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GCSE English Language: 
Time for Change

Following the launch of NATE’s GCSE English Language 
campaign in June this year, English teachers were 
provided with the opportunity to express their views 
on the current qualification and its impact on learning 
and teaching. Here we present the survey findings and 
proposals from NATE’s Management Team.

“In May this 
year, NATE 
launched its 
campaign for 
changes to 
be made to 
GCSE English 
Language.”

Context
The demands of the current English GCSEs, first 
examined in 2017, and the continued pressure of school 
performance measures related to GCSE results, have 
exerted considerable influence on the KS3 curriculum 
and affected uptake of A Level English.

Schools increasingly use KS3 as a preparation ground 
for GCSE English content and assessment – an issue 
recently highlighted by Ofsted. Due to the narrowing 
of curriculum content in the revised GCSE, the impact 
at KS3 is doubly of concern. NATE hears many tales of 
schools designing their KS3 English experience around 
GCSE content and assessment methods – for instance, 
drilling students in the GCSE assessment objectives 
from Year 7 and using GCSE-style exams produced for 
KS3 by Awarding Bodies. The removal of KS3 levels of 
attainment and the reduction in national curriculum 
requirements for KS3 has exacerbated this process, 
allowing the colonisation of KS3 by KS4. 

In addition, applications for English at A Level and 
HE have declined significantly. Applications for HE 
study of English were down a third from 10,740 in 2021 to 
7045 in January this year. A Level English figures show 
a significantly greater decline since the introduction 
of the revised GCSE and A Level specifications, first 
examined in 2017:

2012 2016 2021

English 
Language

24,416 21,933 14,230

English 
Literature

49,070 48,973 36,135

English 
Language  
& Literature

16,476 12,470 7,155

All A Level 
entries

89,952 78,800 57,515
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News and Views 

“We strongly 
believe that 
the current 
qualification 
is significantly 
damaging the 
subject and 
impacting 
negatively 
on student 
choices 
beyond KS4.”

(For further contextual detail, please read NATE’s position 
papers on KS3 English and on the decline in student uptake 
of A Level English at www.nate.org.uk)

Principles
To prepare young people for life and learning in the 21st 
century, NATE believes that GCSE English Language 
should allow students to gain an informed understanding 
of and competence in the multiple modes and functions 
of language in the contemporary world. It should also act 
as a preparation for A Level English Language courses for 
those who wish to study language at a higher level.

Actions
In May this year, NATE launched its campaign for 
changes to be made to GCSE English Language. 
We strongly believe that the current qualification 
is significantly damaging the subject and impacting 
negatively on student choices beyond KS4. As part of 
this campaign, we created a short survey to provide 
English teachers with the opportunity to:

• express their views on teaching the GCSE English 
Language specification

• describe the changes they would like to see in any 
future KS4 curriculum review

• inform the national debate.

NATE is pleased to have enlisted the support of Dr 
Rob Drummond (Reader in Linguistics at Manchester 
Metropolitan University) as well as Professor Debra 
Myhill (Director of the Centre for Research in Writing, 
University of Exeter) and Lemn Sissay (poet, playwright 
and Chancellor of the University of Manchester), two of 
NATE’s patrons.

Survey findings
We were delighted with the response to this survey from 
English teachers from across the country and decided 
to close the survey at 100 responses, to give us time to 
report on the findings and inform the next stage of our 
campaign. We summarise the survey results below.

1. Demographic
Job roles included:

• Trainee English teacher

• NQT

• English teacher

• KS3/4/5 Coordinator of English

• Subject Leader of English/Media/Drama

• Senior English examiner

• ITE/PGCE/Creative Writing Lecturer

• SENCO

Places of work included:

• Secondary schools

• Special Secondary schools

• Multiple Academy Trusts

• Children’s hospital school

• FE colleges

• Universities

2. Exam Board Choice

This data reflects the national market share. In 2019/20 
AQA had 77% of GCSE English Language entries.

3. Experience of Teaching GCSE English 
Language
(a) Responses to ‘My experience of teaching GCSE English 

Language is rewarding’:

A startling 54% of respondents disagreed that teaching 
GCSE English Language was rewarding – with only 3% 
strongly believing that it is rewarding.

(b) Responses to ‘My students/trainees find GCSE English 
Language rewarding’:

Only 16% of respondents stated that their students or 
trainees found GCSE English Language rewarding, with 
58% disagreeing with this statement.
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GCSE English Language: Time for Change

“The survey 
results 
comprehensively 
support NATE’s 
view that KS4 
curriculum 
change is 
urgently needed 
to attract and 
challenge 
students and 
retain their 
interest in 
future English 
education.”

(c) Other responses:

The majority of teachers felt that the most enjoyable 
aspect of the course for them and their students was 
creative writing, though some were damning in their 
praise: ‘The writing tasks are marginally enjoyable to teach.’

A significant number of teachers expressed their 
concerns about the non-fiction reading tasks (and 
comparison tasks between contemporary and Victorian 
non-fiction texts) as ‘artificial’, ‘pointless’ and ‘random’. 
The extended comparison question came in for most 
criticism, particularly as it was seen as too demanding 
for students of lower ability, especially within a single-
tiered paper.

More widely, teachers remarked that there was a 
lack of diversity in text choices and the structure of the 
exams led to ‘jumping through the hoops’ and ‘formulaic 
teaching’. The lack of time for students to respond 
resulted in students not being able to ‘craft, draft and edit 
work as you would when actually writing’. These concerns 
were put succinctly by these respondents:

‘The formulaic, unnatural (for the discipline) approach to 
the reading questions; the amount students need to ‘do’ in 
the allocated time which makes for shallow thinking and a 
race to finish; the absence of proper linguistic study.’

‘Questions seem to lend themselves to stale and formulaic 
ways of teaching and writing, with few viable options for 
deviating from the standard or following student interests.’

‘Narrow and often sometimes baffling mark schemes 
mean that often a student who has ‘analysed language 
choices’ is penalised because they weren’t the specific 
choices suggested by the examiner. I, and many of my 
colleagues, find English Language, and particularly Paper 
1, really quite depressing to teach as a result.’

One teacher compared English Language at A Level 
and HE with the course at GCSE:

‘I adore English Language as this is my undergrad and I 
love teaching it at A Level. However, the GCSE does not 
reflect what language is. It is awful. I don’t blame students 
for not wanting to study it further.’

Teachers also referred to the language paper ‘rewarding 
clunky ‘terminology-spotting’ in an extract, instead of 
considering texts in their proper context’ and to the 
‘repetition of the reading skills in two papers – fiction and 
non-fiction’.

On a similar theme, one English teacher commented:

‘Texts and tasks should be more reflective of our children 
and their lives.(There should be) fewer questions with 
more time to develop thoughtful answers with a range of 
skills. Less focus on feature spotting and more focus on 
wide and deep understanding.’

4. GCSE English Language and its impact on 
post-16 study
Responses to: ‘Does the current GCSE prepare students well 
for post-16 study?’:

75% of responding English teachers do not believe that 
the current qualification is preparing students well for 
post-16 study, with only 7% agreeing with the statement.

NATE has long held the belief that the current GCSE 
English curriculum is damaging the subject beyond 
KS4. And this opinion was borne out by the personal 
reflections of teachers who expressed similar fears:

‘I think the least rewarding aspect of the course is how 
hard you have to work in order to make this anything other 
than a module about how to pass an exam. I also find it 
incredibly frustrating that there are so many other valuable 
things that we could be studying for a Language course 
that would be more reflective of language study at A Level 
or linguistics in HE, such as varieties of spoken language, 
representation in the media, adaptation of written/spoken 
language to suit particular situations and contexts.’

‘I would like there to be more study of the actual English 
language, not just dollops of repetitive analytical skills. I 
think students would be far more interested in discussing 
the social significance and development of language, 
rather than dissecting endless extracts.’

5. Assessment (including Spoken English)
Teachers felt that the exam, particularly Paper 2, 
had far too much content for students to get through 
– particularly the de-contextualised Victorian non-
fiction text. There were also comments regarding 
the closeness that Paper 1 (Reading) had to English 
Literature – rather than the study of language and as 
a preparation for further study of English Language. 
Teachers argued that the texts were ‘too narrow and 
unappealing’ and should include media/multi-modal 
texts and ‘opportunities for redrafting and writing tasks that 
were related more to the students’ real-life experience.’

Other respondents remarked:

‘Roll on an exam system that appreciates students may be 
writing blogs, web articles, text for YouTube or TikTok, 
and that writing is an adaptable and versatile skill.’

‘English is a living, evolving and contentious language , 
and the assessment of it should reflect that.’

Regarding the study of Spoken English, NATE 
continues to be concerned with the marginalisation of 
speaking and listening at KS4. It should not be reduced 
to a narrow public speaking exercise that discourages 

“NATE continues to be concerned 
with the marginalisation of speaking 
and listening at KS4. It should 
not be reduced to a narrow public 
speaking exercise that discourages 
teachers’ planning for exploratory 
talk or learning talk in classroom.”
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“We believe 
that the current 
GCSE offer 
is damaging 
young people’s 
perception of 
the subject as 
well as adversely 
affecting 
students’ 
subsequent 
choices at post-
16 and beyond.”

teachers’ planning for exploratory talk or learning talk 
in classroom. This imposes a prescriptive and elitist 
view of oracy on a diverse school population and fails 
to celebrate the oracy skills of students from a range of 
backgrounds. The administration of the spoken language 
task is also extraordinarily demanding for teachers and 
students (including the arduous job of recording and 
submitting marks that have no impact on the students’ 
final GCSE grades). For these reasons, its value is rightly 
questioned by teachers and young people:

‘It is ridiculous to demand them to be recorded (even 
a selection) when it counts for absolutely NO part of 
their GCSE grade. Students don’t see the point of all the 
stress with no effect on their grade – and many teachers 
probably agree.’

‘Either include it in the actual GCSE grade or don’t make 
us do it. This weird half-way house means students don’t 
see the point of it. We don’t devote proper time to it because 
it ‘doesn’t count’ and any time we do spend feels wasted.’

6. Impact of GCSE English Language on the 
KS3 Curriculum
NATE is also greatly concerned with the detrimental 
effects the demands of GCSE are having on KS3. 
English teachers who completed this survey shared 
similar concerns:

‘Exam skills are drilled from Y7 meaning … more reductive 
‘task[s]’ … to show learning.’

‘We have to train them to get used to awful sources so they 
are prepared for the exams. There’s no creativity or pleasure 
to be had when you’re having to be an exam factory.’

‘We pick a range of 19th–21st century texts for students to 
read. We don’t prioritise speaking and listening as much 
as would like because of the squeeze on time to prepare 
for GCSE.’

‘It (GCSE teaching) takes away a lot of the creativity in 
the KS3 curriculum as even Y7 students are taught to 
answer questions in the style of the GCSE rather than 
explore a text for the enjoyment of it.’

‘Some GCSE-style questions have been dropped down 
into KS3.’

‘GCSE-style assessment tasks (are) being given to students 
in KS3.’

‘Strong focus on analysis sometimes at the expense of 
creativity.’

‘A huge impact: due to the large focus of transactional 
(non-fiction) reading and writing we have had to cut back 
heavily on more creative units – especially reading whole 
class texts.’

It was reassuring to hear that some teachers are resisting 
the pressure to allow KS4 to hijack the KS3 curriculum:

‘It’s been, without putting too fine a point on it, traumatic. 
We are just coming out of a period of doing ‘KS4-lite’ at 
KS3 – we now have a better focus on skills and engaging 
content at KS3, rather than on making all tasks follow the 
GCSE exam format. So things are better but it’s taken a 
while to get there.’

‘We’ve tried to redress the balance in recent years. We 
feel a lot of pressure to start introducing GCSE-style 
questions at KS3. On the other hand, we do also try to 
keep KS3 as engaging as possible (with lots of speaking 

and listening, original writing, multi-modal texts) and to 
include a lot of what is currently missing at KS4.’

‘We are re-designing our KS3 curriculum now and 
drawing far more from the A-level language course 
to inform our KS3 curriculum, as this seems far more 
relevant and interesting. We are also hoping this might 
impact positively on our A-level recruitment!’

7. Desirable changes
In response to the question ‘What changes would you 
like to see made to GCSE English Language?’, English 
teachers included a variety of suggestions:

• Reintroduction of coursework

• Removal of compulsory 19th century non-fiction texts

• Greater variety of writing tasks

• Opportunities to study language, including theory

• Study of spoken language and knowledge about 
language

• Greater diversity

• More modern texts, including media and multi-modal

• Make GCSE an actual study of language in the modern 
world, such as textual intervention, accent and dialect

• Less content and more time to craft and improve 
written work.

Proposals
The survey results comprehensively support NATE’s 
view that KS4 curriculum change is urgently needed to 
attract and challenge students and retain their interest 
in future English education. We believe that the current 
GCSE offer is damaging young people’s perception 
of the subject as well as adversely affecting students’ 
subsequent choices at post-16 and beyond.

At NATE’s recent conference on Inclusion, Diversity 
and Gender, we were interested to hear Geoff Barton’s 
ideas for a passport to support learners of all abilities. 
We support the view that the current GCSE curriculum 
is helping to create the ‘forgotten third’ of students who 
do not achieve a Level 4 or above. There is no clear 
career path or for students who fall below this imposed 
‘success’ threshold.

NATE believes that the following key components 
should be explored during a curriculum review:

• Media: the language of media, including social 
media, is of paramount importance in contemporary 
life and should be part of English Language GCSE

• Speaking & Listening: students should explore 
varieties of spoken language as used in different 
contexts, including the language of those from other 
cultural backgrounds, allowing for a wide range of 
talk repertoires

• Writing: students also need to master a range of 
types of writing, in traditional and digital modes, to 
prepare them for the challenges of future life and 
employment

• Diversity: Greater diversity and variety, greater choice 
of texts and tasks, greater variety of assessment 
methods deployed.

NATE would welcome the opportunity to support such 
a review. 


