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Language Strategy: The Implications for Higher Education
A briefing document for the Subject Centre Advisory Board, 21 January 2003
The government’s Language Strategy for England was published on 18 December 2002. (“Languages for All: Languages for Life. A Strategy for England.” 44pp. London: Department for Education and Skills, 2002, available on the DfES website, http://www.dfes.gov.uk/languagesstrategy/). The following is a brief summary of the main implications for higher education in the strategy document. It does not seek to offer opinions on the contents of the strategy. Textual extracts are given in italics with page number in parentheses.
Broad aims of the strategy
Introducing the strategy, the Minister, Baroness Catherine Ashton, sets out her concept of the importance of languages. She argues that:
The ability to understand and communicate in other languages is increasingly important in our society and in the global economy. Languages contribute to the cultural and linguistic richness of our society, to personal fulfilment, mutual understanding, commercial success and international trade and global citizenship. (4) 
Recognising the need to transform the country’s capability, the declared purpose of the strategy is to achieve a step change in language competence and change the country’s attitude to teaching and learning foreign languages (12). In principle, this is a broadly inclusive aspiration:
We all have an important part to play in transforming the country’s capability in languages – as learners, teachers, headteachers, lecturers, further and higher education institutions, employers, training providers, local and central Government, and language speakers within our communities. (14)
The main focus of the strategy is on school education. In particular, primary school language learning is to be made available on a voluntary basis to all pupils from the age of 7 by the end of the decade. The decision to make languages optional after the age of 14 is confirmed (26). However, the school focus is set in a wider context:
Languages are a lifelong skill – to be used in business and for pleasure, to open up avenues of communication and exploration, and to promote, encourage and instil a broader cultural understanding. To achieve this any strategy must look beyond the classroom to maximise and promote opportunities for language learning through community resources and family learning, at further and higher education, adult learning and the world of work. (5)
HE Languages
The decline in student numbers at degree level is noted, with fewer than 3% of students in 2000/01 enrolled on first degree courses studying language subjects (11). There are no comments or proposals in respect of the decline, but HE is invited to make more effort to encourage students to maintain and develop their language competences as part of their lifelong learning:
Further and Higher Education FE and HE Institutions will need to build on their good work with students to promote the advantages that taking up a further education course, joint degree or a languages element in their degree would bring to their portfolio of skills and future employability. (30)
This will require some further diversification of provision:
If languages are to be embedded within lifelong learning more young people must be encouraged to study languages in post-16 and further and higher education. There must be more diverse language provision in FE, HE and work-based learning, including the opportunity to study language units alongside courses in other subjects. (11)
The success of language graduates in gaining employment is noted:
Language graduates score high on employability compared to graduates of other disciplines and studying languages alongside another degree subject can also enhance job prospects. Language graduates have lower unemployment rates (5.8%) than a number of other subject areas, including Engineering/Technology (8%), Computing (11.9%) and Media Studies (10.8%). The top five job areas that graduates work in are Property, Business and Research Activities (19.3%), Health and Social Work (14.7%), Education (11.5%),Wholesale/Retail (11%) and Manufacturing (8.7%). (13)
Studying and working abroad is seen as an important means of encouraging language learning, and a number of measures are mentioned, aimed at providing incentives for more student exchanges to take place.
The aim is for a broader range of students to experience the benefits of studying or working abroad. Fees and student support arrangements have been simplified further so that students going abroad are entitled to extra money through an additional loan supplement. For the next academic year, HEFCE has agreed to fairer fee compensation arrangements for Socrates-Erasmus students. This incentive will encourage higher education institutions to send and receive more Socrates-Erasmus students. (31)
What HE can do to support language teaching in other sectors
Further Education and Higher Education are seen as sharing a similar mission to follow up work done in schools and also to give support to schools:
We need FE and HE Institutions to work with students to promote the advantages and social, cultural and economic value of taking a further education course, a joint degree or a languages element in their degree. We also encourage FE and HE Institutions to work with local schools in support of the strategy. This might include sharing staff expertise, resources and specialist facilities and encouraging students to support language teaching in schools, thus providing opportunities for them to gain new skills and experience. (7)
In practical terms, higher education is invited to work with local schools in support of the National Languages Strategy, sharing staff expertise, resources and specialist facilities, for example (30). Recent Lingua projects in this area are singled out as examples of how university language resources can be made available to local language learners (37). 
HE can also contribute to strengthening public language learning by involving people with strong language skills, including language undergraduates; in support of school-based learning. They can encourage their students to support language teaching in schools, thus providing opportunities for them to gain new skills and experience (30). This is likely to be supported by a scheme, currently being piloted, to enable undergraduates to accumulate credits towards postgraduate teacher training qualifications.
There will be more opportunities and incentives for language undergraduates to work in schools. An Undergraduate Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) Credits pilot scheme and a Teacher Associates pilot scheme are currently being funded. They provide opportunities for undergraduates to work in schools and experience teaching first hand. The Undergraduate QTS Credits scheme allows students to accumulate and transfer credit towards the QTS Standards as part of a Postgraduate Programme. Priority is given to places in shortage subjects, which include languages. Subject to the outcomes of the pilot schemes, these additional capacity building routes will be maximised. (32)
There is a commitment to revitalising the language assistant programme, and although the actions described concern only incoming assistants, there may be a resulting increase in outgoing places.
HE should also contribute by offering wider language learning opportunities, alongside business, parents and the broader community. (9,16) The model for this is the Open University, which will have a continued role to play as a collaborator, deliverer of courses to adults and in HE generally, and as a producer of e-materials and learning packages. (30)
What HE can do to support language teachers
Teacher training is also an important responsibility for higher education, since the pace of change in schools depends on increasing the supply of trained teachers and others with language expertise, including teacher assistants, language undergraduates and the many native speakers within business and the community (11).
There will be an increased number of places for language teacher trainees, especially at primary school level, but also at Advanced Teacher level and in the Graduate Teacher Programme. A range of new and existing in-service schemes are identified, in which higher education will have a significant role as provider:
Teachers should be encouraged to take advantage of existing professional development opportunities, such as Professional Bursaries for teachers in their 4th and 5th years of teaching, Best Practice Research Scholarships, sabbaticals for teachers with five years experience or more in schools facing challenging circumstances and Teachers International Professional Development. Higher Education Institutions will have a major role to play in such teacher training and professional development. (19)
New lower-level qualifications are also envisaged, for Higher Level Teaching Assistants, and for Teaching a Foreign Language, in which HE might have a role to play. 
Partnerships and networks 
Partnership is a key theme, and higher education is encouraged to form partnerships with others to promote language learning. This is part of the process of spreading good practice:
At a local level there is a broad range of imaginative language learning opportunities provided by schools, community members, further and higher education institutions, LEAs, training institutions and business. We want to harness good practice and connect these up so that collectively they will have maximum impact on language learning. (8)
It is also a means of breaking down barriers between sectors, reducing the isolation of some schools, and sharing facilities.
Too many schools and teachers are working in isolation, without access to support networks. There needs to be greater collaboration between schools and with further and higher education institutions to embed and extend best practice across the primary and secondary curriculum and to share specialist facilities and resources. (12)
There is emphasis on regional developments, which are likely to build on existing arrangements, including Comenius Centres. Higher education will be encouraged to contribute more strongly to Regional Languages Networks, currently being developed by the Languages NTO. There are also plans for a series of new Virtual Language Communities, based on greater use of technological and e-learning approaches to language learning. 
At a local level there is a broad range of imaginative language learning opportunities provided by schools, community members, further and higher education institutions, LEAs, training institutions and business. We want to connect these up and give them impetus, so that collectively they will have maximum impact on language learning. (41)
New system of certification
One of the key features of the strategy is a new system of certification to provide more fine-grained recognition for progress in language learning, particularly at stages up to the equivalent of A-level. The system is a voluntary one, calibrated to the Common European Framework and the European Language Portfolio. Higher education will be invited to adopt it, since the new recognition system will provide an opportunity for students to receive formal accreditation for the language skills they acquire (30).
Funding and organisation
The Strategy will be supported by dedicated investment, which will rise to £10m per year by 2005-06 (42). The extra funding will have to cover the introduction of the primary entitlement, the development of the recognition scheme, and increasing teacher supply, as well as professional development and training and related matters. Funds will also be available to develop international partnerships.
The government’s recent decision to subscribe to the Council of Europe Centre for Modern language at Graz is noted, and two organizational innovations are proposed. CILT and LNTO will be merged in April 2003 into a new UK Centre of Expertise for Languages. Its remit will cover all sectors, but the major part of its funding will be focused on schools with 60% earmarked for secondary sector. A new National Director for Languages will be appointed from September 2003 to deliver the strategy, with a principal focus on the primary languages initiative.
The contribution of higher education to achieving the aims of the strategy will be clearly stated, and included as part of the terms under which HE is funded. The Secretary of State’s grant letter to the Higher Education Funding Council for England for 2003-04 will set out his expectation of the positive contribution that higher education institutions can make to the strategy. (31) This will apply to funding for 2003-4, and it will then be a matter in turn for HEFCE to decide how institutions should meet this expectation.
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