LLAS Briefing Note
The HE White Paper (June 2011)
Implications for languages, linguistics and area studies
The White Paper makes proposals that affect the whole of higher education in England. Its main points of focus are future funding arrangements and structural changes in the HE system. It does not focus on research or on the enhancement of learning and teaching, but it does discuss quality assurance in some detail. It does not focus on subject areas, though there are a number of points which have particular relevance for our subjects.

Funding
HEFCE will consult on the method for allocating teaching grant from 2012/13. In particular, it will consult on ‘subjects which are strategically important and vulnerable and require support to avoid undesirable reductions in the scale of provision’. This will include subjects which under the new system would not be eligible for teaching grant. Since languages are the main SIV subject that will not be eligible for teaching grant, it will be important to address funding issues in the consultation.

In respect of SIVS, HEFCE will consider ‘providing targeted funding to recognise the additional costs relating to widening participation’. This will be of particular importance for outreach activities, including the Routes into Languages programme.

Student information
The Paper outlines a number of measures to improve student information. These include a fuller Key Information Set, in which student satisfaction and careers outcomes will have a larger role. It will be of particular importance to highlight the positive profile of our subjects in the National Student Survey, and to enhance performance on this and other measures.
The Paper endorses the inclusion of languages in a list of eight “facilitating” A-Level qualifications, ‘which enable young people to keep their options open for a wide range of higher education courses’.

Student experience

The Paper outlines a number of areas in which improvements need to be made in the student experience, with a particular focus on improving feedback. Universities will be required to publish student evaluations at module level. The role of the HE Academy in supporting institutions in this area is highlighted.
Better qualified graduates

Employability is a major preoccupation. Engagement with employers will be further encouraged, in teaching, research and enterprise.
The White Paper revisits previous arrangement for employers sponsoring students, and offering “sandwich course” opportunities, which:

 includes work experience or language training as part of the programme of study, most commonly during a “sandwich year”. Undergraduate sandwich degrees typically last for four years, with the student working with a specific employer in their subject field.

A review of university-industry collaboration, chaired by Sir Tim Wilson, will be asked to see how the decline in placements can be reversed. This will have particular importance for students taking a year abroad in a work placement, including as a language assistant.

Universities will continue to have a role in teacher training, though the DfE will lead on developments in this area.

Most universities will be expected to introduce a Higher Education Achievement Report (HEAR) by 2012. This is an area in which languages are often counted as contributions towards extra-curricular achievement.

Diversity
There is a new competitive scheme (‘core and margin’) for student numbers. Institutions may choose to bid for extra student numbers either to high grade-entry courses or to high value-for-money courses. There may be opportunities in either category to increase student numbers in languages if sufficient demand is available. It is intended that over time, this will become a more dominant factor in student recruitment.
There is a strong commitment to extending HE teaching, and degree-awarding powers to a wider range of institutions, including private providers. The academic community will need to evaluate the opportunities and threats this evolution may offer to languages in the longer term.
Social mobility

There is a strong emphasis on widening participation and fair access to higher education. HEFCE and OFFA ‘will be encouraged to draw on the evaluation of outreach activities and build on good practice developed through the Aimhigher programme and their own initiatives to further develop their work in this area’. This will encourage programmes such as Routes into Languages to focus increasingly on widening participation in addition to working to increase take-up.
The Paper endorses the English Baccalaureate, which requires students to take GCSE in a range of specific subjects, including a language. This is likely to mean that a larger number of school students will study a language, and may be encouraged to continue to A level. It also raises the possibility that some admissions tutors may require the Ebac for university entrance, and therefore by implication introduce a language requirement.
A new National Scholarship programme will begin in 2012. There may be an opportunity to propose that some scholarships should be earmarked for particular subjects.

Regulatory framework

A more detailed consultation will be carried out on a regulatory framework. Legislation is planned to give HEFCE stronger regulatory powers. HEFCE will be an advocate of students’ interests, and will also allocate additional Government funding to high-cost, strategic or vulnerable subjects. The SIV status of languages means that HEFCE will continue to play a strong role in the subject directly, and that this activity will form a proportionately larger part of HEFCE’s remit.
Conclusions
The proposals in the White Paper are subject to a general consultation until 20 September 2011. There will also be more specific consultations on different aspects of the paper (early repayment of loans; regulatory framework; allocation of teaching grant and student numbers).
Most of the ideas put forward in the White Paper have already been widely discussed within the sector, and will not come as a surprise. It brings together the main areas in which changes are planned, and provides a useful framework for engaging with policy-makers.
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