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Our mandate from the Nuffield Foundation, to look at the UK’s capability in
languages and to report on what we need to do as a nation to improve it, was
timely. Every day we are confronted by evidence that we live in a shrinking
world. The breaking down of international barriers, a process which will move
much further and faster in the course of this new century, has placed a premium
on our ability to talk to our neighbours in the global village.

The UK has no automatic monopoly on political or economic success. In a
world of alliances and partnerships we need to understand where others are
coming from. In a competitive world we cannot afford to be without strong
and complete skills: no skills – no jobs. The need to strengthen our children’s
literacy, numeracy and technology skills is clear and we support it. Side by side
with these should go the ability to communicate across cultures. It too is a key
skill.

There is, however, a challenge here. The situation is greatly complicated by the
global role of English, now essentially the language of international science, law,
banking, technology and much else. Our partners, whether in Europe or East
Asia, have moved fast to recognise this. A dry analysis might say that we could
rest on that. But, in a complex and disparate world in which modern com-
munications have transformed personal contact across boundaries, is English
really enough?
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In our view it is not. Capability in other languages – a much broader range than
hitherto and in greater depth – is crucially important for a flourishing UK. The
scale of what needs to be done has become ever more striking as our work has
gone on. At the moment, by any reliable measure, we are doing badly. We talk
about communication but don’t always communicate. There is enthusiasm for
languages but it is patchy. Educational provision is fragmented, achievement
poorly measured, continuity not very evident. In the language of our time,
there is a lack of joined-up thinking.

The UK needs a change of policy and practice to fit us for the new millennium.
We want to see language skills built into the culture and practice of British
business. One way or another we must give our children a better start with
languages and equip them to go on learning them through life. We should make
the maximum use of the opportunities opened up by European links and
funding. We need to aim higher and deliver better. In practical terms, this
demands a coherent national strategy for languages, reflected (and earning its
place) in our changing educational curriculum and driven with determination.

Things may not be good and it may not be possible to put them right imme-
diately but we hope to have launched a process. We can and must do better.
The potential is there – there are excellent initiatives on which to draw and
build, achievements to be developed and rewarded. Technology opens an
extraordinary range of new possibilities. Both of us emerge with renewed
respect for those who have committed themselves to excellence in language
and with a desire to see higher standards yet.

A new and frank view is needed and we have tried to be rigorous in focusing
on the issues that matter, drawing on a wide range of evidence and listening
carefully. Not all our recommendations will be welcome but we expect them
to be examined seriously.

5

FOREWORD

Trevor McDonald John Boyd



English is not enough
We are fortunate to speak a global language but, in a smart and com-
petitive world, exclusive reliance on English leaves the UK vulnerable and
dependent on the linguistic competence and the goodwill of others.

People are looking for leadership to improve the nation’s capability in languages
Attitudes have become markedly more positive in recent years and
languages are now seen as much more important, especially among
young professionals.

Young people from the UK are at a growing disadvantage in the recruitment market
The UK workforce suffers from a chronic shortage of people at all levels
with usable language skills. Companies increasingly need personnel with
technical or professional skills plus another language and often their only
option is to recruit native speakers of other languages. Mobility of
employment is in danger of becoming the preserve of people from other
countries.

The UK needs competence in many languages – not just French – but the education
system is not geared to achieve this

Schools and colleges do not provide an adequate range of languages
and levels of competence for the future. Curricular, financial and staffing
pressures mean that we teach a narrowing range of languages, at a time
when we should be doing the opposite.

The government has no coherent approach to languages
There are many positive developments relating to languages in education
and other areas of the government, but the scene remains a patchwork
of often unrelated initiatives. There is no rational path of learning from
primary school to university and beyond and investments in one sector
are rarely exploited in another.

In spite of parental demand, there is still no UK-wide agenda for children to start
languages early

There is a widespread public perception, backed by research, that
learning another language needs to start earlier if the next generation is
to achieve higher standards. An early start to language learning also
enhances literacy, citizenship and intercultural tolerance.

6 Languages: the next generation

MAIN

findings

EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY



EXECUTIVE summary

Secondary school pupils lack motivation or direction
While more pupils now learn a language to age 16 than ever before, too
few leave school with an adequate level of operational competence.
Current provision does not motivate and too many pupils, also lacking
positive messages about languages from outside the classroom, see
language learning as irrelevant.

Nine out of ten children stop learning languages at 16
The current provision for 16–19 year olds is not broad enough to keep
pace with individual or national needs. Most young people are faced with
the harsh choice at 16 of either specialising in languages or giving them
up. Moves to broaden the post-16 curriculum are welcome but more
radical changes are needed.

University language departments are closing, leaving the sector in deep crisis
Higher education is trying to run an ambitious 21st century programme for
languages but is hamstrung by outdated funding and management
structures which mainly reward specialism and traditional areas of
research. Provision is uncoordinated nationally with little apparent regard
for the long-term consequences.

Adults are keen to learn languages but are badly served by an impoverished
system

The government’s recent recognition of the importance of lifelong learn-
ing is timely. The absence of coherence in the current language provision
for adults, together with a hostile funding regime, has led to decline in
what should be a key sector.

The UK desperately needs more language teachers
The shortage of teachers, which is now acute and damaging the quality
of provision in schools and colleges, is creating a vicious circle of inad-
equate supply. Meanwhile, university departments which train language
teachers are threatened with closure.
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Designate languages a key skill
Languages, by virtue of their direct contribution to economic competit-
iveness, intercultural tolerance and social cohesion, should have the
status of a key skill alongside literacy, numeracy and ICT.

Drive forward a national strategy
The government should establish a national strategy for developing
capability in languages in the UK and a system capable of supporting
such a strategy.

Appoint a languages supremo
The task would be to work at the highest level with government depart-
ments, national agencies, employers and the general public to ensure
successful implementation of the national strategy for languages. To be
effective, the supremo should be attached to the Cabinet Office and have
direct access to the Prime Minister.

Raise the profile of languages
The government should arrange for a sustained campaign to promote
positive attitudes towards languages, raise awareness of their potential
and foster a culture where using more than one language is seen as an
attainable goal for the majority in the UK.

Give young children a flying start
The government should declare a firm commitment to early language
learning for all children and invest in the long-term policies necessary for
pupils to learn a new language from age 7. To spearhead this commit-
ment, it should fund international primary schools and introduce language
awareness into the National Literacy Strategy.

Improve arrangements in secondary schools
Language learning in the secondary school sector should be uprated to
provide a wider range of languages, a more flexible menu to cater better
for different needs, abilities and interests and more use of information
technology. All pupils should leave secondary education equipped with
foundation language skills and the skills for further learning in later life.
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EXECUTIVE summary

Make languages a specified component of the 16 – 19 curriculum
A language should be a requirement for university entry and for desig-
nated vocational qualifications. For the majority in the 16–19 age group
who do not wish to specialise in languages, there should be a range of
alternative courses to extend existing language skills or acquire new
languages. There is scope to incorporate these in the Key Skills initiative.

Reform the organisation and funding of languages in higher education
A national agenda for languages in higher education should be agreed as
a matter of urgency to ensure a sufficient supply of language specialists
nationally and the entitlement of all students to learn a language as part
of their degree course. Development should be a planned and managed
process with full regard for national language needs.

Develop the huge potential of language learning in adult life
The government should take strategic responsibility for lifelong language
learning in order to ensure the investment, collaboration and consultation
needed to respond to the demand and drive up standards.

Break out of the vicious circle of inadequate teacher supply
The minister responsible for the recruitment of teachers should imple-
ment a series of radical short-term measures to attract more language
teachers alongside the long-term solution of making post-16 language
study a requirement for entry to higher education and therefore to initial
teacher training.

Establish a national standards framework for describing and accrediting language
competence

The framework should embrace the Council of Europe Framework and
existing UK qualifications both in education and the world of employment.
It should be clear, transparent and couched in terms which are intelligible
to non-specialist users.

Coordinate initiatives linking technology and languages
The national strategy for languages should support and coordinate
existing pioneering initiatives in ICT and ensure that the great potential of
new technologies is fully exploited in language teaching and learning.
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The Nuffield Languages Inquiry
As its name suggests, this Inquiry owes its existence to the generous
funding support of the Nuffield Foundation, which has long been active in
support of a wide range of initiatives in the social, educational and sci-
entific fields. In the spring of 1998, in response to approaches by an
independent working group of representatives of language teaching and
of the world of business and employment, the Trustees of the Nuffield
Foundation established a national inquiry with the aim of providing an
independent view of the UK’s future needs for capability in languages and
the nation’s readiness to meet them.

The Inquiry Committee
The Inquiry’s work has been carried out by a committee of ten members,
appointed by the Trustees of the Nuffield Foundation and drawn in equal
numbers from languages education and the business world. Profiles of
the members are included in the appendices. Under the joint chairman-
ship of Sir Trevor McDonald and Sir John Boyd, the Committee met on
a regular basis between October 1998 and March 2000 to consider the
evidence.

10 Languages: the next generation

THE INQUIRY AND ITS

terms of reference

The terms of reference
The Inquiry was asked to consider the following questions and to
make recommendations.

■ What capability in languages will this country need in the next
twenty years if it is to fulfil its economic, strategic, social and cultural
responsibilities and aims and the aspirations of its citizens?

■ To what extent do present policies and arrangements meet these
needs?

■ What strategic planning and initiatives will be required in the light
of the present position?



TERMS of reference

The evidence
The launch of the Inquiry was followed by the publication of a consultative
report Where are we going with languages? which identified some of the
key issues to be addressed before the Committee started to take evidence.
Specialist consultants then advised the Inquiry and written evidence was
received from a wide range of individuals and organisations (see appen-
dices). In addition, major surveys were carried out by NIACE and FEDA
and around a thousand contributions were emailed to the Nuffield Inquiry
OnLine over an eight-week period from October to December 1998. To
ensure a balance of evidence from employers, education and the general
public, the Inquiry commissioned an intensive programme of interviews
with individual employers in the private and public sectors.

Outline of the report
Languages: the next generation is in three parts. Sections 1 to 3 set the
context for the report and consider the UK’s language capability and needs
in relation to economic competitiveness, personal fulfilment and civic
responsibility. Sections 4 and 5 compare needs and supply by examining
the language provision in each sector of the education system: primary,
secondary, 16–19, higher education and lifelong learning. Section 6 con-
siders the strategic implications of the Inquiry’s findings and presents a full
list of its recommendations.

Dissemination
The Committee of the Inquiry formally ceases existence with the publica-
tion of this report but the Nuffield Trustees have made provision for a fur-
ther six-month programme of dissemination and promotion of the central
messages. They have also provided for the publication of a CD-ROM
containing the consultative report Where are we going with languages?,
this report Languages: the next generation, the transcripts of the OnLine
Inquiry and an extensive selection of the written evidence submitted by
individuals, organisations and employers. In addition, there will be inform-
ation on http://www.nuffield.org.

and finally...
The Chairmen and the Committee would like to thank the Nuffield Found-
ation for their continuing support, the Secretary to the Inquiry Alan Moys for
his expertise and dedication, Alwena Lamping for her joint editorship of this
report and everyone who contributed to the Inquiry.
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The world economy is in transition The present drive towards
globalisation in the world economy seems destined to intensify in the
next twenty years. The process takes many forms: freer markets in global
trade and investment, rapid capital flows, mergers and acquisitions among
large cross-border companies, increased labour mobility and an acceler-
ating series of revolutions in information technology and business
applications. The historical re-emergence of Asia, the promise of the
Latin American market and the changing shape of the European Union
will all have an impact.

Societies are becoming more open Although protectionist pressures are
still strong, trade liberalisation is gaining ground. Governments are having
to open up their societies to benefit from the economic gains produced
by the new technologies. International cultural interchange is now a
reality. World economic growth is likely to rely more than before on the
developing countries where potential productivity gains remain high.
Societies which deal in only one language will be in a minority and are
unlikely to flourish, nor will they maximise job opportunities for their
citizens.

There is a shift towards service industries Structural change will
inevitably bring dislocation as governments and industry adjust to the
rapidly changing commercial climate. The shift away from traditional
labour-intensive industries means that the labour market is expected to
shrink in the years to come. The service industries – the most rapidly
growing sector of the UK economy – are becoming more sophisticated.
It is in these industries that most of the children in school today are likely
to be seeking employment.

12 Languages: the next generation

1.1 A rapidly changing world
We enter the 21st century with at least one certainty: that the world
in which the next generation will grow up, learn, work and play will
be very different from the one we know. Rapid technological,
economic and social change over the past twenty years has created a
world that is complex, interconnected, interdependent.There are too
many imponderables to allow a precise prediction of how it will look
over the next two decades. Nor is this the principal aim of the Inquiry.
Nevertheless, it is possible to identify the key trends likely to define
the challenges and opportunities for the UK and thus the needs of the
next generation. 

A NEW CENTURY,

a new context

SECTION

1

“Companies which are not yet
international in their thinking and
actions will ultimately have
internationalism thrust upon them.”

Sir Peter Parker, KBE, LVO



Social values are changing Globalisation and integration at the national
political level have been accompanied by a renewed emphasis on local
and regional loyalties and identification with a sense of cultural and his-
torical continuity. The indigenous languages such as Welsh and Gaelic are
becoming more rather than less important as a consequence of devolu-
tion and changing relationships with Europe. London and other major
UK cities are multi-ethnic and multilingual and each has its own pattern
of diversity. Incoming communities want both to integrate with sur-
rounding society and to preserve their own traditional cultures and
languages.

Technology creates opportunities for direct contact Technology is
transforming the world of work, education and leisure. Instant access to
news and information stimulates curiosity about events and people in
other nations. The Internet allows any business, however small, to pro-
mote itself worldwide and success involves creating a rapport with cus-
tomers in different countries. As the cost of communicating with the rest
of the world continues to fall there is an increased expectation of direct
contact between colleagues and friends who live in different countries.
And, as Internet use increases, so does the use of languages other than
English and the opportunities for English speakers to access information
in other languages.

Expectations are higher Improved life expectancy and early retirement
are producing generations with more time for leisure, travel and enter-
tainment, greater capacity to take advantage of adult education and
higher expectations of how they should spend their time. Easier travel
and the opening of borders within Europe are resulting in greater
movement of families from one country to another. Children from such
mobile families have different attitudes and expectations with regard to
languages and their idea of what counts as a foreign language often differs
from the traditional British view.

Qualifications, flexibility and mobility will be at a premium The new
interconnected, globalised world will be a challenging environment.
There will be fewer traditional jobs. Multinational companies will be able
to take advantage of cross-border mobility of labour by recruiting the
best quality staff wherever they are. Similarly, they will only be able to
invest where the returns in productivity are secure. These developments
will place a progressively higher value on the professional and technical
qualifications of the labour force, their flexibility and their mobility. One
point can be made with certainty: unless our education system can
provide people with the skills to cope with the emerging challenges and
opportunities – and these include language skills – the future will be
tough for the next generation.

SECTION 1: A NEW CENTURY, a new context
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307 different languages are spoken
by London’s schoolchildren, ranging
from Abe (from the Ivory Coast) to
Zulu.

Source: Multilingual Capital,
Battlebridge Publications 

While the number of English-
speaking Internet users is expected
to rise by 60% over the next six
years, the number of non-English
speaking users is expected to
increase by 150%. 

The main implications of this are:

■ there will be an increase in the
number of multiple language
sites; 

■ English will not be the default
language on an increasing
number of sites;

■ English will not be offered as
an option at all.

Source: Computer Economics

“We’re in a global economy and
[children] are going to have to have
excellent IT and linguistic skills to
thrive in this new world.  And also
to be able to change careers as
they go through their lives.  The
traditional industries are gone.”

David Charlton in The Independent



English is the international lingua franca English has emerged as the
first real global language in an age where a global language is both pos-
sible and necessary. It is the language of science, technology and technical
communication; the language medium for global investment, aviation,
development aid and medicine. New strategies for survival in fields as
diverse as food supply, the human genome or mastery of space are
unlikely to be brokered in another language. For anyone involved in
international business it has become a basic requirement and the Indian
subcontinent as much as North America relates to the global economy
in English.

English alone is not enough In the face of such widespread acceptance
and use of English the UK’s complacent view of its limited capability in
other languages is understandable. It is also dangerous. In a world where
bilingualism and plurilingualism are commonplace, monolingualism
implies inflexibility, insensitivity and arrogance. Much that is essential to
our society, its health and its interests – including effective choice in
policy, realisation of citizenship, effective overseas links and openness to
the inventions of other cultures – will not be achieved in one language
alone.

Other languages are gaining in numbers of native speakers English is
not the only language affected by global change. The languages spoken
in Asia and Latin America are gaining in native speakers. Spanish,
Hindi-Urdu and even Arabic will challenge English in terms of native-
speaker numbers within a few decades. None of these languages,
however, will approach Chinese, which will remain the world’s biggest
language in terms of native-speaker numbers. Some languages, with
somewhat fewer speakers globally, may nevertheless possess regional
strategic importance. Use of Malay, for example, is rapidly growing,
augmented both by population growth in Indonesia and by language
shift in an area with over one thousand languages.

The future of languages cannot be exactly forecast During the course
of the next two decades language priorities will change, perhaps in
unexpected ways. The processes of globalisation and economic mod-

PART ONE
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1.2 Languages for the next generation
Communication lies at the heart of much recent change. Its effects
create national language needs for the UK which look significantly
different from those of the 20th century. We need to equip the next
generation with the skills to move about the world and take an active
role in shaping their relationships with others on a world stage. Given
the global prevalence of English it might be tempting to believe that
it alone will be sufficient but evidence indicates that the UK will not
thrive with a single language – even English. Successful and reliable
communication in complex international relationships needs
diversity, flexibility and sensitivity. 

Chinese 1,113
English 372
Hindi/Urdu 316
Spanish 304
Arabic 201

Major world languages in millions of
first language speakers.

Graddol (1997) The Future of
English?



ernisation are causing a decline in linguistic diversity in the world – many
small local languages are disappearing and we may end this century with
only 10% of the languages with which we started. As languages become
more scarce, they are likely to become more valued. Many countries are
already recognising the significance of language in maintaining identity
and culture.

Early learning of languages is giving other countries key advantages As
English is taught to ever younger children in other countries, in a context
of support and motivation, so it creates widespread bilingualism and
multilingualism. For example, there is evidence that the next generation
in many EU countries is growing up bilingual. Thus other countries gain
some key advantages: their populations acquire, often with considerable
proficiency, a second language; through early exposure to language
learning they become better equipped to learn additional languages.
While we have English, others have English, their national language and
a head start in learning new languages.

The UK is increasingly reliant on the language skills of visitors London
and other UK cities have become major hubs through which nationals
of many other countries pass and where many choose to work and live.
Such visitors provide a huge linguistic resource for British employers but
also distort the employment market for native speakers of English who
have learned other languages. There is a danger that we become too
reliant on native speakers of other languages and that this will create a
barrier to those parts of Britain in which native speakers are not in
plentiful supply.

Other countries are not learning English for our benefit English is
neither our property nor is it static. The English spoken in international
contexts, for example by Finns to Italians, Brazilians to Russians, is no
longer UK English or even US English. And as UK English continues to
become effectively a dialect of international English, like all dialects its
currency will become localised. If the UK is to maintain the advantage
of having English as its principal language we need to use it intelligently
and to teach the skills and techniques to use it internationally with native
speakers of other languages.

SECTION 1: A NEW CENTURY, a new context
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“Learning a language is vital for …
the insights it provides into the
languages and cultures of our own
country. I want to ensure that all
young people have the opportunity
to have a language as this will be
one of the skills they will need for
the new millennium.

David Blunkett, Secretary of State
for Education 

“Native speakers of English may
feel that the language ‘belongs’ to
them, but it will be those who
speak English as a second or
foreign language who will
determine its world future.”

Graddol (1997) The Future of
English?

“The key to success in business,
the law and politics in the future
will be the mastery of at least one
foreign language.”

The Rt. Hon. The Lord Clinton-
Davis



The UK’s world role requires a range of languages English may
increasingly dominate many working committees, but the ability of our
officials, lawyers and soldiers to work confidently and quickly in NATO,
the United Nations, the European Union and a host of bilateral part-
nerships with individual countries will continue to require a high level
of targeted language skills. The UK’s active membership of the EU argues
for a sustained effort with European languages, but our wider global
engagement also underlines the need to broaden the languages menu.

Our relationship with Europe needs more than English Europe is now
emerging not only as a single market but also as a social and political
forum in which English serves as a second language. There is a danger
that European monolinguals will find themselves marginalised – unable
to take a full part in the new institutions and opportunities in the eco-
nomic, cultural and educational fields. For English monolinguals there is
no single other language which will suffice: we need to explore the
means of creating diversity of provision and language expertise in both
the major and minor European languages.

Languages for diplomacy and defence have a fine track record The
UK’s Diplomatic Service has a high reputation for its positive attitude to
the languages of host countries and the thoroughness with which British
diplomats have learned new languages when required. In international
diplomacy and defence the standard of language skills currently on dis-
play is acknowledged to be a centre of excellence. The Foreign and
Commonwealth Office and the Ministry of Defence provide intensive,
structured, specialist language training courses which are comparable
with the best from other countries. The need for such investment in
language skills is likely to increase as international alliances and partner-
ships multiply.

The UK needs an international cadre of professionals The pressure
towards creating a more internationalised corpus of professionals is
becoming more evident in many areas of activity, including medicine, law
and accountancy. A knowledge of English alone will take them a long
way, but not far enough to be able to work as effectively as their peers
from other countries in an international environment. The dominance of

PART ONE
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1.3 The UK on the international stage
The UK performs well in languages in its structured external relations.
No medium sized power can afford not to cultivate survival skills,
from communications to strong science. Without these, permanent
interests, including economic welfare and democratic pluralism,
cannot be defended effectively.  A country operating – as the UK does
– in a wide range of structured partnerships needs to pay particular
attention to communication, whether with partners or competitors.
It will remain in our national interest to play a constructive and
influential role in world affairs.

General Michael Jackson, who led
the British contingent in Kosovo, is a
fluent speaker of Russian.

“International communication,
whether in one’s own or in a
different language, is a skill that
can be acquired and that needs to
be taken seriously. It’s about
attitude as well as language ability.
But learning a language is the best
way to acquire the attitude.”

Stephen Jones, former Head of
International Relations at the
Department for Education and
Employment



English has been a powerful disincentive to learn other languages but the
situation must be addressed if the UK is to maintain a cadre of profes-
sionals able to work worldwide and to ensure that mobility of expertise
is a two-way process.

Communication across cultures will remain a key skill During the next
two decades the UK’s multiple and complex international relationships
may change dramatically. They may not. But, while it is not possible to
predict the course of events, it is possible to anticipate with confidence
a growing need for flexibility and diversity. The ability to communicate
across cultures will be essential to national well-being and it is in the UK’s
interests to wake up to the value of languages in cementing international
relations.

SECTION 1: A NEW CENTURY, a new context
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The Diplomatic Service Language Centre
The Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) has a clearly
stated overarching policy which recognises the central
importance of competence in languages as an essential tool
of an effective foreign policy. Its Diplomatic Service
Language Centre trains 300–400 officers per year – about
10% of FCO’s diplomatic staff. Around 80 languages are
covered, the precise balance at any one time reflecting both
long-term needs (currently Chinese and the languages of
central Asia) as well as short-term responses to events in
areas such as the former Yugoslavia.

The Defence School of Languages
Languages have also played a central role in the work of the
Ministry of Defence (MoD), particularly – but by no means
exclusively – in the field of security and military intelligence.
During the Cold War, large numbers of military personnel,
including many university students on national service, were
taught Russian and Chinese on intensive courses at joint-
services training schools. In recent years, as the international
security picture has changed, languages such as Arabic and
Serbo-Croat have figured prominently. The emerging role of
the UK’s armed forces with other countries in the exercise of
a policing and diplomacy role in the world’s trouble spots is
leading to fresh and varied demands on the language cap-
ability of its personnel. The number of personnel to be trained
is projected to rise by 20% over the five-year period to 2002,
with in particular an additional 40 new language training
places to meet the requirements of defence diplomacy.
There are forecasts for coverage to rise to 32 languages, the
current priorities being for Russian, Serbo-Croat, Arabic and
West European languages (principally French, German,
Italian and Spanish).

“A visit to the European Parliament
would convince anyone that
getting by in one language is a
grave handicap. The most effective
members by far are those who can
speak or understand several
languages – very few Brits
amongst them, unfortunately. Even
though translation and
interpretation services are
available for official meetings, it’s
in the corridors, cafeterias and
members’ offices that the real
business is done, the
compromises reached and the
amendments drawn up.”

Eryl McNally, MEP for Bedfordshire
and Milton Keynes



2.1.1 Global markets: the role of languages

English alone will not sustain world-class excellence The global
currency of English tends to be cited as proof that business people do not
need foreign language skills to conduct business worldwide. Evidence
does indeed suggest that the UK could continue to get by in the short
term with our current low levels of competence in other languages and
by relying on others being able and willing to speak English. However,
operating successfully in a highly competitive world economy and
maintaining world-class standards involve more than muddling through
in the short term and include as a minimum the acquisition of the range
of skills and languages which our competitors offer. Given that so many
people all over the world now speak, or are learning, English, knowledge
of English no longer confers an automatic advantage on the British
workforce.

Languages allow insight into competing and partner cultures
Monolingualism is not an obstacle when importing the goods and ser-
vices of others – but exporting our own is another matter. The essential
ingredient in securing a contract can be developing an understanding
with the client, which is more easily done with even a basic knowledge
of the client’s language and an appreciation of the cultural framework. In
a complex and competitive world, we cannot do without insight into
competing and partner cultures. Those who fail to communicate in any
language other than English, or who rely on third parties, risk losing out
on personal relationships – and risk losing business. Evidence to the
Inquiry revealed the hidden resentment that can be aroused by the
blanket assumption by monolingual English speakers that others will
always be prepared to speak English.

With languages comes mobility Flexibility and mobility require
linguistic and cultural expertise. If the UK is not proactive in world
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2.1 Languages in global markets
World-class excellence involves more than getting by in English. The
globalisation of markets, the accelerating rate of international
communications and the rapid flow of cross-border mergers and
acquisitions are creating an environment where a highly skilled,
mobile and internationally adept workforce is a priority – and the
ability to communicate across cultures a key skill.

A wide gulf exists between business language needs and education
supply, a gulf which needs to be bridged if the UK is to satisfy the need
for business to be globally competitive and the need for individuals
to skill themselves for an unpredictable employment market.

THE NATION

at work

SECTION

2

“We are part of Europe, we are a
global player, we are the fifth
largest exporting nation in the
world, 30% of our GDP comes
from international trade, one in
three jobs depends on
international trade – we cannot
afford therefore to continue with an
island mentality.”

Ian Campbell, Director General,
The Institute of Export



markets, its position in the world will decline. Success at boardroom level,
in whichever language, is followed by establishing business on the ground
and at this level a lack of linguistic and cultural skills often leads to dif-
ficulties. To have influence and be effective it is vital to understand the
local community and to integrate with it. Companies often purchase the
necessary skills locally but need also to keep their options open and post
their own personnel overseas. The majority of young people in the UK
leave school, college or university with little useful competence in lan-
guages and no transnational, cross-cultural work experience. Meanwhile,
our European and Asian competitors are producing people who are at
least as well qualified technically and speak good English alongside a
range of other languages – enabling them to be posted overseas at short
notice and at least expense.

Languages are not only for overseas placements The ability to
understand and communicate in other languages is becoming not simply
a bolt-on extra for overseas representatives but a core requirement for all.
Many of the national shortages in languages are at a relatively basic level,
resulting in routine business communications failing due to lack of lan-
guage skills: calls lost at switchboard or reception, faxes, emails and letters
failing to receive a response. Yet languages are not a core element in any
post-16 vocational courses and very few students in the 16–19 age group
include a language in their portfolio.

Recruitment patterns reflect a changing world Language skills can
confer a distinct advantage in what is now a very competitive employ-
ment market. Employers are taking a more global view of recruitment
and the profile of the desirable employee is changing. Large companies,

SECTION 2: THE NATION at work

19Nuffield Languages Inquiry final report

R. W. Newman, Group Vice President BP Amoco
‘Early in the last century, English became the universal lan-
guage of the petroleum industry and no great emphasis
during my 30 years in the industry has been placed on lan-
guage skills. You might expect me to conclude that the future
for language education is gloomy.

On the contrary. The spread of capitalism and the global-
isation of the English language now make it even more
important to understand thoroughly the cultures in which we
work. Understanding the multiculturalism of capitalism now
becomes a key business skill in my mind. Why do I say this?
Because it is only by truly understanding the local culture that
we will be able to manage and mitigate country risk.

I believe there is a great opportunity, and indeed need,
through language skills to enhance the understanding of
business people of the many cultures of the world.
Paradoxically, this occurs at a time when many could be
persuaded, wrongly, that because the English language,
American culture and capitalism are sweeping the board
they don’t need to bother any more.’

Only one student in every ten
continues the study of a language
beyond the age of 16.

“When I attended a presentation
recently by a group of impressively
enthusiastic GNVQ students, I was
most alarmed to be told that this
course, geared by its very nature
towards employment in business,
contained no statutory element of
foreign language learning.”

Sally Fairfax

“The aim is to hire globally and to
place globally. Knowledge of more
than one language demonstrates
that a candidate has the ability to
think across cultural boundaries.”

Company spokesman, Diageo



when recruiting staff, place top priority on professional qualifications,
technical skills and personal qualities, regardless of nationality. The
emergence of a professional, intercultural elite from Europe and Asia
means that a competent knowledge of English can be taken for granted
alongside one or more other languages. Preference is often given to
people with language skills, not merely because they can communicate
across borders but because language skills tend to go hand in hand with
the ability to adapt and an awareness of the importance of empathising
with others.

2.1.2 Global markets: the skills gap

There is a mismatch between business ‘demand’ and education ‘supply’
There is frustration in the business world with the inadequate levels of
language skills emerging from education, the narrow range of languages
taught, the lack of transparency in qualifications and the general absence
of coherence in the system. Employers see the lack of grammatical
understanding and transferable language learning skills as serious weak-
nesses. There is also a widespread view that public examinations at age
16, the terminal point for formal language training for most pupils, do
not reflect the level of practical competence which employers expect.
The situation is exacerbated by the fact that so few students study a
language after the age of 16.

A short-term outlook puts the UK workforce at a long-term
disadvantage There is no public outcry about the shortage in the UK
workforce of people at all levels with usable language skills. This seeming
paradox is explained by the availability of native speakers of other lan-
guages and their recruitment to posts where technical or professional
skills plus another language are required. Companies simply employ the
most competent and qualified workforce available so as to remain prof-
itable and to contribute to national prosperity and employment. Short-
term business interests, however, are at odds with the UK’s long-term
interest. Since language skills can be found on the open market they do
not feature prominently in key messages about employability in the UK
and specific salary rewards are rare even in companies for whom they are
essential. Young people, unaware of their relevance, see no need to acquire
language skills – and are edged out of the increasingly competitive
employment market.

A wider range of languages is called for The present range of languages
spoken by the UK workforce and taught in the education system does
not accurately reflect the current pattern of UK trade, nor the patterns
that are predicted to emerge in the next generation. Evidence suggests
that the predominance of French owes more to traditional attitudes and
teacher availability than to current requirements. From a business stand-
point, German, Spanish and French are the top priority European lan-
guages – Spanish, particularly given the emerging Latin American mar-
kets. An additional need is emerging for languages such as Japanese,
Arabic and Chinese – China has been the fastest growing major eco-
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“For those who say that French
and German speaking peoples are
our major trading partners among
non English speaking nations,
could this not be cause and
effect?”

Susan Love, International Circles,
Ltd

“Yes, other people use English
because it is practical to do so –
but they do not expect to have to
use it all the time in their own
country, within and outside
working hours.”

Senior executive of multinational
company based in Brussels

Germany, France and Spain
accounted for over US$64bn of UK
exports in 1997.



nomy in the world over the past two decades. British business would like
to see the balance in languages changed to a pattern more in line with
the UK’s economic interests.

Businesses are not investing in language training Policy and provision
relating to in-house business language training are inconsistent – despite
evidence that the performance of many British companies in acquiring
language skills lags behind their counterparts from other countries.
Businesses often cite variability in access and quality of training provision
as stumbling blocks. Moreover, there is a general view that it is not the
role of companies to provide basic skills for job applicants: they see it as
the responsibility of the government and the education system to pro-
duce qualified school-leavers and graduates.

There is little practical support for smaller companies Small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) can now trade globally via the
Internet. While their need for language skills may mirror that of a large
multinational corporation, most are less well placed to provide language
training for employees: hiring a multilingual employee is a major invest-
ment, the cost of reputable translation and interpreting services a
deterrent. Often, a vicious circle develops whereby SMEs do not export
because they do not have language skills and they do not invest in lan-
guage training because they are not exporting.

2.1.3 Languages in global markets:
recommendations

Establish national responsibility for languages A national strategy for
languages is needed in the UK to introduce a greater transparency of
objectives between users of languages and providers of language training.
A languages supremo should be appointed by the government to ensure
strategic coherence, to motivate and to coordinate language-related ini-
tiatives by such key agencies as the Regional Development Agencies, the
Learning and Skills Councils, the University for Industry and the
Languages National Training Organisation.

Convey the importance of languages to young people One of the key
roles of a languages supremo should be to work closely with business
interests in developing a series of imaginative measures to raise the profile
of languages in society as a whole. In particular, the pro-languages mes-
sage should be actively promoted in schools and colleges, with children
and young people receiving unequivocal messages on the importance of
language skills through high quality promotional and guidance materials.
Employers, working with the Confederation of British Industry (CBI)
and local Learning and Skills Councils, should form alliances in schools
and colleges with managers, careers officers and those who coordinate
vocational courses, to communicate their preference for recruits having
a genuine usable capability in at least one foreign language and experi-
ence of living, studying or working abroad. Practical support should be
offered in the form of appropriate work experience.
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“Employers’ commitment to
supporting foreign language study
remains relatively constant and
apparently negligible.”

Research finding, Goldsmiths
College, London

Recommendation 1

Recommendation 2.4

Recommendation 4.5

“Today, as never before, we are
having to search out new markets,
often where there is little tradition
of speaking English and where we
hope to increase our trade
turnover substantially. We are
simply not going to be able to
prosper without mastering
international communication
strategies.”

Brian Wilson MP, Minister for
Trade

Recommendation 2

Recommendation 3.2

Recommendation 4.6



Needs must be prioritised and communicated clearly Employers should
indicate clearly their short- and long-term priorities in terms of lan-
guages and levels of competence, based on market information. The
government and providers of languages education across the spectrum
should absorb and respond to their needs: in particular, the pressing need
for a wider range of languages and for transferable language learning skills
and solid competence in grammatical structures, which assist the process
of learning new languages or refreshing existing skills at short notice. In
this context the scope of the government’s vigorous initiatives to improve
pupils’ understanding of grammar, within the drive for improvements in
literacy, should be widened to encompass languages other than English.

Training and qualifications should be benchmarked To be taken
seriously in an environment where quality, credibility and transferability
are assured by the existence of international, transferable standards, lan-
guage training and language qualifications should demonstrate an equal
rigour. A means needs to be found of guiding companies towards meet-
ing their specific requirements without resorting to trial and error. To
support this process, a new framework for defining language compet-
ence, based on the Council of Europe Framework, should be established
to allow employers to extrapolate from qualifications what an individual
can actually do and to predict language capability.

Offer incentives for premium language skills An early review of salary
rewards for languages is recommended – particularly in companies where
they are essential. As an investment in the next generation, businesses
should also offer student scholarships and sponsorship for language
training. Of particularly high potential is the area of community lan-
guages where business could do much to support colleges in integrating
languages such as Arabic, Hindi or Chinese into vocational programmes
in parts of the country where these languages are spoken fluently by
students. The Department for Trade and Industry should be encouraged
further to expand its excellent National Languages for Exports Awards
scheme, as a means of recognising both personal achievement and cor-
porate success. It should also explore with potential partner governments
the possibility of a European awards scheme.

Business should cooperate with other agents for change Within the
drive towards a more secure foundation for future policy making, UK
business organisations should assist the government and the education
system in establishing a national research and development agenda for
language learning. It should be underpinned by the systematic collection
of data relating to languages. Services such as the existing national data-
base of training providers (BLIS) could be usefully merged with other
regional information services to provide a comprehensive information
source. Business could further assist by sponsoring initiatives by pro-
viders, thus highlighting the importance of languages in the world of
work.
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Recommendation 4.2

Recommendation 15.4

Recommendation 4.11

Recommendation 14

Recommendation 5.3

Recommendation 3.6

Recommendation 14.7

Recommendation 4.8



2.2.1 Welcoming visitors: as long as they speak
English

Few tourist organisations have language policies Research
commissioned by the British Tourist Authority (BTA) in the early 1990s
revealed that, while many organisations recognised the need to provide
language services to non-English speaking customers, few communic-
ated this message to their staff or recruits, or had policies in place to
improve the situation. Although the need is now more widely recognised
in the UK’s tourist industry, progress towards improvement is slow and
language skills remain low on the policy and training agenda.

The picture varies widely according to the sector Most major tourist
sites have developed audio and printed guidance material in several lan-
guages, and tourist information centres in major cities increasingly
employ reception staff with language skills. In the travel industry the
picture is patchy. International air, ferry and rail services offer passenger
announcements in one or two other languages, and increasingly employ
foreign nationals in areas dealing with the public. However, UK airports
have few signs in languages other than English and domestic public
transport services do little to assist non-speakers of English: rail com-
panies, for example, make little or no provision for travellers who do not
speak English. On the hospitality front some hotel chains now provide
printed information for visitors in more than one language but reception
desks and telephone points are still frequently staffed by monolingual
employees.

Languages are marginal in tourism education and training Languages
are largely absent from tourism and hospitality education and training
courses. In hospitality courses in higher education – a growth area –
languages are not essential to the qualification. Yet these graduates will
become managers in the hospitality industry and will influence policy
and practice. And while in theory students on post-16 vocational pro-
grammes in tourism have the option of adding language modules to their
course, the reality is that languages figure in only a tiny minority of these
programmes. The reasons for this lack of take-up are clear. Languages are
optional and therefore have low status; course managers are under fin-
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2.2 Welcoming visitors
Two thirds of the 25 million tourists who visit the UK each year come
from countries whose first language is not English, yet our travel and
tourism industry still depends largely on its customers taking the
trouble to learn our language. This is a scandalous picture when
contrasted with tourist destinations as diverse as Greece, Austria,
Thailand or Indonesia where, in spite of widely differing economic
and training provision, the tourist industry has learned to operate
across at least the most frequently encountered languages of its tourist
customers.

Evidence was presented to the
Inquiry of key staff in one of
London’s airports not only unable to
respond to simple requests for
assistance, but also unable to
distinguish whether the requests
were in French or Spanish.

Leeds-Bradford International Airport
has staff at all levels – including
cleaners, security and reception
staff – who offer between them a
total of 6 languages. Staff wear
badges to indicate they speak other
languages, and are available on call
to assist reception staff in cases of
difficulty.



ancial pressure to keep costs to a minimum and therefore may see positive
savings in excluding languages; students receive no clear messages about
the importance of language skills when working in this field.

Communication is viewed too narrowly The Inquiry welcomes the
moves by the government to make communication a key skill in the
education of students from 16. It is regrettable, however, that programmes
under this heading have not so far addressed two complementary issues:
the use of other languages, and the effective use of English in commu-
nicating with overseas visitors. UK first-language speakers of English are
not taught the skills and techniques of adjusting their own use of English
in order to overcome barriers of understanding with the large number
of visitors who have only a partial knowledge of the language.

Migrant workers are relied upon to fill the gap Communities of foreign
nationals are growing in the UK, primarily focused on large metropolitan
areas such as London. There is, for example, a 150,000 strong French
community in the capital. The gap in language skills among the UK
population is increasingly being filled by resident foreign nationals, par-
ticularly in hotels, restaurants and shops.

The languages of many clients are ignored While an increasing number
of public services (health, social services, police, immigration) now seek
to provide at least printed information across the full range of languages
represented by their clients, this concern is more often absent in areas
such as tourism, hospitality, transport, retailing and leisure, where cover-
age in brochures, guides and signposting is often limited to a small
number of European languages.

2.2.2 Welcoming visitors: recommendations

A high-profile problem merits a national response Employing migrant
workers and relying on all visitors always to use English are not adequate
responses to the issue of languages in the UK tourist industry. A long-
term national strategy is required for languages to ensure that the next
generation, in an age where travel is likely to become even more com-
monplace, is fully aware of the benefits of language learning. A national
overview would connect sectors and initiatives, and introduce the
coherence necessary to make cost-effective use of resources.

National agencies should include languages in their strategic thinking
Quality schemes such as Investors in People and Charter Mark should
include language skills in their assessment of quality in tourist industries.
The British Tourist Authority, which has sought to promote the
importance of language skills through occasional initiatives, should
redouble its efforts to ensure that employers in the field of tourism
appreciate the link between language skills, quality standards in client
service and business success. Only when employers in their turn give a
clear and urgent message will staff and recruits respond.
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The number of people in the world
who speak English other than as a
first language far outweighs the
number of first language speakers.

Recommendation 1

Recommendation 4.1



Employers should link employability to language skills Employers and
tourism authorities should insist that languages have more than their
present purely nominal place in tourism education, and they should give
clear messages to students and course managers that the next generation
of recruits will be expected to offer language skills. They should work
with agencies such as the Learning and Skills Councils to issue to schools
and colleges high quality promotional materials highlighting the key role
of languages in the tourism industry.

Broaden the basis of communication as a key skill The communication
strands within the post-16 Key Skills qualification for all students should
include communicating in other languages, and the effective use of
English when communicating with speakers of other languages.

Provide key information in a wider range of languages Shops, hotels,
leisure facilities, rail and coach companies should provide printed
information for visitors in a range of languages reflecting the diversity of
languages represented within incoming tourism. Information points,
ticket machines and public telephones should provide a similar range
using new technologies.
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World travel
Together, the United States of America, Germany, Japan and
the United Kingdom account for some 40% of world
travellers.

In 1999 25,740,000 tourists visited the UK, earning the
country $20,972,000,000. Over the next twenty years, the
number is set to increase dramatically:

■ in 2000 the UK is expected to attract 27,700,000 visitors;

■ in 2010 this figure is expected to rise to 38,000,000;

■ in 2020 we can expect some 53,800,000 visitors to these
shores.

Source: World Tourism Organization

Recommendation 3.2

Recommendation 9.3

Recommendation 1.9



2.3.1 Public services: the role of languages

Fluency in English can be deceptive The UK has always been a
multilingual society – and many people whose first language is Urdu,
Hindi, Chinese or Turkish may also be fluent speakers of English. Public
services can still present obstacles to people from other language back-
grounds because, despite being fluent in English, they may feel more in
control when interacting in their first language. For non-speakers of
English trying to access and negotiate public services the obstacles can
be insurmountable without outside help.

Awareness of the need for clear communication is growing Public
services in the UK are much more aware than in the past of the link
between languages and access to services. Many languages are involved,
especially in urban areas with a high concentration of speakers of other
languages. Organisations often rely heavily on leaflets and other docu-
ments translated into the languages most needed. In documentation
which is written in English there has recently been a drive to reduce or
eliminate complex and bureaucratic language.

There is a casual expectation that bilingual staff will act as interpreters
People who are bilingual often provide an invaluable informal service in
dealing with non-English speakers. In areas with concentrations of
speakers of a given language public services often rely on staff recruited
from those communities to provide the bilingual capability needed.
However, evidence suggests that it is rare for individual employees to be
financially rewarded for the linguistic resources they bring.

Little financial reward exists for highly qualified linguists Interpreting in
the public services, at national or local level, is a demanding activity.
Interpreters need a close knowledge of the specialist field they are
working in, whether it is police procedures or childcare legislation,
housing tribunals or medical practice. Moreover, a high percentage of
their work is undertaken at moments of emergency or in contexts of
great personal stress for individuals, where the highest standards of
accuracy and neutrality are critically important. Yet interpreters are paid
low hourly rates: a lawyer may charge an hourly rate many times that
which is paid to the interpreter on whom the lawyer may be utterly
dependent for accurate communication with a client.
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2.3 Languages and public services
Language is fundamental to equality of opportunity – and there is
much to be done if people whose first language is not English are to
exercise their right in the UK of informed access to services such as
healthcare, justice, employment advice, housing and social services.
Investment in the domain of language technologies will assist in
providing solutions to some of the issues.

Language Line provides a telephone
interpreting service for many of the
UK’s ‘NHS Direct’ services – a
24-hour telephone advice line
staffed by nurses, providing easier
and faster information for people
about health matters so that they
are better able to care for
themselves and their families.

“My sister is in the nursing
profession in an area where the
vast majority of patients are of
Indian or Pakistani descent.
Initially she could only use a
smattering of Urdu but motivated
by the effect this could have on
patient care, she was eager to
learn more. I have heard similar
stories from friends who work in
social services, DSS and in NHS
management.”

Jenny Barrett

“Translation will always be called
for. Machine translation must be
accepted and encouraged even by
the purists in the context of
commerce, the law and science.
To this end, text must be
composed in simple machine-
translatable language.”

Sir Rowland Whitehead BT,
President of the Institute of
Translation and Interpreting



There are risks in ignoring professional services The need for properly
qualified public service interpreters is likely to grow in the foreseeable
future: there is increasing focus on the rights of the individual and a high
expectation that public services will act without discrimination. In such
circumstances the risks in employing unqualified interpreters are con-
siderable: litigation, for example, is proving very costly in sensitive public
service areas. Over the past twenty years, pioneering work has led to the
progressive development of a framework of professional training, support
and recognition of interpreters in the public services. However, many
public services still rely on unqualified interpreters.

2.3.2 Languages and public services:
recommendations

Raise awareness of the importance of clear English All public bodies
with a responsibility for the delivery of services to the general public
should take positive steps to ensure that no one is denied access to
essential public services by barriers of language. Not only will this involve
providing mother-tongue support, but also ensuring that everyone
employed in the services is aware of the need for clarity when commu-
nicating in English.

Public services should commit themselves to using qualified
interpreters Public services using interpreters should declare a
commitment to the exclusive use of registered interpreters, for both
face-to-face and telephone-based interpreting, and set a date by which
this commitment will be fully implemented.

Offer realistic rewards for language skills The daily and hourly rates of
pay for registered public service interpreters should reflect the critical
importance of their task and the level of knowledge and expertise
required in their work. Financial incentives and rewards should be offered
by public services organisations to staff who are prepared to operate
bilingually when needed.

Invest in technology to support language services Great savings and
improvements in efficiency should be achieved by a strategic approach to
language support. The UK should invest in developing expertise in lan-
guage technology – machine translation systems are now regularly used,
largely outside the UK, to support human translators dealing with
routine translation of standard documentation into a variety of languages.
Major public services with devolved local or regional structures, such as
the police and healthcare services, should continue to give priority to
funding and supporting central services such as documentation banks
and telephone-based interpreting. Technology can also be usefully
employed at key points of contact such as reception desks, or in key
contexts such as public telephones and ticket machines.
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Recommendation 1.9

Recommendation 1.9

Recommendation 4.11

Recommendation 1.10

The Institute of Linguists maintains a
national register of public service
interpreters, together with the
mechanisms for obtaining
appropriate professional
qualifications.
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Communicating across cultures will be a key skill for the next generation, involving skilful
and sensitive use of languages

This does not necessarily mean fluency – languages have an important role to play at
different levels, according to needs and circumstances. A means of defining these levels
would allow a greater common understanding of competence.

Different circumstances require different levels of language skills
The UK will continue to need specialist linguists to meet the demand for interpreters,
translators and teachers. Many other people, both in their private and working life, will
operate in a multilingual, multicultural environment and will need languages at a func-
tional level, with the ability to discuss a wide range of topics with confidence and to
operate across cultural boundaries with little difficulty. There are also many circum-
stances where specialist or functional skills may be desirable but not essential – and
where even basic competence can do much to change attitudes by sending positive
signals and conveying respect. The Inquiry believes that it is in the national interest for
everyone to have at least such foundation skills, enabling them to interact simply in a
foreign language and to extend their skills as required.

The Inquiry proposes a unified national standards framework for languages, based on the
Council of Europe model

Such a framework would introduce coherence and transparency into the system, and
provide benchmarks and points of comparison for learners, employers and providers. It
would allow calibration of qualifications in all sectors, clarify their relationships to one
another, and support diversity and variety of provision while ensuring that they do not
result in confusion and chaos.

A framework would introduce coherence and clarity into the qualifications system
There is a need in the UK for a transparent and coherent system to correlate learning
pathways, their different stages and their relationships to one another. Language
learners are often bewildered by the choice of qualifications on offer, uncertain of their
relative value, and unconvinced of their credibility and transferability. Employers too find
the range confusing, and many find it difficult to predict from qualifications what the
standards being achieved actually represent.

Not everyone needs languages for the same purpose
It is often assumed that ‘knowing a language’ means being able to speak it. However,
there are four language skills – speaking, listening, reading, writing – and there are
occasions when they are not all relevant. Depending on people’s work or interests, some
may need only to read, others to listen and understand. These are useful skills in their
own right and a means of acknowledging them is needed.

Describing capability in a language is difficult
Valuable language skills are often overlooked because people tend to be diffident about
skills acquired outside the education system. These might include fluency in a language
other than English spoken in the home, a working knowledge acquired by adults living
and working abroad or by students travelling in their gap year, and basic language skills
developed through family connections or holidays. One reason for this diffidence is the
difficulty in describing capability in a language where there is no ‘label’ to attach to it.

Languages: the next generation

A NATIONAL STANDARDS

framework for languages
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C2 Mastery level Can understand with ease
virtually everything heard or read.Can summarise
information from different spoken and written
sources, reconstructing arguments and accounts
in a coherent presentation.Can express
him/herself spontaneously, very fluently and
precisely, differentiating finer shades of meaning
even in more complex situations.

C1 Effective-proficiency level Can understand
a wide range of demanding, longer texts and
recognise implicit meaning.Can express
him/herself fluently and spontaneously without
much obvious searching for expressions. Can
use language flexibly and effectively for social,
academic and professional purposes. Can
produce clear, well-structured detailed text on
complex subjects, showing controlled use of
organisational patterns, connectors and cohesive
devices.

The proficient user

B2 Vantage level Can understand the main
ideas of complex text on both concrete and
abstract topics, including technical discussions in
his/her field of specialisation. Can interact with a
degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes
regular interaction with native speakers quite
possible without strain for either party. Can
produce clear, detailed text on a wide range of
subjects and explain a viewpoint on a topical
issue giving the advantages and disadvantages
of various options.

B1 Threshold level Can understand the main
points of clear standard input on familiar matters
regularly encountered in work, school, leisure,
etc. Can deal with most situations likely to arise
while travelling in an area where the language is
spoken. Can produce simple connected text on
topics which are familiar or of personal interest.
Can describe experiences and events, dreams,
hopes and ambitions, and briefly give reasons
and explanations for opinions and plans.

A2 Waystage level Can understand sentences
and frequently used expressions related to areas
of most immediate relevance (e.g. very basic
personal and family information, shopping, local
geography, employment). Can communicate in
simple and routine tasks requiring a simple and
direct exchange of information on familiar and
routine matters. Can describe in simple terms
aspects of his/her background, immediate
environment and matters in areas of immediate
need.

A1 Breakthrough level Can understand and use
familiar everyday expressions and very basic
phrases aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a
concrete type. Can introduce him/herself and
others and can ask and answer questions about
personal details such as where he/she lives,
people he/she knows and things he/she has. Can
interact in a simple way provided the other
person talks slowly and clearly and is prepared to
help.

The independent user

The basic user

The Common European Framework
The Council of Europe, which has a distinguished record in promoting and supporting
language learning, has recognised and addressed the need to define levels of
competence in languages. Its 24 member states have developed and agreed a reference
framework which gives positive value to all language competence, from the most basic
to the most fluent. It is based on six levels within three broad bands relating to specialist,
functional and foundation language skills. Below are synopses of what a person can
actually do in a language at each of the six levels.

A NATIONAL STANDARDS

framework for languages



3.1.1 Citizenship: the contribution of languages

Lifestyles will continue to change The next generation will encounter
other languages more frequently than ever before. This is partly because
the number of people resident in the UK who speak languages other
than English is likely to grow, but also because of a complex pattern of
driving forces such as the explosive growth of global travel and com-
munications in the context of work, education, leisure and
entertainment.

Successful language learning fosters tolerance and respect It is widely
accepted that learning a new language can give the learner insights into
how other people think, and engender respect for other cultures and
ways of life. In the UK it can lead to a less insular outlook, increased
acceptance of the legitimacy of difference and an obligation to uphold
and understand that difference. It can lead to more tolerant attitudes on
a broader front, and to respect for other institutions and values, both
within the UK and in the wider world.

Languages support communities Language marks out a community in
a unique way and can help bind it together. The social and economic
health of our culturally and linguistically diverse society depends sub-
stantially on the sense of self-worth of individual communities and ulti-
mately of the individuals within them. The languages of the many com-
munities which constitute our society represent a major cultural and a
potential economic advantage to the UK, and this message needs to be
promoted – the next generation should be encouraged to view our
society as richer and stronger because of its many language communities.
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3.1 Skills for citizenship
It is our national responsibility to ensure that the next generation
acquires the personal skills, qualities and values which will enable
everyone to function rewardingly and responsibly as citizens of a
multilingual community both in the UK and in the wider world.
Monolingualism will not serve them well – it implies inflexibility and
the presumption that others should always be prepared to use English;
it creates a culture of dependence on the linguistic competence and
the goodwill of others. Learning to use another language is about
more than the acquisition of a useful skill – it reflects attitudes,
conveying respect for the identity and culture of others and tolerance
of diversity.

CREATING A BETTER SOCIETY

for the next generation

SECTION

3

“Learning a language can lead to a
less insular outlook, increased
acceptance of the legitimacy of
difference and an obligation to
uphold and understand that
difference.”



Good citizenship involves communicating with others Citizenship is not
simply a matter of knowing about institutions and practices – it involves
playing an active part in the community, which in turn means commu-
nicating effectively with others. We can learn from the experience of deaf
and hearing-impaired people, who have seen the use of sign languages
emerge to a new level of public recognition in recent years. Many hear-
ing UK citizens have taken lessons in signing in order to bridge the
communication gap, thus sending positive signals about the status of
languages.

Language competence implies other transferable skills Employability
depends on possession by the individual of the qualities and competences
required to meet the changing needs of both employers and customers.
These include self-reliance, flexibility and the ability to learn throughout
life. Employers value language competence as an indicator of wider
communication skills: language learning promotes understanding of the
need to listen carefully, to engage with others and to empathise with
people in a range of working and social contexts.

Learning a new language improves the use of English Learning another
language gives the learner valuable insights into the way the mother
tongue works. This is particularly important for first-language English
speakers, who are already outnumbered in the world by speakers of
English as a second or foreign language, and who will increasingly need
to use English sensitively and in simplified form as an aid to mutual
comprehension. Monolingual English speakers are often not adept at
modifying their use of English appropriately: some may even be unaware
that there is a problem.

SECTION 3: CREATING A BETTER SOCIETY for the next generation
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Over 20,000 hearing adults attend
evening classes in the British Sign
Language and take national
examinations each year.

“Nobody really knows their own
language until they can compare it
with another. And once you know
even a little bit about another
language you begin to understand
that the way sentences are formed
and the way grammar shapes
language creates the very shape of
the way you think.”

A.S Byatt

‘We live in a world where contacts across frontiers are more
profound and frequent than ever before. While some doubts
might exist about the precise relationship we should have
with our European neighbours, our contacts with them
through business, culture and leisure activities will surely
continue to increase. We must be able to communicate with
them better.

Communication is a two-way effort, and to rely solely on the
competence and willingness of one’s correspondent to
speak one’s own tongue is unbalanced – and indeed arrog-
ant. It also assumes that the other person’s knowledge of
English is sound. This is, of course, not always correct.

Some basic awareness of the other person’s language fre-
quently leads to better comprehension and can help
enhance the quality of the relationship because both parties
have “met in the middle ground” and “negotiated” their
understanding of each other.’  

Gordon Harrison, former International Client Director, Lintas
Worldwide Group



Effective use of technology needs linguistic skills We are in the midst of
a global communications revolution underpinned by the rapid advances
in the technology of telecommunications. The next generation will need
high levels of proficiency both as communicators and in the associated
technologies. While computer-aided translation systems will speed up the
process of working between languages, it is people with high levels of
literacy and the experience of learning and using languages who are most
likely to be able to exploit new technologies to the full.

The image of the UK is enhanced abroad Travel is increasingly
affordable: the average British household now spends more on leisure,
including travel, than on food, drink or housing. Tourist numbers are set
to increase worldwide and there is evidence, from the sales of phrase
books and self-study materials and from the numbers of adults enrolling
for evening classes, that many people are now equipping themselves with
basic language skills when travelling abroad. Feedback indicates that this
is universally well received and that these learners help to combat the
negative impression that English speakers expect everyone else to speak
English. Even the most basic phrases and common courtesies send pos-
itive signals and convey a sense of respect for other people and their
languages.

The next generation will need to be flexible Since many people in
countries around the world choose to learn English, learning to under-
stand other languages may be more important for first-language English
speakers than speaking or writing them. With well-developed listening
skills, it would then be possible to conduct dual-language conversations,
in which both parties speak their own language, knowing that their
opposite number will understand.

PART ONE
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‘Languages open doors. When you make the effort to speak
a few words of another language, opportunities are made
available to you. Once you show willing, people come more
than half way to meet you.’ 

Trevor Young, adult French learner.

‘In international conferences, meetings and negotiations
where translation and interpretation are not available and
English is used as the lingua franca, native English speakers
tend to talk too much and to over-estimate the importance of
their contribution and the strength of their arguments. Not
infrequently, a discussion session becomes a lively rapid-fire
exchange among the native speakers, with non-natives
reduced to a passive audience, never quite formulating what
is in their minds in time to intervene. Silence by the non-
native struggling with a foreign medium may by no means
indicate consent!’ – John L.M. Trim, Officier dans l’Ordre des
Palmes Académiques

Every year:
■ around £14m. is spent by

individuals on language
learning materials;

■ more than 200,000 adults enrol
on language courses in
Further, Adult and Continuing
Education institutions.



3.1.2 Citizenship and languages: recommendations

A national overview is needed for languages The strategic importance
of languages in developing qualities associated with citizenship needs to
be acknowledged. The neglect resulting from the historic reliance on
English and the absence of a national responsibility for languages in the
UK should be addressed with a strategy for languages in all walks of life.

Link languages and citizenship in schools Direct links should be
established in school education between language learning and education
for citizenship, so as to foster notions of equality and acceptance of
diversity in children’s minds at the earliest possible age.

Raise awareness of the importance of effective use of English Teachers
of English and of other languages in schools should work together to
raise young people’s awareness and competence in using English effect-
ively in communicating with non-native speakers of English. This should
also feature in the teaching of communication as a key skill.

Reward the first steps The government, examining bodies and
employers should explore ways of giving public recognition to basic
language skills of the sort which, while falling short of existing qualific-
ation requirements, are nonetheless of positive value and allow learners
to get on to the ladder of success in language learning. Examples include
a national system of graded objectives awards and the European
Languages Portfolio which offers the opportunity of rewarding partial
competences.

Promote research into communication skills Research should be
conducted to assess the benefits for first-language English speakers of
concentrating on developing comprehension skills (particularly under-
standing speech) in order to facilitate dual-language conversations.

SECTION 3: CREATING A BETTER SOCIETY for the next generation
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Recommendation 1.5

Recommendation 5.5

Recommendation 5.3

Recommendation 15.5

Recommendation 14.5



3.2.1 The indigenous languages of the UK: a
success story

Political will can change attitudes to language The current positive
attitudes towards the Welsh language represent a remarkable success story,
and demonstrate that attitudes to language can change given the right
conditions. A few decades ago, despite the efforts of a few committed
people, the profile of Welsh was not high, there was no strategic direction
or support, attitudes were negative, and there was a general lack of
appreciation of its value and a lack of enthusiasm for learning it. Today,
however, Wales has an ambitious and energetic language policy, innovat-
ive ideas are translated into policies, strategies and projects – and attitudes
have altered substantially.

There is a resurgence of interest in the indigenous languages Current
demand for learning the indigenous languages is booming, and represents
a significant repudiation of earlier lack of belief in their economic value
for employment and social mobility. The numbers of adults learning
Welsh is unprecedented – and is sustained by a coherent strategy as part
of the overall policy for the Welsh language. Since the introduction of the
strategy, the number of adults learning Welsh has doubled. The potential
of the indigenous languages is being recognised also in Scotland and
Ireland, in the form of successful promotional and teaching programmes.
In Cornwall too, the Cornish Language Board produces teaching
materials for Cornish and supports classes for adults and children.

Bilingualism enhances children’s development For children whose
mother tongue is one of the indigenous languages, bilingualism is a fact
of life. They grow up viewing the world from two cultural and linguistic
perspectives, and this enhances their cognitive development and their
social skills. Learning more than one language at an early age also sup-
ports later learning of other languages, and tends to confer a greater
awareness of the significance of language. These benefits are well under-
stood by the increasing numbers of English-speaking parents who choose
Welsh- and Gaelic-medium schools for their children.

PART ONE
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3.2 Our children’s linguistic heritage
The first language of many thousands of people in the UK is not
English but one of the indigenous languages – such as Welsh, Gaelic
or Irish. Aware that language is integral to identity, community and
culture, and aware of a special responsibility for keeping these
languages alive, people have fought to maintain them and secure the
heritage of the next generation. Speakers of the indigenous languages
are bilingual, and they have accumulated a wealth of experience in
bilingual education at all stages. The Inquiry is impressed by the value
they place on language, and recognises that much can be learned from
their experience.

“The future of [the UK’s indigenous
languages] depends entirely on
how we in Britain treat them. They
impose a special responsibility.”

Tony Leaver, Cambridge University

“Being bilingual from early
childhood, most Welsh speakers
share the European perception
that plurilingualism is an attainable
goal.”

Ioan Talfryn, Popeth Cymraeg

“The increase in the number of
young people who can speak
Welsh is mainly because of the
development of Welsh-medium
education and increased teaching
of Welsh in schools. Parental
pressure has played a large part in
achieving this.”

Welsh Language Board



The experience of successful initiatives is not built on There is currently
very little connection made between successful initiatives in the pro-
motion and teaching of Welsh, Gaelic and English as a second language
and the promotion and teaching of other languages in the UK. The
effectiveness of a good policy for languages in schools is demonstrated by
the fact that 36% of all children who are Welsh speaking come from
homes where neither parent speaks Welsh.

Indigenous languages are an economic driver Sensitive use of languages
assists in improving the quality of customer service, attracting new cus-
tomers and increasing customer loyalty – and providers of commercial
services are increasingly recognising the economic benefits of using the
indigenous languages. In the hospitality and tourism industries, more
people are becoming aware of the international interest in these lan-
guages and their potential to become a unique selling point, and pro-
motional initiatives now feature them prominently.

Effective policies ensure equality of opportunity The Welsh Assembly
has an energetic and effective interpreting and translation policy which
recognises language rights while acknowledging bilingual skills. All
Members have the right to address the Assembly in their mother tongue.
Speeches in Welsh are translated for monolingual English Members
whereas it is expected that all Members can understand speeches in
English.

3.2.2 The indigenous languages: recommendation

Learn from the experience of the indigenous languages In developing a
national strategy for languages, the UK government should draw upon
the valuable and extensive experience of bilingual education in Wales,
Scotland and Ireland – spanning policy, promotion, research, teaching and
learning – from nursery and primary schools to university and beyond.
There is much that can be extrapolated from their experience and
applied to the teaching and learning of other languages in all parts of the
UK. The media have played a vital part in awareness raising and promo-
tion, and experience here could also be usefully shared.

SECTION 3: CREATING A BETTER SOCIETY for the next generation
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“The recognition given to the Welsh language in your insti-
tutions is a sign of a society that is tolerant with the expres-
sion of difference. It is an asset that must be cherished and
promoted.”

The Honourable Roy MacLaren, the High Commissioner for
Canada, addressing the Welsh Assembly, November 1999

Recommendation 1.6

Available statistics indicate that
Welsh is spoken by more than
590,000 people;there are about
70,000 speakers of Gaelic in
Scotland; Irish is spoken by 140,000
people.

“Ultimately, the issue of Gaelic is
not just a Scottish issue … it is an
issue of human dignity, of
belonging, and of justice.”

Commun na Gàidhlig



3.3.1 Building on diversity: neglecting the nation’s
wealth

The UK fails to correlate demand and supply There are large numbers of
people in the UK who are bilingual, able to speak both English and their
‘community’ language – the language of their parents or grandparents.
Such languages – including Chinese, Italian, Turkish, Greek, South Asian
languages, West Indian Creoles – add cultural richness to society, and
many are also in a position to make a significant economic contribution.
The Middle East and the Far East are likely to pose some of the most
complex international and economic issues in the 21st century, while
businesses need linguistic skills in major world languages such as Arabic
and Chinese. Yet skills in these same languages go unrecognised, are
under-deployed or dismissed as a problem.

Provision of community languages education is variable The provision
of community language teaching in schools varies greatly across the UK,
and is dependent on the policies of individual local education authorities
(LEAs) and schools. In cities with a high proportion of children from one
or two minority communities secondary schools are often able to
provide teaching of the home languages within the school curriculum,
but schools with a low proportion of children from minority com-
munities generally take little account of pupils’ bilingualism. This results
in two weaknesses: the failure to meet children’s linguistic and cultural
needs, and the failure to nurture their talents.

Multilingualism can create an outward-looking curriculum for all Where
there is effective support the multilingual background of children is
perceived as enriching and their presence in a school a positive influence,
creating an outward-looking curriculum and raising all children’s lin-
guistic and cultural awareness. Children from multilingual backgrounds,
including boys, tend to have more positive attitudes to learning languages
and to learn them more easily than do monolingual children. However,
bilingual and plurilingual children in schools are still seen sometimes as
a problem rather than a resource.

PART ONE
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3.3 Building on diversity
The remarkable linguistic diversity of the UK, reflecting our complex
history, includes speakers of the indigenous languages and also of the
languages of our main Asian, European and Afro-Car ibbean
communities as well as hundreds of smaller groups of speakers of
other languages. Yet the multilingual talents of UK citizens are
under-recognised, under-used and all too often viewed with suspicion.
Our aims must be to recognise the opportunities offered by this
multilingual wealth, ensure that talent is nurtured in future
generations and meet the linguistic and cultural needs of individuals
and communities.

“In Britain there are tens of
thousands of students who are
already linguists. We do not use
their great talents. Do we link
Business Studies with Arabic, for
example? Do we promote native
speakers’ Asian languages in our
schools, so that some will use
them when they become police
officers, social workers, teachers,
doctors?”

Fitzalan High School, Cardiff

“Panjabi is my home language, so I
would like to learn more about it to
communicate with my elders, e.g.
my grandparents.”

Angela Kumari, King’s High
School, Wolverhampton



There are insufficient accreditation opportunities Interest in
accreditation for the main community languages of the UK is growing
but there is no policy to ensure the continued availability of accredited
courses. The number of candidates at GCSE and A-level is increasing, yet
community groups have had to fight to prevent the disappearance of
courses. There are also few degree courses in these languages.

Community language teachers have a harder route to qualified teacher
status Despite hard work by committed schools and individuals, and
good practice in several LEAs, the situation of teachers of community
languages is highly unsatisfactory. Many are on part-time, temporary
contracts which give them little hope of advancement into mainstream
teaching, which affects both their status within the schools and access to
resources. More fundamentally, there is no mainstream initial teacher
training provision for them to become qualified teachers in these lan-
guages. Thus an under-class of language teachers – and by extension, of
languages – is perpetuated. This is a policy failure which is inappropriate
in a democratic society and costly in social terms.

3.3.2 Building on diversity: recommendations

Ensure a national overview to maximise potential It is the UK’s interest
to ensure that the advantages to both the individual and the nation’s skills
pool offered by the country’s multilingual wealth are not overlooked.
Businesses need speakers of major world languages such as Urdu, Arabic
and Chinese – and the need is likely to be more pressing for the next
generation. Therefore, within the remit of a national strategy for lan-
guages, the potential of community languages needs to be identified and
enhanced. The government and key agencies should explore ways of
compiling and disseminating relevant statistical information.

Develop a more international curriculum in schools and colleges
Although some secondary schools and colleges work hard to celebrate
linguistic diversity, many maintain an eurocentric view of language
learning. The UK should develop a world-languages curriculum within
which a greater diversity of languages would be taught. The availability
of qualifications in the main community languages should be reviewed
to ensure pathways of accreditation at all levels.

Create more opportunities for speakers of community languages to
train as teachers Members of minority communities should be
encouraged to enter teaching in greater numbers. Building on discussions
now taking place with the Teacher Training Agency, teacher training
courses leading to qualified teacher status should be made more widely
available for teachers of community languages, and expert advice offered
to individuals on how linguistic skills may be converted into a teaching
qualification. Teacher training departments serving areas where com-
munity languages are taught should give positive encouragement to those
hoping to train in other disciplines to offer a community language as a
second teaching subject.

SECTION 3: CREATING A BETTER SOCIETY for the next generation
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Recommendation 1.7

Recommendation 5.4

Recommendation 12.9

Recommendation 12.10

Recommendation 15

“Student teachers need teaching
practice placements. School-
based schemes for gaining
Qualified Teacher Status are
clearly dependent on headteachers
being prepared to ‘take a risk’ and
introduce community languages
alongside European languages. At
the University of Nottingham we
are eager to explore ways of
offering accreditation to
community language teachers but
first we have to address this
‘chicken and egg’ situation.”

Terry Lamb, University of
Nottingham
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The Inquiry’s analysis in Part One suggests that our national capability in languages is
inadequate for the demands of the 21st century.

Our traditional exclusive reliance on English is leaving the UK vulnerable, locked in a
culture of dependence, reliant on the linguistic competence and the goodwill of others.

It is in the national interest to equip the UK to be proactive and competitive in world
markets and enable our young people to compete on an equal footing with their peers
from Europe and Asia.

It is also in the national interest to make the UK an attractive destination for tourists, to
secure equality of opportunity for all citizens, to value the nation’s linguistic diversity, and
to promote greater tolerance and respect for other languages and cultures. If the UK is
to fulfil its economic, strategic, social and cultural responsibilities, and equip the next
generation to become not just British citizens but world citizens, the following are
essential needs:

■ Recognition that English alone is no longer enough and that the advantage of
speaking a global language is eroded daily as more and more people not only
speak it as well as we do but speak other languages too;

■ Greater language capability at all levels: more specialists in more languages;
more people with operational-level language skills alongside professional and
technical expertise; everyone to have basic-level ‘courtesy’ language skills;

■ Capability in a wide range of languages reflecting global patterns of change;

■ Positive attitudes towards languages, awareness of their value at all levels, and
a culture where using more than one language is perceived as an attainable
goal for the majority;

■ Flexibility and other qualities which often go hand in hand with language skills:
cross-cultural understanding, enhanced communication skills, acceptance of
difference;

■ Adaptability to learn new languages as the need arises – requiring generic lan-
guage learning skills and access to language learning opportunities throughout
life;

■ The skills and techniques needed to adjust the use of English for effective com-
munication with non-native speakers of English.

Part Two considers the extent to which present education arrangements respond to
these needs, and sets out the Inquiry’s findings and recommendations for languages in
each sector. However, the scope of the needs raises major issues that go beyond the
remit of individual sectors and points to national policy and responsibility. On the facing
page, the Inquiry presents an audit of cross-sectoral policy for languages in education.

MATCHING

needs and provision
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Policy for languages in education 

Strengths
■ recent government interest in early

language learning

■ languages a requirement for 11–16

■ Language Colleges raising the profile of
languages and facilitating innovation

■ support by CILT for the teaching and
learning of languages

■ establishment of Languages National
Training Organisation to promote
occupational language standards

■ funding for a national subject centre in
higher education for languages, linguistics
and area studies

■ successful recruitment of teachers from
other countries

■ commitment by the DTI to promoting
languages, including business/education
links

■ language teaching introduced in Scottish
primary schools

■ launch of European Languages Awards with
joint UK and European funding 

Weaknesses
■ no strategic management of languages in

the education system

■ no match between national needs and
provision

■ no rational and consistent path of learning
from primary through to higher education
and beyond

■ investments made in one sector not built on
in others

■ no national approach to achieving a better
balance of languages taught

■ poor continuity between qualifications in
languages at different points in the
education system

■ language learning initiatives in the primary
sector patchy and uncoordinated

■ many secondary schools suffering from a
lack of institutional support for languages in
the curriculum

■ inadequate opportunities for language
learning beyond 16, and no agenda for
increasing the numbers continuing
languages

■ no national agenda for languages in higher
education

■ inadequate opportunities for adults to learn
languages

■ no opportunities for language teaching
methodology in primary teacher training
courses

■ no concerted strategy to adjust teacher
recruitment and training to achieve a better
balance of languages in schools

■ no consistency in provision for the
languages of resident communities

■ no clear definitions of the competence
represented by achievement in public
examinations

■ chronic shortage of teachers despite
measures to encourage recruitment

MATCHING

needs and provision



4.1.1 Early language learning: learning from
experience

An early start makes sense in both educational and social terms On the
educational front, learning a new language can inform, enrich and draw
upon the broader development of communication skills and literacy, as
well as giving young learners a flying start in languages at a very receptive
age. In social terms, it is vital that positive attitudes to language diversity
are established early in a child’s education, so that learning and using
other languages are seen as a normal feature of life.

There has been a history of uneven policy direction Policy on the issue
of early learning of foreign languages in the UK presents a confusing
picture. Since the collapse of the major pilot experiment in the 1960s
attitudes have remained guarded. However, a resurgence of public interest
in languages in the late 1980s and 1990s was accompanied by more
positive official statements, although without any commitment to a
national plan, except in Scotland. In England, the government has
acknowledged the potential importance of the issue, and in 1999
announced the allocation of modest funding to support existing teaching
and to undertake feasibility studies with a view to a future policy initi-
ative. This move is encouraging, and is being driven forward vigorously
by national agencies in partnership with a network of schools and local
education authorities (LEAs). Another significant feature has been the
success of national projects for the early learning of Welsh and of Gaelic
in Wales and Scotland.

Provision is haphazard At present, provision for learning foreign
languages in the primary sector, except in Scotland and in a number of
coordinated local authority schemes elsewhere, is haphazard and piece-
meal. Although estimates suggest that around 25% of primary schools
teach a foreign language, there is much variation in features such as
course objectives, time allocation, starting age, teaching arrangements,
and the degree of integration into the primary curriculum. There is, on
the other hand, little variation in the chosen language, which is mainly
French (although in Scotland there has been a deliberate policy of
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4.1 Early language learning
Parents, employers and the wider public alike believe that language
learning should start early. A clear national action programme is now
needed to introduce the learning of other languages into primary
school education. For this to become generalised in UK schools, a
range of imaginative short- and longer-term measures will be
necessary to overcome the organisational and resource issues.
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“Everyone knows that with
languages the earlier you start, the
easier they are.”

Tony Blair, Romanes Lecture,
Oxford, December 1999

In Scotland, the majority of primary
schools offer children the
opportunity of learning French,
German, Spanish or Italian, as a
result of a Scottish Office initiative
launched in 1989.



introducing Spanish, German and Italian into the national scheme
alongside French).

Continuity into secondary schools is a key problem One of the main
obstacles to success, identified by the national experiment in the 1960s
and largely unresolved since, has been how to coordinate transition from
the primary to the secondary school. Ensuring continuity of learning has
proved elusive, and has often given rise to frustration and disillusionment
for both teachers and learners. The situation has become even more
complex since the introduction of parental choice of secondary school.
Secondary schools often receive pupils from a greatly increased number
of primary schools, making it more difficult to ensure continuity, espe-
cially when a proportion of pupils have already started a language.

A shortage of teachers hinders progress There is no requirement for
students entering initial training as primary school teachers to have any
qualification in another language. Initial teacher training courses for
aspiring primary school teachers no longer offer languages. The sector
therefore lacks the constantly refreshed pool of linguistically or profes-
sionally trained entrants to teaching needed for all primary schools to
include a language in their curriculum. There are some excellent LEA
in-service training schemes for existing primary teachers, but these are
limited to the small number of areas where there is commitment and
coordination of early language learning across a local area.

Does it have to be French? It has been cogently argued that, faced with
the problems of continuity and teacher supply, French is the only lan-
guage which the UK could realistically aim to teach at primary level in
any national programme for early language learning. However, to accept
this assessment would run counter to the broader national aspiration for
a greater diversity of languages, which is a central concern of this Inquiry.
Any policy initiative aimed at achieving countrywide provision of early
language learning, while it may be substantially centred on the teaching
of French in the short term, needs to aim for diversity of languages
within the system.

A radical approach is more likely to attract success Successful early
language learning is heavily dependent on a range of factors. Research
findings tend to confirm public perceptions: the more radical the scheme,
the more successful the outcome. Children taught from age 5 clearly
make more progress than those who start later; teaching children the
whole or a major part of the curriculum through the medium of the
target language achieves more than teaching the language for a few short
lessons per week; ensuring a coordinated transition from primary to
secondary school reaps the benefits of continuity; and learning in a sup-
portive cultural and parental environment helps maintain motivation.
Significant benefits can be gained from less ambitious arrangements – the
many successful examples of good primary school language learning bear
testament to this – but these are commensurately less.

SECTION 4: EDUCATION to age 16
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“We are wasting precious years,
where children are receptive to
language physically and
intellectually and are happy to
learn for fun.”

Lynne Brackley

“Currently nine out of ten primary
schools where a foreign language
is being taught concentrate on
French. Most secondary schools
offer French only to the majority of
their pupils. More and more
teachers have a qualification which
is French only because fewer and
fewer schools make it possible to
study more than one language.

 … I love French. I live in France. I
need to speak French. Do our
pupils?”

John Fergusson, formerly Deputy
Director, Association for Language
Learning

“Why do we not expose all our
children to several languages at a
very early age so that they speak
at least one other language as
fluently as they do English – for the
sheer joy of being able to
communicate with others rather
than purely to be able to pass
examinations?”

Ann Miller, former Managing
Director Simpsons Photo Imaging



Language awareness would enhance the National Literacy Strategy
During the primary school years there are clear advantages in developing
pupils’ general awareness of language issues alongside learning another
language. Language awareness programmes involve a planned exploration
of how different languages look, sound, and relate to their cultures. They
can be taught by the class teacher, drawing on the specific language
resources available within a school or local community. Crucially, lan-
guage awareness could be valuably woven into the National Literacy
Strategy, as well as into the curriculum for geography, history and cit-
izenship. For pupils who have not yet started another language, it can
generate enthusiasm and curiosity, and help ‘train the ear’.

4.1.2 Early language learning: recommendations

Early learning should be a key part of the national strategy The
government should declare a long-term commitment to early language
learning by setting up a national action programme to cater for all pupils
in primary school education, within the framework of a coherent
national strategy for languages education in the UK. A package of
measures is needed, to raise the profile of early language learning, to
address long-term solutions, and at the same time to support and
strengthen existing provision. The national strategy must also provide a
framework for schools to use when planning their long-term
arrangements.

The government should spearhead development In the light of the
success of its Language Colleges initiative in raising the profile of lan-
guages and encouraging innovation, the government should establish an
ongoing fund to support the progressive designation of primary schools
as ‘international primary schools’ for parents who would like their child
educated from age 5 through the medium of a new language. The level
of funding should allow at least 100 schools a year to be designated for
the next ten years. The aim would be for children to become bilingual
in the new language by the age of 11. Schools bidding for funding would
undertake to provide for at least one class each year to be educated
mainly or wholly through the medium of the target language. The choice
of language would not be limited to French. There would be agreement
with a partner secondary school or schools to ensure continuity.

Provide targets for all primary schools In tandem with the
development of designated international primary schools, the govern-
ment should declare a ten-year target to provide an entitlement for all
pupils to learn a new language from age 7, based on 10% of curriculum
time, integrated with other subjects or taught separately.

Reward cooperation between schools Continuity into secondary
education is a cornerstone of success, and diversity should not be allowed
to dissolve into confusion. The government should offer financial
incentives to encourage primary and secondary schools to form groups
in order to agree a common pattern of provision for early language
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“It is significant that the growth of
foreign language teaching in
primary schools is commonly the
result of parental demand. No
doubt parents are comparing with
independent schools who, almost
exclusively, offer foreign
languages.”

George Varnava, Chair BBC
Secondary Advisory Committee

Recommendations 5 & 6

Recommendation 6.2

Recommendation 6.4

Recommendation 6.5



learning, including the choice of languages and continuity arrangements.

Equip, train and support new teachers A series of measures is needed to
ensure enough teachers in the longer term:

■ All entrants to higher education – and therefore to initial teacher
training – should be required to show evidence of continued and
accredited study of a language beyond 16;

■ Initial teacher training should include the opportunity for entrants to
develop the further linguistic and professional skills required for
teaching a language;

■ An ongoing programme of retraining and incentives for existing
primary school teachers should be funded immediately, alongside a
drive to recruit returners and speakers of other languages. These
measures should be underpinned by the development of high-profile
part-time courses addressing issues specific to early language
teaching;

■ Primary schools should be offered incentives to recruit foreign
language assistants as classroom helpers.

Make the most of expert teachers The government should, as a matter
of urgency, develop pilot projects with a view to making the skills of
expert teachers available to support primary teachers. Online networks
allow the experience and expertise of excellent language teachers to be
widely shared. They also provide teachers with access to direct exchange
of ideas and experience with other teachers.

Language awareness should contribute to the Literacy Strategy
Modules of language awareness should be introduced into the National
Literacy programme in primary schools. The content would be designed
to bridge the gap between English, literacy and foreign languages. A
number of models of effective language awareness teaching already exist
and could be used as the basis for tr ial schemes before wider
implementation.
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Recommendation 12.1

Recommendation 12.2

Recommendation 12.10

Recommendation 12.11

Recommendation 12.5

Recommendation 6.6



4.2.1 Languages in secondary schools: challenges
and obstacles

The range of languages is unbalanced French remains the dominant
language taught in secondary schools, despite legislation which allows
great freedom of choice. More pupils are learning German and Spanish,
but not in sufficient numbers to meet the nation’s needs. Apart from
initiatives in Language Colleges, the number of schools teaching non-
European languages is tiny. Yet there is no overall government strategy to
achieve a wider mix of languages which better reflects what the country
will need in the years ahead.

Qualifications are inflexible At every stage between 11 and 18 there are
weaknesses in the system of accreditation. For 11-14 year olds, short-
term goals and rewards, such as those provided by graded tests in the
1980s, are no longer available. After 14, disaffected pupils would achieve
more if they had the opportunity to switch to another language, but
present accreditation structures do not allow for this. In addition, the
tightly defined content of 14-16 syllabuses makes it difficult for teachers
to develop innovative approaches which would appeal to less willing
learners. There also remains too great a shift in emphasis and difficulty
between GCSE and A/AS level, which acts as a disincentive to continue
language study. Furthermore, there are no attractive alternatives to A and
AS levels for students who do not wish to specialise in languages post-16.

Continuity is at risk Current moves in England to make the 14-16
curriculum more flexible threaten to undermine the learning of lan-
guages. Given the UK’s low levels of language competence, it would be
counterproductive to move back to a situation in which many pupils stop
language study at 14. Such a pattern of provision would be in stark
contrast to the continuation of language learning to age 18 elsewhere in
Europe. It would reduce national levels of capability, reduce the pool of
potential A or AS level candidates, and make it much harder for pupils
to improve their language skills after leaving school. Even if an earlier
start became normal, three years of secondary level language learning are
insufficient to achieve a useful level of competence.
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4.2 Languages in secondary schools
Language learning in secondary schools should equip pupils with a
basic level of competence on which they can build, and the confidence
and skills needed to learn other languages in adult life. It is the
Inquiry’s view that these aims are not yet being met. Over the last ten
years, government policy has ensured that the number of pupils in
England learning a language for five rather than three years has
increased from 50% to almost 100%. But despite this significant
progress, there remain serious defects in the system and in the quality
of provision. These failures are reflected in the fact that only one pupil
in ten chooses to continue language study beyond the age of 16.

Apart from the limitations of the
National Curriculum there is
[therefore] no national policy to
control or direct either the availability
of specific languages or the
numbers of pupils learning them.
Schools are free to make their own
decisions about MFL provision.
These are guided primarily by
tradition, the availability of specialist
teachers and teaching materials,
and parental preference.

QCA

The National Curriculum for England
and Wales allows schools to teach
any foreign language or languages,
provided they offer all pupils the
possibility of studying an official EU
language.



There are defects in curriculum organisation Language lessons are often
badly served by school timetables. For example, time taken to teach a
second language often has to be taken out of the hours devoted to the
first language. It is also commonplace for pupils to be offered a second
language at age 13 only to find that option choices at age 14 make it
difficult to continue. Largely because of timetabling pressures, the num-
bers studying two languages to GCSE have fallen by half in the past five
years.

Courses provide a poor foundation for future learning Too many pupils
- including those achieving high grades - emerge from secondary edu-
cation with limited practical competence, low levels of confidence and
negative attitudes towards language learning. Many have a poor under-
standing of grammar, which makes future language learning difficult, and
limits their ability to use language flexibly. The Inquiry welcomes the
vigorous initiatives to improve pupils’ grammatical understanding within
the government’s literacy strategy. There is obvious scope here for making
connections between English and other languages.

Public examination results are below average At age 16, examination
candidates of all abilities tend to be awarded lower grades in languages
than in other subjects. This is a key factor contributing to under-
achievement. Pupils’ perception that they are not doing well in languages
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“The [time] allocation ranges
widely between schools …  so that
in effect some pupils may have an
hour per week more than others in
which to learn a new language.”

Standards in the Secondary
Curriculum 1997/8, OFSTED

Imagine two people who both want to learn a foreign
language-- say, Korean. Both are native speakers of English,
both read and write it fluently but one also understands
something of how it works – how we change word order to
make a question (He is. Is he? He left. Did he leave?), how
we form compounds (light bulb, jam sandwich), how we
choose between simple past (He left) and the present per-
fect (He has left) and so on – and has some terminology for
talking about such things.

Now suppose that they want to learn enough Korean to live
in the country and to negotiate with business partners at a
simple level. The ‘phrase-book’ level of most GCSE language
teaching won’t do: they have to aim at a much firmer found-
ation of understanding. It is often argued that the one who
understands how English works will (other things being
equal) make much better progress. This seems reasonable,
even obvious.

The National Curriculum for English aims at just this kind of
understanding. Wonderful! So our French or German teach-
ers can build on it, producing a new generation of adults who
know how to learn a new language efficiently. But will they?
Can they? Does the phrase-book approach of GCSE allow it?

Dick Hudson, Department of Phonetics and Linguistics,
University College London



is demotivating in itself, and many ‘give up’ on language lessons in order
to pursue more attainable high grades in other subjects. They avoid
choosing to study a second language when easier options are available.
In addition, headteachers may be tempted to discriminate against lan-
guages in order to boost a school’s overall results.

Boys achieve far less well than girls The gender gap - a matter of
concern across the curriculum - is greater in languages than in most
other subjects. This is a long-standing problem with long-term effects: for
example, very few men enter training to teach languages. The lack of
male teachers reinforces the message that language is a girls’ subject, that
men are no good at languages, do not like them and do not want to teach
them. Despite research which sheds light on teaching approaches that suit
boys’ needs, these are not yet reflected in the content of examinations at
age 16.

New technologies are not used effectively New technologies, such as e-
mail, the Internet and interactive CD-ROMs, lend themselves ideally to
language learning, and are particularly attractive to boys. However, in
many schools the organisation and management of computer facilities
make it difficult for language teachers to place new technologies at the
centre of their course planning. The Inquiry welcomes the major gov-
ernment investment in information and communications technology in
schools.

Good opportunities are being wasted Measures to improve pupils’
enjoyment and interest in language learning could be taken but over-
whelmingly are not. Bilingual teaching - where subjects such as History
or Geography are taught in the foreign language - remains a rarity, and
no accreditation is available for such courses. Schools are finding it dif-
ficult to run foreign exchanges, mainly because of pupils’ increasing
unwillingness to participate. Many schools have few or no links with
schools in other countries, despite the increasing ease of international
communication and the important motivational effect of linking lan-
guage learning to real-life communication. In too few schools is there a
firm internationalist ethos in which all subject areas are encouraged to
look outwards to the wider world. All of these weaknesses can be traced
to a lack of strong policy at national level. While specialist Language
Colleges are increasingly making progress in these directions, other
schools desperately need help.

A more positive climate is needed Learning a language - while it can be
fun - is also hard work, for which learners need support and encour-
agement from outside as well as inside the classroom. Neither govern-
ment nor employers issue information aimed at young people to high-
light the relevance of competence in languages, and school managers
themselves sometimes have little awareness of the importance of lan-
guages, leaving language teachers struggling against a tide of indifference.
In too many schools, pupils’ negative attitudes have led to a vicious circle
of under-achievement, low subject status and low teacher morale.
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“It is obvious to many language
teachers that what a pupil is
expected to do to obtain a Grade
C language GCSE is significantly
harder than in some other
subjects.”

M. Purves, Ecclesbourne School,
Derby

The theory
“Through the study of a new
language, pupils extend their
knowledge of how language
works. They explore similarities
and differences between the target
language and English, or another
language, and develop their
knowledge of the ways in which
language can be manipulated and
applied in different contexts.”

The National Curriculum for
England and Wales.

The practice
11 year olds at Hasland Hall School,
an 11-16 comprehensive school in
Chesterfield, study geography, ICT,
history and personal & social
education through the medium of
French.

It was found that lower ability
children who had followed the
bilingual programme performed
better in English than those who had
not. Boys seemed to do especially
well.



A more co-ordinated approach to teachers’ professional development is
needed There is a large disparity between the best and worst
professional development available to language teachers, depending on
their geographical location. Changes in education authority boundaries,
in funding and in inspection arrangements have eroded the quality of
support provided by advisory teams. In-service training has moved from
co-ordinated programmes of curriculum development towards one-off
events which are less likely to make a long-term difference to the practice
of language department teams.
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Voices from the classroom
“I do French which I really enjoy because for that one hour
you experience a different culture and way of living. It’s not
just a language, you find out things about the country and get
to make comparisons between another country and your
own.” – Sarah

“I don’t like studying foreign languages because I am not
very good at them and they don’t really interest me. I would
like to speak Bulgarian because I never hear much about it,
and I would like to go there and visit the capital and chat to
people.” – Rob

“I find foreign languages hard to do. I would like to speak
fluent French because where I work people there talk French
and it’s hard for me to understand them and for them to
understand me.” – Sharon

“I don’t like learning languages but I enjoy speaking them. I
think this is because I can’t get to grips with the hard learning
of verbs, etc. Being in among a crowd of foreigners would
help and therefore I could catch on and speak it in my own
time.” – Andrew

“When you first start learning a different language it’s hard to
take it all in but after a little while things begin to sink in.” –
Stacey

“I really enjoy foreign languages because it creates another
opening in your future. Companies would be able to send
you abroad and your job description can be more varied and
widely based.” – Laura

“I don’t like learning foreign languages because they are
boring and I am not very good at speaking them.” – Liam

Students at Buckingham School, Buckinghamshire.



4.2.2 Languages in secondary schools:
recommendations

Create a new balance and diversity of languages National strategies for
the schools system should aim to produce roughly equal numbers of
students over the next 10 years with basic level capability in French,
German and Spanish. Special funds should be agreed to support the
teaching of languages such as Chinese, Japanese, Arabic, Portuguese and
Russian, which are spoken by huge numbers of people in countries of
significant economic and political interest to the UK.

Keep language learning for all up to 16 Changes to National
Curriculum requirements in England should not allow pupils to drop
language learning. However, there should be increased flexibility in
course content to enable teachers to find new teaching approaches to suit
the needs of disaffected pupils.

Recognise progress through graded awards The government should
co-ordinate the establishment of a national system of optional graded
awards to cover the years prior to public examinations. The awards, based
on the model of swimming or gymnastics badges or music grades, would
require pupils to complete practical challenges, and could be taken at any
time. They would allow children of all abilities, including those in special
education, to gain credit for their achievement.

Introduce modular accreditation Language examinations at age 16
should become modular in structure to allow pupils to take
foundation-level tests at the age of 14. This would also allow some pupils
to change to a different language at this point and then take further
foundation modules at age 16. These results could be added to their
previous results to produce a certification in ‘languages’ rather than in a
particular language.

Review curriculum content and examination syllabuses Programmes of
study in English and Languages should be properly co-ordinated so that
pupils are given sufficient grammatical skills to move comfortably to
advanced level study or to language learning in later life. The content of
examination syllabuses for 16 year olds should be reviewed, with three
main aims: to provide more scope for teachers to match courses to pupils’
interests and aptitudes; to develop approaches which have greater appeal
to boys; and to seek ways of enabling pupils to achieve grades which are
in line with other subjects.

All schools should maintain active international links The Inquiry
welcomes the moves to make direct contact with people living in another
country an entitlement for all pupils, as part of a drive for a more inter-
nationalist curriculum and to increase motivation. The government
should take steps to make this a firm requirement at whole school level
and schools themselves should take active steps to explore fully the
potential of European links and funding opportunities.
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Recommendation 7.3

Recommendation 7.4

Recommendations 7 & 7.1

Recommendation 7.2

Recommendation 7.1

Recommendations 5.3 & 7

Recommendation 5.4



Review and reinvigorate the Foreign Language Assistant Scheme The
reciprocal Foreign Language Assistants Scheme, which enables schools to
appoint higher education students from other countries as living expo-
nents of their language, should be reviewed and reinvigorated as a matter
of urgency. The review should have particular regard to financial
arrangements, since many UK students are being attracted away from the
scheme by alternative European programmes under which student fees
are waived.

Offer incentives for schools which create bilingual sections Financial
incentives should be made available for schools to introduce bilingual
sections, in which a major part of the curriculum would be taught
through the medium of a new language. Bilingual sections could be
initiated either independently or as part of a ‘contract’ with a primary
school making similar provision. Schools would provide classes in each
year group, with children remaining in a bilingual class as they move up
the school. Entry to bilingual classes where at least half the timetable
would be taught through the medium of another language would be
through parental choice. There should be arrangements also for public
examinations at age 16 in bilingual form for selected disciplines.

Boost the use of technology Language teachers should continue to
develop the use of information and communications technology for
language learning, with the aim that it should become a central part of
their course planning and materials development. School management
should ensure that access to appropriate hardware does not limit oppor-
tunity. Additionally, within its strategy for the National Grid for
Learning, the government should declare a commitment to a target date
by which all pupils entering secondary school should have, in addition
to at least one ‘taught language’, an entitlement to choose another lan-
guage from an extended list, for which tuition would be provided
through distance approaches using new technology.

Government and business should promote languages as a key life skill
Language learning is a key life skill which all pupils should continue to
study to age 16 and beyond, whether their studies are directed towards
academic or vocationally related goals. Government and employer
interests should work together to ensure that school pupils - and school
management - receive clear and encouraging messages about the
importance of language skills, through high quality promotional and
guidance materials.

SECTION 4: EDUCATION to age 16

49Nuffield Languages Inquiry final report

Recommendation 7.9

Recommendation 7.8

Recommendations 7.6 & 7.7

Recommendations 3.1 & 3.2



5.1.1 Languages 16–19: a wasted opportunity

Nine out of ten students stop learning a language at 16 There is a sharp
decrease in students choosing languages at A-level, in marked contrast to
an increase in numbers of students following A-level courses across all
subjects. This bodes ill for the next generation which will be short of
language specialists. This decline in recruitment to languages as a spe-
cialist advanced subject is not being offset by growth in languages as a
supporting discipline: the take-up of language units in vocational courses
is minimal. This situation represents a major problem for the UK, and will
lead to damaging long-term repercussions unless checked. Monolingual
young people from the UK will be at a clear disadvantage in the global
market place, and mobility of employment could become the preserve of
people from other developed countries where competence in two or
more languages is the norm. Given that 30% or more of students go on
to higher education, where they quickly realise in increasing numbers the
need to maintain their language skills, the 16–19 sector of education must
be counted as a catastrophic wasted opportunity.

There is no post-16 policy on languages In other countries, a foreign
language is regarded as a fundamental part of education and therefore an
integral component of all post-16 study. English is by no means the only
language learned – many young people operate effectively in several
languages. In the UK, the study of a language post-16 is seen purely as
a route to a specialist language degree rather than as a life skill. It is not
therefore considered essential in 16–19 courses, with the exception of the
International Baccalaureate which deserves far wider use in view of its
combination of breadth and high standards. Unfortunately, the narrow
UK view has informed the content of a national Key Skills initiative
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5.1 Languages 16–19
Sixteen year olds should all be entitled to a flexible range of
opportunities to maintain existing language skills or to add a new
language to their portfolio. They should be in a position to make
informed choices about their language needs, fully aware of the
advantages of proficiency both for employment and personal
fulfillment.

However, critically few students on either academic or vocational
courses now continue study of a language between the ages of 16 and
19. The impoverished language curriculum for this age group denies
them real choice and, although present moves to broaden the
curriculum are a step in the right direction, unless more focused
action is taken very soon the next generation of young people in the
UK will be the losers. 
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“Our European and Asian
competitors are producing people
who are at least as well qualified
technically and professionally [as
young people from the UK] and
speak good English alongside a
range of other languages.”

2.1.1 Languages in global markets



which does not include languages or indeed make the connection
between communication skills and the learning of other languages.
Measures recently introduced by the government to broaden the A-level
curriculum are a step in the right direction, but their tentative nature may
limit their full implementation – and languages may fall victim to any
narrowing of choice or take-up.

Students face narrow horizons and limited choice Many of our future
doctors, engineers, scientists, economists and other professionals find it
difficult to combine the need to satisfy university entrance requirements
with the study of a language. In vocational courses, languages, if they
exist, tend to be an additional rather that an integral component of the
programme, implying a lack of importance and relevance. Moreover, our
current provision lacks vision and fails to offer choices which are
attractive and relevant: it is rare to find languages such as Japanese or
Portuguese on offer. Post-16 education is also missing the opportunity to
foster students’ existing bilingual skills.

Languages have no status in society There is little to suggest to young
people that languages are important, no explicit messages from the
business community linking languages to employability, no implicit
message from government through the inclusion of languages in high-
profile national initiatives. Consequently, in the minds of many students,
language skills bear little relation to their immediate concerns and are not
therefore valued. This is particularly telling among disaffected or lower-
ability students or students from a less advantaged background, whereas
there is evidence of strong parental encouragement towards language
learning among the more advantaged.

Languages are perceived as difficult Data from the Advance Level
Information System (ALIS) at Durham University shows languages as
one of the hardest subject areas in which to achieve high grades at A-
level. The prospect of low grades is a disincentive not only for students
but also for institutions, mindful of performance league tables and repu-
tation. In competing for students many therefore tend to offer courses
that are popular by virtue of their perceived ease.

Students are poorly equipped for A-level language study Many students,
even those with the highest GCSE grades, drop out within a few weeks
of starting an advanced-level language course because they find it too
difficult. Their grammatical knowledge is not sufficient for them to make
a smooth transition to advanced-level study. At a time when the decline
in take-up is a matter for concern and demand for specialist skills is likely
to increase, it is clearly unacceptable for this mismatch to lead to a
haemorrhaging of the already small numbers.

Funding of vocational courses is detrimental to national needs Further
education colleges offer (G)NVQ courses in areas such as tourism,
hospitality, business – all fields in which the UK would benefit from more
employees with expertise in languages, even at basic levels. However, very
few students on vocational courses study a language, and this leads both
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I.B. students are characterised by
self-confidence and an ability to
think in a variety of ways. This,
together with their depth and
breadth of study makes them very
attractive to higher education
establishments. Ten years ago few
universities understood the I.B.
Today, many offer financial
incentives to attract I.B. students.

Anglo European School

“Why do examination boards – and
often it is the same one offering
GCSE and A level – not produce
examinations that progress from
one to another? Why is it
necessary for authors to write
books and articles about bridging
the gap from GCSE to A level in
languages?”

Sue Ainslie, Head of Languages,
Edge Hill College



to national shortages and employers recruiting from other countries. The
recent systematic reduction in central funding for vocational courses is
a major contributory factor. It has led to courses being squeezed into as
few hours a week as is necessary to qualify as full-time study – as few as
16 hours compared to around 30 for the equivalent course in France,
Italy or Germany. Such constraints, together with the absence of positive
direction on languages from employers, mean that vocational staff are not
in a position to regard languages as a priority, often not even as a
consideration.

5.1.2 Languages 16–19: recommendations

Include accredited language study as a requirement for entry to higher
education Accredited post-16 language learning should be a
requirement for entry to degree programmes. Recent government ini-
tiatives to broaden the 16–19 curriculum should be strengthened to
ensure that young people actually do follow a broader curriculum and,
specifically, continue to study languages. Successful professionals of the
future are unlikely to be monolingual English speakers, and the ability to
operate in one or more foreign languages therefore needs to be con-
sidered a key life skill for all those progressing to higher education,
alongside the ability to use the English language effectively, to apply
number and to exploit information technology.

Introduce choice, flexibility and language diversity The government
should ensure that 16–19 education provides an appropriately wide range
of courses in languages, covering the specialist advanced-level route, the
provision of intermediate-level programmes, and properly integrated
language elements in vocational programmes. Schools and colleges must
be enabled to offer both continuation courses for languages learned up
to age 16 and the opportunity to start the study of new languages such
as Chinese, Portuguese, Russian, Japanese and Arabic.

The government and business to communicate the importance of
languages Clear messages about the importance of language skills must
be communicated to students in the 16–19 age group if the UK wishes
to motivate them, alert them to the reality of tomorrow’s world as an
international, multicultural environment, and help them equip them-
selves to operate effectively in it. The government and employer interests
should collaborate to ensure that schools and colleges receive unequi-
vocal messages on the importance of language skills through high quality
promotional and guidance materials.

Correct current anomalies The government should address as a matter
of urgency the difficulties of transition for students wishing to embark
on advanced courses, the perceived difficulty of the proposed AS-level in
England, the omission of languages from the communication component
of the Key Skills initiative, and the funding regime which effectively
discourages the inclusion of languages in vocational programmes.
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An inquiry undertaken by the Leisure
and Tourism consortium found that,
for inward tourism, the need was for
a range of languages at relatively
low level … and that these
languages should be available to
front-line junior staff.
LNTO

Recommendation 9

Recommendations 9.1 & 9.2

Recommendations 9 & 8.2

Recommendation 3.2

Recommendation 9.5



Make full use of technology Arrangements need to exploit the full
range of information and communications technologies at our disposal
in order to offer provision which is attractive, efficient and cost-effective.
The National Grid for Learning offers the opportunity for collaboration
to develop high quality online provision for less commonly taught lan-
guages, supported by local networks of specialist teachers, the precise
offer varying by locality in response to demand.

Relate student achievement to a common standards framework
Students aged 16–19,  preparing for entrance to university or for their
first job, need formal recognition of their learning as they focus on cer-
tification and documentation of their skills and achievements. It is vital
that there is widespread understanding of the levels of achievement rep-
resented by qualifications in languages. All language courses should
therefore relate clearly to the common framework recommended in this
report, which should be flexible enough to detail achievement even at
beginner level.
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Languages at A-level
French, German and Spanish account for nearly 90% of total
A-level entries in foreign languages

The numbers of A-level candidates for French have declined,
with a 9% drop in 1998, the biggest drop in one year.

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999
A-level
Languages 48,912 50,343 48,752 46,316 42,335
entries

The total of foreign language entries as a proportion of all
A-level entries has been steadily falling

In 1997 only 6% of all A-level entries were in a foreign
language

Just 2.5% of A-level candidates took two foreign languages

The contrast between the maintained sector and the inde-
pendent sector is marked: in 1997 the proportion of dual lin-
guists was 5.0% of all A-level candidates in independent
schools compared with 2.2% in maintained comprehensive
schools.

QCA 

Recommendation 9.4 & 13

Recommendation 15



5.2.1 Higher education: seeking to adapt

Languages are in crisis Most university language departments are
regarded as operating in deficit, and an increasing number are under
threat of closure or reduction. Some have already closed. This is in part
a product of funding formulae that do not adequately recognise the cost
of language teaching, and reflects a national context where individual
universities are not actively encouraged to enhance their provision of
languages. Higher education is a diverse and fragmented sector, which
lacks both the will and the means to address UK-wide strategic issues in
languages in a sustained way. There is no government-led strategic agenda
for languages to which higher education could respond. This makes it
difficult to match provision to the national need for a diverse range of
languages, taught at several levels. The picture is further complicated by
the fact that each of the four funding bodies for England, Scotland, Wales
and Northern Ireland has a different methodology for allocating funds,
and each individual university has its own internal arrangements for
funding languages.

A changing pattern of language study There are now more higher
education students studying a language outside language degrees than
within them. Integrated degrees, such as ‘Economics with French’,
‘Engineering with European Studies’ or ‘International Business Studies’,
in which a language course may contribute up to a quarter of the degree,
are growing in popularity. However there are still some disciplines that
fail to make room for a language dimension, especially in courses also
accredited as professional qualifications. The recognition that a language
is important whatever their discipline has also led more students to study
a language on a purely optional basis. The Inquiry welcomes the integ-
ration of languages with other disciplines in response to changing
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5.2 Higher education
The ability to operate in other languages and cultures should be part
of the portfolio of skills possessed by all graduates. To meet their own
and the country’s needs, they will need to be effective communicators
and citizens in a multilingual, multicultural world, regardless of their
area of specialist study. For many, using languages will be a regular
supporting feature of their work, in areas as varied as global finance,
defence, diplomacy, public administration or voluntary associations.

The UK also needs an adequate supply of specialists in languages and
cultures to meet the demand for teachers, translators, interpreters,
language engineers and cultural experts. There are disturbing signs
that higher education is unable to respond successfully to the major
challenges it faces in providing the next generation of graduates with
languages. To ensure best use of national resources, it is vital that the
process should be coordinated and strategic issues addressed in a
sustained way.

“Language departments in HE
should be poised to become key
players in developing the linguistic
and cultural resources that are
nationally needed. …But language
learning in universities is a national
issue which universities alone, and
their financially hard-pressed vice-
chancellors, cannot deal with in
isolation.”

Hilary Footitt, University of
Westminster

Of the 70,000 or so students taking
languages to degree level, fewer
than 15% concentrate on one
language, with the rest studying two
languages or, increasingly,
combining a language with another
discipline.



demand. It is, however, concerned that the implications of these changes
have not been adequately addressed, and that poor strategic management
exposes the system to unnecessary risks and is potentially wasteful of
national resources.

Recruitment of specialists is declining Applications to specialist
language degrees for undergraduates are declining (see figure, right).
Several universities have closed or are in process of closing their languages
departments; many others are facing difficulties in recruitment. These
changes are uneven and unplanned and, if sustained, they will further
reduce the supply of language graduates and trainee teachers. A sub-
stantial majority of language students study French, followed by German
and Spanish. Lower numbers study Italian and Russian. A decline in
Russian has led to several universities withdrawing degree courses; there
are also fears of course closures in German. The declining national cap-
ability in German and Russian is a matter of serious concern, given the
strategic importance of these languages for the UK.

Less widely taught languages are at risk The recent expansion of
provision for Chinese and Japanese language and culture is to be wel-
comed. Outside the main European languages, there have been successive
initiatives to protect some languages as ‘minority subjects’ and to promote
others as being of long-term importance: the most recent initiative has
sought to increase national capacity in Chinese language and society.
However, some important world languages, such as Arabic and
Portuguese, have not been targeted. Past initiatives have often foundered
after pump-priming funding, owing to the absence of long-term stra-
tegic perspectives. As a result, national capability in many African, Asian
and East European languages is now extremely fragile, even in the small
number of specialist institutes which have historically been the national
centres of expertise. The current piecemeal approach to funding lan-
guages is inadequate.

High-demand, effective courses often have low status Most universities
and colleges provide free-standing language options for students of other
disciplines. These are often provided in various ways, often via a separate
unit, such as a languages centre, or identified as an ‘institution-wide lan-
guage programme’ (IWLP). Teaching is provided in response to demand,
demand is growing, and such programmes are effective. They have been
at the forefront of innovation: they exploit information technology,
pioneer open learning approaches and develop transferable skills. But the
free-standing and flexible nature of such courses often leads to their
having low status and being under-resourced. Typically, languages centres
and IWLPs comprise a small core of full-time staff and an extensive cadre
of part-time temporary staff, usually employed on an hourly basis. They
are vulnerable to annual fluctuations in funding and may have difficulties
in maintaining a stable level of high quality provision.

Fragmented arrangements waste resources The organisation of
language teaching varies widely. Over half of institutions organise lan-
guage teaching across several departments. Languages centres and IWLPs

SECTION 5: EDUCATION beyond age 16

55Nuffield Languages Inquiry final report

0

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999

French

Russian

Italian

Spanish

German

UCAS figures for students accepted
into degrees in the five largest
languages (students studying two
languages are counted twice). During
the same period the total number of
students entering degree courses in all
subjects rose from 248,000 to 308,000.

“The kind of basic provision that
so many undergraduates now find
they need to add to their degree
courses should ideally have been
part of what they did at school, so
that language work in university
could operate at a more
appropriately high level.”

Professor John Sandford,
University of Reading



may be incorporated with or separate from specialist languages depart-
ments. In some cases, they may even be in competition. In addition,
foreign language teaching may or may not encompass teaching English
as a foreign language: sometimes both are provided by the same unit;
sometimes they are provided separately. There is evidence that such
fragmented arrangements confuse students, inhibit planning, discourage
effective cooperation and waste resources. The Inquiry believes that
integrated provision, a ‘one-stop shop’ for languages, is the most advant-
ageous approach and the one most likely to enhance quality provision in
all areas.

Initiatives need a wider framework The funding bodies have launched a
number of initiatives in recent years to strengthen and develop teaching
and learning across higher education in the UK. As part of this, a number
of projects have developed different aspects of pedagogy in foreign lan-
guages and cultures. The Inquiry welcomes the establishment of a
national subject centre in languages, linguistics and area studies, with the
task of promoting innovation, good practices and cooperation in these
areas. However, for these initiatives to achieve their maximum effect, an
overall policy agenda is essential.

Outcomes are not comparable between institutions Universities have
developed a variety of language degree programmes. Consequently, there
is no clear picture as to what a language qualification in higher education
means, especially in cases where the language is combined with other
disciplines. Outcomes are not readily comparable between institutions
and do not adequately inform potential employers about the capability
of graduate recruits.

There is a lack of information informing change It is difficult to extract
detailed information about languages from official statistics, and in par-
ticular to measure the number of students following optional language
courses. Surveys have been conducted by special interest groups or
organisations, and the information is often helpful, but tends to be partial
and approximate. Much evidence of change is anecdotal. It is a matter of
concern that there are few official figures to show provision, participation
and outcomes across the variety of contexts for language learning in
higher education.

There are disincentives to the ‘year abroad’ Almost all full-time students
in specialist language degrees spend a year studying or working abroad
as part of their degree. It is valuable in broadening their work experience,
social contacts and employability. It enables them to develop not only
their language and cultural skills, but also key life skills of self-reliance and
resourcefulness. However, the extra cost of this additional year can be a
disincentive to some potential students. The shortfall in applicants to
become Foreign Language Assistants is undermining reciprocal arrange-
ments with our EU partners.
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“Until recently, I was involved in a
regular annual visit [with students]
to European Institutions (not just
EU ones). Each year students were
amazed to find job opportunities
being denied to them (their words)
– because they had not recognised
the huge potential which exists in
such organisations and
commercial enterprises beyond
the UK. … Students simply do not
know what they are missing.”

Anonymous correspondent

“At the moment, more European
students flow into the UK than UK
citizens into Europe. The presence
of European students in our
classes is an eye-opener for our
UK students who see at first hand
what the effective learning of two
languages can mean and can
measure themselves against ‘the
competition’ which they will face
when they look for work. The
standard is set. The question is :
do we have the will and the
capability to achieve it ourselves?”

University of Portsmouth



5.2.2 Higher education: recommendations

Formulate a national strategy There is an urgent need for a national
strategy to plan the range of languages taught in higher education, to
manage the integration of languages into all subject areas and to maintain
a sufficient supply of language specialists. This strategy should form a part
of the agenda for strategic leadership at national level recommended
elsewhere. It should take account of the national needs identified in this
report, and involve the funding bodies, subject centres and professional
associations concerned with languages in higher education.

Adopt a national ‘languages for all’ policy Languages should be a key
skill for graduates and all students should be entitled to learn a language
as an optional part of their degree. Universities should specify their
requirements and expectations for student participation. A target of 10%
of study time is suggested and universities and accrediting bodies should
be invited to consider how this may best be achieved. National and
institutional funding increases should reflect such a policy. In addition, all
students should be encouraged to extend their portfolio of languages
through supported independent learning, whether or not it forms part
of their degree programme.

Introduce a language requirement for university entrance All students
should expect to be able to consult foreign language materials as part of
their studies, and should be expected to develop their language skills.
Accredited post-16 language study, or equivalent language learning
experience, should be a stated requirement for entry into all degree
programmes. The government and higher education institutions should
consult widely and decide how to introduce this over a five-year period.

Improve funding levels for language courses The Inquiry welcomes
recent decisions to enhance the level at which the teaching of some
languages is funded in England, and recommends that funding reviews
should be extended to all languages, in all parts of the UK. This review
should address resourcing of teaching and learning both in specialist
degrees and in provision for students of other disciplines. It should take
account of the staff-intensive nature of language teaching and the need
for adequate technical resources. Funding should be set at a level which
enables teaching, advice and support to be carried out by well-qualified
staff, and which enables a consistent portfolio of languages to be offered
across a range of levels of attainment.

Bring all language courses within a common assessment framework
Higher education qualifications should link the outcomes of all language
courses to a transparent and easily understood framework. This should in
turn be linked to the common national framework detailed in this report.

Waive fees for the ‘year abroad’ The Inquiry welcomes the DfEE’s
measures to alleviate the expense to students of spending a year abroad,
for example by waiving or abating the tuition fee. The fee waiver should
be extended to include teaching assistantships and work placements.
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Recommendation 1 & 10

Recommendation 10.4

Recommendation 10.2

Recommendation 10.5

Recommendations 9.1 & 9.2

Recommendation 10.1

Recommendation 10.2

Recommendations 10.7 & 15

Recommendation 10.8



5.3.1 Lifelong language learning: an opportunity
waiting

A robust adult language provision would be a sound investment
Demand from adults for languages is buoyant, and showing a steady
growth. Systems, however, are not meeting the demand, and there is a
glaring disparity between the numbers expressing a desire to learn a
language and those actively engaged in learning. A vigorous lifelong
provision for learning languages would be a sound investment for the UK
both for economic and social reasons. Adults with language skills enhance
their employers’ competitiveness and also the image of the UK when
they travel abroad. They are more likely to display tolerance and inter-
cultural understanding. They communicate these values, along with their
enthusiasm for languages, to their children – and progress in schools
depends as much on parental attitude as on educational policy.

Absence of national responsibility leads to inequality of opportunity
Access to adult language learning is unevenly spread nationally, leading
to unacceptable inequality of opportunity. Provision varies from excel-
lent to non-existent, subject to geographical accident. Its range, content
and quality in any given location are, more often than not, dependent on
the enthusiasm and expertise of one individual, working without the
support of a national infrastructure. There is no strategic overview of
lifelong language learning, and no reliable statistical profile or coordin-
ated research and development agenda to inform initiatives.

Inflexible funding arrangements deter and exclude Adults have varied
and complex reasons for learning languages and it is disturbing to find
people effectively excluded from learning by the inflexibility inherent in
the funding system. Discrimination between vocational and non-
vocational courses is wholly inappropriate for languages, and has resulted
in a provision which is contrived and artificial, and unattractive to many.
Central intervention would be better directed towards recognising the
potential of all language learning to enhance both employability and
personal development.
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5.3 Lifelong language learning
The need for language learning does not stop with full-time
education. As horizons continue to widen, adults need to extend,
update or maintain existing language skills, and to acquire new
languages in order to take advantage of new opportunities. The UK,
however, is failing to develop fully the huge potential of language
learning in adult life. Despite extensive interest in language learning
among adults, and a commendable appreciation by the government
of the value of lifelong learning, there is flagrant inequality of access
and a complete absence of coherence in the language provision
currently on offer. 

1999 NIACE survey revealed:

■ 41% of respondents
expressing a wish or intention
to learn a language;

■ 5% actually learning.

“Funding mechanisms may be
deterring some adults from joining
provision and distorting some
provision. It is important they
should support learning rather than
constrain learners.”

NIACE



Development is piecemeal and uncoordinated There is an over-
whelming case for the inclusion of languages in major lifelong learning
initiatives currently being developed by the government. Teachers are
concerned that the lack of strategic coordination of languages results in
piecemeal tinkering, which duplicates effort and is a poor substitute for
the real development needed in the sector. This is exemplified by the
recent proliferation of locally produced syllabuses, each similar but not
necessarily compatible, and each requiring significant investment of
scarce resources. Many, though not all, of them fail to command the
respect of the learner, inhibit transferability and progression on anything
other than the most local scale, and bewilder employers.

Opportunities for training are not widely available Recruitment of good
teachers can be difficult, particularly for minority languages and in rural
areas. Staff morale is currently low, and many experienced teachers,
demotivated by the effects of central funding requirements, are
abandoning a service they now regard as insufficiently learner-friendly.
They are often replaced by unqualified teachers for whom there is no
adequate training and support. Good part-time training courses,
addressing issues specific to language teaching in the adult sector, are not
widely available.

Collaboration between providers would benefit learners In the further
education sector, where so much adult learning now sits, the damaging
effects of local competition which has been the hallmark of the 1990s still
remain, despite lip service to a new collaboration. Lack of cooperation
between parallel institutions in a given area inhibits local rationalisation
of provision and results in a narrowing of scope, with fewer languages and
fewer progression opportunities offered. At another level, procedural
difficulties mean that adult education classes on school premises are often
excluded from using specialist equipment.

Current accreditation arrangements are de-motivating Adult learners
are generally motivated more by their wish to learn than by the acquis-
ition of formal qualifications. However, once they are engaged in the
learning process, formal recognition of their achievement helps to
maintain their enthusiasm and motivation – when the process is appro-
priate and clearly linked to learner needs. Regrettably, current accredit-
ation arrangements seem to be a major source of dissatisfaction for
learners and teachers alike, and, at a time when the spotlight is on qual-
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“The lack of specialist staff
development in some areas leaves
poorly trained or outdated part-
time tutors adrift.”

Ofsted: Accent on Adults

“There must be small clusters of keen, if angry, students all
over the region who could be brought together to form viable
groups if the institutions would only stop competing with
each other quite so vehemently and set-up some kind of
liaison procedure.”

Letter from AE tutor reporting large numbers of axed classes,
Autumn 1999

“I’m 58 years old and have just
passed my GCSE French. I’ve
never done anything like this
before. It’s been like opening a
window to me.”

Visitor to the London Language
Show

NETWORD is a small interactive
network of self-help groups of adult
language tutors organised by CILT.



ifications, it is disturbing that language accreditation should detract from
learning and become a deterrent rather than an incentive.

Flexibility and diversity can be improved The traditional weekly two-
hour taught class is still the norm, although there is growing awareness
of the need for more variety and flexibility. Flexibility is especially rel-
evant to adult learning, which often has to be accommodated alongside
work, family and social commitments. To achieve this goal will require
strategic collaboration between key national organisations and a climate
of cooperation regionally and locally. In terms of language choice, the
UK is currently witnessing a change in the languages adults wish to learn.
There is growing interest in less commonly taught languages, but
would-be learners are often frustrated by the insufficiency of offers.

Employers tend to be diffident about languages In the absence of
national guidelines or targets, opportunities to learn a language at work,
or to receive sponsorship to access public courses, depend on the priority
given to languages by the individual employer. Although language skills
are generally valued, relatively few companies have a language training
policy in place, preferring to seek employees who have taken the
responsibility for their own language training, and taking the view that
it is not their role to provide the basic skills needed to compete in global
markets.

5.3.2 Lifelong language learning: recommendations

Introduce strategic responsibility for languages Languages should be
classed as one of the priorities for lifelong learning, attracting similar
status and funding to other transferable life skills. The government must
take strategic responsibility for the inclusion of languages in emerging
key initiatives for adult learners and in the strategic plans of both national
and regional organisations. A first priority must be to create the infra-
structure to support education services in introducing coherence to the
provision, improving access and quality, and widening participation.

Establish partnerships to maximise potential Key organisations such as
the local Learning and Skills Councils should encourage local learning
partnerships to include languages in their plans, and ensure that local
organisations collaborate. The potential benefits include access for adults
to information and communications technology (ICT) by efficient and
cost-effective management of facilities, establishing networks of teachers
of less widely taught languages, and setting up a unified information and
advice service for potential language learners. The University for
Industry offers the mechanism for such a service, online and through
locally identified contact points, and it is essential that languages are
included in its remit.

Encourage the use of technology to offer flexibility and diversity
Imaginative, cost-effective solutions, using technology combined with
robust support networks, should be sought to meet the demands for
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A 40 second peak time TV trail
campaign for languages on BBC
Learning Zone attracted 170,000
phone calls.

Recommendation 11.1

Recommendation 11.3

Recommendation 11.5

Recommendation 11.7

Recommendations 11.10 & 13.5



greater flexibility and a wider range of languages. Dramatic progress can
be made given strategic collaboration between key national organisations
to develop high quality materials, guidance and accreditation, and local
cooperation to ensure equitable access to technology and learner support
networks.

Provide appropriate accreditation If qualifications are to underpin the
government’s new policies on lifelong learning, then it is essential for
qualifications in languages to be learner-friendly, motivating, appropriate
for adults, and offering credibility and transferability. An urgent review is
required of the current situation in which the quality of many accredited
programmes falls well below an acceptable standard. New qualifications
should support the common national standards framework recommen-
ded in this report, recognise the motivational value of learning in small
steps, and ensure that the first step is achievable in order to promote wider
participation and inclusive learning.

Public service organisations have a key role to play The BBC is to be
commended for its long-term commitment to providing high quality
language learning resources across a range of media for independent
learners. It has proved that television has the power to raise the profile
of languages and to stimulate demand in language learning. The gov-
ernment should encourage broadcasting organisations to play a key role
in promoting languages, with the aim of increasing and widening
participation.

Ensure future policy is based on reliable information The government
should review the present inadequate arrangements for the collection of
statistical information on languages in post-16 education, to furnish a
secure basis for monitoring and planning provision. As part of a wider
development agenda for languages, a research and development pro-
gramme focusing on adult language learning should be established to
ensure that future initiatives are supported by coherent policies.
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The Welsh experience
In April 1999 Wales published its national Welsh for Adults
Strategy, building on work initiated in 1994. It includes stra-
tegic and operational plans, recommendations on the most
effective ways of presenting Welsh to adults, and outlines of
national and local support structures designed to improve
accessibility, participation and quality. Although the question
of learning Welsh to live in a bilingual society differs from that
of learning a foreign language elsewhere in the UK, there is
much that can be learnt from the Welsh experience and
applied to other situations. Since the conception of the
Strategy, the number of adults learning Welsh has doubled,
proving that an explicit and proactive national agenda can
bring coherence and credibility to the provision – and with
them more learners. 

Recommendation 11.9

Recommendation 15.2

Recommendation 11.10

Recommendation 14
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The work of the Inquiry has highlighted the serious mismatch between what the UK needs
in language capability and what the education system is providing

We are on course for the next generation to be disadvantaged, edged out of the
employment market both at home and abroad. We are heading towards being a minority
clinging to monolingualism. The time is right for the UK to make the changes which will
allow its citizens to participate on an equal footing internationally.

More action is needed instead of words
Change to the system of languages education is overdue – the present system is inco-
herent, fragmented and increasingly ineffective in meeting national needs. No-one has
responsibility for it, therefore progress is insufficient. Fundamental change is required
to reverse the current situation where many people talk about the value of languages
and communication but little is done to ensure they are a reality for everyone.

We must not allow lack of coherence to continue undermining excellence
There are examples of excellence in all the successive stages of education, but the
piecemeal and haphazard fashion in which they have been developed, and the absence
of coherence and continuity between them, means that they are less effective than they
should be. High-quality language learning initiatives in the primary sector are unco-
ordinated and there is no continuity between them and the secondary sector. Many
secondary schools find their efforts diminished by lack of institutional support for lan-
guages. The vast majority of students drop languages at age 16 only to find they need
remedial measures when they enter university – and the higher education system is not
geared to cope with them. Lifelong language learning is hamstrung by the lack of
national infrastructure.

The UK cannot afford to sit back and wait
The lack of strategic management of languages has resulted in funds not being used
to maximum effect. Investments made in one sector are not exploited within another,
diversity all too often dissolves into confusion, the dedication of the teaching profession
is not put to full use. These are serious weaknesses, which waste scarce resources in
an increasingly competitive world. The total cost of the UK’s inadequate capability in
languages is very high indeed when we add up the latent costs of a workforce without
the skills to compete in the employment market and a potential reduction in exports.

Choice and opportunity are needed for the 21st century
Education has too long served the needs of the provider and institutions rather than the
learner. The world is changing, and there is increasing focus on the consumer and
consequently more emphasis on choice. Demand and public awareness are growing –
employers are looking for a wider range of languages, parents want their children to start
learning a language early, 16 year olds need to be able to keep their options open, adults
need access to real and varied opportunities for language learning.

THE NEED

for change
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Making change happen
There are fundamental issues of policy to be addressed if the UK is to meet the nation’s
linguistic needs for the 21st century. The prime responsibility for providing a national
education system lies with the government. A national approach is now needed, to
provide a rational and consistent path of language learning, starting from an early age
and offering progression opportunities throughout life. Only with such strategic direction
and support can learners achieve credible levels of competence, and confidence in their
ability.

Given the political will, attitudes can change. The Welsh experience highlights how an
explicit and proactive national agenda for language can bring coherence and credibility
to provision – and with them a change of attitude and a resurgence of interest. A high
profile government strategy will give encouragement and coherence to the many ima-
ginitive and innovative enterprises already developed by teachers and agencies in dif-
ferent sectors of education. Changes will certainly involve new resources but much can
be done to allocate existing resources more effectively. Ultimately, a policy agenda for
languages is an investment the UK cannot afford to ignore.

■ The political will – government leadership and vision

■ A national strategy for the development of capability in
languages

■ Explicit responsibility for languages at strategic level

■ A culture where using more than one language is attainable
by the majority, as in so many other countries

■ A rational path of learning from early childhood throughout
life

■ More teachers, teaching a wider variety of languages

■ Partnerships and collaboration between employers,
government and education

■ Extensive and imaginative use of technology

■ A coherent and inclusive framework to define language
competence

■ A comprehensive research and development agenda to
inform policy 

Principal drivers
of change 

Part Three of the report considers the management of change and presents a full list
of the Inquiry’s recommendations.

THE NEED

for change



6.1.1 A national strategy for languages: the need

Lack of national responsibility has led to lack of coherence The Inquiry
welcomes the positive signs that the government is becoming aware of
the need for concerted action in developing a national capability in
languages. Evidence has uncovered an alarming absence of strategic
responsibility at national level for language-related issues which, inevit-
ably, has led to an absence of coherence, continuity or cohesion between
successive stages of education. We teach a narrowing range of languages
at a time when we should be doing the opposite. However, many of the
government’s current reforming initiatives – from literacy in the primary
school through to lifelong learning – provide opportunities for action to
enhance the role and effectiveness of language learning. A clearly artic-
ulated national strategy for languages is needed, involving continuing
dialogue between government, the general public, and partners in busi-
ness and education, in order to take advantage of these opportunities.

Current provision for languages does not meet national needs Evidence
from business and public services is remarkably consistent in its message:
capability in languages is becoming more important, and the possession
of usable language skills – along with other qualifications – increasingly
attractive to employers when recruiting staff. However, employers gen-
erally express disappointment at inadequate levels of competence and the
limited range of languages offered, and often prefer recruits from other
countries, who have learned English to a high standard alongside their
own language. At the same time, it has become clear that employers and
employer bodies have not been transmitting their message effectively to
the world of education. Given that young people in school and college
need to be motivated by clear signals about the potential career usefulness
of their studies, there is an obvious opportunity here for employers to
offer a strong message about the importance of languages alongside other
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6.1 A national strategy for languages
The work of the Inquiry has attracted remarkable interest – from both
men and women in the general public, the professions, politics, and
sections of the media – confirming a new shift in public awareness of
the importance of languages. This reinforces the Inquiry’s conclusion
that the time is r ight for the government to declare a clear
commitment to setting a national policy agenda for languages, along
with an enhanced international dimension in education, as a
contribution to economic success and international understanding.
Furthermore, this is an opportunity for a British government to play
its part among governments of English-speaking countries in
displaying a positive and sensitive attitude to the languages and culture
of others.

MANAGING

change

SECTION

6

A National Opinion Polls
independent sounding in October
1998 revealed only 14% of those
questioned believing that ‘English is
enough’ – with 86% believing that
‘more needs to be done to promote
language learning in the UK’.

“In the long term modern language
competence should become as
much a core skill as problem
solving. Just as IT skills were not
perceived as ‘core’ a decade ago,
there is a similar perception on
modern language skills today.”

CBI



disciplines. There are also increasing opportunities for businesses to invest
in public–private initiatives in local schools. The positive impact of such
relatively low-cost initiatives as joint ownership of teaching programmes
in difficult, non-European languages for priority markets, or develop-
ment and distribution of multilingual software, could be substantial.

The UK lacks an adequate information base Policy development for the
future needs to be underpinned by a substantial research and develop-
ment agenda, and based on a more comprehensive and informative stat-
istical base than the UK enjoys at present. In the case of schools, much
of the statistical information about take-up of individual languages is
based on public examination returns. Beyond school, the picture is con-
fused. Official statistics for further, higher and adult education are col-
lected by various agencies; they are tightly focused on the particular
purpose of the collecting agency and are difficult to rework for other
purposes. Most other available information is derived from organisations
with a particular interest, in which case the data is at best partial and
approximate.

Dependable information is hard to come by Would-be language
learners, especially adults, often find it hard to get information and
impartial advice about language provision. As a result it can be difficult
for all but the most persistent to make an informed choice. Evidence
from business reveals that small and medium-sized enterprises in partic-
ular have problems in finding language training to match their needs.
There is a strong need for a unified information service, accessible both
nationally and locally, aimed at business and the general public, and
providing information for both public and private sectors. The provision
of such a unified service would also help to pinpoint regions of the
country where learning opportunities are inadequate, and provide a basis
for coordination of provision across local areas.

Success will require a change in attitude However well organised the
systems by which we can improve our capability in languages, we must
never lose sight of the fact that success will ultimately depend on public
and individual attitudes. It requires a culture where the use of more than
one language is seen as natural and attainable by practically everyone, as
in so many other countries. In this context, the media have the potential
to raise the profile of languages substantially. Many respondents to the
Inquiry expressed irritation at the almost universal use of English
voice-overs in preference to subtitling during interviews in other lan-
guages on televised news and current affairs broadcasts. This conveys the
misleading impression that English is spoken at all times in all corners of
the world, and prevents exposure to the sounds of other languages. It is
unfortunate also that some parts of the media still use the outdated ste-
reotype of the insular Englishman, suspicious of non-English speakers
and showing no capacity for learning other languages.
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“HSBC has joined forces with the
Central Bureau for Educational
Visits and Exchanges, to develop
strategic partnerships to benefit
the teaching and learning of
Mandarin in the UK. Twenty-four
teacher exchange bursaries are
being made available by us over
three years to allow staff from the
Language Colleges we sponsor to
exchange with counterparts in
Chinese schools.”

Mary Jo Jacobi, HSBC Holdings
plc

Campaigns by the BBC, such as
Look and Read, and Webwise
attract up to 300,000 phone calls
from interested individuals. The
Computers don’t bite campaign
encouraged 200,000 people to try a
computer for the first time.



A national strategy would maximise European support European
institutions attach great importance to respecting language diversity
among member states. Both the EU and the Council of Europe give
prominence to programmes designed to improve the capability in lan-
guages of European citizens as a key component in co-operation
between states, respect for the identity of others and the promotion of
mutual understanding. The impact of the EU’s range of language-related
funding programmes – targeted at such areas as teacher training, teaching
materials, transnational work experience, innovation in technology, lan-
guage learning in schools – has been positive and far-reaching. However,
in the UK, the absence of a clear agenda for languages has led to the
misdirection of some funding – and those most adept at surmounting the
bureaucratic complexities of bidding have on occasions obtained
resources for projects which might not have been approved had a national
strategy existed. Another consequence is the failure to disseminate key
messages emerging from funded activity.

6.1.2 A national strategy for languages:
recommendations

The government to drive forward the agenda for languages The
government, in consultation with the many sectors and interests which
contribute to the nation’s economic and social well-being, should for-
mulate and vigorously promote a national strategy for the development
of capability in languages. Such a strategy would serve as a policy frame
within which to locate and coordinate the contribution of the various
sectors and stages of education and training.

Appoint a languages supremo To secure the coherence necessary for
real progress, the government should appoint a languages supremo whose
task would be to work with government at the highest level, with
national agencies, employers and the general public, to ensure effective
implementation of the national strategy. The remit of the post would
include the setting and monitoring of targets, coordination of initiatives
between sectors, consultation with education and the wider public, and
the promotion of a multilingual Britain.

Raise the profile of languages using public service media A high-profile
awareness-raising campaign is needed to launch a fresh approach to the
issue of languages in the UK and to break down barriers to learning. In
the light of its successful history of encouraging participation in the
domains of literacy, computers and the internet, the BBC, in partnership
with other organisations,  should play a key role in the promotion of
languages.

Employers and government should together promote the importance of
languages Employers and their associations should join with the
government to promote the importance of capability in languages. In
particular, they should produce information and publicity material
emphasising the need for languages alongside other skills and compet-
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Recommendation 1

Recommendation 2

Recommendation 3

Recommendation 3.4

Recommendations 3 & 4.3



ences. This should be directed at young people, their parents, and teach-
ing staff and management in schools and colleges. Organisations such as
the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) should emphasise the
importance of languages for success in business around the world,
encourage incentives for language use, make information on employ-
ment requirements available to providers, sponsor key initiatives mounted
by providers, and cooperate on research relating to cultural and language
fluency.

Base policy on reliable information As a priority, the government should
review the present arrangements for the gathering of statistical inform-
ation on languages in the successive stages of education, and require that
such information provide an effective basis for monitoring and planning
provision. A national research and development agenda for language
learning and teaching should be established, with funding allocated
according to the priorities identified within the national strategy.
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National support agencies
The Centre for Information on Language Teaching and
Research (CILT) is highly regarded for its promotion of good
practice in all sectors of languages education and training,
and for the services it offers to teachers and researchers.
Over the last ten years it has taken a lead role in establishing
partner centres in Scotland, Northern Ireland, Wales and in
the English regions. CILT receives funding support from
government, but now derives more than half its running costs
from its income generating activities. CILT also hosts the
work of the National Languages Training Organisation
(LNTO), which promotes awareness of the importance of
languages in employment and the adoption of the National
Language Standards in the field of vocational qualifications.

The Central Bureau for Educational Visits and Exchanges
has a role which extends to international education and
training with many partner countries, but which includes a
special emphasis on support for the languages commonly
taught in the UK. With government funding, its programmes
have given both teachers, students and young people in
employment a wide range of opportunities for direct contact
with other languages and cultures through visits, exchanges
and courses abroad. The Bureau has been closely involved
in the development of European funded programmes in
support of languages, and it administers the reciprocal
Foreign Language Assistants scheme.

These bodies have for many years worked to promote
greater coherence in languages education in the UK, and
with their expertise, their UK–wide networks and their track
record they are strongly placed to make a major contribution
to future national investment in languages.

Recommendation 14.2



Establish national and regional information networks Languages should
feature prominently in high-profile developments such as the University
for Industry. Information and guidance about learning opportunities
should be comprehensive and easily accessible to individuals and organ-
isations, online and through locally identified contact points. Regional
networks should ensure the provision of an adequate range of languages
across all sectors of education and training, in both the public and private
sectors, with a particular concern for enhancing access to less widely
taught languages.

Support for European work in language learning The UK government
should assume a higher profile in disseminating and promoting the
messages which emerge from the development work in the field of lan-
guage learning sponsored by the EU and the Council of Europe.
Particular attention should be paid to ensuring that funding reaches those
projects and initiatives in the UK likely to contribute most to fulfilling
the national strategy for languages. 
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The University for Industry
The University for Industry is committed to boosting the
competitiveness of business and the employability of indi-
viduals. Working with businesses and education and training
providers, it will use modern technologies to make learning
available at a time and place to suit the learner - at home, in
the workplace and through a national network of learning
centres.

Clearly, given the findings and recommendations of this
Inquiry it will be important to ensure that foreign languages
feature prominently in the range of provision endorsed and
supported by the University for Industry.

Recommendation 14.7

Recommendation 3.5

Recommendation 1.8



6.2.1 The teachers: the needs of different sectors

Language skills in short supply do not find their way into the classroom
Numbers of secondary school pupils studying two languages are in sharp
decline. Nine out of ten young people in the UK stop learning a lan-
guage at the age of 16. Inevitably this results in a shortage of applicants
to degree courses in languages, a shortage of students with language skills
on initial teacher training courses, and a shortage of teachers of other
disciplines, in all sectors, with the skills to integrate languages into their
curriculum. Of the reduced number of language graduates, a smaller
percentage is now coming forward to train as teachers – the figures for
the last five years show a consistent shortfall against funded targets.
Statistics show that a range of employment opportunities is open to these
graduates and that they do very well in the competition for jobs in the
graduate employment market.

Needs vary according to sector Strategies for recruitment, and for
initial and in-service training, have to address a widely differing picture
in different educational sectors. The primary school sector lacks the large
pool of linguistically or professionally equipped teachers needed for all
primary schools to include a language in their curriculum, and initial
teacher training courses for aspiring primary school teachers no longer
offer languages. Retraining existing primary school teachers to ensure
they have the necessary fluency or language teaching skills offers one
possible way forward, but it is expensive and will depend on teachers
volunteering; any attempt to oblige teachers to retrain for this work
would increase the risk of failure through lack of commitment. In sec-
ondary schools, achieving a more equal balance between French,
German and Spanish will entail recruiting more teachers for German and
Spanish over a sustained period of years. In the further, higher and adult
education sectors, all with a large proportion of part-time teachers, it has
not been a statutory requirement for teachers to be formally qualified to
teach, but measures are now being taken to address this anomaly.

SECTION 6: MANAGING change

69Nuffield Languages Inquiry final report

6.2 The teachers
The next generation will need more teachers, teaching more
languages. The future of language teaching and learning in the UK
relies critically on the availability of an appropriately qualified
teaching force. The Inquiry is keenly aware of the current difficulties
in recruiting language teachers, and welcomes the government’s
high-profile drive to attract more applicants to the profession. The
long-term answer, however, lies in tackling the root of the problem
and in ensuring that a large enough proportion of young people have
the capability to be able to consider teaching a language, whether as
a main or a second subject. To bring the UK to that point, radical and
imaginative short-term measures are called for. 

Business services 26.9%
Manufacturing 12.7%
Wholesale/retail 11.6%
Banking/finance 10.4%
Health/community/
     social services 11.1%
Transport/communications 9.4%
Public administration 5.9%
Education 5.3%
Hotels & restaurants 3.7%
International organisations 0.2%
Other areas 2.8%
Source: HESA

“Unless language teaching (or any
teaching) in the state sector is
made more attractive, good
graduates will not enter the
profession.”

Judith Hamilton, Secretary
General, FIPLV 

Destinations of language
graduates 1998 



Continued incentives are needed to recruit from home and abroad
Teaching needs to recruit more specialist linguists from UK sources if a
safe and sustainable supply of teachers is to be achieved and role models
provided for the next generation. The Inquiry welcomes the decision by
government to offer a financial inducement to students entering training
for language teaching, but anxieties remain about the prospects of any
substantial improvement in the immediate future. The UK has witnessed
in recent years the significant – and growing – contribution of native
speaker language teachers recruited from other countries, and there have
been welcome initiatives to smooth the path for them to teach languages
in the UK system. While these initiatives have been prompted by the
chronic shortfall in recruitment of UK linguists to initial teacher training
programmes, the presence of teachers from other cultures and language
communities brings broader potential advantages to our classrooms, and
should not be viewed merely as an expedient.

New approaches need a greater diversity of teacher profiles Teaching
languages has largely tended to be the preserve of graduates who have
specialised in one or, more often, two languages. However, there are
powerful reasons, relating both to motivation and to the potential prac-
tical benefit in vocational terms, for languages to be more closely con-
nected with other disciplines. This could be more easily achieved given
the presence in schools and colleges of more teachers of other disciplines
who are also linguistically able, whether as native speakers of other lan-
guages or as graduates of a language combined with another discipline.
New graduates are not the only source of such teachers, and the UK
should explore the potential of recruiting from a wider pool of people
whose existing skills and experience could be channelled towards lan-
guage teaching.

There is a long route to qualified status For graduate linguists, residence
abroad as part of a degree in languages already adds a year to the period
of study. Students may be reluctant to envisage adding a further year for
initial teacher training, especially in view of the financial implications,
which weigh more heavily since the advent of student loans.
Furthermore, many students are inevitably drawn to other areas of
employment with more attractive working conditions, higher status and
higher-paid prospects.

Fewer students are now interested in working as assistants
Recruitment to postgraduate teacher training courses (PGCE) has been
affected by the relative decline in language undergraduates spending their
year abroad as language assistants. There have recently been particular
difficulties in recruiting to assistantships, which were traditionally a first
experience of teaching, and which often encouraged students to consider
a teaching career.
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The Graduate Teacher Programme,
a pilot scheme developed between
the French Embassy, CILT, the
Central Bureau and the TTA,
involves recruiting French nationals,
qualified to teach French as a
foreign language, in English schools.
The pilot is now in its second year
and there are plans to include native
speakers of German and Spanish.

“After teaching French for 26 years
in secondary school, I am now one
of a band of dedicated teachers
who just love teaching young
children whose eagerness to learn
a language is the most satisfying
experience a teacher can have.”

Janet Randell



Too few males are entering the teaching profession The uptake of
languages by boys beyond age 16 is low and declining. This in turn leads
to few men taking specialist language courses at university and fewer
taking a PGCE teacher training course. In 1999–2000 there are 255 men
on PGCE language courses (compared to 1154 women). It is estimated
that nearly 50% of the men are not of UK origin.

In-service training is vital Teachers of languages have had to adjust to
fundamental changes in their clientele and their approaches over recent
years, across all sectors of education. These demands will continue, par-
ticularly in the light of the progress and potential of information and
communications technology (ICT). Language teachers are well served by
national agencies such as the Centre for Information on Language
Teaching and Research (CILT) and its partner bodies in Scotland,
Northern Ireland and Wales, but local education authority provision for
specialist advice and training support has been greatly reduced in recent
years.

Technology can help provide diversity of languages To satisfy both
national needs and personal fulfilment, learners in all sectors need access
to a much wider range of languages. With video links, online support
structures and interactive resources, a ‘remote’ teacher or team could
service the needs of learners scattered over many institutions. In the case
of secondary school pupils, this is a medium-term ambition, but could
be envisaged in the shorter term for the further, higher and adult edu-
cation sectors, where a more mature attitude to self-access learning
would allow more rapid development. It would clearly be unrealistic and
wasteful for schools and colleges each to seek to recruit part-time
teachers of less widely taught languages. However, a local or regional
pool of teachers with expertise in both small-group and online teaching
could provide a service to which schools and colleges could subscribe.

6.2.2 The teachers: recommendations

Continue and intensify recruitment drives The Inquiry urges the
government to continue and intensify its current drive to attract more
applicants to the teaching profession. Where languages are concerned, the
situation can only be remedied effectively if entrants to higher education,
and therefore to initial teacher training, continue their study of a lan-
guage beyond age 16. To ensure sufficient numbers of primary school
teachers able to teach languages, initial teacher training should include
the opportunity for the development of further linguistic and profes-
sional skills. In addition, an ongoing programme of retraining and
incentives for existing primary school teachers should be funded
immediately.

Diversify the opportunities to teach languages In a profession in which
the majority are women, the government should launch a high-profile
campaign to encourage teachers who have taken a career break to return
to language teaching in primary or secondary schools, further, higher or
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“It would be helpful if a second
language was a requirement for
entry to a teaching degree and
formed part of it, so that monoglot
teachers were the exception rather
than the norm.”

Anne Coleman

Recommendation 12

Recommendation 9.1

Recommendation 12.2

Recommendation 12.11

Recommendation 12.3



adult education. Incentives should include accessible opportunities for
intensive linguistic and professional updating for returners, both women
and men. Current development work in training graduate teachers of
other disciplines, especially from other countries, should be extended to
provide an enlarged pool of teachers offering a language with another
discipline.

Encourage greater collaboration The minister with responsibility for
the recruitment of language teachers should give added impetus to the
growing collaboration between the many organisations and institutions
with a direct interest in the delivery of languages in educational services.
The form of cooperation should be a matter for wide consultation
between schools, the languages and education departments of universit-
ies, LEAs, the DfEE, the TTA, CILT, careers services, professional associ-
ations and the cultural services of relevant embassies.

Use technology to share the skills of good teachers The government
should invest in the formation of small specialist teams of teachers to
work in partnership with national agencies and bodies such as the BBC,
the Open University and higher education language centres. Using the
full range of technology available, these teams would develop materials
for use in training teachers to teach languages, both in the classroom and
in the virtual classroom. This would be of particular benefit for less
commonly taught languages, such as Portuguese, Russian, Arabic,
Chinese and Japanese.
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‘To be a modern languages teacher requires vast amounts of
energy and enthusiasm, a wealth of creativity, a total mastery
of subject knowledge, excellent organisational skills and,
above all, a sound understanding of the relevant
methodology.

Pupils up and down the country encounter such teachers
every day and experience the satisfaction and fulfillment
which learning a language successfully can bring. In the
classrooms where language learning is not seen in such a
positive light we should be working with teachers to develop
their professional skills in an appropriate way rather than
expressing despair about the state of language learning in
our schools as a whole.

Let’s look to the future where we value and, at the same time,
actively seek to develop the expertise of our teachers who
are, after all, our most valuable resource.’

Trevor Mutton, University of Oxford Department of
Educational Studies.

Recommendation 12.4

Recommendations 12.5 & 12.6

Recommendation 12.12

“I don’t really enjoy learning
foreign languages as they can be
quite tedious and I find most
languages difficult”

Kevin, Buckingham School,
Buckinghamshire.



6.3.1 ICT: the potential for language learning

The full potential of ICT has yet to be realised in languages Levels of use
of ICT in language learning vary dramatically from sector to sector and
from one institution to another. Many universities make excellent use of
the range of ICT resources to provide language learning opportunities
for students of all disciplines. Further education and sixth-form colleges
have invested heavily in technology, although language learning has often
not been in the forefront in exploiting this investment, with some notable
exceptions. In schools there is evidence that logistical problems still make
it difficult to provide the levels of pupil access needed for success. Despite
examples of good practice, particularly in the Language Colleges, tech-
nology still tends to be used at the margins rather than at the core of
school language learning. Adults learning languages in the evening rarely
gain access to new technologies – and this exemplifies an overall prob-
lem, namely that resources tend not to be used efficiently, collaboratively
or cost-effectively.

Pioneering work puts the UK in a strong position The National Grid for
Learning and the University for Industry provide the UK with the
potential infrastructure to lead the way in online language learning.
Organisations such as the Open University Language Centre and BBC
Languages have pioneered mixed media approaches to language learning,
and their development of supported self-study using distance teaching
approaches has demonstrated how effective a well managed combination
of technology and tutorial support can be. The UK is also fortunate in
being able to draw on the investment in new technologies associated
with the teaching of English as a foreign language (EFL), which have
made an enormous contribution to language teaching generally.

Sharing teachers can lead to a wider choice of language The Internet
allows the talents of excellent language teachers to be widely shared
instead of confined to a few students. Online teachers, with appropriate
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6.3 Technology and language learning
Alongside its rapidly expanding role in translation and interpreting,
ICT (information and communications technology) has immense
potential to enhance language learning – which is a central concern
of this Inquiry. Managed effectively and used imaginatively, it offers
access to a wider choice of languages, caters for individual needs,
aptitudes and learning styles, and motivates by allowing direct and
easy communication with speakers of other languages. It moves the
focus from teaching to learning in a way that has never been possible
until now, reflecting the general shift in society towards greater
consumer awareness and choice. However, technology needs to move
from a peripheral to a central role in language learning if it is to be
successful – a challenge which has yet to be fully met.

The BBC Languages website logs
around 300,000 page hits per
month with figures showing a rising
trend. 

The National Grid for Learning will
involve nearly 500,000 teachers in
33,000 schools, 250,000 staff in
900 FE institutions, and eventually
22,000 library staff in 4,300 public
libraries used by 60% of the UK
population.



support structures, could enable a school or a college to offer languages
that would not otherwise be available. Such enriched choice and ease of
access could improve learners’ motivation and commitment. Online
teaching would allow pupils in secondary school the option of an addi-
tional language from an extended list. This approach could also give
greater freedom of choice in the languages offered to adult learners, given
properly organised support structures.

Technology can motivate reluctant learners Many teenagers, particularly
boys, who may be reluctant to engage in classroom interaction and are
not inspired by conventional language teaching materials, have a keen
interest in computers as well as excellent screen and keyboard skills, often
developed outside school. Evidence suggests that alternative approaches
to language learning which harness these interests and skills could result
in greater enthusiasm for languages and fewer disciplinary problems. The
National Curriculum now specifies real communication with native
speakers of the language learned as an integral part of the syllabus.
Personal contact with people from other countries contributes to
motivation, skills and knowledge – and technologies allowing us to
communicate instantly and effectively with people anywhere in the
world are becoming commonplace and improving daily.

Language, communication and IT skills can be integrated To exploit
new technologies to the full, the next generation will need high levels
of literacy and good communication skills. Opportunities for developing
these qualities are missed by isolating languages and failing to integrate
them into the curriculum. ICT provides the opportunity for clear con-
nections to be made between languages, literacy and communication,
since skills such as word processing, letter or message writing, oral
presentation and Internet information searching are often as easily
developed and practised in a second language as in English.

The Internet can offer professional networking for teachers Through the
Internet, teachers have immediate access not only to up-to-date
resources but also to direct exchange of experience with other teachers.
Many networks and newsgroups already exist which allow teachers to
communicate, collaborate and exchange resources with other teachers
anywhere in the world. This sort of facility is particularly important to
teachers in the adult sector where so many work part-time and have no
access to local or national support structures. Networking could also play
an important part in sharing experience between teachers and research-
ers in different sectors, who for too long have suffered from the frag-
mentation of the languages scene.

6.3.2 ICT and language learning: recommendations

Ensure national strategic coordination The government’s ambitious
targets on ICT and its significant investment are to be applauded – having
the infrastructure in place for online learning and teaching is an excellent
start. But it is only a start, and the full exploitation of the potential of new
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“Our French website is having a
big impact on the school,
particularly with some of the
younger boys, who can be so
hostile to modern languages –
once online they seem to forget
that it’s lesson time.”

Stéphane Derône, the Howard
School, Medway, Kent

The Lingu@NET forum is an e-mail
discussion group, developed by
CILT and BECTA with support from
the DfEE, for those involved in
language teaching and research. It
allows teachers to exchange ideas,
seek advice from peers, comment
on materials, share problems and
challenges, discuss issues and keep
each other up-to-date with what’s
going on.



technologies should form a key component of the recommended
national strategy for languages. Languages should be accorded an explicit
place in national initiatives using ICT – in areas as diverse as the net-
working of schools, colleges and public libraries, the provision of a
comprehensive information and advice service, and support networks for
learners and teachers to share experience and ideas.

Organisational issues must not be allowed to dictate policy in schools
Senior management in schools must ensure that the provision and man-
agement of ICT facilities allow their benefits to be experienced to the
full. The next generation, familiar from an early age with technology and
its applications in all aspects of life, will undoubtedly have well developed
computer skills. Organisational issues must not deny them the oppor-
tunity of integrating these skills with language learning.

Collaborate locally to rationalise resources There should be incentives
to schools and colleges to collaborate to ensure the most efficient and
cost-effective use of ICT facilities in local areas. This collaboration should
provide on the one hand for making maximum use of equipment and
facilities (for example, schools sharing with lifelong learning providers),
and on the other hand for expert teachers to be made available online
to provide tutorial services to networked partner institutions.

Collaborate nationally for an imaginative provision National
organisations, public service media and local providers should collaborate
to provide a high quality nationwide range of flexible language learning
opportunities for adults. The availability of hardware and software is not
enough – success depends on an imaginative mix of materials across the
range of media, combined with opportunities for speaking practice,
group work, assessment by professionals, and accreditation opportunities.
Support, face-to-face or online, is vital to maintaining motivation.

Ensure language graduates are equipped for the future The link
between technology and languages is not confined to the use of ICT to
support teaching and learning. Higher education should ensure that
graduates in languages are all fully prepared for the information society,
capable of accessing and making intelligent use of technologies such as
cross-language information extraction systems, authoring aids, computer
aided translation systems, and online multilingual management systems.

Coordinate research in the field of technology and languages The
evolution and progressive integration of technology and language
learning need to be informed by comprehensive research, focusing on all
aspects of development, including the vital issue of online teaching and
learning support. Important work is already being conducted as part of
funded support of projects in higher education. The outcomes of this
research should be integrated within an overall national strategy for lan-
guages, and funding should be allocated for the intensive development of
the pioneering work already undertaken in supported self-study.
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Recommendation 13

Recommendation 13.6

Recommendation 13.7

Recommendation 13.5

Recommendation 13.4

Recommendation 13.1



6.4.1 Rewards and recognition: the current situation

Qualifications – diversity or confusion? There is a plethora of
qualifications in languages in the UK and it is hardly surprising that
learners are often bewildered by the choice, while employers are con-
fused as to the relative value of different qualifications and what they
mean in practical terms. This is particularly true in the full-time educa-
tion sector at all levels, from examinations such as GCSE through to
degree-level qualifications in higher education. There has been a major
effort over the last 10–15 years to specify in practical terms what is
required to achieve particular qualifications. We are still a long way,
however, from meeting the urgent need for a unified national structure
of measures of competence in languages which could be applied in all
sectors, and to which all qualifications would be related. The Council of
Europe has recognised the importance of this issue in its pioneering work
to develop a European Framework within which qualifications can be
related to each other and be clearly defined.

We demotivate learners by not rewarding the first steps The UK has
failed to build on the successful initiatives in the 1980s to develop a
flexible step-by-step approach to rewarding learners as they take their
first steps in a new language. The benefits of such an approach in these
early stages remain as important as ever, both in schools, where this idea
was born, and also in the world of adult learning, where the positive and
unthreatening nature of these ‘graded objectives’ schemes is appreciated.

Partial competence is insufficiently acknowledged Language
qualifications generally require candidates to show their capacity in all of
the four skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing. While this is
clearly appropriate in many (particularly educational) contexts, there is
also a strong case for recognising and rewarding competence on a nar-
rower but nonetheless useful front: there are circumstances where reading
is all that is required, others where writing is essential. Many UK residents
who come from – or whose families originated in – other countries, have
valuable levels of competence in their ‘home’ language, perhaps exclus-
ively in its spoken form. Partial competences such as these require a
flexible system of public recognition.
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6.4 Rewards and recognition
Improving the UK’s national capability in languages can best be
achieved in a climate of sustained encouragement for language
learning, incorporating both personal and material incentives.
Motivation is a key element if learning is to be successful: learners
need the reassurance that what they do is important and valuable, both
to them as individuals and in the wider context of society. Success is
a powerful incentive, and achievement, however modest, must be
positively acknowledged.

“Language degrees awarded by
British universities do not
represent any guarantee of a
common minimum standard of
practical language proficiency.”

Coleman (1996), Studying
languages: a survey of British and
European students

“Alongside an all-round
competence in at least one
language for all we should explore
the possibility of teaching partial
competencies. I am convinced this
is the only way a considerable
number will become acquainted
with more than one or two
languages. It is a concept first
expressed in the Council of Europe
but now much encouraged in the
European Commission’s language
programmes.”

Brian Page



Languages awards celebrate achievement Much has been achieved in
recent years by promoting successful language learning through awards
schemes such as the European Languages Awards, funded by the EU in
collaboration with national governments and agencies. The Council of
Europe’s Language Passport and Portfolio scheme is aimed at raising the
self-image and confidence of individuals by providing a device for
recording personal achievement in languages. For a number of years, the
Festival of Languages and Young Linguists Awards scheme organised
national and regional events which attracted wide participation from
schools. It is regrettable that this scheme should have collapsed through
lack of continuing business sponsorship and government grants.

The status of languages in employment is often surprisingly low
Initiatives such as the annual DTI National Languages for Exports
Awards have encouraged businesses to identify and build on the language
skills of their employees. Those employers who have responded to the
DTI’s guidance by assessing needs and by raising the profile of languages
have frequently benefited. The Languages National Training
Organisation has drawn up detailed specifications for operational skills
using languages in the world of work, so that people using languages in
many different vocational contexts can have their skills recognised and
credited. However, while evidence from recruitment advertisements and
agencies shows an encouraging increase in the number of jobs advertised
where language skills are mentioned, these skills are often undervalued
in terms of the salaries they attract. They also still have surprisingly low
status in many fields of employment, such as travel and tourism, hospit-
ality, and retailing.

6.4.2 Rewards and recognition: recommendations

Establish a transparent qualifications framework The government
should accelerate and raise the profile of moves to establish a common
framework for assessing levels of language competence. Drawing on the
Council of Europe Framework and taking account – where appropriate
– of the National (Vocational) Language Standards, it should provide a set
of robust grade descriptors for levels of attainment to which public
examinations in the school system, and qualifications in further, higher
education, lifelong learning and employment, should be connected. This
national framework should be couched in terms which are intelligible to
non-specialist users, and should in particular be flexible enough to
recognise partial competences and the small steps in achievement at
beginner level.
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The Council of Europe, as part of the European Framework
and in order to promote lifelong language learning, has
developed the European Language Portfolio, a personal
portfolio which allows all learners to record their experiences
of both formal and informal learning. 

The Japan External Trade
Organisation (JETRO) and SOAS
organise annual awards.

“A knowledge of the language is
the key to gaining a really in-depth
understanding of the people and
culture.”

Sadayuki Hayashi, Japanese
Ambassador

Recommendation 14



Offer workplace rewards and raise the profile of languages Employers
or employer associations should take a lead in stressing the importance
of languages as part of the skills pack they seek when recruiting new
entrants to employment. The profile of languages could be raised signi-
ficantly by such actions as offering cash awards to students who learn a
new language outside their studies from a designated list of languages
useful to the sponsoring business. There should be similar cash incentives
for employees willing to learn a new language to meet an agreed need,
together with employer-funded opportunities for intensive study visits.

Publicly celebrate success Businesses should see sponsorship of national
and local award schemes, language festivals and similar events as an
opportunity to invest in the languages capability of the next generation
in employment.

Sponsor graded awards for beginners The business world should
sponsor a system of optional graded awards for beginners of all ages. Such
a system, based on the model of swimming and gymnastics badges or
music grades, would require learners to complete practical challenges and
could be taken at any time.

PART THREE

78 Languages: the next generation

At the 1999 BTI Languages for Export Campaign awards,
Trade Minister Brian Wilson underlined the benefits of
language skills to UK plc.

‘For a relatively small investment in languages, three of our
corporate award winners have obtained, or helped their
clients to win, orders worth more than £4 million over recent
months.

Innovators like these award-winning companies and
organisations are often the first to achieve success through
new opportunities and serve as a leading example to other
British businesses and education.’

Source: Business Language, BLIS

Recommendation 4.10

Recommendation 4.9

Recommendation 4.12



6.5.1 An under-developed research base

The research field is fragmented Research in languages takes place in
many different institutional contexts, focuses on a range of fields which
may be unrelated, is driven by different requirements and is funded by a
variety of sources. While this diversity may have many strengths, it also
leads to misdirection of effort and the perpetuation of areas of traditional
privilege. This picture is well illustrated in the higher education sector,
where traditional specialist departments focusing primarily on the liter-
ary, historical and political study of languages still account for most of the
research conducted by individuals for postgraduate qualifications. Other
important areas of research, relevant to the work of this Inquiry, are
conducted largely outside specialist higher education languages depart-
ments, for example within education or applied linguistics departments,
or by teachers in other sectors, working independently or in some cases
in partnership with higher education.

Funding is unbalanced and mechanisms too complex Research in
language-related areas needs more funding. The Inquiry welcomes the
new funding for pedagogic research, administered by the Economic and
Social Research Council (ESRC), and hopes it will support some
research projects in language-related pedagogy. Outside this funding, key
areas of language-related research, and especially language learning and
teaching, tend to fall between the remits of two main agencies, the ESRC
and the Arts and Humanities Research Board (AHRB). As a result,
research in these areas is not well supported by funding bodies. Further
and adult education, which have no tradition of or funding for research,
are major casualties of the system.

Educational research needs an agenda for languages The UK has
research strengths in work on language and languages in education. In
addition to those universities which have established a high reputation for
research in support of language learning, organisations such as the
National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER), and the
Scottish Council for Research in Education (SCRE) have conducted
major research and monitoring projects for the government in this area.
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6.5 Research and development
Research and development should be an essential element in the
successful pursuit of a national strategy for capability in languages. In
areas as diverse as applied linguistics, language engineering, and the
teaching and learning of languages, we must ensure that the next
generation has access to and draws upon well-founded research and
development programmes reflecting national need. As in other areas
which the Inquiry has scrutinised, the field is characterised by
fragmentation. A more coherent view is needed if the present balance
of research activity across sectors is to be aligned with a national
agenda.

“The diversity relating to research
in languages has many strengths
but it also leads to misdirection of
effort and the perpetuation of
areas of traditional privilege.”

“We believe there are significant
gaps in the research infrastructure
underpinning language teaching
and learning in the UK, and
significant gaps also in the
knowledge base which is needed if
we are to formulate effective
language policies, and develop
and sustain an appropriate
language capability.”

CILT Advisory Group on Research



The Centre for Information on Language Teaching and Research (CILT)
has been active in promoting research and development programmes
across all sectors of education and training, with a welcome emphasis on
teacher-driven research. However, none of these bodies is given the
strategic role of establishing or interpreting a national agenda, nor do
they dispense funding on behalf of the government in support of national
policy.

Key issues need research and development A national strategy for
languages will need to be informed by a substantial research and devel-
opment programme. Sustained research is required in areas as diverse as
the application of autonomous learning approaches, the use of techno-
logy in language learning, language education in the post-compulsory
sectors, early language learning, intercultural communication, interpret-
ing and translating. Where topics are of potential interest and applicability
across more than one sector – such as technology and autonomous
learning – it is important that sector-specific research is conducted.

Higher education has benefited from targeted funds In recent years
there has been significant investment in development projects such as the
Fund for the Development of Teaching and Learning (FDTL) and the
Technology in Teaching and Learning programmes. These have benefited
development in areas related to language in higher education. The
recently announced establishment of a new national subject centre for
languages, linguistics and area studies is also intended to promote devel-
opment work and raise teaching standards in higher education, though
the sources of development funding need to be expanded.

Language-related research is not well recognised There are few
specialist departments of applied linguistics or of intercultural studies. In
most institutions, specialists in these areas are distributed across other
departments, such as education, modern languages, or English. The
present arrangements for the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE)
undertaken by the funding councils discourage such researchers from
focusing on topics that are not part of their department’s mainstream
activity. And the terms and conditions of employment of many teaching
staff in languages departments do not allow them to take on an active
research role.

Scotland sets an example In contrast with the rest of the UK, notions
of a national research agenda for languages are well implanted in
Scotland. The Scottish Executive Education Department (SEED,
formerly SOEID) has for many years funded research projects directly
related to the development of a policy on languages. Over the last decade
these have included a full-scale independent evaluation of national pilot
projects on languages in the primary school, an investigation into the
causes of decline in recruitment to languages beyond standard grade, two
projects on the development of Gaelic language teaching, and currently
two consecutive projects to assess achievement in modern languages.
These research projects have received extensive support from local
authorities and schools, and the results have been disseminated through
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More research is needed in:

■ intercultural communication;
■ autonomous learning;
■ early language learning;
■ learner motivation;
■ language use in business;
■ ICT and language learning
■ assessment & accreditation;;
■ online learning support;
■ widening participation;
■ language engineering;
■ methodology for different age-

groups;
■ partial competences.

Listings of current research topics in
French reveal:

■ six times as many theses on
mediaeval literature as on the
role of ICT in language
learning;

■ ten times as many theses on
pre-twentieth century literature
as on the whole of applied
linguistics.

Professor James Coleman



national publications and through conferences and training programmes.
In addition, the Scottish Higher Education Funding Council (SHEFCE)
has established an annual Research Development competition, open to
all Scottish higher education institutions, in order to support the creation
of new infrastructures for research in areas that will be of benefit to the
Scottish economy and to the quality of life in Scotland.

6.5.2 Research and development: recommendations

Draw up a national research and development agenda Research and
development needs should be an integral part of the national strategy for
languages. Competent bodies should be consulted to establish a national
research and development agenda for languages, with priorities clearly
identified and reflected in funding criteria. The agenda should include
intercultural communication, interpreting and translating, and aspects of
language teaching and learning, such as autonomous learning, the use of
technology, language education in the early learning and post-
compulsory sectors, student motivation, language acquisition, and
assessment.

Fund more joint work involving teachers and researchers The criteria
for funding applied research and development in language learning and
teaching should reward partnerships which bring together research
expertise and teacher participation.

Launch joint research initiatives The Arts and Humanities Research
Board and the Economic and Social Research Council should cooperate
with the Centre for Information on Language Teaching and Research to
launch a joint research initiative, to address missing areas of research. They
should also seek the cooperation of other agencies which fund research
and development. The higher education funding bodies should ensure
that satisfactory recognition is given to research related to teaching.
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The SCOTLANG Project
The SCOTLANG project (1999-2002), which is worth
£675,000 and is based at Scottish CILT, will develop a
national network for supporting coordinated research on the
teaching, learning and use of languages, both in education
and in the wider society, in order to inform future decisions on
language policy, provision and practice in Scotland.

Recommendation 14

Recommendation 14.8

Recommendation 14.2
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Develop a
national strategy
for languages as

a key skill

The government should designate languages a key skill and, in
consultation with the many sectors and interests which contribute
to the nation’s economic and social wellbeing, should formulate a
national strategy for the development of capability in languages in
the UK.

The national strategy for languages should:

1.1 bring coherence and consistency to languages education by
coordinating organisations and initiatives in the various sectors and
stages;

1.2 introduce a greater transparency of objectives between users of
languages and providers of languages education;

1.3 ensure equal access for all to a rational and consistent path of lan-
guage learning from primary school through to higher education
and beyond;

1.4 ensure provision in an appropriate range of languages, an
emphasis on transferable language learning skills and solid com-
petence in grammatical structures, which assist the process of
learning new languages or refreshing existing skills at short notice;

1.5 acknowledge the strategic importance of languages in developing
qualities associated with citizenship;

1.6 take account of successful policies and initiatives in the teaching of
Welsh, Gaelic and English as an additional language;

1.7 identify and enhance the potential of the UK’s community
languages;

1.8 allocate priorities to ensure the most appropriate and effective use
of EU funding for languages;

1.9 ensure that no one is denied access to essential public services by
barriers of language;

1.10 develop the potential of technology to provide cost-effective solu-
tions to issues relating to languages.
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Appoint a
languages
supremo

The government should appoint a languages supremo whose task
would be to work with government at the highest level, with
government departments, national agencies, employers and the
general public, to ensure effective implementation of the national
strategy for languages.

The role of the languages supremo should include:

2.1 setting and monitoring targets, consulting with education and the
wider public, and promoting a multilingual UK;

2.2 achieving coherence and cooperation between the many institu-
tions and agencies involved with languages in the education
system;

2.3 ensuring strategic coherence, motivating and coordinating
language-related initiatives by such key agencies as the Regional
Development Agencies, the Learning and Skills Council and the
Languages National Training Organisation;

2.4 working closely with business interests in developing a series of
imaginative measures to raise the profile of languages in society as
a whole;

2.5 securing an explicit place for languages in emerging national
initiatives.

recommendations
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Raise the profile
of languages

in the UK

As an early priority, the government should arrange for a campaign
to raise the profile of languages in the UK, promoting positive
attitudes towards languages and language learning, raising
awareness of their potential at all levels, and fostering a culture
where using more than one language is an attainable goal for the
majority.

Measures should include:

3.1 designating language learning a key skill that all pupils should
study to age 16 and beyond, whether their studies are directed
towards academic or vocationally related goals;

3.2 actively promoting a pro-language message in schools and col-
leges, ensuring children, parents, teaching staff and management
receive unequivocal messages on the importance of language
skills through high quality promotional and guidance materials;

3.3 establishing direct links in schools between languages and citizen-
ship, to foster notions of equality and acceptance of diversity in
children’s minds at the earliest possible age;

3.4 encouraging broadcasting organisations, in partnership with other
major organisations and agencies, to play a key role in promoting
languages;

3.5 assuming a higher profile in disseminating and promoting the mes-
sages which emerge from language development work sponsored
by the European Union and the Council of Europe;

3.6 expanding the Department of Trade and Industry’s National
Languages for Exports Awards Scheme.
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Establish 
business –
education
partnerships 

The languages supremo should encourage key national
organisations, providers of languages education and employer
interests to form strategic partnerships in order to match provision
with national needs and promote the link between languages and
employability.

Business–education partnerships should:

4.1 publicise the link between language skills, cultural understanding,
quality standards in client service and business success;

4.2 establish national short- and long-term priorities in terms of lan-
guages and levels of competence;

4.3 issue high quality promotional materials highlighting the key role of
languages in industry and commerce to schools and colleges;

4.4 agree the vocational courses in which languages should be an
integral element;

4.5 underline to management and careers officers in schools and col-
leges the employer preference for recruits having a genuine usable
capability in at least one foreign language and experience of living,
studying or working abroad;

4.6 offer practical support in the form of appropriate work experience;

4.7 support further education colleges in integrating community lan-
guages into vocational programmes in parts of the country where
these languages are spoken fluently by students;

4.8 sponsor initiatives mounted by providers, thus highlighting the
importance of languages in the world of work and investing in the
capability in languages of the next generation in employment;

4.9 expand workplace awards schemes as a means of recognising
both personal and corporate success;

4.10 offer cash incentives and opportunities for intensive study visits to
students who learn a designated language outside their studies
and to employees willing to learn a new language to meet an
agreed need;

4.11 encourage employers to review salary rewards for languages, par-
ticularly in companies where they are essential, and reward staff
who are prepared to operate bilingually when needed;

4.12 sponsor a system of optional graded awards for beginners of all
ages;

4.13 offer bursaries for university language students to help with their
living expenses during the year abroad;

4.14 provide statistical and other information to ensure that policy is
based on sound information.
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Provide school
children with a
sound basis for

language learning
for life

The national strategy for languages should provide a coherent and
consistent path of language learning from early childhood
throughout life. To lay sound foundations for this path, learning for
all children should start in primary school and become a sustained
dimension of their entire school education.

School languages education should:

5.1 ensure that, by the age of 16, pupils have basic competence in at
least one language other than English;

5.2 provide the generic skills to enable continued learning in further
and higher education and during adult life;

5.3 integrate foreign language learning with understanding of grammar
and effective use of English in communicating with non-native
speakers;

5.4 take place in an internationalist culture;

5.5 relate foreign language learning to citizenship, intercultural toler-
ance and acceptance of difference.
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Invest in an
early start

The government should declare a long-term commitment to early
language learning by setting up a national action programme for
languages in primary school education, within the framework of the
national strategy for languages.

The national action programme for early learning should:

6.1 address long-term solutions while supporting and strengthening
existing provision;

6.2 provide funding for at least 100 schools a year for the next ten
years to be designated as ‘international primary schools’ for par-
ents who would like their child educated from age 5 through the
medium of a new language;

6.3 ensure the international primary schools offer languages other than
French and reach agreement with a partner secondary school or
schools to ensure continuity;

6.4 in tandem with the development of international schools, declare a
ten-year target to provide an entitlement for all pupils to learn a
new language from age 7, based on 10% of curriculum time, integ-
rated with other subjects or taught separately;

6.5 offer financial incentives for primary and secondary schools to form
groups to agree a common local pattern of provision for early lan-
guage learning, including the choice of languages and arrange-
ments for continuity into secondary school;

6.6 introduce into the National Literacy Strategy programme modules
of language awareness, the content of which would be designed to
bridge the gap between English, literacy and foreign languages;

6.7 highlight the link between languages, communication and good cit-
izenship in order to establish notions of equality and acceptance of
diversity at the earliest age possible.
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Raise the quality
of the provision for

languages in
secondary schools

Provision for language learning in the secondary school sector
should be uprated in order to provide a wider range of languages,
a more flexible menu to cater for different needs, abilities and
interests, and more use of information technology. All pupils
should leave secondary education equipped with foundation
language skills and the skills for further language learning in later
life.

The revised provision for secondary schools should:

7.1 introduce modular arrangements for examinations in languages at
age 16 which will allow all pupils to take foundation-level tests at
the age of 14, after which pupils will either continue towards a full
certificate or change to a different language and take further found-
ation modules for certification in languages rather than in a particu-
lar language;

7.2 coordinate the development of a national system of optional
graded awards to cover the years prior to public examinations;

7.3 ensure roughly equal numbers of pupils emerge from secondary
education over the next ten years with basic capability in French,
German and Spanish;

7.4 agree special funds to target languages such as Chinese,
Japanese, Arabic, Portuguese and Russian as part of the drive to
widen the range of languages taught;

7.5 declare a commitment to a target date by which all pupils entering
secondary school should have an entitlement to one taught lan-
guage (for which the school would have the teaching staff) plus the
option of another language for which tuition would be provided
using technology;

7.6 move the use of ICT from the margins to the centre of course plan-
ning and materials development;

7.7 ensure that lack of access to appropriate ICT facilities does not
limit opportunity;

7.8 make financial incentives available for schools to introduce bilin-
gual sections, in which a major part of the curriculum would be
taught through the medium of another language;

7.9 review and reinvigorate the reciprocal Foreign Language
Assistants scheme, which enables schools to appoint higher edu-
cation students from other countries as living exponents of their
language.
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Ensure wider
participation
beyond school

The language learning path established in school should extend
beyond school with the same clarity of objective, offering
opportunities in the 16–19 sector, university and throughout life to
extend, update or maintain language skills and to acquire new
languages.

The provision should ensure:

8.1 equality of access and opportunity to language learning across the
UK for everyone at any age;

8.2 a range of languages reflecting national needs and personal aspir-
ations, with opportunities to learn new languages such as Chinese,
Russian, Japanese or Arabic alongside European languages;

8.3 imaginative and cost-effective use of information and communica-
tions technology;

8.4 progress is supported by a sound framework of qualifications;

8.5 the policy is based on reliable information about current provision
and trends.
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Promote
languages for the
majority of 16–19

year-olds

Languages should be a specified component of the 16–19
curriculum, and a requirement for entry to higher education and for
designated vocational qualifications. A range of attractive
opportunities to learn languages should be developed and
integrated into existing structures such as the Key Skills package.

The organisations charged with managing post-16 education and training
should:

9.1 designate the ability to operate in one or more languages as a key
skill for all those progressing to higher education, alongside the
ability to use English effectively, to apply number and exploit
information technology;

9.2 collaborate with higher education institutions to establish the logist-
ics of introducing the entry requirement within a five-year period;

9.3 include in the communication strands of the Key Skills qualification
the ability to communicate in a second language and the effective
use of English when communicating with speakers of other
languages;

9.4 make full use of the National Grid for Learning to develop and pro-
mote high quality online provision for languages, supported by
local networks of specialist teachers;

9.5 review the A-level curriculum for languages and improve transition
arrangements between GCSE and A-level;

9.6 designate language learning an integral element of specific voca-
tional courses to be identified by employers;

9.7 review the funding of vocational courses;

9.8 work with the senior management of colleges to encourage pro-
ductive collaboration between language teachers and managers of
vocational courses.
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Develop a
strategic approach
to languages in
higher education

A national development plan should be agreed for languages in
higher education as a matter of urgency to ensure an appropriate
balance between the supply of language specialists in specified
languages, the availability of graduates with languages in
combination with other disciplines, and the entitlement of all
students to learn a language to enhance their personal skills.

The development plan for higher education should:

10.1 agree the funding and organisational priorities needed to support
universities in responding to national needs;

10.2 ensure a level of funding for languages which enables teaching,
advice and support to be carried out by fully qualified staff, and
which provides for a consistent portfolio of languages to be offered
across a range of levels of attainment;

10.3 coordinate existing initiatives and projects;

10.4 ensure that all undergraduate degrees allow students to undertake
language study alongside their main discipline;

10.5 provide encouragement for all students to extend their portfolio of
languages through access to supported independent learning,
whether or not it forms part of their degree programme;

10.6 encourage universities to offer an integrated provision, a one-stop
shop for languages;

10.7 agree standards for degree-level competence by linking the out-
comes of all language courses to the national framework of
standards;

10.8 extend the waiving of fees for students spending a year abroad to
include teaching assistantships and work placements;

10.9 develop closer links with other providers across higher education
and in different sectors.
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Develop the
huge potential of

lifelong language
learning

 

The government should ensure a central place for languages in
current lifelong learning initiatives in order to meet both the
vocational and personal aspirations of adult learners, develop the
huge potential in this area and drive up quality.

As part of this agenda, the government should:

11.1 designate languages one of the priorities for lifelong learning,
attracting similar funding to other transferable life skills;

11.2 ensure appropriate investment, collaboration and consultation;

11.3 develop a national infrastructure to support providers in introducing
coherence to provision, improving access and widening
participation;

11.4 secure the provision of an adequate range of languages across all
sectors of education and training, in both the public and private
sectors, with a particular concern for less widely taught languages;

11.5 ensure the inclusion of languages in the strategic and development
plans of national and regional organisations and local learning
partnerships;

11.6 ensure strategic collaboration at national and local levels to secure
the widest possible range of languages and opportunities for
progression;

11.7 on a regional basis, set up unified information and advice services,
online and through local contact points, to ensure comprehensive
and easily accessible information and guidance about learning
opportunities for individuals and organisations;

11.8 establish local/regional networks of teachers of less widely taught
languages to support distance learning;

11.9 develop accreditation which is motivating, learner-friendly and
appropriate for adults, and which offers credibility and
transferability;

11.10 encourage broadcasting organisations to play a major role in pro-
moting languages.
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Intensify the drive
to recruit more
language teachers

The government should continue and intensify its current high-
profile campaign to attract more language teachers to all sectors of
education by implementing a series of focused short- and long-term
measures.

To intensify its recruitment drive, the government should:

12.1 require all entrants to higher education – and therefore to initial
teacher training – to show evidence of continued and accredited
study of a language beyond 16;

12.2 ensure initial teacher training includes the opportunity for the devel-
opment of further linguistic and professional skills;

12.3 launch a high-profile campaign to encourage teachers who have
taken a career break to return to language teaching – in primary or
secondary schools, further, higher or adult education;

12.4 develop accessible and attractive opportunities for intensive lin-
guistic and professional updating, including part-time courses
addressing issues of methodology specific to language teaching;

12.5 develop online networks of excellent language teachers, to allow
their experience and expertise to be widely shared;

12.6 invest in the formation of small specialist teams of teachers work-
ing in partnership with national agencies to develop materials for
training teachers to teach languages both in the classroom and the
virtual classroom;

12.7 extend current development work in training graduate teachers of
other disciplines – especially from other countries – to provide an
enlarged pool of teachers offering a language with another
discipline;

12.8 make teacher training courses leading to qualified teacher status
more widely available for teachers of community languages, and
offer expert advice to individuals on how linguistic skills may be
converted into a teaching qualification;

12.9 ensure that teacher training departments serving areas where
community languages are taught should give positive encourage-
ment to those hoping to train in other disciplines to offer a com-
munity language as a second teaching subject;

12.10 fund an ongoing programme of retraining and incentives for exist-
ing primary school teachers;

12.11 offer incentives for primary schools to recruit foreign language
assistants as classroom helpers;

12.12 give added impetus to the growing collaboration between the many
organisations and institutions with a direct interest in the recruit-
ment and training of language teachers.
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Exploit new
technologies

to the full

The national strategy for languages should plan for full exploitation
of the potential of new technologies and the explicit inclusion of
languages in emerging key national ICT initiatives.

The agenda for technology should:

13.1 coordinate research in the field of technology and languages to
ensure that the benefits of investments in one sector are widely felt
beyond that sector;

13.2 move technology from the margins to the core of language
learning;

13.3 allocate funds for the intensive development of existing pioneering
work relating to online teaching and learning;

13.4 ensure that graduates in languages are fully prepared for the
information society, and capable of accessing and making intelli-
gent use of language technologies;

13.5 encourage national organisations, public service media and local
providers to collaborate to provide a high quality nation-wide range
of flexible language learning opportunities for adults;

13.6 ensure that the provision and management of ICT facilities in
schools and colleges allow their benefits for language learning to
be experienced to the full;

13.7 offer incentives to schools and colleges to collaborate to ensure
maximum use across all sectors of equipment and facilities, and to
make services such as online tutorials by expert teachers available
to networked partner institutions.
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Ensure policy 
is reliably and
consistently
informed

In order to provide an effective basis for monitoring and planning
provision the government should establish a prioritised research
and development agenda for languages and improve the present
arrangements for the gathering of statistical information on
languages in the successive stages of education and training.

The research and development agenda for languages should:

14.1 ensure priorities are aligned with the national strategy for
languages;

14.2 clarify and where necessary adjust the remit of agencies and
organisations with national responsibilities for funding and under-
taking research, and for collecting and disseminating data in the
languages field;

14.3 specify key areas for attention in language teaching and learning,
such as autonomous learning, the use of technology, education in
languages in the early learning and post-compulsory sectors, stu-
dent motivation, language acquisition, and assessment;

14.4 include research in intercultural communication, language engin-
eering, pure and applied linguistics, translating and interpreting,
language use in business;

14.5 focus on particular issues for first-language English speakers in
using English with non-native speakers;

14.6 network and disseminate existing expertise and experience in the
teaching and learning of the UK’s indigenous and community
languages;

14.7 merge existing information on training providers with other regional
information services to provide a comprehensive information
source;

14.8 reward partnerships which bring together research expertise and
teacher participation.

recommendations

Nuffield Languages Inquiry final report 97

14



Establish a
national standards

framework for
languages

The government should make arrangements for the development of
a national framework to define levels of language competence and
provide a set of robust grade descriptors for levels of attainment to
which all language qualifications should be connected.

The national standards framework should:

15.1 be based on the Council of Europe Framework and take account
where appropriate of the existing UK National (Vocational)
Language Standards;

15.2 ensure ease of understanding of the levels of achievement repres-
ented by qualifications in the school system, further and higher
education, lifelong learning and employment;

15.3 be couched in terms which are intelligible to non-specialist users;

15.4 enable employers to extrapolate from qualifications what an indi-
vidual can actually do and to predict language capability;

15.5 give public recognition to basic language skills of the sort which,
while falling short of existing qualification requirements, allow
learners to get on to the ladder of success in language learning;

15.6 be flexible enough to recognise partial competences. 
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MEMBERS OF THE

inquiry

Sir Trevor McDonald is universally recognised as Britain’s most popular and
respected newscaster. He started his television career in his native Trinidad in
1962, and joined ITN in 1973, from the BBC World Service. His extensive inter-
national experience, and his love of cricket and of poetry, have won him many
admirers. He is Chancellor of the South Bank University and has honorary doc-
torates from a number of universities.

Sir John Boyd studied modern languages at Cambridge and Chinese at Yale
before joining the British Diplomatic Service. He spent eight years in East Asia,

ending as Ambassador in Tokyo. He is now Master of Churchill College,
Cambridge. He is also a Trustee of the British Museum and served as Vice-

Chairman of the Asia-Europe Vision Group.

Alan Moys has spent his whole career in the field of languages education, with
teaching experience in schools, further education and teacher training. He also
served as a local authority languages adviser in Derbyshire before moving to
CILT as Deputy Director and then as Director. Since his ‘retirement’ in 1992 he
has continued his work as a writer and as an OFSTED inspector. He is cur-
rently President of the National Association of Language Advisers (NALA).

Sir Leonard Appleyard is Vice Chairman of Barclays Capital. He has spent
most of his career in the Diplomatic Service, including postings as Ambassador

in Hungary and China, and in the Treasury and Cabinet Office as Deputy
Cabinet Secretary. He speaks Chinese, Russian, Hungarian and French, and

has an honours degree in Classical Chinese.

Rosemary Calthorpe works for Marks and Spencer. She has worked in a num-
ber of areas within the business covering Buying, Operations and Personnel.
Part of her responsibilities has been the career management of M&S people
overseas, and the skills needed to take on such assignments, including lan-
guage requirements.

Professor Glynn Cochrane is Rio Tinto’s Group Adviser for Community
Relations. Prior to joining Rio Tinto, he was a Professor of Anthropology and
worked for the World Bank. He has lived in Asia, Africa, the Pacific and Latin

America.

Peter Downes taught languages in grammar and comprehensive schools and
was a Headteacher for 21 years. Formerly President of the Secondary Heads
Association, he is now a consultant, specialising in education funding and mod-
ern languages. President of the Association for Language Learning
(1999–2000), he was awarded the OBE in 1998 for ‘services to language
teaching and educational management’.
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Professor Michael Kelly is Professor of French at the University of
Southampton. He was founding Chair of the University Council of Modern
Languages, and chairs the Coordinating Group for Languages of the Fund for
the Development of Teaching and Learning. He is the first Director of the
Subject Centre for Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies recently estab-
lished to serve higher education.

Alwena Lamping has wide-ranging experience of working with languages in
education, industry, public services and publishing. She has produced a variety

of learning materials for the BBC in Italian, Welsh and English and now works
as a freelance author, editor, broadcaster and consultant, specialising in adult

language learning.

Frank Pignatelli is Chief Executive of the Scottish University for Industry and
honorary president of the Scottish Association for Language Teaching.
Following 26 years in the public sector in Scotland, first as a teacher of modern
languages and latterly as executive director of Strathclyde’s education service,
he moved to the private sector. Before taking up his present post he was Chief
Executive of Scottish Business in the Community.

Jessica Rawson has been Warden of Merton College since 1994. Dr Rawson
worked in the British Museum for 25 years prior to moving to Oxford. Her area

of research is Chinese archaeology. She was Keeper of the Department of
Oriental Antiquities at the Museum from 1987 to 1994. In 1990 she was elected

a Fellow of the British Academy and she was awarded a CBE in 1994.

Kathy Wicksteed has taught languages in comprehensive schools, adult edu-
cation and sixth form colleges. She was an inspector for Hampshire County
Council from 1994 to 1997, then director of the International Centre at Campion
School, Northamptonshire, a specialist Language College. She is now
Language College Adviser for the Technology Colleges Trust.

Hugh Morgan Williams is a leading businessman in the north of England.
Chairman of Canford Group, which has won many awards for its linguistic and
cultural strategy, he is also a director of a number of other businesses, as well

as a board member of One North East. He chairs the Languages National
Training Organisation, and is a former CBI chairman for the north east region.
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those who have enriched the work of the Inquiry, and wish to express their
gratitude to:

■ The Trustees and the Director of the Nuffield Foundation for their guid-
ance, encouragement and unstinting material support;
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administrative organisation of the Secretariat;
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