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Talk by Jean Coussins 

 

Thank you very much indeed for inviting me today. It’s a wonderfully 

refreshing change to have the opportunity to bang the drum for languages 

in friendly territory amongst like-minded people, compared to that 

swimming-through-treacle sort of feeling I sometimes get when I debate 

the subject with a government minister in Westminster. 

 

I am very proud to be a modern languages graduate myself, although I 

might easily have done something else at university. I was one of those kids 

at school who wasn’t brilliant at any one thing, but reasonably good at most 

things. I thought long and hard about whether to do arts or sciences for A 

level, because I loved maths as much as I loved French and in those days 

mixing the subjects up wasn’t really done. But I think perhaps my fate had 

been sealed a few years before the dreaded A level choice, when I had gone 

abroad for the very first time, aged 11, on a day trip to Boulogne. And I 

experienced the thrill, for the very first time, of speaking French in France 

to French people and understanding them and them understanding me.  It 

was obviously one of those deeply significant events because I can still 

recall it in such detail now. I went into a patisserie, armed with a ton of 

genuine old French francs. I had spotted a delicious-looking sticky bun in 

the window – it was made of choux pastry and had a sort of thick 

chocolatey creamy custard in the middle. I can still smell it – Proust, eat 

your heart out. Anyway, I asked for it in French, paid for it in French, got it 

and said thank you in French. Well, I was hooked. My Dad told me that I 

came running out of the shop with a big grin on my face, shouting ‘It 

works!!’.  At the risk of sounding a bit nerdy, French homework was never a 

chore for me after that moment. I just loved the idea of being able to 

communicate with other people in their own language. I could feel the 

sense of doors opening and horizons broadening. 

 

By the time I was in the 6th form and applying to university I’d decided that 

I wanted to be a UN interpreter so I knew I needed two of the official UN 

languages. I’d done French and German at O level – and Latin of course, 

still compulsory in those days for Oxbridge entry – so I kept up the French 



and Latin at A level, along with Art and English. I decided that Spanish was 

going to be my other language but I was in the wrong year at school for 

Spanish (Spanish one year, German the next) so I had to apply to 

Cambridge to start the Spanish from scratch. Half way through Cambridge 

though I decided that I didn’t want to be the person in the little box saying 

things half a sentence behind the speaker, I wanted to be the person 

making the speech. So that grand plan was abandoned, although I have 

used my languages and Spanish in particular in a few jobs and projects over 

the years. One of the most interesting was when I helped to set up the 

Chile Solidarity Campaign in September 1973 after Pinochet’s coup. This 

was just after I graduated and I helped to organise the first mass protest 

demonstration in London against the coup. It was attended and addressed 

by President Allende’s widow and I acted as her personal interpreter for all 

her press and media interviews and privately for the few days she was here. 

That was a brilliant example of being in the right place at the right time 

when I could use my skills for a purpose I was passionate about. 

 

Incidentally, I don’t know what the system is now for starting a language 

from scratch, but when I was offered my place they told me that I should 

use my gap year to learn Spanish as the Part l Oral examination would be a 

fortnight after the beginning of term – a curious definition of starting from 

scratch! So I went off to Madrid as an au pair and English teacher and with 

my French and more importantly my Latin, I became pretty fluent in 

Spanish in about two and a half months. I knew I’d cracked it when I woke 

up one morning and realised I’d been dreaming in Spanish. The immersion 

approach to learning a new language is absolutely second to none. Sadly, 

children at school today don’t seem able to benefit even from two weeks’ 

immersion on a family exchange visit, because schools are more and more 

reluctant to organise them because of CRB checks, health and safety issues 

and risk assessments. 

 

However, my Spanish was very much Castellano and with a Madrid accent. 

And when I was sent to Peru last year as a parliamentary volunteer with 

VSO, I knew I had better do something about that. A few years earlier I had 

been in Peru as a tourist and experienced a sort of benevolent humiliation 

whenever I opened my mouth and the Madrid pronunciation came out – 



they simply fall about laughing at the th’s instead of c’s. So I was 

determined to arrive for my voluntary service with a new accent and took 

weekly classes for 6 months in advance from native Latin American 

speakers and it worked and my Spanish is now fluent Peruvian! 

 

Sadly, not everyone in the UK shares my passion for languages and you are 

amongst the last people who need telling that we have a problem. When I 

was appointed to the House of Lords just over 5 years ago, as an 

independent crossbench peer, I decided that I would make the promotion of 

languages one of my top commitments and together with other like-minded 

parliamentarians, I set up an all-party group to provide a forum for 

discussion, consultation and to exert pressure on government.  We have 

called on the government to launch a national languages recovery 

programme. I make no apology for using such strong terms, because only a 

programme which deals systematically with all education sectors, from 

primary school to postgraduate research, and with employment and 

training, not to mention our national attitude, will rescue us from the 

cultural and economic monolingual cul de sac we are in. Indeed, Professor 

Michael Worton, in his review of modern language provision in English 

universities, published in 2009, said that unless the decline in modern 

language learning is reversed, Anglophone Britons will become one of the 

most monolingual peoples in the world, with severe consequences for our 

economy, for business competitiveness, for international reputation and 

mobility and for community cohesion at home. 

 

Over 70% of UK employers say they’re not happy with the foreign language 

skills of school leavers or graduates and are being forced increasingly to 

recruit from overseas to meet their needs. This goes for businesses in all 

sectors. We are doing serious damage not only to the competitiveness of UK 

businesses, but also to the employment chances of young people in a global 

labour market. Research by the British Chambers of Commerce shows that 

96% of English exporters have no foreign language ability for the markets 

they serve and that the largest language deficits are for the fastest growing 

markets. Over three quarters of companies responding to a survey 

reckoned they had missed or lost business because of it. By contrast, 

exporters who proactively use language skills, and the cultural knowledge 



that goes with them, achieve on average 45 per cent more sales. Research 

by Cardiff University’s Business School suggests that the UK economy could 

be missing out on up to £21 billion a year in lost contracts because of the 

lack of language skills in the workforce. 

 

Our balance of trade is skewed towards countries which share our language 

and so the cycle of linguistic underachievement is holding back British 

enterprise. Firms which cannot understand the language of the tender 

documents fall at the first hurdle in taking advantage of opportunities to bid 

for European contracts. As Willi Brandt, the former German Chancellor said 

‘If I’m selling to you, I speak your language, but if I’m buying, dann mussen 

sie deutsch sprechen’. 

 

But only one in 10 Britons can speak a foreign language and only 30 per 

cent of us say we can even understand a conversation in another language. 

This compares to 50% on average across 27 European countries, according 

to European Commission data. 

 

Three times more French, German and Spanish students go on Erasmus-

funded placements abroad as part of their degree than British students, 

giving themselves a competitive advantage in a global labour market. 

British universities need to inform all students, not just the linguists, how 

they may benefit from the Erasmus scheme and encourage them to do so. 

 

The problem is not all on the side of the education system. It is also the 

fault of government and business who have not understood that a shortage 

of language skills is a barrier to growth. This was fleetingly acknowledged in 

a government White Paper last year setting out a new strategy on trade and 

investment for growth in the UK. There is still some way to go in convincing 

UK companies that languages are important. A survey in 2010 found that 

across Europe 33% of businesses regard foreign language skills as ‘very 

important’ when recruiting graduates, but this was only 5% in the UK, and 

three-quarters of UK companies said they were ‘not at all important’. But 

British business does seem a little schizophrenic about this: I met recently 

with some people who run graduate recruitment schemes for large 

companies and in a list of 6 or 7 things they most look for in graduates, 



irrespective of subject or sector, languages and what they called ‘cross-

cultural management’ were two. 

 

And of course it’s not just about the employability of individuals, it’s also 

about our national reputation and influence. Only 7 of the 308 successful 

candidates in last year’s competitive recruitment drive for EU jobs in 

Brussels were British graduates. Only 1.5% of the 51,000 applicants were 

British and it is clear that one of the reasons – possibly the most significant 

– is that they simply don’t possess the required working knowledge of a 

second language. 

 

I’m also told that meetings in Brussels, as well as at the United Nations, 

frequently have to be cancelled because of a shortage of English native 

speakers in the interpreting service. 

 

Now for those employers who are aware of their need for language skills, 

surveys have shown that French and German are top of their wish list , but 

as new markets open up in the Far East, Central Asia and Latin America, 

significant numbers also want Mandarin or Cantonese, Spanish, Russian and 

Arabic. 

 

Most employers don’t require complete fluency. They want conversational 

ability which will give a good impression, help to build relationships and 

make new contacts.  Basic language competence is important for retailers, 

secretaries, receptionists, marketeers, transport and healthcare workers 

and many, many others.   

 

But for specialist linguists, there is another career path that’s often 

overlooked and that’s public service interpreting. These are the people who 

are needed every day in courts, police stations and hospitals to translate 

and interpret for people whose English is non-existent or not good enough 

to understand what’s going on, in a context where their human rights or 

indeed their life might be at stake. The Diploma of Public Service 

Interpreting is currently offered in around 50 different languages combined 

with English and there are about 1000 candidates a year, in languages 

ranging from the traditional languages of western Europe, through to the 



languages of the enlarged EU such as Estonian, Lithuanian and Polish, the 

languages of the Indian sub-continent, and those of countries which are or 

have been in conflict such as Kurdish, Serbian, Pashto and Somali. 

 

We should not forget the opportunities offered by the language industry 

itself. This sector includes interpreting and translating for language teaching 

tools such as text books, CDs and online, subtitling, dubbing and website 

localisation and much more. An important and innovative EU report 

published in 2009 calculated the value of this sector for the first time. And 

in a period where many other sectors are struggling to survive, we find that 

the language industry is set to double in value to 16.5 billion euros by 2015. 

 

But in addition to the business case, knowledge of other people’s languages 

opens doors to understanding other people’s cultures. If you want to get 

under the skin of another culture you need to speak their language, not just 

shout louder in your own. And competence in languages provides us with 

the wherewithal to function in international institutions and participate in 

research. The UK’s capacity in all these areas is getting dangerously low and 

we will suffer serious commercial and cultural damage unless we inject a 

new urgency and commitment into our national approach to learning 

languages. Much cutting edge research, for example on climate change or 

counter-terrorism, is by definition international and comparative. Graduates 

from the US, China, India and other EU countries are more likely to have a 

language, or two, in addition to their main subject, whether that be law, 

chemistry, geography or economics. 

 

The British Academy is concerned that this may damage the internationally 

recognised distinction of UK scholarship within the humanities and social 

sciences and also the ability of UK-born researchers to contribute to 

international projects. Large sums of money are currently available on a 

competitive basis from EU sources for university research groups based in 

three or more countries and it will become increasingly difficult for UK 

universities to put forward convincing applications for such funds. 

 

It seems to me that another symptom the UK’s language sickness is an 

inconsistency over this broader role and value of language skills and 



intercultural understanding. The Foreign Secretary says we need to engage 

more with the wider world outside the familiar boundaries of the EU, yet he 

also sanctions cuts to the BBC World Service which will see 5 whole 

language services disappear and an end to radio broadcasting to China and 

Russia. I was very pleased, however, when he announced a few months ago 

that the decline in language teaching in the Foreign Office would be 

reversed and as well as reopening the Foreign Office language centre and a 

30% increase in spending on language teaching, he also announced an 

increase in the number of jobs overseas for which language skills will be an 

absolute requirement. So the message is getting through at least some of 

the time. 

 

Lord Browne’s university funding review says languages should be a 

strategic priority for public investment. The government and the higher 

education funding council define languages as Strategically Important and 

Vulnerable subjects, alongside the STEM subjects, but languages always 

seem to get far less attention than sciences. The Government’s response to 

the Browne review has been to change the funding system in a way which 

further threatens the survival of modern languages degrees. I am 

particularly worried that the year abroad element of modern languages 

degrees is threatened because of fee increases and student debt, even 

though the time spent studying or working abroad, immersed in another 

language and culture, is arguably the most valuable part of the whole 

course. There is certainly a wealth of evidence from employers saying that 

graduates who have done a year abroad, whether they are linguists or 

anything else, are head and shoulders above other applicants in many key 

respects. 

 

So how serious is our language deficit in this country? Well the Language 

Trends Survey for 2011, published a few weeks ago, showed that the 

decline in take up at GCSE continues. 78% of pupils a decade ago did a 

language GCSE. Now it’s only 40%. Last year French dropped out of the top 

ten GCSE subjects for the first time ever. The greatest decline is in French 

and German and last year even the Spanish take up rate fell. The good 

news is that there’s been a notable increase in take up in the current year 

10, as a result of the introduction of the English Baccalaureate, which has 



prompted 54% of state schools to improve their language provision. That 

still leaves 46% of course who have no intention of doing anything and 

that’s why I believe strongly that languages need to be restored to the 

compulsory part of the national curriculum until the end of key stage 4. The 

British Chambers of Commerce report I mentioned earlier calls on the 

government to go even further and make a language compulsory up to AS 

level. 

 

An OECD survey published in 2010 showed that secondary school pupils in 

the UK spend less time studying languages than anywhere else in the 

developed world. Only 7 per cent of the lesson time of 12-14 year olds is 

allocated to languages, which is half the amount of time spent on sciences. 

This puts England joint bottom of a table of 39 countries, alongside Ireland 

and Estonia and behind Indonesia and Mexico. 

 

A critical aspect of our languages problem is the fact that the decline is 

located almost exclusively in the state sector. The coalition government has 

gone on record as saying it wants to close what it calls ‘the vast gulf’ 

between state and private schools. Good idea. And languages would be one 

good place to start if they’re serious. As it is, take-up at age 14 is only 41% 

in state comprehensive schools, compared to 81% in independent schools 

and 91% from all selective schools. This elitist trend moves through the 

educational system, with nearly a quarter of acceptances for language 

degree courses at university coming from independent school students, 

compared to only 9 per cent across all subjects. 

 

I was talking to one head from the independent sector, though, who was 

also worried about a downturn in take-up of traditional languages like 

French and German and he came up with an innovative way to turn it 

round. In the year leading up to GCSE option choices, he introduced a 

dramatic new language programme that couldn’t fail to grab the students’ 

attention and make them think about languages. The offer was one term of 

an unusual European language, one term of an unusual Asian language and 

one term of an unusual African language. So his students tried their hands 

in turn at Dutch, Vietnamese and Zulu. (Yes, that’s where the title of my 

talk comes in, if any of you were beginning to wonder). Well, the 



psychology of this strategy paid off, because they were so fascinated by the 

process of dipping into these languages and the cultures they came from 

that record numbers of them wanted to sign up for French and German 

when it came to the GCSE crunch, because they were sold on the idea of 

learning a language that they would be more likely to stick with and need 

and use. And that, of course, is a good example of what can be achieved if 

you have the resources and the freedom to do it. 

 

I have never bought the argument that learning a foreign language is only 

for the bright kids or the top set. If it’s the cultural norm that you will have 

a working knowledge of another language, as in Belgium or Holland, then 

every 6 year old will expect to have just that.  

 

It is worth saying too that there is plenty of evidence that learning a foreign 

language improves oracy and literacy in your mother tongue too. Indeed it 

has all-round cognitive benefits, resulting in pupils being more receptive to 

learning in all subjects. 

 

Universities need to be very busy too and if they are guided by enlightened 

self interest they will get involved in the debates about what happens in 

schools just as much as they will pay attention to putting their own house in 

order. Some UK universities so far have, for example, introduced a 

language requirement for matriculation, irrespective of degree subject to be 

studied. I am ashamed to say that Cambridge has done the opposite, when 

a positive requirement should have a powerful influence on how pupils at 

schools are advised on their GCSE option choices and the structure of their 

timetables. I understand that the decision at Cambridge was taken in the 

belief that the language requirement might have been having a negative 

effect widening access, but UCL have dealt with this simply by saying that if 

applicants don’t have a GCSE or equivalent when they arrive, they must 

take a language course during their first undergraduate year. 

 

I think it is important that universities also get much more involved in 

helping to shape the content and the assessment of GCSE and A levels. 

 



If universities wish to be seen as international centres of excellence in 

teaching, learning and research, they must surely have a clear and positive 

reference to the value of languages in any institutional mission statement 

and an expectation that no student, whatever their discipline, linguist or 

not, should graduate without some form of assessed language competence. 

 

I am afraid that in the UK the main blockage we need to overcome is an 

entrenched attitude that believes English is enough. Everyone here knows 

how false and short-sighted that is, but it is a major hurdle that we need 

get over.  It is self-defeating and inaccurate. I often find that some simple 

statistics can make people stop and think and question their attitudes. For 

example, only 6% of the world’s population are native English speakers and 

75% speak no English at all.  Another telling indicator is that the amount of 

internet content in English is declining. English material on the web has 

fallen from 51% in the year 2000 to only 29% in 2009. In the same period, 

the amount of material in Chinese rose from only 5% to 20% and rising. 

And there are more blogs in Japanese than in English.  Another figure worth 

quoting, especially if you’re trying to convince someone of the business case 

for languages, relates to the explosion in online sales. Over 70% of 

consumers require information in their native language in order to make an 

online purchase and those who don’t have good English are six times less 

likely to buy from an English-only website. 

 

Linguists are in a very strong position to take advantage of opportunities in 

a competitive world. I am often told by people in business that the tie-break 

question at the end of a tight interview with otherwise equally qualified 

candidates for a highly contested job is ‘how many other languages can you 

work in?’ And a survey of earnings three and a half years after graduation, 

which showed that modern linguists earn more than those from any other 

discipline except medics, architects and pharmacologists. 

 

But I wouldn’t want to make the case for languages just on utilitarian 

grounds. We know they’re good for business, we know they’re necessary for 

modern social and political life, we even know they’re good for your health – 

did you see that research recently that showed how learning another 

language can delay the onset of Alzheimer’s disease?  But it’s about much 



more than all that. It’s also about the fun of participation, and the pleasure 

of literary discovery. I haven’t mentioned literature at all in this talk, but 

that’s a very important part of studying languages at Cambridge. Certainly 

the notable highlights of my Cambridge experience included listening to 

lectures on Racine by Odette de Mourgue and discussing Lorca’s plays with 

Helen Grant, who had actually known Lorca before the Spanish Civil War. 

 

The bottom line is that languages are the gateway to a more civilised co-

existence with other people. 

 

Jean Coussins 
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