Rt Hon David Willetts MP

House of Commons

London

SW1A 0AA

24 March 2011 

Dear Mr Willetts

I am writing on behalf of the Association of University Professors and Heads of French (AUPHF), to voice our concerns about the status of the year abroad segment of modern language degrees under the new fee regime from 2012.  Most of us work within institutions where a period of study abroad is a crucial component in the acquisition of university-validated language skills.  As you yourself have influentially stated, in 2010: ‘There has to be time overseas doing a programme which a British university recognises and validates.  It would enrich the outlook of British students and make them more employable’.

Already, too few UK graduates currently undertake work and study abroad. Over recent years, while the number of participants in the EU’s ERASMUS student exchange scheme continues to expand, UK participation has consistently fallen.  Work and study abroad do not just enhance language skills; they also add immeasurably to academic knowledge and intercultural insight.  For young people from less advantaged backgrounds, the year abroad offers important opportunities to broaden their linguistic and cultural horizons, thus facilitating equal opportunities.  It is during this period that many students collect valuable data in the field for final-year projects.  It is also important to stress that employability is enhanced: skills gained abroad play a part in securing first and subsequent jobs for over 70% of language graduates, and skills gained during work and study abroad prove to be useful at work for 90% of language graduates.  Our worry is that, under the new fee tuition fee regime, four-year courses will be less attractive in view of their implications for student debt.

This is an urgent issue, given the fact that current Year 12 students - those who will seek admission in 2012 - are already attending university Open Days and asking for clarification on these matters.  Given the undoubted value of study abroad, it is very important to minimise the obstacles to students who might wish to undertake it.  In particular, we would like to propose that BIS should consider establishing a national system of student bursaries to offset the additional costs to students.  BIS and the funding councils should also consider how they might assist university departments, which incur substantial costs in managing student work and study abroad, especially where work placements are involved.  These costs are recognised in the current funding arrangements, and it is important that they should continue to be recognized under the new arrangements.

We would like, then, to request assurances that you will continue to support and promote the year abroad as a crucial element of MFL-related degrees.  In addition, could you confirm that subject associations such as AUPHF and UCML will be fully consulted before any final decisions are made?

We look forward to hearing from you.

With best wishes,

Professor Mary Bryden

President, Association of University Professors and Heads of French (AUPHF)

