NVQ Business German for year 9 – a highly successful alternative 

This case study highlights the improvement in motivation, results and uptake at key stage 4 by following an alternative pathway in language learning in year 9.

School: Yewlands Technology College

Regional Subject Adviser: Juliet Park

School profile

	Total number of learners
	57

	Age range
	13-14

	Specialist status
	Technology

	Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests 2007
	81%

	Five A*-C at GCSE 2009
	Target 50%

	Special educational needs
	32%


Yewlands Technology College is part of a ‘Family of Schools 0-19 years’ seeking to promote the very best, inspirational learning opportunities for learners of the 21st Century.  The school has gained recognition for its ‘Family of Schools’ work by the Local Authority, the DCFS Innovation unit, the Specialists Schools and Academies Trust and the National College for School Leadership. Yewlands serves a diverse community in the north east of Sheffield and is currently developing a skills based curriculum across the Family of Schools.  The school’s vision is to develop personalised learning pathways within a flexible and adaptable ‘state of the art’ environment that will be accessed by the whole community.

Question 1:
What were we trying to achieve?

What were our learners like at the start? 

Many of our pupils have limited life experiences, lack motivation and have low aspirations and drop out at key stage 4.  Around only 8% go into Higher Education.  Learning languages is not perceived to be a useful skill to the majority of our pupils.  The majority who travel abroad tend to go to the tourist parts of Spain and so experience very little in foreign culture.

The learners in question for this pilot project were two classes of average ability year 9 children in their 3rd year of German.  Due to inconsistency in the department, the pupils had experienced a number of supply teachers and had become even more disillusioned and demotivated in language learning.  The school was also experiencing particular difficulties with this year group as a significant number of pupils had behavioural problems and attendance was a real issue for many.  The pupils needed a fresh start and a completely different focus to their German lessons.  

What differences did we want to see in our learners?

It was important to raise the pupils’ interest and motivation levels from the very first lesson.  Offering them the opportunity to undertake a ‘grown up’ qualification before they had even reached year 10 sparked their interest and enthusiasm.  Reassuring the pupils that they could all achieve a level one NVQ qualification without the requirement of an exam, and that they could revisit assessments that hadn’t been achieved first time round, significantly raised their confidence and motivation.  They needed to recognise the value of a language qualification and be assured that they would all be able to achieve level one.  Linking in the course to business and IT and making frequent references to the workplace enabled the pupils to see language learning from a totally different angle.  

The course also enabled me to build up a rapport with pupils because of the feedback and one to one sessions and develop an element of partnership and trust with them.  The nature of the NVQ process and the link to business helped the pupils to develop many skills such as organisation, independence, self-management, teamwork, communication, using reference materials.

The pupils’ understanding of the use of languages in the workplace was further enhanced by spending a half-day in one of several internationally trading companies in Sheffield and meeting people who use languages regularly in their jobs.

The NVQ aims to simulate the workplace where people have access to support materials and so the course enables pupils to develop the skill of referencing and learn about the importance of keeping their coursework neat, up-to-date and organised. 

Only around 40% of our pupils pass 5 A-Cs at GCSE and securing this qualification for 57 of our average ability children whilst still only in year 9 was a real boost to their achievement records and to preparing them for study at key stage 4. 

Question 2.  How did we organise learning to achieve our aims?

How did we set about making a change?

As an A1 trained assessor who has worked as a consultant on the Sheffield based VIPS project I was able to implement the course easily.  For teachers wishing to set up the NVQ business language pathway in their school, they would need to do an A1 assessor award and be teaching the course whilst doing their training.   It is not necessary to have any business experience to teach this course.  The terminology is not difficult to understand, for example teachers would not have difficulty in explaining what an exhibition, seminar or conference was.

Teaching the NVQ is very different to more traditional pathways.  It offers more flexibility, is more accessible to a wider range of learners and is designed to promote success.  The students have 3 x 50 minute lessons per week and undertake a series of assessments which they build into a portfolio throughout the course.  The pupils find this route more manageable because the learning is very focused and broken down into smaller chunks and pupils are allowed to refer to their books and other resources during assessments. The teacher decides when to run the assessments and there is no requirement to adhere to ‘exam windows’. 

The teacher is also responsible for marking the assessments and giving feedback to the pupils.  If a pupil does not achieve an assessment first time round they are allowed to revisit it.  Feedback is therefore a key feature of the NVQ process as it helps to focus the pupil on what they need to know and do to pass. 

The NVQ tends to generate a lot of paperwork and feedback sessions require frequent one-to-one sessions with students. This is particularly relevant to teachers who are considering running the course with larger groups, such as in year 9.  Time needs to be allowed for pupils to re-visit assessments and also for those who have missed any through absence.  For those pupils who do not achieve an assessment first time round, I often set up lunch time, break time and after school sessions for revisiting assessments.  Even the most disaffected pupils will make the effort to turn up to these sessions because they feel the qualification is attainable.  Knowing they have to give up their own time for this also motivates them to try and get things right first time round.

In addition to learning the target language, there are obvious cross-curricular links with business. Students gain an understanding of business terminology, business etiquette, an appreciation of the workplace and business travel.  They also learn about business culture and compare and contrast the differences in different countries.

ICT also fits in well with the course.  Access to an IT suite is not a pre-requisite of the qualification however it is useful for pupils to be able to refer to travel and hotel websites and to have access to PowerPoint for building presentations. 

Students also enhance their geographical knowledge by looking at where languages are spoken in the world and aspects of international trade.

Question 3:  How well have we achieved our aims?
What differences are evident?  What impact have we made on our learners?
The NVQ pathway provided the ideal solution to re-engage and motivate the two groups.  The course fits very well with the personalised learning agenda and sets students up to achieve sometimes for the first time in their school career.  
Out of the 57 students on the course, 48 passed the full level one NVQ and several passed one or two of the units.  Only a few failed to achieve any of the units and this was due to truancy or exclusions. 

There was a marked improvement in behaviour, motivation, particularly in boys from the first lesson.  As the first assessment is sat within 5 weeks of starting the course, the pupils experienced success in the very early stages of the course.   

Normally the students at Yewlands from these sets do not opt to continue with languages at Key Stage 4.  However out of the 57 pupils who undertook the NVQ, 17 opted to carry on to level 2 and 2 decided to take the subject at GCSE.  

At level one, each unit is worth 7 points so all 4 units would amount to 28 points, equivalent to a D-G grade.  At level two, each unit is worth 12 points, so all 4 units would amount to 48 points, equivalent to an A-C grade.  So for borderline pupils who are unlikely to gain a C at GCSE, the NVQ level 2 is a less risky option but still carries the same points.      

It is also interesting to note that after options, the year 9 pupils still continued to make an effort in class, even those who had not chosen to progress to level 2 in year 10. In other subjects the pupils started to coast whereas in the NVQ class, the pupils knew they had to keep working in order to complete the remaining assessments.

Furthermore, in a recent survey of current year 9s, NVQ German came out as one of the 5 most preferred subjects.  It has also proved to be popular with parents with many positive comments at parents evenings and year 6 open evenings.   

One third of our current year 10s now hold a language qualification, we have doubled our uptake at key stage 4 with the pupils opting to do level 2 and the NVQ will help to improve our overall results in year 11.  Having learnt the basics in year 9, the students have developed sufficient knowledge and confidence in year 10 to carry out their work experience stint in Germany during which time they will undertake a number of level 2 assessments.

The NVQ has also provided us with a reason to cement relationships with local and overseas businesses and establish cross curricular links with the business department.

It is hoped that future year 9 level 1 students will continue their NVQ study in conjunction with the forthcoming government diplomas and progress to language study in FE and HE.

For further details of the NVQ and related overseas work experience trips, please continue Juliet.park@ntlworld.com
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