AULC Conference, University of Exeter 7-8 January 2010
Peter Howarth, AULC Chair, welcomed and congratulated delegates who had made it to Exeter despite the difficult travel conditions. He said that there might be one or two modifications to the programme. He extended a particularly warm welcome to newcomers, saying that the conference was a good opportunity for them to network. Formal business would be conducted at the AGM on Day 2, but the main aim of the programme was to provide something of interest for everyone, teachers, managers and technical staff alike. Having wondered what might be the theme of the conference, the committee had been provided with a ready-made one thanks to the flurry of activity surrounding the review of Languages in HE by Professor Michael Wotton which had raised the profile of Language Centres. 
Mark Overton, DVC External Affairs at the University of Exeter, gave the opening address and started by welcoming those present to what would soon become the largest building site in the Southwest. He said Modern Foreign Languages were highly regarded at the University of Exeter and that the Language Centre had been refurbished in 2006. He mentioned recent modifications to UG programmes at Exeter which meant that, with 60 credits of a MFL, students could have a degree “with proficiency in” a language, demonstrating the University’s commitment to languages and the extent to which proficiency in a language increases the employability of students.
Jonathan Lippman, Director of the Language Centre, said he was delighted to see that so many people had made it to AULC’s first conference of the new decade in Exeter. He dealt with housekeeping matters and said that handouts had been provided by Professor Debra Kelly, University of Westminster, who had not been able to get to the conference because of the weather.

Nick Byrne, LSE, after a 29 hour journey without sleep, spoke on the topic of Languages in Europe, “Theory, Policy, Practice”. Information about this one year project can be found at:
http://www2.lse.ac.uk/language/LETPP.aspx .

Nick said that the LSE was one of a number of universities which had produced or were working on individual policy documents. One of the aims of the project was to investigate models that work and determining factors, such as the way countries are run and the types of policies in place. Two workshops, one of which on the topic of languages and social cohesion has already taken place at the LSE, and a conference are scheduled as part of the project and a report will be published at the end. The second workshop, dealing with languages and employability, with Baroness Cousins as the main speaker, is to be held at the House of Lords and the conference will be at the LSE 15-16 April, where Peter Mandelson is expected to appear. 
Nick took questions, one of which suggested the possibility of developing a national languages policy document. Nick referred to those universities which already had a policy, such as UCL, which now has a GCSE in a language as an entry requirement, and those developing one. The policy at LSE will state that students who have not had the chance to do a GCSE in a language prior to their studies may have free tuition in a language as long as they complete the course they undertake.
WWW: Worcester, Warwick and Wimba

Paul Snookes, Judy Barker and James McKie from the University of Worcester spoke about their blended language learning project which was a response to the difficulty encountered by prospective students trying to find providers of courses in lesser-taught languages and higher level courses in other languages. A possible solution might consist of video conferencing, synchronous and asynchronous communication, as well as some face-to-face sessions and the use of books and worksheets. Funding to the tune of £20,000 was provided by the university for the pilot, which, after contacting local universities, settled on a Beginners Arabic and an Advanced French course. Various software options were investigated and Wimba classroom and voice tools were selected. Staff were recruited and trained, courses designed and delivered over 6 weeks (4 video-conferences and 2 face-to-face sessions) to groups of 11 Arabic beginners and 5-6 French advanced students. Feedback from staff and students at the end of the courses provided the basis for a review of the pilot.
The design of the courses was much the same as for face-to-face tuition, with a coursebook and CDs selected for Arabic and a DVD for French. Online materials were delivered via the University VLE (Moodle), including word documents, interactive quizzes and streamed video and audio files. The ability to record Wimba classroom sessions was felt to be beneficial, as was the use of emoticon responses from students. The initial face-to-face session was valuable for the bonding of the group and for training in the use of the Wimba technology. The technology worked well on the whole though there were technical issues, with audio problems the most common and support was needed from Wimba and in house. The sound quality was felt to be adequate for language learning. Without visual cues from students classroom management was also an issue and tutors needed to be able to multitask. Review feedback was mostly positive from both students and tutors.

The conclusion was that face-to-face tuition is better but blended learning is better than self-study. Worcester hopes to run four courses using this system from September 2010 aimed at 15 students per group over a longer period than the pilot scheme. The fees are likely to be the same as for traditional courses.

Teresa MacKinnon from the University of Warwick spoke about the use of Wimba voice tools to support language teaching. The Language Centre at Warwick delivers courses in 8 languages for academic credit, has an in house VLE and 4 Sanako digital labs. The senior tutor team has an interest in using ICT for teaching and learning. A group of 12 tutors have been using Wimba voiceboard and voice email. Their conclusions were that the technology was useful to encourage dialogue. She noted that there had been no problems with the use of Chinese and Japanese characters.
Show and Tell Presentations
1. Language Library 2.0xford

Lucile Deslignères spoke about her use of the latest technologies in the Language Centre at Oxford University. The name derives from the notion of the web 2.0 which is to with information sharing and collaboration. She showed delegates the website she manages:
http://languagelibraryatoxford.blogspot.com/
Her PowerPoint presentation is available here:

http://docs.google.com/present/view?id=0ARHOdU9ggYM9ZGh0d3dod25fMjE3ZnYza3B0Y2Q&hl=en
2. VLEs, blended learning and the students’ experience: A study among Japanese Beginners and Post-beginners.
Natalie Ticheler spoke about a pilot study at London Metropolitan University. Here the Institution-wide Language Programme offers 15 credit modules over 12 weeks using a blended learning approach with 3 hours per week plus self-study using the VLE. Students’ comments were generally positive. The level of satisfaction increased from Beginners to Post-beginners level. Recommendations based on feedback were to give a demonstration of the VLE in the first session, to use it during lesson time, to update the site regularly and to seek regular feedback from students.
3. Getting engaged with international students

David Wilson spoke about a project at the University of Newcastle to hire international students to help with the production of language learning materials. A shortlist of applicants was drawn up and interviews conducted with a native speaker present. Successful candidates received a Starters Pack and there was an induction session, followed by a social event.  Materials developed initially in English were translated into the target language. The need for editorial meetings was emphasised and a mailing list for the team recommended. 

4. From Myth to Release: providing on-demand access to free-to-air broadcast recordings

Judy Barker and James McKie spoke about work done at the University of Worcester to streamline the recording, storage and distribution of broadcasts. 3 years ago videos, DVDs, audio cassettes and CDs were used for this purpose and the University had the standard ERA licence. 2 years ago everything was digitised and uploaded to the VLE. The team gained recognition for their work through the award of an AULC prize and this lent weight to their request for an ERA Plus licence. Problems were encountered because the VLE was not designed for such large files.
Using You Tube as an model, Worcester developed its own service, ‘Release’, which allows audio and video uploading. It works in the background with optional restrictions. 

Worcester now uses Myth TV to record TV broadcasts. Myth TV is an open source digital video recorder with web interface:

www.mythtv.org
Since adopting this system the team has received very positive feedback and they are seeking partners to work with. They have obtained a site licence for the BBC Talk series.
SIG meetings were combined because numbers were lower than originally anticipated.

Sybille Nalezinski (UCL) spoke about issues around region codes on DVDs. Having had problems with DVD area codes Sybille had investigated the problem and possible solutions. She explained that there are 6 region codes. VLC media player installed on a computer ignores region codes and is therefore very useful. She went on to talk about the complexities of DVD drive firmware and how to get rid of region codes.
Jane Mallinson (Glasgow) spoke about the in-house classification system she had devised for the Language Centre Library. Standard systems, such as the Dewey Decimal, were felt to be totally unsuitable for such a collection. The system adopted has a three letter code for the language (e.g. ARA, FRE, GER) a letter for the type of resources (B=book, M=multimedia, S=short life item, such as temporary news recording) and a number. An example would be: POL-B1006-00 (a Polish book). Since its inception the system has been expanded to include categories for EFL.
Tony Stenton (CercleS) provided an update on CercleS and language teaching and learning in European Higher Education. He said that around 300 HE institutions were members of the organisation. It aims to encourage members to do things together rather than just talk about them and it is concerned to improve the credibility of language centres and departments. It organises interesting workshops and has put case studies on line. It has focus groups in various fields:
1. Policy
2. Management of Centres

3. Teacher training, education and exchange

4. Innovation – workshop planned in Sicily, summer 2010

5. Testing and assessment

6. European Language Portfolio

7. Less-widely taught languages

8. Conference and event management

9. Associate members

10. CercleS publications

Tony went on to talk about his work to improve language learners’ pronunciation using a system of annotating transcripts of audio files to demonstrate stressed and unstressed syllables.

He reminded delegates of the next CercleS conference, to be held in Helsinki in September 2010.

AULC website
There was a brief demonstration of the redesigned AULC website. Delegates were happy that work should be completed and the new design implemented in due course.

Keynote Speech: HEFCE Review of MFL Provision

Professor Michael Wotton, Vice-Provost, UCL

Professor Wotton began by saying it was good to be in Exeter and that he was glad we had all made it. He went on to talk about the review he conducted for HEFCE in 2009. He said that it was intended to be the end of a decade of reviews of MFL. The decision had been taken that one individual would take on the task and he was conscious of the fact that it was a great responsibility. 
His first problem was deciding which numbers to crunch. There were lots of separate data sets and he discovered in the process of the study how inadequate the current data sets were. He was working on the premise that MFLs should be central to the curriculum in the UK, that we were not there yet, but were moving in this direction. Issues to be dealt with were logistics, politics and strategy. The review was in response to falling numbers and funding provision and its recommendations aim to ensure the long-term sustainability and vitality of MFLs in HE.
Section 1 of the review deals with the various contexts, financial, political and educational; section 2 contains quantitative data. Professor Wotton made the point that the overall picture conceals many individual differences for individual languages and said that research funding was the greatest source of anxiety, though this only affects Languages Departments, not Language Centres. He said that MFL colleagues needed to persuade their institutions of their importance and not just demonise senior management by complaining that they do not listen. He spoke of a more general problem for Humanities as a whole because of the current emphasis on what HEFCE considers strategically important subjects, Science, Technology, English and Maths. He put forward the view that these subject areas are not “going to save us”, and that communication and intercultural skills were in fact of greater importance and that we needed to get that message across to government.
Amongst the findings of the review are the fact that there are different perspectives on and different views of the future. The subject area as a whole is perceived of by some as divided and divisive. There has already been substantial investment in language activities. Universities and the MFL community must develop a clear and compelling identity for MFLs and the government must translate its expectations of language learning in primary and secondary schools into targets which are monitored and met. The 50-90% target for students taking a MFL up to GCSE level set by Jackie Smith should be monitored by Ofsted. It is now vital that there is pro-active dialogue at senior university level with government and stakeholders about how MFL teaching and research can respond to current and future challenges.
Recommendations made in the review include:

· MFL departments, centres, LLAS and CILT should work together to promote a clear and compelling identity for MFLs.

· VCs should be encouraged to understand the several functions of languages at university within the context of their strategic mission.

· Learning and Teaching strategies and admissions policies should demonstrate the importance placed on MFLs. 

· VCs need to support MFLs.

· Programmes, courses and modes of delivery must be appropriate for the 21st century.
· Universities must work with schools.

· Tensions between MFL departments and centres need to be addressed.

· There should be CPD to provide highly-trained specialist language teachers.

· There is a need to attract greater numbers of PG students in the area.

· A forum is needed across sectors.

· There should be continued Routes into Languages funding.

· A second phase of language-based area studies centres should be considered.
· There should be a study of teaching hours and outcomes in languages which do not use Roman script.

Some of these recommendations are already being implemented. HEFCE is taking forward a review of languages which do not use Roman script. There is to be an evaluation of the success of the Routes into Languages initiative. AHRC will soon be developing a collaborative research training scheme. Some universities are moving on promoting languages, intercultural awareness and global citizenship. 

In his concluding remarks Professor Wotton said that HE in the 21st century needs to be much broader and more inter-disciplinary. Skills development needs to be rehabilitated from its association with vocational training. Global awareness must become more and more important. In all developing economies education is seen as vital, but in the UK there has since 2009 been a different message. Only by working together in an inter-disciplinary and cross-sectoral way can we make significant progress.
There followed a panel discussion on the topic of “Language Centres: the Wotton MFL review and beyond”. Anny King (University of Cambridge Language Centre) and Kate Board (CEO, CILT) had sent their apologies, and Nick Byrne (LSE), Jocelyn Wyburd (Manchester) and Peter Howarth (Leeds) joined Professor Wotton to take questions.
Nick mentioned that LSE is working on its own language policy. Jocelyn said that UCML were working on a response to the review and would report to the HE conference in July.

A delegate asked whether a national languages policy would be a better idea than individual universities developing their own. Professor Wotton suggested that any national strategy might ‘fossilise’ what we are trying to do. He went on to comment on the ‘abundance of innovation’ coming from Language Centres and emphasised the need for centres and departments to learn from each other and to share. He said that the dynamism of Language Centres is a sign of health in UK HE. Nick listed some of the many areas in which Language Centres were active and compared the job of managing these roles to keeping plates spinning. They included academic provision, support for EAP, service teaching, outreach work, income generation and applied research. Jocelyn added CPD to the list. The view was expressed that recognition was more important than financial reward but Language Centres do not always get the recognition they deserve. At UCL for example one in four students have contact with the Language Centre yet there is no question about Language Centres on the National Student Survey. Its work often goes unnoticed but is often essential, particularly to international students.
The proceedings drew to a close with thanks to everyone on the panel and especially Professor Wotton. Peter said that we must keep up the momentum generated by his review. He concluded by thanking Jonathan Lippman and Elizabeth Stewart for the terrific job they had done in organising and hosting the conference which had worked out brilliantly.

