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The teaching of Spanish as a Foreign 
Language
England, Wales and Northern Ireland

Spanish was traditionally the third most studied foreign language in the British education system, 
behind French and slightly behind German. Since 2004, however, when the teaching of a foreign 
language ceased to be compulsory, the number of entries for Modern Languages at GCSE and 
A-Levels has plummeted, both for German and French, while for Spanish there has been a slight 
increase. As a result, Spanish has now overtaken German in both external examinations and year 
on year is catching up with French. 

The introduction in England in 2010 of the English Baccalaureat, or EBacc (a school 
performance indicator linked to the GCSE that takes into consideration the study of a foreign 
language), was already yielding some positive results by 2012, with a slight recovery of enrolment 
figures for all languages. However, from 2015 on, the ‘EBacc effect’ has largely disappeared, with 
a downward trend showing again across all languages. This is due to the pressure on students 
and schools to achieve good exam results, paired with the belief that it is more difficult to excel 
in languages than in other subjects. It is important to note that only a small percentage of the 
pupils studying languages in the first stage of secondary education (below 40%) go on to take 
the foreign language exams.
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Nevertheless, Spanish, which has also been affected by the overall decline in enrolment 
numbers for GCSE, has become the second most-taught foreign language, having surpassed 
German in 2010, and continues to progress in all education stages. The perception that Spanish 
is easier to learn, particularly with regard to vocabulary and the close correspondence between 
pronunciation and spelling, has been an important factor in its growing popularity.

The perception of Spanish as a global language, the large number of British tourists that 
travel to Spain and the consideration of Spanish as a language for the future which can 

foster employability of young people and international business activity have all contributed 
to its growing popularity.

In contrast to the slight positive impact EBacc had on GCSE between 2012-14, at A-Level, 
Spanish has made considerable advancement, unlike French and German, which continue the 
slow, downward trend that began in 2004. 

Languages other than Spanish, French and German, such as Polish and Arabic, have 
experienced a steady increase in A-Level candidates, largely because of the number of native 
speakers who enter the exams.

It is important to note that the EBacc effect has only been felt in England, where more 
than 90% of the exams taken in the three countries are carried out. In Wales and Northern Ireland, 
as a consequence of the decline of French and German, overall foreign language enrolments have 
fallen. However, Spanish continues to grow in Northern Ireland at GCSE and A-Level (it has now 
passed French at A-Level), and in Wales at GCSE.

According to the Language Trends Survey 2017-2018, published by the British Council 
and Education Development Trust, French remains the predominant foreign language in English 
primary schools (75% teach French as a foreign language). However, the popularity of Spanish 
continues to grow and has already reached 26% of schools, while the number of schools offering 
languages other than French and Spanish is small and continues to decrease.

At Secondary level, 95% of schools offer French, but Spanish has not stopped making 
progress since it overtook German in 2008. Currently, Spanish is offered at KS3 in 81% of state 
and 89% of independent schools, whereas German continues its downward trend and is offered 
in only 48% of schools. In just one decade (2007-2017) the number of state schools which offer 
Spanish has gone from 53% to 70% in KS3, and from 56% to 76% in KS4.

Despite the growing popularity of Spanish (often introduced at the expense of French 
or German), many schools find it difficult to offer the language due to the scarcity of properly 
qualified teachers. In this sense, French is at an advantage as it has historically been the dominant 
language in the education system, and most primary teachers with a knowledge of a foreign 
language are specialists in French. Teachers of foreign languages usually teach two languages 
and, with increasing frequency, the second language is Spanish at initial level. Head teachers are 
responsible to decide if a teacher has sufficient knowledge to teach both languages.

Scotland

The evolution of the teaching of Spanish in the Scottish education system has shown sustained 
growth, which contrasts with the decline of the other two major languages, French and German. 
In 2008, Spanish overtook German as the second foreign language both at Standard Grade and 
Intermediate 2 (now National 5) and equivalent to GCSE, as well as at Higher (equivalent to 
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AS) and at Advanced Higher (equivalent to A-Level). Between the three main foreign languages 
in Scottish schools, Spanish has grown from 19% in 2008 to 33% in 2018. In Advanced Higher 
Spanish has grown from 16% to 35% in the same period.

Around 275 primary schools offer Spanish in Scotland, some of them counting on the 
support of a visiting teacher from a secondary school in the area. In secondary education, Spanish 
is taught in 186 schools.

Evolution of Spanish entries in National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher in Scotland

  2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

National 5 1,477 1,447 1,715 2,056 3,894 4,093 4,417 4,489 4,937

Higher 1,361 1,498 1,593 1,645 1,880 2,413 2,600 2,809 2,795

Advanced Higher 247 232 240 248 239 326 480 433 456

Source: Education Scotland. Table: Spanish Embassy Education Office in the UK 
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Instituto Cervantes 

The Instituto Cervantes in the United Kingdom is based in three cities: London, Manchester 
and Leeds. The Instituto Cervantes in Leeds is a branch of the one in Manchester and is linked to 
the University of Leeds.

Further information can be found in the web page of each centre:
• London: https://londres.cervantes.es
• Manchester: https://manchester.cervantes.es
• Leeds: https://leeds.cervantes.es

The Ministry of Education and Vocational 
Training of Spain in the United Kingdom
The Spanish Ministry of Education and Vocational Training (hereafter MEFP) is present in the 
United Kingdom through the Spanish Embassy Education Office, which belongs to the Spanish 
Embassy in London and coordinates all the MEFP education initiatives in the UK. The staff at the 
Spanish Embassy Education Office include the Counsellor, the Secretary General, the Education 
and Modern Foreign Language (MFL) advisers in London, Manchester and Edinburgh, and the 
administrative staff.

Vicente Cañada Blanch Spanish School 

Located in the centre of London, the Vicente Cañada Blanch Spanish School has the status of 
a state school for Spain and an independent school for the UK, offering the curriculum of the 
Spanish education system in a Spanish and English bilingual context. There are approximately 
500 students between the ages of four and eighteen. Most of the students come from families 
of mixed Spanish-English nationalities with a 15% of the students coming from a non Spanish-
speaking background. The school also offers an important service for the increasing number of 
Spanish families who arrived in London over the last few years.

Students from the Vicente Cañada Blanch Spanish School (London)
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Agrupación de Lengua y Cultura Española (ALCE)

The Agrupación de Lengua y Cultura Española (ALCE), complementary classes of Spanish 
language and culture, is the largest action of the Spanish MEFP in the UK in terms of the number 
of students. It is specifically addressed to the children of Spanish nationals who attend British 
schools and would like to keep up their Spanish. The students range from 7 to 17 years of age. 
Over two thousand students in Greater London and Southampton regularly attend lessons for 
three hours a week (one and a half hours at school and one and a half hours online), taught by 
a team of 15 Spanish teachers working in the UK. ALCE has 25 schools scattered across Greater 
London and Southampton. From 2015-2016, ALCE has two schools in Dublin (Republic of Ireland) 
with more than 300 students and two Spanish teachers.

ALCE students participate in a speaking activity

Spanish Language Assistants

This programme has the greatest impact in the expansion of Spanish language and culture in 
British schools. The Spanish Embassy Education Office collaborates with the British Council, 
who manages the British side of the programme, offering support and training for almost three 
hundred Spanish language assistants, including approximately seventy assistants from Latin 
America, through induction sessions in London, Manchester, Edinburgh and Belfast.

The Spanish Language Assistants Programme makes a great impact to improve the teaching 
of Spanish in schools within the United Kingdom.

The Spanish Embassy Education Office stays in touch with the language assistants on a 
regular basis. Along with training throughout the school year, the assistants can attend group 
sessions and develop teaching activities for Spanish, some of which are published annually in 
a magazine called Acti/España. The Spanish Embassy Education Office also grants an annual 
award to the best collaboration between a Spanish language assistant and their Spanish or MFL 
department. 

Although a significant percentage of language assistants is assigned to secondary schools, 
the presence of a language assistant in primary is particularly relevant, as the support they offer is 
essential in many instances, both for class teachers and for the preparation of teaching materials.
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Training sessions for language assistants

Spain’s Visiting Teachers Programme

Since 2017-18, Spain’s Visiting Teachers Programme (SVTP) allows highly qualified Spanish 
teachers to teach Spanish in English schools for a period of one to three years. The programme 
is a collaboration between the Department for Education in the UK and the Spanish Ministry of 
Education and Vocational Training.

SVTP is the result of a growing demand to learn Spanish in British schools, along with 
the shortage of properly qualified Spanish language teachers. It was initially directed towards 
all stages of secondary education in England, but since 2019, applicants can also be posted at 
Primary schools.

Spanish Sections / CLIL Programmes

The Spanish Section or CLIL programme in Liverpool was introduced experimentally in four 
Primary schools in 2006 and was consolidated in 2012 as a result of a collaboration agreement 
between the Spanish Ministry of Education and Vocational Training and Liverpool Local Education 
Authority.

A Spanish teacher teaches Maths following the CLIL approach, i.e., teaching the Maths 
course content through Spanish. This is an example of good practices and an excellent model for 
teaching Spanish within the education system in the UK. Around nine hundred primary students 
take part in the programme.

The present and future possibilities for expansion of the Spanish Sections in the 
United Kingdom require a redefinition of the existing model, so that schools can develop CLIL 
programmes to teach different subjects in Spanish with their own staff and the support of the 
Spanish Embassy Education Office. In this sense, the pilot programme implemented in Hackney 
(London) in September 2018 includes two Primary schools and one Secondary school teaching 
Arts and Crafts through the CLIL approach in Spanish.
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Maths in Spanish at the Spanish Section in Liverpool

Resource Centres

The Resource Centres in London, Manchester and Edinburgh support teachers of Spanish by 
making available teaching and education materials, as well as multimedia resources.

The Resource Centre in Manchester is integrated in the library services of the Language 
Centre at the University of Manchester.

Continuing Professional Development (CPD)

The team of education advisers from the Spanish Embassy Education Office organises workshops 
throughout the country, generally within events managed by education institutions and agencies 
locally. Since 2016, a network has been created to offer periodic in-service courses in collaboration 
with universities throughout the United Kingdom: the Universities of Edinburgh and Glasgow in 
Scotland, Queens University Belfast in Northern Ireland, the Universities of Cardiff and Swansea 
in Wales and the Universities of Durham, Exeter and Warwick in England. In the teacher training 
field, the Spanish Embassy Education Office organises workshops for Primary and Secondary 
teachers in London every year. These long-established workshops are regarded as a highly 
successful event among schools and teachers of Spanish in the UK.

Teachers of Spanish attending a training workshop
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In addition, with the objective of reaching the greatest number of teachers possible, the 
Spanish Embassy Education Office works with Instituto Cervantes to offer online Spanish courses 
for teachers who need training or who would like to improve their knowledge of Spanish.

Moreover, the Education and MFL advisers of the Spanish Embassy Education Office often 
collaborate in the Postgraduate Certificate of Education (PGCE) programmes for future teachers 
of Spanish at different universities.

Publications

With the exception of promotional materials such as posters and leaflets, priority is given to the 
online publication of resources so that they are readily and easily accessible to teachers. TECLA, 
the well-known magazine of the Spanish Embassy Education Office, started a new era in 2015 
and now includes new sections offering teaching activities for Spanish as a Foreign Language 
(ELE, in Spanish), information on Spanish cultural activities in the United Kingdom and Ireland, 
interviews with language teaching professionals and educational experiences.

Another relevant publication with a long tradition is Acti/España, a collection of ready-to-
use activities for the Spanish classroom created annually by language assistants as part of their 
training.

Likewise, a guide titled Primeros Pasos (First Steps) provides orientation for Primary 
teachers, as well as strategies, procedures and resources that help further develop the English 
national curriculum for modern foreign languages and facilitate teaching. The guide has been 
developed as a pilot project of the Spanish Embassy Education Office and teachers and schools 
from County Durham, in collaboration with the University of Durham and County Durham 
Council.

Promotion

One of the most popular programmes to promote Spanish is Arsenal Spanish Double Club. This 
programme is based on a partnership with Arsenal Football Club to offer Primary and Secondary 
schools the opportunity to combine the learning of Spanish with playing football. To produce 
the teaching resources for the course, the Spanish Embassy Education Office has gained the 
authorisation and support of Arsenal FC to use photographic and multimedia material. Since its 
creation, more than six hundred students have participated in the programme. 

This experience has expanded to other football clubs in the north of England through the 
collaboration of Routes into Languages, an organisation that promotes language learning. With 
the participation of the Spanish Embassy Education Office, Routes into Languages published a 
workbook, Language League Kick Off Spanish, along with a teacher’s guide in January 2016, 
which have been distributed to over two thousand primary schools in the north of England. 

The Spanish Embassy Education Office also takes part annually in fairs and conferences 
related to language teaching and learning in the United Kingdom, by giving presentations and 
distributing material related to its programmes and services. It also works with universities for 
teacher training and the promotion of Spanish among students and staff.

Moreover, the Spanish Embassy Education Office pays special attention to the activities 
that help British language professionals and institutions become more aware of the initiatives 
carried out by the Spanish Ministry of Education and Vocational Training in the United Kingdom. 
One of these initiatives is the participation in Language Show Live, a language fair taking place in 
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London and considered as one of the best in Europe, and in Language World, the most important 
national MFL fair, which takes place annually around Britain, organised by ALL (Association 
for Language Learning). Further visibility is attained in other specialised forums, such as the 
annual meeting of the British Association of University teachers of Spanish (ELE-UK); UK Lingua, 
a teacher training event organised by the University of Durham, or the annual meeting of the 
British and Irish Association of Hispanists (AHGBI).

Promotion of Spanish at the Language Show Live fair

Finally, the relevance of Spain as a tourist destination in the British market and the interest 
in Spanish culture allow a number of collaborations of the Spanish Embassy Education Office 
with Spain’s Official Tourism Office, the Spanish Embassy Cultural and Scientific Affairs Office 
and the Spanish Economic and Commercial Office in the United Kingdom.

Conclusion
The previous sections have given an insight into how the study of Spanish is developing, with 
a steady progress in all areas, both within and without the education system in the United 
Kingdom. Spanish is the most important and growing alternative to the still predominant but 
declining teaching of French, and has the potential to become the main language of reference in 
the education system in Britain.

The scarcity of suitably qualified teachers is the key challenge that the education system has 
to face. In Primary education, the main priority is facilitating access to Spanish and reinforcing the 
linguistic competence of teachers, either via in-service courses, online or by means of exchange 
programmes. Language teaching in Primary is the area with greater deficiencies. Consequently, 
specific actions are needed to support schools in a coherent and effective implementation of the 
possibilities offered by the national curriculum since 2014, through tools that facilitate curricular 
development.
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The different institutional measures taken to improve the situation of foreign languages 
in the United Kingdom, along with the programmes managed by the Spanish Embassy Education 
Office and the networking between Spain and Britain, will no doubt have a positive impact 
on both Primary and Secondary Education in the coming years. In addition, the recent Spain’s 
Visiting Teachers Programme will significantly contribute to the growth of teaching Spanish to 
a high quality standard, while attending to a deficiency within the British education system: the 
availability of suitably qualified teachers of Spanish.

In this sense, the broad network created with the departments of Spanish and the 
departments of Education in charge of teacher training at universities throughout the United 
Kingdom is of strategic importance as a complementary route for providing teachers of Spanish 
in British schools with adequate training, methodology and tools.




