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S O M E  P R E L I M I N A R I E S …

• What this talk is NOT about:

• How to teach language skills

• What this talk IS about:

• How linguistics is an important motivational tool for language teaching, because linguistics:

i. promotes discussion and debate in the languages classroom;

ii. encourages student to ask questions about language;

iii. provides explanations about language and so is perceived by teachers and pupils to be useful (whether or 

not it actually boosts language skills).

• How to engage with schools as a theoretical linguist (a personal story)



B A C K G R O U N D :  L A N G U A G E  L E A R N I N G  

I N  E N G L A N D
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L A N G U A G E  L E A R N I N G  I N  E N G L A N D

• UK: education is devolved to the four nations

• England: second language instruction compulsory only from age 7-14.

• “Modern Foreign Language” (MFL) study is in decline (Bowler 2020, 2025) 

• Comparing 2024 with 2019, A-level (age 18 exams) entries, French A-level entries are down by 

9.7%, German by 19.8%, Spanish by 4.5% and other languages by 22.4% (JCQ 2024 & JCQ 2019)

• 20% reduction in university enrolment in same time (re-structuring, closures*, emergent "cold-

spots" in the UK, shortage of MFL school teachers (43% of target)) (Bowler 2025, UCFL 2024).

*Sign the petition against potential cuts in Nottingham and Leicester.

https://www.hepi.ac.uk/reports/a-languages-crisis/
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/reports/the-languages-crisis-arresting-decline/
https://www.jcq.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/A-level-outcomes-for-18-year-olds-in-England-Summer-2024.pdf
https://www.jcq.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/A-Level-and-AS-Results-Summer-2019.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/reports/the-languages-crisis-arresting-decline/
https://university-council-for-languages.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Closures-and-restructurings_July-2024.pdf
https://www.change.org/p/stop-the-removal-of-modern-languages-courses-at-the-university-of-nottingham
https://www.change.org/p/save-modern-languages-courses-at-the-university-of-leicester


U K  A - L E V E L  ( A G E  1 8 )  E N T R I E S  I N  L A N G U A G E S

Figure 1. A-Level modern languages uptake (as a percentage of pupil population): England, Northern Ireland, and Wales (2005–2018) (taken 
from Henderson & Carruthers 2021) 



U K  G C S E  ( A G E  1 6 )  E N T R I E S  I N  L A N G U A G E S

Figure 2. GCSE modern languages uptake (as a percentage of pupil population): England, Northern Ireland, and Wales (2005–2018) (taken from 
Henderson & Carruthers 2021) 



P O T E N T I A L  I N F L U E N C I N G  F A C T O R S

• Issues include (see e.g. Ayres-Bennett and Forsdick 2024):

1. Global English / English as lingua franca

2. Brexit/politics

3. Rise of AI (machine translation)

4. Severe grading in national exams

5. Perception of languages as an 'elite' subject

6. Early specialisation in three subjects and promotion of STEM subjects in UK 

schools 

7. Languages as skills in schools (Lodge 2000)

https://www.lspjournal.com/post/languages-in-uk-education
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/languages-in-uk-education
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/languages-in-uk-education
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R E A S O N S  F O R  N O T  S E L E C T I N G  A  L A N G U A G E

1.  Institute for Employment Studies and National Institute for Economic and Social 
Research (2025) Language programmes evaluation Interim report (DfE)

• The main reason pupils do not choose languages after 

age 14 in England is that they find other subjects more 

interesting.1 

• Henderson (2020) in NI and found that two main 

factors influence the decision to continue with 

languages (or not):

•  Success in the subject

•  Enjoyment of the subject

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fmedia%2F68b86adf536d629f9c82aa5b%2FLanguage_programmes_evaluation_interim_report.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CMichelle.Sheehan1%40newcastle.ac.uk%7C39137142610843d9099e08de27b9caba%7C9c5012c9b61644c2a91766814fbe3e87%7C1%7C0%7C638991876741070952%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=1f%2BdapzywZ4ITZ9R7Dkn83f6qDLLSTkv4cfUc0WlGvc%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fmedia%2F68b86adf536d629f9c82aa5b%2FLanguage_programmes_evaluation_interim_report.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CMichelle.Sheehan1%40newcastle.ac.uk%7C39137142610843d9099e08de27b9caba%7C9c5012c9b61644c2a91766814fbe3e87%7C1%7C0%7C638991876741070952%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=1f%2BdapzywZ4ITZ9R7Dkn83f6qDLLSTkv4cfUc0WlGvc%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fmedia%2F68b86adf536d629f9c82aa5b%2FLanguage_programmes_evaluation_interim_report.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CMichelle.Sheehan1%40newcastle.ac.uk%7C39137142610843d9099e08de27b9caba%7C9c5012c9b61644c2a91766814fbe3e87%7C1%7C0%7C638991876741070952%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=1f%2BdapzywZ4ITZ9R7Dkn83f6qDLLSTkv4cfUc0WlGvc%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fmedia%2F68b86adf536d629f9c82aa5b%2FLanguage_programmes_evaluation_interim_report.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CMichelle.Sheehan1%40newcastle.ac.uk%7C39137142610843d9099e08de27b9caba%7C9c5012c9b61644c2a91766814fbe3e87%7C1%7C0%7C638991876741070952%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=1f%2BdapzywZ4ITZ9R7Dkn83f6qDLLSTkv4cfUc0WlGvc%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fmedia%2F68b86adf536d629f9c82aa5b%2FLanguage_programmes_evaluation_interim_report.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CMichelle.Sheehan1%40newcastle.ac.uk%7C39137142610843d9099e08de27b9caba%7C9c5012c9b61644c2a91766814fbe3e87%7C1%7C0%7C638991876741070952%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=1f%2BdapzywZ4ITZ9R7Dkn83f6qDLLSTkv4cfUc0WlGvc%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fmedia%2F68b86adf536d629f9c82aa5b%2FLanguage_programmes_evaluation_interim_report.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CMichelle.Sheehan1%40newcastle.ac.uk%7C39137142610843d9099e08de27b9caba%7C9c5012c9b61644c2a91766814fbe3e87%7C1%7C0%7C638991876741070952%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=1f%2BdapzywZ4ITZ9R7Dkn83f6qDLLSTkv4cfUc0WlGvc%3D&reserved=0


L A N G U A G E S  A S  S K I L L S

• Why are other subjects more interesting?

• Maybe because languages in UK schools are taught almost purely as practical skills.

• At A-level, in languages, only 20% of marks are awarded for critical examination of 

culture (including literature and film).

• 0% of marks are awarded for critical/analytical discussion of language (i.e. 

linguistics). 

• This is not the case for any other subject, even ‘practical’ subjects like Physical 

Education and Music. 



W H O  D E C I D E S  T H I S ?
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Tip 1: Find out as much as you can about who 
decides what and get hold of the crucial 

documentation.: 
1. Assessment and Qualifications Alliance



A S S E S S M E N T  O B J E C T I V E S  F O R  F R E N C H  A  
L E V E L  ( A G E  1 8 )  ( A Q A  E X A M  B O A R D )

AO1: Understand and respond: (20%) (speaking/listening)
 in speech to spoken language including face-to-face interaction 
 in writing to spoken language drawn from a variety of sources.

AO2: Understand and respond: (30%) (reading/writing)/speaking)
 in speech to written language drawn from a variety of sources 
 in writing to written language drawn from a variety of sources.

AO3: Manipulate the language accurately, in spoken and written forms, 
using a range of lexis and structure. (30%) (speaking/writing)

AO4: Show knowledge and understanding of, and respond critically and 
analytically to, different aspects of the culture and society of 
countries/communities where the language is spoken. (20%)

20% knowledge, 
understanding 
and analysis

https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/languages/as-and-a-level/french-7652/scheme-of-assessment
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/languages/as-and-a-level/french-7652/scheme-of-assessment


A S S E S S M E N T  O B J E C T I V E S  F O R  P H Y S I C A L  

E D U C A T I O N  A  L E V E L  ( A Q A  E X A M  B O A R D )

AO1: Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the factors that 
underpin performance and involvement in physical activity and 
sport (22-25%)

AO2: Apply knowledge and understanding of the factors that 
underpin performance and involvement in physical activity and 
sport. (22-25%)

AO3: Analyse and evaluate the factors that underpin performance 
 and involvement in physical activity and sport. (22-25%)

AO4: Demonstrate and apply relevant skills and techniques in 
physical activity and sport. Analyse and evaluate performance. (30%)

70% knowledge, 
understanding 
and analysis

https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/physical-education/a-level/physical-education-7582/scheme-of-assessment


D F E ’ S  S U B J E C T  C O N T E N T  S P E C I F I C A T I O N S

• Core aim of English GCSE MFL (age 14–16) subject content:
"[D]evelop language learning skills both for immediate use and to prepare them for further 
language study and use in school, higher education or in employment."
(DfE GCSE MFL subject content specifications, 2022)

• Core aims of the A/AS (age 16–18) subject content:

“[E]nhance their linguistic skills and promote and develop their capacity for critical thinking 
on the basis of their knowledge and understanding of the language, culture and society of the 
country or countries where the language is spoken.” 

"foster their ability to learn other languages"

(DfE A/AS MFL subject content specifications, 2023)

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6389fb628fa8f569f55c9833/GCSE_subject_content_modern_foreign_languages.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/64aebaa0fe36e0000d6fa848/GCE_AS_and_A_level_subject_content_for_modern_foreign_languages.pdf


H O W  C A N  L I N G U I S T I C S  H E L P ?  

• Language teaching in UK schools:

• is focused on the four skills (reading, writing, listening and speaking);

• takes a prescriptive and uncritical approach to language.

• Linguistics:

• is focused on the critical/analytical study of language(s);

• takes a descriptive and critical/analytical approach to language.

• Growing transnational studies proving the appeal of linguistics to high school 
pupils (Loosen 2014; Larson et al. 2019; Corr & Pineda 2023; Mantenuto 
2023; Segura-Llopes et al. 2023; Van Rijt 2024).



S U M M I N G  U P

• Languages stop being compulsory at age 14 in England.

• The future of languages in English (and UK) universities depends partly on pupil choice at age 14.

• Many external factors are pushing against languages: from global English to AI.

• But one factor we can seek to influence is how interesting pupils find language learning.

• Challenging the skills-based view of languages and incorporating linguistics might affect this. 



O U R  P R O J E C T

www.linguisticsinmfl.co.uk
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Tip 2: Seek out collaborators with 
complementary skills/specialisms



T H E  L I N G U I S T I C S  I N  M F L  P R O J E C T

Aim: enhance uptake and interest in languages by incorporating linguistics into 
school-based language teaching in England (and the UK).

Our guiding hypotheses were that including linguistics in language teaching could:

i. foster intrinsic motivation for language learning, thereby potentially increasing 
language uptake in schools and university;

ii. enhance metalinguistic awareness, contributing to the development of wider 
language (learning) skills and increasing learner independence; 

iii. develop broader transferable critical/analytical skills/awareness and intellectual 

curiosity.



W H A T  W E  H A V E  D O N E  ( S O  F A R )

Mini-course

• 4 x language-specific hour-long classes
• Quantitative and qualitative feedback from students and teachers (Sheehan et al. 2021).

Co-creation

• Trial of co-created integrated A-level materials for French, German and Spanish
• Quantitative and qualitative feedback from participating teachers and pupils (Sheehan et al. 2024).
• Materials bought by OUP for Kerboodle site. 

CPD

• 2-hour sessions for experienced or trainee teachers (PGCE and SCITT cohorts)
• Rationale and strategies for incorporating linguistics into MFL teaching (Havinga et al. 2025)

•Linguistics for Younger Language Learners: a Co-Creation Approach
•Ongoing intervention at KS3 (pre-GCSE, age 13)
•Materials to be integrated into OUP’s KS3 textbooks/online provision. 

https://www.modernlanguagesopen.org/articles/10.3828/mlo.v0i0.368/
https://www.modernlanguagesopen.org/articles/10.3828/mlo.v0i0.368/
https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.4009
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/addressing-the-uk-s-languages-crisis-moving-beyond-skills-based-language-teaching-through-the-inc
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/addressing-the-uk-s-languages-crisis-moving-beyond-skills-based-language-teaching-through-the-inc


M I N I - C O U R S E S  ( 2 0 1 7 - 2 0 1 9 )

www.linguisticsinmfl.co.uk



M I N I - C O U R S E S

• Three standalone mini-courses created for A-
level (age 17) pupils in a mixture of English 
and target languages:

i. Sounds of French/German/Spanish
ii. Structures of French/German/Spanish
iii. History of French/German/Spanish
iv. Variation in French/German/Spanish

• Created by a subset of us with help from 
academic collaborators (Martin Schäfer and 
Nicholas Catasso). 

• Not integrated into existing A-level syllabus. 

• 29 schools

• 302 A-level (16-18) students pre-

participation feedback 

• 97 A-level (16-18) students post-

participation feedback

Tip 3: Check what teachers want/need and find a 
hook for materials within the existing curriculum.





I N T E N T I O N S  A F T E R  T H E  M I N I - C O U R S E



S T U D E N T  A T T I T U D E S  T O  L I N G U I S T I C S



P E R C E I V E D  B E N E F I T S  ( S T U D E N T S )



O P E N  T E X T :  F A V O U R I T E / L E A S T  

F A V O U R I T E  C O N T E N T

• 1/3 of students enjoyed everything (32/97).

• Only 2 students stated that they didn’t enjoy anything,

• Others gave more nuanced responses:

I found all the parts to 
be useful in 

understanding what 
linguistics is. No part 

was less interesting to 
me personally.

“The opportunity to discuss the socio-political 
implications of prescriptive and descriptive 

approaches to linguistics, e.g. does it alienate 
individuals and communities when one 

version of grammar is deemed ‘correct’ and 
superior to other forms?” 



S O U N D S  A N D  S T R U C T U R E S

• All of the classes were listed as favourite and least favourite 
for some pupils. 

• More students found the more technical classes least 

appealing: sounds (22/97); structures (16/97). 

• From student comments, this seems to be because either: 

(a) students did not see the point in learning abstract 

representations, notations (IPA) or terminology and/or (b) 

found it difficult.  

Some of the complicated 
grammatical explanations of why 

certain words are said certain ways 
(easier to learn them off by heart 
for my exam rather than think of 

the grammatical reasons and work 
it out).

Least favourite: learning 
the grammer [sic.] and 

having to memorise but it 
is helpful

Tip 4: Some students are put off 
my novel terminology/notations

Least favourite: Learning 
about the pronunciation 

symbols used to help 
pronunciation.



T E A C H E R  F E E D B A C K

ü 100% felt the course was helpful for their students and would recommend it to 
other teachers. 

ü 73% felt confident teaching the course (the only issue being use of the 
international phonetic alphabet).

ü Teachers’ subject knowledge and teaching practice benefitted.

ü Lessons triggered discussion of further topics and independent research 
projects.

q But given time pressures, teachers ran the courses at lunch or after school. 
What they wanted was materials that would fit into the existing curriculum. 

Tip 5: Don’t create more work for 
teachers, try to make their lives 

easier!



C O - C R E A T I O N  P R O J E C T  ( 2 0 2 0 - 2 0 2 3 )

www.linguisticsinmfl.co.uk



C O - C R E A T I O N

• Six teachers who had taught the mini-courses bought out of teaching for four days 
each (at a cost of £6000)

• Four planned in-person half-day co-creation sessions in London, Birmingham, 
Bristol in language-specific groups of academics and teachers (some moved online 
because of Covid 19)

• Four standalone classes created to fit into the existing curriculum. 

• Materials tested by other teachers in range of UK schools. 

Tip 6: You need to pay teachers to 
give them time to meet and focus 

on collaboration.



C O R E  A - L E V E L  M F L  T O P I C S  

Sheehan et al. (2024: 6)

Tip 7: Look at textbooks and other 
teaching matrerials. OUP gave us 

free online access!



C O R E  A - L E V E L  ( 1 6 - 1 8 )  M F L  T O P I C S  

i. The family

ii. Regional identity and heritage

iii. Cyberspace

iv. Artistic outputs

v. Politics (and young people)

vi. Immigration

vii. Multiculturalism

viii. Discrimination

- Regional languages of France (ii)
- Case studies: Breton and Francoprovençal (ii)
- Linguistic discrimination (v, viii)
- French outside France (ii, v, vi)

- Regional variation in German (ii)
- German in digital media (iii)
- Kiezdeutsch (an urban multiethnolect) (vii)
- German outside Germany (ii, v, vi)

- Attitudes to linguistic diversity in Spain (ii)
- Attitudes to language change (ii)
- Online communication (iii)
- Language and gender (v)





W H A T  D I D  S T U D E N T S  L I K E ?



W H A T  D I D  S T U D E N T S  L I K E ?

“We looked more deeply 
into how German is 

formed, rather than just 
blindly following rules.”

“It is interesting to see how 
languages can naturally change 

over time and people’s 
attitudes to those changes.”

“Feels much more 
relevant learning how 

people talk in reality. It 
made the lessons much 

more interesting than the 
usual spec.”

Learning new 
and interesting 

things.

“

Educational but relevant 
and interesting to a 
teenage audience

The linguistic puzzles 
(e.g. working out how 
to count to 10 in 
different langauges)

All of it (x2)



H O W  W E R E  T H E  C L A S S E S  D I F F E R E N T ?

Studying different 
versions of French 
instead of the one 

'accepted' exam-ready 
version.

Normally we focus on 
grammar, vocab and exam 

based skills, not wider 
language learning.

Actually useful for 
genuine use in 

speaking Spanish.
Enabled a wider 

variety of opinion and 
means for debate.

“

We also studied the 
actual spanish 

language, rather 
than the people 

who speak it 

It was more theoretical and 
historical/geographical, in 

terms of understanding the 
origins and foundations of the 

languages we use..

They were 
much more 
interesting



W H A T  D I D N ’ T  S T U D E N T S  L I K E ?  

It was interesting to see the fact 
the Spanish has evolved and 
changed, however it doesn’t 

necessarily impact the course.

I found it interesting but 
sometimes the difficulty was 

making me understand 
what was happening less.”

the content was not interesting and i 
didn’t see what it had to do with a 
modern foreign language at all

“

Perhaps could have gone into 
more depth on each subject 

rather than covering more 
subjects.

I didn’t want to learn the 
evolution of the language, I 
want to learn it as it is.

I enjoyed all 
of it (67%)



H A S  T H E  C O U R S E  C H A N G E D  H O W  Y O U  T H I N K  

A B O U T  L A N G U A G E  X ?  

I’d like to learn about who 
uses language differently 

and why.

The class I took changed 
my perspective of 

languages as a whole.

It has become 
more interesting.

French seems more 
complex/varied now 

instead of being just one 
fixed/static language

“

I had never considered 
linguistics and how 

languages change over 
time 

I feel much more involved in 
the culture.



• Feasibility and compatibility:

How well do the linguistics materials integrate into the existing A-level curriculum?

How feasible is it for teachers to deliver this content?

• Perception and impact:

How did teachers perceive the materials?

What did teachers say about their pupils' engagement?

What was the perceived impact on pupils and teachers?



M A I N  F I N D I N G S

• Feasibility and compatibility:

o The existing curriculum could be significantly enriched by inclusion of linguistics.

o Linguistics-informed materials can be easily integrated into existing curriculum but offer new/complementary 

angles on key cultural topics.

o Materials can be taught by teachers with limited prior knowledge of linguistics if presented appropriately.

• Perception and impact:

o Critical/analytical study of language is appealing to students and supports inclusive classrooms.

o Teachers felt confident teaching the materials and pupils found them accessible. 

o Co-creation between academics and teachers can be an effective and meaningful form of collaboration.



S T U D E N T  ( N = 6 5 )  A N D  T E A C H E R  ( N = 1 7 )  F E E D B A C K

• 100% of teachers felt confident teaching the classes.

• 88% of teachers agreed / strongly agreed that the lessons were helpful to their students.

• 85% of students agreed / strongly agreed that the content was interesting.

• 72% of students agreed / strongly agreed that it is useful to study linguistics when learning 

a language.

• Most participating students and teachers agreed / strongly agreed that linguistics should be taught 

as part of MFLs in schools.

• Potential barriers to the inclusion of linguistics as a component of MFL A-level: time (N=12) and 

lack of presence of linguistics in teacher training courses (N=6).



F E E D B A C K  F R O M  T E A C H E R S

[L]inguistics reduces the gulf 
between the knower and the 'non-
knower‘ and therefore increases 
the wish to learn.

Linguistics is a leveller, and a 
formidable skill to learn.

They enjoyed the pursuit of the 
intellectual challenge. And that 
applies I guess to students from all 
across the board.

Mathematicians and scientists as well are 
looking for formulae.

It was very inclusive.

They were interested and they 
understood, and I think what they 
really got is the no judgment.



O U R  C U R R E N T  P R O J E C T :  L I N G U I S T I C S  

F O R  Y O U N G E R  L A N G U A G E  L E A R N E R S

www.linguisticsinmfl.co.uk



L I N G U I S T I C S  F O R  Y O U N G E R  L E A R N E R S :  A  C O -
C R E A T I O N  A P P R O A C H  ( L Y L L C A )

• Aimed at Key Stage 3 (year 8, age 12-13) before GCSE selection at age 14

• Buyout and travel costs for teachers to co-create materials (from Newcastle, 
Westminster, Bristol and Birmingham)

• Working with OUP, contributing to their French, German and Spanish KS3 (pre-GCSE) 
textbooks as they are revised

• Introducing basic topics like: borrowing, language change, sociolinguistic variation, 
politeness, language change, stress, phonology, morphosyntax – within existing 
specification. 

• Plan to trial materials across different kinds of schools and track the effect on attitude, 
motivation and GCSE choice. 

• Funding bid in prep!



• Each class teaches one or more key linguistic concepts and shows (a) why they are 
interesting and (b) how they are useful for language learning (connected to the 

overarching KS3 aims). 

• For example: a lesson on cognates in French introduces (i) language contact and 

borrowing as well as (ii) word stress and points out that words written similarly often 
sound very different in the two language for principled reasons as well as discussing 

semantics patterns of borrowing into/from French

• Another on sports focuses on (i) cultural borrowings from English into French, (ii) 
grammatical gender and (iii) final-consonant pronunciation noting that English 

borrowings are almost always masculine and often violate French pronunciation rules.  

L I N G U I S T I C S  F O R  Y O U N G E R  L A N G U A G E  L E A R N E R S :  
A  C O - C R E A T I O N  A P P R O A C H  ( L Y L L C A )



P R A C T I C A L  C H A L L E N G E S

• Independent schools are overrepresented in both samples

• High drop-out rates among teachers/schools

• Missing feedback in both studies

• Distribution of materials, sharing amongst teachers, loss of ownership.

• Fishing from the same pool

• Teacher time (buyout needed)

• Difficulty securing funding for this kind of work

• National barriers to wider collaboration



C O N C L U S I O N S

Ø England is facing a languages crisis because the study of languages is not appealing enough to school 

children.

Ø One way to tackle this is to tackle the skills-based focus of language teaching and introduce a 

critical/analytical dimension based on key insights from linguistics. 

Ø This is perceived by students and teachers to be novel and interesting but nonetheless coherent with the 

existing A-level curriculum.

Ø Time will tell whether younger pupils also find this approach appealing at age 12-13.



A  M A N I F E S T O  F O R  L I N G U I S T I C S  I N  L A N G U A G E  

T E A C H I N G  I N  T H E  U K  C O N T E X T

• Developed following a hybrid event in Newcastle in 2022 with 

academics, teachers, learned societies, academic publishers, 

cultural embassies and other stakeholders.

• Focused on challenges, opportunities and associated actions. 

• Widely endorsed by stakeholder groups (e.g. CIOL, UCFL).

Sheehan, M., Corr, A., Having, A., Kasstan, J., Schifano, N. & Stollhans, S. 2023. A manifesto for 
linguistics in language teaching in the UK context. 
https://linguisticsinmfl.co.uk/a-manifesto-for-linguistics-in-language-teaching-in-the-uk-context 
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https://lingthusiasm.com 

https://lingthusiasm.com/
https://lingthusiasm.com/


T H A N K  Y O U  F O R  L I S T E N I N G

https://www.linguisticsleague.org/ 

https://www.linguisticsleague.org/
https://www.linguisticsleague.org/


T H A N K  Y O U  F O R  L I S T E N I N G

https://lingroadshow.com /

https://lingroadshow.com/
https://lingroadshow.com/


T H A N K  Y O U  F O R  L I S T E N I N G

https://teachrealenglish.org/about/) 

https://teachrealenglish.org/about/


https://revistes.uab.cat/regroc/index 

https://revistes.uab.cat/regroc/index
https://revistes.uab.cat/regroc/index


D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

How can we work together more efficiently across borders? 

https://www.allrelate.co/

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.allrelate.co%2F&data=05%7C02%7CMichelle.Sheehan1%40newcastle.ac.uk%7C9cb6060e6d854c803ab108de0bfc0faa%7C9c5012c9b61644c2a91766814fbe3e87%7C1%7C0%7C638961374367649723%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=jIbK7n2Eft0mXkhUvBQchTJZLUiUg33RcgTW6iTxVPc%3D&reserved=0


R E C E N T  P R O J E C T - R E L A T E D  P U B L I C A T I O N S

• Corr, A.; Sheehan, M., Havinga, A. D.; Kasstan, J. R.; Schifano, N. & Stollhans, S. Forthcoming. Linguistics in 

Education. Routledge Handbook of Linguistics, ed. by Howie Manns, Alice Gaby & Anna Margetts
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Forward: Opportunity, Innovation, Policy in the 21st Century, ed. by Stephan Nitu and Arlene Holmes-Henderson 

(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press).

• Havinga, A. D., Stollhans, S., Corr, A., Kasstan, J. R., Schifano, N. & Sheehan, M. 2024. Addressing the UK's 
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education. Languages, Society and Policy.

• Sheehan, M., Havinga, A. D., Kasstan, J. R., Stollhans, S., Corr, A. & Gillman, P. 2024. Teacher perspectives on the 
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https://www.lspjournal.com/post/addressing-the-uk-s-languages-crisis-moving-beyond-skills-based-language-teaching-through-the-inc
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/addressing-the-uk-s-languages-crisis-moving-beyond-skills-based-language-teaching-through-the-inc
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/addressing-the-uk-s-languages-crisis-moving-beyond-skills-based-language-teaching-through-the-inc
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/addressing-the-uk-s-languages-crisis-moving-beyond-skills-based-language-teaching-through-the-inc
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/addressing-the-uk-s-languages-crisis-moving-beyond-skills-based-language-teaching-through-the-inc
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.4009
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.4009
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.4009
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.4009
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.4009
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.4009


R E F E R E N C E S

• AQA. 2016. A-Level French Scheme of Assessment [accessed 29.07.2025].

• Ayres-Bennett, W. & Forsdick, C. 2024. Languages in UK Education. Languages, Society and Policy.

• Bárkányi, Z., & Fuertes Gutiérrez, M. 2019. Dialectal variation and Spanish Language Teaching (SLT): Perspectives 

from the United Kingdom. Journal of Spanish Language Teaching, 6(2), 199–216.

• Bowler, M. 2020. A languages crisis? Higher Education Policy Institute Report 123. https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2020/01/HEPI_A-Languages-Crisis_Report-123-FINAL.pdf [accessed 29.07.2025].

• Corr, A., & Pineda, A. 2023. Theoretical linguistics in non-university education. In A. Corr & A. Pineda (eds.) 

Theoretical linguistics in the pre-university classroom, 3–42. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

• Department for Education [DfE]. 2022. GCSE MFL subject content specifications [accessed 29.07.2025].

• Department for Education [DfE]. 2023. A/AS MFL subject content specifications [accessed 29.07.2025].

https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/french/a-level/french-7652/specification/scheme-of-assessment
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/french/a-level/french-7652/specification/scheme-of-assessment
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/french/a-level/french-7652/specification/scheme-of-assessment
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/languages-in-uk-education
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HEPI_A-Languages-Crisis_Report-123-FINAL.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HEPI_A-Languages-Crisis_Report-123-FINAL.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HEPI_A-Languages-Crisis_Report-123-FINAL.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HEPI_A-Languages-Crisis_Report-123-FINAL.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HEPI_A-Languages-Crisis_Report-123-FINAL.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HEPI_A-Languages-Crisis_Report-123-FINAL.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HEPI_A-Languages-Crisis_Report-123-FINAL.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HEPI_A-Languages-Crisis_Report-123-FINAL.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HEPI_A-Languages-Crisis_Report-123-FINAL.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HEPI_A-Languages-Crisis_Report-123-FINAL.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HEPI_A-Languages-Crisis_Report-123-FINAL.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6389fb628fa8f569f55c9833/GCSE_subject_content_modern_foreign_languages.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/64aebaa0fe36e0000d6fa848/GCE_AS_and_A_level_subject_content_for_modern_foreign_languages.pdf


R E F E R E N C E S

• Davie, J., 2023. Assessing the Needs of Foreign Language Professionals at a UK Government Department: A Case 

Study. Applied Language Learning, 33(1), pp.1-25.

• Durrell, M. 2017. Mündlichkeit und Schriftlichkeit im schulischen Deutschunterricht in England. Deutsch als 

Fremdsprache, 54(3), 131–141.

• Henderson, L. & Carruthers, J. 2021. Socio-economic factors, school type and the uptake of languages: Northern 

Ireland in the wider UK context. The Language Learning Journal 50(6): 712-731.

• Mantenuto, I. 2023. Oaxacan languages and linguistics in Mexican and US elementary and middle schools. In A. Corr 

& A. Pineda (eds.) Theoretical linguistics in the pre-university classroom, 191–203. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

• Ofqual. 2019. Inter-subject comparability in GCSE modern foreign languages: A decision to adjust grading standards 

in GCSE French and German [accessed 29.07.2025].

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/inter-subject-comparability-in-gcse-modern-foreign-languages
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/inter-subject-comparability-in-gcse-modern-foreign-languages
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/inter-subject-comparability-in-gcse-modern-foreign-languages
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/inter-subject-comparability-in-gcse-modern-foreign-languages
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/inter-subject-comparability-in-gcse-modern-foreign-languages


R E F E R E N C E S

• Segura-Llopes, C.; Sentí, A.; Montserrat, S.; & Barceló, S. 2023. Testing the pedagogical application of competing 

linguistic theories: the efficacy of Cognitive Construction Grammar for L2 Catalan learners. In A. Corr & A. Pineda 

(eds.) Theoretical linguistics in the pre-university classroom, 231–265. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

• Stollhans, S. 2020. Linguistic variation in language learning classrooms: Considering the role of regional variation and 

‘non-standard’ varieties. Languages, Society and Policy, 1–10.

• University Council For Languages (UCFL). 2024. Modern languages closures and restructurings [accessed 

29.07.2025].

• Van Rijt, Jimmy H. M. 2024. Learning how to think like a linguist: linguistic reasoning as a focal point in L1 grammar 

education. Language and Linguistics Compass 18(3): e12513.

https://university-council-for-languages.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Closures-and-restructurings_July-2024.pdf


T H A N K  Y O U  F O R  L I S T E N I N G

Contact us:

http://www.linguisticsinmfl.co.uk

Via LinkedIn

Via email

http://www.linguisticsinmfl.co.uk/


E X T R A  S L I D E S

www.linguisticsinmfl.co.uk



D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

• How can we work better on this issue internationally?

• How can we persuade funders that this should be a priority?

• How can we keep track of similar projects? 

• What is the best way to collaborate with teachers? 

• How can you evaluate materials that we produce? 

• What can you do if you want to get started in this area? 



A  M U L T I L I N G U A L  C O N T E X T

• 20% of English state nursery/school children speak a 
language other than English at home (School Census 
2020).

• Other languages spoken at home by our pupil 
participants:

Gujarati, German, Panjabi, Polish, Portuguese, Shona, 
Spanish, Welsh, Yoruba

The most widely spoken 
languages in English state 
nurseries/schools:

1. Urdu
2. Polish
3. Panjabi
4. Bengali
5. Arabic
6. Romanian
7. Somali
8. Gujarati
9. Portuguese
10. Tamil



• English is by far the main second language taught and spoken in the EU1, 2

1. 2023 Eurydice report on language teaching in Europe 2. 2024 Eurobarometer on Europeans and their languages

L A N G U A G E  L E A R N I N G  I N  E U R O P E

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/key-data-teaching-languages-school-europe-2023-edition
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2979


L A N G U A G E  L E A R N I N G  I N  T H E  E U  V S .  E N G L A N D

1. 2023 Eurydice report on language teaching in Europe

EN • Is this an English (or British) problem? 

• England makes languages optional 

from age 14.

• But the second language of Europe is 

English. 

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/key-data-teaching-languages-school-europe-2023-edition


L A N G U A G E  L E A R N I N G  I N  T H E  E U

1. 2023 Eurydice report on language teaching in Europe

• The time England dedicates to a 

second language is comparable to the 

time the EU dedicates to a third 

language. 

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/key-data-teaching-languages-school-europe-2023-edition

