Report to the AUPHF AGM 04/05/06

The Year Abroad Working party was set up after the 2004 AUPHF annual conference with the aim of gathering and disseminating information about QA issues relating to the YA as an integral part of a four year degree. The first consultation of members on the YA took place in a session at the 2004 AGM in Liverpool. This discussion centred on the academic justification of the YA, in anticipation of a possible drive to eliminate it. This possibility seems to have receded. However in the light of this discussion it emerged that there was a great diversity of practice of administering the YA. In an effort to assess the current issues of concern to colleagues and to be more specific about divergences in a questionnaire was sent out early 2005 to Heads of French and YA Placement Officers asking them for information on the following matters:

Academic Workload and Requirements

1. What are the current work requirements for students on a YA and how are they assessed?

2. More specifically do any departments require a full course workload? (i.e.60 ECT credits)

3. Do these marks count towards the Home degree?

4. If so what weight are they given?

5. What sort of conversion scale is used?

Fees

6. Do universities charge a fee to students on a YA and if so how much?

7. In post 2006 world of £3000+ fees how are universities planning on responding to the potential loss of income?

8. Is any university envisaging a three year language degree without a YA or just one term spent abroad?

Work Experience

9. Do departments allow/encourage teaching assistantships and or other work placements? If so how are they assessed?

10. Do you differentiate in your degree titles between students who have and those who have not spent a YA?

11. Have you had specific preparation for fieldwork study issues relating to your ethics committee?

12. How do you cope with Health and Safety legislation?

Administration

13. How is the work of YA placements managed in your university? Through the School/department or through the International Office?

14. How have you integrated personal development portfolios into the student experience abroad if at all? 

Findings

How do the answers compare among universities? At our invitation at the 2005 Sheffield AGM, Dr. Sue Collard, specialist of the Mitterrand era in Politics, (French Year Abroad Officer) from the University of Sussex presented the findings of our survey and of the survey that she had initiated earlier around the same issues. The conclusion was that there was a diversity of practice mainly relating to academic activities required of the students and variety of amounts of resources allocated to the administration of the YA. It has to be admitted that there is a certain obscurity in the way marks are attributed in the final degree classification and that the way the YA is assessed is inconsistent. Departments would be well advised to ensure that they are fully aware of the advisability to have fully transparent and fair systems of assessment in place especially in the post £3k era.

Developments since Sheffield report 2005. The next step in our YA survey

There is no definite indication yet that the impact of fees will change the structure of language degrees this year so conclusions could only be speculative. I would like to share with you information about two further aspects of good practice: the exploitation of the YA for the PDP and distance learning. We are very pleased to welcome Ms Elizabeth Baines, Placements Officer for the School of Languages and Social Sciences (involving Europe and the UK) at the University of Aston in Birmingham. Before she talks to you about how Aston administers the YA I would like to brief you on my experience in Newcastle relating to the PDP and the YA.

Going from Sheffield to Newcastle I have discovered that there is a consensus in current literature promoting languages that the year abroad is invaluable and a key part of the learning experience for promoting transferable skills. Many language departments find their best allies in Careers Services in the promotion of the benefits to students of the YA.

Quote from one of the 700 reasons for Studying Languages

Language graduates have normally spent a year abroad. They may have done a work placement, or worked as language assistants. They can emphasise the ability to act independently, adapt and work in a novel environment, all of which are strong points to make. The ability to communicate effectively, teamwork, organisational ability and logical reasoning could be other key elements to stress. The Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services suggests that employers want people who can communicate effectively, work independently and in teams and apply a logical and analytical approach to solving problems 

Reference: 

Connell, T. (2002) Languages and Employability: A Question of Careers (www.cilt.org.uk/careers/pdf/reports/employability.pdf) 

See:

http://www.llas.ac.uk/700reasons/orderform.aspx      (03/05/06)

Yet this invaluable experience is not directly related to the actual academic programme where we have the greatest varieties of answers to our survey. While in most cases it was expected of students that they would enrol for courses (quantified as 12 hours and upwards) in the foreign institution many universities leave students free to choose, while some require them to enrol in language classes.

Since the last AUPHF general meeting most universities have allowed language departments to name the sum that will be required of students on their YA under the new fee system, usually the current amount, namely around £750. This now put forward in publicity in Open Days to students and their parents as being of particularly good value as opposed to £3000+ especially when there are other financial schemes such as Erasmus bursaries and salaries for assistantships or paid work experience.

The administration of the YA has also seen great changes and imaginative use of distance learning techniques via the Web. Included in advice to students are tips and key information from the very first inquiries in second year, enrolment for optional courses for the returning year, blogs for contact with fellow students, information about housing and choice of destination through to returning learner diaries for assessment and debriefing on return. The necessity of using remote channels of communication can be related to transferable skills development.

Year Abroad and Distance Learning: New Initiatives in communication. 

Reliance on Web Skills and Technology. Expectation that students will have access to Internet.

Quote from Nottingham university webpage: http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/german/yearabroad/general/  (03/04/05)

“The Year Abroad is an integral part of your studies and this website has been developed to help prepare you for it, to support you whilst abroad, and to debrief you when you return for your final year of study.”
Quote from the University of Liverpool

http://www.liverpoolyearabroad.org.uk/ (03/05/06)

The Year Abroad website supports University of Liverpool students currently studying or working abroad as part of their undergraduate course. It has been developed by the Careers Service with the aim of helping you: 

· Begin or continue career planning activities including skill development, access to careers information

· Apply for jobs, vacation work, courses and other career-related activities that students at the university have access to

· Gain support if on a work placement/teaching placement abroad

· Find out more about the country you are in including tourist info, job info and bureaucracy

· Get access to welfare issues

· Keep in contact with fellow students throughout the world via the discussion forum (coming soon).....
The least known answers to the 2005 questionnaire are around the impact of top-up fees, yet to happen, and much to my surprise, personal development portfolios. Although these are supposedly in place by this academic year I found that many responses indicated an ignorance of what was involved. Or this reason I have supplied some information giving more about the possible exploitation of the YA experience and the student learning experience. Many sources and the work of scholars and practitioners have been disseminated (British Council Learner Diary Pilot Scheme, Jim Coleman on Language Learning, Southampton Subject Centre, UCML publications). On a practical level I have one or two examples of good practice and ready made text to highlight.

See:

http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/Linguistic/  (03/04/05)

	THE EUROPEAN LANGUAGE PORTFOLIO (ELP)
	POLICY GUIDE AND STUDIES: TOWARDS PLURILINGUAL EDUCATION
	  

	The ELP is a personal document in which language learners can record and reflect on their language learning and cultural experiences. ELPs vary according to countries and educational contexts. However they all share common criteria and are all examined by a European Validation Committee which accords an accreditation number. More
- Principles and Guidelines
- List of validated ELP models 
	Aimed at policy deciders, the Guide describes how language education policies can promote a global and coherent approach to plurilingual education. The Guide is accompanied by a series of thematic studies. More
- Guide for the development of Language Education Policies in Europe
- Series of Thematic Studies 
	

	RELATING LANGUAGE EXAMINATIONS TO THE CEFR – MANUAL AND ILLUSTRATIONS OF LEVELS
	THE COMMON EUROPEAN FRAMEWORK OF REFERENCE FOR LANGUAGES: LEARNING, TEACHING, ASSESSMENT (CEFR)

	This pilot scheme is designed to help national and international providers of examinations to relate their certificates and diplomas to the CEFR. Illustrative material is being developed for a number of languages. More
- Manual
- Illustrations of European levels of language proficiency 
	The CEFR is a key instrument for establishing a European educational space in the field of modern languages. Its main aim is to facilitate transparency and comparability in the provision of language education and qualifications. It is availabe in over 30 language versions. More

	LANGUAGE EDUCATION POLICY PROFILES 
	REFERENCE LEVEL DESCRIPTIONS FOR NATIONAL OR REGIONAL LANGUAGES 
	


See also:

http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/portfolio/Default.asp?L=E&M=/main_pages/welcome.html
 (03/05/06

Welcome to the European Language Portfolio

The European Language Portfolio was developed and piloted by the Language Policy Division of the Council of Europe, Strasbourg, from 1998 until 2000. It was launched on a pan-European level during the European Year of Languages as a tool to support the development of plurilingualism and pluriculturalism.

Electronic news !

The Europass Language Passport, an electronic version of the standard Language Passport for adults jointly developed by the Council of Europe and the European Union, can be completed on line or downloaded from the Europass website : 

http://europass.cedefop.eu.int/
The European Validation Committee has accredited the first electronic European Language Portfolio. This e-ELP, developed by EAQUALS and ALTE, can be downloaded from their website: 

http://www.eelp.org/eportfolio/index.html
The above are useful as they put the YA in a wider European context having collectively examined common issues. They are a good source for compiling statements relating to acquisition of skills.

Conclusion

The tasks allotted to students during their year abroad may vary considerably from institution but students and staff need training to get into the ‘culture’ of maximising learning awareness.

Maximising awareness of the benefits of YA has become even more critical with the imminent change brought about by the introduction of higher fees. While it is too soon to make comments on their impact, the competitive pressure is on to prove that the student is getting value for money during the year abroad. However there is much more than finance at stake for the student learning experience: academic departments wishing to ensure and deliver quality courses that include a year abroad have an opportunity to do so. Often they are holding the key to success without being aware of it. These include an imaginative use of resources, maintaining good exchange contacts with Placement Officers and academics in sister universities, signing up to existing services such as the British Council’s assistantship scheme, providing consistent documentation for students and assessing the student’s work during the YA in a transparent manner.

I suggest to this 2006 AUPHF AGM that we should continue to monitor the situation of the YA while fees are changed. A further questionnaire in one or two years’ time would provide us with the information necessary if member feel that would be useful. 

Finally as the aim of the working party’s final report is to disseminate good practice to colleagues I have provided a copy of a statement relating to the personal development portfolio. 

Below is a sample of document from the School of Modern Languages Workshop on UG affairs relevant to the Year Abroad. I am taking our School as a typical Language department where French shares with other languages a policy on the YA and where the issues around the year abroad that we are addressing are common to other institutions.

Professor Máire Cross

School of Modern Languages

University of Newcastle upon Tyne

m.f.cross@ncl.ac.uk

04/05/2006

Report to School of Modern Languages Board of Studies, 22 March 2006, on draft statement compiled from Teaching Away Day, January 2006, University of Newcastle upon Tyne, © Professor Máire Cross (m.f.cross@ncl.ac.uk)

Aims and Objectives for the YA suggested by 4 groups

To enhance and consolidate:

practical language competence

self-reliance and initiative

cultural awareness in different settings

employability

to manage everyday life in a foreign country

to further develop independent learning skills

to develop context specific language skills

to develop informal and formal knowledge of local culture

to acquire intercultural awareness

to foster international awareness

to enhance linguistic competence

to seek and use the opportunity to develop the following qualities:

linguistic, disciplinary, self development, professional occupational and working knowledge, transferable skills.

to aspire to develop:

personal organisation

registers of learning from texts, media and research

intercultural awareness and openness towards other cultures

bridges between learning experiences of other years before and after the YA

Skills Statements for the Year Abroad PDP

1. I am confident in my ability to communicate orally in the Target Language (TL) in a variety of social situations.

2. I am confident about my ability to adapt my writing style in the TL to a variety of documents (essays, reports, letters, e-mail, text messaging).

3. I am confident of my ability to understand the written language of formal documents in the TL (e.g. school regulations, train timetables, rental contract).

4. I am confident of my ability to express myself with grammatical correctness in the TL both orally and in writing.

5. I am confident that I know how to conduct myself appropriately in a formal situation with due regard to target culture conventions.

6. I am confident of my ability to interpret between speakers of my language and the TL in an everyday situation.

7. I have taken the opportunity to practise my translation skills and have developed strategies to improve them.

8. I have improved my understanding of cultural differences between my own country and the host country.

9. I have consciously employed strategies for independent learning.

10. I have demonstrated self-reliance by overcoming an unexpected difficulty.

11. I am able to find and extract information, compile a report and bibliography on a given topic.

12. I can solve a problem in the TL.

13. I can understand and enjoy the performing arts in the TL.

14. I am able to conduct independent study in the TL.

15. I am able to adapt and respond to changing situations.

16. I am able to pursue knowledge and awareness outside the university/school/work context.

17. I can work effectively under pressure in an unfamiliar context.

18. I can hone my intercultural awareness to the completion of determinate tasks.

19. I can organise my learning time effectively as a result of being abroad.

20. I have learnt to adapt my behaviour to take into account cultural differences in gender relations.

