Meeting of the Subject Centre LWT Languages Special Interest Group 
Tuesday 15 January 2008
Room N336 (Senate House, North Block)

University of London
10.30-12.30 

Minutes

Present: Robin Aizlewood (RA), Lisa Bernasek (LB), Teresa Birks (TB), Margaret Anne Clarke (MC), Steve Cushion (SC), Clark Denmark (CD), David Denton (DD), Shoshannah Holdom (SH – minutes), Thomas McAuley (TM), Heather McGuinness (HM), Itesh Sachdev (IS – Chair), Jane Straker (JS), Gregory Toner (GT), Roel Vismans (RV), Vicky Wright (VW)

Plus: BSL Interpreters Sarah Haynes and Gill Behenna

Apologies: Richard Berry, Clelia Boscolo, Judith Cherry, John S Coleman, Angela Gallagher Brett, Matthew Duncanson-Hunter, Joanne Eastlake, Robert Gleave, Joanna McPake, Robert Vanderplank, George X Zhang
1
Introductions
Group members introduced themselves and new members were welcomed.

2
Minutes of the last meeting and matters arising
The minutes were agreed with two updates:

1. HM informed that the Routes into Languages programme is now receiving £8 million of HEFCE funding.

2. IS encouraged the group to revisit the website of the CETL for Languages of the Wider World, http://www.lww-cetl.ac.uk/, since activities have mushroomed since December 2006.
3
Round-up of current issues within less widely taught languages 

a. Challenges facing teachers of less widely taught languages (lack of job security, career pathways, and the need for appropriate training and professional development) (Jo Eastlake)

Due to illness, Joanne Eastlake was unable to attend to present this item but the main points were summarised by IS, noting especially the problem of the low status of languages teachers within higher education, and the lack of will to remedy this at higher institutional levels. While articles concerning the difficulties facing hourly paid, short term contract language teachers occasionally appear in the press (e.g THE), the issues are not flagged up sufficiently often. The problem lies in getting the right people to listen to the issues.

CD noted that similar problems exist within British Sign Language (BSL) in both FE and HE. There are only 10 BSL teacher trainers, like CD in the UK and funding cuts have meant that setting up teacher training classes is difficult.

MC commented that the employment of “native speakers” to teach language classes, with relatively unfavourable working conditions, is an excuse for institutions to employ cheaply. What is more, the RAE only considers research that is divorced from pedagogical issues, which can only work to deter researchers working in this area.

RV observed that perhaps the situation is not entirely as bleak as it could be painted: there is a move towards introducing more secure teaching contracts, and all universities must comply with contractual obligations. He also suggested that now was the moment to be influencing the RAE/REF agenda to acknowledge research into language pedagogy. UCML is the most powerful lobbying voice and it is through this channel that the REF can be best influenced, particularly since the Arts and Humanities are still being defined in this framework.

IS encouraged the group to stress to language teachers the value of the development work they do, and to portray their work in a more positive light. Since language teachers are usually hourly-paid, ways need to be found to resource their development. The Subject Centre pedagogic research workshops are good introductions to working in this area: http://www.llas.ac.uk/events/llaseventitem.aspx?resourceid=2875 
Some ways forward to address these issues include: 

· contact professorial language teachers (e.g. at Leeds Metropolitan) to get their perspectives

· involve the Higher Education Academy to examine teaching-only contracts and work towards raising the status of language teachers (who need the same career pathways as other academic staff)

· consult with directors of languages centres, who are not always on academic contracts.

Action: Subject Centre to invite professorial language teachers and directors of language centres to speak at the next LWT SIG meeting.
b. Issues facing the teaching of interpreting to speakers of Somali (Jane Straker) 

JS highlighted the shortage of interpreters of Somali in the UK, and noted some of the reasons for this, such as lack of funding, and lack of written material. She noted that there are many individuals who call themselves interpreters but who have not received adequate training (usually only having completed a half day’s course). There are perhaps only a few dozen trained Somali interpreters in the UK (and yet hundreds who claim to be interpreters). IS noted that good statistics are required in order to formulate “business plans” and so accurate figures on Somali speakers and interpreters should be sought. Furthermore, outsourcing interpreting work to multinational companies has had little beneficial effect.

There is scant awareness in the NHS, the Police and the courts of the complexities of training Somali interpreters. However, it was suggested that allies are to be found in the NHS, for example, on this issue who can put pressure on the authorities. 

Some solutions to the problem are as follows: improve access to materials; recruit and train reliable and independent examiners of Somali interpreting; explore why there’s a lack of women wishing to become interpreters; obtain funding for Somali interpreting in the public sector; seek expert advice and learn from existing good practice. 

JS has worked with the refugee association Praxis to organise an 18 month interpreting course, and has organised glossary workshops. She noted that colleagues in Oslo are interested in collaborating with City University and Praxis on a terminology project.

Action: JS to liaise with HM in order to make links with the Routes National Network for Interpreting

Action: Subject Centre, together with IS and JS, to investigate the possibility of a workshop on public service interpreting (as a spin off from the September event).

Action: Subject Centre to investigate possible funding for JS to attend Trialogue in Brussels.

TB raised the issue of tuition fees during the year abroad, which have been set as zero for those students going to European destinations. This has created an unjust situation for those spending the year abroad elsewhere and could impact negatively on courses in LWT languages.

Action: TB/VW to speak with Pam Moores of UCML (this organisation being the policy maker in this area). 

RA raised the issue of AHRC allocation of research funding for postgraduate students. Only 8 PhDs and 2 research training Master’s degrees were funded in Russian studies this year, which is a cause for concern.

It would be worth checking the “Languages Matter” British Academy consultation process on modern languages capacity http://www.britac.ac.uk/reports/languages-2007/index.html 
Action: RA/Subject Centre to check proposed number of allocations and compile statistics.

4
Planning of major strategic event for less widely taught languages 

Planned for 15th-16th September 2008 at SOAS, to be organised jointly by LLAS and the SOAS-UCL CETL in ‘Languages of the Wider World’.

Discussion centred on the nature of the event and themes to be addressed. It needs to be aimed on the one hand at academics and researchers (and possibly students) as a forum for sharing good practice, highlighting success stories, demonstrating what has been done with funding to date (drawn from the centres for language-based area studies, for example), and on the other hand at policy makers in order to lobby for change and greater funding, and raise awareness. The conference could thus be split into two. It must be ensured that this is a positive event, a celebration of linguistic diversity. Suggestions for the event included:

· Title? “Languages of the Wider World: Valuing Diversity” was the main suggestion. It was felt that negative connotations (e.g. “less widely taught”) should be avoided in the conference title and be replaced with words such as “success”.

· Use sub headings/areas addressed in Joanna McPake & Itesh Sachdev’s ’s summary of the Routes community language research project as a structure for the event (e.g. current provision, meeting needs and aspirations, teaching and learning, employability, policies and strategies)

· Gather statistical evidence on which to base arguments to present to policy makers

· Address policy makers via key lectures (invite specific attendees, possibly in the evening) and press releases.

· Include a debate on a pressing topic (the use of technology in language learning? The role of culture in language teaching? Or pros and cons of maintaining linguistic diversity in UK)

· Highlight the diversity of issues affecting those within lesser taught languages: have “diversity” as a conference theme

· Subthemes to include resources and funding

· Highlight examples of the career pathways of students of lesser taught languages

· Sessions needed to inspire greater self belief in teachers of community languages

· Highlight the Languages Ladder

· Highlight Issues relating to the UK’s indigenous languages (which should be understood as such), e.g. Welsh, Gaelic and BSL. Despite being an indigenous language, BSL receives no funding to support it.

Potential speakers and invited delegates:

· Employers

· Business language champions

· Routes Student ambassadors

· Recent lesser taught languages graduates in interesting careers

· Smaller translation agencies

· Helen Watts (Praxis)

· Helena Kennedy (and human rights lawyers)

· Ken Livingstone

· Commissioner for Linguistic Diversity?

Action: Subject Centre/IS to compile a draft outline for the conference and call for papers, for circulation among the group. Suggestions for speakers and invitees will then be sought.

5
Any other business

There was no other business

6 
Date of next meeting

It was proposed that this group meet bi-annually. The next meeting will be held, therefore, in June/July. Group members are welcome to send representatives to the meeting if they are unable to attend.
