Association of University Language Centres Conference Report

University of Warwick, 6 – 7 January 2011

After a brief word of welcome from Evan Stewart, Professor Mark Smith, Deputy Vice-Chancellor of the University of Warwick extended a warm welcome to delegates and said he hoped we would have a successful and enjoyable conference. He commented on the fluidity of the current situation in the HE sector and problems caused by cuts and protests. He said that the political seismic shift we are facing is irrevocable and we have to cope with the consequences. He suggested that Language Centres have to understand that we must work together as students become more demanding. He was of the opinion that interest in languages should increase and he mentioned the role that Language Centres play in the area of PG study and lifelong learning. 
Before introducing the first main speaker, Evan said that while we were all aware of the difficulties we face, we hoped not to be gloomy, but to concentrate on the positives during the conference and spot opportunities as they arose.

Sarah Cartwright, CILT – Teaching Global Languages: Reconfiguring the Landscape

Sarah spoke a little about her background in the teaching of languages and teacher training. She commented that in the new political and financial climate employability is likely to be the dominant driver. She anticipated an increase in the number of students applying to the Open University. 
She noted changes in terminology in language teaching over the years. Whilst it used to be customary to refer to ‘Modern Foreign Languages’, with ‘Lesser-taught Languages’ coming into the picture later, it is now common to refer to ‘Global’ or ‘World’ Languages, led by economic drivers. Other concepts such as ‘Community’ or ‘Heritage’ Languages are problematic and she suggested it would be better to simply talk about ‘Languages’. 
She was of the opinion that formal language educators were not engaging sufficiently with community language schools and went on to give a profile of some complementary/supplementary schools she had worked with, referring to the needs of bilingual language learners, particularly new arrival children who may not remain in the UK and who require tuition in their mother tongue as well as English. She said that there were approximately 3,000 complementary schools in England, a third of which are in the London area and she referred to a searchable CILT website for these schools. 
Her conclusions were that we should concentrate on the learner, not the language and that learning how to learn a language was as important as learning a specific language. At a time when, as seems likely, the advisory service for schools is to be removed, there might be new opportunities for Language Centres, which could also expand to include FE and school students. . 
Xinsheng (George) Zhang, SOAS – Benchmarking and teacher training in Asian languages

George has been working at SOAS since 1996. He said that demand for Asian languages at school and university level was growing, though the numbers involved are still relatively small. A 2006/2007 survey revealed that 80% of HE institutions in the UK offered some kind of Chinese course. He also said that the previous government had recognised the business demand for Chinese and Arabic. He said that the mainstreaming of less widely taught languages was desirable, but that benchmarking presented problems because of the particular needs of languages such as Chinese, Japanese and Arabic. Another problem was the training of teachers for LWT languages, most of whom are native speakers. He said that while there are 2,000 titles published in China for the teaching of Chinese they are not all suitable. He also said that there was little research into the learning and teaching of LWT languages.
He went on to talk specifically about the difficulty of benchmarking Chinese. There are problems relating Chinese syllabi to the Common European Framework. Syllabi and assessments vary greatly from one institution to another, causing problems for external examiners and undermining credibility.  An additional problem is the fact that there are very few qualified teachers in schools. 

Issues to be dealt with include:

· Lack of awareness of linguistic features, though this situation is improving

· Lack of a common standard

· Lack of discussion and communication – isolation of professionals

· Lack of empirical research

· Lack of adequate materials

· Lack of networking
At the same time there are opportunities. There are similarities between mainstream and LWT languages and much that is transferable. There is an increasing awareness of LWT languages and demand is growing. The Japan foundation has done some work on benchmarking and there are opportunities for collaboration and the incorporation of technology.

At SOAS preliminary benchmarking work has been carried out, together with teacher training and development of materials. Research has been initiated, conferences convened and projects developed in areas such as online teacher training, Japanese and Sanskrit courses and placement tests. ‘Chinese in Steps’ has been mapped against the CEF and work has been done on the number of characters required at different levels. 

George concluded by saying that in the current climate where demand is growing but financial support uncertain, mainstreaming is the key and collaboration is essential to make efficient use of resources.
Naeema Hann, Leeds Metropolitan University – Teaching right-to-left scripts

Naeema’s talk covered the following points:

· Overview of right to left script features

· Creating experiences to convince students of the value of learning the script

· Gap between materials and students’ needs

· Encouraging students to write more and more often

Naeema provided practical examples of teaching methods she employs, including use of songs on You Tube. She recommended the use of the website:
http://www.google.com/transliterate/Urdu
Teresa Mackinnon, Zhiyan Guo, Katsuko Nagata, University of Warwick – Voice over the internet

Teresa began by presenting conclusions from experience of using voice over the internet and went on to introduce case studies in Chinese and Japanese. The Chinese project demonstrated the use of Wimba Voice Board for students to practise speaking and Voice Conference for synchronous discussion, with the possibility of archiving sessions. Zhiyan outlined the benefits of the system, emphasising the point that the virtual classroom was not intended to replace classroom interaction, but was complementary to classroom hours. One problem was the pauses between contributions without the benefit of seeing facial expressions.  The Japanese case study provided further examples of the use of voice tools for homework, including grammar reviews and pronunciation practice. The final slide of the presentation showed how Wimba Voice Tools are integrated into the University’s Moodle VLE. 
Andrew Grenfell and Tom Snell, University of Newcastle – Customer Service and Quality Assessment for Language Centres
Andrew and Tom spoke about the work they had done at Newcastle which resulted in their Language Centre receiving a Customer Service Excellence award, why they had felt it to be desirable and what benefits it had brought. All claims made by the Centre had to be backed up by evidence, so it was essential to gather feedback from users. All processes had to be recorded, for example registering of complaints and response times in dealing with them. Exercises in dissemination, recognition of ‘customer journeys’ and benchmarking against similar organisations were also undertaken. Andrew said that the process itself had brought benefits for the team, flagging up problems and of necessity providing them with a clearer definition of roles within the Centre. It highlighted the desirability of having a ‘management manual’. Receiving the award had raised the profile of the Centre within the University and allowed comparison with services outside the institution. It was suggested that it could be a key to funding.
Combined SIG meetings: Technical & Resources and Management, Teaching & Research
Following on from the previous presentation, delegates broke up into small groups to discuss points relating to quality assessment for Language Centres.
SANAKO Presentation

A representative from SANAKO presented the company’s latest product, currently under development ‘Sanako Speak!’, an activities based application designed to extend hours of practice and usage through ‘mobile language learning’. Teacher-driven exercises are delivered to the student using the Cloud computer server; no software is required and auto upgrades will be available. 
Gillian Mansfield, Secretary General, CercleS

Gillian provided an update on CercleS, starting by saying that the association’s membership extends to 12 national associations, representing 325 institutions from 27 countries. The main aim of the association is to enhance collaboration and exchange of experience amongst members. She said that work was going on to produce a new website and she spoke about focus group activities, a planned repository of teaching materials, surveys and publications. In addition to the biannual bulletin and conference proceedings papers a new CercleS journal ‘Language Learning in HE’ is to be launched. This will be an online refereed journal with two issues per year, in June and December, with articles mainly in English. All members will have free online access to the journal and each member institution will have one hard copy. There will be no increase in membership fees to cover the costs of the journal. The first issue will focus on the ELP. Gillian emphasised the significance of this development, saying that the new journal will provide a new outlet for academic research. In order to ensure that the new journal is available to all members it will be crucial to keep CercleS membership details up-to-date and delegates were urged to ensure prompt payment of subscription fees for 2011. 
Forthcoming events include:

27-29 January 2011 3rd Wulkow meeting

6-8 September 2012 London CercleS (20th anniversary) Conference  
Professor Colin Riordan, Vice Chancellor, University of Essex – Keynote speech

Colin outlined his background in Modern Languages, from Lektor in Germany teaching EFL, to Lecturer in German at the University of Swansea, then moving to Newcastle first as HoD then in management and now Essex, where has been for three years. He is currently chair of the International and European Policy Committee of Universities UK.  He said that he would be speaking from his perspective as VC.
As he saw it we face two big issues in HE, finance and immigration, and he expressed the opinion that the issue of immigration and specifically student visas was the biggest threat on the horizon. He said that the British Council was already seeing the effect of visa controls. The financial cuts were anticipated and, depending on recruitment he felt that funding was guaranteed, though inevitably some universities will see their income go down and there is still uncertainly about how Arts subjects specifically will be affected. There is time to plan for the future and Language Centres need to consider how to position themselves.

He felt that immigration and visa controls would make EFL a crucial issue.  Although the main target will be pre-university level students, for example those wishing to attend FE and language colleges in the UK, many of these students want to improve their English in order to study in the UK. The public perception that universities let in low quality international students ‘just for the money’ needs to be challenged by demonstrating that all is in order and universities need to lobby against control of international student numbers.
He said that Language Centres needed to position themselves as part of the solution to problems that may lie ahead, by demonstrating that they offer something attractive and distinctive. In future skills, employability and student mobility will all become increasingly important and languages can be seen to be a selling point in this context, indeed some universities may consider financing free language tuition to attract students. Colin referred specifically to the findings of the GLOSSARI project which showed that student mobility raises standards:
http://glossari.uga.edu/
Colin expressed the opinion that there would be in future more ‘transnational education’, but that the number of international students coming to the UK to study could go down, as they opt to go to other European countries instead. An option likely to be considered by more UK HE institutions will be that of setting up more overseas locations for teaching.

A number of comments and questions came from delegates. In answer to one Colin said that there were very few linguists amongst vice chancellors and a very low level of awareness in the area, making it a challenge for practitioners to get issues raised. It was suggested that an AULC representative might ask to attend a meeting of vice chancellors. Colin was of the opinion that individuals in the current government are sympathetic towards language teaching and reminded delegates that a white paper due out in January 2011 may elevate MFLs to STEM status, though there is still a good deal of uncertainty as to whether all languages or just a few may be affected. 
Panel Discussion: Extending global language provision in University Language Centres – Prof. C Riordan, Dr P Howarth, Mr N Byrne, Dr G Zhang, Mrs T Mackinnon, Ms K Board, Ms Jocelyn Wyburd, Mr E Stewart
Kate Board, representing CILT, said that while there is certainly a sense of threat in the current situation, it does encourage creativity. It is a time to think things through in a radically different way, challenging us to rethink the way we offer our services. She was of the view that the focus would shift from research to teaching.

Colin Riordan expressed the view that student demand would raise quality.

Nick Byrne emphasised the importance of collaboration, but commented that there exists a tension between collaboration and competition, which was confirmed by Jocelyn Wyburd representing the University of Manchester. She went on to say that we should attempt to share tools and resources which are ‘competition neutral’ and mentioned three strands highlighted by UCML:

· Internationalisation

· Unity in diversity

· Employability and contribution to society

Teresa Mackinnon thought that links with appropriate businesses will grow and that Language Centres need to approach collaboration in a businesslike way.  

George Zhang mentioned language entitlement at SOAS and Nick Byrne put forward the idea of pushing for a clear language policy, perhaps formulating an AULC recommendation which we might get to vice chancellors. In this context Kate Board mentioned the ‘Speak to the Future’ strapline for HE: ‘Every graduate qualified in a second language’ and a possible alternative: ‘Every student an international student’. George added that universities need to see a short-term return. Peter Howarth said that the idea of formulating a joint statement was good and a couple of draft versions were put forward later by Vicky Wright from LLAS and Jocelyn. The idea was approved in principal by those present and Peter said the discussion would continue via the AULC mailing list. 
Colin felt that the case for languages might be best put to the pro vice chancellors network, emphasising student mobility and internationalisation. He also said that in future the concept of a ‘mega-university’ was almost inevitable and that ‘strategic alliances’ would develop.

Nick drew the discussion to a close by saying that there had already been casualties in languages in HE and there may be more, but that the outlook was perhaps slightly more positive than negative. He thanked the panel members for their contributions and said that we had had a very, very good two days. Jocelyn proposed a vote of thanks to the team at Warwick. Peter too thanked Evan and his team, together with delegates for attending and the sponsors of the conference. He looked forward to seeing everyone again next time in Reading.

