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i n

" the  number
of languages
spoken
cont inues to
i n c r e a s e . . . i n
London there
are over 300
languages
spoken by
chi ldren of
school age"

As recent reports have confirmed, the UK is becoming more
and more l inguist ical ly diverse, especial ly in urban areas. This
art icle explores ways in which educational pol icy might respond
to these changes. l t  begins by report ing on a small-scale research
project designed to f ind out from a number of community language
teachers in Nott ingham what they consider to be the l inguist ic
needs of their chi ldren and how these might be fulf i l led in both
mainsheam and supplementary schools. Having identi f ied these
needs, the art icle then turns to a descripl ion of the Sheff ield
Mult i l ingual City Project. An analysis of this project serves to
identi fy some useful principles for the development of a coherent
pol icy which would include the voices of the various community
language speakers. The art icle concludes by arguing that there
is a need for a national pol icy framework designed to promote
appropriate language pol icies in al l  areas, and that this should
ensure that the l inguist ic needs of al l  of our chi ldren are met,
regardless of where they l ive.

INTRODUGTION

Despite the belief of many that use of minority
l anguages  wou ld  d i sappea r  as  t he  va r i ous
linguistic communities became more'integrated'
in to Br i t ish society and as immigrat ion s lowed
down, the number of languages spoken continues
to increase. A recent study showed that in London
there are over 300 languages spoken by children
of school age (Baker and Eversley 2000; Gundara
2000).  This compares wi th the last  Language
Census  conduc ted  by  t he  Inne r  London
Education Authority in 1989 which revealed that
there were speakers of 184 different languages in
London's schools (ILEA 1989). At that t ime there
were over 70,000 pupils in ILEA schools who used
a language other than, or in addition to, English at
home,  mak ing  up  a  qua r te r  o f  t he  schoo l
population. ln Sheffield, England's fourth city, the
linguistic makeup is less diverse, but nevertheless
there were 48 different languages spoken there in
1994, rhe number of bil inguals having doubled to
8 .1% o f  t he  p r imary  schoo l  and  1 .5%o o f  t he
secondary school  populat ion over  the previous
eight years (SUMES 1994). By 1996, 57 languages
were spoken in Sheffield, and the numbers of
speakers of these languages continue to increase
(suMES, r997) .

Educational responses to such diversity in the

UK have main ly  focused on the curr icu lum tn
general, both in terms of debates on the curricular
imp l i ca t i ons  o f  mu l t i cu l t u ra l  and  an t i - r ac i s t
education, and in terms of broader school policy.
including the hidden curriculum (see, for example,
Gillborn 1995; Lamb 1999a,1999b: Mullard 1982;
Sarup l99l; Troyna 1993; Troyna and Carrington
1990).  Nevertheless there has been a ser ies of
policy responses to l inguistic diversity over the

last 35 years, ranging from an assimilationist focus
on the teaching of English as a second language
to a broader more celebratory attempt to recognise
and promote the many community languages. This
article is not intended to plot the development of
these policies, though it does begin by pointing

out that such development has tended to proceed

in an uncoordinated way and has been subject to
the vagar ies of  f inancia l  cutbacks.  This br ie f
contextualisation wil l be enriched by a summary
of the needs of community language groups as
perceived by a group of  communi ty  language

teachers in Nottingham, a city in the East Midlands

w i th  a  popu la t i on  o f  app rox ima te l y  300 ,000
inhabitants. The article wil l then describe one city-
w ide  i n te rven t i on  a imed  a t  p roduc ing  a
coo rd ina ted  response  to  l i ngu i s t i c  d i ve rs i t y ,
namely the Sheffield Multi l ingual City project, and
wi l l  conclude wi th a d iscussion of  some of  the

emerging issues. It should be stated that the focus

on the two cit ies of Nottingham and Sheffield is

no t  i n tended  to  sugges t  t ha t  t hey  a re
representative of their respective areas. Nor were
they in i t ia l ly  se lected in  order  to demonstrate
differences in policies. Their inclusion is, in fact,

solely determined by the fact that I l ive in one and
work in the other, and therefore had a personal

interest in finding out what was happening in both
local i t ies.

Throughout the article the languages spoken
by  m ino r i t y  g roups  w i l l  be  re fe r red  to  as
communi ty  languages,  a term f i rs t  used in the
1980s. I have chosen to use this term for several
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reasons: f irstly, it reinforces the fact that these
languages are, on the whole, an integral part of
l o c a l  c o m m u n i t i e s  ( t h o u g h  t h e  s i z e s  o f  t h e
communities wil l of course vary); secondly, unlike
the previously used term 'heritage languages', it
does not imply that these languages belong in the
past; and thirdly, I have avoided the term 'minority

languages' since in some contexts they are, in fact,
used by a majority of the population.

LANGUAGES AND THE UK CONTEXT
The national picture

The recent Nuffield Inquiry (2000) highlighted
some worrying aspects of the state of language
teaching and learning in the UK. These included
fa l l ing numbers of  A level  candidates,  fewer
unde rg radua tes ,  and  a  sho r tage  o f  l anguage
teachers (see a lso Saunders,  1998).  However,  i f
the situation is bad with regard to the European
languages traditionally taught in Brit ish schools,
the situation for community languages is even
worse.  Despi te the large number of  languages
spoken and the increasing global significance of
many of them (Graddol, 1991 ,1998), we have a l ist
of  only  l9  of f ic ia l  languages on the Nat ional
Cu r r i cu lum,  o f  wh i ch  e igh t  a re  t he  o f f i c i a l
l anguages  o f  t he  Eu ropean  Un ion .  A  non -
European language can be offered by a school
only i f  they are of fer ing at  least  one of  these
European languages - a significant statement of
status.  In  l inguist ica l ly  d iverse c i t ies such as
Nottingham, it would appear that the number of
community language teachers in the mainstream
fe l l  d rama t i ca l l y  i n  t he  1990s ,  and  spec ia l i s t
advisors are now few and far between (and this is
also increasingly the case for other subject-specific
advisors) .  There is  a very real  threat  to  some
community language examinations (for example,
Arabic at GCSE and A level, and Hindi at GCSE
level )  s imply because they are deemed to be
f i nanc ia l l y  unv iab le  by  examina t i on  boa rds .
Fur thermore,  most  of  these languages are not
offered in higher education, and there have been
cases where some higher education institutions
have failed to recognise an A level in a community
language as part of their entry requirements, since
a qualif ication in one's mother tongue is deemed
to be an easy opt ion (unless i t  happens to be
English). In addition, there are very few courses
leading to qualif ied teacher status in community
languages, though some progress has been made
recent ly  in  th is  area (see Pagl iero and Keenan,
2000a,2000b).

So what strategies are in place at a national
level to improve this situation? Are we aiming to
make  pos i t i ve  use  o f  t he  ex i s t i ng  l i ngu i s t i c
resources of the countty at a time when there is
increasing demand in the world of business not
only for Western European languages but also for
those from other parts of the world, in particular
S.E. Asia and the Indian subcontinent (Land 2000)?

Is there a coherent plan to build on this and at the
same t ime  to  deve lop  more  pos i t i ve  a t t i t udes
amongst our monolingual population? Or are we
happy to write ourselves off as a nation which is
l inguist ica l ly  hopeless,  ignor ing the l inguist ic
p ro f i c i ency  a l ready  ev iden t  i n  a  s i gn i f i can t
proportion of our population?

Unfor tunate ly ,  the UK does not  yet  have a
coherent  nat ional  pol icy to promote language
learning and teaching, though the recent Nuffield
Inquiry (2000) offers some hope of this in the
s t reng th  o f  i t s  recommenda t i ons .  I t  i s  no t
surprising then that the different types oflanguage
(modern foreign languages, community languages
and English) are being pigeon-holed as different
types of problem (and I use this word with full
awareness of  i ts  impl icat ions) .  Thus,  the 1995
version of the National Curriculum for English was
more  i n f l uenced  by  t he  ca l l  f o r  a  re tu rn  t o
traditional standards, values and methods in the
teaching of  Engl ish than by broader language
issues.  The 1999 vers ion of  the MFL Nat ional
Curriculum has no reference to the fact that there
are many pupils with multi l ingual backgrounds.
The re  a re  no  obse rva t i ons  on  hand l i ng
bi l ingual ism in the new Pr imary Standards for
Init ial Teacher Training. Given that the recently
introduced compulsory study of a language up to
the age of sixteen seems to be coming into question
al ready,  there is  l i t t le  hope that  the Common
European Framework for language learning being
issued by the Council of Europe and currently in
its second draft form will have any meaning in the
UK, since it states that all pupils must learn at
least two foreign languages at school (see Council
o f  Europe Modern Languages page:  ht tp: l l
culture.coe.frl lang/index.html). Indeed even within
our National Curriculum there are inconsistencies.
Bi l ingual ism is  largely ignored in most  of  the
documen ta t i on ,  imp l y ing  an  ass im i l a t i on i s t
position, whereas in Wales the development of
bil ingualism is now part of the school curriculum.

The needs of l inguist ic minority groups

Nottingham is a large city in the East Midlands of
England.  In  1998 there was a reorganisat ion of
local  government ,  and the c i ty  of  Not t ingham
became a uni tary author i ty  separate f rom the
coun ty  o f  No t t i nghamsh i re ,  f o r  wh i ch  no
demographic details are available as yet. However,
some indication of l inguistic needs can be seen in
county figures from 1991, at which time survey
results showed that of 5671 pupils from the New
Commonweal th 3934 "had a degree of  Engl ish
language proficiency which was a barrier to full
curriculum access" (Nottinghamshire Education
Authority 1996).

Support for bilingual children was until recently
provided through Section I I funding (from the
Home Office). and is now devolved to schools.
This spending on the needs of  b i l ingual  pupi ls
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"Communi ty

l a n g u a g e s . . .
shou ld  no t . . .be
offered as an
alternat ive to
European
languages,
s ince  a l l  pup i l s
must  be  ab le
to learn these
languages i f
they are to
have access to
the benefits of
the  S ing le
Market and
mobi l i t y . . . they
shou ld  be
offered in
addit ion to
European
languages"

has, however, focused mainly on English language
support, with only some residual support for first
language development through limited funding for
supp lemen ta ry  l anguage  schoo l s  f unc t i on ing
ou ts ide  ma ins t ream educa t i on  (one  o f  t he
Ass i s tan t  D i rec to rs  o f  Educa t i on  has
supplementary schooling as part of her brief).

Carrying out the research

In an attempt to explore possible ways in which
the University of Nottingham School of Education
m igh t  suppo r t  f i r s t  l anguage  deve lopmen t ,
research was carried out with groups of community
language teachers tn 1997-98. These were largely
teachers who work in supplementary education,
i.e. Saturday or evening schools run on a voluntary
basis for specific l inguistic communities, with the
aim of  teaching those languages (and in some
cases, e.g. the Urdu school, aspects of culture and
religion). As the aim was to define real needs by
creating an environment where the open exchange
of opinions would be facil i tated, it was decided to
run  sepa ra te  g roup  d i scuss ions ,  one  fo r  t he
supplementary school coordinators and two for
the language teachers. In each of the language
teacher groups there were fifteen teachers from a
range of community schools. In the coordinators'
mee t i ng  t he re  we re  th i r t een  pa r t i c i pan ts
representing a range of languages (Gujerati, Hindi,
Polish, Punjabi, Ukrainian and Urdu), and including
a representative from the Muslim Education Trust.

In each of the groups, the following stimulus
questions were used:

1 Would you like to see community languages
more in  mainstream schools or  should they
mainly be taught in supplementary schools?

2 Would you l ike chi ldren to be taught  some
other subjects through the community language?

3 Would you like more monolingual English-speaking
children to learn community languages?

These  ques t i ons  p rovoked  a  g rea t  dea l  o f
discussion. In fact, the need on the part of the
participants to discuss their needs with each other
as well as with outsiders came across very strongly
throughout the meetings.

Responses

In  the course of  the d iscussions the fo l lowine
themes emerged:

1.  Erosion of  local  and nat ional  support  for
community languages

Coordinators in particular were keen to defend
previous local education policies which had been
ve ry  suppo r t i ve  o f  commun i t y  l anguages .
Strategies mentioned were:
. financial support for supplementary schools
. bil ingual instructors offering mother-tongue

support  in  the t ransi t ion stage

. the existence of an advisor with responsibil i ty
for community languages, as well as a support
group

The situation, however, had changed over the last
ten years due to a range of  nat ional  and local
policy thanges. In 1997 alone, f inancial support
had been cut by 40o/o, threatening the survival of
the communi ty  schools.  The number of  GCSE
examinations available in community languages
had been reduced (Ukrainian had been withdrawn
in 1996, Arabic was under threat, Hindi had never
existed). The cost for entering pupils for GCSE
examinations in these languages was no longer
covered if they were taught outside the mainstream
school (as had become the norm apart from a few

except ions) .

2. Status of community languages

I t  was  fe l t  ve ry  s t rong l y  t ha t  t he  s ta tus  o f
community languages was very low, leading to a
fear that children would not wish to maintain these
languages and, indeed, that they may associate
the low status with their own cultural heritage. In
order to enhance the status it was felt that they
should feature much more in mainstream education,
and that  opportuni t ies needed to be found to
discuss why community languages are important.
Though coordinators believed that mainstreaming
was not possible for all languages, nevertheless
they wanted the most widely spoken languages
(Urdu and Punjabi) to be taught in the mainstream,
wi th others being supported in  supplementary
schools. (Teachers felt that all languages should
be offered in mainstream schools, and suggested
that schools should work together in clusters to
fac i l i t a te  t h i s  p rov i s i on .  They  fe l t  t ha t
supp lemen ta ry  schoo l s  shou ld  ex i s t  on l y  f o r
younge r  ch i l d ren . )  Where  taugh t  i n  t he
mainstream, it was also felt that they should be on
a par with European languages, and offered to all
p u p i l s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  m o n o l i n g u a l  E n g l i s h
speakers. They should not, however, be offered
as an alternative to European languages, since all
pupils must be able to learn these languages if
they are to have access to the benefits ofthe Single
Market and mobility. It was felt rather that they
shou ld  be  o f f e red  i n  add i t i on  t o  Eu ropean
languages. Peripatetic teaching should be avoided
where possible, and community language teachers
in the mainstream needed to be paid on the same
scale as other teachers. Qualif ications obtained in
these  l anguages  shou ld  be  accep ted  as  va l i d
statements of  achievement  rather  than being
pe rce i ved  by  emp loye rs  and  educa t i ona l
institutions as easy options and therefore not of
equivalence to other qualif ications.

3. Need for coordination

A l though  some ma ins t ream seconda ry
headteachers in Nottingham had been trying to
re in t roduce  commun i t y  l anguages  i n to  t he i r
schools,  i t  was fe l t  that  there was a need to
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