
Terms of Reference for the Advisory Panel that will review MFL GCSE 
Content.  

Introduction  
1. The DfE wants to increase languages uptake at GCSE to help 
meet our EBacc ambition. The uptake of GCSE languages has 
generally declined since Key Stage 4 languages study ceased to be 
compulsory from 2004.   

  
2. Ofqual has reviewed French, German and Spanish GCSE 
grading and has decided to make changes to French and German to 
bring them into line with Spanish, making an adjustment at grade 7 of 
around 3 percentage points; and, at grade 4, an adjustment of 1 
percentage point. The results of Ofqual’s investigation included some 
evidence that suggested that difficulty is not only the result of grading 
issues, and may also relate to content demand, accessibility, or the 
extent to which the content motivates students.  

  
3. Following Ofqual’s review, the DfE will review the subject 
content for all MFL GCSEs. The DfE has established this panel to act in 
an advisory capacity to consider the case for changes to the content for 
GCSE MFL subjects and make recommendations to Ministers. The 
decisions about whether to make changes to the content and which 
changes (if any) should be made will be taken by Ministers. 

  
4. An initial review into these GCSEs suggests that there is a case 
to explore potential changes. For example, feedback has suggested that 
some lower priority or extraneous content is taking pupil and teacher 
time away from the core study of vocabulary, grammar and phonics and 
other essential core knowledge.   

  
5. The advisory panel will consider changes to subject content 
which might strengthen key stage 4 languages study and bring it more 
in line with the Teaching Schools Council MFL Pedagogy Review, which 
was chaired by Ian Bauckham.  

  
6. Given the interdependencies between content and assessment, 
reflected in the fact that Ofqual will need to confirm it can effectively 
regulate any revised content, Ofqual will be observers on the panel.  

 
GCSE MFL Subject Content Guidance  
 

7. DfE has published GCSE subject content requirements for all 
MFL subjects2.   

  
8. Ofqual sets regulatory requirements and provides guidance on 
them for the assessment of the subject content for GCSEs which 
comprises:  

i.subject-level guidance, for example on word counts of 
assessment exercises; and   



ii.subject level conditions and requirements, for example on 
tiering requirements and access to dictionaries.   
 

9. The advisory panel’s purpose will be to review and make 
recommendations about amendments to the DfE GCSE Subject 
Content Guidance for MFL.  To achieve this the panel will be expected 
to review evidence and other documents (e.g. Ofqual’s conditions and 
guidance, current GCSE specifications, analysis provided by DfE and 
Ofqual) and to commission further qualitative and quantitative analysis 
as required.  

  
In scope of this review  
 

10. The panel will review MFL GCSE subject content and make 
recommendations to the DfE about changes. Any recommendations 
must be compatible with the MFL Pedagogy Review and, in Ofqual’s 
view, lend themselves to valid assessment and be able to be regulated 
effectively. To do this the panel is likely to:  

  
i.Examine existing DfE subject content to determine whether it 
aligns with the Pedagogy Review and recommend changes 
where it does not;   

  
ii. Consider current GCSE specifications from exam boards to 

understand how they have developed specifications that are 
in line with DfE Subject Content for MFL to consider how this 
suggests the content may need to change and the potential 
implications for existing qualifications of any changes;  

  
iii. Review analysis already carried out by DfE officials and 

request further analysis of content to fill any gaps;  
  
iv.Consider how best to structure and define the content 

intended for teaching in such a way that it can be used by 
exam boards to create valid assessments of pupils’ expertise 
in the language;  

  
v.Consider the direct and indirect impact of the subject content 

on teacher practice, including curriculum planning and 
pedagogy, and pupil experience;  

  
vi.Consider, with Ofqual, existing arrangements for tiering and 

whether there should be delineation of content between 
foundation and higher content;  

  
vii. Commission and review further data on GCSE exams in 

French, German and Spanish.  
  

 
 



 
Out of scope of this review   
 

11. Together with the assessment objectives, GCSE subject content 
provides the framework within which the exam boards create the detail 
of their specifications, so ensuring progression from key stage 3 
national curriculum requirements5  and the possibilities for development 
into A Level.6 The panel will therefore take key stage 3 and A level 
content into account in its consideration. However, it will not make 
recommendations on the key stage 3 curriculum or A level content at 
this stage.  

  
12. Assessment methods, marking and setting grade boundaries for 
GCSE examinations;  

  
13. Recommending specific literary sources for 
GCSE examinations;  

  
14. Recommending specific topics to be included in 
GCSE specifications;  

  
15. Grading standards.  

  
The Panel  
 
The Chair  
 

16. Ian Bauckham (CEO Tenax Trust and Chair of the MFL 
Pedagogy Review) has been invited to chair the panel.  
 

The Role of the Chair  
i.To chair up to 6 meetings of the Expert Panel between 
November 2019 and March 2020.  

  
ii.To assist officials in making recommendations to the Minister 

about panel members.  
  

iii.To work with officials to develop a “roadmap” for the panel, to 
ensure that the review is conducted in an efficient and 
orderly way.  

  
iv.To assure that the panel works within the scope of this 

review.  
  

v.To assure that all recommendations made by the panel 
about GCSE subject content are aligned to the MFL 
Pedagogy Review.  

  



vi.It is likely that the Chair will need to have discussions with 
officials ahead of meetings – these might be face to face or 
by phone/skype.  

  
17. Officials will provide a secretariat function for the panel, 
including ensuring that relevant papers and documents are made 
available to panel members ahead of each meeting, note taking in the 
meeting, recording actions from meetings, booking rooms and 
refreshments for meetings and drafting reports.   

  
18. DfE analysts may attend some meetings to assist in the 
presentation of research and analysis findings.  

  
19. Ofqual will be invited to observe panel meetings. Other 
interested parties may be invited to observe meetings or be invited by 
the panel to attend meetings to give expert advice to the panel.  
 

Members  
 

20. DfE will, in conjunction with the Chair, make 
recommendations to the MoS about who should be invited to join the 
panel.   

  
21. Individual panel members will meet at least one of the following 
criteria:  

i.Involvement in developing the National Curriculum for 
languages, developing GCSE subject content for MFL in 
2014/5 and A level subject content - to assure progression 
between levels and overview of the process.   

ii.Currently teaching MFL French, German and Spanish 
GCSEs and have at least 5 years’ experience of teaching 
GCSE, teach at least 2 of these languages and that all 
languages are represented by at least one teacher.  

iii.Have a background in academic research in MFL and/or 
MFL pedagogy.   

iv.School SLT responsibility and able to offer a wider view of 
how GCSE MFL compares with other subjects.  

v.Independent advisor on MFL – who can bring a wider 
perspective of working with a range of schools and teachers.  

vi.Involvement with the MFL Pedagogy Review.   
  

  
Meetings  
 

22. We anticipate that the panel will meet on up to 6 occasions 
between late-November 2019 and February 2020. The schedule of 
meetings will be agreed and members informed to allow for forward 
planning.  

  



23. Panel members must be able to make the commitment to attend 
these meetings.   

  
24. In the case of teachers we expect the school to support their 
attendance and DfE will recompense the schools for any costs incurred 
by the teachers’ attendance e.g. supply cover costs.   

  
25. DfE will pay expenses incurred by panel members as a result of 
attendance at meetings in accordance with DfE expenses policy.  

 


