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Introduction 
1

This paper seeks to:
•  outline the ways in which notions of ‘globalisation’ and ‘diaspora’ have changed the

ways we can conceptualise language, ethnicity and the nation-state
•  describe how education policy has responded to these changes, referring in particular

to the language education of newcomers and pupils with diaspora connections
•  illustrate something of the reality of life in schools, and of the failure of current

policy to engage with this.
England provides the frame for our discussion, and some of the processes we describe are
specific to the local English historical context.  English education policy is not alone,
however, in its failure to engage adequately with multi-lingualism in a globalised era;
people in other places are just as ill-served by analytical vocabularies that take notions
like ‘community’ and ‘native-speaker’ for granted;2 and indeed, the argument we develop
in this paper is well-summarised in Cameron McCarthy’s comments on North America
(1998:154-5):

“The… proposition that culture is radically hybrid has sharp implications for the
dominant curriculum and the… discourses of multicultural[ism] that continue to
represent culture and identity in static and a-theoretic terms… [P]roponents [of
multicultural education] must address the contemporary reality of students’ lives in a
post-colonial, globalised, market-driven world in which schooling is only one of
numerous spaces available for the negotiation of both identity and culture”

To provide a historical baseline for our discussion, the first part of the
paper looks back at the educational response to ethno-linguistic diversity in the mid to
late 1980s, before ‘globalisation’ became such a salient issue in academic and everyday
discourse.  We then consider some of the ways in which our understanding of the relations
between language, ethnicity and the nation-state has been challenged by globalisation over
the last 10 to 15 years.  The impact on education policy in general, and language
education in particular, provides the focus for the subsequent two sections, one devoted to
Conservative policy 1988-1997 and the other to more recent innovations resulting from
the change of government in 1997.  Then in the final section, we present two vignettes,
illustrations of the gap between what students need and what policy has to offer.

1. Education, language and ethnicity c. 1970-1985: The ‘Swann Report’
Published in 1985, Education for All: The Report of the Committee of Inquiry into the
Education of Children from Ethnic Minority Groups - ‘the Swann Report’ - was the last
major government report on linguistic and ethnic diversity in education, and it provides a
useful illustration of the discourses and political arrangements that up until then had been
central to education policy in England.

Power in educational policy making was distributed very differently from how it is
today.  Central government had no direct powers over the curriculum, and curriculum
decision-making lay in the hands of teachers and individual schools, who were usually
provided with strong guidance by their Local Education Authorities (LEAs) (DES

                                                
1 We are indebted to Amanda Bellsham-Revell for discussion of empirical cases, and to the students and
teachers at ‘Blackhill School’ where fieldwork reported in the paper was conducted.

2 For critiques of such concepts in educational and academic discourse, see Rampton, Leung and Harris
1997; Leung, Harris and Rampton 1997; Rampton 1998, 2000.



1985:221, 334).3  Central government provided specific funds for the substantial numbers
of English as a second language (ESL) teachers and multicultural curriculum advisers who
either worked peripatetically from an LEA base or were stationed in particular schools,
but for the most part, control over education spending was delegated from central
government to LEAs (Bourne 1989).  LEA services came under the auspices of local
government - the metropolitan, county and borough councils - and accountability to the
local electorate encouraged dialogue about education with the representatives of ethnic
minorities in areas where they constituted a significant proportion of the local vote.
These groups were themselves often vocal in the expression of their educational concerns
and expectations: many were relatively well-established in the industrial work force, were
sympathetic to the labour movement,4 and could draw on discourses of equality and rights
that had been successful in relatively recent struggles for colonial independence.  Political
arrangements such as these made education policy development a matter of persuasion
and dispute, and spurred on by the urban riots of 1981, one of the Swann Report’s central
objectives was to generate a view of ethnic pluralism with which central and local
government, teaching unions and minority communities could all concur.

What kind of view was this?  Swann offered a vision of nested
communities within the framework of the nation-state: Britain as a community of
communities,5 engaged in the process of reconciling itself to the legacy of its imperial
past.  For the most part, the Report conceptualised its ethnic minorities as well-known,
well-defined, settled, and stable, and it made light of any connections that they might
seek to maintain with other parts of the world   It focused primarily on people of
Caribbean and South Asian descent (DES 1985:649), drawing on the reviews it had
commissioned of the substantial research on these groups (Taylor 1981; Taylor and
Hegarty 1985).  It dismissed a European Directive on the teaching of minority languages
on the grounds that these groups were British and here-to-stay;6 it described their
thoughts of living in other countries as the ‘myth of an alternative’ and the ‘myth of
return’ (DES 1985:20-1); and it was in local social services rather than in world markets
that  minority language proficiency was envisaged as being useful (DES 1985:409-10).
Similarly, the Report’s discussion of the mass media, TV and press looked no further than
the British nation-state (DES 1985: 16ff & 38-44).

The educational strategy that the Committee proposed consisted of three
basic elements.  First, any linguistic and cultural disadvantage that minorities were
suffering should be overcome, e.g. through the teaching of English as a second language.
Second, all children, minority and majority, should be encouraged to respect the richness
of minority cultures.  Third, there should be no ethnic segregation within the public
schooling system: ESL teaching should take place in the mainstream, instruction in
minority languages should be open to all, bilingual support staff should help everyone
(DES 1985: Ch 7).  The role of state schools was to eliminate segregation and
disadvantage, and to ensure that everyone shared in whatever benefits minority students
brought with them - rather than cultivating any specialised cultural or linguistic resources

                                                
3  In 1970, there were just under 150 LEAs in England.

4 “... as late as the mid-1980s…while 47 per cent of employees were union members, 56 per cent of
Caribbean and Asian workers had joined.” (Goulbourne, 1998:84; see also Ramdin 1987:362).  On voting
support for the Labour Party, see Goulbourne 1998:62.

5  This can be seen in its view of language: “The English language is a central unifying factor in ‘being
British’, and is the key to participation on equal terms as a full member of this society.  There is however a
great diversity of other languages spoken among British families in British homes” (DES 1985: Ch 7.1.1)

6 “We believe that discussion of the provisions of the EC Directive have to a very great extent over-
shadowed and indeed distorted the debate about mother-tongue provision.  It must be recognised that the
Directive was explicitly intended to ensure that the children of Migrant Workers from EEC countries
received an education which would enable them to return to their countries of origin.  It is surely illogical
therefore to seek to extend such provisions to ethnic minority children, born and brought up in this country,
the great majority of whom are unlikely to ‘return home’ and who neither perceive themselves, nor wish to be
perceived as in any sense ‘transitory’ citizens of this country” (DES 1985: Ch 7.3.9.  Original emphasis.)



that ethnic minorities might have, the Swann Report sought in effect to nationalise them
(‘Education for All’).

The Swann Report was written against a background of considerable
contestation over ethnicity and race, and was published during the ascendance of
Thatcherism, not long after the war in the Falklands/Malvinas and a landslide
Conversative general election victory in 1983.  In certain respects - in the frsontal
engagement with racism and the insistence that minorities belonged - it stands out as
important liberal text.  In other respects, it said much less than it might, and the refusal
to countenance any sustained state-funded bilingual education was widely criticised by
those involved in the teaching of ethnic minority languages (NCMTT 1985).  Here,
however, we are less concerned with its strengths and weaknesses than with the glimpse it
gives of the educational and political landscape just prior to the transformation brought
about by what is generally considered to be the central force within globalisation, neo-
liberal market capitalism.  It is to this transformation that we should now turn.

2. Globalisation
Globalisation is an ongoing rather than completed process, but it is inextricably linked
with the developments and demands of free-market capitalism:

“Huge flows of money move between foreign exchange markets in different countries
(much greater than the amounts necessary for world trade); companies pursuing a
global strategy have developed with an annual turnover greater than that of whole
national economies (such as Microsoft, Nike, Virgin, Sony, McDonalds); and a wide
array of products from many different countries is readily available worldwide… Local
factories and offices can be opened and closed seemingly at will, while individual
states… are often unable to determine their own national economic policies”
(Abercrombie & Warde et al 2000:12-13).

Appadurai (1990) characterises globalisation as a dense and fluid network of global flows,
and from among its many dimensions (Jameson 2000), he identifies ‘ethnoscapes’,
referring to flows of people (tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles and guest workers);
‘technoscapes’, involving the rapid movement of high and low technologies between
multinational, national, and government organisations; ‘finanscapes’, denoting flows of
money through currency markets and stock exchanges; ‘mediascapes’, referring both to
information technologies (including newspapers, TV and film) and to the images of the
world they create; and ‘ideoscapes’, ideological discourses concerning freedom, democracy
and so forth.

Globalisation has major consequences for the nation-state.  With flows
and scapes criss-crossing national borders, it is increasingly hard for the state to exercise
effective authority within its traditional territory (Abercrombie & Warde et al 2000:15),
and rather than aspiring to command empires, the state is under increasing pressure to act
as the hopeful host to transnational business, seeking to attract inward investment by
offering a secure and stable environment, limited state regulation and an abundance of
skilled low-wage labour (Bauman 1998; CBI 2000).

These changes are having a major effect on the character of migrant
labour.  Particularly in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, Britain encouraged the inward flow
and settlement of new peoples who were needed to work in the manufacturing, transport
and health sectors where the recruitment of indigenous labour was proving difficult (Rose
et al 1969).  This led to the emergence of the relatively stable working class ethnic
communities that Swann was primarily concerned with: the jobs might be low paid, but
initially anyway, they were reasonably secure, and the prohibitive costs of international
travel encouraged people to build a congenial milieu in their local vicinities.  In recent
years, however, global market capitalism has reversed this balance of opportunities and
constraints, and this has facilitated different kinds of arrangement:

“[i]nternational transfers for the purposes of tourism, work and migration are now
easier than at any other period of history.  Between 1995 and 2005, travel and



tourism within Europe are expected to increase by 78% (OECD 1996a:30).
Significantly - and in contrast with earlier times - after transferring location, people
are able to maintain instantaneous links with their point of origin through media and
communications systems, strengthening the capacity of migrants to manage their
own diasporic identities while resisting full assimilation into the new nation”
(Marginson 1999:2)

These new developments have permitted the growth of ‘transnational communities’,

“characterized by dense networks across space and by an increasing number of people
who lead dual lives. Members are at least bilingual, move easily between different
cultures, frequently maintain homes in two countries, and pursue economic, political,
and cultural interests that require a simultaneous presence in both.” (Portes 1997:16)

According to Portes, three features distinguish contemporary transnational communities
from earlier periods of migration:

“First, the near-instantaneous character of communication across national borders
and long distances. Second, the numbers involved in these activities; and third, the
fact that, after a critical mass is reached , the[se activities] tend to become
‘normative’... For this reason, and given the economic, political, and cultural
incentives to do so, more immigrants and their home country counterparts have
become involved in transnational activities.” (Portes 1997:18)

In this context, social identity is increasingly ‘deterritorialised’:

“the scope for multiple affiliations and associations that has been opened up outside
and beyond the nation-state has allowed a diasporic allegiance to become both more
open and more acceptable . There is no longer any stability in the points of origin, no
finality in the points of destination and no necessary coincidence between social and
national identities … What nineteenth-century nationalists wanted was a ‘space’ for
each ‘race’, a territorialising of each social identity. What they have got instead is a
chain of cosmopolitan cities and an increasing proliferation of subnational and
transnational identities that cannot easily be contained in the nation-state system.”
(Cohen 1997:175)

The cosmopolitan or ‘global’ cities that Cohen refers to serve as centres
of finance, transport and communications, and as such, they are inhabited by populations
that are both highly diverse and highly stratified, as can be seen in major regional
variations in England.  2.6 per cent of pupils in maintained primary schools in the North
East and 2.7 per cent in the South West are described as belonging to ethnic minorities,
while comparable figures for Inner London are 56.5 per cent, Outer London 31.2 per
cent, and West Midlands 15.9 per cent.7  The linguistic consequences for schools are
shown in a recent survey of the languages of London’s schoolchildren (Baker and
Eversley 2000: 5), which states that in Greater London the range of home languages
spans more than 350 language names, with English dominant amongst 67.86 per cent of
the 850,000 schoolchildren surveyed.   At the same time, wEALth and income
differentials are also sharper in London than anywhere else in the UK (Abercrombie,
Warde et al 2000:126).  On the one hand, it is a home for cosmopolitan elites,
professionals and business people, while on the other, there are large numbers of people
working low-skilled, low paid jobs, often in a substantial hidden economy 8 (see also
Hannerz 1996:129-31; Cohen 1997:167-9).
                                                
7 Similarly, the figures for the number of pupils for whom English is an Additional Language in maintained
primary and secondary schools show 5.3 per cent for the North West and Merseyside and 3.7 per cent for the
South East, but 29.4 per cent for Greater London (DfEE 1999).

8 See Grabiner 2000: “It would be impractical to arrive at a precise and meaningful figure as to the scale [of
the hidden economy].  For the purposes of this report, I have assumed that the hidden economy… involv[es]



World cities of this kind aren’t merely ‘nodes in networks’ however.
They are also places in themselves, settings for the juxtaposition and mixing of different
cultural traditions in a range of different and distinctive combinations.  Ethnic and
cultural difference are highly salient, and subculturally specific resources - food, dress,
music, speech - can be aestheticised and/or commodified, used in artistic production or
sold commercially to a wide range of different consumers and not just to tourists and the
transnational elite.  As a point where a plurality of different transnational and diaspora
flows intersect, this is an environment that generates high levels of local meta-cultural
learning and awareness (cf Hannerz 1996:135-137; Portes 1997), and although there will
be different combinations and different processes in different locations, Hall’s discussion
of black experience in the UK resonates with the cultural dynamics of world cities more
generally (1990:235-6):9

“[t]he diaspora experience is defined, not by essence or purity, but by the recognition
of a necessary heterogeneity and diversity; by a conception of ‘identity’ which lives
with and through, not despite, difference; by hybridity.  Diaspora identities are those
which are constantly producing and reproducing themselves anew, through
transformation and difference… Young black cultural practitioners and critics in
Britain are increasingly coming to acknowledge and explore in their work this
‘diaspora aesthetic’ and its formations in the post-colonial experience”

Hall goes on to quote Mercer:

“Across a whole range of cultural forms there is a powerfully ‘syncretic’ dynamic
which critically appropriates elements from the master-codes of the dominant culture
and ‘creolises’ them, disarticulating given signs and rearticulating their symbolic
meaning otherwise. The subversive force of this hybridizing tendency is most
apparent at the level of language itself where creoles, patois and Black English
decenter, destabilize and carnivalize the linguistic domination of ‘English’ - the
nation-language of master-discourse - through strategic inflections, reaccentuations
and other performative moves in semantic, syntactic and lexical codes.” (1988:57)

We will return to the linguistic dimension of these processes in subsequent
sections, together with the ways in which education policy has responded.  Before that,
however, it is worth briefly casting a comparative glance back at the conceptualisation of
ethnic relations offered in the Swann Report.

The Swann Report offered a view of well-defined and often vocal minority
communities ensconced within Britain, the old centre of Empire, and it addressed itself to
the ways in which ‘minority’ status was equated with disadvantage, either in actuality or
in public perception (see DES 1985:212).  Stereotyping was seen to be prevalent in
national press and broadcasting, and the inner city had often been conceptualised as the
site of deprivation (DES 1985:213).  It is certainly not our purpose to contradict every
aspect of this view, and experiences of racism and disadvantage are still intense for many
people with minority ethnic backgrounds.  Globalisation, however, presents a fundamental
challenge to the terms in which these processes are understood.

The descendents of the immigrants in the 1950s, 60s and 70s now have
affiliations and expectations that often differ from their parents’ and grandparents’ - see
Section 5 below - while massive recent political upheavals, including the collapse of the

                                                                                                                                           
billions of pounds, and in view of what I have learned in conducting this review, I am quite sure this
assumption is a reasonable one…  Typically, businesses in the informal economy tend to be low-wage and
labour-intensive, often with a seasonal or irregular element to their work.  Examples include: domestic
service, household building, taxis and mini-cabs, market trading, tourism, hotels and catering, agriculture
and fishing, fashion and clothing manufacture” (2000:3, 4)

9 See, for example, Qureshi & Moores 1999 on Glasgow, Sansone 1995 on Amsterdam, Auer and Dirim on
Hamburg, Heller 1999 on Toronto.  On processes within the UK, closely connected to Hall’s 1988 ‘new
ethnicities’ framework, see also Mercer 1994, Gilroy 1987, 1993.



Soviet Union and the ‘Eastern Bloc’, have produced a dramatic growth of illegal
immigration in the 1990s, both in Britain and across Europe and Asia (Papastergiadis
2000:48).  In the UK, there has been a very large increase in people seeking asylum,10

and there are also very substantial numbers without work and residence permits: “in
practice, such people either exist in limbo, outside state benefits and employment, or else
are eventually granted some status due to the passage of time” (Fiddick 1999:13). They
also tend to be politically voiceless:  “there is a strong incentive for those who are here
illegally to keep as low a profile as possible, and avoid unnecessary contact with
Government agencies” (Grabiner 2000:17).

At the same time, however, there can also be distinct advantages to diaspora
membership in an age of global flows:

“Members of diaspora are almost by definition more mobile than people who are
rooted in national spaces.  They are certainly more prone to international
mobility and change their places of work and residence more frequently.  In
previous eras and still in some places, when periods of febrile nation-building take
place, their cosmopolitanism was a distinct disadvantage and a source of suspicion.
In the age of globalisation, their language skills, familiarity with other cultures and
contacts in other countries make many members of diasporas highly competitive
in the international labour, service and capital markets” (Cohen 1997:168-9; also
Bauman 1998:2)

As we have seen, the global city is a site of cultural creativity and commercial
opportunity, and where national/terrestrial communication channels carry tedious or
offensive material, people can simply retune to cable and satellite media where
programming is more congenial or relevant (see Morley and Robins 1995). For some, the
inclusion and hospitality advocated by Swann may start to feel more like a parochial
restriction, as when, for example, linguistic resources with massive transnational scope
are described as ‘local community languages’.11  Indeed, it is no longer safe to assume that
Britain is attractive as a permanent primary residence base, as Cohen’s discussion of
‘sojourning’ makes clear:

“new classes of people educated in a whole range of modern skills are now prepared to
migrate or re-migrate and respond to the pull of centres of power and wealth and the
new opportunities in trade and industry… these people are articulate, politically
sensitive and choose their new homes carefully… Sojourners to the new destinations
[Canada, the United States and Australia] are helped by the global communications
and transport revolutions, by the need for states to attract foreign investment
through the multinationals, by the stronger legal protection accorded to minorities in
the receiving countries and by the adaptable tradition of sojourning itself” (Cohen
1997:164-5)

That, then, is an indication of how globalisation encourages a
reconceptualisation of ethnic relations, both in England and elsewhere.  What of
education in England in general, and language education in particular?  How have they
figured in the shifts that have taken place since 1985?

3.  Education and language 1988-1997

                                                
10 Asylum applications in UK from 1985-1988 averaged about 4,000 a year, whereas in 1998 there were

46,000 applications (Watson and McGregor 1998).  In 1998, the British Home Office estimated
that it had an outstanding backlog of 93,000 asylum seeker cases (Fiddick 1999:10).

11  Punjabi, for example, is described in the UK as a ‘community language’ rather than as a ‘Modern Foreign
Language’, inspite of the fact that it has more than 60 million speakers worldwide, with 15 million in India
and up to _ million in Britain (Dalby 1998).



Three years after the publication of Swann, the Conservative Government embarked on a
major programme of educational reform, bringing in the Education Reform Act (ERA) in
1988. The policy that this initiated can be summarised as one of neo-liberal market
economics combined with cultural authoritarianism. 12

‘LMS’ - the ‘Local Management of Schools’ policy that was one of the
cornerstones of ERA - paved the way for a major shift of power away from Local
Education Authorities to individual schools, with the result that by the year 2000,  82%
of the money spent on school was controlled by head-teachers and school governors
compared with around 5% in 1990 (Audit Commission 2000).  As part of this process,
the responsibility for spending money on pupils in need of support with ESL shifted from
LEAs to local schools, so that rather than being able to call on an LEA service that was
provided free-of-charge, schools had to plan for ESL support in their own budgets and to
pay the LEA to provide them with specialist teachers.  ESL provision wasn’t mandatory,
and with a lot of other competing financial priorities, the pressures on schools to reduce
ESL expenditure were inevitable.

At the same time as market principles like this were introduced to the way
specialist resources were distributed, creating a competitive ‘internal market’ among
schools and LEAs within state education, responsibility for the design and specification of
the curriculum for 5 to 16 year olds was centralised.  Individual teachers and schools were
no longer the principal curriculum decision-makers, and the processes of persuasion and
debate that the Swann Report had been tuned to were replaced by legislative coercion.  A
series of national working parties were set up for the ‘core’ curriculum areas of English,
Maths and Science, as well as for a range of other subjects (though not ESL), and by the
mid 1990s, a legally binding National Curriculum for 80% or more of the school day had
been established, together with a system of national tests for 7, 11 and 14 year olds.
These tests meant that the performance of children at different schools could be
compared, and their publication in league tables was initiated and justified on the grounds
that this was essential ‘consumer information’ for another new element in education
policy, ‘parental choice’.  Prior to the 1988 ERA, children in the public education system
had been allocated to a particular school by their LEA, but parental choice now gave
parents the right to choose which school their child went to, with state funding following
the child.  In this way, a complex combination of marketisation and central control was
developed - in order to survive, schools needed to attract parents, and they could vary
their spending priorities in order to increase their competitiveness, while at the same
time, central government dictated curriculum input and standardised the measurement of
output (see Henry et al 1999:89; Bernstein 1999:252).

These processes had an inevitable effect on schools’ attitudes to pupils who were
learning English as a second language.  The league tables on school performance published
raw data, and made no allowance for major differences between schools in their student
intake.  In this context, pupils from non-English speaking homes were increasingly seen
as a threat to a school’s public performance profile, depressing its published test scores,
undermining its appeal to parents, and ultimately endangering its funding base.  Whereas
the Swann Report had called for inclusiveness, with the new market principles it was no
longer in a school’s interest to welcome refugee children and other newcomers to
England.

These structural changes undermining Swann’s position were accompanied by a
number of major changes in the terms of debate.  One of the factors widely judged to have
helped the Conservatives win the 1987 general election was the so-called ‘loony London
effect’, a perception that the Labour Party was dominated by London-based radicals who
were committed to dogmatic multi-culturalism and antipathetic to the traditional values
of Englishness.  In other words, (what others later came to call) the ‘global city’ was
deemed a political liability, and in its place, the hearts and minds of ‘Middle England’
                                                
12  Looking back on his introduction of ERA, the Secretary of State for Education at the time,
Kenneth Baker, had this to say: “I took away all negotiating rights from the union.  It was quite brutal… I
wanted [LEAs] to wither on the vine… I legislated for LMS [see below in main text].. and it diminished the
power of the teacher unions and the LEAs… I would have liked to bring back selection, but if I did it, I would
have got into such controversy at an early stage that the other reforms would have been lost” (Davies
2000:40-42)



became the main target of competition between the major political parties.  At the same,
as the replacement of the phrase ‘middle class’ with ‘Middle England’ itself reflects,
social class also became less and less of a reference point in public discourse.

This decline in the usability and salience of traditional notions of social
class was partly the product of the economic restructuring attendant on globalisation (the
decline of area-based manufacturing industries like mining, steel and shipbuilding, the
growth of the service sector, and with women and black people almost 50% of all manual
labour, a major shift in the demographic composition of the work force (Abercrombie &
Warde et al 2000:167; Gilroy 1987:19; Reay 1998)).  But the disappearance of class from
public discourse also fitted with the ascendance of two newer ideologies.  On the one hand,
the traditional association of class with collective solidarity, worker identities and the
critique of capitalism was ill-suited to the new emphasis on individualism, consumption
and the market.  On the other, notions of long-standing class conflict and division were at
odds with a growing emphasis being given to (high) national culture as a central unifying
element in the new national curriculum (eg Tate 1996).  In practical terms, this meant
that when particular groups continued to underachieve at school, the blame was shifted
from political economy - in which everyone was implicated, including the government -
to culture, which laid responsibility with the underachievers themselves.  In this way, the
relatively poor performance of working class boys became a problem of masculinity,
while the disaffection of working class boys of Caribbean descent was put down to
ethnicity.13 Whereas the Swann Report made an effort to address the ways in which
school achievement was influenced by both class and ethnicity together (DES 1985:71-
76), Gillborn and Gipps’ major review acknowledges that although social class and gender
are important variables, “data on social class is often absent from research… [and] it is
exceptional to find studies of achievement by ethnic minority pupils that give full
attention to both these factors’. (1996:16; see also Gillborn 1997:377-80).

So much, then, for shifts in education generally.  What of language education in
particular?  There have been a number of fairly detailed accounts of change in
language education policy from the late 1980s to the mid 1990s,14 but for our purposes
here, it will be sufficient to make two points.

First, language and language education were major political issues during
this period, and the intense focus of dispute between on the one hand, a broadly liberal
coalition of teachers, local government, teaching unions, researchers and academics
committed to the relatively child-centred, pluralist legacy exemplified in Swann, and on
the other, back-to-basics conservatives calling for grammar, standards, and a return to
traditional teaching methods (central government, its policy advisers, and much of the
national media).15 With legislative force in the new centralised education system at their
disposal, conservatives had the resources to push the curriculum in the direction they
preferred, and over time, opposition was gradually marginalised.  In the process, concern
for linguistic diversity became increasingly peripheral. 16

                                                
13 Evidence from the last national census (1991) clearly indicates that ‘The occupational structure for
Black-Caribbean men is skewed towards the manual categories: two thirds of the men are in such
occupations in comparison with only half of the White male working population. Similarly, the proportion
in professional occupations is the least of any of the ethnic groups (2.6 per cent compared with 7.1 per cent
for White men).” (Peach, 1996:34).

14
 See eg Rampton, Cameron and Bourne 1988, Cameron and Bourne 1989, Stubbs 1991, Cox 1995, Brumfit

(ed) 1995, Cameron 1995:Ch 3, Rampton, Leung and Harris 1997.  Some of the Key policy texts DES 1988,
DES 1989 and DFE 1995.

15 The division into two camps somewhat simplifies the lines of argument and allegiance over this period,
but space prevents a fuller account.  See however Bernstein 1996: Ch 3, and also Rampton, Cameron and
Bourne 1988.

16 In 1991, central government effectively banned INSET materials developed in a £21 million language
curriculum development project (LINC) because, it was said, they paid too much attention to
multilingualism and non-standard dialects, and not enough, in the minister’s words, to “the business of
teaching children how to use their language correctly” (Eggar 1991; Abrams 1991).



Second, standard English served as a potent, condensed and multivalent
symbol in this process, commanding the respect of both conservatives and liberals, either
as the unifying core of national identity, as the carrier of a great national tradition, as the
prerequisite for national economic efficiency, or as the starting base for social mobility,
equality of opportunity and democratic participation.  Over time, however, educational
discourse shifted towards the conceptualisation of English as an autonomous code, as
something that could be identified, described, broken down into parts and taught like a
foreign language.  In consequence, the acquisition of standard English was increasingly
seen as a matter of individual ability and choice, and much less as a process that was
deeply connected to pupils’ social identities, to their collective affiliations and to their
sense of possible futures (see eg Kearney 2000).  The realities of social class, in other
words, were gradually obscured in the conceptualisation of language, as in other areas of
public discourse. 17

Broadly speaking, then, there were a number of significant ways in which
education policy moved in step with the economic dimensions of globalisation, dancing to
the neo-liberal market philosophy that has been so influential in global ‘ideoscapes’ from
the 1980s onwards. Market principles were introduced into the relations between LEAs,
schools and parents; standard English was pushed to the fore as a common currency,
accessible to all; and antipathetic discourses of class were eroded.  But at the same time,
education policy turned its face away from the human and cultural dynamics associated
with the new ‘ethnoscapes’ and diasporas. A national curriculum dictated cultural values
from the centre, issues of linguistic diversity was gradually marginalised, and provision for
newcomers to English became increasingly precarious.  Earlier on, we argued that there
was a substantial gap between the contemporary realities of globalisation and the image of
society guiding the 1985 Swann Report.  Even so, ill-adapted though it now might seem,
it offered more educational purchase on the language and ethnicity in a global era than
any of the policy initiatives that followed it.

What happened, though, when in 1997, after a 17-year programme in
which free market economics had been extended progressively further into the public
sector, the Conservative Government finally lost power?  What has happened since the
‘New’ Labour Party took power?

4.  Language education 1997-
The new government came into power determined to tackle social exclusion, and in
language education in 1998, it instituted a major ‘National Literacy Strategy’ (NLS)
designed to eradicate the “long ‘tail’ of underachievement in Britain, and [the] relatively
poor performance from lower ability students” (Barber 1997:10).  Government has
claimed that the NLS has achieved success in this, though there are complex issues of
assessment validity involved that fall outside our current concerns.  Here, though, it is
worth noting that from the outset, the NLS also took globalisation within its sights,
arguing that in the society of the 21st century, knowledge and information would be keys
to success or failure:

“Only if everyone is well-educated and able to learn continuously will we be able to
reap the benefits of this emerging society and ensure that they are fairly distributed.”
(ibid p 6)

And indeed, as part of the attempt to build a “knowledge-driven society… to succeed in
this digital age” (Gordon Brown 16.2.00), it began to invest £1 billion over three years up
to 2002 in the ‘National Grid for Learning’, a programme to equip every school with
computer technology connected to the web.

The concern with social exclusion was not, however, a return to class analysis:

                                                
17 At the same time as describing Standard English as a ‘great social bank’, a resource that all pupils were
entitled to, the 1988 Kingman Report (DES 1988) made no reference to social class, to the point of claiming
that the variation in a major sociolinguistics literature on language and class was really only geographical
(DES 1988:96).



“Whilst general societal factors (such as the status given to school learning or the
prevalence of television viewing amongst adolescents) may be responsible for some of
the poor British performance, most are agreed that the educational system bears the
main responsibility” (Barber 1997:10)

The state school system, it was said, had much to learn from private schools,18 the
‘discipline of the market’ continued to play a major part in the relationship between
LEAs, schools and parents, and indeed schools and LEAs deemed ‘failing’ were privatised
and taken over by educational and other management companies. 19

Nor was the NLS designed to equip children with skills in the new
information and communications technologies:

“an essential step towards [the] creation [of 21st century society] should be to ensure
that, by the end of primary education, all children can read and write well… It is not…
an accident that we call reading and writing ‘basics’… Along with acquiring the habits
of mind on which learning depends, they are the building blocks on which all further
learning is predicated.” (Barber 1997:6)

In fact, New Labour’s National Literacy Strategy - extended from primary to secondary
schools from 2000/2001 - seemed to intensify their predecessors’ rejection of the cultural
dynamics of globalisation.

The new digital communications systems embrace a huge plurality of
expressive forms, values, interests and imaginings, and this new power presents a
considerable challenge to traditional patterns of authority.  According to Castells,

“[increasingly] electronically-based communication (typographic, audio-visual, or
computer-mediated) is communication… Only presence in this integrated system
permits communicability and socialisation of the message.  All other messages are
reduced to individual imagination or to increasingly marginalised face-to-face
subcultures… [This] weakens considerably the symbolic power of traditional senders
external to the system, transmitting through historically encoded social habits:
religion, morality, authority, traditional values, political ideology. ” (Castells
1996:374-5; also Sefton-Green 1998:12).

Teachers and parents figure among these ‘traditional senders’, and young people’s greater
ease and interest in the new media often makes such ‘senders’ insecure (Richards 1998;
Holmes and Russell 1999; Tiffin and Rajasingham 1995:73; Blair 1999 20).  The NLS
however, looks designed to reassert the kinds of authority that now feel threatened.  The
centre piece of the NLS is the ‘Literacy Hour’ - an hour a day that all primary schools in
England are legally compelled to dedicate to reading and writing (DfEE 1998).  The
Literacy Hour assumes native-speaker knowledge of spoken English and cultural meaning,

                                                
18  ‘This week we heard Labour's school standards minister Estelle Morris praising the private sector and
exhorting state schools to follow its lead. Echoing the Prime Minister's criticism of some comprehensives'
"one-size-fits-all" approach, Ms Morris this week lauded private schools' ethos of having aspirations for
every pupil. She said there had been a "huge cultural change" in the Labour party over the past decade: "As
we've got to know the independent sector more, we've been more honest and open about what we can learn
from it. We can learn the importance of aspirations for every single child. I've never felt that there is a battle
in independent schools to have that as an ethos. It is more challenging for some of the state schools," she
told the private school heads' magazine Conference and Common Room.’ Times Education Supplement 6
October 2000.

19 This has happened to Hackney and Islington, and is currently in prospect for Haringey.

20  “[Many people] feel left out by new technology, threatened by a younger generation who have grown up
on-line… To say the least, I am no expert.  I watch my children and indeed Cherie surfing the net and feel a
mild, sometimes not so mild, sense of humiliation.  Like many people of my generation in positions of
leadership, I rarely use a computer and when I do, I usually need help” (Prime Minister Tony Blair 13.9.99)



and in it, pupils’ attention is focused on the basics of print literacy and standard English
grammar, overwhelmingly ignoring both the multi-modality of integrated
communications systems and the heteroglossia and multilingualism of the global city.
Indeed, the NLS not only dictates what to teach, but now also how: in its concern to
“train teachers in using the most effective ways of teaching literacy” (David Blunkett,
DfEE 1998:Foreword; Barber 1997:13), a minute-by-minute programme for the Literacy
Hour has been established, and in it, whole class teaching, with pupils’ eyes and ears tuned
to the teacher, forms the main part (two thirds).21

More detailed discussion of the educational response over the last 10-15
years to new arrivals in England, and to pupils with diaspora connections, can be found
elsewhere, addressing, among other things, the confident government assertion that the
NLS is well-tailored to the needs of ESL learners, the superficially liberal assumption that
a supportive social environment and exposure to the target language are sufficient for L2
development, and the absence of any robust research evidence to justify these views. 22

At this point, however, two things are in order.
First, it needs to be emphasised that England is not alone in its

inability/reluctance/ failure to engage constructively with the effects of globalisation, with
the realities of the global city and new diaspora relations.  A broadly comparable pattern
of education policy reactions can be found in the US, Canada and Australia, as the
comparative research of Mohan, Leung and Davison (2001) makes plain.

Second, to give a clearer idea of the disjunction between the policies we
have described and the contemporary realities of multilingualism at school, as well as to
restore some of the “‘noise’ of multidimensionality, historical variability, and
subjectivity” that are so often eliminated in “both mainstream and radical
conceptualisations of racial inequality” (McCarthy 1998:52), we would like to present
two vignettes, one profiling an individual student, the other describing the kind of
dilemma in which ESL teachers and students now find themselves.

5. Two vignettes
The first case, drawing on interviews and classroom work, comes from Harris’ ongoing
research on representations of ethnicity and language among a class of 31 fourteen and
fifteen year-olds in a multilingual high school in the suburbs of London.23   It focuses on
the linguistic and ethnic affiliations of one of these students, T.:

Case One: T.

T. is 15 years old and born in the UK.  His mother, a Sikh, was born in India but has spent most of
her life in Britain.  ‘When I was born my father left me and my mum’, and now his father, a Muslim,
lives in the United States, though he often stays with the family in the UK.   T. has relatives in India
and he has visited there twice.

T. has strong Sikh affiliations, but doesn’t display any visible signs of this.  He is, however,
a leading member of a Punjabi dhol24 drumming band, and often performs in school.  Three of the

                                                
21 A ‘Numeracy Hour’ has now been introduced on similar lines, leading the Secretary of State for Education
to confidently claim: “[t]he decision to introduce phonics, grammar and whole class maths teaching to all
school was not without opposition, but the challenge has been embraced by teachers and schools across the
country” (David Blunket, Guardian 7.12.00)

22 See Leung, Harris and Rampton 1997, Rampton, Leung and Harris 1997, Tosi and Leung (eds) 1999, Leung
and Cable 1997, Mohan, Leung and Davison 2001.

23  During 1996-97, ‘Blackhill’ had more than 1400 pupils, among whom, according to its own data, 20%
were white and 78% were of ‘Asian origin’.  A school survey claimed  ‘only 19% of students stated that
English was the principal language used at home.’   27 of the class had South Asian connections, often with
East African ones as well.  16 pupils claimed to have used Punjabi with their families before they first
attended school, 9 claimed Gujarati, 1 Kurdish, 1 Mauritian French Creole, 1 Swahili, 1 Urdu.  See also Harris
1999.

24 The dhol drum is a key instrument used in the production of bhangra, a traditional music of the Punjab,
India.



seven band members wear Sikh turbans, but when asked if they ever wear traditional Punjabi dress,
he is emphatic that for them this denotes the practices of an older generation:

‘... [the] older time ones, yeh, they wear their Indian clothes, yeh? the proper bhangra so like ...
we’re the Dholis of the new generation yeh? so we wear Ralph Lauren clothes and all that we

like
we got our Ralph Lauren suits ... stripey trousers with blue shirts ... we wear um black Kickers
[shoes].’25

T. and the band have played alongside well known bhangra artists and film stars from India at major
shows in London.26

T. takes great pride in the Punjabi language - ‘my language is very important to me’ - and
insists that before he first attended school, he mainly spoke Punjabi, with little exposure to English.
To develop his Punjabi and to teach him more about Sikh religion, history, culture and traditions, his
family sent him to a voluntary community school on Saturdays between the ages of 7 to 9, but he
didn’t continue with this because

‘I didn’t like the writing part ... I thought my mum can’t write it, so my grandparents can’t write it.
My grandad can but my grandmother can’t so I thought it isn’t really important.’

He also finds it difficult to read Punjabi in the Gurmukhi script at the Gurdwara, though he can
improvise written representations of Punjabi speech in the Roman alphabet.  At Blackhill School, he
has been learning to speak, read and write German for almost four years, and so now, although his
written standard English is modest to weak, his literacy competence is strongest in English, with
German next and Punjabi third.

In terms of spoken language, T. is very aware of variation in Punjabi:
‘When I am with my friends I speak slang Punjabi. When I am with my family I speak standard
casual Punjabi. But when I go to India I get very weird Punjabi. In India they pronounce words
differently.’

He also affiliates to Jamaican language (‘rasta talk’) - ‘we don’t say hello ... we say “wha gwan” and
all that, we say it like that ... we don’t talk English’ - although not as strongly as some of his peers:

‘they’ve got into the rasta man talk and all that - they can’t come back to Punjabi, like I know
V_____. in  our year, he’s Punjabi but he speaks rasta and all that  ... I don’t think he knows a

lot
about his religion’.

Beyond its general currency, T. also picks up Jamaican language from inter-ethnic friendships
outside school, and he also loves Reggae music:

‘white mans ain’t composed it ... it’s the black people they composed it ... we like their music
...

I’m not interested in anything the songs that English people sing, the ones I like Bob Marley
and

all that, we used to listen to that ...’

The second case comes from Leung’s work with ESL professionals, and describes some
work done to support an early learner of English in the Literacy Hour.27

Two: Mrs Roberts, Meryem and the Literacy Hour

‘South Town’ is a small inner London primary school with 200 pupils, a quarter of whom have a home
language other than English.  The teacher, Mrs Roberts, is a peripatetic ESL teacher [12]  who
comes to the school for 1 _ days a week.  Together with the class teacher for 10 year olds (‘Year
5’), she was concerned that Meryem wasn’t in a position to benefit from next week’s scheduled work
in the Literacy Hour.  Meryem was literate in Turkish, but she was a non-speaker of English when
she had arrived at the school just two months ago.   For the class as a whole, next week’s Literacy
Hour objectives were:

•  to identify the point of view from which a story is told and how this affects a reader's response

•  to change the point of view, e.g .tell an incident or describe a situation from the point of view of
another character or perspective

•  to write from another character's point of view

                                                                                                                                           

25
 In fact, the band has designed a logo based on a Yves St Laurent motif.

26
 Cf Sharma, S. Hutnyk, J. & Sharma, A. (eds.) 1996

27 This is based on a teaching vignette prepared by Anne Morgan and Amanda Bellsham-Revell to be
published by the National Association for Language Development in the Curriculum (NALDIC).



•  to investigate clauses by identifying the main clause in a long sentence, by investigating
sentences which contain more than one clause, and by understanding how clauses are
connected (see DfEE, 1998:48)

The text chosen for the week by the class teacher included the following:

“Amanda said bye from both of us and we went back to class. I felt a bit guilty not telling her
what Dad had said about her dad, but at that time I still thought she was my friend and I wanted

to
protect her feelings.
I did have a few doubts about Amanda’s dad during the rest of the afternoon.
What if he flew into a rage when I walked through the door and said something hurtful about

Dad?
Or mum?
And my head erupted again?
And he was cleaning out a goldfish bowl  …
I told myself to stop being silly.”  (Gleitzman, 1992: 40)

There was no ESL support available during the Literacy Hour, and so both teachers decided that
Meryem should have some focused language tuition in a one-to-one withdrawal session the week
before.

Mrs Roberts decided to teach Meryem to use point-of-view constructions such as ‘I think

Salil is nice,’  leading into constructions such as ‘I think Salil is nice because…’.  In their session
together, they used a bilingual dictionary to read some of the ‘Happy Families’ books, written by
Allan Ahlberg for 6 to 8 year old monolingual English speakers, and Mrs Roberts introduced
character drawings and speech bubbles.  During the daily literacy hour the following week, Meryem
used these when the class wrote about the different viewpoints, and they also helped her to make
an oral contribution to one of the whole class feedback sessions at the end.

Mrs Roberts’ written reflections on this episode included the following:
“It was very obvious that M would have no understanding of a text as dense and lacking in
supporting visuals…I was aware that I wouldn’t necessarily have targeted these [sentence]
structures pre-literacy hour days.  Then it tended to be more child’s needs led, married with the
demands of the lessons.  I think probably the balance has now swung to literacy hour demands,
adjusted where possible to meet needs of child”.

Although the language learning needs of T. and Meryem are obviously
very different, they are neither exceptional, nor do they exhaust the considerable
diversity of ESL learning needs in English schools today. According to DfEE 1997:34,
‘children from ethnic minority backgrounds now form a tenth of the pupil population’,
and within this, we suggest that there are at least three very broad types of bilingual
student (Harris 1999; Mohan, Leung and Davison 2001:200-1).  First, there are ‘new’
arrivals like Meryem, then there are ‘low key’ British bilinguals, such as T., and last,
there are high-achieving multilinguals.  But none of these categories are straightforward,
and even within the apparently simple ‘newcomer’ category, there is enormous variation
in the previous educational experience, as well as major differences in wealth and income
(with some belonging to cosmopolitan elites).28  At the same time, students in both the
newcomer and the low-key bilingual categories are likely to be short-changed by current
language education policy.

Meryem needs much more sustained language teaching and a more flexible
curriculum than the system allows her, and inspite of Mrs Roberts’ valiant and resourceful
efforts on her behalf, the conditions for language learning experienced by Meryem can be
politely described as sub-optimal.  T. needs assistance with standard English academic
writing, though this needs to be set within a rather more subtle understanding of his
sociolinguistic situation than is allowed in the description of students like him as ‘EAL
learners’ (eg QCA 2000:23; Rampton 1988).  Like a very great many young people in
England and elsewhere, T.’s vernacular speech reflects his participation in the complex
urban dynamics of class, ethnicity and gender, and as his profile implies, language for him,
as for others, is suffused by issues of politics and identity (cf Hewitt 1986; Rampton
1995, 2001; Back 1996:123; Brah 1996:209; Harris 1997:25).  These issues need to be

                                                
28 The global spread of western media and consumer products also means that many newcomers have been at
least partly socialised to their new environment prior to arrival, a process previously effected through much
of the C20 by colonial education systems (Cohen 1997:174, 195; Portes 1997).



explicitly addressed if pupils like T. are to develop proficiency in class-marked, ‘posh’
varieties like standard English.  In contrast, if policy on standard English continues to
embrace a primarily negative response to vernacular Englishes, treating them as
phenomena to be eradicated and avoided (DFE 1995), it looks destined for (continued)
resistance and failure.29

Education policy also offers relatively little in support of other languages
in Meryem and T.’s repertoire.  If Meryem’s lucky enough to go to a secondary school
which offers GCSE-exam track courses for 13 year olds in a range of languages, or where
there are a lot of Turkish speaking children, in three or so years’ time she might be able
to study Turkish at school for several hours a week.  It’s more likely, though, that if she
wants to develop her first language, she’ll have to look for support in community classes
outside the state school sector.  As for T., Blackhill School recently introduced a two-
year GCSE Punjabi programme for a younger year group, although even if T. had been
eligible, it’s not certain that he would have opted for this, given the problems that he now
had with the script due to his lack of sustained Punjabi literacy instruction.  It has been
suggested in some sectors of Government that in the global village, Britain’s linguistic
diversity provides important commercial opportunities, but so far anyway, there is little
evidence of any coordinated thinking on this.30

The emphasis, as we have detailed at some length, has been on standard
English as a common currency, and indeed it has long been argued that the very plurality
intimated in the cases of T. and Meryem makes this the only practicable option - with
children from so many backgrounds, speaking so many languages, how could a national
education system possibly cater for everyone?  Instead, the argument runs, state
education should provide a centre of gravity, a steady and unifying set of core orientation
points.  The trouble with this is, of course, that it assumes that the groups and ethnicities
in satellite around it are fixed forever in completely separate orbits.  In reality, ethnic
essentialism of this kind grossly misrepresents contemporary urban dynamics, as
innumerable cultural commentators have explained, and as the case of T. attests.  As
Portes notes, when critical mass is reached, diaspora connections and transnational
activity become the norm: new interpretive communities develop, generating new
syntheses, seeking as much to engage with difference as to suppress it (cf Hall 1988;
Mercer cited above).  In a global city environment of this kind, where there are high
levels of meta-cultural awareness, it’s hard to imagine any curriculum - indeed any school
experience - managing to pass itself off as impartial, neutral, equal for all.  The upshot is
likely to be that unless state education comes out of denial and starts to engage with
people on the moral, cultural and political grounds now emerging at the intersection of
globalization and diaspora processes, it will find them tuning out in increasing numbers,
pursuing their interests through alternative channels.

                                                
29 Hudson & Holmes (1995) found that even in conditions most conducive to the production of Standard
English speech, at least 68% of 11 to 15 year olds in England did not use exclusively Standard English
speech forms.

30 Foreign Secretary Robin Cook in a speech on diversity in Britain stated: ‘The largest single activity of all
our staff abroad is promoting commercial contacts ... Britain, like all the other countries, are members of the
same global village, in which our peace, our prosperity depends on our relations with all the other members
of that community. I firmly believe that Britain could have a great advantage in making its way, and in
making contacts, and in making friendships within that global village precisely because we are ourselves a
multi-ethnic society, because we contain in our country citizens of different cultures, of different religions.
Here in London there are 300 different languages spoken by communities around London.’ (‘Reflecting the
Diverse Face of Modern Britain in Diplomacy’.  Ealing Town Hall, Ealing, London. 19th July 2000, to
members of the Asian community.)
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