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Decision-making, policy and power


Introduction


E829 Project 3 is designed to be an investigation into aspects of institution, area or national policy which touch on my working life, my contact with the education system or a particular personal interest. I have elected to present a case study of MFL/SEN decision-making at departmental level, taking into account how school- and country-level target-setting informs, influences and constrains MFL middle-management initiatives. 


I have called the object of MFL/SEN policy-making ‘appropriateness’. The notion of appropriateness underlies the onus on MFL teachers of pupils with learning difficulties to collaborate with special educational needs co-ordinators and support staff, to plan the pace and content of lessons carefully, to facilitate paired and small-group work, to use the target language consistently, to encourage active participation and to integrate a variety of language activities, strategies and resources. The appropriateness concept also encapsulates the sense of ownership — or stakeholdership — which learners experience when their achievements fulfil or exceed their expectations and which teachers feel when they observe their pupils progressing.


National policy-making


In October 1990 the then Secretaries of State for Education and Science and for Wales, John MacGregor and David Hunt, published their proposals on ‘appropriate attainment targets and programmes of study for modern foreign languages’ for ages 11 to 16 (Department of Education and Science and the Welsh Office, 1990, p. iii). The main difference between the initial advice of February 1990 (National Curriculum Modern Foreign Languages Working Group, 1990) and this final report of the National Curriculum Working Group for Modern Foreign Languages was the inclusion in the latter of a 15-paragraph thirteenth chapter entitled Modern foreign languages and pupils with special educational needs. This first extended official pronouncement on MFL/SEN proclaimed the principle that ‘all pupils with special educational needs should have the opportunity to experience a modern foreign language’ (§13.3) but conceded that ‘the prospect of having to include a modern foreign language in the curriculum of certain groups of pupils is a source of concern and anxiety to their teachers’ (§13.4).


Many organisations, schools and individuals responded to the proposals of the Secretaries of State. In May 1991 the National Curriculum Council (NCC) reported to the then Secretary of State for Education and Science Kenneth Clarke on the statutory consultation for attainment targets and programmes of study in modern foreign languages (National Curriculum Council, 1991). On the ‘key issue’ of special educational needs, the consultation report somewhat tersely recorded that ‘one fifth of all respondents broadly supported the Working Group’s comments on modern foreign languages for pupils with special educational needs’ (§2.16) and refrained from defining what ‘broadly’ meant or what proportion of the other 80% of the respondents disagreed with the Working Group’s comments and why. The NCC summarily recommended that ‘the curriculum for modern foreign languages should apply to all pupils, with every effort being made to facilitate access for all pupils, including those with special educational needs’ (§3.4).


A line of demarcation appeared in later NC documentation between what was ‘statutory’, or centrally binding, and what was ‘non-statutory’ and therefore lay within the discretion of the individual MFL department. The ‘pupils with special educational needs’ section of the ‘differentiation’ chapter of the NCC’s Modern foreign languages non-statutory guidance (NCC, 1992) included a checklist of good practice. The subsequent Dearing reforms, which were guided by the need to ‘reduce overall prescription so as to give more scope for professional judgement’ (SCAA, 1994), accelerated this delegation of power. As a corollary, the ‘revised National Curriculum provides teachers with much greater flexibility to respond to the needs of pupils with identified special educational needs’ (DFE/WO, 1995).


Pilot schemes


Whether national or departmental, MFL/SEN policies need to undergo feasibility trialling and to be integrated into classroom practice or their formulation will remain a paper exercise. In the early 1990s, a number of projects successfully piloted MFLs for pupils with learning difficulties, e.g. 


The CILT/NCC Project on MFL and pupils with SEN funded by the National Curriculum Council (NCC), managed by the Centre for Information on Language Teaching and Research (CILT) and implemented by a range of mainstream and special schools within 20 local education authorities (Lee, 1991);


The Suffolk/Norfolk Project, which focused on MFL teaching in special schools (Gelé and Little, 1991);


The National Flexible Learning Project North East — Modern Languages, which targeted foreign languages for all at key stage 4 (Lacey and Wilson, 1991).


The 1990s have also seen a rapid growth in MFL/SEN publications. In this field, CILT alone has three titles in print (Holmes, 1991; Alison, 1993; McLagan, 1994) and runs annual courses for teachers. There is also welcome evidence in the literature that the MFL/SEN agenda is starting to move on to training and organisational issues (Lee, 1992; Asher and Chambers, 1994; Kenning, 1994) and specific types of learner disability, e.g. emotional and behavioural difficulties (Asher, Heys and West, 1995), deafness (Cawthorne, 1993) and visual impairment (Couper,  1996). When I recently conducted a thorough literature review, I managed to trace and categorise 73 MFL/SEN-specific books and articles, the bulk of them written within this decade. I have appended to my project report this Bibliography of modern foreign languages and special educational needs which as far as I can determine remains unprecedented.


Regional policy-making


Tyneside MFL teachers lack a local or regional forum to debate issues of professional concern. The Northern Examining Association, with its MFL subject panels, is gradually losing its regional focus as schools shop around the boards for the most suitable tests for their pupils. The local branch of the Association for Language Learning (ALL) offers little but annual general meetings, welcome parties for the few foreign language assistants still in employment and a biennial Festival of Languages. The North East Comenius Centre — a subsidiary of the national Centre for Information on Language Teaching and Research (CILT) — confines MFL teacher ‘briefings’ to schools and local education authorities willing to fund them. My LEA has dispensed with its MFL General Advisership, whose previous incumbent championed the MFL cause borough-wide and arranged regular professional training and discussion sessions for the authority’s MFL teachers.





Departmental policy-making


When the first National Curriculum (NC) documents appeared in the early 1990s, I was Head of German within the Department of Modern Languages at Harton School, an 11-16 South Tyneside comprehensive. The Head of Modern Languages was a French-only specialist, who also chaired the modern languages subject panel of the North Regional Examinations Board, based in nearby Newcastle upon Tyne. As such, he was in a position to influence and steer MFL curriculum development regionally as well as institutionally. Within the MFL department I too enjoyed considerable scope for discretion and had implemented the diversification of the school’s first MFL, resulting in half a year group studying French while the other half did German instead.


From the point of view of our MFL department, the National Curriculum MFL Working Group appointed to advise the Secretaries of State was unrepresentative both of our region and of MFL professionals in schools. The Group had no North East of England member and its only secondary Head of Languages taught at the London Oratory School, a very atypical ‘comprehensive’. The unrepresentativeness of the membership and the uncompromising, almost condescending tone of the documentation, e.g.


‘We expect (...) that over the next five years or so, fewer and fewer people will hold the view that pupils reach a plateau of attainment’ (DES/WO, 1990, §12.14).


inevitably detracted from our ‘ownership’ of the National Curriculum as it applied to MFL. Colleagues in neighbouring schools shared this initial sense of disenfranchisement.


Harton School’s MFL department has a long history of participation in national MFL initiatives:


In the 1960s, as South Shields Grammar Technical School for Boys, it boasted the first school-based language laboratory on Tyneside;


In the 1970s, this boys’ and then mixed comprehensive school’s MFL teachers became founder members of South Tyneside’s Graded Objectives in Modern Languages (GOML) scheme; GOML syllabuses and tests based on survival language were devised by local MFL teachers throughout the United Kingdom with hypothetical or actual school trips abroad in mind;


In the early 1980s the school’s MFL department introduced computer-assisted language learning (CALL);


In the early 1990s I was appointed Assistant Coordinator of the National Flexible Learning Project North East — Modern Languages, which targeted foreign languages for all at key stage 4 in sixteen mainstream schools including my own.


Just as national policy-making must avoid stifling local initiatives, so departmental policy-making must allow individual teachers room to manoeuvre. Over recent years, now as a member of my school’s special needs department, I have personally researched school foreign language computing with authentic resources as a learning and diagnostic tool for pupils with challenging behaviour and learning difficulties. I was recently invited to share my experiences with a group of special educators at the University College of York and Ripon St John and to present a paper on my action research at Eurocall ’96, an international computer-assisted language learning conference in Western Hungary (Wilson, 1996). These fora enabled me to debate the issues of MFL/SEN more widely and to place a stamp of authority on my MFL departmental policy proposals.


Policy-making appropriately


In my Project Proposal I drafted an agenda of five MFL departmental SEN policy issues to be addressed:


Is MFL learning an appropriate activity for pupils with special educational needs?


Are MFL curricula appropriate for pupils with special educational needs?


Are MFL methods appropriate for pupils with special educational needs?


Is MFL assessment appropriate for pupils with special educational needs?


Is MFL learning support appropriate for pupils with special educational needs?


I now wish to consider how these priorities translate into practice within the ambit of my school’s modern languages department.


Appropriateness of MFL learning for SEN pupils


In October 1990 the Secretaries of State for Education and Science and Wales proposed: ‘In principle all pupils with special educational needs should have the opportunity to experience a modern language’ (DES/WO, 1990, p. 76). Their rationale for inclusive MFL curricula: ‘to develop general language skills, through a new learning experience leading to positive achievement; to increase social skills by providing a new context for communication and interaction; to encourage awareness of other people, places and cultures’ (p. 76). They expected that ‘over the next five years or so, fewer and fewer people will hold the view that (there are) pupils (who) reach a plateau of attainment (by the end of key stage 3)’ and affirmed the belief that ‘the study of a single modern foreign language throughout the five years of compulsory secondary schooling is, and will remain, the most educationally desirable pattern for the substantial majority of pupils’ (p. 74). 


In the early 1990s, the entitlement of all pupils to ‘experience’ an MFL and the expectation that they would progress over a five-year course provoked a mixed response among staff and pupils. The entitlement issue was relatively uncontroversial. Even the most learning-disabled benefited from the early stages of MFL learning. Indeed, if they were ‘disapplied’ from this area of the National Curriculum, who would teach them and what would they do instead? 


The hottest debate was over the minimum length of MFL study. Prior to 1990, my school permitted a minority of pupils to ‘drop’ their MFL after three years. ‘Double-linguists’ also had the option then of dropping their first MFL after three years and continuing for two years with the second, which they had begun in Year 9. As far as we could ascertain, this arrangement was popular with pupils and parents, because it extended choice, and valued by MFL teachers, who would otherwise have to cope with disaffected pupils who had reached their ‘ceiling’. The imposition of the National Curriculum five-year course model halted these practices.


Since then, Harton’s MFL teachers have settled down to the task of making the system work. The prospect of five years of compulsory MFL study may present a challenge for staff and pupils alike, but colleagues in other subject departments have come to terms with this change years ago.


One matter remains to be resolved: the identification of MFL learners with SEN. In September 1996 Harton School admitted a pupil whose primary school statement of special educational needs suggests disapplication of MFL learning. The school’s Head of French strongly believes that this new arrival should be granted access to MFL study in the interest of equality of educational opportunity. 


A related issue is the appropriate ‘mix’ of pupils in a special needs MFL class. At the start of the new school year I found myself with a ‘bottom’ Year 9 French set of 18 pupils instead of the dozen I had been led to expect. Some of these pupils had been transferred by the Head of Year for social and behavioural misdemeanours. Others were assigned to the group strictly according to examination performance rankings. My negotiating position with the Head of French was that the size of the set and its over-representation of pupils with behavioural rather than learning difficulties made class management an ordeal. I won the argument, but had to agree to the departure of a placid girl with learning difficulties because she would otherwise have been the sole female in the group. I now have a group of 13 boys, two of whom have pronounced behavioural as well as learning problems. The decision who ought to be placed in a special needs MFL group cannot be based solely on MFL examination scores but must take account of pupils’ learning styles and social skills as well.


Appropriateness of MFL curricula for SEN pupils


Progression through the four National Curriculum (NC) attainment targets (ATs) for MFLs — Listening & Responding, Speaking, Reading & Responding and Writing — calls for higher and higher degrees of sophistication in handling language and communication of increasing complexity. Level 3 — SEN pupils’ performance ceiling? — does not even merit a GCSE ‘G’ pass. 


The question whether ‘horizontal’ progression through more ‘areas of experience’ (AoE) represents a viable and credible alternative to the ‘vertical’ progression envisaged in the ATs is crucial to MFL/SEN. Certain grammatical concepts in MFL learning may indeed be presented ‘lexically’ in the short term. Pupils may learn how ‘je voudrais’ means ‘I would like’ without previous knowledge of conditional tense conjugation. Ultimately, however, written accuracy in MFL requires either sustained visits to the target-language country or understanding of the grammatical mechanics of the language. Neither alternative favours pupils with learning difficulties.


Harton MFL/SEN learners are required to cover the same broad topics, e.g. School Life or Daily Routine, as their abler peers. Such topics were proposed by a MFL teacher (not me), who on the department’s behalf studied the textbooks for a given year group and established the common ground among them before preparing a scheme of work revolving around ten topics or so. These topics were put to the department as a whole and debated at departmental meetings prior to being adopted. 


Differentiation applies when defining the kind and amount of language to service each topic. I broke down the Year 9 topic of School Life into the sub-topics of numbers, days of the week, months of the year, telling the time, school subjects, school equipment and preferences. I then searched for authentic texts on the World Wide Web to assist in integrating these sub-topics into classroom practice. A list of school holiday dates in the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg (http://www.restena.lu/lmr/vakanz.html), for instance, proved useful and linguistically accessible when teaching days of the week and months of the year to Year 9 pupils with learning difficulties.


Appropriateness of MFL methods for SEN pupils


Are traditional secondary school MFL methods too challenging for pupils with learning difficulties? Do multisensory, total-physical-response and music-and-movement methods developed in primary and special education have a place in mainstream MFL classrooms or do they risk leaving staff feeling uncomfortable and pupils feeling patronised? Has a Head of MFL the right to prescribe or proscribe non-conventional methods?


Questions of methodology bear on a classroom practitioner’s personal teaching philosophy. Attempts by a school’s Senior Management Team or even by a Subject Head to prescribe a set of teaching methods school- or department-wide may fail because individual professional judgement appears to be at stake. At the same time, pupils with learning difficulties have the right to a differentiated curriculum delivered in a manner which maximises the potential of their particular learning styles. From my own observations, Year 7 pupils respond well to multisensory approaches involving physical movement to accompany what would otherwise be necessary but repetitive tasks. Whether Year 9 pupils with learning difficulties would respond equally well is a moot point, especially if such techniques are alien to their learning of other school subjects. Policy discussions about methodology within the MFL department have centred on classroom management issues such as the routine use of the target language and the place of group work. In schemes of work, activities are ‘suggested’, not imposed, which would constrain individuality.


Appropriateness of MFL assessment for SEN pupils


Assessment is a key issue in MFL/SEN. Teachers of pupils with learning difficulties need to diagnose subject-specific problems, while the pupils themselves demand instant feedback and encouragement. A few months ago I informed the then Head of Modern Languages that I wished to set my own written French examination for the Year 9 SEN pupils in my charge. At the time we had no schemes of work and MFL staff were left more or less to their own devices when deciding which topics to teach. The year-wide examination which the HoD proposed would have included topics which I had not delivered. Otherwise, I wanted my examination to comply with current orthodoxies, particularly the principle that the target language should be used throughout. I achieved this by eliminating rubrics altogether and by making the tasks self-explanatory. The examination turned out to be something of a success and the candidates gave me very positive feedback.


The question of assessment is even more pressing at Key Stage 4. Neither the Long Course  (2 hours for 2 years) nor the Short Course (1 hour for 2 years or 2 hours for 1 year) offers the prospect of a good GCSE MFL grade to Year 10 pupils with learning difficulties because AT levels, not AoE coverage, determine the standard. In an effort to raise itself in the public examination ‘league tables’, Harton School targets pupils with estimated GCSE grades within the C/D range, so MFL learners with SEN are not prioritised. Combinations of MFLs with Business Studies or other subjects call for interdepartmental collaboration, which may well be forthcoming but limited by time and resources.


Another hurdle in developing MFL/SEN assessment techniques is the slow progress which the examining boards, with the possible exception of the NEA, have made in devising ways of certificating MFL performances below GCSE Grade ‘G’. Modular approaches to assessment represent unknown territory to the majority of MFL teachers, who are used to conventional end-of-course written examinations. 


Appropriateness of MFL learning support for SEN pupils


Is the routine of mixed-ability grouping in Year 7 and setting by ability afterwards in the best interests of pupils with SEN learning MFLs? Is withdrawal or in-class support better? Do MFL teachers require professional training to work with SEN pupils and if so, who will provide it? The dearth of longitudinal studies of MFL learners with SEN means that there are no definitive answers to these questions.


There is evidence, however, that effective collaboration between MFL and SEN departments can benefit MFL learners with SEN. As the CILT/NCC project coordinator concluded:


‘The project highlighted a difference of approach between ordinary and special schools; between MFL specialists and specialist teachers of pupils with SEN. The first group begins from the demands of the subject, the second from the individual needs of the particular pupil. Successful language learning for all pupils with SEN requires skilful and sensitive combination of these.’ (NCC, 1993, p. 3)


When I spoke at a recent workshop for special educators at the University College of York and Ripon St John, I discovered that many support teachers were uneasy about MFL/SEN not only because their own MFL skills were ‘rusty’ but also because they had precise literacy targets to address with SEN pupils which failed to coincide with the MFL teacher’s priorities. I realise that my position as a teacher combining MFL and SEN knowledge is unusual and assists the MFL department in addressing the issue of learning difficulties. I am also pleased that the Head of French has decided to appoint another MFL teacher to be the ‘link person’ with the SEN department. I need to maintain a degree of independence from the MFL department so that it can have space to develop its own policies vis-à-vis special needs.


A definite plus in the matter of learning support has been the willingness of MFL colleagues to accommodate another adult in their classrooms. It is true that MFL teachers have worked for years quite happily in the presence of a Foreign Language Assistant, who is pedagogically untrained. The acceptance of another qualified teacher as a classroom partner cannot be taken for granted. There are professional questions to be addressed, such as the establishment of the role the support teacher might reasonably be expected to enact; is (s)he there to help just SEN pupils or any pupil having difficulty? Mutual trust and confidentiality are also indispensable. I am also aware how much I have to adapt my support role to the main MFL teacher’s classroom style. I have already found myself in charge of a group of pupils playing language games involving physical responses!


Conclusions & Recommendations


( MFL/SEN policy-making takes place at a number of levels, national, regional, local, institutional, departmental and individual. What matters is that participants in the policy-making process, whether administrators, teachers, parents or pupils, feel that their opinions carry weight. They are also entitled to expect that decisions are properly arrived at and then consistently applied. Concerns, such as subject knowledge deficiencies of support teachers, have to be addressed, while MFL teachers must be apprised of which precise strategies will suit a child’s individual needs. Having a MFL teacher contribute at least one target to a child’s individual education plan would give this subject specialist a stake in the special educational needs process. The principle of ‘subsidiarity’, i.e. the delegation of as many policy and decision-making matters as possible to the operational level, is a sound one. 


( MFL/SEN policies have been successfully implemented wherever there is a conviction that learning a MFL is of value to the majority of pupils with SEN. A meaningful and manageable programme of language learning can be delivered to pupils with SEN within the structure of the National Curriculum.


( The maintenance of motivation and hence progression beyond the early years remains something of a challenge. There are too few educational resources or assessment tests pitched at pupils with learning difficulties and not enough opportunities for linguistic refreshment and methodological training of specialist and non-specialist staff.


( CALL, or computer-assisted language learning, can make MFLs more accessible to pupils with SEN. Sadly, CALL is not a widespread phenomenon in British schools. A certain ‘received wisdom’ has emerged about the combination of SEN and CALL, e.g. CALL cannot be used with SEN learners without a Concept Keyboard. This is patent nonsense. Applying information technology appropriately in MFL learning means establishing what the learning priorities are and then identifying the best IT tool to implement them. Multimedia — or indeed a Concept Keyboard — may be the appropriate solution, but another IT or indeed non-IT solution may prove a more apt choice. Most learners with SEN are also quite capable of using a mouse or a keyboard to input data.


( Special needs arise as a result of a mismatch between what the pupil brings and what the institution or curriculum demands of her/him.


( Everybody has learning difficulties at some time: even teachers!


( A child has SEN if he or she has a learning difficulty which requires special educational provision to be made for them.


( If you label a child negatively, you will regret it when the child lives up to his/her negative label.


( Challenge, don’t patronise pupils with learning difficulties. Every lesson doesn’t have to be party time; indeed overreliance on fun and games can be counterproductive.


( Many special schools have successfully introduced a modern foreign language, setting very short-term goals and holding up the prospect of a trip abroad at the end of the course.


( Pupils with behavioural difficulties may have underlying learning difficulties or may have hidden high academic potential.


( Lower sets routinely contain a wide spectrum of ability and motivation; differentiate accordingly!


( A greater proportion of boys enter secondary education with reading difficulties; ensure activities and tasks appeal to both boys and girls.


( Speakers of ethnic community languages are sometimes classed as having learning difficulties even though the SEN Code of Practice specifically excludes them. Such pupils are experienced language learners: respect their home language, ask them to share their experiences, to write samples of their non-Roman scripts. Enter them for GCSE in their home languages — this will boost their confidence, increase respect by their peers and add to their qualifications.


( Pupils with learning difficulties sometimes spell better in the foreign language than in their own language!


( Foreign languages are new subjects which give pupils with learning difficulties the chance to make a fresh start. MFL teachers have a unique insight into SEN pupils under these circumstances.


( If a pupil with difficulties causes concern, the MFL teacher should complete a “concern form” listing the strategies already tried. Placement of a pupil on Stage 1 of the SEN Code of Practice is the responsibility of Heads of subject departments, not the school’s Special Needs Coordinator.


( Keep a note of who the registered SEN pupils in your classes are. Ask them what their termly targets are. Contribute to the drafting of these targets.


( SEN pupils often complain that they don’t have time to copy classwork or homework from the board; this may be the reason why they don’t have their books with them or why they haven’t completed their assignments on time. Don’t assume your learners are idle — they may be just slow.


( Check that you aren’t using hard words unnecessarily. Avoid, for example, “describe”; “Write down” is much clearer.


( Plaster the walls, and the ceilings (mobiles!!), with key (classroom?) vocabulary and refer to it.


( Use the school’s spelling procedure, which ought to be posted on every classroom wall.


( The school has prioritised classroom support for SEN pupils in Year 7. The support teacher is a linguist and is happy to assist with IT work too. Use him!


( Ask for help with pupils who have learning difficulties. The Equal Opportunities department can offer advice and support.


( Whatever you do with MFL, try to do it inclusively. There is no reason, for example, why a SEN pupil should not do GCSE or study 2 foreign languages. Remember — if a piece of work succeeds with SEN pupils, it is likely to succeed with everybody.


( Although the LEA has no MFL adviser, it has a multidisciplinary team of special needs support professionals who can assist MFL/SEN initiatives.


( The school’s Senior Management Team must be kept informed of developments in providing a suitable curriculum for MFL pupils with SEN.


( Heads of MFLs must provide leadership when confronting the challenge of teaching pupils with SEN. Ideally, they should take their fair share of such classes.


( As a school participating in initial teacher training, Harton has the opportunity to tap the energy, enthusiasm and ingenuity of young would-be MFL teachers, which may be just what SEN pupils need.


( SEN pupils must enjoy full access to departmental and school resources, particularly information technology. Harton School has made a successful bid to the Technology Schools Initiative. Pupils with learning difficulties must benefit from the school’s good fortune, which has boosted the computer to pupil ratio to 8:1.


( Planning the  slow step-by-step progression required by pupils with SEN helps MFL teachers understand the process of MFL learning by abler pupils.


( Pupils with learning difficulties need to be rewarded frequently to retain motivation. They often accumulate more school merits than their abler peers. This is not necessarily an injustice, as mastery of a simple learning step may represent inordinate effort for one child, while the understanding of a complex grammar point may be achieved with little effort by another. Pupils with learning difficulties also reward their teachers by showing pleasure in accomplishing simple tasks.


( Close liaison between MFL and SEN departments, joint planning and preparation of materials and lessons, sharing a focus on the individual needs of pupils with learning difficulties: these factors contribute to the successful operation of both departments. Finding opportunities to consult and agree common approaches is less easy. The school now has a fortnightly meeting between the Special Needs Coordinator and all link persons in subject departments.


( 20% of a subject department’s budget can only be spent with the Special Needs Coordinator’s approval. This earmarking of funds is very effective in ensuring that the teaching of SEN pupils is adequately resourced.


( Collaboration within MFL departments can reduce individual teacher workloads. One colleague can focus on materials production, another on in-service training and another on the development of appropriate teaching styles. Collaboration with SEN and other subject departments can reduce the burden even further. Cooperation with neighbouring schools is less practicable than it used to be, but is not impossible.


( The most able MFL learners have special needs too and will need direction and encouragement if they are to achieve their ‘A*’. As a support teacher I do not confine my attention to the least able.
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