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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: devolved education

• England: some form of language instruction compulsory at 

primary/elementary level – actual practice varies

• “Modern Foreign Languages“ (MFL) 

• Despite a rebound in 2024 A-level languages entries, comparing

2024 with 2019, French A-level entries are down by 9.7%, German 

by 19.8%, Spanish by 4.5% and other languages by 22.4%.

https://www.all-languages.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/ALL-Statement-on-2024-A-level-results.pdf


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



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

• Knock-on effect on university degrees (closures, re-structuring, 

introduction of ab initio programmes)

• Issues/criticisms include:

• English as lingua franca

• Brexit/politics

• Harsh grading

• Elite subject

• “Language“ (skills) vs. “culture“ divide 



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 results in languages by incorporating 

some linguistics into language teaching

A pupil’s definition of linguistics (post mini-course introduction):

"Linguistics allows you to understand languages better from how they were

formed, how they changed through time due to specific history and also how

they change from geographical areas. Linguistics include the study of syntax,

semantics, phonetics and phonology and makes you think more about your

own language and the differences and similarities between other languages

(from both the same language tree or others)."
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W H A T  W E  H A V E  D O N E  ( S O  F A R )

Sheehan et al. 2021)

Sheehan et al. 2024

Sheehan et al. 
2024

Mini-course

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

Co-creation 
project

• Trial of co-created integrated A-level materials for French, German and Spanish (Sheehan et 
al. 2024)

• Collection of quantitative and qualitative feedback from participating teachers and pupils.

CPD sessions

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

Also: policy engagement, e.g. Sheehan et al. 2021. The DfE/Ofqual consultation on  revised GCSE 
qualifications in Modern Foreign Languages – a view from  linguistics. Languages, Society and Policy. 

https://www.modernlanguagesopen.org/articles/10.3828/mlo.v0i0.368/
https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.4009
https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.4009
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/the-dfe-ofqual-consultation-on-revised-gcse-qualifications-in-modern-foreign-languages
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/the-dfe-ofqual-consultation-on-revised-gcse-qualifications-in-modern-foreign-languages


C O - C R E A T I O N  P R O J E C T :  C L A S S E S

- Regional variation in German
- German in digital media
- Kiezdeutsch (an urban multiethnolect)
- German outside Germany

- Regional languages of France

- Case studies: Breton and Francoprovençal

- Linguistic discrimination

- French outside France

- Attitudes to linguistic diversity in Spain
- Attitudes to language change
- Online communication
- Language and gender





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



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

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.

The class I took changed 
my perspective of 
languages as a whole.

It gives me a more 
humanistic perspective 
as opposed to just 
learning vocabulary.

It made me realise that the French I 
study is just a small part of the 
linguistic heritage which makes up 
France and other francophone 
countries.



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.



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: mainly time (N=12) 

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



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



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

• Curriculum could be significantly enriched by inclusion of linguistics

• Critical/analytical study of language itself can be appealing to students and support 
inclusive classrooms

• New linguistics-informed materials can be integrated into existing curriculum but 
offer new/complementary angles

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

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



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.

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 

https://linguisticsinmfl.co.uk/a-manifesto-for-linguistics-in-language-teaching-in-the-uk-context


L A U N C H  E N D O R S E R S



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

• Employability and skills development

• Social inclusion

• Multilingualism (including EAL)

• Motivation

• Transitions

• Curriculum and assessment design

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 

https://linguisticsinmfl.co.uk/a-manifesto-for-linguistics-in-language-teaching-in-the-uk-context


P O L I C Y  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

➢ Increase and diversify dissemination of findings in linguistics and work collectively to promote use of 

linguistics-based materials (DfE, APPG, NCLE, universities, subject associations)

➢ Make the case to publishers, exam boards, school/department leaders and teachers that linguistics 

topics fit well within existing specifications and encourage introduction of linguistics components (DfE, 

APPG, NCLE, subject associations, universities, teachers)

➢ Consider linguistics and linguistics-informed approaches in curriculum and assessment design (DfE, 

NCLE, exam boards, publishers)

➢ Embed linguistics in ITT and CPD (teacher training providers, DfE, NCLE, schools)

➢ Encourage collaboration and co-creation projects between academics and teachers as well as MFL and 

English teachers (universities, schools, subject associations)



O N E  Y E A R  O N …



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

Contact us:

http://www.linguisticsinmfl.co.uk

admin@linguisticsinmfl.co.uk

@InMFL

@MiShee54
@JRKASSTAN
@Linguafrancabhm
@SaschaStollhans

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