 (There might not be) 50 ways to leave your lover (but there are) 700 reasons for studying languages

This article is based on a report of a conference arranged by the Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies, a Subject Centre of The Higher Education Academy, May 2005

Since September 2004, schools in England are no longer been required to teach foreign languages to children over 14 years of age. However, the ‘Languages for All: Languages for Life’ document, published on 18 December 2002, set out the Government's plans to improve the country’s foreign language competence. Schools are encouraged to offer courses in other languages in addition to EU languages, whether or not these have been offered at key stage 3. Britain's economic future will be 'compromised' unless more students study science and foreign languages, says the director general of the Confederation of British Industry fears (August 2005).

This has a direct repercussion on the modern languages intake at university, and in tandem, in the recruitment and retention of library staff (witness the recent proposed sackings and “restructure” at SOAS and Bangor in 2005, which affected subject specialists in modern languages, some of them highly specialised staff - how many of you speak Korean or Japanese, and could select or invoice for books in these languages ?).
The Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies, a Subject Centre of The Higher Education Academy, provides ideas to the secondary sector, with case studies which illustrate innovative practice. The Subject Centre presents, in the 700 reasons for studying languages (see link), the interconnection between language study and citizenship, among others: citizenship education calls for the teaching of values, understanding and skills as well as knowledge about life in other communities to help pupils develop a respect for cultural diversity; language learning has the potential to help learners to develop their identities as cosmopolitan citizens in a global context; communicative methodology is itself democratic; education in languages at school has an essential role to play in preparing all students for citizenship of the wider society. 

The European challenge revolves around the “mother tongue plus 2 target”. The UK is underperforming, although there are 200 languages spoken in London for example. A UK government report (Nuffield Report) found that languages are in crisis, and that there has been a patchy response to this situation. 

The way forward will involve collaborative projects and events, networks, building partnerships to show commitment to language Education, taking into account the international context, the knowledge economy, mobility and migration, diversity and multilingualism. There are 211 Language Colleges (July 2005) with a target of 400 by 2010. Language Colleges aim to help pupils understand the importance of language learning in a possible future career; to find ways of working despite climate of optionality for languages by good initial teaching training (eg primary classroom teachers) and teaching placements in France offered as well as links with France, Spain and Germany.

At Hendon School the pupils spend 1-2 days in the academic year on campus using the library and thus develop links between university and school (e.g. drama productions) and gaining exposure in other subject areas (e.g. science). The University careers department gives a talk to year 12 (pupils from other schools invited). The aim of Key Stage 4 is to get them to opt in , instead of opting out. They work with Kings College London’s lecturers, who observe the teaching of Year 12 and 13 classes, who are willing to understand their methodology and appreciate the skills these pupils are developing. There is also a "buddying" system in situ, for year 12, in which students team up with an undergraduate "mentor". They establish e mail contact so that Year 12 pupils can ask for advice and help concerning subject area, course choices and university life. This is an excellent system in which the emphasis is placed on using languages in a combination of studies as well as a pure language degree. Other initiatives are worth mentioning: "Aim Higher" (Middlesex university partnership), Goldsmith's community languages PGCE and Nottingham University Japanese PGCE. Ripley St Thomas School, Lancaster, organises World of Work Days, in which languages are promoted through cross study collaboration, in response to government dropping languages in secondary schools. The message is that English is not enough, and that a little language can make a lot of difference as well as improve the quality of your life. A DVD "Talking business" (with Black Country Pathfinder) was produced. A Mind your Language fact sheet is produced which brings together language study and specific contexts (travel and tourism, culture and citizenship). The pupils fill in a questionnaire which evaluates their attitude to language learning, and acquired language learning skills. 

Sending university language students into schools

A survey of British Council FLA [Foreign Languages Assistant] scheme in schools in Wales (2002/3) elicited responses from 42% of state schools on the subject: FLA presence in schools was considered 'vital' and 'invaluable' by teachers. There has been a decline of 8.6% in British Council FLA numbers across UK. FLA helped with the preparation of pupils for oral exams; cultural discovery/ enhancement for pupils; preparation of up to date teaching resources with teachers; helping teachers maintain and improve their language fluency and cross curricular use with other departments (history/geography). The numbers of FLA's is steady in Wales (1999-2002 figures), although only 58% of state school had an FLA (2002-3) with very uneven distribution (eg at least one in all Cardiff schools but none in Gwynedd, Anglesey). The reasons for low numbers was argued to be almost exclusively financial: pressure on staff budgets makes the renewal of annual posts difficult, and once removed, the post is very difficult to reinstate. As a result, UK HEIs were addressed as a source of alternative FLAs, due to the rising numbers of students from outside UK (from non EU states, who are fee paying). From EU states, those undertaking a full degree and Erasmus students. Specific UK HEIs providing alternative FLAs in Manchester, Glamorgan and Bangor. The Sharing Voices language scheme, in operation since 2002, links native language speakers of French, German and Spanish with pupils in local schools. It has been outstandingly successful, winner of a European Languages Award (2005).

Problems and Limitations
There is an inexact match of languages of Erasmus students and those taught in schools due to an uneven supply of volunteer FLAs. They were only asked to work with 6th formers, and it was felt that it was not reasonable to ask volunteers to do more than 4 hours per week. Other limitations were clashes between school and university timetables; obtaining police clearance from the FLA country of origin; and tackling travel distance to schools (up to 50 miles away). There is also a danger that cheap volunteers will replace British Council FLAs. An attempt to extend scheme to Toulouse FLE Maitrise students needing classroom practice collapsed.

Future plans
This voluntary scheme is in process of being approved as an accredited module for 2005 6: 5 credit value in ECTS (in addition to, not in place of, voluntary scheme). The result should be reflected in an ease pressure on departments “flooded” by Erasmus. However, Erasmus students are not a total replacement for British Council FLA scheme in UK schools. Their value could encourage school management to invest in 'full time' FLAs long term, which is an excellent way for HEIs to build positive relationships in local schools, with additional FLAs if necessary. In words of one volunteer 'Everybody wins'.

Able Linguist Days (University of Portsmouth)

250 students from local schools in Portsmouth, Hampshire and the Isle of Wight took part in this year's 'Able Linguist Days'. Students aged between 12 and 15 came to the University's School of Languages in Park Building (which impresses the students) to attend one of the sessions on the 21st and 22nd June 2004. The aim of the day was to identify gifted linguists in schools and to enable them to work alongside their peers from other schools, taking part in language activities. The sessions were enjoyable as well as educational and offered opportunities to use the latest technology, to have access to a wide range of authentic resources, including native speakers, to indulge in some cultural refreshments and to make new friends. Students take part in a variety of extension activities, designed to enrich the work already carried out in school, prepared by the University's PGCE trainee teachers. 

The Benefits

Such sessions encouraged stronger links between the schools and the University and they improved relationships between school language departments. They also raised the profile of the trainee teachers, who “finished the year on a high”. The profile of the School of Languages was raised in the locality while emphasising the “recruit them early” message as part of the Gifted and Talented programme, while raising the profile of subject in schools and helping deliver the “education for life” message.

CONCLUSION
Schools are no longer required to teach modern foreign languages to all students. Students within Key Stage 4 are able to follow a course of study, if they wish to do so. 

The message is that English alone is not enough. It is also dangerous. In a world where bilingualism and plurilingualism are commonplace, monolingualism implies inflexibility, insensitivity and arrogance; Multilingualism is part and parcel of both European identity/citizenship and the learning society. The use of a foreign language to communicate with other people shows the value of learning a foreign language.

It would have been nice if, in a conference addressing cross-sectoral collaboration, librarians had figured more prominently. As there is at present a lot of ignorance about what learning languages truly entails and how it can help professionally, perhaps more visibility in these types of projects would be welcome for all of us, to promote language skills in the profession and to secure professional involvement.

There is a need to make the initiatives more systematic as there seems to be no willingness to work together to make the passage from secondary to university run smoothly. Despite cultural diversity (10.5 % of primary schools affected) language learning is “imported”, and the experience of pupils outside formal education lacks validation at school. Two transition points, from A2 to university, and from education to employment, might make a vocational agenda increasingly important. 

As from Sept 2005, schools must offer 5 days of enterprise education. A relevant leaflet on this matter has been produced by CILT (see link). 

USEFUL LINKS

700 reasons for studying languages
http://www.lang.ltsn.ac.uk/700reasons/700reasons.aspx
ATLAS project

www.ucl.ac.uk/atlas
CILT

http://www.cilt.org.uk/

CILT helps in bringing in intelligence in the form of surveys on adult education, community languages, and the promotion of languages outside the education sector, as well as regional language network and the promotion of language use in employment.

CrossCall 

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/crosscall/
'Languages for All: Languages for Life’  
http://www.dfes.gov.uk/languagesstrategy/pdf/DfESLanguagesStrategy.pdf
LLAS | Subject Centre for Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies http://www.lang.ltsn.ac.uk/index.aspx
Modern foreign languages in primary schools. Ofsted subject reports. Feb. 2005.

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/publications/annualreport0304/subject_reports/primary/primarymfl.htm
Languages: the next generation: the final report of the Nuffield Languages Inquiry; May 2000.

http://languages.nuffieldfou0ndation.org/filelibrary/pdf/languages_finalreport.pdf
Emilce Rees, King’s College, London, January 2006.
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