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In this issue of Tecla we have the pleasure of interviewing Emma Marsden and Rachel Hawkes, 
director and co-director of the National Centre for Excellence for Language Pedagogy, NCELP. 

  
 
Spanish in an 11-18 school in Derby. Emma has 
published over 50 articles and book chapters on 
research into language learning and teaching. 
Many of these focus on the learning and teaching 
of grammar and work at the interface of research 
and classroom practice. She is director of OASIS, 
IRIS, and co-author of Second Language Learning 
Theories. In 2015 she became Associate Journal 
Editor of "Language Learning", and has been the 
Journal Editor since 2019. 
 

  
 
Education and Research and SLE for languages. 
She is a former President of ALL, and is author of 
several languages text books. She also has a PhD 
from the University of Cambridge, focusing on 
teacher and learner interaction in the secondary 
languages classroom. 
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Department of Education 
at the University of York. 
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Spanish and was Head of 
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Rachel Hawkes:  
Rachel Hawkes is co-
director of NCELP managing 
the Centre together with 
Emma. She works across 
the 11 schools in The CAM 
Academy Trust, where she 
is Director of International 
Ed 
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Interviewer: It is a pleasure to be able to 
disseminate such a great initiative: NCELP, a 
project that was launched in 2018. Thank you both 
very much for taking the time for this interview 
and sharing with us such an interesting project at 
a national level, which many schools are benefiting 
from. 
 
NCELP started operating in 2018. What is its 
origin? 
Emma Marsden (EM): MFL Hubs were first 
announced in the DfE’s ‘social mobility action plan’ 
which was published in December, 2017. NCELP 
was then funded in December 2018 by the DfE, 
with the aim of increasing teachers’ understanding 
and delivery of some of the recommendations in 
the MFL Pedagogy Review, which had been 
published by the Teaching Schools Council in 2016 
following a review chaired by Ian Bauckham. 
 
With a view to helping to increase uptake of MFLs, 
NCELP’s objectives are to provide research-
informed professional development and resources 
for teachers of French, German, and Spanish. This 
started by working with a network of 9 Lead 
Schools each with 4 Hub schools, making an initial 
network of about 45 schools. Our belief is that 
curriculum design, pedagogy, and assessment can 
improve students’ sense of achievement, their 
intrinsic motivation. I should add that NCELP has 
additionally received funding from the Economic 
and Social Research Council’s Impact Acceleration 
Award, Research England, and the University of 
York; these funds have also been used to suport 
some of the sister projects that underpin or 
support NCELP’s work.  
 
Emma, Rachel, you have been at the helm of 
NCELP since its beginning, can you tell us what 
inspired you to become part of the NCELP 
initiative? 
EM: There were several motivations and 
inspirations! I’ll start with the personal ones: 
When I was a teacher in an 11-18 school (1995-
1998), I really enjoyed being in the classroom but I 

was concerned about a number of things. The 
coursebook we had to follow was very focused on 
teaching sets of fixed ‘slot and fill’ sentences, and 
I was never sure that the students could actually 
break these down and manipulate them or 
understood what their component parts meant. 
(In fact, I chose that as the topic of my first 
assignment as an MA student in Southampton!). I 
felt it was a heavy burden on pupils’ memories. I 
also felt that many of the topics were not really 
related to the kind of thing that they would want 
to say or ever need to say – the words and phrases 
were so specific, and seemed artificial really. I was 
also concerned that I didn’t really know for sure 
whether the students were actually progressing 
with being able to use the language. When they 
were doing reading or listening activities, I felt that 
a lot of the textbook activities allowed them to 
guess or pick out one or two key words. I was also 
worried at the back of my mind that language 
wasn’t really being revisited – I wasn’t sure I was 
really keeping track of whether they were 
consolidating what they had learnt. These 
concerns and interests have inspired and driven 
most of the research that I have done since then, 
with students and colleagues.  
 
Putting my personal experiences aside, I have 
increasingly realised what a gap there is between 
the work that researchers do and the ideas from 
research that actually reach teachers, teacher 
educators, and policy-makers. Research is mainly 
published behind paywalls and it is written in 
lengthy reports with quite a lot of (albeit 

 



necessary!) technical jargon. There is a danger that 
snippets of this filter through, and can be spread 
‘scatter-gun’ style, bamboozling teachers with 
shiney terms that might seem appealing. But this 
work needs to be done carefully, and researchers 
need time and experience in synthesising and 
distilling the research that is likely to be most 
relevant for particular contexts, to express it in a 
way that is useful for people who don’t have the 
time, training, or incentive to read full research 
articles. My experiences on my PGCE and then 
working in schools and on policy advisory groups, 
along with data collected from teachers and 
teacher educators, demonstrated to me that there 
is so much interseting and useful research that 
could be disseminated more widely (and this is 
one reason my colleagues and I established OASIS 
https://oasis-database.org).  

 
This, of course, doesn’t mean that research has 
some kind of one size fits all ‘answer’ – but it can 
help us to think about problems in a new way, 
evaluate the evidence, give us ideas about how to 
do things differently, be better informed about 
innovation, challenge our thinking, or reassure us 
that something that is already done is likely to be 
generalisable to other people or contexts. So, 
NCELP offered me the opportunity to share some 
findings from research more widely, but also to 
think about the kinds of studies that researchers 
should be doing more of or what they could be 
doing differently that would be more helpful to 
educators and policy-makers.  
 
I was also inspired to work with NCELP because I 
would like more young people to enjoy languages, 
have positive experiences learning them, so that 
they want to learn more later in their lives, and are 
open to experiencing and understanding different 
cultures and ways of seeing the world. I also think 
that learning a language teaches you a lot about 
yourself and your own language too.  
 
Perhaps most importantly, I was really keen to 
work with Rachel. NCELP offered me the chance to 

work closely with an incredibly open-minded, 
smart, determined, and insightful individual, 
whose experiences and expertise seemed to 
complement my own really well. Together, and 
working with expert colleagues in a small network 
of schools, I was excited to see what we could do!  
 
 
Rachel Hawkes (RH): My reasons for wanting to be 
involved with this project resonate with Emma’s 
although obviously our personal and professional 
experience differ. In my various teaching, 
leadership and training roles over the past 28 
years the core motivation has been to share a love 
of languages and language learning with learners 
of all ages, and to inspire them to take their 
learning with them through life.  Within the formal 
education system, an important part of this 
involves enabling students to be successful in their 
learning, including in national exams, and my 
colleagues and I in The Cam Academy Trust have 
dedicated ourselves to developing our classroom 
practice to make this a reality for students across 
the age and ability range.  And we have seen 
success.  Around 90% or our students take a 
language for GCSE and results are very strong. 
However, I was convinced that there was still room 
for improvement. Some of our learners would still 
hit a plateau, others would need what I describe 
as ‘above and beyond’ interventions at KS4 to 
keep them on track!   
 

 

NCELP resource: listening activity on the Tenerife 
Carnaval 
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I had been very interested in research from the 
early 2000s, eventually completing a part-time 
PhD in 2012. When the opportunity arose to bring 
research and classroom practice closer together, I 
couldn’t say ‘no’!  And to be honest, the past four 
years have been fairly mind-blowing; a rather 
sober recognition of much that I didn’t know 
about language learning coupled with an 
exhilarating, non-stop learning experience. Emma 
and I enact (on a daily basis!) a synthesis of 
language research and teaching experience.  Her 
deep knowledge of the field, as well as her ability 
to identify and elucidate meaningful connections 
between theory and practice are inspirational.  
 
What are the goals pursued with this project? 
EM: Our main goal has been to provide research-
informed professional development and resources 
for teachers of French, German, and Spanish. This 
has invovled extracting idees and principles from 
relevant research on a really wide range of topics, 
for exemple: on effective teaching of different 
components of competence (knowledge of sound-
spelling relations, vocabulary, grammar, and the 
kinds of meaningful practice that promote their 
learning); feedback on spoken and written 
prodcution; assessement; motivation; computer-
based tools; transition from primary. We had to 
think really hard about which research is the most 
relevant (there is a lot which is not). Then, with 
expert teachers’ help, it became clear that we had 
to operationalise these findings – put them into 
illustrative, off the shelf, examples of schemes of 
work and resources.  
 
What is NCELP’s scope of action? 
EM: Between 2018 and 2022, we worked closely 
with 18 Specialist Teachers in nine Lead Schools. 
These teachers came to many training events and 
we went to their schools to offer short workshops 
on key topics.  We all learnt together about what 
would help to communicate our ideas further and 
better. The Specialist Teachers then gave training 
to the teachers in their Hub schools.  
 

 

 
In December 2022 we moved into a new phase, 
opening up our CPD nationally. The CPD, delivered 
by some of the Specialist Teachers we worked with 
during the first three years, is freely available 
online – you can find out more here: 
https://ncelp.org/professional-development/.  
NCELP course leaders are also providing one hour 
briefings on the new GCSE.  

 
Shortly, the resource development teams will 
have completed the fully resourced schemes of 
work for year 9 in French, German, and Spanish. 
This work is pain stakingly meticulous, as it tracks 
the revisiting of all aspects of language 
(vocabulary, grammar, sounds), ensuring that 
students get opportunities to practice it, time and 
again, but in different contexts covering all sorts of 
interesting thematic content. I’ve been so 
impressed with how creative the teams have 
been, with texts covering an increasingly wide 
range of social, cultural, geographical, and 
historical issues. Starting soon, we will create 
some illustrative schemes of work for year 10 and 
11, along with some example activities that will 
support preparation for both the current and 
future (2026) GCSE.  
 

 

Learners using NCELP resources in class 
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What were the initial difficulties that you have 
encountered? What are the achievements you 
have managed to accomplish? 
RH At the outset, the difficulties were those you 
would encounter with any national CPD project so, 
for example, whilst you ideally want to hit the 
ground running, the set up takes time.  Our lead 
schools had already been notified and were 
waiting to get started.  Before we could engage 
fully with them we had to create financial, 
administrative and communication systems, set 
up contracts with schools, recruit staff, design 
CPD, arrange the teacher CPD events, and set up 
an online portal, amongst other things!  All of us 
needed to be extremely patient at the start.  Once 
underway, there was a real sense of momentum, 
and excitement about the opportunity to engage 
with research.   
 
The next difficulty arose when teachers tried to 
integrate the new principles with their existing 
curriculum resources.  Over time it became clear 
that it would be difficult and time-consuming for 
teachers to reconcile the two and they requested 
more support with resourcing at KS3. Initially, we 
had intended to provide a scheme of work and 
some sample materials, but it became clear that a 
full set of resources was needed to support the 
changes implicated by the CPD.  NCELP needed to 
reorganise its resources to accommodate this 
change of focus.  
 
Relating the achievements back to the two initial 
difficulties I’ve mentioned, I’d say that a key 
success was retaining our nine lead schools 
through the first three years of the pilot project. 
With the commitment of the teachers in the hub 
and lead schools we have created a network of 
strong practitioners who are applying new 
practice in their schools and who are excited by 
the learning they are seeing from their pupils. This 
year many of our lead school teachers have gone 
on to lead CPD as part of our national CPD 
programme. 
 

And in terms of the 2nd difficulty with lesson 
resourcing, I’m really proud that the NCELP team 
will very soon have fully resourced Years 7, 8 and 
9 in French, German and Spanish.  This is no fewer 
than 648 resources, each of which contains two 
lessons, meaning a total of 1,296 resourced 
lessons. In addition to the lessons themselves, 
there are homework tasks for each week, learning 
guides for each year in each language, and two full 
sets of assessments for each year. 
 
What factors do you think have been decisive for 
the progress of the project? 
RH: In my view, the people are always the decisive 
factor in the success of any project. Not just the 
calibre of the individuals, which is of course 
important, but also the teamwork.  Every hub and 
lead teacher, and every member of the NCELP 
team, from manager to resource developer to 
admin to IT, has played a crucial role in moving the 
project forward.  One clear example of this was 
NCELP’s role in Oak Academy during lockdown. 
Many hub and lead teachers participated in the 
‘mad marathon’ of video lesson creation in the 
summer of 2020, together producing a complete 
set of Y7 and Y8 French, German and Spanish video 
lessons for use during the pandemic and beyond. 
 
 
 
 
 

 



NCELP's work was initially organised around the 
creation of “Language Hubs” between schools. 
What is the profile of the schools that are part of 
these “Language Hubs”? 
RH: For this pilot project the DfE designated nine 
Language Hubs, each to be comprised of one lead 
school and four nearby hub schools.  Lead schools 
had to apply to the DfE. Among the criteria was a 
strong track record in terms of both GCSE uptake 
and outcomes.  Lead schools invited four local 
schools to join their hub.  These were schools that 
had identified some room for improvement in 
terms of uptake and outcomes. You can find more 
information about this, here. 
 
What is the focus of your work? Do you work with 
schools across the whole of the UK? 
RH: In the first three years of the pilot we worked 
with the nine Languages Hubs, made up of 9 lead 
schools and 36 hub schools.  The focus was on the 
professional development of the project teachers 
and we sought to forge a closer relationship 
between language teaching and research to bring 
about some changes to pedagogy designed to 
improve students’ intrinsic motivation.  In the 
current 4th year of the pilot we have extended our 
reach to teachers in all schools in England via a 
free online CPD course made up of five 2.5 hour 
sessions. Teachers can find out more about that, 
here. 
 
What kind of activities do you run to encourage 
students to choose a language at GCSE? 
RH: Our main focus is on curriculum design and 
learning activities that are part of everyday 
classroom teaching.  We target pedagogy 
improvements that engender student success and 
intrinsic motivation, within a very time-limited 
learning context.  Recognising the importance of 
integrating language and culture, many resources 
link phonics, vocabulary and grammar with 
aspects or culture, whilst others draw on social, 
historical, literary and popular elements of 
culture.  
 

 

 
NCELP has also rolled out Gammar Grammar to 
schools. This digital game, available on iPads, 
android devices and on the web, makes grammar 
practice engaging and motivating, through a suit 
of mini-games in French, Spanish and German. 
 
In addition, we recognise the learning and 
motivational value of extra-curricular activities, 
for example, the Foreign Language Spelling Bee 
and the Translation Bee.  An introduction to the 
FLSB is included in NCELP’s Y7 resources.  Other 
activities, such as international school links and 
exchanges, sit outside NCELP’s remit, but many of 
our project schools benefit from such partnerships 
and several hold the International School Award.  
 

 

NCELP resource: reading activity on the Incas 
  

NCELP resource: reading and listening activity on 
Christmas  

https://ncelp.org/about/background/
https://ncelp.org/professional-development/


 
Are the activities you organise free of charge? Are 
they open to any school that wishes to 
participate? 
RH: All of our lesson resources are free of charge, 
and any school anywhere can download, use and 
adapt them so long as this is not for commercial 
use.  Gaming Grammar is also completely free to 
all schools.  Our CPD course is open to any 
teachers and teacher educators in England. The FL 
Spelling Bee and Translation Bee are under the 
umbrella of Routes into Languages but there is no 
funding for these activities so the organisers are 
required to make a charge to schools.  For state 
schools it is £100 for all three languages and any 
number of pupils to take part.   
 
 
What role does NCELP play regarding the 
situation of Spanish and foreign languages in 
general within the British education system? 
EM: NCELP aims to better understand, improve, 
and promote language learning, and we hope that 
our work helps to open up the Spanish-speaking 
world to more children. Our remit is to do this for 
French, German, and Spanish education in 
secondary schools in England. But, our resources – 
both for the classroom and for professional 
development – are freely available to all. So, we 
very much hope that educators in the other 
nations in the UK, and beyond, will find them 
useful, and Rachel has been delivering CPD with 
 

 

 

 

colleagues in Wales.  Also, we hope that our work 
supports work in other sectors of the education 
system. We already know that some university 
language tutors are using our resources and we 
have had some really positive testimonials about 
that. Also, Rachel and her colleagues are creating 
hundreds of primary school resources that draw 
on NCELP’s work for secondary, extending some of 
the key principles about language-driven curricula 
and pedagogy to Key Stage 2. Another example is 
that Dr. Rowena Kasprowicz, an NCELP 
collaborator at the University of Reading, is 
embarking on a large project funded by the ESRC 
to examine the progress that can be made among 
primary school children who are taught using  
NCELP-inspired materials. Elaine Minnet, PGCE 
and undergraduate tutor at the University of 
Chichester, is conducting a PhD to compare a 
language-driven (NCELP-inspired) primary scheme 
of work to a more topic-driven scheme. Finally, 
although our resources are created in the three 
languages, many of the key messages in our 
professional development are generalisable 
beyond these languages. So, although NCELP’s 
remit is, strictly speaking, the teaching of the three 
languages in secondary state schools in England, 
we hope that our work is useful beyond these 
boundaries.  
 
Can you tell us about the NCELP “Resources” 
section? What are the benefits of its use for 
Spanish teachers? Are materials going to be 
developed for the rest of the year groups?  
RH: Spanish teachers can benefit from the full 
scheme of work with lesson resources for the 
whole of KS3.  All resources are editable and come 

 

NCELP resource: reading activity on Don Quijote 



with embedded audio and teacher notes under 
each slide, and all tasks have animated answer 
slides for whole class feedback.  Teachers might 
instead want to take advantage of the phonics 
collection – here we have curated in one place all 
of the resources for each of the Spanish sound-
symbol correspondences that will be tested in the 
new GCSE.  Alternatively, teachers might be 
interested in using and/or adapting some of the 
NCELP activity types within their existing schemes 
of work – in this case they should browse the  
 
Exemplar Activities Collection.  There is also a 
Cultural Collection – here teachers will find lesson 
resources using poems, songs, extracts of stories, 
authentic non-fiction texts with ideas for their 
exploitation.  Now that Y9 resources are nearing 
completion, work is starting on Y10 and Y11 
resources.  These will be early examples of lesson 
resources that align with the new GCSE so may be 
of particular interest to teachers. 
 
Are you planning to extend your scope of action 
to other levels, such as the promotion of 
language teaching in primary education? 
RH: It would make absolute sense to do so, of 
course.  The recent White Paper suggests that 
both primary and secondary languages CPD is a 
priority for the government, so we await further 
detail about the form this will take and the funding 
for it.  To us it seems important to define the 
primary languages curriculum more clearly.  This 
will go some way to creating the conditions for 
better transition as well as more effective CPD for 
primary language teachers, both specialist and 
non-specialist. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What are the future prospects for NCELP? 
EM: As Rachel mentioned, we hope that following 
the recent schools White Paper, the Department 
for Education is able to get the Treasury to support 
more professional development for foreign 
language educators, in both the primary and 
secondary sectors, for several years to come. We 
also hope that the new curriculum centre, building 
on the OAK national online academy, will ensure 
that resources can be created that (a) promote 
and sustain real progression between primary and 
secondary school and (b) provide a fully resourced 
suite of resources for Key Stage 4 to support the 
new GCSE. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


