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ALLEF – turning young children into fluent foreign language speakers with an exchange program they never forget

ALLEF, the charitable group which organises six month foreign exchange programs for children aged between 8 and 11, has been relaunched at a time when the number of students studying a modern language in British schools has slumped. The dearth of linguists is also harming British job prospects, recent reports show. 

Since 2002, it has no longer been compulsory to learn a modern language beyond the age of 14 in secondary state schools and the number of GCSE and A-Level candidates has declined ever since. A league table to be in place by 2010 will show the competence of students in different EU countries at the end of compulsory schooling. It is widely accepted that Britain will be near the bottom.

The lasting damage was hammered home recently by Leonard Orban, the European Commissioner for Multiculturalism, who said Britons are missing out on jobs at home and abroad because of their inability to speak a second language. He said that small- to medium-sized companies in the UK are increasingly turning to foreign nationals to fill jobs that call for more than one language.

But the success of ALLEF, the Association for Learning Languages En Famille, has ensured that almost every 8 and 11 year old who has completed the 6-month exchanges has returned to the UK fluent in either French or German, filled with a cultural, academic and life experience they never forget. It has also provided fantastic career opportunities for ALLEF graduates.

Penny and Don Jones, from Darlington, have had five children take part in seven ALLEF exchanges. Subsequently, Heather did French GCSE in Year 8, Julia German in Year 9, Tom French in Year 7 and German in Year 9. All achieved A*. Richard, 13, will be spending this Christmas in Ulm, Germany, where he spent six months as a nine-year-old.

Laura, now 12, went to Cologne when she was 8 and Paris when she was 10. She said: “I enjoyed both my trips, I was happy, I had fun, sometimes it was hard to learn the language, other times it was easy. The benefits - I speak French and German fluently and have friends and family in France and Germany to see each year. It definitely made learning other languages at school much easier, and I didn't get behind in English or maths or any other subjects because I learnt a lot in French and German school.”

Heather, 19, studying physics at Imperial College, said: “I’m planning to spend the next year of my Physics degree in Germany, studying all my courses in German and completing a major project there. I think that without my previous experience living in France I would be much more apprehensive about my ability to cope.”

Rebecca Fawcett, from Sheffield, is the eldest of her four sisters who went on ALLEF exchanges. She stayed with the Trouvé family, in Sevigny, when she was 10. Now she is a trainee solicitor with DLA Piper. “I was able to do my GCSE in Year 8 and get an A*, achieve an A at A Level and get a place on the sought-after Kings College London English & French Law LLB,” says Rebecca. “I spent two years in the Sorbonne studying French Law as part of the KCL course. I recommend ALLEF to everyone but get it organised quickly - if you leave it too long it will be too late.  Don't think about it too much, just do it and then enjoy the benefits.  It won't all be easy but it will definitely be worth it.”

Another ALLEF graduate, Jess Harrison, originally from Sheffield, competed for France in the triathlon at the 2008 Beijing Olympics after moving to France and taking French citizenship. “It would have been a lot more difficult for me to get to the Olympics had I not been on the exchange programme,” Jess explains. “When you’re studying a language as an adult you never really pick up the accent in the same way you do as a child. I still sound foreign when I’m speaking French, but it’s obviously that much better having lived in France for 6 months as a 9 year old. Culturally it also helped. When I moved here after university I didn’t feel like a foreigner in France, the transition is easier if you have already lived here before.” 

Janet Turley, Allef co-ordinator, said: “About 300 kids from the UK have completed our programmes, but interest has waned hence the relaunch. There is greater interest in France and Germany so we need more children in the UK to pair up with children abroad. Our vetting procedure is lengthy and rigorous. We interview every young candidate separately from their parents to ensure the board are happy the child really wants to go and understands the time they will be away from home. Because the candidates are so well prepared they don’t have problems with the timescale. It’s usually much tougher for the parents! You can see from the many case studies the various life changing benefits the whole experience brings. The cultural benefits are huge, the children’s confidence grows enormously and naturally they become fluent in a foreign language at an early age. Their understanding and tolerance of people who are not their own family also improves greatly. The earlier families get in touch with us regarding an exchange the better.”

The National Centre for Languages (CiLT) has carried out surveys over the last five years to explore languages provision and take-up in schools at Key Stage 4. Some key findings of its latest study, the 2007 Language Trends Secondary survey, were that very rapid decline in pupil numbers in Key Stage 4 appears to be slowing. Figures for Year 11 show a small decline on last year, and are stable for Year 10. However, the report found that French and German have been “seriously affected by the decline”. It also discovered nearly one third of schools have reduced lesson time for languages in Key Stage 3 and 6% are compressing Key Stage 3 into two years instead of three.

For further information on case studies or to arrange interviews and picture requests, please contact Janet Turley on 01234 262487 or 07715 678752, email jvturley@msn.com
Alternatively, contact Paul Gallagher at Chapter & Verse on 01234 345161 or 07773376559, email paul@chapterandverse.co.uk
Notes for editors

ALLEF (Association for Learning Languages En Famille) is a non-profit organisation with charitable status. It organises French and German exchanges for children aged 8 - 11. Further details can be obtained from: www.allef.org
One recent ALLEF graduate talks about his experience: http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=cNnWGl1sQkg
The CiLT 2007 questionnaire was sent out to a representative random sample of 2,000 secondary schools in England, 1500 maintained and 500 independent schools. A total of 860 completed questionnaires were received for this national analysis, a response rate of 43%.

The number of 16-year-olds taking GCSE French fell again in 2008, with 201,940 UK entries compared with 347,007 in 2001. Only 76,695 students sat GCSE German, down from 135,133.

“Learn languages or lose out on a job”, Liz Lightfoot, The Observer, September 21, 2008.
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