Comments on the paper 'Language Learning' (DfES 2002)
by the Linguistics Association of Great Britain

Responding organisation

The Linguistics Association of Great Britain (LAGB) is the principal professional association for academic linguists in universities of the UK.  Its membership has expertise in the general theory of language (structure, change, variation, and development) and also in the description of a wide range of languages including 
	English, 

all the 'modern foreign languages'  
many of the 'community languages' spoken in the UK.
Language is complex, and its study necessarily involves technicalities (such as grammar and phonetics) which are the province of our membership. The LAGB has recently given technical help with the National Literacy Strategy and will be glad to do the same in any other area of language education.

Comments

1. We welcome heartily the aspirations expressed in this paper. We agree that aspects of language education in the UK are inadequate and in crisis. Our knowledge of languages and language situations across the world confirms that this crisis can be solved with proper leadership from DfES. We identify three problems:

	Most people in the UK are strictly monolingual (in English), but this is not inevitable or even normal; probably more than half of the world's population are at least bilingual, and there are many communities where virtually everyone speaks four or five languages fluently regardless of intellectual ability - i.e. language-learning is intellectually possible for virtually everyone, and not just for an academic élite. Monolingual English speakers are at a serious disadvantage in a multilingual world and monolingualism encourages isolationism and xenophobia. 

	The proposal to downgrade MFL at KS4 gives the wrong message - on the contrary, we believe the goal should be to make MFL teaching work better for all pupils at KS4. We do not believe that MFL in KS2 would be a substitute for this.

	A large minority of our citizens are fluently bilingual (or multilingual) but do not benefit from this fact as they should because we, as a nation, do not respect 'community languages' as much as the traditional MFLs. The reasons for these different values are historical - for example, we probably admire French partly because it used to be the language of the court, and of European diplomacy, in contrast with
	other European languages and high-status world languages, 

languages from the 'third world' (e.g. Urdu), 
languages from regions of the UK (e.g. Welsh), 
languages associated with disabled people (e.g. BSL). 
These values are long out of date; in the modern world the languages of high status and commercial importance include languages such as Russian, Chinese and Arabic as well as Spanish, Portuguese and German. Moreover, from the point of view of language structure, all languages are equally complex, structured and illuminating as examples of the phenomenon 'language'.
	In consequence, there is no reason to think of French as the default 'foreign' language for school. Any language would do equally well, especially if children had some possibility of using it in concrete meaningful situations. From this point of view a language that is used within the UK (e.g. Urdu, Gujarati, Welsh,  BSL) might even be preferable in some situations to European languages. 

	A category of language learners which the paper ignores entirely are EAL (English as an Alternative Language) learners, who face serious problems until they have mastered English. Some never achieve this goal, or achieve only a very limited command of English, and no doubt EAL children learn much less efficiently than they would through their first language. Given the flow of immigrants this is an ongoing problem, and given the political importance of the issues it is a problem that deserves serious central resources. 


2. Given traditional assumptions, we have three separate problems, each requiring a separate solution. However we believe that the three problems have complementary features and that 'joined-up thinking' may be able to produce innovative solutions to multiple problems in which each community can sometimes satisfy the needs of one of the others. For example:

·	Where the local community is multi-lingual, a school class could study one of the local languages. (This seems to be envisaged in paragraph 3.20 of the Green Paper '14-19'.) They would benefit from having concrete situations in which to practise the language learned at school (e.g. in local shops), and non-members would (presumably) learn to respect the community more. The experience of learning this language would provide a better basis for adult language learning than the more decontextualised traditional MFL teaching. 

·	EAL learners need some understanding of the structural differences between their first language and English (i.e. differences in grammar, pronunciation and other areas); these cross-language comparisons would also help other pupils in the same class to deepen their understanding of language structure, with pay-offs both in English and in MFL.

·	Even where the local community is monolingual English, it is part of a national culture in which other languages are often perceived as problematic - threatening, mysterious and hard to learn. The link to racial prejudice, xenophobia and political isolationism is obvious. In such communities it would be easy, and could be helpful, to introduce fragments of other languages; for example, each week the class could learn to say 'hello' and 'goodbye' in a different language, while also learning a little about the language. 

We give further examples below.

3. We welcome the link which the paper suggests between language learning and the Literacy Strategy: 
'We see language learning as enriching the primary curriculum and supporting the emphasis on literacy which has produced a sustained rise in standards at Key Stage 2, as well as developing wider skills outside the formal curriculum.'  (page 3)
We note that one of the keys to the success of the Literacy Strategy has been the emphasis on explicit understanding of how language works (at the three levels of word, sentence and text) including the technicalities that come ultimately from linguistics. This understanding can be developed in relation to any language and can then be applied to any other language. (This is basically how research in linguistics progresses, but the same principle applies to any level of understanding.) Consequently what pupils learn about any language deepens their understanding of any other language. 
	In relation to the three problems defined above:
	English monolinguals can apply their 'literacy' understanding when learning other languages (e.g. 'We know that English marks questions by switching the auxiliary verb and its subject; let's see how French does it.') and by studying other languages improve their understanding of English.

English monolinguals can learn to respect community languages more by finding out more about their structures (e.g. 'let's see how Gujarati marks questions'). 
Speakers of community languages can also learn to respect their own languages more in the same way.
Native speakers of English (whether monolingual or bilingual) may be able to help EAL learners by explaining simple details of English efficiently, and as usual they will learn by teaching.
We accept that these links will not be relevant to all schools. Our point is simply that we see community languages as an invaluable resource, not as a problem, so where they are available they should be built on.
	The paper refers to the literacy strategy only at KS2, but it has now been extended to KS3 as well. Needless to say, these links between literacy and language learning are at least as relevant at KS3. 
	
4. We note the popularity of the A-level English Language paper in comparison with A-level languages, and we hear reports that language study (e.g. grammar) is popular in the literacy strategy.  We wonder if a more explicit, linguistics-based, approach to foreign language learning might make it more popular as well, especially if it included comparisons between the foreign language and English. These comparisons could involve aspects of the languages ranging from the most concrete matters of pronunciation through specifics of vocabulary to more abstract grammatical structures at sentence or text level. 
	We have the impression that almost everybody can be interested in some aspect of language, so we suspect that the demotivated KS4 pupils who would otherwise abandon MFL learning could be persuaded to persist by a different approach which focussed on understanding and comparison rather than on low-level communicative skills.
 


