ISMLA Briefing note to DCSF – November 2009

This November 2009 meeting helped to persuade the DCSF to make languages exchanges (of less than 28 days) an exception to the rule that host families needed to be CRB-checked.

Importance of exchange trips

It’s important to understand what a ‘language exchange’ is and to compare its linguistic value to the alternatives.

There have been huge changes over the years in the format of the language exchange, in order to reduce risk to participants. 30 years ago, pupils were deposited with a family they had never met for 2/3 weeks and told to ‘get on with it’. The exchange concept has changed to ensure that any risk is  much better managed. These days, exchanges are shorter, lasting typically 7-10 days. A relatively small group of 10-30 pupils travels to the country with its teachers. Pupils are paired up carefully by schools months in advance following detailed e-mail and phone contact in an attempt to ensure that pupils are placed with like-minded souls. Pupils will then contact their exchanges partners via e-mail and parents (with teachers’ encouragement) will usually make contact to reassure themselves of the hosting arrangements. 

During the trip, the teachers stay close by, either in a hotel or with a host teacher; pupils and families have teacher’s full contact details in case of any emergency.  Indeed, the prevalence of the mobile phone has helped to safeguard children in making teachers reachable 24 hours a day. The English group meets up every day to ensure that pupils are happy and safe; typically, each day begins with a debrief (for pastoral and educational reasons) before the group participates in a cultural trip within the local area. Some time will also be spent in the host school experiencing the foreign education system. The majority of the pupils’ exposure to the foreign language takes place when they return to their host families every evening and take part in family life. Similarly, pupils will typically spend weekend time with their families.

(a) Benefits: immersion (listening skills and  oral) benefit for language skills; cultural interaction; social development – communicating with others who don’t share a common language; the success felt by many pupils at communicating against the odds can instil lifelong love of language learning. Cheaper (reciprocal arrangements keep costs down and exchanges are therefore more inclusive) – I organised a £100 one-week exchange to Caen in 2006 .

(b) Alternative is the sanitised cultural trip. Group of pupils travel with teachers to hostel / converted chateau in Northern French countryside where middle-aged locals are bussed in to give tuition (school from school?) Pupils have a great time doing canoeing / visiting Mont St Michel, speak English amongst themselves, get to try snails as a ‘cultural experience’ (how stereotypical and unreal?) and derive little linguistic benefit from their parents’ £600. It’s an adventure trip but let’s not confuse it with a language trip.

The problem is that language exchanges are difficult to organise. A cultural trip like the one described above will be organised by a commercial provider, but all aspects of exchanges (recruitment, pairing, trips, travel etc.) are organised by the teacher. The requirement to CRB-check / ISA-register parents is a huge extra hurdle. Parents faced with the need to present original identity documents to their child’s school may decide the intrusion isn’t worth it. Schools will have to devote a huge amount of resource (either teacher or clerical time) to processing checks and chasing up parents who don’t give the information required. Many schools have already decided that the need to CRB-check makes exchanges unviable, so our pupils do not have the opportunities that they would have had in the recent past.

In summary, the problem lies with guidelines that try futilely to eliminate risk. Risk is endemic to living. If we wanted to avoid the risk of getting killed on the roads we would never leave home! The DCSF (and government as a whole) needs to realise that there are contradictions in its aims. Schools want pupils to be both healthy and safe (ECM outcomes) and many are actively encouraging cycling to achieve the former, even if it entails risk. If these guidelines go ahead as planned, no pupils will be harmed on a language exchange, because they will no longer exist. We are in trouble as a society if risk avoidance always takes priority over the provision of stimulating and potentially life-changing educational experiences.

Duncan Byrne

Independent Schools’ Modern Languages Association

