M.XAVIER NORTH - CULTURAL COUNSELLOR, 

FRENCH EMBASSY OF THE UK AND DIRECTOR, FRENCH INSTITUTE

Ladies and Gentlemen and Minister Wills: instead of delivering two introductory speeches -one from the Director of the Institut Français welcoming you to these premises and another one from the Cultural Counsellor of the French Embassy on Franco-British co-operation (which is not exactly our subject today), I would like simply to say a few welcoming words, a few opening remarks, to thank you for having chosen the Institut Français for your Workshop on Modern Languages and Employability.  We are very honoured, Minister Wills, that you accepted to be here this morning and are very grateful for your presence.

We are indeed delighted to host a Forum on a topic very dear to our hearts and we have two reasons to rejoice at this Workshop.  One is obviously the priority given to higher education within the French Embassy’s policy, it is a reflection of the world-wide priority expressed by our Ministry in France, with a stronger stress laid on university exchanges.  In the United Kingdom we have a series of programmes that are already proof of that, but from next September we will have an Officer specifically in charge of Higher Education policies within the Embassy, which shows the importance we attach to Franco-British progression in this instrumental field of Higher Education.  The other reason, of course, is the importance of employability for both French and British Governments.  It is one of the themes of discussion at bilateral and European levels between French and British authorities where we strongly agree that development is needed.  

Now the context of your work this morning seems favourable - although as you rightly pointed out in your brochure times are hard for modern languages in the UK.  Various studies relayed by the Press have focused recently on employment rates among language graduates.  French graduates represent only 4% of graduates unemployed as opposed to, for instance, 6.6% for Engineering and 7.9% for Design, which seems to indicate that there is a general awareness that the employability of French graduates is excellent. But the question is: is it enough to attract sixth form students to Single Honours or Joint Honours French degrees?  The other favourable element is of course the recent publication of the Nuffield Report, which is a landmark and will serve as a reference for any policy related to foreign languages and for international co-operation in that field.  The Nuffield Report evinces the strong commitment to foreign languages as being a key factor in the economic development in the UK, and we rejoice in that.  It is certainly something we can build on although it doesn’t specifically deal with French obviously, but given the continuing dominance of foreign languages by French in this country it is of course an element we should take into consideration.

Now one shouldn’t hide the difficulties we face: languages are in crisis in the education system, especially in higher education, not only in Britain but in France, it is a general phenomenon.  The status of French tends to be fraternised with other languages such as German but particularly Spanish being perceived as more international, so we have to renew our discourse, we have to find new reasons to consider French as something that could attract.  When one tries to counteract the ‘English is enough’ argument one is bound to plead in favour of linguistic diversity and that’s what we do at the European level with the hope that if two foreign languages are being taught to our children one of them will be French.  The situation in the UK is quite different and linguistic diversity as far as foreign languages are concerned tends to act against French so we have to find new goals, new objectives and new arguments.  One of these goals is to keep on insisting, with universities, to strengthen the links with the business role both nationally and internationally and for that we have to find out what employers want from French Departments and vice versa.  This is one of the Workshops you are going to have this afternoon.  

There are some areas where we can act, as recent experiences clearly show, one has but to think of regional projects between Wessex and Normandy, Bristol and Bordeaux, double diplomas development in Engineering and Law.  New topics, new themes, new components, interdisiplin studies, applied language, understanding that in France these are topics that can be developed at university level and of course mobility scholarship programmes in partnership with companies, and we have one which is very dear to our heart; the Entente Cordiale scholarship programme which bears proudly its name.  These are only a few paths we should follow so that learning and earning can match as the title of this conference suggests, but I am sure that you will come up with other suggestions and we will, like for this sole study and consider them with much attention.

Thank you very much and best wishes for today’s work.

PROFESSOR NAOMI SEGAL, AUPHF

Thank you very much Xavier.

I just wanted to say a few quick words of introduction to the day and the programme for the day and then we will get on with our first two speakers.

The idea for this Forum began as quite a simple one.  We recognised that French graduates are welcomed by employers in a vast range of work yet we were aware that at the point of admission to university courses that is not well enough known.  We were convinced that this had something to do with the current fall in applications to Single and Joint Honours French.  So we wanted to open up a discussion between employers and academics in the first instance.  The more we looked at the question the more we saw that actually it is more important to look at recruitment at the level immediately before that, which is the intake into sixth form, so we invited Sixth Form Heads of French, - who have come in large numbers and we are very pleased about that - to join in a discussion of what’s going wrong and what’s going right and how we can bring the two together for the good of our subject.  

It’s also a matter of great pleasure that the Nuffield Inquiry Report whose launch date kept slipping from March to April to May - actually the launch happened just five days ago, so this is very hot news and to those of you who haven’t seen it yet you should certainly get your copy as soon as possible.  Mike Kelly will be telling us a lot about it.  It has a lot of criticisms of the state of foreign language learning in the UK today and some quite radical proposals for how to put that right.  The Nuffield Inquiry Report quite rightly insists on the provision of a much wider range of languages than we have now.  A number of times it says “not just French”, and as teachers of languages of course we support that; but French has a noble history of being the first and major foreign language learned in this country and thus it has been and still is the gateway into foreign language learning for many UK citizens.  

In a world with changing needs we should be            It is certainly not all that matters to employers.  What we repeatedly hear is that it is the unique combination of language acquisition, the study of culture, media, history and so on, the enhanced communication skills that our graduates have, and the Year Abroad most importantly, that provides the qualifications that employers' are looking for.  When I was recently talking to some secondary teachers of modern languages, one of them cited a truism that you may hear many more times today: “You can buy in your own language but if you want to sell you need to know the other person’s language”.  That kind of practical thinking is crucial.  I would like to finish by citing a similar observation by the critic Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick: “knowledge is not itself power although it’s a magnetic field of power, ignorance and opacity collude or compete with knowledge in mobilising the flows of energy, desire, goods, meanings, persons.  If Monsieur Mitterrand knows English but Mr Reagan lacks, as he did lack French, it is the urbane Monsieur Mitterrand who must negotiate in an acquired tongue, the ignorant Mr Reagan  who may dilate in his native one”.  The consequence of this is or was that the monolingual Reagan  thinks he has run rings round the plurilingual Mitterrand, but the real winner is Mitterrand.  We are here today to make the case for urbanity over ignorance.  

Now as the programme shows, this morning’s discussion falls into four parts .  I’ll introduce each pair of speakers who will then speak in turn for about 10-15 minutes, followed by individual questions, and then they’ll take discussion together for ten minutes or so more; and then between each pair of speakers, if time allows. I think we should have a breathing break, and at the end I hope there will be a chance for general discussion of about half an hour from the floor before we break for lunch at about 1.15 pm.  

So with your permission I will now introduce our first two speakers.  Michael Wills is Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State at the DfEE with special responsibility for ICT.  His specific title is Minister for Learning and Technology.  Since 1999 when Michael moved to the DfEE he has been in charge of Information and Communications Technology in Schools, the National Grid for Learning and the University for Industry.  Before coming to the DfEE he was a Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State at the DTI, responsible for small firms, business links and regional policy, including inward investment; before that he worked in the Diplomatic Service both in London and Delhi and then was a Researcher and Producer on the ITV current affairs programme Weekend World.  So he has a mixture of all the qualities we are interested in and he is going to speak to us now.  Thank you very much, Michael.

MICHAEL WILLS, PARLIAMENTARY UNDER-SECRETARY OF STATE

Thank you very much Naomi.  Actually I think I must learn to call you Professor Segal and in a sense that question of terms bring me to the main point of what I want to talk about today, which is change.  

We are living through a period of extraordinary change and what we are talking about today I think is directly relevant to this and the value of languages and the value of French I think acquires particular importance because of the circumstances we are living through.  A lot of what I am going to say will be extremely familiar to you but I think it is just worth reminding ourselves that this is a period of change which is literally unprecedented in human history, if that doesn’t sound too grandiose.  Driven by technological change, driven by these dramatic transformations in information and communication technology.  Now technology has changed society to the core - regularly it changes it: printing presses, the water wheel, clocks.  We have been through all this before with the steam engine but what is new about this and what is extraordinary about it is the speed of change.  The steam engine, took generations to have a full impact on society.  What we are seeing now with personal computers and particularly with the growth of the Internet, which is disseminating knowledge and information at a rate and to an extent never seen before, is really dramatic and it is transforming everything.  It is particularly transforming the way that business does business and that’s I think the main thing I want to talk about today.  It is very important for us to remember that the Internet as a mass phenomenon is only five or six years old.  Just to give one example, on banking, there has been a lot of fuss recently about the closure of rural bank branches and the way that rural communities are being unbanked.  That has been driven quite simply by the growth of Internet banking.  There is one very simple fact which explains this: to do a banking transaction in a traditional banking hall costs about £1.00, to do it over the telephone costs 50p, but to do it over the Internet can cost as little as 1p.  Now the economics of that are inescapable: you cannot hide from that, and what we are seeing is transforming banking, but it is also transforming all sorts of other areas of business life.  

It is certainly transforming the way in which businesses do business with each other.  All the main motor manufacturers will be doing all their purchasing over the Internet within two years.  Huge companies like Intel are transforming their businesses literally in the way they focus within eighteen months.  

The speed of change is inescapable and this goes right through everything and has profound effects on education; it has profound effects on things like house prices.  You can talk to an Estate Agent now and they will tell you that in the last five years the traditional home counties extends now out as far as Wiltshire. Quite simply the growth of these technologies means that managers can now actually live in the countryside.  They only need to be in London on say Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday, three nights a week.  The property market is being transformed because what they do is have a pied-à-terre in London and then spend the rest of their time with their families in the countryside.  That sort of change in the property market is being driven directly by these changes in technology. 

This is happening extremely fast. It is these changes in technology which is producing I suppose the phenomenon of globalisation.  This has been going on for some considerable time but it is gathering pace and we are seeing markets, indeed popular cultures, becoming increasingly global, increasingly homogenised.  This has particular implications for everything that we do.  What we have been seeing in the motor industry recently is just one symptom of the sorts of changes that I am talking about.   

Now this directly impacts on languages, and on one level is a very direct threat to the teaching of languages like French in countries like this.  English is becoming the lingua-franca and I notice that my speech talks about it without any quote marks.  There it is, it is becoming a common language: these changes in technology are reinforcing the position of English as a global language.  English is the language of the Internet, driven by the dominance of the United States on the Internet.  But it is very hard to see, although research surfaces from time to time, how that is significantly going to be challenged.  So in the face of this growing homogenisation, growing globalisation with English as the driving language, you may well ask well why bother?  Why bother, because sooner or later everybody is going to be dragged behind it.  I think all of us have the experience of travelling everywhere in the world and being able to get by perfectly well with English and not having to speak Thai or indeed Spanish or French or any other language of the country that we find ourselves in.  Now actually I think this is profoundly mistaken, for reasons that I am now going to talk about.  But it is very important that we recognise the force of these counter arguments.  

We’ve heard a bit about the problems that are facing language studies in this country.  They are real.  We can’t force people to choose what subjects to study either at ‘A’ level or at university.  People will choose for themselves.  They are as aware of these sorts of changes as we are.  We have to make the case and I say “we” because Government as much as everybody else has to make the case for the value of these subjects.  I do believe there is real value in them, partly for the reasons that Naomi has suggested and that very appropriate quote.  It is absolutely the case that if you want to do business with somebody a universal language is not adequate.  As Naomi said, (I make no apology for repeating the truism), you can buy in your own language but you have to sell in your customer’s, and that is absolutely true.  A universal language cannot substitute for a mother tongue if you want to express finer shades of meaning, if you really want to get an idea across in negotiation or discussion, and if you want to build on the goodwill which is essential to any contract.  You are going to eat into that goodwill if the first thing you do is talk in your language rather than the customer’s.  It is, I think, self-evident, but it is worth reminding ourselves of this.  Despite these trends to globalisation, education, culture is still nationally specific and I personally see no reason why this has changed.  People are going to have plural approaches to this.  We are as a species perfectly capable of having these complex pluralistic approaches to things, and I don’t see any evidence actually either in my current job or even in my previous life as a television producer, that the cultural specificity is going to change, that the things people value about the national cultures, their national traditions, their national histories, which are epitomised in their national languages, are ever going to change.  It is obviously something we have to look at as a government.  It is something we have to look at in terms of our education, it is certainly something we had to look at in terms of television production and the production of television programmes.

One of the issues that I face very specifically in my job at the moment is the building of a world-class educational software industry in this country.  Increasingly, learning in the classroom and lifelong learning is migrating to screens.  We see increasingly all learning taking place off computers.  We are investing huge sums of money, something like a £billion over three years in the classroom in one form or another in ICT.  This is going to create a business, a huge business in this country.  We have got very successful companies already and we are going to see them grow still further but if they are really going to grow and be world - class they are going to have to sell overseas, and there are huge barriers to this.  The more you look at it the more you realise how difficult it is to sell these products.  In many ways you think there wouldn’t be a problem in things like mathematics in a universal language; but there is a cultural specificity about education, which we see no sign of changing, and the more I look at it the more difficult this particular issue becomes.  That is the first reason why I think it is extremely important if we are really going to compete globally in these new global markets, language is going to be essential to us doing so. We need to be aware of this - not just to learn about French although, as Naomi says, there is a noble tradition of French being the traditional second language in this country - but minor languages as well. We need to find new ways and one of my jobs is to find new ways of using these new technologies to enable children to do this. 
I went to a school in Liverpool the other day where I saw seven year olds learning Italian. They were able to do it because they had an Italian teacher sitting in a central location with video screens with broadband network into five primary schools. There were ten children in each of these primary schools all learning Italian. It was an inspiring thought.  We are piloting classics in the state system and non-traditional languages like Chinese and Japanese at Key Stage 3 through use of these technologies. We are going to be announcing the results of these pilots that I launched earlier this year in the next few weeks.  So it is very important and we are beginning to find ways of adapting the way that we do business as a government to deliver on this. 

 There is a second reason which I think is very important and because it is slightly more abstract as a reason it is often skated over.  It is something that in the Department we attach great importance to in our general approach to education.  This period of rapid change we are living through places huge demands on all of us, on government in being able to respond quickly and on individuals who are going to see their businesses changed overnight. I have people in my constituency working in the Rover Plant, men in their 40s who came into the car industry thinking it was a good and secure job for life and at the age of 40 are now beginning to confront the prospect of having to significantly retrain.  We have a huge surplus of job vacancies over job applicants in Swindon, my constituency, but we have a great deficit of skills and these men in their 40’s are having to face the prospect of having to do something they thought they would never have to do, which is to learn a new skill.  This is very demanding.  

This new environment advance demands flexibility and adaptability from the work force as never before and it requires a very particular sensitivity to the speed and extent of change that is happening around us.  Now this is very demanding and it is not something that people are born with, it is something they have to learn and that is what education in its purest sense can give to people.  That is in a sense the underlying reason why this government has invested so much money and so much political capital in education.  It is why it is the over-riding priority for the Prime Minister. We believe that only by a world-class education can we equip people to cope with these sorts of changes.  And languages, I think, have a very particular role to play because through language one gets the insight into a different culture. That sort of perspective and that sort of sense of the other is a uniquely sensitising experience.  It is an experience that gives you a flexibility and an adaptability and an ability to view things from different perspectives. In the work force a truly successful employer is going to value this in the years ahead, more than anything else because their businesses are going to change many times over in the working life of any single employer.  They are going to demand not just need, but demand, employees who have that sensitivity and flexibility and adaptability, and I think that the study of languages actually can be an invaluable way in to developing these kinds of skills.  

What we call - and we are often criticised for the jargon - what we call “soft skills” are increasingly essential to all truly competitive employers. These are the reasons why we should bother, these are the reasons why we should care about what is happening, and these are the reasons why the government is actually taking steps to do its part in supporting the study of languages and if I may I will just briefly run through what we are doing to practise what we preach.

We do believe in high quality provision.  Language Colleges are a recent initiative that we’ve launched to support raising standards in modern foreign languages.  It is a growing network, it is one that we believe is already showing promising results.  Penrhys Comprehensive School in Cornwall was designated a Language College in September 1997.  In 1997 its French and German GCSE A to C grades were 51% and 44% respectively.  In 1999, just barely two years later, they had risen dramatically, to 77% and 74%.  So a jump from half total results to three quarters of total results, which is a very good example of what this initiative can deliver.  These Colleges are part of the specialist schools programme to maintain secondary schools that we all know.  To provide extra resources and support to develop one of four specialist areas for the benefit of their own pupils and staff and indeed their partner schools both primary and secondary and the wider communities that they serve. There are currently 86 Language Colleges, with all types of schools represented, and between them they teach about 20 different languages. I visited one just two months ago in Harrogate that was an excellent example where one of their specialist languages is Dutch because of the particular connection of that local community, with the Netherlands.  I thought it was a very interesting and very important example of the sensitivity of local community dealing with a local partner. The thought that you could go to school and learn Dutch would have been completely inconceivable when I went to school, which was not all that long ago, and we are continuing to expand this particular programme.  

We are on course overall to reach our target of 800 specialist schools by 2003 and they are central to our vision of realising a world-class work force.  In Higher Education which you all know the Funding Council’s Development Teaching and Learning Fund supports ten collaborative projects intended to improve the quality of language degree courses and boost the number staying on for further postgraduate study.  The Development Project at Leeds Metropolitan University, for example, centres on developing excellence in language learning through peer observation and I think that they produce a materials pack which is flexible enough to be used or adapted by any university language department.  Now good teachers are at the core of it all and always will be.  In March David Blunkett announced a system of ‘golden hellos’ on top of the basic salary for those entering teaching in modern languages and other subjects of shortage areas. This means that from September a postgraduate on a training salary and a ‘golden hello’ will receive a total package of £10,000 because we recognise that we have to take adequate measures to deal with teacher recruitment and there are problems there that we are now moving to tackle.  

Graduates are in high demand, we have a highly competitive labour market at the moment and we need to make sure that those students who want to become teachers are given adequate encouragement to do so.  Without them there is no future.  It is not just teachers whose numbers we have to increase.  We want the great majority of pupils to leave school with a firm grounding in at least one modern language and we believe that the national curriculum with its mandatory requirement for this is going to help achieve this.  The qualifying success of the sixteen reforms going through the House at the moment in the Learning Skills Bill are intended to broaden the subject range of Sixth Form Colleges to include the study of languages and this will ensure that languages are not squeezed out of the choices open to students which in turn should feed through to higher education.  

It is encouraging to see that French in particular is adjusting to changes and the demands and pressures on recruitment by increasing curricular choice and developing more resource-based learning.  If I could mention here for example the TransLang Project at the University of Central Lancashire which is funded by the Higher Education Funding Council to improve teaching and learning and assessment of modern languages, including French, by passing the role of transferable skills to the non-specialist language students.  Now the Funding Council plans a wholesale review of funding methods for modern and foreign language teaching next year and I am aware that, for example, they have received representations from the Universities Council for Modern Languages about this and will be looking carefully to see what they come forward with.

I have talked about what government is doing through various initiatives.  We also place a very high importance on European initiatives in this area and indeed on other international exchanges.  We are committed to promoting student mobility chiefly through the Socrates and Erasmus programme and the establishment of a common framework for European Higher Education.  Now there is an imbalance as many of you will know, in the Socrates and Erasmus Student Exchanges.  Two students from mainland Europe come to the UK for every UK student going the other way.  We don’t think that is something we would like to see.  We want to encourage more mobility and one step towards doing that is we no longer require students in the UK to study abroad for a year and to pay any tuition fees at all either to the UK or to the other European Institution for that year and we hope that that is going to be an incentive for more students to take advantage of what are real opportunities here.  We have seen this programme stimulate awareness of the European dimension in all sectors of education and of course that is a launch-pad for language learning.  If I can just say this, it is quite common now for schools to have links with partner schools in Europe and indeed for daily contact to take place.  I have seen this happen through new technologies, through email or through fax or even through video emails which I think are increasingly going to become part of our lives and  develop a very direct contact between schools and their partner schools in their partner country.  I think this is very important and it is going to develop a new consciousness among school children.  This can only be welcomed.

I hope that what I have said today will convince you of the importance that we place on this whole subject area.  We believe that education is the key to our future as a country for all the reasons that I have said and for all the reasons that you know.  Languages are a fundamental part of this.  We have to resist this idea that somehow because our culture and our economy is become increasingly global, primarily because of the dominance of the United States and because of our fortuitous position as an English speaking country that we can fall back on our dominance and that language learning can somehow become less important.  This has to be resisted. The contrary is the case.  We have to make that case because we will not, we cannot dragoon people into this realisation, you have to persuade people. That’s why today is so important and I am very pleased to see so many of you here today and I am very grateful to Professor Segal for having arranged this and for having driven it forward and having taken all the trouble for so long, and I know how long this has been in the making, today.  It is a very important initiative and it needs to continue and I can assure you that we will do everything we can as a government, to make sure that we support everything you are all doing in your individual ways, to drive this agenda forward.  It is important.  I would just like to conclude by saying thank you for everything you have done so far and we will work with you driving it forward in the future.

NAOMI SEGAL

Professor Mike Kelly is one of the most active and visible people in Languages in Higher Education today.  As well as being Professor in the Department of French at Southampton University specialising in French Cultural Studies he was the founding Chair of UCML (University Council of Modern Languages) and he also Chairs the Co-ordinating Group for languages of the FDTL which Michael has already referred to.  Both of these groups are responsible for crucial work in the learning and dissemination of languages.  He is a Board Member of the European Language Council and he has recently become the founding Director of the HEFCE Subject Centre for Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies. But most specifically it is as a member of the Nuffield Inquiry into Languages that he is going to speak to us today.

PROFESSOR MIKE KELLY, MEMBER, NUFFIELD LANGUAGES INQUIRY & DIRECTOR OF LANGUAGES SUBJECT CENTRE

Thank you Naomi.  I was going to begin by developing the notion that we are in a changing world which the ruthless pace of  change is accelerating.  I will skip that bit and agree with the presentation that Mr Wills has made to us.  

Clearly the need for language competence in this changing world is very evident.  In the Nuffield Inquiry, this was our starting point. We were initially worried that British business was losing out because British graduates were not coming forward with languages in the kind of numbers required to take positions in the new emerging economy.  Our first shock really was to note that British business was not especially worried about this.  They took a market view that ‘if we need people with expertise in languages we will find them, and if the British education system is not providing them, then someone else’s education system will’.  We then accumulated a large number of stories from business of all kinds of jobs in which a language was an asset and which were routinely being given to non-UK people.  It became very clear to us that this is not so much a market issue as a national issue.  The market doesn’t mind employing non-UK people but the UK minds if non-UK people are getting access to the kinds of jobs which are required in today’s world so UK educated people are losing out and London is the place where you see this every day.  The world and his mother are coming to London and they have the language skills on top of the specialist skills in various different branches of industry and commerce that are required.  The other surprise we got was in looking to see why the British people were becoming less enthusiastic about languages, because we know that declining numbers are doing A level and the general pressures within the education system which are militating against the growth of language education.  But our surprise was to discover that there actually is a huge demand and this takes many many forms.  Probably my wake-up call came when I read the consultancy documents which had been produced by interviews about 70 business leaders, representatives of different UK based businesses. Although they were reflecting the market philosophy I have just outlined, they were also saying ‘well of course I am certainly going to make sure my children get a decent language education’ and they were making provision either by sending their kids to private school, and it’s notorious that the private sector has a much higher uptake of language education than the state sector, or else they were making additional arrangements for language clubs and language holidays and so on.  We then discovered that in the life-long learning sector, or adult education as we used to call it, the numbers are looking fairly sticky in some respects, but the level of demand was surprisingly buoyant. We did a number of surveys which revealed very high levels of motivation to study languages but very low levels of actual take up, probably related, we felt, to the very patchy sort of provision that there is.  So there were a number of other areas in which the same pattern came across to us, that we don’t have a lack of popular demand for languages.  The demand is very much there.  But it is not being met by the various arrangements which are in place to meet it.  

One of the reasons we felt is that the traditional British approach to organising the state.  We live in a very devolved and ultimately very fragmented kind of system in which decisions on provision are made at a vast range of different levels, often without much consultation between them. Obviously this feeds very much into the formula which the government has been promoting of “joined-up thinking”.  That what we found was a very “unjoined-up” education system with lots of incoherences in it that was failing to deliver on the demands that were placed on it.  It became clear to us that this could only be sorted out by a concerted drive at national level, and that there is only one player in this particular game and that’s the government.  The government in partnership with a lot of other agencies, people, associations, individuals and so on, but we concluded that there was a real need for serious political will at the top to establish and drive forward a national strategy for languages.  

We must have a national strategy for languages and in a sense one of the achievements of the Nuffield Inquiry even during the two years it has been meeting has been to impress upon  government and other interlocutors is that a national strategy is a good idea.  Not only was the Minister’s own Department not strategised about languages – there are half a dozen departments within the DfEE with a responsibility of one sort or another for languages but we discovered that they rarely communicated with each other - but in the face of the kinds of questions Nuffield was asking they began to very actively co-operate with one another.  Again across different government departments there are many agencies and units which have a responsibility for languages.  The DfEE is the biggest of them but the DTI, the Foreign Office, the Home Office, the Ministry for Defence and so on, all have strong interests of one sort or another and they too have now begun to talk to each other through internal departmental meetings, to address in a potentially joined-up way the strategic issue of languages.  So we are very positive that things are beginning to change and we have been heartened by the positive support that we have had from government for our deliberations. On the day after last Sunday’s leaked extract into the newspapers Trevor MacDonald, the Chair of the Inquiry, was invited to meet David Blunkett at his office.  They had a very cordial conversation at which the Minister assured him that the government was supportive and was looking forward to working with the Nuffield Inquiry to take forward the agenda which it set out. We look forward very much to cashing in that commitment.  

The political will and the national strategy are the keys which I think will open the door to development in all the sectors of the education system.  One of the things we quickly agreed on was that all the sectors of the education system feed into each other and need to be strategised and seen as a coherent system.  

I won’t go into detail over the different recommendations that the Inquiry puts forward but it does tackle each education sector in turn; looking for a stronger commitment to early learning of languages from primary school onwards, looking for a more flexible and differentiated 11-16 programme, looking for a stronger presence and more space in the curriculum for languages post-16 which has become a black hole for languages: nine out of ten students drop languages after 16 although virtually all students take it up to 16, GCSE or Standard in Scotland.  Higher education we looked at in some detail and I’ll come back to that in a minute, lifelong learning: we saw a need for a much more coherent and strategic provision

Before I look at higher education I would like to say a word about the place of French in this. Individual languages were not addressed as such, but of course lots of languages were mentioned and French is clearly mentioned on numerous occasions, not least because it is very much the dominant language throughout the education sector.  It was a particular concern - and I was somewhat surprised at the vigour of feeling about the dominance of French - that many teachers feel that extending language provision in schools can only mean doing more French because as things stand French is the only language that the system can deliver. This is particularly true in primary school and there were Freudian slips very often when languages and primary early learning were discussed. People would refer to “well of course we must introduce more primary French - er primary languages”.  So that languages and French have come to be seen as synonymous. I think there was a stronger drive than I would have welcomed to make the point that other languages need to be up there and getting attention as well, that the UK’s strategic needs are for a diversified portfolio of languages.  I would like to hope that that does not mean less French but that it does mean more Spanish, German, Portuguese, Chinese, Arabic, Japanese and whatever.  I think the overall thrust of the Nuffield Inquiry is to look for an upgrade of the nations language capability and not to knock the most successful language area within the existing state of affairs.  

You will notice in the Inquiry that we have quoted with enthusiasm the recent commitment by the French Minister of Education, Jacques Lang, to introduce two foreign languages as the target within the French education system.  The Nuffield Report has not explicitly made a comparable call - not I think because of any lack of enthusiasm but really I think a sense of (perhaps excessive) realism.  I would have liked to have seen a stronger move in this direction but I think the Nuffield agenda is a huge and bustling one and that to have tied it to the kind of commitment that the French Minister has made might very well have diverted energy and attention from other targets.  

Coming then to universities: it is very clear that universities should be playing a leading role in the strategic development of languages.  In the universities we have expertise both in teaching and research; we have resources that many university systems in other countries envy us very much and we have the incentive to do innovative things.  We are doing lots of innovation.  The FTDL Project that the Minister referred to I’m particularly conscious has produced a lot of new thinking, new approaches which we can work with.  Part of our innovative drive, of course, is spurred on by necessity.  We are aware of a grave crisis in university languages, particularly in specialist areas, as we all know far too well.  But there is often unnoticed a huge increase in take up of ‘Languages-for-All Programmes’, Institution-Wide Language Programmes, Languages for Non-Specialists which of course have traditionally been the Cinderella of university languages.  But that’s where the demand now is and I have to say I see no prospect of the pattern changing.  Just a little statistic to tickle your appetite:  the decline in entry to university specialist language programmes has been of the order of 6-7% for the last three years. The rate of increase in non-specialist language take up has been of the order of 10% for the last three years.   Now that’s the statistic that raises strategic questions for us in universities.  

Obviously if we are going to play a leading role we need support and we need resources.  I won’t go into whinge mode and talk about our under-funding and the decline in unit resource.  The UCL are now lobbying the Minister referred to and will certainly make a robust case on that front.  Obviously the forthcoming review of funding of languages is a very welcome one and an occasion for lobbying. But I think we also in the universities have to look at how we are responding to the changing pattern of needs.  I don’t think we can afford to go into sulks because people are no longer coming in to do the programmes we have always offered and of course many many of us are busily innovating at the level of the curriculum as well, but I think we do need to intensify this innovation development.  We will need to place much stronger emphasis on language and language learning than we have traditionally done.  There is a terrible dearth of good research into language learning and it is not highly valued in the upper reaches of our profession.  We have to rethink this attitude.  We will need to cooperate with national strategy as it is formed and again this goes against the grain of many of our habits because we are all attached to doing our own thing in our own way.  

Universities, although we are very market driven, we are entirely anarchic and resistant to direction from anywhere but in our own paths.  That includes direction from Heads of Department, Deans, Vice-chancellors and Funding Councils.  We do need to do more to work together.  We need to cooperate and share agendas much more than we have done in the past and we are going to have to undertake things that we have not been accustomed to doing.  Particularly we need to be much more energetic in developing partnerships with the private sector, with industry and business, both in terms of identifying their needs and also working with them to develop and perhaps to tap into the kind of investments which the private sector might be persuaded to introduce into development.  So change is there.  So we are having to change.  A lot of it is painful and I think what we have to do is make it exciting.  It can be fun and we had better look for the fun part in it, because we are not going to escape from it and I think with the kind of agenda that the Nuffield Inquiry has laid down we have every prospect of both making it fun and successful for this country.

NAOMI SEGAL

I’d like to throw the discussion open to the floor.  Could you when you ask the question or make a comment, please say first who you are.

MARY CHESTERTON FROM THE IPA (the trade body for advertising)

One of the things that I thought was very interesting was your figure for the growth in non-specific language learning and the decline in specific language learning.  Picking up on Michael’s comment about the need to be more multi-skilled, are we not going to see more and more students consider the need for a variety of learning opportunities rather than focusing in on specialities?

MICHAEL KELLY

Well I certainly see that’s the way it’s going.   We all know that the numbers of people going into Joint Degrees in which a language is combined with another discipline is relatively growing.  The numbers taking degrees in which a language is incorporated as support strand is growing, Engineering with French in which they spend a year in Parts et Chaussées in Paris or International Business in which language is a thread integrated into a larger programme, these are growth areas.  The traditional Single Honours French and even, I think, the Combined Honours Languages are relatively in decline and we are going to have to re-direct our energies to meet the changing needs I think.

MARY CHESTERTON

Does that actually mean that specialist degrees may continue to decline as you focus on multiple degrees?

MICHAEL KELLY

Yes, what departments are currently doing is curriculum innovation and introducing new degrees in which languages have a place but within some identifiable configuration which will attract new student markets.  

MICHAEL WILLS

Well it’s not really something where I feel any particular competence.   I just have to say two personal thoughts rather than ministerial thoughts.  I mean firstly, as Mike has said, the market is going the way it is going and we all have to respond to our different markets and you can’t make people do things they don’t want to do.  The case has to be made by persuasion.  

The second point I would make is there’s a feeling of regret I have when I hear this and this is purely personal.  Obviously, people must choose what they want to study and what they feel is appropriate to their lives, but there is a value from specialist modern language studies, broadening isn’t always deepening and I think there is the value of the intellectual discipline that comes from a deepening understanding of any subject and I’m not just referring here to languages.  I think this is very important to remember in the context of change and I referred to this in the remarks I made earlier.  In the end the intellectual discipline is always what is going to be crucial and I think in the modern world that that is incredibly important.  You cannot get away from the value of the discipline that teaches you how to respond to different situations. Therefore I have a slight feeling of regret that people clearly feel that their job prospects are going to be enhanced purely by a broadening of almost a technical facility rather than by acquiring the intellectual discipline.  It’s not the Joint Degrees that don’t give you the intellectual discipline, please don’t misunderstand me.  But I have a slight feeling of regret that some people obviously feel that they are not going to get what is valuable for them in the job market from a specialist degree and I think that’s not necessarily the case at all.  

NAOMI SEGAL

Could I just chip in, I know I shouldn’t really take the prerogative of the Chair, but I think in French we’ve thought for a long time that it is in itself a broad degree and that it offers such a variety of different pathways already and is already so interdisciplinary that in many ways it’s a false argument to broaden in other ways.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR (Sixth Form Head of French, Deptford High School)

One of the things I find is that my students come back from university partners where they are reading modern language and say that we are not communicating in that language and that is very disappointing.  They get to university and say that their lectures are in English and they speak in English most of the time and this is the problem.  They say that in sixth form they were communicating in French and were very fluent, but after a year in university they are not and I think this is one of the real problems in this country at university level.  Amongst more traditional universities. This is not true actually amongst new universities, but my students tend to want to go to the prestigious institutions where find they are being taught in English when they get there and they are disappointed.

MICHAEL WILLS

I am delighted to say I don’t think this is anything where the Government bears any responsibility.

NAOMI SEGAL

I think this will come up later on in the discussions so we’ll keep it behind our ear as it were.

HEAD OF FRENCH AND FORM TUTOR AT ST PATRICK’S SCHOOL

I certainly agree with what my colleague has said.  I’m disappointed that the Nuffield Inquiry didn’t report before the 16-19 syllabus was set.  We French/Modern Language teachers feel let down. First of all we had hoped that French as a Modern Language would be included in the syllabus as compulsory.  Secondly we were surprised to find that in the key skills Communication can only be made in English, and that Modern Language students cannot say that they have the key skills if they can communicate in a foreign language.  I would just like a response from the Minister in that you say you have a commitment but it seems to me that this commitment has been weakened in that the modern language element which we had hoped for in the 16-19 syllabus seems to have been omitted.

MICHAEL WILLS

Well that, I think, is our responsibility and I am very happy to address that.  

We have drawn quite a clear line between the relatively prescriptive approach that we have taken in the National Curriculum and the more flexible and responsive approach that we hope we are taking in the post-16.  We actually think the post-16 reforms will encourage more language students post-16 but the keyword is to encourage.  We have been quite prescriptive in the National Curriculum, a modern foreign language is mandatory and that’s right, but we have to strike a balance.  We are always striking a balance, and I was quite interested to hear Michael talk about the need to be more prescriptive.  Usually I go to meetings where I’m beaten around the head with accusations of Stalinism, authoritarianism and all the rest of it.  

We have to strike a balance.  We have got 28,000 small businesses, with schools, all of whom are independently minded run by strong minded individuals who we have to strike a balance with.  The balance that we’ve struck is that we think that the post-16 agenda ought to be more integrated to bring the various strands of post-16 education into a more coherent form, which is what the Learning Skills Council is intended to do.  But also we have to recognise that people can’t be forced, at that age, they are young adults, they are making choices about their own lives and we felt that we wanted to set up a structure which encourages, and we believe it will encourage and it is designed to be responsive to the needs.  I hope what I said earlier suggests that we do recognise the central need for these studies but encourages not prescribes, and that’s the difference.  It doesn’t mean we’re not supportive, I think encouraging is generally taken to be supportive but it is a question of how we achieve the ends that we want.  You can’t force people to go on unfortunately, sometimes, but you can’t.

MICHAEL KELLY

Just coming in on the Nuffield line on that, whilst welcoming the Curriculum 2000 reforms that will give more space for flexibility we do feel that more needs to be done to free up the post-16 syllabus. The one area where Nuffield has recommended an increased prescriptivity is in requiring post-16 accredited language learning for entry into university and I think myself that if that were accepted that it would single-handedly transform the 16-19 languages picture but, of course, it’s the one recommendation on which we have been most vigorously criticised.

ANNABEL HASLAM (SUBJECT LEADER FOR MODERN LANGUAGES, AWARDING BODY EDEXCEL)

I am very interested in your point about key skills because I have moved quite a lot around the country presenting the new ‘A’ level which I hope to do this afternoon. One of the disappointments for Language Teachers is that this key skill of communication has to be assessed in English, Irish or Welsh and quite clearly the language ‘A’ level is the prime vehicle for communication skills. When we discovered this the three awarding bodies challenged QCA (the Qualification and Curriculum Authority) on that particular point and we asked what the reason was.  The reason we were given was that employees in the UK need to prove that they can communicate in English.  In other words you could get a native speaker doing French ‘A’ level and then they may not be any good at writing a fax or email in English.  I understand that point, but asked whether for flexibility really so that the key skill of communication could be assessed in both.  So that you have a certain percentage that has to be assessed in English and another percentage that could, if you were doing a language ‘A’ level, be assessed in a foreign language.  Now I don’t know how QCA went about challenging the Government on that one but it was rejected.  It is a great source of discontent and something that people feel very strongly about, and personally I don’t see why that shouldn’t be changed.  Now you mention that the Government is keen to put its strength behind language learning and bringing it closer to the needs of employers and I just wonder whether in future that couldn’t change.  I personally can’t see why it couldn’t.

MICHAEL WILLS

There’s a limit to what I can actually say here because it is not my direct ministerial responsibility, you understand; I’m not trying to hide behind it that’s just the way it is.  Your actual question was that in the future could it be changed.  Well in the future everything can be changed, it doesn’t mean it will be.  It doesn’t mean we’re locked into anything.  The hallmark of what we are trying to do in the department is to try and be flexible to changing circumstances and the whole structure of post-16 education has been designed, as I just said, to be more flexible and responsive to a rapidly changing world and we believe we are now putting in place the mechanisms to do that.  

Obviously, if something is not working we’re going to look at it again.  That’s not the case at the moment because obviously it’s too soon to tell.  I can say two things, firstly I will obviously take back to the responsible Ministers what you’ve just said.  We don’t want to ignore what you say is the strength of feeling on the ground about this and naturally I’m just picking it up here and obviously I will reflect that back.  

But secondly, I hope you will bear in mind that we have to balance lots of different imperatives and we do have problems with very basic skills in this country still, and I suspect that the imperative is going to be focused very much on that and there is going to be a worry about anything which is going to dilute the force of that.  Now it may be you would disagree that it will dilute the impact of that, but I think in just what you’ve said I can see various problems in  terms of priorities and focus.  But anyway as I have said I will take this back.  Obviously there is strength of feeling about this and we will take it in, and if you like I’ll ask Tessa Blackstone to write you a line about this if that will be helpful?

ANNABEL HASLAM

Yes I would be very grateful and certainly with the teachers here it is a debate which the Awarding Bodies would like to keep open.  

Just on another note I wanted to ask a question about Early Language Learning.  I am, in fact, although working at EDEXCEL now, a teacher and may well go back to teaching.  When I was teaching, the two things that struck me as being obstacles for teenagers were the lack of exposure to foreign languages in the media, (whereas people in France and Germany are constantly exposed to English and makes it much easier for them to learn English) and also the age at which we start learning a language.  Now I am aware of the Early Language Learning Project being run by CILT
 at the moment, and I’m very interested in that, and I know that the Government is putting some funding behind that but I just wondered what the future prospect is.  I’m worrying that once that project is finished it will all fizzle out and it will just continue to be the private system where people get the chance to start learning a language at the age of five.  I think I really do believe if you can capture their enthusiasm at that wonderful age where they are open to it, it will make an enormous difference in their later years.

MICHAEL WILLS

I can speak personally to this because one of the key vehicles for doing this is through Information and Communication Technology.  

Now schools have been transformed through the National Curriculum.  They are being given an infrastructure which is unprecedented and is actually one that will be, by the time we have finished, the lead in the world.  Now one of the obvious uses of this technology is to try and generate that enthusiasm, and I mentioned earlier the sort of teaching that I saw in Liverpool just two weeks ago, Italian for 7 and 8 year olds.  It is extraordinary what can be achieved - and this is one of the key areas where we can make progress - if it does make access to information and knowledge ever more easy than ever before.  Languages, language teaching, communication in schools, and I have seen wonderful examples in schools both primary and secondary with this sort of communication where they are developing skills actually through learning with their partner schools in other countries.  Now that is a wonderful thing to see and it is something I would certainly want to encourage in my ministerial role as one of the best uses of ICT.  It’s one of the reasons that when I announced these pilot projects at Key Stage 3, which I know is a bit later than what you are talking about, two of those are in language:  in a classical language and a non-traditional language, and we want to see that developed.  We think there’s real value that can be added.  None of these things are designed to be time limited and we want to see them developed and get the value from them over a long period of time.

ANNABEL HASLAM

Can I just say one more thing.  All these things are based on the enthusiasm and goodwill of teaching projects and they’re healthy and brilliant, but at some stage if you are really going to get everybody learning a language early it is going to have to become obligatory so the only people who can do that is the Government.

MICHAEL WILLS

No I am having such a good time today, this is the first time anyone has demanded that we should be more prescriptive and more Stalinist.  I mean normally I am being beaten about the head, that’s what I really say.

ALEX HUGHES

That balance.

MICHEL WILLS

That’s what I always say too.

JILL FORBES, PROFESSOR OF FRENCH AT QUEEN MARY AND WESTFIELD

I would like to ask the Minister two questions really which are associated but not exactly the same.  

The first takes on something Mike Kelly said about the relative provision of modern language teaching in the private and public sector at school and I wonder if you would care to comment on the feasibility or political acceptability of collaboration, particularly in respect of less popular languages (I don’t think French is an issue). 

Second I appreciate that your great responsibility is technology, but I would like to talk about people.  You refer to constituents in Swindon as having to re-train aged 40.  I wonder what the Government is going to do to assist teachers to re-charge their batteries.  There used to be a provision for so-called in-service training which allowed teachers to develop courses in subjects as opposed to with management skills.  I would like to know whether you have addressed the issue of sabbatical periods for teachers, which I would have thought were particularly important to most teachers who, after all, do need to remain in relation with the areas where the language they teach is spoken.

MICHAEL WILLS

In relation to your first question, I think this is very important and, in fact, we are working quite hard at this.  I think your question was, do we have any problem with collaboration?  We don’t have any problem and we are developing plans.  We have no objection to it.  We are in discussion all the time, we are looking at ways in which we can effectively collaborate.  Now technologies are the key here.  

When I launched these Key Stage 3 Pilots I made it quite clear that, for example, one of the things we might expect to see - and this is a competition, so people are bidding for it at the moment so I can’t, I’m afraid, quite announce the results just yet and not today anyway - but one of the things I did say at the time was that we would expect, for example, these technologies to enable Classics teaching.  

Now in the state system this is very hard to find, there’s not a huge demand for it but in a lot of state schools there may be 5 or 10 pupils who might want to learn it.   A link between one of our leading public schools which have very good classics provision, world class classics provision, it’s a traditional recourse for classicists, to link up now with technology for the first time is now possible to have proper video links which are not too jerky which are pretty well done in real time - where you can have 5 or 10 pupils in a number of different schools within an LEA area or even within several LEA’s.  These things suddenly become possible and these kinds of inequities and inequalities that exist between the private sector and the public sector begin to become changeable and this is something that is very interesting.  When you look at the difference, and there is an inequality between the state sector and the private sector, inevitably.

Money buys you certain things - but look at what it buys you buys.  We fund secondary schooling - from memory about £2,500 per pupil in London; a private day school costs perhaps three times that, that’s the fees.  So what do you get for that extra £5,000 per year?  What are you actually buying for your child when you send them to a London private day school?  Well actually when it comes down to it, it’s not the playing fields and the extra kit and all the rest of it, it all comes down to staff/student ratios.  That’s really what you buy, that extra concentration and focus, that flexibility of different subject languages.  

Now these technologies make it possible to bridge that gap.  We’ll never completely remove because money will always buy certain things and if you have got the money to afford to buy things for your children you will always be able to buy something, but we can narrow that gap through the use of these technologies and we want to do it, if we can, in part through collaboration between the private and public sector.  Estelle Morris and I actually working quite actively to see over the next few months how we can do that.  I am sorry if I am not being very specific.  We do have various plans but they are not quite at a stage to be announced yet but there is no objection, we do have plans and you will see them coming forward, in the next few months I would say - to give some latitude.  

Now on the question of teachers and re-charging batteries, I don’t want anything I say here - because I will be lynched or sacked - to be taken as any commitment at all on this - but it is something that we take very seriously indeed. There is no doubt that the teaching profession is in transition in all kinds of ways and we are trying to modernise it.  We are trying in all sorts of different ways to see teachers as a profession like other professions and that runs through a whole series of reforms from the General Teaching Council, performance-related pay, dare I say it, and all the rest of it.  One of the ways - and David Blunkett regularly takes us away for away days where we can think, blue sky, about all these things, and not so distant blue sky - one of the things we’ve got to realise about this is that teachers do have to re-charge their batteries. That they are professionals.  They are in increasingly, we try to refer to the in the department as learning managers, to give a sense of the transferable skills that they might have.  You shake your head but we are trying.  If, I don’t think that’s going to persuade anybody to become a teacher.

I was trying to give you an indication that we are trying to look at the profession in a more rounded way than we have in the past.  The sorts of issues you’ve raised are absolutely fundamental to doing that.  Now, as I say, I can’t make any promise to any definite policy initiatives but what I do want you to take away, I think your actual question is are we addressing it and the answer is yes we are.  What is going to be the outcome of addressing it in this particular way we don’t know yet.

HILARY FOOTIT, CHAIR OF THE UNIVERSITY COUNCIL OF MODERN LANGUAGES

In helping us to drive forward this new national agenda in languages I wonder if the Minister would like to comment on the role he sees language playing in the University for Industry, in the Learning Skills Council and the RDA’S.

MICHAEL WILLS

To some extent these are all going to be demand driven.  The RDA share a slightly different role from the University for Industry and the Learning & Skills Council which are quite co-ordinated and obviously the RDA’s will all have a very individual take on it.  They have responsibility for their own individual regions and the economic strategies for their own regions and they will all be different.  I mention, for example, Harwich where a Language College there is teaching Dutch, I mean you wouldn’t find that in the south-west for example.  I can’t imagine why any school in the south west for example would want to teach Dutch, they might but it’s highly unlikely.  It makes a lot of sense for Harwich.  So I think the RDA’s are slightly different.  

The UfI and the Learning & Skills Council will, to some extent, be demand driven.  Demand driven by the learners, demand driven by the needs of employers in the areas which they serve in terms of the Learning & Skills Council.  Clearly, it’s going to be an important area for the UfI but again they are going to be a market driven organisation.  They are going to have to respond to the demands of the learners they attract, but it is going to be important.  A lot of the focus of the UfI in the early years as I think you are probably aware does not involve languages.  They have a very specific set of remits on basic skills on sectors, the automotive sector, multi-media and so on.  So it’s not part of that it is going to be a secondary part and I would not want to mislead you but it is still going to be core to what they do and it seems to me that this is a kind of natural area where the UfI ought to be delivering material and there will be a demand for it.

HILARY FOOTIT

I understand that some RDA’s are doing language skills audits to see what kind of language skills they have over the whole of the sector and provision in a particular region and I presume that that is something the Government could positively encourage and would wish to do so that all RDA’s were doing that.  At least to find out what language skills exist in their own area.

MICHAEL WILLS

Well I notice that once again you use the word ‘encourage’ and we are happy to encourage although I suspect that what you are actually asking us to do is to prescribe.

HILARY FOOTIT

Encourage strongly.

MICHAEL WILLS

A good third way!  If I could just say we do genuinely strike a balance between encouragement and prescription and it is very importantnt that the RDA do do what they feel is relevant in their own areas.  Now I see the value in every RDA and they have to be outward looking, they have to realise in every region of this country that they operate in a global marketplace for the reasons we have been discussing.  These sorts of skills are critical both, as it were, in the technical facility but also in terms of the intellectual discipline that they provide.  So I would be very surprised if they weren’t a priority for every RDA but the particular form that they should take really has to be a matter for the RDA.

NAOMI SEGAL

First of all I would like to thank our two speakers very much indeed and then I would like to suggest that we have what I think they call in primary education a five minutes for wriggling.

CLAUDE WHEELER, HEAD OF MODERN LANGUAGES, LA SWAP SIXTH FORM CONSORTIUM

Why do fewer students now choose to study ‘A’ level French?  If I could give you some dates and comparisons.  In the 80’s in the La Swap Consortium (North London) we had three French classes of 18 students each.  In 1997/99 15 passed ‘A’ level French with grades ranging from As to Ds.  Last year or two years ago in September 1998 we could only fill two French classes for the consortium and for the first time in my life I didn’t have a lower sixth French form to teach.  In September 1999 we only have two small groups throughout the consortium and this composed of 12 students only.  Why such low figures?  New easier subjects are now offered to sixth formers so we are competing with classical studies, media studies and photography, to name but a few.  Students can get away with doing less work, obtain high grades and still get accepted at university to do a degree course, so why should they kill themselves learning a language?  There is a huge gap between a GCSE in French, Spanish or German and the study of ‘A’ level.  An A at GCSE or A* often means that a student has learnt his/her work, understood some very basic grammar but certainly not all the tenses, as after all the writing is very often in most Boards 25% of the whole exam.  So why should they?

Bridging the gap between GCSE and ‘A’ Level is a mammoth task and in a very short time the student must master all the tenses and other essential aspects of French grammar before tackling any ‘A’ level topics or getting them to take an interest in topics at ‘A’ level.  An ‘A’ level in French or any other language is a very academic A level which demands background knowledge as well as a solid understanding of the grammar.  In La Swap we have some gifted students but not always committed, so we have developed the spoon-feeding technique             by which we teach culture as well as grammar.  We help more than we should with the course work, we advise on the choice, we accept several drafts before the final version and sometimes when they miss the deadline we make them write at gunpoint in the classroom after school or at lunch time.  

It does pay off because we do get quite a few As, Bs and Cs but at what cost?  We teach the culture of a country when we can, giving up lunch times, after school and break-times, as it is never enough to recommend a French film, you have to take them there.  If you suggest the reading of the book, you have to summarise the book or highlight the section to read in the book itself.  The new examination: an ‘A’ level composed of an AS +A2 - is that a hope for the future?  We will start teaching this new exam in the year 2000.  The specification is such that any student who has acquired the knowledge, understanding and skills specified in the GCSE in the higher tier in the language can study an advanced subsidiary level, an AS.  So it means that it could be an extra option added on to the study of sciences, maths or physics, whatever.  

The introduction of a broader curriculum of four subjects means that the student can pick up a language at a less difficult level as in the first year at  ‘A’ level, AS, soft topics are studied for example the media, food and drinks, advertising, the arts, etc.  It will be less of commitment: a goal at the end of one year.  Students could be hooked and encouraged to continue, we never know.  

The modular system of units will mean more regular work and less time for outside employment and hopefully more involvement in study.  

My conclusion: all this sounds a bit negative; it’s certainly not a very good time to become a modern language teacher.  I’m not surprised it is so difficult to find modern language teachers.  Last week we interviewed for only a vacancy for maternity leave.  We had about 20 applicants and there were only two English nationals.  In the end we gave the job to a French person.  The situation is exactly as I describe it to you.  

I will leave you with this question ‘What could be done to help the present situation and how are we going to get the good Linguists we so badly need’?

NAOMI SEGAL

I suggest we go straight on to David Walker and questions can be addressed to both speakers.

Until a few months ago David Walker was President of the Society for French Studies and before that he was successively Treasurer, Secretary and President of AUPHF.  He is now its Vice-President.  He is going to summarise the problems and potential of French university studies.

PROFESSOR DAVID WALKER, Head of Department of French, University of Sheffield and Vice-President, AUPHF.

What I am going to do is broadly talk about the potential because obviously we have heard much about the problems, we’ll hear more about the problems as the day proceeds no doubt but I want to stress the point that from the point of view of what we do in French Departments preparing graduates for jobs is just the other side of the coin from what my colleagues over there are doing finding good graduates for the jobs which are available.   I propose to indicate the highly employable qualities which we in French departments impart to our graduates.  I have two aims in doing so.

· Firstly to encourage employers to keep on taking French graduates in large numbers, as statistics show is currently and has been for some time the case.  Statistics most recently published by Keith Marshall in the Guardian make the point that there are very low unemployment figures for graduates in French.

· The other part of my mission is to encourage more 16-year-olds to choose to do ‘A’ level  French and courses in French at university because they are a step towards more rewarding careers and to a richer life.  It is tough, it’s true, but it doesn’t have to hurt in order to work and there’s a lot of enjoyment to be derived from doing what we are getting people to do.

I want to show that activities which are integral to the study of French, subjects which are on the Curriculum for a degree programme in French are immediately applicable in the world of work because I encounter too many young people with parents and teachers behind them saying I really want to do French, I want to do languages but I need to do something else so that I can get a job and so they sign up for Law and Business Studies.  All of which are admirable subjects, of course, but we have to be aware or be wary of the mis-match that often occurs.  Students driving themselves in directions that they are not really temperamentally suited for, because they feel there isn’t a job at the end of a language degree and I want to say that’s completely mistaken.  The statistics and facts make the point very easily.  Now I want to say that and I want to support it by making the point that we are all as interested in the careers that our graduates get in to as the graduates themselves.  

If I may speak personally, I have served and still serve for a number of years on the Careers Advisory Board at the University of Sheffield and in this activity I regularly meet with distinguished representatives from local commerce and industry, many of them, of course, representatives of major multi-national organisations.  The dialogues this affords has convinced me that our interests are deeply cognate.  I am certain that colleagues who do this work in their own institutions have the same experience.

For example, we share the concern for the employability of graduates which was expressed by the Secretary of State for Education and Employment.  For example, in the letter to HEFCE on 23 November 1999: ‘graduates’ he said ‘need the generic skills which most employers demand I am therefore asking universities to accelerate the development of vocationally orientated elements within all courses.’

The point I would like to make and underline is that these vocationally-orientated skills are already there in French.  This isn’t bluff, it is a statement of fact and I’ll support it shortly.  What we need to do is speak more specifically, shout more loudly about them, it seems to me  in order to capture the interest of these young people who can’t muster the motivation otherwise to come and join us.  

The close fit between what a French student does and the requirements of a rewarding career emerges from a great deal of the research into graduate employment.  I shan’t go into detail on this because no doubt it will be spoken of later but you will have to take my word for it that it is the case.  I’ll be referring to one or two pieces of research shortly   Does the language get you a job? It’s a question that’s often asked of employers in the research that’s done.  Frequently, the response from employers is, I’ll give you a quotation: ‘Though we are an international company and largely French owned the actual language of communication is English’, or another one ‘We have quite a few dealings with people abroad so we are lucky that they can speak English quite well’.   Don’t get me wrong, I am not mocking employers: they have as tough a job as we do competing in a market just as we are and, of course, this issue of English is going to be debated in a Workshop later so I won’t say any more - other than, I can’t resist the temptation to reformulate George Bernard Shaw’s famous quip and warn that Britain and the rest of the world are in danger of becoming two communities separated by the same language.  

The more pointed critique of this pragmatic attitude, driven by the market and by reasons that Mike Kelly spoke of earlier, is contained in a concern that was voiced to me by a senior manager in GKN who told me recently that whilst GKN is a multi-national corporation and foreign languages are important it was above all “inter-cultural awareness” that they were looking for.  That was the quality in graduates that they were seeking to recruit.  Inter-cultural awareness: we all know more or less what it means, a sensitivity to otherness, as has been said earlier this morning by the Minister.  On a day to day basis it means the ability to see ones foreign interlocutor not as an alien being to be dealt with at arms’ length, but as someone with habits of mind and cultural attitudes which we must engage with directly.  In the global economy it is necessary to be able to adapt to cultural sensibilities and local politics if we are to achieve a meeting of minds.  One needs only compare the way in which Ford and BMW handled their respective problems recently.  Sir Peter Parker quotes a Chinese businessman whose words first appeared in The Economist: ‘You do not negotiate a contract, you negotiate a relationship’.  The problem with ‘muddling through’, with interacting through English, is that the other person is too often seen from the outside, merely as someone who speaks English ‘quite well’ which means, in fact, rather oddly.

And this intercultural awareness above all is what a degree in French provides, whatever form that degree takes.  Departments of French are the nation’s engine of intercultural awareness, I make no bones about stating that, it’s statistically the case.  Teachers of French are in the vanguard of this essential campaign for cross-cultural abilities.  Our pupils and students who begin by learning French are passing through a gateway that leads to all the other languages too.  They are acquiring the ability to go on learning, acquiring other languages and cultural competencies throughout their lives and careers.

What I want to do now is to show that employers who may not stipulate foreign language competence as a requirement of the job are actually getting it, benefiting from it, albeit unwittingly.  In fact they may well be doing more than just ‘muddling through’.  And perhaps there are grounds for suggesting that employers may not be fully aware of just how much foreign language work goes on in their companies, and this may be leading them to underestimate the importance of languages in practice.  To do this I need to say something about the context in which graduates work.  So some brief remarks which I shall gabble through here.

Firstly a number of factors have changed the situation the graduates are going into.  Mass higher education, with more graduates coming on to the job market, means that employers are having to discriminate more finely between various skills and competencies.  Labour market boundaries and boundaries within organisations have become less rigid and more permeable.  Graduates are being employed in areas that were formerly staffed by non-graduates for example.  And the most recent IES Annual Review for this year is entitled ‘A Diverse and Fragmented Market’.  

Now this situation is reinforced by changes within organisations. In large companies, ’downsizing’, ‘delayering’, the sort of jargon terms you may be familiar with, mergers, take-overs have drastically altered graduate career prospects.

Delayering leads to a ‘flatter’ organisation with minimal layers of management.  Flatter organisational structures entail more ‘horizontal’ interaction, so communication takes place with a much wider range of people.

The second point is that more and more graduates are recruited by small companies.  About a quarter of all graduates are employed by companies with less than 25 employees.  The DfEE report of 1996. And the AGCAS labour market survey for 1998/99 shows that two-thirds of   universities are reporting growth in demand for graduates from SMEs.  These are factors we have to take into account.

The consequences of these two trends.

Future projections show that the leaner manufacturing organisation like the small/medium sized enterprise are very reliant on upon key people within the organisations and on their personal interactions.  And these organisations tend to emphasise teamworking, with people taking on different roles in different teams.

Graduates are increasingly required to be immediately effective in this new business environment with no time to get up to speed, hit the ground running.  Now the point I want to make is that there is general agreement that degree classification and institutional reputation are not necessarily good indicators of the qualities recruits require in such contexts.  It’s a problem for employers recruiting to know how they can find a graduate with the qualities that the situation calls for.  

I want to argue shortly that a degree involving French is a good indicator of the qualities recruits require in this context.  For the moment let me point out that in this shifting and fluid organisation context French graduates thrive particularly well.  

This comes about by virtue of the phenomenon described as ‘growing’ the job.  It is pretty much self-explanatory I guess but it’s a good example of what the adaptable recruit which French degrees achieve in the new employment context.  And the adaptable recruit in the new employment context is bringing increased value added to these jobs which are often, as I said earlier, at the outset not graduate type jobs.  Organisational change is changing the nature of what the graduates do.  Delayering requires many more job functions and offers increasing opportunities within the flexible organisation, for the abilities, the desire and the enthusiasm of graduates to ‘grow’ jobs.

There’s lots of evidence to show that ‘growing the job’ is highly relevant to the French graduate.  As I said earlier, many graduates find themselves at first in jobs where languages aren’t required or are perceived as superfluous because the employers don’t make it a prerequisite.  ‘It’s very difficult to get a job using languages as soon as you qualify’ goes one quotation, but a survey of career destinations for modern languages graduates, it’s a bit old now admittedly but the trend it seems to me is undeniable - the survey took place in 1991 of graduates who graduated five years earlier and it showed that five years after recruitment French graduates not taken on specifically for their language skills had ‘grown’ the job, had developed through the flexible organisation to a position where they were using their language skills in pursuit of the firm’s aims and objectives and there is every reason to suppose this is still going on.  57.6% were using their language every day or occasionally; in 122 out of 177 cases the languages they used included French.  It is a clear case of added value; the employer didn’t taken them on for that purpose and got more and better than they bargained for.

It’s also a clear case for job satisfaction for the employee; because 60% of the cohort originally sought satisfaction in applying their languages in the jobs they would wind up in and 57.6% ended up doing just that.  

But of course not all French graduates want to use their language nor are their prospects limited to jobs requiring language to be used, and much of the graduate market is open to those with generic abilities, and I want to talk a little bit now about generic abilities.  My argument goes as follows.

The key attributes of the graduate recruit are ideally exemplified in the French graduate.  A little bit of exploration, if I may, to help potential employers as well as themselves, French graduates must be more clear and concise about their capabilities and their competencies and the departments that teach them need to be more specific about the work place relevance of the skills they impart.  It’s what the employability agenda is requiring of us, it’s also something that we should have done a long time ago; we are increasingly doing so.

I can’t go into the matter in detail.  Suffice it to say at the outset that students’ own perception of these, as it were, employment relevant skills is in my view bedevilled by arbitrary and misconceived categorisations.  We find them dividing - this is a survey of graduates eighteen months into their first job, called ‘Working Out’ commissioned by the DfEE, carried out by the Institute of Further Employment Studies - we find them saying they needed enterprise or business skills in the job they found themselves in and they needed traditional academic skills to a lesser extent.  We find them saying the enterprise or business skills often had to be developed in employment after they had left Higher Education but if you look at what these enterprise or business skills are – they are inter-personal skills, ability to prioritise tasks, time management, ability to work in a team, and at a slightly lower level of citation, presentation skills, leadership skills, entrepreneurial skills.  Traditional academic skills which were highly developed during most courses were, allegedly, least used by graduates when they got into their jobs.  But if you look at what these traditional academic skills are they are obviously intellectual skills, critical skills, analytical skills and above all spoken communication which is cited by almost 80% as the most highly used skill of all, alongside inter-personal skills.

It’s as if the university is a different world and what they do there doesn’t count in the ‘real world’.  We’ve got to get over this perception of divorce between two worlds.  The skills that graduates believed were most sought after by graduate employers were the ability to work in a team, inter-personal skills, spoken communication, computer literacy, ability to prioritise tasks and problem-solving skills.  All of which are our daily bread, all of them.

What the flexible work-place requires is inter-active attributes such as communication skills involving particular attention to types of written communication the sort of thing which are listed in the research.  Writing bullet-point résumés; drafting letters; producing press releases; summarising published documents, setting down in concise form recommendations and reasons for action.

A particular concern with types of communication, using the appropriate register, formal or informal, aiming at different types of audience and addressee, this is the daily requirement of the business environment.  They are expressly trained and assessed through the performance of these in French departments.  How many departments don’t use at some point Gérard Vigner’s, little book Écrire et convaincre for example.

We would add of course, nowadays, what goes on in French departments sending e-mails, networking via the Internet, ‘Netiquette’, for the dot.com world.

Study after study make these points, so forgive me if it looks terribly banal and obvious but I can’t - Mike Kelly was speaking about surprise - I registered surprise at the extent to which these obvious skills are listed as somehow special and students very often don’t realise or don’t derive the credit they should for the work they have done.  Undertaking formal presentations, the ability to intervene effectively in meetings and to participate in group discussions or informal exchanges of ideas with colleagues.  The ability to persuade others: clients and colleagues.  The ability to tell someone or describe to someone exactly what you want them to do.  The ability to take instructions from someone as to what they want you to do.  Making people understand as easily as possible certain procedures or certain data.  In the professional or workplace environment work is now presented via verbal skills, rather than by written report.  Part of the dumbing down that was referred to earlier.

However it’s a crucial skill in that case to have these things in the French degree programme specifically trained and tests in all these skills.  The various aspects of oral presentations, interaction, communication.

The other area is interpersonal skills, which again is precisely what language learning enhances, as we all know.  The interpersonal skills are often surrounded in the research by questions and problems because they are qualities which touch on what may be essential features of the temperament or personality, and they can be, employers accept, among the most intractable requirements of the workplace and by common consent are very difficult to develop through in-house or other training programmes.  But they are precisely what language learning enhances from the very moment when the student realises that when speaking French they can be a different person, the person they never dared to be in English and that being among French people, in a French-speaking context, brings out aspects of the personality that had been dormant or would have remained so.  We use role-play exercises, which are a staple of communicative interaction in oral classes and they serve very much to foster the development of interpersonal skills.  Activities like tandem-learning partnerships where the students work with a native speaker are increasingly a part of what we do.  

So what you get with a French graduate is not someone who is technically clever with the ‘paper qualifications’ but who is distinctly underdeveloped in terms of personal skills. Our graduates have a highly-developed ability to relate to, and feel comfortable with, people in all sectors of the organisation as well as a range of external stakeholders, as one employer described to me. They have been trained, notably by the year abroad, but also through interactions with such people as visiting Erasmus exchange students, to make and maintain relationships as circumstances change.

Now the other buzz word a frequently used term as a requirement for graduate recruits is teamwork: the ability to work as a member of a group, work effectively in teams, often more than one team at once, and to be able to re-adjust roles from one project situation to another, playing a different role in each team – not always a team leader.  They must develop ideas with others, including people from different backgrounds, engage effectively with others to secure information and bring about action and events.  Build up a network of contacts inside the organisation, and so on. I would argue all of these are staple activities in the French undergraduate curriculum.  If I had more time I would describe projects that my colleagues and I set for teams of students, and it happens all over the Higher Education System, to prepare dissertations or classroom presentations.  Sharing out the tasks of data collection via questionnaires, e-mail enquiries, face-to-face investigations, document searches; combining field-work with methodological investigations; writing-up the findings jointly; allocating topics for presentation, coordinating contributions so they fit together coherently, etc.

And all this in French!  Even in English it’s a fabulous preparation for the workplace.  A staple form of learning activity, teamwork.

So very rapidly then I have just a few concluding remarks.

What I haven’t had time to speak about are two very important matters:  the year abroad, but Alex Hughes will be chairing a session on that later today and another one, work experience as part of the undergraduate curriculum.  This is Mr Blunkett’s top priority of priorities, ‘Make work part of study’ is the headline of his article published in The Times Higher Education on 23 April 1999.  I would like to deal with, in a sense, both of these items together via an anecdote.

Louisa, a student in my department, spent her year abroad in a work placement, she is one of many doing that, some of the people work in software houses, some in the company manufacturing and re-conditioning machine tool equipment, others in the distribution department of a national retail chain.  The company Louisa worked for was a Language School.  It had decided that its commercial position would be enhanced if it could set up work placements for people who registered for its courses.  Louisa was given the phone book and asked to get on with it.  At the end of the year she had set up 97 work placements in companies in the Lille area.  She’s now completing her final year and she already has a job for when she graduates.  She will be working in Manchester for a firm arranging work placements in local commerce and industry.  I rest my case.  

NAOMI SEGAL

We would like questions now addressed to either of the speakers or both.

HEAD OF FRENCH AT TAUNTON SCHOOL

My two daughters are completely bilingual in French and English.  The eldest graduated from university last summer with a 2.i in French and Spanish with distinction.  She has found a job last week as a sales representative earning £200 per week and the girl is very disappointed.  This is what she has achieved after four years at university, a year abroad and a good university degree.  Just a job where she can hardly survive.

DAVID WALKER

The response to particular cases is always very difficult but I could have put up, (I have them with me in fact,) graphs that show the statistical surveys indicating that, for example, if you are a Sociology graduate the impact on your salary vis à vis relative earnings is zero.  If you’re a Humanities graduate it’s -3 or something.  The only people for whom the possession of a degree in a given subject produces a higher plus percentage in relation to average salaries are Engineers, Medics and Lawyers.  That’s three years after first employment.  A Modern Languages Degree, and in the vast majority of cases that’s a French degree, adds about 3-4% to salary levels.  Similarly, other graphs that showws the absolute, if you like, salary earnings of graduates eighteen months and then three years into jobs show again that it is only Engineers, Lawyers and Medics and one other category I can’t remember now, who earn more.  The feature of post-graduate employment careers in Modern Languages students is that they do tend to change jobs.  The average job change over five years is 3.2, how you manage that I don’t know.  The fact of the matter is, and its the point I was making about ‘growing’ the job that the Modern Language graduate has all the skills I was referring to, which make for rapid movement through and within and between organisations and the best thing I could recommend would be settling in for a while and then jump ship to a better job and don’t under-estimate the value of the assets that your daughter is taking with her.

HEAD OF FRENCH, TAUNTON SCHOOL

But surely, I take your point, but I think that is not made very clear to them at university level.  When she left university she thought that she was going to get a job fairly quickly, particularly with a good degree and obviously was very disappointed.

DAVID WALKER

I don’t know enough about the case.  All I know is the people in my department don’t come back with stories like that and nor do they from lots of the other departments in which I have friends and colleagues.

CAROL PIERCE, HEAD OF FRENCH AT ST JAMES INDEPENDENT SCHOOL FOR BOYS

After hearing this, I would just like to ask what exactly are the jobs French graduates can have apart from teaching.

DAVID WALKER

Well this is an example it seems to me, if I may say so, of the extreme modesty of people who are in the area  how long have you got? insurance, sales marketing, personnel, public relations, financial reporting on the Stock Market, journalism.

CAROL PIERCE

But surely if you just take French at university you haven’t got all those skills.

PROFESSOR WALKER

You pick them up.  The gist of what I was saying is that it’s a very rare employer who recruits specifically on specialist skills.  Obviously if you’re an Engineer you need to know how to build bridges, but we are not dealing with that sector of the economy.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

I would like to know if you have a long list of jobs?

DAVID WALKER

Yes.  I go back to the point I made earlier.  Five years after graduation in 1991 when the survey I referred to was taken, when the employment situation was much much worse than it is now, 2.2% of the sample was between jobs, not unemployed but between jobs.

KEITH MARSHALL, SCHOOL OF MODERN LANGUAGES, UNIVERSITY OF WALES, BANGOR

I can give you a photocopy of what jobs language graduates go into.  Figures from 1998: 26.9% went into business services, 12.7% went into manufacturing companies, 11.6% went into wholesale or retail companies, 10.4% went into banking or finance companies, 11.1% went into public community and social health service, 9.4% transport and communications, 5.9% into public administrations, 3.7% into hotels and restaurants, 0.2% into international organisations and 5% went into education.  I think that’s the case and these figures are taken from HESA and not figures plucked out of the air and, in fact, they are figures that keep on repeating themselves year after year.

I think it is awfully sad that people don’t know these good news figures and I hope that one of the things we can take away from today is that while there are things that we need to put right about the teaching of languages, an awful lot that is happening to our students both in school and in university is preparing them admirably for out there the employment field and they are doing very well.  They don’t need special leading, they don’t need special help, they are doing brilliantly.  They’re knocking the socks off the opposition.  They are not in competition against the Dentists, Medics and Vets.

DAVID WALKER

If I may just interrupt, the thing about Dentists, Medics and Vets is that once you are in the job you are stuck in it for life, whereas the Modern Language graduate moves around, develops their talents in all kinds of directions, in often surprising ways.

KEITH MARSHALL

I think that the trouble is, the first lady who spoke whose daughter was unemployed, it’s a very sad case but she must accept that she is not typical, and we must hope that we can do something for her and indeed that she will ‘grow’ that job that she has just got.  It sounds like the sort of thing that might have potential but the facts are, the figures are - and they are not dotty figures they are absolutely straight figures that repeat themselves year after year - unemployment rates are lower amongst people who do Single Honours Language degrees.  The lady from the IPA who asked earlier about the possibility of combining languages with other subjects in order to make herself more employable may have a point but you don’t need to.  The advice that I would give to students is that they should do what they are good at, do what they like and at the point when they graduate then they know what they want to go into, most of them don’t have vocations at age 15 or 16, or whatever when they choose their modules or 18 even when they choose to go to universities.  Do what your’re good at, do what you like.  When the time comes you find your employer wants you and the story is that it’s great if you’re doing modern languages, you’re in luck.

ANNE-MARIE HISLOP, FURTHER EDUCATION COLLEGE

I sympathise with the first speaker Ms Claude Wheeler.  Our problem is actually saying to students who aren’t sure that they want to do French at university to take French as an ‘A’ level, because the problem is that if they look at the results it is very difficult to get a good grade and the people who actually go for ‘A’ level French are those who want to carry on, because they say I don’t want to take an ‘A’ level French, I want to do Media Studies or I want to do English, or I want to do Geography that is if it’s my third ‘A’ level.  

I think with the AS level we really have a great opportunity and I would like to make really a request, as we have a representative from EDEXCEL here, but to the Boards because we have always in meetings people coming to say ‘Oh my students want to go to Oxford or Cambridge or whatever and we need to have all these good grades’, but there are plenty of other people who go to other universities and we need this AS level to be a real AS level and not merely ‘A’ levels, because we want people to see that at the end of the AS levels they can get good grades and therefore that they might be encouraged to choose the language for their further ‘A’ levels.  I think this is a very real transition that we need to do well, and I think the Examination Boards have been have to be very very helpful and realistic in producing some encouraging results.  I’m not saying keeping out but you know if the French ‘A’ level is actually in a way more difficult to get than another one then what is in it for the student, it is a problem so we need to ask the Examination Boards to be fair.

CLAUDE WHEELER

I agree with that because in the last fourteen years we have been advertising in our brochure AS level and we have never managed to enter any students because they start and it is, as you say, a mini ‘A’ level and hardly any different from an ‘A’ level so we never ever entered any AS levels.  We are hoping that with soft topics and that is quoted from one Board we belong to, that students will do AS and pass.  This is our hope for the future.

ANNE-MARIE HISLOP

Can I just say about employment that former students of mine who I have seen again after using their French are earning far more money than I am earning now after 25 years of teaching full-time in FE.  there is one organising a conference for a Pharmaceutical Company, there is one in digital TV and one working for Price Waterhouse, I believe in Paris at the moment.  But anyway they are busy working and earning more money than I am.

NAOMI SEGAL

The last two speakers come from the Employers’ Sector and I hope they will continue the good news that we have been hearing in the last session.  Natalie Lumby is a Recruitment Manager at Pricewaterhouse Coopers with responsibility for graduate recruitment into Tax and Legal Services and also into Financial Advisory Services on a national basis.  Before taking up this job she graduated in Modern Languages, French and German, at Exeter University.  PWC describes itself, as ‘an enormously diverse world wide organisation’ an organisation that is itself still growing and changing.  It is multi-cultural, multi-disciplinary and multi-faceted.  Natalie is here to tell us more about its interest in graduates in French.

NATALIE LUMBY, RECRUITMENT MANAGER, PRICEWATERHOUSE COOPERS

Bonjours Mesdames et messieurs, comer professor Segal a dit, je suis Natalie Lumby et je suis un manager dans le Service de Recruitment de Price Waterhouse Coopers.  J’étais etudiante de français et d’allemand à l’université d’Exeter, mais maleheureusement j’ai obtenu ma maîtrise il y a dix aus.  And so I think I’ll carry on in English as my French won’t stand for it much longer.

In the next ten minutes I would like to demonstrate two key points. Firstly that people with language skills can use their skills in an organisation like Pricewaterhouse Coopers even if they choose and opt not to use them on a continuing basis like myself.  

The second thing is that the skills learnt in a language degree are skills employers like us are looking for.  I will do this, if I may, by referring to some real life examples of what I have experienced and also what colleagues of mine have experienced.  As I mentioned, I graduated nearly ten years ago now from Exeter University and at that time I recall even now having a huge range of career options open to me and I looked at a number of very different ones.  I looked into marketing, teaching, finance and business and it was to this latter area that I found myself most drawn at that time.  I joined PriceWaterhouse, as it was then, as a student Chartered Accountant.  I then went on to qualify.  After I qualified I worked abroad for a considerable number of years.  I have done work such as run a Treasury Department of a subsidiary of Courtaulds in Germany.  I have done a number of due diligence company reviews within Europe, each varying in length from a few weeks and some much longer to a few months.  I’ve also worked out in Venezuela on a oil sourcing project for BP for five months over the winter period and there although I didn’t speak any spanish it would have been a highly valuable attribute to have.  

Then a couple of years ago I changed roles completely and moved into Graduate Recruitment, which is where I am based now.  I am currently responsible for recruitment into two main areas nationally into our business.  Into Tax and Le Services and also into Financial Advisory Services, which encompasses such areas as Corporate Finance, Business Recovery, Forensic work, Valuations and so on.  

But why did I join PriceWaterhouse Coopers and, indeed, why did 200 or so others also last year who studied French, or have some knowledge of French choose, and make the same decision as I did?

Firstly, what they were looking for was the opportunity to use those skills in the future and an organisation like ours allows you to do that.  Just looking at our presence globally within Europe, the Middle-East and Africa; 41% of our head count are based within this area, that’s some 50,000 people plus.  Also language graduates have a strong international focus and employers such as ours offer real opportunities for people to use their languages and also build on the international focus that they might have experienced at university through their year abroad, it offers them real opportunities to do this.  Our presence also in countries, like particularly France and Germany that were of interest to me, are very large.  Our Paris office is the second largest within Europe.  So I chose PriceWaterhouse Coopers for the variety of different opportunities of the work going forward for me in the future.  But also it gave me a huge number of different options in the work that I was able to do.  

Just to concentrate on our business for a moment we offer a huge range of different services to a whole variety of industries from Technology to Financial Services to Consumer Products and e-business which currently is throughout the whole business.  

To use a couple of examples, friends of mine joined with me who had a language background in French: One who joined with me in insurance is now currently working in Switzerland investigating the Nazi gold issue there and trying to return those monies  to the rightful owners.  Another is working  in the Paris Office and working on one of our clients on the Euro Tunnel.  Another is now in Corporate Finance and worked on the Corporate Finance deal with France Telecom accessing the Euronet.  But why are we looking to recruit people with language skills and why are they being used on such projects?  Many teams on such projects see language skills in graduates being as very important.  Not only do they speak the language but they are used to dealing with people from different cultures.  This reflects the needs of our clients who are becoming more global and needing people who have a very broad outlook and that is what people with language degrees have to offer.  

I have spoken about the opportunities that PriceWaterhouse Coopers has to offer but what are we really looking for in graduates?  Why did 6% of our intake last year of 1,300 people study French as part of their degree?  This is a very high proportion.  Just to illustrate some of the points that we have already been through earlier on, to do with skills that we are looking for.  Firstly we are looking for people with a variety of different disciplines.  The discipline is not what is of paramount importance when we recruit a graduate, or only for a very very small number of our graduate entry points.  Then we are looking for a number of what we call ‘transferable of skills’, ie we are looking for potential, not looking for direct previous experience of a role when we recruit graduates.  

If I can now just talk you through that list and give you a couple of examples of how graduates in French actually have very strong competences and skills in these areas which can be demonstrated in their recruitment.  Team work; this can be very well shown by French graduates, particularly for example during their year abroad, where they might have had to work with a team of teachers in the school that they have been working on to forge relationships with them.  These are pretty difficult relationships to build in some areas.  Communication is also important and this really, as has been mentioned earlier on, graduates of French should show in ample measure, both because of the oral part of their work which is actually part of their degree and also through their year abroad where they quite often have to deal with some particularly difficult situations which might involve a good deal of tact.  

Next Project Management.  A number of people who spoke about this earlier on have actually studied for example Joint Honours Courses and these might quite often involve working with other Faculties.  That often requires quite a good deal of project management to be able to organise yourself to do that.  Also a number of French graduates are involved in quite a number of extra activities.  They are likely to be involved with a French Society, be part of a French play and so on which all add up, and require a huge amount of project management.  

Motivation and initiative, well I am sure all of us are aware of the huge amount of motivation that is necessary in order to gain a degree of fluency in a language, so language graduates of French can very ably demonstrate that.  Initiative: - I’ve interviewed quite a number of students of French who have shown really a great deal of initiative during their time abroad in forging relationships with French people, for example.  Quite often students can get into the trap of just knowing English students when they are abroad, but quite a number of them have shown huge initiative in actually getting to know French people while they are abroad.  

Intellect, we are obviously looking for a higher degree of intellect.  This I think is shown very well through the broad range of skills necessary to even study a language degree, for example, it involves the study of language, it might involve the study of  economics, business, literature, culture and so on, these are a variety of  different things.  

Lastly, commercial awareness.  This is an area where I think French graduates often feel that they may be disadvantaged.  However, what we are looking for are people who are inquisitive about business and that is inquisitive about business in the organisations with which they have come into contact.  They have not necessarily got a strong deep knowledge about the latest mergers or a take-over that has happened in the press.  For example I interviewed one graduate quite recently who had chosen an option as part of his degree subject which was in French economy and he could shop talk quite ably about what was happening in France although he wasn’t aware of what was happening in the press.

So I hope I have brought to life just a couple of examples language graduates have inpessed me with in PriceWaterhouse Cooper and the opportunities that are available to them.  I hope I have also enforced why students of French are important to us and also why they continue to be so even if some of them opt, like myself, to no longer use them.

NAOMI SEGAL

Our next speaker is Dr Keith Gore the Director of Graduate and Academic Affairs at L’Oréal,.  Before taking on this role he was a Fellow and Tutor for 13 years in French Literature at Worcester College, Oxford.  Thus he is perfectly placed to represent the interface between Higher Education and an International French Company and I’m going to quote the L’Oréal sheet which says ‘that it is looking to recruit 

DR KEITH GORE, DIRECTOR OF GRADUATE AND ACADEMIC AFFAIRS, L’OREAL

I’m not going to talk to you about L’Oréal and I am not going to talk to you about recruitment as there is a person in the room who does this for L’Oréal, and she would be much better placed to talk to you about this than I am.  There would be a lot of overlap with what has just been said by Natalie Lumby.  

Let me just tell you one set of figures.  At the moment L’Oréal is putting all its managerial colleagues into a data base, it’s about three quarters complete at the moment with people occupying managerial positions in the UK, so the number involved in the input is about 450 people 75% of that is about 337.  A number of these can offer one other language, Africaan, Arabic, Hungarian,  Polish, Roumanian, Thai, Urdu.  German comes out very well with 78 and French is way ahead of the field as you might guess with 233.  These figures, of course, are to be taken with the greatest caution because L’Oréal has quite a number of imports from France working in the firm in all of these various countries but at any rate French is clearly the dominant language, as you would expect.

In a way, I can’t get away from the fact that I’ve been an academic for the whole of my life. What I have discovered essentially since I have been out in the real world is that it is remarkably like the academic world in most respects and that, in a sense, is very reassuring.  Perhaps you should be reassured by this fact because the discourse you get in the press and on the radio and television presents academics as having their heads in the clouds still and the academic world as not being the real world - well it is, believe me, and can hold its head up in any context which involves being real. 

 Modern Languages of course is something that is of great importance in the whole of this.  One has to take some responsibility, if we’re academics, for the fact that we haven’t done terribly well in many ways over the last 30 years.  In the good years, and I am referring to the 1960s, when Modern Languages and other Humanities subjects should have been up there and shouting and asking for more, we were not doing it.  We were still satisfied to scribble with a lead pencil on the back of an envelope, whereas the scientists, who were much more worldly-wise, were actually getting money, grants and attention.  Their work was perceived as important, whereas our kind of discipline was not seen as important.  That, in a way, has been echoed in some of the remarks that have been made in this room today about the irrelevance of learning modern languages with regard to getting jobs, to going out into that allegedly real world.

Of course the problem about languages is that you can only use them if you actually know them.  One needs to know what to know a language actually means.  There is a quotation I would like to give you from the Independent Education Supplement from 11 May by Ken Williams who is a Senior Lecturer at the Mater Daley Institute of Education, Williams said that ‘foreign language learning is often best conducted in a context other than in schools.  Research confirms that languages are best learned intensively over a short period of time by learners with immediate practical motivation’ and he also said that ‘we should cease to insist on people doing five years of modern languages in which some have no interest and for which they show no aptitude’.  His words reminded me how donning the esoteric debate in the parliament of the University of Oxford, the debating congregation, as to whether Latin should be abolished as a requirement for entry into the university in all disciplines, some people, mostly scientists, said that they had learned Latin very rapidly over a period of months in order to gain university entrance and had been successful, but had forgotten their Latin in about as long as they had taken to learn it.  

Learning languages is something that is with you for life.  You have to get a deeper knowledge  with any language, for it to be of any use at all.  Knowing basically means understanding, understanding not only the words but also the structures.  It is not only a matter of learning how to order a lager in a foreign country, or how to get to the station.  There is a lot of evidence about the way in which people can learn that kind of language skill without actually knowing what people are talking about.  I think what has been said about the level of English language spoken by people in other countries is very significant.  Knowing does mean understanding and we can’t be sure if we go to other countries and speak English that what is being understood by the people listening to us is actually what we’re saying.  

We could look at it the other way round.  Mention was made earlier of the disappointment of people coming from schools who are disappointed not to be taught in the language when they got to university.  Well, my experience is rather different from the experience being quoted.  My memories of interviewing people for entrance to my college in Oxford as undergraduates was that they sometimes complained that we didn’t actually ask them to do the interview in French and, if we asked them to write anything on a literary subject we asked them to do it in English.  They were in some sense indignant that they had been invited to write in their native language.  That suggests to me that the preparation that particular pupils from schools had gained had been skill in telling us what they had been told about something, rather than having a deep understanding of what they had been studying, that they could express, as they should be able to, in their native language.  

Language skills to do amongst other things with learning structures of language I was very interested the other day listening to the radio to hear a discussion about learning Latin.  It was all to do with a book which has been published, it is called “Minimalist: Starting Out in Latin”.  It’s by a woman called Barbara Bell and it’s published by the Cambridge University Press.  There is a mixture of continuous prose, there are questions, there are little glossaries and so on, and it seemed to me that it taught me not only about the Romans in this country but also gave one a very good start in learning the structures of Latin which means learning the structures of language.  The book is aimed at 7-10 year olds.  They apparently love it.  When at one primary school the proposal was to do away with this subject because of the lack of means, the pupils very precociously got up a petition asking that it should not be stopped.  The appeal was therefore made to grandparents to come into school and teach Latin. There are still a few around, grandparents who know Latin and who can actually teach it.  It seems to me that this is very significant.  

We all know from using our own language that it makes sense only if you can understand all the metaphors that are present, if you have some knowledge of Shakespeare, for example.  The Shakespearean metaphors that run through our language to be found every day in every mouth, even amongst people who, like Monsieur Jourdain, don’t know they are quoting Shakespeare.  The same goes for the Bible, and all of those cultural pieces of equipment that come to us from the past.  The same goes, of course, for people in other countries and, if we are speaking to French people, we can’t expect them to tailor or to iron out their metaphors so that they don’t shock our ears or actually lose us.  

Cultural awareness is fundamental to language learning, which is more than just a matter of learning set phrases.  So the question of what makes French graduates into good employees is to do with their deeper knowledge of the language.  Of course they need to know other things, but as has been said, those things are learned progressively during work.  Language teaching and language learning is not a mechanical process.  

I was looking at an article the other day which was about machine translation, a machine translation of a recipe for a dish, I don’t know what dish it was but it involved the use of avocados.  The recipe was in French therefore the word was avocat.  So this, you will have guessed already, was translated as lawyers.  You were told to core the lawyers and then to use a spoon to scoop out small balls.  I just wonder what would have happened if you fed the English back into the machine and translated it back into French.  I think it does make the point about the fact of the understanding of languages being what really matters.  A knowledge of your own culture and a foreign culture have to go hand in hand.

Anything is the answer, anything that leads to an understanding of the culture of a language should lead also to an understanding of that language.  In other words, Racine and Flaubert are not a waste of time.  There’s a critic who used to be much read, Martin Turnell.  He was much quoted with respect to Madame Bovary at one period in my career, and he completely misunderstood Flaubert because he applied references which were strictly to do with the English culture that meant that all the adultery and other such things in Madame Bovary became an extremely serious matter.  This is evidence that getting to know the actual cultural and understanding is not a waste of time.  Flaubert was not a nineteenth century Englishman.  A more recent example that of Germaine Greer.  You may know that she has gone on record again as being against underwear for women and I can see that there was a nude photo of her in the Guardian.  The assumption she is making is that underwear has been imposed on women by nineteenth century English puritanists, but these women are not the only ones who wear underwear in this world.  She was in other words making the kind of assumption that is extremely dangerous, because apart from anything else it is misleading.  So the question as to whether monolingual British grammar is a disadvantage to the European Community is fairly easy to answer.  The answer is no if you believe that in job acquisition some very basic language skill is all you need.  The answer is yes there are disadvantages if you want employees who can relate to their counterparts in other countries.

When I speak to French colleagues in L’Oreal I make a point of speaking to them in French unless they are very insistent in wanting to try out their English.  This makes it is much easier to get down to real talk much more rapidly and much more effectively.  

What strategies should we be promoting for the study of language?  We need to begin with English.  I am of the generation that learnt English as a language.  We were taught English language as part of our school curriculum, just as I learnt French, just as I learnt Latin and since I am part of the evacuee generation just as I learnt Welsh because there weren’t teachers to teach us other things because they were otherwise engaged.  That means that we need to raise languages very much up the pecking order in terms of the subjects we offer at school.

International language, we need to remember, is not always in fact English at all, it’s some sort of nebulous nothing that floats about not even in cyber space although it’s ceRDAinly there.  It’s a kind of international lingua-franca.  English isn’t a lingua-franca at all.  English is the language we speak despite what Americans might think.  I actually heard an American speaking about English as what she spoke and what about we speak as being British.  Well, to go back to Oscar Wilde, the Americans and the British are two people who are separated by a common language.  How true that is when you come to the international kind of jargon that is abroad and that is used in so many contexts.  Should there therefore be more liaison between firms and their recruiters and language departments?  Well yes and no.  That relates to the question how might year abroad placements be made more available and more attractive.  Well I would say three things on this and that’s where I’ll finish.

First of all, it’s far from obvious to me that there should be more links between firms and their recruiters and language departments as such.  The relationships are obviously very important with regard to people who are about to graduate.  On the point of the placement abroad, it’s not clear to me that they actually equip people for the kind of thing they are going to be doing when they get a job.  Of course they may learn business French, and may learn something about corporate operations in the corporate sector, but they will not learn very much in the year abroad when they are trying to cope with so many of the other things that we all know about too well.  These are basic vocational skills, and I think we do need to underline and insist on the fact that we are not involved in a vocational subject, we’re involved in education.  We are teaching people, as has been said already, to use their minds, to criticise, to evaluate, to know how to defend their arguments to other people, as they have to do amongst their peers and not just in front of their teachers in a lecture room for example.  

It’s worth, if I do have to say something about L’Oreal, finishing on the fact that the head of the firm, the Chairman of L’Oreal is in fact British.  He studied modern languages and then went and did a year at Lycée from where he was recruited into L’Oreal where he has stayed all the time and is now the head of a major international company.  He has brought enormous success to his particular firm and I can tell you from listening to what I hear around me that he is much admired not only by the British employees of the firm but also the French employees of the firm and that of course is something of an achievement.

NAOMI SEGAL

We have about ten minutes for questions before we break for our well deserved lunch.  Can I ask for some questions from the floor.

DAVID WALKER

I would like to take up the point you made about work placements providing purely vocational skills. 

It’s all too easy then to assume that the typist is nothing more than a typist than to suggest that the people you encounter in a work place are not fully rounded human beings with cultural and other interests and when you are invited to their homes for dinner you are not acquiring a civilising aspect.  It’s that kind of simplistic reductionist thinking which we have been bedevilled with for far too long I think.

KEITH GORE

There’s no doubt that when people do go abroad for a year they have to deal with a whole complex of issues which are to do with learning to live in a different country, learning how actually to express themselves easily in a culture other than their own, how actually to get about in a strictly technical way.  The amount that they can learn in the work placement is, I am quite convinced, relatively small and not necessarily the best use of their time.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR 

I would just like to make a comment.  I remember being part of a selection panel a couple of years ago where we were trying to hire teachers of French, one of whom had got quite an intellectual aspect, but her fault was that she spoke extremely poor French and when the panel decided to make the appointment the discussion centred around that person and she was discounted because of her level of French.         

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

I was very puzzled by the Dr Gore’s remarks.  You say that your applicants were surprised that they weren’t interviewed in French.  Are you saying that our students can’t express their own ideas in French, that they can’t analyse in French, that they can’t evaluate in French because, if so, surely we are failing.  You seem to say they could only regurgitate their own teachers’ ideas if they were speaking in French.  I don’t agree with you and I feel that I would be failing  if all they could do was to regurgitate my ideas.  

KEITH GORE 

Well let me put it in a slightly different context.  This relates to my experience, which might be Oxford experience and not necessarily perhaps typical of universal experience.  When Oxford abolished the entrance examination, we began to ask people to send in samples of their written work that they had done at school.  This very often came to us in French, and it was quite clear to me from reading these pieces of work that what students had been able to say was at a much lower level than their intellect actually justified.  In other words, what they were capable of saying in the language was much less than what they were able to say in general, when they were invited to speak in their mother tongue.  They should have been much more able to say what they had to say, which was much more than what they had written.  The disappointing thing is that they seemed to find this was some how unnatural, whereas what I actually found unnatural is teaching people in a language which is not my own, being conscious all the time of the fact that I mustn’t say things they might not understand because I’d get into trouble. 

 A very baby example of that takes me back to my own undergraduate years, when I spent some time in Bordeaux.  Being very short of money, I did some teaching for the Berlitz School and got myself into the most awful trouble because I had a pupil whose level of English was not very high, I was unfamiliar with the Berlitz books which I had to use, I was also unaware of the fact that the Head of the School would listen to what was going on.  I used the word woman, in talking about I don’t know what, and the person opposite me didn’t understand this.  I couldn’t say woman, c’est une femme, because that was not allowed and the boss of the institution told me off afterwards and said that   the only word they know is lady.  This is the kind of problem.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

As I’ve got the mike may I take the opportunity to pose a questions.  My name is Liz Beecham and I’m Head of Careers at the French Lycee.

What strikes me is that we are looking at the level of expectation here.  It seems to me a shame that you drag pupils through the A level process, as Claude Wheeler has so aptly put, and then they get to university and all the courses are in English except maybe one hour with a French Assistant during the week that it’s a shame.  These pupils have tried, they want to continue, and yet they’re not getting the input of French at a higher level.  I would like you to comment.

KEITH GORE

Well I’m not going to tell you about the whole of my career obviously but I can well remember being in an institution where we were at the end of an era where the teaching had been done in the language and there were people doing teaching of French literature, doing it in French, whose level of French clearly was not what it should have been.  The teachers themselves, in other words, were not at a language level adequate to what they wanted to communicate.  This works the other way too.  I know it’s a terrible problem because I did spend most of my career in Oxford, and when I went there 30 years ago the level of language speaking was absolutely appalling, I’m talking about my colleagues, as well as about the undergraduates.  Language competence has increased enormously by a process of taking it seriously without going to the lengths of using, as it were, the direct method.

NAOMI SEGAL

I would like to wind up because I think we are all rather hungry and tired but we will be having a closing discussion at the end after the workshops.
PROFESSOR ALEX HUGHES, DEPARTMENT OF FRENCH, UNIVERSITY OF BIRMINGHAM 

There are a number of us sitting at the back, who represent various kinds of university institutions. I think we would like to say that it’s certainly by no means the case that most students in British universities don’t have classes in French.  Our students, for example, at Birmingham, which is where I am a Professor of 20th Century French Studies, have slightly under 50% of their teaching in French.  They can also choose in their final year whether to follow options in French or options in English.  The academic staff taking part in this conference represent all sorts of different kinds of institutions and different teaching practices.  I think that it would be wrong to assume that one representation of a particular kind of teaching is typicl.  It is also worth pointing out that students are offered very different kinds of learning experience and kinds of learning and teaching at university level than they are in the 6th form and it is to be expected that there will be different teaching practices at university with different pedagogical and intellectual objectives attached to them, and this also needs to be born in mind.

WORKSHOP REPORTS

ALEX HUGHES, Reporting on the Year Abroad Workshop

Our group recognised that the year abroad ehances personal skills, skills of autonomy and resourcefulness, communication skills, inter-personal skills, and cultural skills.  People from different academic institutions were talking about the different ways in which they get students to think about the year abroad and skills and there are clearly all sorts of different practices going on.  One of the things that seemed particularly interesting to everybody in our group was that some institutions get their students to keep skills logs in which they chart over a fairly extensive period of time the extent to which they are actualising things like personal and cultural skills which they can then use to feed into their CV. We would certainly want to emphasise that these are real skills, it’s not just a question of rhetoric.  The year abroad is the flagship year in many respects of our degree programmes, and this needs to be framed and sold as such.  

We also noted that HEFCE funded FTDL Project is conducting a survey of effects of the year abroad on graduate employability.  We all have this tendency to talk anecdotally about how useful the year abroad is.  We are hoping that there will be proper surveys and there will be proper research which will intensify the case that we can make for the value of the year abroad.

We were interested to discover that the University of Liverpool’s Careers Service prepares and advises all outgoing year abroad students on their year abroad so that at Liverpool there’s very good preparation and it’s standard preparation for students going abroad whether they be traditional modern linguists or students on degree programmes like Engineering with French or Law with Spanish.  We think, not just because we are rather lazy as academics, that that is an excellent thing to do.  It is good to involve the Careers Service of institutions in preparation for the year abroad.

We also talked about the rather difficult issue of assessment on the year abroad.  It’s impoRDAnt for the year abroad to count as part of languages degrees and not just as something to be tacked on.  That raises the question of how to assess it.  How do you assess skills, and how do you assess work that’s done in the foreign country whether it be as part of a work placement or part of an Erasmus exchange programme?  If you assess the year abroad and you do it by giving work from the home university, does that deter students from acquiring some of the skills they might acquire if they were just studying or working in the foreign country?  UMIST has a very interesting model of accreditation for work placements and periods of study abroad which does focus on skills rather than assessed work that was brought back, so that that might be an interesting thing to think about.

Something that concerns most of us who have had anything to do with the year abroad in universities is a kind of increasing reluctance on the part of students to go on their year abroad.  This can obviously be explained in terms of student financial hardship.  However, quite a lot of students who go on university exchanges have their tuition fees waived and it isn’t just a case of financial hardship.  Those of us who’ve administered the year abroad have all noticed the phenomenon of increasing dependency, increasing anxiety amongst the student population.  It’s easy to say that if you prepare your students properly for the year abroad, they will not be anxious and they will embrace the year abroad experience with enthusiasm.  I certainly discovered that preparing my students rather more last year increased the level of anxiety amongst certain students and the more they thought about why they were going the more worried they were about it.  So I don’t know what to say about that.  It would be a shame to lose a compulsory year abroad, it seems to me, but increasingly those of us who have been Year Abroad Tutors are finding that there’s a certain amount of special pleading going on and people are being let off the year abroad experience.  

More generally, we were talking about the issue of schools liaison to encourage students who are 15-16 to think about doing languages.  We can make a case for the value of a languages degree with the year abroad embedded in it, but for that to work, there’s got to be close contact and exchange of information between people working in the secondary and tertiary sectors.  We were talking about ways in which this exchange of information might happen, not just at open days but during the schools visits.  

We need to think about the dissemination of information coming out of days such as this for example.  We all agreed in our session, I think, that it would be very useful to have quite detailed documentation coming out of today which could be disseminated to people here and to careers teachers, and put on the AUPHF website which is in the process of being created.  So we hope that today will provide information which we can all share and all use in our own attempts to make language learning sexy again.

The proposals we came up with were that it would be sensible if the year abroad were understood as a module which was squarely, or if not squarely then strongly, employment related.  Lots and lots of us are finding that we are being encouraged by our universities to have employment-related assessments as part of our degree programme and the whole year abroad can be understood in terms of employment related assessment and we can frame it and sell it as such.  

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

The feedback that came from our group with regard to “marketing” the year abroad was that we should not do so to the extent of diminishing what we actually do with the students with the three years they are actually with us at home - I don’t know whether that came up with you.  You talked about it being the flagship year we are offering.  How do we match those two things?

ALEX HUGHES

It is a worry, isn’t it, and one could end up saying the most important bit of a languages degree is the bit that has absolutely nothing to do with us whatsoever.  We were saying that we need to think about the year abroad in terms of the progression of learning and skills.  The year abroad needs to be something that follows on from the second year, and that is prepared for in the second year of language modules, and is drawn on in final year, and functions as an integrated part of a degree programme, rather than something that is built on or is stand alone because the more stand alone it is, then the more removable it is, which is worrying.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

How is the year abroad usually accredited?

ALEX HUGHES

It varies from place to place.  Quite a lot of universities are only now accrediting the year abroad.

NAOMI SEGAL

I think we all know from experience how striking it is that sometimes students’ French is not much better after the year abroad but in terms of their general demeanour, maturity and approach to almost anything we teach them in the final year they are so strikingly different and again, this is something to be explicit about because I guess we are not explicit enough about the benefits.  The year abroad feeds into a whole structure, and is not just to stand alone.

DAVID WALKER

I would just like to say on the question of assessment it is not quite so fluid as people may be led to believe.  Any Erasmus exchange is premised on the ratification of marks that the students bring back.  I think that is part of the aim in many institutions to produce a situation where anything students do, even if they don’t go on an Erasmus exchange, feeds in in some way.

ALEX HUGHES

I think that’s right, although, as we know, ECTS doesn’t always work in the way that it should do.

DAVID WALKER

The ECTS can be informally flexible in a number of ways but it does count.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

Is the year abroad always the third year?  Is this desirable?

ALEX HUGHES

I don’t know, different institutions have got different views on that, sometimes students have different bits of their year abroad experienced in different semesters or in different years.  The norm is year 3 but I don’t think its widespread and certainly people do make arguments about splitting the year abroad experience between one semester in year 2 and one semester in year 3.

DAVID WALKER

But again, to take up an Erasmus exchange, you have to have completed two years in higher education, so it has to be the third year.

PROFESSOR HENRY PHILLIPS, UNIVERSITY OF MANCHESTER

I think there would be a problem if the students had to cope with massive language problems as part of the year abroad as well as the cultural problems that they are subject to during the year abroad.  We were talking this morning about that link between language and culture and I think that probably the third year of a university course is the appropriate year for that year to take place.  This is not, of course, to suggest to students that they should not visit countries of their languages as regularly as they can, although obviously there is the financial implication, in order to help them.  There are all sorts of ways in which language deficit can be filled, certainly through face to face partnerships such as there are in many universities like we have in Manchester when people can communicate electronically with native speakers, etc.  So I think the third year is probably the appropriate year.

 ALEX HUGHES

We wanted to say something about the issue of financial constraints on students.  As the Minister was telling us this morning, if students go on Erasmus academic exchanges their tuition fees are waived in year three.  This is not currently the case for students doing work placements or students working as language assistants.  We would think it was ceRDAinly most undesirable for any student on the year abroad to have to pay tuition fees, and we ought to lobby to alter that situation.  

ANNABEL HASLAM, Reporting on the new 16-19 Syllabus

Just briefly to report on what we discussed in this group.  Key skills.  We’ve talked so much about key skills that we’ve lost sight of the fact that they are not mandatory and it transpired that quite a lot of schools are not going to be doing key skills.  We asked the question of what credit will universities be giving them?  It’s not quite clear yet.  Although they have a space on the UCAS form and will be attracting points, it’s not yet clear how much attention will be paid to them yet by universities.

We talked about strategies for optimising results.  Although the AS is designed to be taken at the end of Year 12, they still have the option of taking it in Year 13 and there was a concern of the standard being skewed from that, although the assessment team, certainly at EDEXCEL assured me that that won’t be the case.  

We discussed how universities will cope with students who have only done the AS in a language and how they will incorporate them into their language courses, because they won’t be beginners, they won’t be A level students, so what are they and what standard will they be at? 

We also discussed literature and a number of extra topics that students are required to study at A level and the role of literature in language studies.  We talked about different pathways through the syllabus, how it could be shaped according to your needs.  Whether you wanted to study language for business, literature, linguistics.  So universities are coping with people who have already got an A level in languages but might have studied different things in order to get that A level and that’s another thing that they have to deal with.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

What did you say about the literature?

ANNABEL HASLAM

Well I said that it was a controversial point because Edexcel originally only had one text to study in the new specification and that was rejected by QCA and I know that there were teachers in my group who said that they feel very strongly that students should study two texts or two topics.  Our concern was the practical implications of teaching them UA2.  AS students don’t need the literature so one may be starting to teach literature later, squeezing two books into two terms but it appears that there are strategies to deal with that.  We talked about reading, how people don’t read enough now, saying it was the digital age and books may no longer be the main media in the future.

NAOMI SEGAL

Somebody asked me over lunch  what we are going to do about the AS level and whether that will qualify for entrance and how many points are things going to have?  As far as I know my own institution hasn’t passed down any lead on that and I don’t know whether other people’s institutions have.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

We were told that universities have received tabulated guidance on the new qualification and how point scores would be derived from this data but it doesn’t appear to us that we will have this information communicated downwards.  I haven’t seen any at all.

DAVID WALKER

The gist of it is that a subject like ours which traditionally required an A level will continue to require an A level but the point score of an AS level will be allowed to contribute.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

I think we are told that theoretically it would take eight AS levels to be accepted by a university because of the points system.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

I was told recently at a presentation by a Head of Sixth Form he had done research and rung round lots of universities and it did depend which university, how traditional or how new they were and how desperate they were to get people in.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

I think we are all going to want to look responsibly at the new framework.  David Walker was talking about the bench marking and given that we are looking at bench marking for our own subject area, then the whole question of thresholds is going to come up and how these are to be widened and I think this is going to further sharpen our intentions around these issues.  I suspect that at the moment we are not moving quite as fast as we need to.  Many people that I know in the profession do welcome the diversity, and welcome different kinds of A level students reaching us possibly with a broader kind of educational background than we have had in the past.  I am not negative about this but clearly we are not where we need to be in how to interpret the new points schemes.

 HENRY PHILLIPS, Reporting on the workshop Counteracting the ‘Engish is enough’ argument.

Well we asked ourselves the question and we said no unsurprisingly but we tried to think as positively as we could about issues relating to motivation, to persuasion and justification.  There is personal investment in learning a foreign language and that seemed to us in some ways to be at the centre of the issue, regardless of what provision was made available.  You can throw all sorts of provisions at any level of education but the one thing you have got to do is to persuade somebody, to persuade a pupil, that it is worth learning a modern foreign language.

Now in the sorts of issues that we ranged over, we did feel that institutions could not bear the whole brunt of this form of persuasion.  There had to be some input from the general context of language learning but, surprisingly for me anyway, but unsurprisingly for many of our teaching colleagues, there was some concern that secondary institutions themselves, their heads and staff, did not fully understand the place of language teaching in the curriculum and did not fully support the time that was allotted to it.  Somebody came up with the wonderful suggestion that we should follow up this day with a day for Heads rather than a day for convinced linguists, so that this would be something that could help in that general consciousness raising.  We are convinced, but the issue is convincing other people and it was felt that that would certainly be one way forward.

We did discuss the issue of attitudes to Europe, although at the end of our meeting we had a view that we shouldn’t be so Eurocentric, but should nevertheless discuss the problem of attitudes to Europe and that there may be a European deficit in this country in a way there perhaps is not in other countries and it is quite amazing when you actually interview and I interviewed not long ago, if I can just relate this anecdote, there is nothing terribly interesting in this anecdote but it was interesting to me that when we interviewed for a lectureship in European Studies the majority of the candidates were actually foreign nationals, Dutch, Italian and French and they were so at home with European issues it was absolutely extraordinary and it struck me very forcably that these people live in Europe and they live Europe in a way that perhaps we don’t and there was an element of consciousness raising there to do.  Really linguists again should not feel isolated in this consciousness raising about the importance of culture Keith raised the question this morning about the importance of knowing a culture, of understanding a culture, a range of subjects in the curriculum can feed in to language learning which can help the attitude towards modern language leaning.  So the education of Heads and colleagues and also the education of parents is vital.  It was very clear from our discussions that parents were often the least convinced about the need for their children to do A level in a modern foreign language.  There is actually as we know, and as was said this morning, an attitude that other subjects are more ‘marketable’ as we would say and that modern foreign language learning was an extra to those subjects which would be much more appropriate for the prospects of their children.  So we tried to respond  in answer no to the question is English enough by thinking of some possible ways forward in which we could improve the situation.  

We did discuss the issue of technology in language learning.  Many of my students are much more advanced than I am in terms of handling modern technology, modern technology should be at the centre of language learning, rather than being seen as something out there that somebody else does, that we get support for.  There is a way in which we could use technology creatively in order to fire imagination in language learning but that raises the issue of unevenness of access to technology as was pointed out during the course of discussions. 

One other issue that we didn’t really get to grips with is the gender issue as regards modern language learning.  There is a gender deficit. I think that was really all unless my rapporteur has anything to add to that, I think those were the major issues which we discussed.  Certainly in terms of the use of technology, an issue that Jill Forbes raised this morning about sabbaticals for teachers, I think there has to be a policy of training in technology.  Technology is now accessible in a way it has never been before for all us, for us as individuals to learn and if we are to keep up with our pupils and our students we need to learn and we need to be given the time to learn.  So those were the sorts of issues that we raised.  

DAVID WALKER

One of the things about the importance of English is that the Web is all in English.  We all need English it is claimed because we can get on to the Web in English and statistically this may well be the case.  It is still also the case that huge amounts of material out there is in French and what we really ought to do, we do this already, is to present students with lists of Web sites that will allow them to navigate the Web in French.

HENRY PHILLIPS

I think this is important from the point of view of base learning.  It is the case for example that French newspapers are now easily accessible on the Web.  The Web should not be synonymous with English.  

NAOMI SEGAL

I think when we come to do our AUPHF Web site which has been in the planning stage for quite a long time it would be very useful to run that kind of information on it.

KEITH MARSHALL

Looking to the future, the Nuffield Inquiry makes no reference to the exploding global economy brought about by Internet.  Over the past four years the number of non-English speaking web users has grown from 10-50%.  We should be educating linguists  to exploit this market.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

A correction there - I feel fairly certain that this was in the government Inquiry.

HENRY PHILLIPS

That reminds me that it was also said during our discussion that there was a certain unevenness in terms of the information about the employability of linguists.  Some schools do mention this in terms of language learning but not all apparently.  So there is perhaps a job of persuasion to do.

KEITH MARSHALL

You mentioned the attitudes of parents to language learning and it was thought that they might be rather negative.  I am just putting together findings from a survey of about 2,300 school students, some are doing language at A level and some are not but had been doing it at GCSE level.  We asked them whether or not their parents had exercised a positive or negative influence and it was split evenly.  10% said that their parents had been positive and 10% said that their parents had been negative but it was not something that mattered very much.  On the other hand, they felt that politicians had overwhelming exercised a negative influence on their attitudes towards things international and things to do with language learning so I think that while we can be rude about the politicians we probably shouldn’t be rude about the parents.  We can actually be rude about the peers as well.  Twice as many peers in the sixth form were negative as well as positive so it is not really cool to be a linguist in the sixth form.  But the numbers involved were quite small.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

I think we have to target History teachers as well because they might convey the idea that France is something a bit different .  

HENRY PHILLIPS

No the feeling was very much that the school community was responsible for the whole curriculum.  One assumes that the school is a community and presumably as such should have a global policy on these things and not a discriminatory policy.  It certainly did seem to appear in some cases that attitudes to languages were not always positive.

NAOMI SEGAL

I think it may be quite useful to do an event such as this either for Heads or conceivably for parents if we had enough room for them.  The problem we had today is that we actually got a very small response from employers and if, as we originally planned, this was going to be a discussion between employers and academics it would have been very one-sided indeed.  I am absolutely delighted that we moved to expanding it towards teachers, because it has been a very positive exchange, but it is a great pity that we didn’t get more people to represent the employers’ side that we’re so concerned to communicate with.  We could try it again, but it didn’t quite happen this time.

PETER AINSWORTH, DEPARTMETN OF FRENCH, UNIVERSITY OF LIVERPOOL

It has been expressed to me several times during the day how people have found it valuable to have a dialogue about what’s going on in universities and what’s going on in schools and sixth form colleges. I wonder whether, in fact, we need to get in a lot earlier than we normally assume we do, and make sure that we are getting the message across to people who are approaching GCSE rather than anything later.  I also think that it is quite significant that there are quite a few colleagues amongst us from the secondary level who clearly have a very rudimentary idea of what could be done with modern languages as part of a career pattern.  We don’t seem to be communicating that kind of message as comprehensively or as widely as we might be doing, certainly in the secondary sector.

SPEAKER FROM THE FLOOR

I think it is a very good idea, in fact, that those of us who are teaching in universities and those who are teaching in secondary schools should meet more often and I think the earlier that universities get a chance to talk to our potential students the better.  I have been visiting schools throughout the last four years, I have probably been to about 150-160 schools in that time speaking to Year 9s in Wales, Year 11s in the UK and Scotland and sixth forms as well.  

BEN O’DONOHUE

Running against the current of what has just been said I feel I want to put in a quick word for the use of English in French Studies.  It worries me frankly that English is now becoming illegitimate as a medium for commentary on and criticism of  all things French.  I think we are losing something here, not least of all the right to have an Anglophone view on all things French.  I am thinking in particular, of course, that in A level now, only about 10% of the answers are in English for example and that increasingly in universities, particularly in the sector of the new universities, it is frowned upon to do any teaching at all in English.  I think there are one or two quite significant consequences here, and certain trends are developing.

One is that we are losing our access to French literature at certain levels.  In the institution I’m in, the only French literature that is taught is under the aegis of the Department of English Literature.  At the College of Higher Education I was previously in the only French literature that was taught was taught in the Theology Department.  I think that’s quite a serious blow for French literature and not just because that’s what I enjoy doing myself.  I think that we are giving the message to school children in the sixth form that unless they can articulate what it is they have to say in the target language then it’s not worth saying, nor worth being heard, not worth being credited.  One of the consequences of that is that many students in the sixth form, and I taught in the sixth form myself for eleven or twelve years before moving into higher education so I had some experience there too, become discouraged.  Very often quite bright people who are very able in the intellectual and conceptual domain feel inhibited when expressing themselves in a foreign language.  One of the consequences of that is that you get fewer and fewer English, I mean English speaking, native English speaking graduates in modern language to teaching at various levels.  You get increasing recruitment of no doubt excellent native speakers but one of the misconceptions that that creates amongst sixth formers is that to be able ever to do anything in French you really need to be a native speaker like your teachers are. Looking at my own four children, one on whom is in sixth form and another of whom is coming up to sixth form, I know that this has had quite a powerful deterrent effect upon them.  It is perceived as being an obstacle you can never get over because you are never going to be a native speaker and that’s what French tutors nowadays are.  So I just lob that in for what it is worth.  I have always been a voice in the wilderness on this particular issue, but I have never quite understood why we are always so anxious to jettison what I think is a perfectly legitimate right to have to have a critical stance upon all things French.

HENRY PHILLIPS

I’m not at an institution where a very large proportion of the teaching is done in French and throughout my career there has always been argument about that.  I think that it is impoRDAnt that students should be able to articulate views about things which are not part of their own culture in their own language and I don’t think there is any question about that but on the other hand there is an ambition amongst students to speak the language.  What drives students into modern languages courses is their desire to be competent linguists and although we should never lose sight of this idea, I do not regard myself as teaching a language, I teach a culture through a language and language is part of that culture.  I think that on the other hand we talked about transferable skills this morning.  We are encouraging students in their content courses to negotiate through a foreign language, perhaps not 100% but we are encouraging them to negotiate across a range of phenomena.  The problem is that language courses tend to focus on a particular of aspect of French culture.  What I think it’s important to do is to suggest to students, and this is their ambition, that they should be able to articulate things across a wide variety of issues in a foreign language but I think the word balance was used this morning, we should seek a balance on that and not throw the baby out with the bath water.

SHAUNA HORGAN, DIRECTOR, CAREERS ADVISORY SERVICE, UNIVERSITY OF READING.  Reporting on Career guidance and transferable skills.

I think much of what we said in our group about the range of transferable skills that students, undergraduates, have an opportunity to develop has already been covered and there is much agreement about that.  But we actually began to focus specifically on French undergraduates, on what’s the value added that they get from their course.  We talked about the bench marking exercises, a real opportunity for French courses to make this clear, to articulate this so that employers and potential students understand the skills that they are going to get the opportunity to develop and what it is particular about French courses that gives valued added.  There were also some interesting examples, really practical examples, of how we can address the issue of recruitment and improve recruitment.  There was one representative from a language centre who talked about a project to bring in employers, graduates of French, to talk about their career histories and to really motivate students and really increase the number of students they were able to take in.   So we focused on some practical examples of ways in which we can improve recruitment.

We also looked at a number of other areas and positive actions we could take and we began to think that some sort of national marketing strategy might be appropriate.  There really is a quite a misperception, it’s already been mentioned about the career opportunities for French undergraduates.  Yes French undergraduates, like all undergraduates, have a rich opportunity in terms of career choice.  Over 50% of all graduate opportunities are open to graduates of any discipline and that message simply hasn’t got through it seems and in addition to that we looked again at the most recent destination statistics.  Students of French generally do well, they go into a wide range of careers and that’s not it, seems, understood and accepted.  So we were looking at marketing initiatives and it was an interesting discussion because for the first time there was a real debate between all sectors, university, college and secondary sectors, and so we were looking particularly at how we could work together to introduce initiatives to market more effectively French undergraduate courses.

CLARISSA WILKES, UNIVERSITY OF KINGSTON

There was just one in house debate that we raised in talking about the uniqueness of what French graduates have to offer. Penny in particular talked about the need for French Departments to resist the split of departments into culture teachers and language centres.  Part of the uniqueness of what we do is teaching students to be expert linguists and to have cultural sensitivity values.

NAOMI SEGAL

Thank you all very much and thank you all for coming and I think this has been a very useful exchange of ideas.  We will try to go on doing similar things in the future.

DAVID WALKER

Before we finish may I say thank you to Naomi.  No small amount of effort has gone into organising this day and it is a credit to you Naomi that it has been such a success and a great pleasure for us.

PAGE  
1

