
MFL GCSEs and speakers of heritage languages

What are GCSEs?

GCSEs are an acknowledged qualification for foreign language knowledge within 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland taken in the last year of secondary school, i.e 
Yr11/aged 16. 

A good grade for a GCSE in European languages maps on the Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages at roughly the B1 level. This level signifies 
that a learner can understand the main points of clear standard input on familiar 
matters and deal with most situations likely to arise while travelling. They can also 
produce simple connected texts on familiar topics and describe experiences, 
dreams, and ambitions.

In comparison, a native speaker generally is considered to be equivalent to C2 
level. This means they can understand virtually everything they hear or read, and 
can express themselves fluently and precisely, even in complex situations.

GCSEs in relation to the heritage language speaker

Children who grow up with a heritage language are different to both native and 
foreign language speakers. There are wide variations in their exposure to their home 
language – Is there one parent or two parents speaking the language? – Do parents 
understand English at all? – How consistently is the language used and encouraged 
at home? – Do children travel to countries where the language is spoken? – Do 
parents read in their language to their children and do they have access to age-
appropriate books? Etc – leading to widely varying levels of spoken and written 
skills. Writing in particular needs to be actively and purposefully taught to children 
to be able to produce written language.

Thus, taking GCSEs in their home language for some students can be a major 
achievement which involves a lot of conscious, active learning of vocabulary, 
grammar etc. 

Please be mindful that older and younger siblings within the same family may differ 
in the exposure experienced.

Other children though resemble native speakers more in that they learned a lot 
subconsciously from interacting with their parents and other members of the 
community. (Please note that they still put in effort and will have taken up with a lot 
of being corrected for mistakes. Language learning never happens without effort, 
and this needs to be acknowledged). For the latter group, GCSEs will be a walk in 
the park, the B1 level (or A2 level for non-European languages) not properly 
reflecting their abilities at all, particularly of their oral skills, but also reading and 
possibly writing. 

And then there is everyone in between.
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MFL GCSEs and speakers of heritage languages

The value of a foreign language GCSE to a heritage language speaker

First and foremost, a GCSE is an acknowledged qualification. Therefore, any secondary 

school should offer the whole range of language GCSEs to all their students bringing 

down any barriers (see below). 

The second value is that the preparation for GCSEs encourages students to widen and 

deepen their skills in their language. Many leaders of heritage language schools can 

confirm that where there is a GCSE in their language, they manage to keep student to 

the age of 14 to 16, while schools without GCSEs in their language typically cover 

primary age only.

The third value is an important one, and this is that students – and the community in 

general – feel valued for their language, culture and effort. This creates a lot of good will 

leading to positive interactions and integration and a positive self-identity as a bilingual 

and bicultural person. 

Lastly, where students are allowed to take the GCSE in Year 9 or Year 10, they get a very 

valuable early success combined with live exam practise. Both will benefit them in their 

preparation for the mandatory subjects. Therefore, importantly, the offer and 

encouragement to take GCSEs early should in particular be given to the lowest achieving 

students. (Please see my paper on ‘GCSE results of bilingual children’ here 

https://cambilingroups.org/cambridge-experience/)

Reasons why students do not take GCSEs in their language 

The main barriers that students encounter for signing up for GCSEs, in no particular 

order, are

• GCSEs in their home language are not offered by the school

• Not knowing there is a GCSE in their language

• Fees for exams/examiners

• Not having the skills, writing and reading in particular

• A crowded exam time-table in Year 11

• Not being expected by teachers to have the skills

• Not being (repeatedly) encouraged to take the exam / Fear if they do not get a top 

grade they will embarrass themselves
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Knowing about students’ home languages

Experience shows that over the years parents (and children) are less likely to disclose 

that there is a home/heritage language. (Please see my paper “Why do community 

schools exist for some languages - but not for others?” 

https://cambilingroups.org/cambridge-experience/)

Therefore, it is important to ask them early and register the information in a central 

place for future reference.

It is also important to ask in the right way. Phrased “Do you speak/know another 

language?” can lead a parents and older student to give a negative reply as they may not 

consider their abilities sufficient because they compare to native speaker standard and 

are embarrassed about perceived shortcomings.

A good way to ask is “Do you understand another language” or “Do you use another 

language?” as these set the threshold for a positive reply lower. 

Ongoing awareness raising and encouragement

Every school should continuously encourage students of all heritage languages and their 

families to use and grow their languages in daily life. It is not unusual for children, boys 

in particular, to disengage from their home language once they reach secondary age if 

no further supportive structures like the goal of a GCSE or attendance of a heritage 

language school are around them. 

Messaging to families can be done through talks, festivals, awards, posters, newsletters, 

parent evenings and other channels and media.

Open days and Yr 7: Inform families that students can take GCSEs in their language 

together with a short description of the level of skills this entails. Have a list of the 

languages at hand.

Yr 8/9:  Give more specific information on GCSEs, i.e. do parents need to prepare their 

children themselves, or is there any support through the school, a local or online 

heritage language school*, freelance tutors available? What are the expected skill 

levels? What is the timeline for entering students for the exam etc?

If a student cannot yet read/write in their language, they will need 2-3 years to develop 

these skills. 

Yr 8/9/10: Information and preparation sessions, see next page

Ongoing: Suggest age-appropriate strategies to parents to develop their children’s skills 

in a conscious and targeted manner, i.e. to continue talking to them in their language, to 

widen topics and by this vocabulary, and using more complex language and grammar. 

Movies (in their language with subtitles in their language), books, podcasts, 

newspapers…

*Some heritage language schools offer online tuition across the country. 
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What can mainstream schools do 
to promote GCSE uptake among heritage speakers?

GCSE information sessions

Even where languages are not taught, schools should offer the actual exams together 

with information sessions for parents and the students on GCSEs.

Keeping in mind that many parents will not have done GCSEs themselves, these sessions 

need to  cover a short introduction on what GCSEs are, the timetable of entering 

students etc, and the approach the exams take, i.e. testing the 4 skills and the subject 

content (e.g. the Themes, Scope of study, Grammar, Communication strategies and 

Vocabulary). Parents and students also need to get a short explanation about exam 

boards, which one is used and where to find past exam papers and mark schemes.

Finally, the teacher leading the session needs to explain how to use past papers and 

marking schemes, and inform parents/students on exam strategies, such as to give any 

answer that features the expected forms rather than getting stuck on ‘I don’t know how 

to answer as I don’t know yet what my next plans are’. That way, even students in Yr 9 

can pass the exam, often achieving the highest grades.

Closer to the exam date, it is beneficial for the students to be made familiar with the 

processes around the exams, rooms they may not have been to before etc.

Students in Yr 8, 9 and 10 should be invited to these sessions.

School based GCSE Preparation classes

These classes can be held for all heritage language students together and probably 

should start at the beginning of the school year.

These sessions should cover the same content as the information sessions, but can be 

widened by giving the students past papers to do in the class. These can then be marked 

by the students themselves, peers, members of staff, family, or members of the 

communities (heritage language schools!). 

Based on the results and with the support of the teacher, students can then develop 

their individual courses of study for improvement.

Exam situations like role play, the picture-based task and conversation that are common 

between the different languages can be explained and trained first in English and then in 

students’ own language either with peers or at home.

Sixth formers or even students in Yr 11 with heritage languages may be able to support 

these sessions.

Students need to be allowed to take the exam early in Yr 9 or Yr 10

As argued above, GCSEs are a qualification for the students. Therefore, schools’ interests 

conflicting with this (eBacc, rankings etc) mustn’t take precedent.

Taking this GCSE early eases the busy exam timetable in Yr11, but also please reread the 

last paragraph on p2, left.
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Experience of a mother who prepared her children 
for GCSE in a home language

Below, I wrote down my personal experience in preparing my children for GCSEs at 

home – but do talk to several parents with different languages who have made their 

own experiences and found their own ways.

I started from the knowledge that my children spoke and understood German fluently 

and at a high level. They also had attended a German weekend school so they knew the 

basics of spelling and writing. 

I also talked to other parents who had prepared their children before me and who were 

able to explain to me anything I had to know about GCSEs, where to find past papers 

and how they had worked with their children.

Based on this I considered a few months sufficient for preparation and in total, I did 

about 4-6 sessions with each child.

One of the children took their language GCSE in Yr 9 and the other in Yr 10. 

• I asked their mainstream school which board they will use.

• I showed the child one part of a past paper and let them try it.

• We then went over the marking schemes and found out which criteria they 

fulfilled, and what they could add to get to a higher mark. 

• A little bit later, they redid the same task before getting on to another example.

• When motivation was a problem, I let them do easy tasks in between.

• I went through the vocabulary list first on my own and then together with the 

child. This is important because of regional differences in vocabulary and some 

awkward words.

• We never finished a whole listening past paper as they were too slow and boring.

• One of the children spent a lot of time on counting how many words they had 

written so far. When they had finished writing, I pointed out how many pages they 

had written to fulfil the requirements which gave them a different measure.

• We went through the topics (drugs, world problems, hobbies, holidays etc.) and I 

discussed them with the child to build up vocabulary and subject knowledge. 

In conversations I then occasionally mentioned those topics that they didn’t have 

a lot to say about or gave them something to read. 
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About the author and Cambridge Bilingual Groups

Dr Anke Friedrich is the mother of two children, now young adults, who grew up 

bilingual in the UK. 

Together with other parents in 2009 she founded the German Saturday School 

Cambridge which she led as chair for 5 years. Anke led the development of the school’s 

policies and procedures, hired and supervised teachers and led the process to 

incorporate the schools as a CIC.

In 2013, Anke started to organise teacher training courses for teachers of several 

heritage language schools in Cambridge. From this initiative Cambridge Bilingual Groups 

grew.

This work is done on a voluntary basis. 

In her professional life, Anke has worked in biological research and in administration and 

management in academia, the not-for-private-profit sector and business. 

Cambridge Bilingual Groups is the local umbrella organisation for schools and groups for 

bi- and multilingual children in and around Cambridge.

Activities include:

• Maintaining and researching a directory of schools and groups

• Termly networking meetings for the leaders and managers of these groups

• Termly teacher training

• Dissemination of information via a webpage and social media

• 1:1 support for individual schools

• Working in partnership with Prof Yongcan Liu of the Faculty of Education, 

University of Cambridge and the local library

• Together with Prof Liu the organisation of an annual leadership forum

You can find out more about Cambridge Bilingual groups here

www.cambilingroups.org and https://www.facebook.com/cam.bilingualgroups#
Or by writing to Anke at cambilingroups@gmail.com
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