AUPHF Response to the Dearing Interim Report on Languages
I am writing as President of the Association of University Professors and Heads of French (UK and Ireland). The AUPHF welcomes the Dearing interim report. It is clear that there is now developing, and this well beyond the national education system, a questioning of and concern about the current system and the accompanying decline of foreign language learning in the UK. The consensus in French Studies, and indeed in Modern Language Studies generally, is that something needs to be done, and done quite quickly. I hope the following is a contribution to the debate. 
What I should stress at the outset (and these points underlie all of the points I make below), is that it is crucial to address the problem of the provision of languages, and that there is a range of measures that could improve significantly the current unsatisfactory situation. The situation is now so serious that, given the relative consensus, our whole national approach to the study of second and further languages and the initiatives to be taken, need to be shifted up a gear, and, as a matter of urgency, the educational community and government need to commit to a new approach. 
Our concern as a university-level organisation is, by definition, normally with Higher Education institutions. It is, nevertheless, necessary here to make what may appear to be obvious points concerning other sectors. Your report focuses upon the need and desirability to pay special attention to teaching in primary schools. This is more than welcome. It is our view that this should, however, be part of a strategy that carries through effectively into the secondary sector. On this, the debate should be open and constructive about whether languages should be compulsory, whether they should enjoy the same status as other mandatory subjects, whether other subjects might be taught in French, German, or Spanish, for example, and even whether bilingual schools might be considered. And alongside imaginative teaching, what is also crucial is the development of assessment that encourages students and becomes part of the learning process, rather than acting as a deterrent to learning. Whatever the ultimate decisions taken, it is clear that in schools, whether at primary or secondary level, new attitudes and initiatives towards how to teach imaginatively, and with enthusiastic follow-through to the next level, need to be encouraged, and given the space and funding to develop. There are many examples in your report of such initiatives which are both exciting and effective. Such approaches need to be lifted to a national level, while following through the initiatives cited, documenting them and appraising their relevance nationally, both in terms of their value and their application. Many of the initiatives set the tone, but a thoroughgoing rethinking of teaching languages in schools should take place in order to capitalise on the new thinking referred to in parts of the report. 
Just as the results of effective language teaching at primary level need to be lifted to secondary level, with structured initiatives, so too do they need then to be lifted to the University sector. In the current climate, university-level language courses are being cut, whole programmes are disappearing, and departments are being closed. Imagine a successful strategy at school level, applied from now, through the primary and the secondary sector. It is imperative that after this has happened, there remains a strong and invigorated Higher Education language presence. University language departments now, therefore, need to be maintained and encouraged in the medium term in order to help the overall prosperity in the longer term. It would be sad indeed if, when new and enthusiastic cohorts of language trained school pupils turned their attention to university, they found that the language departments in the HE sector were all in ruins. It is not sufficient for school pupils to learn a language to GCSE or even A level standard; this does not equip them to use their languages effectively in the workplace and to meet the expectations of employers who require them to communicate fluently with foreign businesses. Even in the immediate term, the university language departments and language centres are vital. If your report’s recommendations are to bear fruit, a set of new initiatives and encouragements in the provision of school and university-level language teachers needs to be undertaken. It is of course also the case that the teaching profession itself needs enhancing and valorising, and attention paid to remuneration, career incentives, and making the school environment attractive to the language teaching profession. 
 Another major factor to bear in mind when considering the teaching and acquisition of a second language in the education system is that language learning is an immensely rewarding cognitive process. Intellectually and pedagogically, it is an enhancing process, especially, in fact, as regards understanding one’s own first language. A second language acts like a mirror of our first, throwing its true nature and the way we use it, even the way it shapes us, into higher relief. This is equally true in terms of our understanding a second culture. We understand much better our own culture if we are exposed to other cultures, and see ourselves, moreover, as others see us. And there is no better portal here than language learning.
The notion of us becoming a monolingual nation will mean we will be entrapped within our culture. In universities today, there is real exchange now with the many EU and other students now studying for a term or longer in the UK. Our staff and students knowing at least some of their languages, completely transforms the nature of the exchanges. In order properly to interact with people speaking our language, we must also where possible speak theirs. There has been much debate about the question of modern languages not becoming an elite subject (some argue they already have). This problem disappears, or should, when we see language learning as indispensable to proper and fruitful intercultural exchange. From the hard-nosed business point of view, second language acquisition is an asset. Many businesses today, both national and transnational, demand a second language from graduate employees, both for working with overseas clients and for working in overseas offices. And the strong record of the employability of language graduates is testament to this.
This is perhaps most compelling in the case of French, given the French-speaking countries in the EU and Europe more generally, Canada, the African continent, and France’s other ex-colonies and overseas territories. French remains, moreover, the second or third language in many other countries. France itself is one of the largest and most successful economies and trading nations in the world. And, of course, it is our nearest neighbour. We holiday there (and live there) in our thousands. According to some figures, moreover, it is itself the world’s top holiday destination. Lastly, but arguably most importantly, within the question of language lies the key to understanding other civilisations and cultures. It really is like possessing a key to another realm. In the French case, in social thought, in philosophy, literature, cinema, in art, popular culture, cultural theory, and anthropology - one could go on and on - knowledge of French is an incomparable asset to learning. But whether it is for French or another language or languages, there needs to be a series of bold initiatives taken, and soon; initiatives that see language learning in the UK in the round.
In this response, therefore, it is clear that we strongly advocate supporting schools in new initiatives, strengthening incentives for schools to continue and develop language learning, strengthening liaison between schools, Further Education, and the Higher Education sector, and with business and the public sector. And finally, we advocate a coordinated national strategy for language teaching in and beyond the formal education system.
Professor John Gaffney
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