
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Working Papers in 

Urban Language & 
Literacies 
______________________________________ 
 

Paper 275 

 

Education, England and users of  
languages other than English 
 

Ben Rampton, Constant Leung & Melanie Cooke  
(King’s College London)  
 

 

2020 
 

 

This is the early draft of a chapter for S. Fox (ed) Language in the British Isles: 3rd Edition.  
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

 

 

   
 

 
 
 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 
 

 



 2 

Education, England and users of languages other than English 
 

Ben Rampton, Constant Leung & Mel Cooke 

King’s College London  
2020 

 

 

Abstract 1 

 
Over c.50 years, language education has been a significant site of ideological struggle over England’s position in the 
world, whether in processes of decolonisation or globalisation, and the last two decades have seen intensifications in 

the assertion of English nationalism in central government.  Our discussion of this history starts with a glance back at 

the development of multicultural language education in the 1970s and 1980s, highlighting four factors that 

contributed to this: activist pressure from minority communities; educational philosophies valuing the ‘whole child’; 
educational decision-making embedded in local democratic structures; and a legislative strategy that combined the 

promotion of good community relations with restrictive immigration policies.  This started to change in the 1990s, 

with the curriculum centralisation and the side-lining of local authorities initiated by the Thatcher government. 

Efforts to regulate substantially increased population movement also made borders and immigration status more of a 

priority than multiculturalism, and after 2001, security, social cohesion and the suspicion of Muslims started to 

dominate public discourse.  These developments can be traced in six areas of language education policy: standard 

English, English as an additional language for school students, English for adult speakers of other languages, modern 

languages, and community languages in mainstream and supplementary schools.  In the final section, we reflect on 

the role of universities in the processes we describe 

 

 

1. Introduction 
 

This chapter describes the way in language education in England has engaged with migration and 

multilingualism over the last half century, drawing on comparable chapters in the two earlier editions of 

Language in the British Isles (Martin-Jones 1984; Rampton, Harris & Leung 2007).  Over c.50 years, 

language education has been a significant site of ideological struggle over England’s position in the world, 

whether this is principally associated with decolonisation or globalisation, and over the last 20 years, we have 

seen intensifications in the assertion of English nationalism in central government.  To explore this, we will 

refer to the closely fought Brexit referendum and elaborate on three omissions noted in our last contribution 

(actually written in 2002): “the aftermath of 9/11, increasingly hostile media commentary about asylum-

seekers, refugees and economic migrants, and the setting-up of prescriptive norms with an English language 

requirement for British Citizenship” (Rampton et al 2007:417).  

Our account starts with a glance back at the development of multicultural language education in the 1970s 

and 1980s, highlighting four factors that contributed to this: activist pressure from minority communities; 

educational philosophies valuing the ‘whole child’; educational decision-making embedded in local 

democratic structures; and a legislative strategy that combined the promotion of good community relations 

with restrictive immigration policies (§2).  This started to change in the 1990s, with the curriculum 

centralisation and the side-lining of local authorities initiated by the Thatcher government. Efforts to regulate 

substantially increased population movement also made borders and immigration status more of a priority 

than multiculturalism, and after 2001, security, social cohesion and the suspicion of Muslims started to 

dominate public discourse (§3).  In §4, we consider the connections between these developments and six areas 

of language education policy: standard English, English as an additional language for school students, English 

for adult speakers of other languages, modern languages, and community languages in mainstream and 

supplementary schools.  In the final section (§5), we reflect on the role of universities in the processes we 

describe.2 

 

 

                                                         
1 We are very grateful to Roxy Harris and Simon Coffey for feedback, although the errors in the account remain our own. 
2 Over the period we cover, the terminologies have changed: ‘English as a second language’ (ESL) for school students has become 

‘English as an additional language (EAL); for adults, ESL has become ‘English for speakers of other Languages’ (ESOL); and 

(minority) ‘mother tongues’ are now more often called ‘community languages’. 



 3 

2. From the 1960s to the 1980s and multicultural language education  

 

As a general frame for understanding language education in England, Martin-Jones suggests that “[t]he 

relationship between English and many minority languages in Britain, new and old, is embedded in a long 

history of colonization, with English as the language of rule… In the English-speaking world, linguistic and 

cultural diversity has long been perceived as a ‘problem’” (1984:427).  Nevertheless, she notes, “[i]n some 

schools and local authorities, there has been a perceptible shift away from the exclusive emphasis on the 

teaching of English as a second language to a broad acknowledgement of the linguistic and educational value 

of developing a child’s home or community language” (1984:432; see e.g. also Marland 1987).  Her evidence 

of this includes: over a dozen local authorities establishing bilingual teachers, inspectors and multicultural 

support teams and resource centres (Martin-Jones 1984:432-3); the formation of the National Coordinating 

Committee for Mother Tongue Teaching (NCMTT, est. 1976), as well as the NUT’s (National Union of 

Teachers) 1982 call for “instruction for part of the day in the pupil’s home or community language” in 
primary school, and for languages such as Urdu or Gujerati to be integrated in the modern languages 

curriculum at secondary school (1984:429,434); “[a] survey of library authorities in Britain carried out in 

1979 [which] indicated that most areas make some provision available for adult readers among linguistic 

minorities” (1984:437); and a number of large research and research-&-development projects and centres 

supporting the development of bilingualism in England, actually funded by central government as well as the 

Council of Europe, the EEC and the European Commission (1984:433; see also Rosen & Burgess 1980; Tosi 

1984; LMP 1985; Tansley 1986; Fitzpatrick 1987).   

Although it falls outside Martin-Jones’ main focus, the teaching of English as a second language was also 

characterised by growing contextual awareness and cultural inclusiveness during this period.  Starting out “in 
the 1960s [when it seemed that] our total experience of teaching English as a second language in this country 

was new”, Derrick describes new materials for children that built in the sensitivity of “the social-worker-cum-

reception-class teacher, alert to children’s emotional and social needs in their new surroundings” 
(1977:16,18), and reflecting on developments in the mid 1970s, Levine & McLeod advocate “letting children 
have their own voice”, arguing that “the circumstances faced by the children of families of overseas origin and 

their teachers are the circumstances faced by the majority of children and teachers in urban schools – only writ 

large” (Levine & McLeod 1975:37; Derrick 1977:24).  In the same vein, the Association of Teachers of 

English to Pupils from Overseas (ATEPO, est. 1965) changed its name to the National Association for 

Multiracial Education (NAME) in 1973, along with the title of its journal from ‘English to Immigrants’ (1967-

1971) to ‘Multiracial School’ (1971-78) (https://www.georgepadmoreinstitute.org/collection/national-

antiracist-movement-education-name).  In adult language teaching, the BBC initiated a TV series in Hindi and 

English, Parosi, a story about two Asian families designed to encourage “Asian women to learn English, 

either through home-tuition or by joining an ESL class” (Nichols & Hoadley-Maidment 1988:5); the National 

Centre for Industrial Language Training (est. 1974) realised early on that the attitudes of majority 

monolinguals can contribute as much to communication problems as the proficiency of second language 

speakers, and extended its work in multi-ethnic workplaces beyond English teaching to intercultural training 

for managers and union representatives (Gumperz et al 1979; Roberts et al 1992:2-3); and the National 

Association for Teaching English as a Second Language to Adults (NATESLA, est. 1978) changed its name 

to National Association of Teachers of English and Other Community Languages to Adults (NATECLA) in 

1989, “affirming the multilingual nature of British society” (Language Issues 2/2:1, 1988/89). 

 Although these developments were (and still are) vulnerable to sharp critique, and although Martin-Jones’ 
judicious assessment was that “the overall picture of provision [for community languages] within the 

mainstream education system is discouraging” (1984:436), the examples here are just a few illustrations of the 

efforts in language education in the 1960s, 70s and 80s to be ‘hospitable to [the] diversity’ resulting from 

immigration from the Commonwealth (Levine in Meek (ed) 1996:53).  Indeed, from the vantage point of 

2020, when the Black Lives Matter movement points to the continuing significance of long histories of 

slavery as well as colonization (Hill 2020), this period of educational provision stands out for its multicultural 

openness, inevitably raising the question: how did it come about? 

 

a) Martin-Jones points towards one major influence when she notes “growing concern among parents from 

linguistic minorities about the teaching of their languages, and literacy in those languages, to their 

children” (1984:427).  Taking action into their own hands, “[t]he bulk of provision for the teaching of the 

new minority languages in Britain, including preparation for public examinations, is organised [in 

https://www.georgepadmoreinstitute.org/collection/national-antiracist-movement-education-name
https://www.georgepadmoreinstitute.org/collection/national-antiracist-movement-education-name
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supplementary schools] outside the education system” (1984:436).  Indeed, the educational concerns of 

minority ethnic parents extended beyond heritage language support to inequality and racism in 

mainstream schooling much more generally.  As noted by John La Rose, a key figure in the development 

of black supplementary schooling and the Black Parents Movement (Harris 1991:58-59; Alleyne 2002:51-

57; Gerrard 2013:42; Hall 2017:120-1),  
 

“[t]he generation of immigrants who came as a labour force to help reconstruct the battered European 

economies after the 1939-1945 war, from the Caribbean, African and Asia, had all either witnessed or 

participated in bitter struggles against class and racial domination.  This new labour force… which 
had chafed at and loosened the chains of racial domination, from slavery to colonialism, were not 

going to accept this domination willingly and without a struggle here on British soil.  Their battles in 

British society are an important part of the historical record of the last three decades” (La Rose (1987) 

2014:41). 

 

Part-time supplementary schooling is usually a response to absences and inadequacies in mainstream 

schooling,3 and during this period, supplementary schools varied considerably in purpose, focus, 

resources, size and stages of development, differing (as they still do) in the manner and extent of their 

emphasis on political, religious, cultural and/or linguistic issues (Martin-Jones 1984:436; Abdelrazak 

2001:5; Burman & Miles 2020:6,15; see also §4.6 below).4  The development of core knowledge and 

skills in maths and English often played a part, and  

 

“[f]or those frustrated with the lack of language support in schools, stark disproportionate numbers of 

black children in lowest ability-streams…, and schooling curricula that reflected little of the black 

experience of Empire, …. BSSs [black supplementary schools] became a vehicle of powerful agency. 

By the late 1960s and early 1970s, parents, community members and university students established 

BSSs in whatever time and in whichever premises they had available to them – lounge rooms, 

community halls, church halls, community centres, weeknights, after school, weekends” (Gerrard 

2013:33). 

 

Martin-Jones cites Polish and Gujarati schools with 200-300 students, and some were supported by 

embassies and high commissions (1984:436-7).  But elsewhere, classes took place in front-rooms at home, 

prevented from renting school buildings “on the grounds that we were teaching the children ‘black 
power’” (Harris 1991:58).  In fact, the more widely focused political activism with which these schools 

were often associated, also addressing racist violence, policing, the criminal justice system, employment 

and so forth, had an impact that extended well beyond the supplementary schools themselves.  So for 

example in 1971, New Beacon Books (set up by La Rose in the 1960s) published How the West Indian 

Child is Made Educationally Subnormal by Bernard Coard. Written for black parents rather than teachers 

or the education or political authorities and with publishing costs covered by community groups (Coard 

2005:a), this “provided documentary proof of the oversubscription of black children in ‘Educationally 
Subnormal’ (ESN) schools, and connected this with a challenge to the cultural biases in IQ testing and 

racist presumptions of ignorance and incapability rife within British schools” (Gerrard 2013:33).  The 

pamphlet gained very widespread publicity (Coard 2005:b), and according to Carby, “many white, liberal 

teachers were shocked by the results of Coard’s research and the early seventies saw a rapid increase in 

the production of research projects, reports, policy documents and teaching materials focusing on the 

black child” (1982:196; Coard 2005:d). 

 

Beyond the action of parents and minority ethnic communities, at least three other factors played a role in 

the emergence of multiculturalism during this period (factors, as we shall see, with an influence that would 

subsequently decline).   

 

                                                         
3 According to Burman & Miles, the supplementary schools date back to the early 1800s, when they were established by Russian, Irish 

and Italian migration (2020:8). 
4 Given this range, there are no reliable figures on the number of supplementary schools running during this period – Kempadoo & 

Abdelrazak 2001 cover more than 2000.  

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2005/feb/05/schools.uk
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2005/feb/05/schools.uk
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b) The challenges to assumptions about the deficiency of immigrant children sketched in [2a] chimed with 

growing commitment to child-centred pedagogy in mainstream schooling more generally (Bernstein 1996; 

Rampton, Harris & Leung 2007:431).  Addressing English language and literacy across the education 

system, the Bullock Report (DES 1975) was one very influential expression of this, and among other 

things, it proposed that “[n]o child should be expected to cast off the language and culture of the home as 
he crosses the school threshold and the curriculum should reflect those aspects of his life” (DES 
1975:20.5,20.17; Martin-Jones 1984:428; Rampton et al 2018:§7).  

  

c) Power in education was distributed very differently from how it is today.  Central government delegated 

control over spending to Local Education Authorities (LEAs) and it had no direct powers over the 

curriculum.  Curriculum decision-making lay in the hands of teachers and individual schools, who were 

usually provided with strong LEA guidance (DES 1985:221, 334). 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.  Political arrangements like these made 

education policy development a matter of persuasion and dispute, and spurred on by the urban riots of 

1981, one of the central objectives of the Committee of Inquiry into the Education of Children from 

Ethnic Minority Groups (DES 1985) was to generate a consensual view of ethnic pluralism with which 

central and local government, teaching unions and minority communities could all concur.   

 

d) Last, over this period the tensions between racial hostility and liberal pluralism were managed in a 

‘bifurcated’ legislative strategy that involved “tough external immigration controls coupled with an 
internal regime made up of citizenship rights, race-relations legislation, and pluralistic accommodations 

for minorities” (Ashcroft & Bevir 2019:38).  As well as a lot of the British public, many post-war political 

leaders had racist reservations about black and brown immigration, but their overt expression of these was 

inhibited by, for example, the ringing endorsement of democracy and human rights for all in the 1941 

Atlantic Charter and the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Ashcroft & Bevir 2019:28; 

Olusoga 2019; Harris & Rampton 2009:96).  So during the 1960s and 70s, anti-immigrant and anti-racist 

discourses were held in balance by (i) a series of immigration Acts designed to limit the number of people 

from New Commonwealth coming into the UK alongside (ii) Race Relations Acts that outlawed 

incitement to racial hatred and discrimination in housing, employment and public places and that set up a 

Commission for Racial Equality as well as local Councils for Community Relations and Racial Equality 

(Ashcroft & Bevir 2019:30).  

 

As well as the disputes and complexities within each, the relationship between these four elements – 

community activism, child-centred philosophies of education, devolved authority in educational decision-

making, and liberal race relations legislation balanced against hardening borders – were far from 

straightforward.  So for example, the Black Parents Movement took a stand against the “Community Relations 
industry”, seeing it as “a kind of colonial office for the black community in this country, which seeks to 

undermine the independent organisational activity of the black population in dealing with its own struggles” 
(Race Today October 1978 p.197).  Without an examination of power-relations and their own positionality, 

multicultural teachers could function like the ‘missionaries’ and Derrick’s ‘social-worker-cum-reception-class 

teacher’ could be seen as an extension of state control into minority homes, backed by theories about the 

pathology of immigrant families (Carby 1982:199).  In language education, colonial images of the Indian 

babu could be seen at work in influential theories suggesting that for young people with Asian backgrounds, 

the need for ESL teaching “is likely to continue for several generations, not only for pupils on entry to school, 
but in many cases throughout their schooling” (Taylor & Hegarty 1985:279-80; Rampton 1988:512-5).  And 

the incorporation of Creole into the English curriculum could be read as a limiting strategy of containment 

(DES 1981:25; Rampton 1983:24).  To establish the validity of these concerns (and accusations), it would 

take a lot of nuanced case-by-case discussion involving different stakeholders.5  But the larger point is that 

                                                         
5 See, for example, La Rose’s comment that “[i]n their communities the… black low-paid working class accepted the support of the 

white middle classes – teachers, priests and vicars, some sympathising ex-colonial officials – and some ‘leftocrats’, even when the 
latter thought they knew the interests of the workers better than the black workers themselves.  That is how the new black working 

class built their independent organisations, their churches, their associations, their domino and cricket clubs” (La Rose 2014:43). 
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there was vigorous ongoing dialogue around multicultural education, as well as shifts of position (such as, for 

example, NAME changing its name in 1984 from National Association for Multiracial Education to National 

Antiracist Movement in Education). 

 During the period in focus there was, however, also another current of opinion which was critical of the 

whole field, arguing for traditional standards and challenging egalitarianism both in education in general and 

in language in particular (e.g. Cox & Dyson 1969a, 1969b; Honey 1983, Honeyford 1988).  This chimed with 

the politics of Margaret Thatcher, who was elected as Prime Minister in 1979.  The multicultural and anti-

racist trajectory that we have described obviously did not abruptly terminate with the advent of Thatcher’s 
Conservative government (Ashcroft & Bevir 2019:33-34),6 but over time, the Conservative Party refashioned 

the structures and content of education, and global events radically altered the tenor of debate, fundamentally 

changing the central directions of travel in language education in England.  

 Our account of these developments is presented in two stages, the first focusing on policies and global 

processes and events, and the second on their impact on language education. 

 

 

3. Policy and global developments from the 1990s onwards 

 

In 1988, the Conservative Government brought in the Education Reform Act, initiating a combination of free-

market structures and curriculum centralisation that effectively closed down the pedagogic commitments 

sketched in [2b] and the local arenas for debate in [2c] (see Rampton, Harris & Leung 2007:422-3). 

The ‘Local Management of Schools’– ‘LMS’ – was one of the cornerstones of the new policy, and it 

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).  At the same time, 

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 local 

processes of persuasion and debate were replaced by central government legislation.  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, 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.  Similar structural 

changes were applied to the provision for adults: in 1992-3, further education and sixth form colleges were 

‘incorporated’, removed from local council control, reclassified as ‘private sector’ institutions, and required to 
compete with each other for students (Staufenberg 2020; Cooke & Simpson 2008:11).  As sketched in our 

2007 chapter, the 1997-2010 New Labour government continued the direction of these policies, and it further 

diminished the role of local authorities by introducing an academies programme which allowed state schools 

to be taken over by private organisations without losing central government funding, a policy that subsequent 

Coalition and Conservative governments intensified (Roberts & Danechi 2019).  Admittedly, unlike the 

maintained institutions (which now represent the majority of primary but not secondary schools),7 academies 

and free schools no longer need to follow the national curriculum, but this has not led to a wide resurgence in 

child-centred pedagogies and curricula, or to a reinvigorated multiculturalism.  Academies and free schools 

are still monitored by the centralised inspection regime set up in 1992 (Ofsted), and in, for example, the 

current inspection framework, the brief mention of an “understanding and appreciation of diversity” is flanked 
on both sides by references to “respectful, active citizens”, “fundamental British values”,  and “what we have 
in common” (Ofsted 2019:¶28). 

                                                         
6 NAME only closed down in 2004. https://www.georgepadmoreinstitute.org/collection/national-antiracist-movement-education-name 

(retrieved 21/8/20) 
7 65% of all pupils in maintained schools (NAO 2018), but 72% of secondary and 29.7% of primary pupils in academies and free 

schools (Roberts & Danechi 2019). 

https://www.georgepadmoreinstitute.org/collection/national-antiracist-movement-education-name
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As we will show in the next section, these educational policy developments redrew the terms and 

parameters of provision and debate in language education.  But they were also very substantially affected by 

globalisation and the migration associated with, among other things, the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 

‘Eastern Bloc’ in 1989-91 and freedom of movement across the European Union from 2004, as well as by 

processes connected to 9/11 and the ‘War on Terror’. 
Between 1993 and 2015 the UK population born outside the country more than doubled from 3.8 million 

to 8.7 million (Simpson 2019:25).  This amounted to the ‘diversification of diversity’ that Vertovec has called 

‘superdiversity’, involving  

 

“a level and kind of complexity surpassing anything… previously experienced,… a dynamic interplay of 
variables including country of origin,… migration channel,… legal status,… migrants’ human capital 
(particularly educational background), access to employment,…locality… and responses by local 
authorities, services providers and local residents” (2006:2-3).   

 

The plurality of countries of origin is one dimension of this: according to Vertovec writing in the early years 

of the millennium, there were individuals from 179 countries in London, with groups of over 10,000 people 

from 42 (2007:1029).  But the multiplicity of their legal positions and migration statuses is another crucial 

feature, covering, inter alia, people moving freely within the EU, highly skilled workers in finance, special 

visa holders such as domestic workers, workers coming for seasonal agriculture on special schemes, students, 

spouses and dependents joining their families, refugees, asylum seekers and people without official 

documents.  This multiplicity is intimately related to Government efforts to define and regulate mobility in the 

neoliberal global economy (Yuval-Davis et al 2019:13), and according to senior judges, these efforts have 

generated “an impenetrable jungle of intertwined statutory provision and judicial decisions”.8  This has 

massively complicated the process of determining someone’s status, working out not only whether or not they 

are entitled to be in the UK but also what they are or aren’t allowed to do when they are actually here.  Indeed, 

this constitutes (one part of) a major shift away from the ‘bifurcating’ legislative strategy of the 1960-70s that 

we described in [2d], in which tough external immigration controls were coupled with an internal regime 

promoting citizenship rights and community relations (Ashcroft & Bevir 2019): today, “[i]nstead of being 

found at the edge, separating and connecting one state to another, borders have now spread so as to be 

everywhere” (Yuval-Davis et al 2019:17).   

Far from promoting citizenship rights and community relations, this pervasive internal re-bordering has 

also been accompanied by government-wide policies promoting a ‘hostile environment’ for people who have 
‘no right to be here’, an approach initiated in 2007 9 and very substantially intensified in 2012.10  This has 

been orchestrated, among other things, in a series of Immigration Acts that threaten heavy fines and criminal 

sanctions for any person or organisation (landlords, teachers, doctors etc; banks, hospitals, universities and so 

forth) that provides work, facilities or services for migrants without the legal right to them (ibid p.103).  As a 

result, “[i]n different and new contexts, citizens are required to become untrained and unpaid border guards”, 
“more of us are falling under suspicion as illegitimate border crossers”, and, in Yuval-Davis et al’s overall 

assessment, “everyday bordering has come to replace multiculturalism as the hegemonic governance 
technology for controlling diversity” (p.17; also Liberty 2019). 

 The 9/11 and 7/7 attacks in New York and London in 2001 and 2005, ‘the War on Terror’ and the growth 

of Islamist Jihad were a third element contributing to the change in political climate.  Linked to these 

geopolitical events and developments, ‘security’ and ‘social cohesion’ became central concerns in political 

discourse, British Muslims have been abnormalized as a suspect community of potential ‘enemies within’, and 

a comprehensive counterterrorist programme, CONTEST, has been initiated.  This includes an ideological 

strand, Prevent, which aims to safeguard against people “being drawn into terrorism and to ensure that they 

are given appropriate advice and support”, working “with sectors and institutions where there are risks of 

radicalization” (HMG 2015:5).  The institutions identified for partnership include local authorities, all levels 

                                                         
8 https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2012-0177-judgment.pdf (retrieved 21/8/20); see 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules (retrieved 21/8/20). According to The Guardian (27/8/2018), there have been 

5,700 changes to the immigration rules since 2010. 
9 https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2007/may/16/immigration.immigrationandpublicservices (retrieved 21/8/20) 
10 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inspection-report-of-hostile-environment-measures-october-2016 (retrieved 21/8/20) 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/immigration/9291483/Theresa-May-interview-Were-going-to-give-illegal-migrants-a-

really-hostile-reception.html (retrieved 21/8/20); Liberty 2019. 

https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2012-0177-judgment.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/aug/27/revealed-immigration-rules-have-more-than-doubled-in-length-since-2010#:~:text=Home%20Office%20officials%20have%20made,to%20senior%20judges%20and%20lawyers
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2007/may/16/immigration.immigrationandpublicservices
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inspection-report-of-hostile-environment-measures-october-2016
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/immigration/9291483/Theresa-May-interview-Were-going-to-give-illegal-migrants-a-really-hostile-reception.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/immigration/9291483/Theresa-May-interview-Were-going-to-give-illegal-migrants-a-really-hostile-reception.html
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of education, health services, prisons and the police (HMG, 2015) and there is Prevent Awareness Training for 

many of their staff.  In short, securitization now complements the hostile environment for unlawful 

immigrants as another officially-sanctioned discourse that promotes suspicion and surveillance of ethnic 

difference in everyday life and public institutions. 

 These developments are certainly not uncontested.  The opening ceremony of the 2012 London Olympics 

and the success of Team GB fronted by mixed-race Jessica Ennis and Somalia-born Mo Farah were widely 

recognised and celebrated as an assertion of British multiculturalism (Meer & Modood 2019:47).  In another 

vein, the trade union for Further Education and Higher Education emphatically stated that “the Prevent agenda 

will force our members to spy on learners, is discriminatory towards Muslims, and legitimises Islamophobia 

and xenophobia, encouraging racist views to be publicised and normalised in society” (UCU 2015:4; Khan 

2017).  Indeed, the outcome of the 2016 Brexit Referendum, in which the UK voted by 52% to 48% to leave 

the EU, is perhaps the strongest indication of the depth of the divisions around these issues, as well as their 

geopolitical consequentiality.  In terms of front page coverage, immigration was the most prominent campaign 

issue in the run-up to the vote (Moore & Ramsay 2017), and according to an exit poll of 12,000 people, “[b]y 
large majorities, voters who saw multiculturalism, feminism, the Green movement, globalisation and 

immigration as forces for good voted to remain in the EU; those who saw them as a force for ill voted by even 

larger majorities to leave”.11  The distribution of votes was also significant: England had the largest proportion 

of leave votes while Scotland and Ireland voted remain;12 the propensity to vote leave increased with age, with 

the three oldest age groups voting leave and the three youngest voting remain (73% of those aged 18 to 24 

were remain);13 people in major cities and university towns tended to vote remain;14 most people with ethnic 

minority backgrounds voted Remain (although a substantial proportion voted Leave);15 and the areas with the 

highest leave vote were those with lowest levels of immigration.16  If Dorling & Tomlinson are right that the 

EU Referendum reveals “the last vestiges of empire working their way out of the British psyche” (2019:3), the 

Referendum result suggests that the process is still incomplete, although there are also significant glimmers of 

a post-imperial horizon in the patterning of voting splits.  

But how far and in what ways have all these developments found expression in language education? 

 

 

4. Language education from the 1990s 

 

4.1 Standard English in the National Curriculum  

 

As noted in [2b], the ties between language, identity and home culture were stressed in a good deal of 

educational thought in the 1960s-80s, and ‘mother tongue’ was a key term.17  But more or less in synchrony 

with the development of a National Curriculum, mother tongue was replaced by standard English as the 

central concern, and over time, grammar, text and discourse came to be seen as the dimensions of linguistic 

knowledge most relevant for teachers, downgrading educational interest in pupil voice, sociolinguistic 

variability and the contextual links between language, culture and social identity.  Standard English fitted a 

range of ideological commitments – national heritage, getting ‘back-to-basics’, meritocratic individualism and 

the needs of industry – and when seen as a well-defined code that can be broken down into parts and imparted 

to everyone in the mainstream curriculum, it complemented the turn towards what Bernstein 1996 calls 

'performance' models in education, putting the emphasis on product rather than process, on carefully graded 

inputs from the teacher, on the specific texts and skills the learner was expected to produce and acquire, and 

on the extent to which the learner matched these in assessment (see fuller discussion, see Rampton, Harris & 

Leung 2007:430-3; Cox 1991). 

                                                         
11 https://lordashcroftpolls.com/2016/06/how-the-united-kingdom-voted-and-why/ (retrieved 21/8/20).  See also 

https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/4-ways-anti-immigration-vote-won-referendum-brexit 
12 By nation, the results were: England: Leave 53.4%, Remain 46.6%; Northern Ireland: Leave 44.2%, Remain 55.8%; Scotland: 

Leave 38%, Remain 62%; Wales: Leave 52.5%, Remain 47.5% https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/politics/eu_referendum/results.   
13 https://www.statista.com/statistics/520954/brexit-votes-by-age/ (retrieved 21/8/20). 
14 https://www.statista.com/statistics/912939/brexit-major-cities-vote-share/  (retrieved 21/8/20). 
15 https://ukandeu.ac.uk/minority-ethnic-attitudes-and-the-2016-eu-referendum/ ; https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-38762034 

(retrieved 21/8/20) 
16 https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/4-ways-anti-immigration-vote-won-referendum-brexit; https://theconversation.com/hard-

evidence-how-areas-with-low-immigration-voted-mainly-for-brexit-62138 (retrieved 21/8/20). 
17 On problems with ‘mother tongue’ and ‘native speaker’, see Rampton 1995a:336-44, Leung, Harris and Rampton 1997. 

https://lordashcroftpolls.com/2016/06/how-the-united-kingdom-voted-and-why/
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/4-ways-anti-immigration-vote-won-referendum-brexit
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/politics/eu_referendum/results
https://www.statista.com/statistics/520954/brexit-votes-by-age/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/912939/brexit-major-cities-vote-share/
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/minority-ethnic-attitudes-and-the-2016-eu-referendum/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-38762034
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/4-ways-anti-immigration-vote-won-referendum-brexit
https://theconversation.com/hard-evidence-how-areas-with-low-immigration-voted-mainly-for-brexit-62138
https://theconversation.com/hard-evidence-how-areas-with-low-immigration-voted-mainly-for-brexit-62138
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4.2 EAL in a restructured schooling system?  

 

The teaching of English as an additional language at school (EAL) was profoundly affected by the 

marketisation of the education system. With the Local Management of Schools, the responsibility for 

spending on pupils who needed EAL support was shifted from Local Education Authorities to schools and in 

most LEAs specialist English language support teams were disbanded.  Rather than being able to call on an 

LEA service that was provided free-of-charge, schools had to plan for EAL support in their own budgets, and 

as EAL provision wasn’t mandatory and there were many competing financial priorities, there were inevitable 

pressures on schools to reduce EAL expenditure.  In addition, in so far as they could adversely affect a 

school’s position in competitive league tables influencing parental choice and thence income, pupils with 

limited English could be seen as threats to a school’s performance profile.  At the same time, there was no 

engagement with the needs of migrant children new to English in the National Curriculum, and instead, the 

official approach since the late 1980s has been ‘mainstreaming’, placing these children in age-appropriate 

mainstream classes, keeping to a minimum the provision of separate induction programmes and transitional 

classes for early-stage learners of English.  Within this de facto immersion policy, there has been no 

specification of teaching content or learning outcomes for EAL (see DfE 2014:¶4.6), and by extension, no 

need for any specialist qualification in initial teacher education.  Unsurprisingly, this laissez faire approach 

has led a variety of responses, with schools and teachers doing what they can with the resources at their 

disposal.  So while, for example, the home languages of pupils are often used to make them feel welcome, 

there is little consensus on their use in the subject classroom (Arnot et al 2014; for issues facing teachers, see 

https://naldic.org.uk/about-naldic/get-involved/eal-bilingual/).   

 Migration itself now means that at publicly funded schools, >21% of primary students (more than 1 

million) and c.17% of secondary (approx. 562,000) are reported as having English as an additional language, 

with the overall EAL school population increasing by c. 1% a year over the past decade (DfE 2019b).  EAL 

students are widely dispersed across England, but they are more concentrated in urban areas,18 and the 

proportion of students assessed as having lower proficiency is higher in areas of highest socio-economic 

deprivation (DfE 2020:3). DfE 2020 also reports that on average, it takes 7.3 years for EAL pupils to reach a 

level where they are assessed as competent, but on further analysis of the dataset, Brentnall (2020) finds that 

c. 40% of EAL students attending an English school for 7+ years are still not assessed as fluent (approx. 

193,000 pupils), with c.15% assessed as being at early to intermediate stages of learning English (approx. 

68,500 pupils).  In a context of this kind, the absence of curriculum guidance and teacher education stands out 

starkly, and is unimaginable in curriculum areas like Maths and (mainstream) English. 

 

 

4.3 Teaching English to adults 

 

During the 1990s, classes of English for speakers of language other than English (ESOL) changed in 

composition, with superdiversity increasing the number of refugees and asylum seekers and the range of 

locations diversifying, extending beyond cities to smaller town and rural areas (Baynham et al 2007; Cooke & 

Simpson 2008:Ch.2; NIACE 2006:2.7).  But the policy and global developments sketched in §3 started to 

impact most forcefully on adult ESOL at the start of the millenium.  In 1999, a major review of literacy and 

numeracy in the adult population called for a national strategy for basic skills, but left out learners of English 

(Moser Report, DfEE 1999; Simpson 2019:27).  Following lobbying, ESOL teaching was included, and it 

subsequently received a very large funding injection from central government.  This produced a statutory 

Adult ESOL Core Curriculum (tuned to the National Curriculum for schools as well as other frameworks; 

DfES 2001), a new suite of assessment instruments, new teacher qualifications and a national research centre 
19(Rosenberg 2007:225; Cooke & Simpson 2008:7).  ESOL for adults received, in short, something of an 

overhaul.  

                                                         
18 In London, where over 300 languages are used (von Ahn et al. 2010), c. 43% of London’s school students speak English as an 
additional/second language according to DCSF 2009. 
19 https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/22494/1/doc_2778.pdf 

https://naldic.org.uk/about-naldic/get-involved/eal-bilingual/
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/22494/1/doc_2778.pdf
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At roughly the same time, ‘citizenship’ was becoming a much more salient concept in public discourse.  

From the 1960s-80s, citizenship was little more than a statutory category in the immigration laws of the period 

(Cooke & Peutrell 2019:4-5), but in 1997 the New Labour government pledged to strengthen education for 

citizenship and the teaching of democracy, set up an Advisory Group on Citizenship (Crick 1998), and 

subsequently introduced citizenship education as a statutory subject in the National Curriculum for English 

schools in 2002.20  These developments initially sought to promote a political and participatory approach to 

citizenship, separated from questions of nationality and immigration (Cooke & Peutrell 2019:8; Meer & 

Modood 2019:52; Ashcroft & Bevir 2019:34-35), but this changed after 9/11 and the 2001 riots in three 

northern cities involving (mainly Muslim) British Asians, far-right extremist and the police.  Instead, 

‘community cohesion’ became a dominant concern in public discourse, and leading politicians started to 

attribute riots and the risk of terrorism to inadequate English within British Asian families (Khan 2017s; 

Blackledge, 2005; Cooke & Simpson, 2012:125).  The following year, the Home Office White Paper, Secure 

Borders, Safe Haven (Home Office 2002) stipulated that immigrants and would-be citizens should have a 

knowledge of English, and that this should be secured either through ESOL with Citizenship classes or 

through a new test, Life in the UK, focusing on the English language and British culture (ibid).  In this way, 

rather than simply seeking to support adult participation in British society as before, the agenda of adult ESOL 

was extended to security and bordering much more explicitly than in any other area of language education. 

 Detailed accounts of subsequent developments in ESOL’s relationship with discourses of social cohesion, 

securitisation and citizenship can be found elsewhere (e.g. Cooke & Simpson 2008, 2012; Cooke & Peutrell 

(eds) 2019:Part I; Khan 2017; Leung & Lewkowicz 2019).  There was a substantial cut in funding for ESOL 

in 2007, 21 followed by a c. 60% reduction in central government support from 2009-10 to 2016-17 (Foster & 

Bolton 2018),22 and there is now quite complex variation in whether and how much students now need to pay 

for ESOL classes (DFE 2019:33,82).  The demand for classes outstrips provision (NATECLA 2014; DFE 

2019:11), which takes place in three types of setting.  Further Education colleges tend to run courses tied to 

the formal certification frameworks developed in the Adult ESOL Core Curriculum.  These are audited and 

held accountable to their central government funders, giving rise to the concerns about inflexibility and 

bureaucratisation that also trouble teachers in the school sector (Cooke & Simpson 2008:38-39; Cooke & 

Peutrell 2019:8; DFE 2019:38).  There is also a good deal of provision in non-governmental, non-profit ‘third 

sector’ organisations, funded from a wide range of sources, including charities.  Classes here tend to be non-

accredited, more informal and more flexibly focused on people in the early stages of learning English, and the 

technological resources supporting them are generally more limited (DFE 2019:8,9,38).  Third, there are 

classes provided by local authorities, and according to DFE 2019, these tend towards a mix of formal and 

informal, accredited and non-accredited, sometimes also using local community venues. 

Overall, then, contemporary adult ESOL is only partly regulated by a national curriculum, but its 

ideological association with integration, borders and security makes it a salient public and political issue.  So 

although it is certainly not well-resourced (Simpson 2019:28), ESOL can draw on additional government 

funding beyond the main adult education budget (e.g. the Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme; the 

Controlling Migration Fund), and a long tradition of volunteer teaching also increases its value as a low-

cost investment, flexibly reaching into a plurality of community settings (Gooch & Stevenson 2020; 

MHCLG 2013).  Many ESOL practitioners oppose this ideological framing, but as a result, it is much 

better resourced by government than community languages, to which in fact it is sometimes explicitly 

counterposed: “We plan… a sharp reduction in translation services and a significant increase in the funding 

available for English” (Theresa May, Home Secretary 23/3/15; Casey 2016:173).23  

Indeed, it is to languages other than English that we should now turn. 

 

 

4.4 Modern languages in mainstream schools 

 

According to Hawkins, “language teachers in the 1960s could look forward hopefully to the opportunities 

offered by Britain’s entry into the European Community”, and “by the late 1970s, some 85% of pupils in 

                                                         
20 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200607/cmselect/cmeduski/147/14705.htm 
21 file:///C:/Users/stma0407/Downloads/MoreThanALanguage-ExecutiveSummary%20(1).pdf 
22 https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7905#fullreport 
23 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/a-stronger-britain-built-on-our-values  

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200607/cmselect/cmeduski/147/14705.htm
file:///C:/Users/stma0407/Downloads/MoreThanALanguage-ExecutiveSummary%20(1).pdf
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7905#fullreport
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/a-stronger-britain-built-on-our-values
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comprehensive schools were starting a modern language” like French, German or Spanish (ibid).  Following 

the introduction of the National Curriculum for MFL (modern foreign languages), the majority of pupils were 

entered for a school leaving exam in another language between 1992 and 2004 (Hagger-Vaughan 2016:363), 

and languages are currently a mandatory part of the National Curriculum for children from ages 7-14, being 

optional in the last two years of schooling (Long et al 2020; Hagger-Vaughan 2016:361).  And yet the word 

‘crisis’ has been applied repeatedly throughout this period to the learning of languages in education (e.g. 

Hawkins 1981:19; Coffey 2018:462; HEPI 2020).   

Comparisons with Europe are invariably unfavourable, both in terms of achievement and recruitment – 

“only 1% of foreign language students in England [are] able to follow complex speech… compared with a 
Europe average of 30%” (Long et al 2020:12); “only 5% of [UK] students study… two or more languages, 
compared to the EU average of 51%..., and [England has] the highest percentage of students in upper 

secondary education (57%) who do not learn a language at all” (Hagger-Vaughan 2016:360).24  Discussing 

whether this crisis is a symptom of widespread Europhobia (of a kind that produced Brexit), Lanvers et al also 

suggest that “systemic and policy issues, rather than learner characteristics pertaining to attitudes or ability, 
could explain the United Kingdom’s language learning lag”: “few teaching hours, compared to EU averages; 

low syllabus demands; and exam-focused systems” (Lanvers et al 2018:776).  Another potential factor 

generating nationally low-levels of engagement is the long-established equation of modern language learning 

with “an elite of ‘academic’ pupils” (Hawkins 1981:ix; Hagger-Vaughan 2016:363; Coffey 2018:463), a 

pattern that has continued:  

 

“[o]nly 20% of state schools make a language compulsory for all pupils aged 14–16; in the (fee-paying) 

independent sector, the figure is 74%. Within the state sector, the uptake of MFL strongly relates to 

indicators of levels of social deprivation of a school’s intake: schools with high percentages of students 
entitled to free school meals (an indicator of degree of social deprivation of a school’s cohort) have low 
participation rates on MFL study beyond the compulsory phase” (Lanvers et al 2018:779-80; Hagger-

Vaughan 2016:362 et passim) 

 

Despite almost near-universal recognition that “languages are essential for employability, trade, business and 

the economy, security, diplomacy and soft power, research, social understanding and cohesion” (British 
Academy 2019b:1), “the notion of languages as ‘academic’” rather than vocational subjects was consolidated 

in “the removal of languages from the compulsory subjects to be studied [by 14-16 year olds] in 2002” 
(Hagger-Vaughan 2016:362; Steer 2015), and of course it also runs contrary to the fact that “millions of 
people across the world of all backgrounds, ages and abilities learn a second language and the use of more 

than one language is common practice in daily life” (Hagger-Vaughn 2016:362).  .   

 

 

4.5 Mainstream schools and community languages? 

 

In addition, the view of modern languages as an elite academic subject overlooks the fact that an estimated 

“15% of pupils in state-funded secondary and 19.4% in state-funded primaries in England speak a first 

language other than English” (British Academy 2019b:2, 2013:10,30).  Indeed, perhaps somewhat ironically, 

the fall in the number of students graduating with foreign-language degrees has given the multilingualism of 

the UK’s ethnic minority population extra strategic significance for the British security and intelligence 

services.  Both GCHQ and the British Army have made concerted efforts to recruit more Muslims, not just 

because of their diversity targets, but also for their linguistic skills (British Academy 2013; Khan 2017; 

Charalambous et al 2018:642-3), even though the task is complicated by their portrayal as a ‘suspect 

community’, subjected to high levels of surveillance, scrutiny, and distrust (§3). 

 In fact in 1985, the teaching of minority ethnic languages within the mainstream modern language 

curriculum at school was recommended in the Swann Report, as long as the classes were open to all students, 

not just to heritage speakers (1985:406-410).  Consistent with this, there was work in the 1980s on pedagogies 

and curricula capable of addressing students who were new to a language alongside those who used it at home 

(Broadbent 1984; Marland 1987), and even though their position is precarious due to low uptake and only 

                                                         
24 Experience in other predominantly anglophone countries is broadly similar. 
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very modest support from secondary schools,25 GCSE and A level assessment are still available in c. 15 

languages.26  In fact, at the peak of the scheme, there were 25 languages 27 covered by the ‘Asset Languages’ 
assessment framework developed with support from the 1997-2010 New Labour government by Oxford 

Cambridge and RSA Examinations (OCR)(Steer 2015).  This flexible scheme was suitable for primary, 

secondary and adult learners and it gave recognition to language skills running from “beginner level to a 
standard which sits alongside GCSE, A Level and NVQs” (ibid).  Eventually, though, it closed “after a survey 

of the dwindling customer base” in 2012, in which respondents “consistently said that the nail in the coffin 

was the withdrawal of almost any route to the funding of community languages and the new 

(Conservative/Liberal Coalition) government’s decision that Asset languages would not count towards school 

performance tables because they were ‘smaller’ than a GCSE” (Steer 2015).   
 

 

4.6 Supplementary schools 

 

The uptake of any formal assessment scheme depends in large part on the provision of language classes, 

underpinned by a steady supply of teachers, and the 1985 Swann Report also recommended that Local 

Education Authorities “should offer support for community-based language provision” (DES 1985:772).  The 
reduction in the budgets and influence of LEAs obviously undermined this (Burman & Miles 2020:7,17), but 

in the late 1990s, the Resource Unit for Supplementary & Mother-tongue Schools was set up with significant 

funding from government and the National Lottery Board, seeking to “contribute to the performance 

enhancement of these schools”, also operating as an advocate and link between community projects and 

mainstream bodies such as the DfES, LEAs and schools, targeting inter alia, the “obvious mismatch between 
rhetoric that celebrates multiculturalism and multilingualism and the resources and action made available”, 

(Abdelrazak 2001:x-xi).  The Resource Unit became the National Resource Centre for Supplementary 

Education (NRCSE) in 2006, and it established a Certificate in Teaching in the Supplementary Education 

Sector taken by over 1,300 people between 2013 & 2020, as well as an NRCSE Quality Mark, with c. 500 

organisations completing basic safeguarding standards and 180 moving on to a higher award.28 

 But it would be a mistake to overestimate the mainstream institutionalisation of these schools, estimated 

to be between 3000-5000 in number (Evans & Gillan-Thomas 2015:8).  According to Burman & Miles, less 

than 1% of the 200 supplementary schools in Brent have achieved an NRCSE quality award (2020:7), and the 

British Academy laments the 

 

“disconnect between mainstream education and community-based language learning. The language-

learning that goes on in thousands of complementary (or supplementary) schools in the UK has little 

public visibility.  It is scarcely ever connected up with the learning done by the same children in 

mainstream schools”. (British Academy 2019a:5; Manzoni & Rolfe 2019:vi) 

 

Some supplementary schools continue to receive funding from high commissions and non-UK governments, 

and there is still some local authority support,29 even though local government spending power fell by c.30% 

between 2010-11 and 2017-18 (including a c.50% reduction in central government funding).30  Indeed, a few 

have taken advantage of the free schools programme to become full-time government-funded free schools 

                                                         
25 In a 2019 British Council survey of 845 secondary schools, well over 80% reported providing “some sort of facility for pupils who 
are learning other languages or speaking other languages in their home to take public exams in these subjects” – “acting as an exam 
centre but also giving some support with past papers/sometimes teacher or TA support” (p.10).  More generally, the survey found that 

at secondary level, “very small numbers of state schools offer languages other than French, German and Spanish” (p.11), while in the 

776 primary schools surveyed, French is taught 75% and Spanish in 29% - other languages are taught in only a small number of 

schools (“German: 5%, Chinese: 3%, Latin: 2%, other languages: 1% or fewer schools in each case)” (p.4).  
26 Arabic, Bengali, Gujarati, Japanese, Modern Greek, Modern Hebrew, Panjabi, Polish, Portuguese, Turkish and Urdu, as well as the 

more widely taught French, Spanish, German, Italian, Russian and Chinese. https://www.gov.uk/government/news/community-

languages-saved-to-ensure-diverse-curriculum-continues  (retrieved 21/8/20)   
27 Arabic, Bengali, Cantonese, Cornish, French, German, Greek, Gujarati, Hindi, Irish, Italian, Japanese, Mandarin, Panjabi, Polish, 

Portuguese, Russian, Somali, Spanish, Swedish, Tamil, Turkish, Urdu, Welsh and Yoruba 
28 https://www.supplementaryeducation.org.uk/ (retrieved 21/8/20) 
29 See https://www.eastlondonlines.co.uk/2020/02/protesters-mount-fight-against-cuts-to-vital-language-services-in-tower-hamlets/ on 

the campaign to preserve Tower Hamlets Community Language Service (retrieved 21/8/20). 
30 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmcomloc/2036/203605.htm 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/community-languages-saved-to-ensure-diverse-curriculum-continues
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/community-languages-saved-to-ensure-diverse-curriculum-continues
https://www.supplementaryeducation.org.uk/
https://www.eastlondonlines.co.uk/2020/02/protesters-mount-fight-against-cuts-to-vital-language-services-in-tower-hamlets/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmcomloc/2036/203605.htm
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(Burman & Miles 2020:11).  But many depend on volunteer teaching, working with piecemeal funding, 

temporary teaching spaces and insufficient storage facilities (Burman &Miles 2020:7), maybe also preferring 

their independence to the regulations and accountabilities associated with many funding sources, seeing the 

strings attached as potentially “militating against the dynamic impact and influence of supplementary schools 
in… urban communities” (Burman & Miles 2020:7; Gerrard 2013:49-50; Harris 1996; Mirza & Reay 2000).  

Prejudice about supplementary school teaching being outmoded and/or inexpert may be awkward to deal with 

(Burman & Miles 2020:7-8; contrast Kenner & Ruby 2012), and as in the experience of black supplementary 

schools from the 1960s and 70s (Gerrard 2013:47), there is also often the challenge of security surveillance, 

with a counter-extremism unit focused on supplementary schools in central government’s Department for 
Education, as well as Prevent staff posted in local authorities by the Home Office (Tolley 2015; Burman & 

Miles 2020:18)31.  
 

 

4.7 Summary with caveats 

 

If ‘monolingualism is the illiteracy of the 21st Century’ (British Academy 2019a:3) and linguistic diversity is 

potentially an asset, then we can perhaps summarise this 50-year trajectory of language education in England 

as one step forward, three steps back: a shift toward multilingualism in the 1970s and 80s, succeeded by 

increasingly top-down regulation and performance management in assimilationist language policies focused 

on standard English and social cohesion, a neglect and devaluation of the linguistic capital of home-grown 

multilinguals, leaving this capital to be concentrated among elites, and open suspicion of difference.32   

Admittedly with Brexit, the re-introduction of bureaucracy in what were previously open EU trade 

borders may trigger a new demand for European languages, as businesses struggle with the everyday (and 

very non-elite) requirements of forms and regulations in French, German, Italian etc.  Up to 3 million EU 

citizens may take out settled status, blurring the line between ‘modern’ and ‘community’ languages.  And the 

search for trade links outside Europe may pressure mainstream schools may focus more on ‘world’ rather than 

merely European languages.  So if there is ever a 4th edition of this book, the equivalent to this chapter may 

have substantial reconfigurations to report.33   

Coming back to this edition’s coverage, it is important to note that our one-step-forward/three-steps-back 

encapsulation overlooks local communities and their continuing commitment to education in other languages, 

as well as all the learning facilitated by the heteroglossia of the internet and social media.  There has also been 

the Asset Languages scheme and the NRCSE, both set up during the New Labour government.  Indeed more 

generally, our discussion of developments in the six areas covered in this section has been cursory, for the 

most part passing over the complex of opportunities and constraints, pros and cons, associated with each one.  

In this way, we have neglected the scope for turning any area of language policy in heterodox directions, as 

well as the potentially counter-hegemonic reworking that can happen in everyday classroom practice, an ever-

present potential intrinsic to the process of policy enactment (Ball et al 2012).  So in the last section, we try to 

addresses a few of the missing complications and nuances by discussing the part that university research has 

played in these processes, in no way suggesting that universities have been the sole or primary source of 

counter-currents, but recognising that their role can still be significant.  

 

 

5. The contribution from universities  

 

Universities have of course also been affected by marketisation, bordering and securitisation, often giving 

their support to government policy (§3; UCU 2015; Rampton et al 2019:45).  Indeed, academic linguists 

played a significant part in, for example, the turn to standard English in the schools National Curriculum and 

in the development of the Adult ESOL Core Curriculum (§4.1 and Rampton et al 2007:432; §4.3), making 

contributions which some have later come to regret, at least in part (Cox 1992 is a spectacular example, but 

see also e.g. Cooke & Simpson 2008:7-8).  On the other hand, academics and universities have, 

overwhelmingly, been opposed to Brexit, and as attested in a lot of the citations above, researchers have 

                                                         
31 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-34464137 
32 For a glimpse of a rather different policy trajectory in another part of the UK – Scotland – see Simpson 2019:29. 
33 It will no doubt also need to reflect on the impact of the climate emergency, including the effects of pandemics like Covid-19. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-34464137
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produced a good deal of critical work on issues like language and citizenship policy (Blackledge 2005; Khan 

2017; Cooke & Peutrell 2019). 

 Looking back to our discussion of the influence of university research in the second edition of this book 

(Rampton et al 2007:435 [2002:16]), we highlighted a number of weaknesses and oversights that limited the 

counter-hegemonic potential of work in linguistics, but since then, at least three of these have been addressed. 

 First, in the 1980s and 1990s, there was a strong current of essentialism in linguistic research, 

characterised by the assumption that a person’s ethnolinguistic identity was fixed in place during their early 
years at home and in their local community, and that this home-based ethnicity was likely to be the most 

important aspect of their identity.  This provided very little purchase on the cultural and demographic 

dynamics of globalisation – flows and mixing, diaspora and deterritorialization – and it legitimated the policy 

of Welsh being promoted by the Welsh state, English by the English state, and minority languages being 

largely left to the minority communities.  Since then, there has been surge of work on language and 

superdiversity (e.g. (Blommaert & Rampton 2011; Arnaut et al 2015), on heteroglossia (e.g. Blackledge & 

Creese (eds) 2014) and on translanguaging (e.g Garcia & Li Wei 2014).  This work treats named languages as 

ideological constructs rather than natural entities, and it sees languages like ‘English’, ‘German’ or ‘Bengali’ 
as shallow and restrictive representations of how people actually communicate.  Instead it emphasises 

‘repertoire’ as a concept that captures much better the ways in which the particularities of our biographies and 

situations give shape to our use and identification with a range of linguistic resources, a range that includes 

bits of nameable languages, styles, genres and a lot of other ways of speaking (Blommaert & Backus 2011).  

This repertoire perspective breaks the link between language and nation, and invites us to explore, for 

example, “the…marked difference between, on the one hand, seeing ESOL students as non-citizen outsiders, 

who we assist to acquire the language and cultural norms of their adopted homeland, and on the other, as 

diasporic locals, with their own linguistic, cultural, social, affective and other resources, whose very presence 

reshapes the locality they live in” (Peutrell & Cooke 2019:229). 
Second, since the turn of the millennium, there has been significantly more empirical work on 

community-run supplementary schools (also often referred to as ‘complementary’ schools).  Again, 

heteroglossia and translanguaging figure prominently, showing that “children of immigrant and ethnic 
minority backgrounds do not, as it is often assumed, view their languages as being tied to any one particular 

culture or ethnicity” but instead “use their multilingual resources strategically to identify with several 

overlapping cultures including classroom, school, family, heritage and popular youth cultures. (Li Wei 

2006:80-81).  This fracturing and destabilisation of hitherto monolithic images of language and ethnicity 

creates two openings.  First, a ‘named’ language like Spanish or Urdu no longer looms so formidably as an 
almost impenetrable edifice with only two means of access – either birth and early childhood socialisation 

already inside, or the long (and tediously) regimented path of the textbook and schoolroom.  Instead, this 

account of what Creese and Blackledge (2010) call flexible bilingualism underscores the diversity of entry 

points, and further undermines the association of modern language learning with academic elites (§4.4, §4.5).  

Second, in “break[ing] the traditional, mistaken impression that complementary schools are a monolingual set-

up for minority language speakers” (Li Wei 2006:80), there is a challenge to the influential official claim that 

“bilingual education and mother tongue maintenance can only be of relevant to mother tongue speakers of 
languages other than English i.e. to pupils from certain ethnic minority groups” (DES 1985:406-7).  With this 

pluralisation, multi-ethnic participation in community language learning moves into view, either in 

mainstream classes or in supplementary schools in “settled, hybrid communities” (Burman & Miles 2020:8; 
Kelsall 2012; Rampton 1988, 1995:Ch.13.3). 

 Third, along compatible lines but less directly tied to education provision, the need that we identified for 

more research on ‘the new multi-ethnic vernaculars’ has also been addressed, both in the UK and Europe. This 

work has now shown, inter alia, that local urban dialects of English influenced by immigrant languages have 

been an established feature of the UK linguascape for the last 50 years (e.g. Rampton 2011a, 2011b; Harris 

2006; Sharma 2011; Cheshire et al 2011; Nortier & Svendsen (eds) 2015).  In addition, several of these 

studies have given serious consideration to the role that social class positioning has played in the formation of 

these vernaculars, thereby contradicting the ideological erasure of class in the language education policies 

from the late 1980s on (Rampton et al 2007:425 [2002:7]).  Overall, the wider significance of this work lies in 

the detailed portrait it provides of “a multiculture” in civic life (“an unruly, convivial mode of interaction in 

which differences have to be negotiated in real time”) that goes “largely undetected by either government or 

media”, but that generates “more positive possibilities”, signifying not “the absence of racism [but…] the 
means of racism’s overcoming” (Gilroy 2006:39-40; Mercer 1988; Hall 2017:138).   
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These three developments in university research provide an authoritative challenge to the conceptual and 

imaginative horizons that have dominated language education policy for the last 30 years or so, and they stress 

the normality of practices that might otherwise be easily derogated.  These counter-hegemonic insights are 

passed on to cohorts of university students who move into, or come from, a range of professions, teaching 

included (Hymes 1969:56-57), and their dissemination beyond the academy has been encouraged by the 

growing emphasis in higher education policy on ‘impact’ and relevance – on university research and teaching 

making a(n auditably) practical contribution to the economy, society and well-being (Chatterton & Goddard 

2000; Goddard & Pukka 2008; Rampton, Cooke & Holmes 2018:§7).  In this way, somewhat “unexpectedly”, 
“growing [neo-liberal] emphasis on the economisation of research, commodification of teaching, and a need 

to demonstrate a ‘return on investment to clients and sponsors’ creates favourable conditions” for a lot of 

outreach work on urban multilingualism (Matras & Robertson 2017:5), providing rather a good example of 

policies being turned in directions that might not have originally been intended (§4.7). 

 The range of these outreach initiatives is substantial, and it extends to teaching programmes in which 

active local links are built into undergraduate projects and assignments, as in the exemplary Multilingual 

Manchester programme (http://mlm.humanities.manchester.ac.uk/).  Productive collaborations are likely to 

involve third sector, local and community organisations, perhaps with charitable funding and the participation 

of local rather than central government, and this makes it difficult to provide a comprehensive overview.  But 

just to illustrate this with work of our own (which we have also sometimes tried to theorise as ‘sociolinguistic 
citizenship’ (Rampton, Cooke & Holmes 2018)), we have developed multilingual pedagogies for adult ESOL 

in a project linking Leverhulme-funded research to the non-profit organisation English for Action34 (Cooke, 

Bryers & Winstanley 2018, 2019; www.ourlanguages.co.uk); we have made efforts to coordinate the plurality 

of projects and organisations exploring multilingualism’s creative potential among young people (working 

among others with the Free Word Centre and Gulbenkian; Holmes 2015a, 2015b); and we have produced and 

disseminated a comprehensive assessment and teacher-development framework for EAL in collaboration with 

the Bell Foundation and Cambridge University (Leung, Evans and Liu (in preparation).35 There are many 

other cases of work along similar tracks –the collaborations, for example, between Goldsmiths and 

supplementary schools (Kenner & Ruby 2012; Anderson, Macleroy & Chung 2014).36  Without central 

government support, sustainability is a major challenge for all these efforts.  But there is unlikely to be a 

decline in grassroots commitment to maintaining multilingualism, and the more we can build this dialogue 

and collaboration into the core university activities like undergraduate and MA teaching, the greater the scope 

for envisaging an England that really is open to other languages.  
 

 

--------------- 
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