effects of an essay in English 
 
Washback effect: There is understandable concern that extending assessment in 
English beyond translation to include an essay in English could encourage teachers 
to conduct much of their teaching in English, decisively reduce what is already very 
restricted classroom time available for practising active use of the language of study, 
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and potentially suggest that the works might as well be read or watched in English. 
While the danger of this effect is by no means negligible, the ALCAB panel is 
recommending that the marks available for this task should be tightly restricted in 
order to ensure that this task is seen to be only one among a wide range. It should 
be unequivocally clear that teachers would be disadvantaging their students 
significantly if they gave it disproportionate weight in the classroom context, or 
treated the work as if it were an English work. Exam boards might wish to reward 
analysis that depends on an understanding of linguistic techniques in the original 
language. A requirement for quotations to be in the original language will send a 
signal that candidates are expected to read or watch the work in the original. Overall, 
strategically astute and exam-oriented teaching would seek to exploit the element of 
work in English to stretch and challenge students by encouraging them to engage 
closely with complex linguistic structures and vocabulary in the language of study, 
and motivating them to transform their passive linguistic understanding into active 
competence. Quantity of time spent on work in the target language is an important 
criterion, but qualitative enrichment is likely to have greater motivational benefits for 
the longer term. 
 
The impact on ‘difficulty’: It might be argued that inclusion of an essay in English 
would make the A level easier than it is currently, and that it would fail to provide 
progression from the GCSE, which restricts writing tasks to the language of study. 
Conversely, it might be argued that the academic demands of an essay in English on 
an intellectually and linguistically challenging work would increase the difficulty of the 
A level beyond what is currently demanded, and make it academically elitist. Neither 
is intrinsically the case. Introducing an essay in English addresses the current 
perception of MFL as ‘difficult’, and as demanding a special aptitude for languages, 
by distinguishing systematically between passive and active competence. It enables 
students to deploy their passive competence to its full extent without worrying about 
their limited active competence as they carry out that specific task. Giving them the 
scope to express themselves without the restrictions entailed by a foreign language, 
it frees up their attention for the task of analysing the complexities of the work – a 
task that is qualitatively different from the tasks demanded at GCSE. The task is 
thereby rendered simultaneously challenging and manageable. A choice of set works 
enables teachers to select one that plays to their and their students’ strengths and 
capabilities. 
 
Potentially creating overlap and an unfair advantage: The inclusion of an essay 
in English on a work could be seen to give an unfair advantage to students also 
taking an English A level. While it is undoubtedly the case that some of the 
techniques and types of argument will be similar in both subjects, any overlap of 
skills will be restricted to this task, and the engagement with linguistic and cultural 
difference will be distinctive to MFL. Moreover, by building on the skills learnt for the 
English Language and Literature GCSEs, students would be further developing 
important transferable skills relevant to work with any language.  
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What’s in it for teachers? 

 
Acceptance by MFL teachers: The MFL teaching profession has been shaped by a 
functionally oriented language-teaching agenda for some 25 years. It is therefore to 
be expected that not all teachers will immediately take to a different approach, 
especially since they will have been honing their target-language teaching skills. This 
should not however be taken as evidence that the approach per se must be wrong. 
Rather, the modern languages community at all levels would do well to take the 
current crisis as a valuable opportunity for opening up a broadly based dialogue not 
least between school teachers and university teachers of modern languages, in 
order to evolve an enriched and enriching identity for the subject. 

 
Giving English a clear but tightly controlled role in the MFL classroom: The use 
of English in a UK MFL learning context is often an ‘elephant in the room’. Giving it a 
rationale and specific, clearly delimited role can aid reflection on the role of 
languages in general, help to restrict English to tasks where it can bring benefits, and 
be an opportunity to involve other languages, thereby enhancing language 
awareness. For teachers this provides an added opportunity to engage learners 
familiar with languages other than English for mutual benefit. 
 
Taking languages beyond their everyday usefulness: Incorporating an essay in 
English in the range of tasks practised in MFL teaching expands the opportunities to 
explore inter-cultural and interdisciplinary dimensions of the subject at a cognitively 
ambitious level. This enables teachers to develop and communicate their own 
interests and enthusiasms in interaction both with their pupils and with colleagues in 
other subjects. It can offer scope for teachers to develop innovative ways of teaching 
that exploit the specific possibilities offered within their school, and embed language 
teaching more firmly in its academic programme.  
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