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Student admissions: exclusion of native language qualifications

Additional Guidance – July 2009

In October 2008 the Equality Challenge Unit (ECU) and the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions Programme (SPA) issued a briefing entitled ‘Student admissions: exclusion of native language qualifications’ (http://www.spa.ac.uk/documents/Admissions_and_native_language_qualifications.doc). 

Following the issue of the guidance SPA has been in discussions with colleagues from institutions throughout the UK to discuss issues raised by the Guidance Briefing.  As a result of this, and following extensive discussions with colleagues from ECU, it has been felt that it might be helpful to give further guidance on some of the issues raised in the original Briefing, and this will be done by raising some of the issues as FAQs (below).
SPA would be very glad to hear from colleagues with further questions and comments concerning this issue.
The briefing ‘Student admissions: exclusion of native language qualifications’ - October 2008.
It had come to the attention of the ECU that some institutions operated a policy to exclude ‘native foreign language qualifications’ from consideration when assessing an applicant for admission to certain courses or programmes (‘native foreign languages’ in this context refer to qualifications such as A levels in languages other than English which are, it is assumed, intended for ‘non-native’ learners of that language but may also be taken by ‘native speakers’ of that language).  This could be either at the point of considering the application or at the point of making the offer.

The basis for these policies appears to be that a language qualification may be less demanding for a native language speaker than for a non-native speaker and consequently institutions attach less importance to that qualification.
ECU were concerned that this practice might be unlawful, in that institutions might be unintentionally discriminating on grounds of race against those regarded as possessing the native language qualifications.  If institutions decided that they wish to continue excluding qualifications on this basis they were strongly urged to seek independent legal advice from their own advisors.
Following discussion with SPA a joint Guidance Briefing was issued in October 2009.
Languages

Colleagues interested in issues surrounding the use of languages may be interested in the work of CILT (http://www.cilt.org.uk/) – the national centre for languages.  In particular, CILT has a section which encourages the use and development of ‘community’ languages (http://www.cilt.org.uk/commlangs/index.htm) and institutions may wish to consider the positive benefits of developing these language skills among their students.
SPA is very grateful to colleagues in ECU for their advice and guidance in the preparation of this note and to colleagues in institutions and to the members of ARC-APG for their questions and comments.
FAQs
	Q1.  
	What is meant by ‘native language qualifications’ in this guidance?

	
	

	A.
	This guidance refers to qualifications such as A levels in foreign languages (French, German, Chinese etc.) which are, it is sometimes assumed, intended for ‘non-native’ learners of that language but may also be taken by ‘native speakers’ of that language.  Examples might be a student in China taking A level Chinese or a student living in France, or of French ancestry, taking Higher French.

NB There are some languages, and some curricula, where this distinction is not appropriate or necessary.  Examples are Welsh Language where there are two A level Specifications, one for native language speakers and one for learners, and the International Baccalaureate which has a range of language options depending on the language background of the learner.

	
	

	Q2.  
	Surely ‘foreign language’ qualifications are intended for learners who normally speak another language, not native speakers?

	
	

	A.
	There is a common assumption that ‘foreign language’ qualifications such as A levels or Highers are intended for ‘non-native speakers’ but this assumption does not, in fact, appear to be solidly founded.  It is our understanding that curriculum syllabuses and specifications are more complex than this and measure a range of skills and abilities for all students.

SPA will continue to investigate this issue with the QCA and its successors, awarding bodies and other relevant organisations and will issue further guidance if different information comes to light.

	
	

	Q3.  
	Our Medical School receives an enormous number of applications from very well-qualified applicants in many countries and we try to give each one fair and individual consideration.
Currently we exclude ‘native’ foreign languages from our offers because we think that it is only fair to recognise that someone who speaks a language all the time, for example in the home with their family and socially with other classmates, not just in the classroom, is going to find it much easier than someone who is learning it from scratch.  If we stop doing this aren’t we asking less of an applicant who has taken a ‘native’ foreign language’ than we are asking from others?  Surely this is unfair?

	
	

	A.
	Institutions must be clear as to the reasons why they are making offers they do.

	
	· Some offers may relate to specific subject requirements for particular programmes – for example, Mathematics and Physics for engineering.  These requirements cannot usually be varied significantly.

	
	· However other aspects of the offer relate to the assessment of the ability of the applicant and the degree of ‘stretch and challenge’ encountered by an applicant when taking qualifications.
An applicant’s educational performance and experience has to be viewed holistically, in the light of their overall educational environment.  In the case of ‘native languages’, in particular, it may be that a student who commonly speaks a particular language is being educated through the medium of another language, and is having to learn ‘non-language’ subjects in that other language.  So, for example, a Chinese student taking a range of A levels may be perceived as having an advantage where A level Chinese is concerned but will be at a disadvantage in studying Economics, Mathematics and Business through the medium of a language which is, to him or her, a foreign language.  Following from this to exclude only the native language, and not to take into account the applicant’s overall educational experience, is unfair.


	
	

	Q4.  
	Our International Office has built up extensive contacts in many countries.  They know who ‘native speakers’ are – both from their names and from the schools they attend.  This whole question simply isn’t a real issue.

	
	

	A.
	Issues to consider here include:

	
	· How a ‘native- speaker’ is defined.  Is it someone who lives in a country where the particular language is spoken?  Or is it someone whose family background suggests a familiarity with a particular language?  What is the basis for this definition?

	
	· How does an institution identify a native speaker?  In some cases it seems that the decision as to whether an applicant is a ‘native speaker’ is made on the basis of the applicant’s family name, or the school he or she attends, or where he or she happens to live.  In any of these cases it is unlikely that the institution making the offer will be able to identify clearly whether the applicant commonly speaks the language in question and so may be considered to be a ‘native speaker’, so making an assessment on this basis is crude and arbitrary and is likely to be discriminatory.

	
	· Institutions will also be aware that an increasing number of students come from a multi-lingual, multi or intercultural background.  Making fine distinctions between ‘native’ and ‘non-native’ speakers may no longer be appropriate or possible in many instances.

	
	

	Q5.  
	We have a number of professional courses where both our Departments and the Professional, Statutory and Regulatory bodies they are linked with are very concerned to make sure that student’s standard of English is adequate.  Are we still able to insist on a minimum standard of English language?

	
	

	A.
	Yes, this is quite appropriate – this is likely to be on the basis that a minimum standard of English is needed to follow the course and consequently it is quite appropriate to set a minimum English language requirement for all students.  This may be measured by an explicit English Language qualification (IELTS, for example) or by knowledge of the applicant’s educational background.

	
	

	Q6.  
	We have a number of foreign language courses, offered both on their own and in combination with business and other subjects.  Many of these foreign language courses are intended for non-native speakers of that language – surely it’s reasonable to take that into account when considering applications?

	
	

	A.
	It is important to make very clear in any materials about the course both the aim of the course and the entry requirements.  So, for example, if the course is an ‘ab initio’ course intended for students with no, or only a basic, level of knowledge of the language, it is likely that an applicant who has been educated in a particular country through the medium of the language will have a level of language competence which exceeds that which is appropriate for admission to the course.  By contrast a more advanced course, introducing those with a higher level of language knowledge to the culture, literature and society of the country concerned, may well be suitable for such applicants.

The key thing is to assess each application on an individual basis and not make any ‘blanket assumption’.

	
	

	Q7.  
	To sum up, what is SPA’s guidance on this issue?

	
	

	A.
	SPA’s advice is that institutions should not exclude language qualifications, either when considering an application or in making an offer, on the basis that they are ‘native’ languages unless they have received explicit advice from their legal advisors that it is permissible in the particular circumstances.
As in all admissions matters, the key thing is to assess each application on an individual basis and not make any ‘blanket assumption’.
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