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What is the (Arabic) GCSE?

• General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE)1

• Qualification taken by students in year 10/11 to mark graduation from Key 
Stage 4 (KS4) in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland2,3,4

• Often required for matriculation into sixth forms (college) and post-
secondary education (university)1,4

• Students can take a minimum of 5, most recommended to take 8-121,2

• Core subjects (Maths, English language and literature, and Science) are 
compulsory for all KS4 students2

• Ebacc, which is a performance measure for schools, also includes geography/history 
and a foreign language5

• Many competitive sixth forms/universities also require at least one modern 
foreign language (MFL) GCSE6

• Offerings: Arabic, Bengali, Chinese, French, German, modern Greek, Gujarati, 
modern Hebrew, Italian, Japanese, Panjabi, Persian, Polish, Portuguese, Russian, 
Spanish, Turkish, and Urdu7



• Incentive for students to learn Arabic 
before university

• Offering opportunities for 
native/heritage speakers to utilize 
and be recognized for their 
strengths

• Students with Arabic GCSE have 
more competitive qualifications for 
college/university admission

• (Dis)Incentive for schools
• Scores are considered in the 

evaluation of schools’ 
performance and school rankings, 
which influences offerings9

Why is the Arabic GCSE important?

SALaMA (2024)8



Sweeping Reforms: The “New” GCSE

• Introduced in 2014 by Former Education Secretary 
Michael Gove (pictured left)10,11

• Most significant change in scoring system 
(alphabetical to numeric) allowing greater 
differentiation12

• Argued to more clearly recognize the achievements of 
high-attaining students

• Rollout started in Fall 2015 with core subjects7

• By Fall 2018, all new GCSEs rolled out7

• For all modern foreign languages:10

• Greater emphasis on speaking and writing

• Inclusion of translations from English

• Most exam questions in target language

• Focus on using the language appropriately in different 
contexts (travel, employment, study abroad)

“Our changes will make these qualifications 
more ambitious, with greater stretch for the 
most able; will prepare young people better for 
the demands of employment and further 
study; will address the pernicious damage 
caused by grade inflation and dumbing down, 
which have undermined students’ 
achievements for far too long; and will give 
pupils, parents, teachers, universities and 
employers greater confidence in the integrity 
and reliability of our qualifications system.” 10

Bloomberg.com (2022)11



The New GCSE in Context
Before Fall 2017 Fall 2017 to Present

Alphabetical Scores (A to 
U)12

Numerical Scores (9 to 1); 
Foundation Tier max score of 512

Option to “mix tiers”7 All papers must be taken in one 
tier7

Courses are divided into 
modules with periodic 
exams7

Courses designed for 2 years of 
study with all exams at the end7

Coursework (assignments 
and projects) contributes to 
overall grade7

Overall grade based wholly on 
exam score7

MFLs: perception skills 
(listening and reading) 46% of 
score, production skills 
(speaking and writing) 54% of 
score13

MFLs: each of the four skills 
contribute equally to the score 
(25% each)14

Ofqual (2025)3



Arabic GCSE Specification - Assessment

• Tier Options: Foundation Tier (FT) and Higher Tier (HT)14

• Higher Tier more advanced, offers more time for each section

• Four papers (each paper is 25% of final score)14

• Paper 1: Listening Comprehension (out of 50 marks)
• One section with instructions in Arabic
• One section with instructions in English

• Paper 2: Speaking (out of 70 marks)
• Task 1: roleplay on one topic
• Task 2: picture-based discussion
• Task 3: conversation based on two themes (one is student’s choice 

pre-exam)

• Paper 3: Reading Comprehension (out of 50 marks)
• Section A: instructions in English
• Section B: instructions in Arabic
• Section C: translation of passage from Arabic to English

• Paper 4: Writing (out of 60 marks)
• 2-3 open-response questions
• Translation of one passage from English to Arabic

Pearson Edexcel (2022)14



Sample: Listening Sample: Reading Sample: Writing

Pearson Edexcel (2017)15 Pearson Edexcel (2017)15 Pearson Edexcel (2017)15



Arabic GCSE Specification - Content
• All papers require the use of Modern Standard Arabic (MSA, FusHa)14

• Each tier has set lists of grammar and vocabulary to be expected on exam14

• Content organized into 5 themes and topics (in context of UK and the Arab 
World)14

1. Identity and culture
• Who am I?

• Daily life

• Cultural life

2. Local area, holiday, and travel
• Holidays

• Travel and tourism

• Town, region, and country

3. School
• What school is like

• School activities

4. Future aspirations, study, and work
• Using languages beyond the classroom

• Ambitions

• Work 

5. International and global dimension 
• Bringing the world together

• Environmental issues Pearson Edexcel (2022)15



Comparison to Other GCSEs

• Analysis of 2024 GCSE scores by FFT Education Datalab, 
modern foreign languages are graded more harshly than core 
subjects (English, maths)16, 17

• French, German, and Spanish (FGS) and “other” MFLs14

• For FGS, the themes are similar but different
• My personal world

• Lifestyle and wellbeing

• My neighborhood

• Media and technology

• Studying and my future

• Travel and tourism

• Interactive vocab lists provided for FGS but not other languages

• Foundation Tier vocab lists not standardized across languages14

• Mandarin includes the most words related to culture (food, holidays, 
activities)

• Spanish includes words about sexual identity

• Both Italian and Arabic have words that could be relevant to British 
culture but seem random in the target language (canoeing, clarinet, 
saxophone) – these words are not in lists for FGS or Chinese

• Arabic, Persian, and Urdu especially lacking when it comes to words 
related to culture, specifically Muslim holidays (Christian holidays are 
included)

FFT Education Datalab (2024)16



Alternatives to the Arabic GCSE?

• International GCSE Arabic available only for native speakers18

• Cambridge IGCSE also offers Arabic for L2 learners, but 
syllabus not in list approved by Ofqual19

• Can take BTEC qualifications available/taught in Arabic, but not 
specifically for Arabic language20

• For the average secondary level Arabic learner in England 
there is only the GCSE



Concerns and 
Observations from 
the Arabic Educator 
Community



Concerns and Observations – 
Specification Structure and Content
• Culture not systematically included in specification

• Students only learn about culture if their teachers choose to teach it

• Identity and culture is one of the five themes, but the vocabulary lists for both 
tiers missing many words relevant to Arab culture

• Examples of missing words: nomad, prayer, poetry, folktale, oud, dabke, calligraphy, 
falafel, hummus, olive

• Lack of authenticity and relevance of content for students
• Exclusion of dialect, which is used in daily life more so than MSA

• MSA-only policy presents the language as unidimensional, which could 
potentially invalidate heritage learners’ experiences and knowledge and 
further marginalize underrepresented dialects

• Some common student interests (e.g. cricket, coding, hiking, theater, video 
gaming) are not represented in vocabulary list



Concerns – GCSE Structure (cont.)

• Students must choose to test in the Foundation or Higher Tier 
before the exam

• Choosing the “wrong” tier can lead to missed opportunities for 
students4

• A high-achieving student taking the Foundation Tier may not be eligible for sixth 
forms/A-levels with a max score of 5

• An underprepared student taking the Higher Tier may not be able to answer 
questions and receive an unusable score of U

• An issue for all GCSEs, not just Arabic



Concerns and Observations – Day of 
Exam 

• Examiner conduct
• Could not read or speak 

Arabic to provide accurate 
instructions for speaking 
paper

• Poor enforcement of testing 
rules (students cheating, 
leaving the room) during the 
exam

• Asking the wrong questions 
and forgetting to record 
responses

• Examiners’ behavior was 
distracting to students

Pearson Edexcel (2022)21 Pearson Edexcel (2022)21



Concerns and Observations – Day of 
Exam (cont.)

• Unintelligible audio for listening paper
• Many reports of unclear, interrupted, and 

echoing audio

• Speakers talking more rapidly than in 
recordings for practice papers

Manchester Evening News (2018)22



Concerns and Observations – Day of 
Exam (cont.)

• Timing issues
• Many students could not 

complete sets of questions in the 
allotted time

• Mismanagement by examiners
• Pausing exam for all so that one 

student could use the WC

• Providing instructions to students 
after exam time had officially started

• No set time for listening paper after 
recording played/repeated BrainMatters (2025)23



Concerns and Observations – Day of 
Exam (cont.)

• Content does not match specification
• Reading paper included outdated, niche 

vocabulary
• Passages too long or proverbial, don’t 

align with themes like other languages
• Translation of some words different on 

exam than in specification vocabulary list
• Inclusion of a large glossary (>10 words) 

but no extra time added to account for this
• Glossaries either not included or are small (<5 

words) in 2024 and 2025

Pearson Edexcel (2023)24

Pearson Edexcel (2023)24



Concerns and Observations – Day of 
Exam (cont.)

• Difficulty
• Arabic GCSE is more difficult than GCSE 

for FGS
• In same timetable as FGS students learning 

vocabulary and grammar, Arabic students 
also learn a new alphabet and language 
structure

• Some schools push their students to sit for 
the exam in year 10, losing an additional 
year of study

• Exam is inaccessible to non-heritage 
learners and can still be very difficult for 
native speakers

• For a similar language, Mandarin, the 
GCSE is accessible to all learners

• Questions for reading paper could not be 
solved using context clues

• Only anecdotal evidence readily 
available, limited comparisons of score 
distribution for languages other than FGS



Impact on Stakeholders

• Non-heritage learners
• Feel that the test is impossible

• Many choose not to sit for it at all

• May drop Arabic to choose an “easier” 
language to get better grades

• May be prohibited from taking Arabic by 
school if unsure about ability to get 
strong pass

• Heritage learners/native speakers
• Still find the test very difficult

• Identity may be invalidated by exclusion 
of dialect and culture

• Prospective learners
• Discouraged by negative experiences of 

current GCSE students

“set up to fail”
“left in tears”

“designed to trip up 
students”

“not fair”

“made them panic”

University College London (2022)25



Impact on Stakeholders – (cont.)

• Teachers
• Feel discouraged by low student scores

• Struggle to cover all content in specification

• Feel limited in what else they can teach

• Teaching not as enjoyable

• Schools
• Less inclined to offer Arabic to avoid having low average scores

• May only allow heritage learners to take the course and sit for the exam



Advocacy and Response

• Priority: making the test accessible to non-heritage learners

• The Arabic educator community in the UK has
• Collected anecdotal data from stakeholders

• Wrote briefs and spread awareness

• Created a registry of qualified Arabic GCSE examiners across England

• If we look at the Arabic GCSE score distribution, there is little 
quantitative evidence of inaccessibility for non-heritage learners

• But when the only students who take the test are those who are sure 
they can pass, the numbers do not tell the whole story!

• QFI continues to support the Arabic educator community in its 
advocacy efforts



Recommended Action
• At Testing Sites 

• Resolve any outstanding technical issues
• Ensure the exam matches the specification and allows fair amounts of time for the 

use of glossary or other variations.
• Provide additional training for examiners to ensure consistency in exam 

administration
• Provide additional opportunities for students to engage with Arab culture outside of 

the course timetable

• Policy level
• Integrate culture into Arabic GCSE specification
• Shift from “teaching to the test” to proficiency-based and student-centered learning
• Acknowledge diglossia in exam specification
• Adjust the difficulty of the Arabic GCSE to be similar to those of other MFLs and 

ensure accessibility to non-native learners
• Address the disincentive for schools to offer Arabic (and other languages) from 

the linking of school performance with by exam grades
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