
Strong language
The British inability to speak other languages leaves us in danger of  being left behind by the rest of  the world.  

Alice Cockerell discovers what public schools are doing to rectify our linguistic deficit

T raditionally, public schools have been 
good at lots of things, churning out 
politicians, athletes, scientists, actors 

and statesmen with disarming regularity. If 
they had an Achilles heel though, it would 
historically have been a shortage of linguists.  
A cardboard-lipped Latin master and fusty 
mademoiselle was the extent of many a 
student’s foray into the world of languages. 
This, teamed with an almost institutional 
mistrust of anyone with too much flare (“You 
didn’t want speak French too well at Rugby, 
as you’d be called a frog,” says an old boy),  
left many a public school graduate with a few 
obscure words of Latin and a smattering of 
stomach-curdling restaurant French. 

A recent Employers Taskforce study 
estimated that the cost to UK industry for  
the lack of linguistic skills of our countrymen 
is £7bn a year, yet each year fewer students 
continue their MFL (modern foreign language) 
to A level. The benefits of studying a foreign 
language are proven and diverse. As Laura 
Hyde, head of St James’ School, where Sanskrit 
is mandatory in years 7-8, points out, “The 
study of the language of another country 
reflects in every aspect of school life, spiritually 

and philosophically and as an academic 
discipline. It also never did anyone’s Oxbridge 
chances any harm to have a Sanskrit GCSE 
under their belt.” This is a fact that is 
increasingly being brought home to both prep 
and public schools across the country.

Sharp tongues
“I think that the importance of the study  
of languages is definitely beginning to be 
appreciated again,” says Nick Mair, chairman 
of the Independent School Modern Languages 
Association and director of languages at 
Dulwich College. “At Dulwich, 75 per cent of 
students study at least two languages at GCSE 
and 50 per cent carry at least one on to A 
level.” This is an interesting statistic for a 
school as Oxbridge savvy as Dulwich (around 
30 per cent of boys get places there), as in the 
past ambitious students have tended to view 
languages warily. For, far from guaranteeing  
an A to even the most diligent linguists,  
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results are often extremely erratic. 
The difficulty of languages as the subject  

for public exams is essentially three-fold. 
Firstly, the mark schemes are believed by  
many to be too broad and this especially  
affects the number of A*s awarded, which are 
largely given at the discretion of the individual 
marker. It is not uncommon for marked exams 
to be moderated up or down up to two whole 
grades at a later date. The second difficulty 
concerns the oral section of GCSE and A level: 
in recent years there has been a move to  
take some of the stress out of this module by 
supplying students with the possible questions 
that will come up. It is then up to the examining 
teacher to judge whether the questions have 
been answered spontaneously or spouted 
parrot fashion. This ironically presents the 
biggest danger to the strongest candidates, 
who, if they reply too quickly and perfectly, 
could be judged to have cheated by memorising 
their answers. The third challenge is much 
more general, and is a question of standardising 
the difficulty of exams. Theoretically exams 
across the board are meant to be of the same 
standard: it should take the same level of 
intelligence, aptitude and commitment to R

attain an A in a Classical Civilisation GCSE as  
it does for a Mandarin one, for instance. This, 
many hold, is manifestly unrealistic.

In recent years, the ways that schools have 
reacted to the challenges of language study 
have become increasingly diverse. One trend is 
the propagation of Mandarin as a compulsory 
subject in the first couple of years of secondary 
school. This initiative, adopted by Brighton 
College, Cheltenham Ladies College and to be 
introduced at Latymer Upper next year, is not 
without controversy. As Nick Mair points out, 
“Parents and heads tend to stress the importance 
of Chinese, but they don’t always take into 
account the practical difficulties. At Dulwich 
we take the precaution of offering potential 
Mandarin students an obligatory sample 
lesson, followed by a test, to make sure there are 
no illusions about the challenges lying ahead.”

Small talk 
There is certainly much to be said for giving 
children a taste of languages sooner rather 
than later, which is where prep schools have 
such a crucial role to play.  Matthew Faulkner, 
head of languages at Port Regis, runs a 
particularly strong department. A subscriber 
to the old school of language teaching (“We’re 
big on grammar. None of that fluffy stuff. We 
drum in the nuts and bolts first”), Faulkner 
nonetheless manages to enthuse his students 
with a passion for languages early on. “We 
have started a letter writing exchange with a 
school in Grenoble, which the children just 
love,” he says. “All the felt tips come out and 
there is a lot of talk of football.” This translates 
itself into very strong results at Common 
Entrance, where the language department 
always comes top.

Tongue-tied
Language exams at Common Entrance level, 
while not as controversial as GCSEs and A levels, 
are not without their detractors. A choice of 
French or Spanish is accepted by the majority 
of public schools (though strangely not Radley, 
which only accepts French), and are examined 

by papers that have changed very little in the 
last 40 years and are, for more advanced students 
at least, what Faulkner describes as “boringly 
easy”. The schools that really storm through 
these papers are often those with some sort of 
foreign exchange relationship in place. 

Fifteen years ago, when I was 12, I was 
packed off to spend a term in France. Happily 
this involved nothing as scary as going to a 
local lycée (an ordeal my older sister had been 
endured the year before), but rather spending 
an Arcadian and semi-feral summer term with 

Speaking  in  tongues
• Three-quarters of prep schools 
teach French to their pupils, while  
a fifth offer Spanish.

• Although independent schools 
have traditionally been much 
stronger on languages than the 
state sector, in recent years – in 
some part due to the erratic marking 
of exam papers - the numbers of 
students choosing to continue a 
language on to A level has declined 
sharply. Last year private schools 
reported a 43 per cent decline, 
compared with 35 per cent in 2012 
and 30 per cent in 2011.

• Spanish is the fastest growing 
subject in independent schools,  
with a 48 per cent rise in recent 

over: last year just 4,352 students 
sat the Mandarin A level across  
the country. But some schools do 
start them young. At St Anthony's 

School in Hampstead, the subject is 
taught within the curriculum from 
as early as Year 1, while at the prep 
school for Brighton College, all Year 
4 pupils receive one weekly lesson 
in the language.

• Urdu is the only language offered 
by more state than independent 
schools, with one-in-ten 
Government-funded schools now 
providing it compared with just two 
per cent in the private sector.

• Russian is another language that 
is increasing in popularity – and the 
view is that you can never start too 
young. Last year, the first Ofsted-
approved Russian-speaking nursery 
opened in Richmond. 

By 2050 English will have been 
relegated to the third language 
behind Chinese and Spanish

30 boys from Cothill School at Château de 
Sauveterre in the Gers. I went there hopelessly 
and insularly tongue-tied and, although my 
French on my return made anyone who knew 
and loved anything about the language wince 
and shudder, at least it came pouring out in a 
merry flow. The difficulty of instilling any real 
understanding, let alone passion, for another 
country by drilling pupils with the subjunctive 
in a gloomy English classroom is, of course, 
very real. Yet it must be attempted. While it is 
predicted that by 2050 English will have been 
relegated to the third language behind Chinese 
and Spanish, it is of huge importance that the 
empire mentality of language complacency 
that has ruled our independent schools for so 
long be consigned to the past tense. 

I say sir, any chance  
of a discount

Cothill School pupils  
fais une promenade at 

 Château de Sauveterre

Je suis un élève à 
l'école Caterham

years, while German has declined 
by 18 per cent.

• Despite press reports to the 
contrary, Mandarin is not taking 
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