
 

 

A review of Modern Foreign Languages at A level: A* grade and low take up 

 

A review of Modern Foreign Languages at A level has been published today (15 July 2014) by the 
Joint Council for QualificationsCIC. 

Announced last August by the awarding organisations that offer A level qualifications, the Review 
looks at the declining take up of Modern Foreign Languages post-16 and why the A*grade is less 
prevalent in these subjects compared with comparable A levels. 

In summary, the Review shows that: 

• Students’ motivations for choosing, or not choosing, to study a MFL at A level are wide-
ranging and include a perception of difficulty compared with other subjects; and that people 
have a distinct aptitude for languages. 

• MFL A levels generally have a higher proportion of candidates achieving grade A or A* 
compared with other subjects, however, the proportion awarded an A* grade is lower 
compared with other subjects with the same proportion of A grades. 

• The way mark schemes are designed mean that relatively weak performance in the writing 
skill is a key factor in a student not achieving an A*, more so than for other skills.  

• There are relatively low correlations between the skills in the A2 units and this appears to be 
preventing many A grade students from achieving the 90% of the maximum uniform mark 
required to achieve an A*. 

• Some teachers consider that the jump in demand in content and learning style between GCSE 
and A level is too great and can act as a deterrent. This may be resolved by the new GCSE 
content announced by the Department for Education and which is more challenging. 

• Language learning requires the ability to develop across a wide range of skills (reading, 
writing, listening, speaking, comprehension, communication) all of which need to be 
mastered to achieve an A*. 

• Writing and speaking tasks are most likely to test stretch and challenge. Essays in particular 
are useful in identifying A* candidates.  

Commenting on the Review, Michael Turner, Director General of the Joint Council for QualificationsCIC 

said:  

“We hope this Review is a useful contribution to shaping the new A levels in modern foreign 
languages. 

“Of particular interest is the importance of the writing skill in securing an A*. Where a student has a 
relatively weak performance in the writing part of the assessment this may account for some of the 
differences between languages and other subjects in terms of the proportion of A* grades awarded. 

“There is much in the report for those reforming mfl A levels to consider, including awarding 
organisations. It is important that these new qualifications provide the necessary stretch and 
challenge whilst also offering a clear pathway from GCSE through to A level and beyond.” 

 



  

 

 

 

 

 

Notes to editors 

At the A level results press conference in August 2013, the awarding organisations announced they 
would carry out a review into why languages are unpopular and why comparatively few A level 
language students achieve an A*. 

The Review comprises four research papers: 

• A literature review on the decline in uptake of A level Modern Foreign Languages 
• An Ipsos Mori research paper on attitudes towards Modern Foreign Languages 
• Research into why Modern Foreign Languages have fewer A* grades compared with 

comparable subjects 
• Research into the assessment instruments and script analysis 
• The Review can be found on the JCQCIC website here. 

 

The Joint Council for QualificationsCIC is a membership body comprising seven of the largest awarding 
organisations in the UK (AQA, CCEA, City & Guilds, OCR, Pearson, SQA, WJEC). 

http://www.jcq.org.uk/media-centre/news-releases

