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Executive summary and recommendations

This report summarises a study conducted to review the assessment procedures of the year
abroad (YA), which is a compulsory part of a degree in the department of European Studies
and Modern Languages (ESML) at the University of Bath (UoB). The study had the aim of
examining the scope for improvements of this notoriously difficult area of assessment, and
this report makes recommendations as to how the YA assessment procedure at Bath could
be improved. It contains discussion and justifications for these recommendations based on
interviews with staff and students at Bath and at other UK universities, as well as on an

international conference organised for this purpose.

Findings

Based on the data collected, | found that students feel language gains are the most
important outcome of their YA. Cultural and intercultural learning and social interaction with
the local population has also been identified as important student and teacher expectations.

Four areas have been identified as potentially problematic in terms of YA assessment.

¢ Social interaction with local people
¢ Managing expectations
o Embedding the year abroad in the degree programme

¢ Institutional support

Current and potential assessment instruments have been reviewed and | recommend
concrete ways of using them at Bath to address the above domains. For this | created a new
YA assessment approach: the Assessment for experiential and autonomous learning based

on the continuity model.

‘Assessment for learning’ (Black and Wiliam 1998; Nuffield Reform Group 1999; Black,
Harrison et al. 2002; Black, Harrison et al. 2003) describes how students can be supported
through constructive feedback (formative) and graded (summative) assessment of work
inside the classroom. Because this approach has been formulated for the use in
classrooms, it was complemented with Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (Kolb and Fry
1975) and autonomous learning perspectives (Broady and Kenning 1996; Benson 1997) to
account for the independent learning experience abroad. The YA includes diverse options
and outcomes are influenced by a multitude of factors. Thus, | tried to concentrate on factors
that could provide continuity and a stable framework of reference that could support
students during their diverse learning experiences abroad, and indeed during their entire

degree. Based on this survey and on these theories | make 12 recommendations.



1) Reflective journal

The Bath log that is comprised in the current YA handbook is going in the right direction (see
section 2). It asks students to formulate their own objectives. However, most students did
not use the log. While the log encourages setting targets and charting achievements, it does
not explicitly include notions of strategies and reflection. These may be implicitly contained,
however, strategies are important, and especially weaker students should reflect on and
review strategies. This leads me to propose an online self-reflective journal that facilitates

experiential and autonomous learning.
Recommendation 1: Self-reflective journal

A self-reflective journal charting goals, strategies, reflection and modification should be

made an integral part of the degree programme in all years.

In order to self-assess language skills, | propose that students base this on the descriptors
formulated in the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) that forms part of the
European Language Portfolio, and its components, the Europass document. These are ‘|
can’ statements that allow students to self-evaluate different languages skills such as

speaking, writing, listening and reading.
Recommendation 2: Language benchmarks

Define benchmarks for language learning. Such benchmarks should be determined for
every year, and students should self-evaluate their four competencies (reading, listening,

speaking, writing) against these benchmarks as part of their initial self-evaluation.

2) Academic skills training

Objectives and training of the YA have to be aligned. First students need to know what they
are supposed to learn and achieve and second they have to have the skills required to
achieve those aims. Members of staff from various universities, including Bath, were of the
opinion that some students were not prepared well enough to produce an academic
assignment during their YA. Thus, | propose that students need academic training, so they

are adequately prepared to face the challenges.
Recommendation 3: Essay based on interview with incoming student

Students should write an essay in year 2. Namely students should learn how to conduct
research and analysis and how to write an academic essay in year 2, so they are prepared
when they have to either write essay as part of their Erasmus courses, or if they have to
embark on their independent study project. Another essay should be set in year 4 to allow

for continuity and progress in academic work.



3) Preparatory sessions

Students need careful preparation, again so they are prepared in practical, emotional,
academic and professional terms. Much information at Bath is imparted in a one-day YA
preparation day, there appears to be too much information in one day for a student to take in
and understand, thus | propose several smaller sessions with specific foci for which students

have to prepare questions, and be more engaged.
Recommendation 4: Student-centred preparatory sessions

Make the information sessions student-centred and interactive and encourage students to

see it as a resource that includes a forum for students to discuss expectations.

4) Oral presentation and debriefing

Debriefing has been identified as an important feature of the year abroad, since to a certain
extent this activity can drive home what students have learnt. Students tend not to be aware
of what they have learnt unless it is assessed. From this follows that students need
assessment to learn what they learnt. Thus | propose that besides the self-reflective journal,

students should summarise what they have learnt in an oral presentation.
Recommendation 5: Debriefing in oral session

Students should be given the opportunity to present aspects of their year abroad during the
first few sessions of the oral classes in year 4. These presentations should be prepared as a

group to allow peer-debriefing in a small group, before they present it in the larger group.

5) Written assignments

Written assignments play the role of summative assessment for which a grade is given. This
continues to play an important part of the accountability of university assessment. However,

| propose to bring the objectives in line with the training or vice versa.
Recommendation 6: Written work based on interview(s)

Based on their language self-assessment, students should decide whether they write
1x5000 or 2x2500 words, and choose a work- or non-work-based piece of work, based on at
least one interview in the host country. All pieces should be academic and analytical.
Students should submit a section plan online at agreed dates while they are away and
receive feedback on this within a certain time. The final piece will be submitted at the end of

the semester 1 and or 2.

Students should be given the opportunity to better prepare for their YA assignment. Thus |

propose a checklist that leads to a proposal.



Recommendation 7: Write proposal for written YA assignment

Students should write one or two proposals based on a checklist in preparation of the written

pieces they are planning to write abroad.

6) Language and culture student community

| propose to establish a YA abroad community that engages learners in supporting each
other, and including incoming students from other Erasmus partner institutions. This support
group would be available before, during and after the year abroad and would enable an
exchange between students, teaching them to evaluate each others work and provide
constructive feedback. The name should perhaps reflect that the community is not just for
the year abroad but to support all learning inside and outside the classroom, thus | suggest

to name it: Language and culture student community.
Recommendation 8: Establish a student support community

Bring incoming and outgoing students at Bath together to help and support each other in
their preparation, coping and reflection of their learning outside the classroom in Bath and

abroad.

7) Wiki-map

It is generally agreed that previous YA students are experts on the practical side of the YA.
Any handbook or final reports on paper will be out-of-date as soon as they are printed.
Therefore, | propose to establish a wiki-map with information that is up-dated continuously
by students of all years. This activity would replace final year reports and blogs, and

organise the information in a searchable database.
Recommendation 9: International wiki-map

Outgoing and incoming students jointly maintain wiki-maps with practical information on
Bath and YA destinations. This allows an insider and an outsider view on each destination
and may harbour potential for intercultural learning, and enabling awareness of learning

outside the classroom.

8) e-platform

For students to be able to access and record course-related information, as well as their
self-reflective journals and other documents, | propose to expand the functions of the current
Moodle e-platform. In order to help students remember submission dates, and to relieve
staff from having to send individual emails, this should be equipped with an automatic

reminder function.



Recommendation 10: Expand e-platform

Establish an e-platform which students start to use at the beginning of their degree course.
Indeed, there could be an introduction to this tool during induction week. This e-platform
(moodle/wiki) would support self-reflection, dead-line monitoring, document upload,

recording and review facility, practical help, email reminder function.

9) Accreditation

Based on university-wide regulations at Bath, the YA accounts for 8%, which is relatively
low. This appears to be taken as a sign by some students that they can relax a bit. In order
to ensure continuous motivation, | propose that the proportion accredited to the YA should
reflect the importance assigned to the YA. If this is not feasible other ways should be found

to increase the (apparent) importance of the year abroad
Recommendation 11: Increase importance of the YA

I recommend that more importance is allocated to the YA, either through increasing the
proportion the YA accounts in view of the overall degree, or my making it modular, so that
the final YA abroad mark incorporates several pieces of work, similar to other years of the

degree.

10) Year abroad administration

It was found that contact between students, supervisors and personal tutors was not always
judged as adequate, while the placement officer was appreciated by all. Thus, | propose that
one person or a dedicated team should be a one-stop call point for YA issues, to build a
continuous contact base. This means that students who do experiences in two different cries
can carry on speaking to the same person before, during and after the YA. This person

could also support administration, preparation and debriefing of the YA.
Recommendation 12: Have one YA officer (team) for all students

| recommend to have dedicated persons or a team who are the first port of call for all
students in relation to their year abroad. This role would include preparation and debriefing,

as well as support for autonomous and experiential learning throughout the degree.

Bringing it all together

The proposed model for Bath keeps elements from the previous assessment in a modified
way. These are the YA preparation day and the written assignment. The current progress
reports and log and the final year report, would be replaced by a self- and peer-reflected

learning journal, and wiki-map that clearly separates reflection and practical information,
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which is not so clear with current instruments. Thus the proposed model consists of two
parts a formative and a summative part, both counting towards the YA mark. The new
general YA officer would do an induction to the e-platform and support students in using it,

starting in their first year. There are two ways of bringing the above steps together (Table 1):

e based on the current Bath practice, a YA mark is given for the performance during the
YA only (one-year assessment),
e based on the Surrey model, a YA mark is given based on a module with several

assignments before, during and after the YA (Modular 2-year assessment).

Table 1: Summary of proposed instruments

Formative | Summative | One-year Modular 2-year
assessment assessment

reflective journal X x 1 year X 2 years
peer feedback on X x 1 year X 2 years
reflective journal
wiki map X X 1 year X 2 years
proposal for written X X X
work
plan for written work | x X X
YA essay in year 2 X X
Erasmus marks and/or X X X
1x5000/2x2500
presentation in year 4 X X

To sum up, | reviewed current policy and practice and made recommendations on the basis
of this. | would like to close with a quote by Pellicione and Dixon (2008:752) who argue that
“formative learning activities such as ePortfolios shift the focus of the traditional higher
education paradigm as students are encouraged to take responsibility for what and how they

learn,” and this is the aim of the proposed model.
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1) Introduction

This report summarises a study conducted to review the assessment procedures of the year
abroad (YA), which is a compulsory part of a degree in the department of European Studies
and Modern Languages at the University of Bath (UoB). The study had the aim of examining
the scope for improvements of this notoriously difficult area of assessment, and this report
makes recommendations as to how the YA assessment procedure at Bath could be
improved. It contains discussion and justifications for these recommendations based on
interviews with staff and students at Bath and at other UK universities, as well as on an
international conference organised for the purpose of learning more about the assessment
of the YA.

Indeed, Kristensen (2004: 97) refers to the residence abroad as “something of a
mysterious process” in the sense that students go away for a period and when they return,
as Kristensen puts it, “something had happened to them. Most of the times this was
something positive, but not always.” In order to better understand what happens during the
year abroad and how assessment can support learning, | drew on literature, student and
staff interview data, as well as conference insights to gradually build the picture of an
assessment for experiential and autonomous learning based on the continuity model, as
suggested in the title. The important point that Coleman and Parker (2001) make with regard
to achieving YA objectives is that the residence abroad experience is essentially based on

the premise of autonomous learning, which will be a recurring theme in this report.

‘Assessment for learning’ (Black and Wiliam 1998; Nuffield Reform Group 1999; Black,
Harrison et al. 2002; Black, Harrison et al. 2003) describes how students can be supported
through constructive feedback (formative) and graded (summative) assessment of work
inside the classroom. This approach relies on supported learning based on an exchange
between teachers and learners in which learners steer their own learning. Because this
approach has been formulated for the use in classrooms, it was complemented with Kolb’s
experiential learning cycle (Kolb and Fry 1975) and autonomous learning perspectives
(Broady and Kenning 1996; Benson 1997) to account for the independent learning

experience abroad.

The YA is so difficult to assess because it diverse options and outcomes are
influenced by a multitude of factors. Thus, | tried to concentrate on factors that could provide
continuity and a stable framework of reference that could support students during their

diverse learning experiences abroad, and indeed during their entire degree, and termed it

12



the continuity model. Based on the findings from the study and on these theories | make 12

recommendations.

Given the current economic climate and cuts in university funding, | bore in mind that
any assessment model proposed must take account of tutor and administrator’s workloads.

This was a theme that was identified in all the data collected.

Section 2 first charts the policy situation at a European, UK and institutional level that
enables year abroad study through the Erasmus schemes or otherwise. It further looks at
how these EU guidelines are interpreted in the UK and by the University of Bath (UoB) in
particular. This section also includes YA objectives, as identified by Coleman and Parker
and other relevant YA literature. Moreover, it reviews relevant evaluation theories, such as

‘assessment for learning’ and Kolb’s experiential learning cycle.

Section 3 describes the methodology and research design adopted to review the

assessment procedure at Bath, it also describes the samples.

Section 4 presents findings of what the students felt they learnt when abroad, which is
followed by a discussion of the appropriateness of assessing particular year abroad

outcomes.

Section 5 discusses support available to students before, during and after the year

abroad that may support their learning, and points towards areas of improvement.

Section 6 evaluates formative and summative assessment instruments that are
currently used at UoB or at other HE institutions, and in turn evaluates each of these with a

view of including them in the model proposed in the last section.

Section 7 outlines an important theme that was identified in this study: the fact that
social integration or interaction with members of the host community is a major personal and
institutional aim of any year abroad. This finding highlights that students may not be
adequately prepared to fully exploit opportunities. It draws on Coleman’s concentric circle
model and social capital theory to further analyse the types of social relationships that

students build.

Section 8 highlights the importance of expectation management prior to the year
abroad. This is argued on the basis of student and staff findings. It discusses ways forward
that may enable students to better consolidate information provided and to formulate their

own learning agendas.

Section 9 emphasises that the year abroad should not be looked at in isolation but in
terms of what happens in degree programmes before and after. Thus, it builds an argument

that there are a number of areas in which the YA could be better embedded in the overall

13



degree programme. It also looks at the overall learning philosophy promoted by UoB staff,

and discusses merits of autonomous, independent or self-directed learning.

Section 10 proposes an assessment for experiential and autonomous learning based
on the continuity model that embeds the year abroad in the degree programme and
supports student learning more fully by enabling more autonomous learning in an
experiential setting, based on tutor, self- and peer-administered assessment, and which

makes formative and summative types of assessment integral parts of the overall YA grade.

2) Background

This section provides a policy perspective setting the context for the year abroad in UK

language degrees.
EU perspective

Mobility as the hallmark of the European Higher Education Area

Based on the initial push to harmonise the post-secondary education sector by France,
Germany, Italy and the UK in 1998 (Council of European Ministers of Education 1998), the
Council of European Ministers of Education drew up the Bologna Declaration in 1999,
initiating the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) to be completed by 2010. In 2007
this was opened up to all COE member states. Of these, 45 states have voluntarily ratified
the Bologna declaration by 2007. What has started out as an initiative of four EU member
states, now covers a large geographical area, reaching from the Atlantic to the Pacific, and

reaches well beyond what is considered Europe.

The Bologna declaration aims at creating “greater compatibility and comparability of
the systems of higher education” and at increasing “the international competitiveness of the
European system of higher education” (Council of European Ministers of Education 1999).
The Bologna declaration thus anticipates the strategy formulated in Lisbon (European Union
2000) and Barcelona (European Union 2002) to make Europe “the most competitive and
dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic growth

with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion”.

The Bologna Declaration emphasised higher education as “a key to promote citizens’
mobility and employability” besides “the Continent’s overall development” (Council of

European Ministers of Education 1999: 1-2).

Thus, at individual level, the EHEA posits that student mobility is likely to increase

employability, personal development, competencies and multilingualism, which is envisaged

14



to be achieved, in part at least, through student exchanges or mobility programmes. Based
on a review of the bi-annual follow-up reports by the Council of European Ministers of
Education (2009: 4), which has steered the construction of the EHEA in the last decade, the
various communiqués recommend that, in order to meet these objectives, HE curricula need
to integrate mobility options and offer appropriate recognition of achievements. Furthermore,
these options should be available to diverse student populations. At societal level, the EHEA
is envisaged to contribute to a socially cohesive society based on shared values. By 2009
an ambitious objective was formulated: “in 2020, at least 20% of those graduating in the
European Higher Education Area should have had a study or training period abroad”. The
2009 communiqué (2009: 1) further outlines requirements necessary to achieve the 2020
goals. These include increasing “mobility windows” in study and training, and “full
recognition of study achievements, study support the full portability of grants and loans are
necessary requirements”. Although contributing to the personal development of students is
mentioned as an important task of the EHEA in more than one communiqués, it is not

specified what this may entail in detail.

Current EU frameworks relevant to student mobility

The current EU framework dealing with education, mobility and cooperation at higher-
education level is the Lifelong Learning Programme (LLP) with 31, plus one associated,
member states and the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) which comprises 45
member states, based on the Bologna process. Both frameworks have formulated aims at
European, economic, higher education, societal and individual levels, which are summarised
in the following. | also summarise the European Quality Charter for Mobility, since this
document is less generically about education, but specifically about mobility programmes,
such as Erasmus. As far as objectives formulated at European supra-national level are

concerned there are five main areas, each with subcategories:

e European dimension

e HE harmonisation

e Economic competitiveness
e Social cohesion

¢ Individual progress

From the above it becomes clear that EU objectives of student mobility, as enabled by the
Erasmus programme, have a greater politico-economic reason, first of all to enable the EU
to become the “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world,
capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social

cohesion” by 2010. The follow-up Strategy 2020 has slightly more modest aims: “A
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European strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth” (European Commission
2010). Their latest strategy includes one area that is relevant to the YA. The “Flagship youth
on the move” aims to promote “student mobility and trainees’ mobility, and improve the
employment situation of young people” (2010:11), for which vehicles such as Erasmus are
mentioned. Whereas the 2010 aims were expected to be met by building a highly mobile,
flexible and multilingual workforce who adopted European values and are able to adjust to
other cultures with ease, who are therefore able to move around Europe as an when the
economy requires this. The 2020 strategy does not stress the cultural and multilingual
flexibility, but mentions education as part of the smart growth strand: the “EU flagship
initiative ‘Youth on the move’ [aims] to enhance the performance of education systems and
to reinforce the international attractiveness of Europe's higher education” (2010:34). Thus
the linguistic and cultural adaptability of employees has given way to the more generic aim
to develop “skills throughout the lifecycle with a view to increase labour participation and
better match labour supply and demand” (2010:34), which forms part of the inclusive growth

strand.

The EU political framework enables free movement of people across national borders,
but it cannot interfere in national education policies, thus it makes recommendations but
largely leaves the interpretation of individual learning objectives to the member states or the
higher education institutions. This may be part of the success story of Erasmus since it
allows flexibility when it comes to implementation at local levels, as mentioned by the
European Commission (2006). The EU seems less particular in what exactly the students
learn abroad, as long as they become more mobile and highly qualified citizens, who identify

with the European Union, and not only with one member state or a region.

Evaluating and recognising the mobility experience

The EHEA framework pursues political, economic, social and individual objectives and
student mobility is at its heart. At an individual level student mobility is expected to increase
employability, personal development, competencies and multilingualism, and it highlights the

importance of recognising achievements associated with mobility experiences.

The European Quality Charter for Mobility provides a framework for evaluation, which
emphasises preparation, support during and after the mobility experience, as well as an
individual learning plan, which should outline the aims, context and expected benefits for
each student. Furthermore, the COE provides an evaluation and certification tool: the
European Language Portfolio, which comes in three parts: a language passport, a language

biography and a dossier, and is described in section 10 in more detail.
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While the EU can enforce the removal of legal obstacles to student mobility, it cannot
directly interfere with national education systems or prescribe implementation of educational
measures, therefore the EU “encourages the use of the [European] Charter [of Mobility] by
national agencies and other organisations working in the field of education and training and
mobility” (European Parliament 2006, my emphasis). Thus, the Erasmus office in Brussels
leaves the definition of learning content and envisaged outcomes to the national agencies or

the higher education institutions.

UK perspective

The British Council has been the national Erasmus agency for the UK since 2007, and on
their website' they list reasons why people should participate in the Erasmus programme.

These can be categorised into eight reasons or possible outcomes.

Professional skills/advantage

e “Stand out in the job market — a great addition to your CV”

¢ ‘“Language other than MT “critical” for business success overseas”

Personal development

¢ “Return more motivated, independent and confident

e “Return more confident, mature, self-reliant”

o “Learn a range of life-skills not taught in the lecture theatre”

Language skills

¢ ‘“Improve your language skills”

o ‘“Language skills improve employability”

o “Language learning skills that enable study of further languages”

Intercultural/multiperspectivity

o “Discover a different culture and gain an international perspective”

Academic advantages

¢ ‘It counts towards your degree —it’s not a gap year”

o “Access a wider range of subject areas than in the UK”

Fun

o ‘“lt's really good fun!”

Social

e “Gain an international network of friends and meet your lifelong partner! (1 in 10 students
do)’

! http://www.britishcouncil.org/erasmus-benefits.htm
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Other
e “Get a grant and have your tuition fees waived (if you go for the full academic year)”

e “Social and economic advantages for society”

Of course, potential benefits are not the same as objectives, however, these provide an
indication of what the British Council expects students to learn, acquire or experience while
they are abroad and of course this is part of their advertising to attract students to participate
in the programme. At the same time, it may raise expectations that may not materialise. This
could lead to disappointment should the YA not turn out to be fun, which is discussed further
in section 6. Furthermore, the opportunity to make international friends is mentioned, without
differentiating whether such friends would be other temporary migrants or resident L2
speakers. This study will show that this distinction is particularly important for language
students on the YA.

As far as preparation for travelling abroad is concerned, the British Council directs the
enquiring student to a Foreign & Commonwealth Office website concerned primarily with
health and safety when abroad but not with learning objectives or processes. This includes

links to a series of documents:

e Support for British Nationals abroad?, mostly about consular services available
abroad;

e Going to live abroad® including information on tax, pension and other welfare
entitlements etc. This includes four lines on the usefulness of learning the locally spoken
language;

e Victims of crime abroad*;

e Lonely planet travel safe’;

e In prison abroad®;

e World Wise’, including rudimentary information on culturally acceptable behaviour in a

selection of regions, and a few polite phrases in several languages.

While these largely practical websites are aimed at all kinds of British travellers, holiday

2 http://www.fco.gov.uk/resources/en/pdf/2855621/english-summary

3 http://www.fco.gov.uk/resources/en/pdf/2855621/going-to-live-abroad

4 http://www.fco.gov.uk/resources/en/pdf/2855621/victims-of-crime-abroad

s http://www.fco.gov.uk/resources/en/pdf/2855621/travel-safe

® http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/about-kbyg-campaign/

7 http://www.fco.gov.uk/resources/en/pdf/2855621/world-wise
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makers and emigrants, the British Council website has links to further websites designed

especially for Erasmus students:

There is the student-designed thirdyearabroad.com, which provides information on
locations of France, Italy, Spain and Germany. As objectives it also mentions fun, getting to
know other cultures, and learning to speak a language fluently, besides becoming more

confident and independent®.

Besides a Personal Development Portfolio elaborated by the British Council, as
described in section 6, there may be other internal policy papers that are not available on
the internet. It may be worth interviewing British Council officers as to their role and their

take on objectives and evaluation, but this went beyond the scope of this study.

The year abroad at the University of Bath

Degrees offered at Bath emphasise application of learning beyond campus. Study or work in
order to improve professional, and in the case of the YA also linguistic and intercultural,
skills is an important part of the university’s applied and international agenda. Indeed, all
students are offered the option of studying a language, alongside their degree course.
Furthermore, besides joint honours in Modern Languages and European Studies, which are
the focus of this report, students can also choose joint honours combining a language with
management, politics or engineering. Indeed, most under-graduate courses are offered with
an option of a placement year, and internship or a period of study abroad, and about 60% of
under-graduate students spend a period of their degree outside of university on placements
or studying at partner institutions. This includes not just placements abroad, but also in the
UK. This means that a period of work or study abroad is the reality for many students at
Bath from diverse disciplines. Thus learning outside the classroom is an important feature of
UoB, and it is anticipated that some of the findings in that report may be useful also beyond

language degrees.

As outlined above, supra-national and national policy largely leave the formulation of
learning outcomes of mobility programmes to the institutions implementing them. Thus, it is
down to the University of Bath, and the ESML department in particular, to establish
objectives and quality assurance criteria for the YA experience. For this study | review YA
literature aimed at students, starting with the programme specifications for MFL degrees,

which do not deal specifically with the YA, but provide overarching objectives of the MFL

8 http://www.thirdyearabroad.com/index.php?option=com content&view=article&id=128&Itemid

=1&restore=1
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degree course. Then, | look at information provided by the ESML department, which is
aimed at all students of MFL, for whom it is a requirement to spend the third year abroad.
Other material discussed in this section is aimed separately at work placement students,
Erasmus exchange students, and at teaching assistants, the three options that are available

to UoB students

Students of Modern Language and European Studies at Bath have to spend a
compulsory year abroad. The MLES degree comprises European Studies and two
languages (French, German, Spanish, Italian or Russian). Thus they have to spend at least
three months in one country, and they should be away for overall 9 months. The ESML
objectives and assessment procedure is described later in this section, under the relevant

headings.

Year-abroad objectives

James Coleman and colleagues present a description of objectives of residence abroad
(Coleman and Parker 2001: 137-141; Coleman 2005: 128-9). These are based on previous
substantive UK surveys, namely the Oxford Brookes LARA (Bannister and Burell 2001), The
Lancaster Interculture Project (2001) and the Portsmouth Residence Abroad Project
RAPPORT, which led to a taxonomy of categories. Coleman and Parker (2001) summarise
these as academic, cultural, intercultural, linguistic, personal and professional (in
alphabetical order). In the UK year-abroad literature, these objectives are often cited.
Course convenors and students need to be clear of the objectives. Since course objectives
and assessment are intricately linked, | provide a description of their objectives adding other

authors’ opinions to the discussion where appropriate.

Academic objectives

Under this heading, Coleman and Parker (2001) include assessed academic tasks, namely
any course work set by the host university, and dissertation projects set by the home
university that requires research in the target country. They add “preparation for the final
year, e.g. reading set texts” (2001: 137). Thus it considers conventional academic exercises,

such as research projects essays and reading, set by host or home universities.

Cultural objectives

This relates to the above and is aimed at enhancing insights into institutional and societal
way of life in the target culture (Coleman and Parker 2001). In 1996, Coleman (pp 65-6)
differentiated between Culture with a big ‘C’, meaning the acquisition of knowledge about

“museums, monuments, theatre, films, exhibitions” and culture with a small ‘c’ which refers
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to cultural immersion. He reminds us, however, that gaining cultural insights is not an
automatic process and “demands thorough preparation, reflection, training and application”.
Furthermore, cultural knowledge and intercultural competencies are hard to assess and a

framework needs to be found that take into considerations these requirements.

Intercultural objectives

Cormeraie (1995: 61) points out that for two people from different cultures to understand
one another “more than mere linguistic intelligibility is required”, and Byram et al (1992)
found that experiences abroad not necessarily change any ethnocentric attitudes per se;
they can even lead to (increased) xenophobic views. Thus, this area is of great importance,
given that one objective of student mobility at different policy levels is interculturality and
social cohesion. Clearly, this area is also one of the most complex objectives to deal with in
terms of the YA, and difficult to support and evaluate. Coleman and Parker (2001: 138)
describe the intercultural objectives as an “amalgam of knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, skills
and behaviours” which forms part of a list of further sub-objectives. In their 2001 publication
they refer to Byram and Zarate’s (1997) model of intercultural competence, which divides
these competencies into four savoirs: savoirs, savoir apprendre, savoir étre, savoir faire.
However, Coleman and Parker did not link the savoirs model to the objectives they
identified, perhaps because they overlap a great deal and objectives do not fit neatly into the
proposed grid of savoirs. Since then Byram widened this framework (Byram 2002) to include
savoir s’engager and savoir comprendre®. This is illustrated below, where | list Coleman and
Parker’s 2001 objectives linking them with Byram’s (2002) savoirs categories. | argue that
the general savoirs applies to all of Coleman and Parker’s categories whereas the other

more specific savoirs apply to some categories more than others as illustrated in

9

savoirs: “the knowledge of social groups and their products and practices in one’s
own and in one’s interlocutor's country, and of the general processes of
societal and individual interaction”.

savoir-étre: “the curiosity and openness, readiness to suspend disbelief about other
cultures and belief about one’s own”.

savoir-comprendre: “the ability to interpret a document or event from another culture, to explain it
and relate it to documents or events from one’s own”

savoir-apprendre/faire: “the skill of discovery and interaction: Ability to acquire new knowledge of a
culture and cultural practices and the ability to operate knowledge, attitudes
and skills under the constraints of real-time communication and interaction”.

savoir s’engager: “the critical cultural awareness/political education: an ability to
evaluate, critically and on the basis of explicit criteria, perspectives,
practices and products in one’s own and other cultures and countries”.
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Table 2: Byram’s savoirs and Coleman and Parker’s intercultural objectives

Coleman and Parker 2001 Byram 2002

savoir étre

Awareness of relativity of culture — including .
savoir comprendre

one’s own
. . . savoir étre
Recognition that culture is a social construct .
savoir comprendre
savoir étre

Cognitive and affective learning, since it is
concerned with elements of personal and
social identity

savoir apprendre/faire

savoir étre
savoir apprendre/faire
savoir comprendre

Ethnographic skills allowing observation
without misunderstanding, objectivity free of
ethnocentrism

savoir étre

savoir apprendre/faire
savoir comprendre
savoir s’engager

Interpersonal skills allowing adaptation to
multiple cultural milieux, respecting local
values without abandoning one’s own

savoir apprendre/faire
savoir comprendre
savoir s’engager

Work-related: ability to function in new
linguistic/cultural environment

In terms of assessment, interculturality as an objective causes problems since, even though
there are various attempts to define them, there is no agreement on what intercultural skills

actually are. Thus, it is questionable whether they can be assessed or measured at all.

Linguistic objectives

Evidence regarding the impact of the residence abroad on linguistic gains is described as
patchy (Coleman 1995: 32-33) and linguistic progress by no means automatic (Coleman
and Parker 2001: 139). However, “the intuitive belief in the importance of residences abroad
for L2 improvement is justified by the evidence” (Coleman 1995: 32-33). While there is
general evidence, Coleman adds that that it is not entirely clear in which area (grammair,
vocabulary, fluency etc.) and student progress depends on many other factors. On the basis
of the above, Coleman and Parker suggest that linguistic objectives should comprise the
competencies of speaking, listening, reading, writing, grammar, vocabulary, register, and
language learning strategies. Furthermore, these skills need to be evaluated and furthered
on return to prevent attrition (Coleman and Parker 2001: 139). Literature makes clear that
social interaction and linguistic gains are correlated (Regan, Howard et al. 2009). Aguilar
Stewart sums it up as follows:

“Although the grammar class played a key role in students’ language awareness the

more frequent interactions with the target language community appeared to provide

increased opportunities for noticing language features, whereas a limited social

network seemed to correlate with students reporting fewer incidences of noticing.
Students should be encouraged, therefore, to engage in internships, conversation
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partner groups, workshops, sports, and other extracurricular activities to cultivate a
larger social network during SA [study abroad].” (Aguilar Stewart 2010: 154).

Personal objectives

This category refers to gaining “greater maturity, independence, self-reliance, self-
awareness and confidence”. Coleman refers to Inkster (1993) who sees YA experiences as
character-building, especially if students are ill-prepared, while Duefas-Tancred and Weber-
Newth (1995) empirically confirmed gains in maturity. Noreiko describes the residence-
abroad experience as a “watershed, a rite of passage, the ultimate emancipation” (1995:
195). Besides potential physical, personal and psychological dangers related to such a
dramatic experience, as described by Noreiko, he emphasises that students primarily gain a
great deal of confidence. Coleman and Parker (2001: 139-40) mention “independence and
self-reliance, increased confidence, and enhanced self-awareness” as personal objectives
of residences abroad. However, they point out that personal development is rarely made

explicit or assessed.

Professional objectives

Coleman and Parker explain that employability is increasingly important for students and
parents. This is also one of the European objectives as described above. According to
Coleman and Parker these objectives comprise “generic transferable skills such as working
independently and in teams, setting and meeting objectives, time management, problem

solving, imagination and creativity” (2001: 140).

Convey (1995: 132) suggests that preparation of the YA experience should
incorporate an examination of future employers’ needs and how the YA can contribute to the

development of relevant skills and knowledge:

e examine what employers are looking for
e acquire the tools necessary to operate in a professional context
¢ articulate the gains and the “added value” of the stay(s) abroad

e be aware of cultural differences

She also mentions the SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) as a
possible tool to formulate objectives and to reflect on how to achieve them (1995: 134-5).
She feels that, albeit controversial since it is an entrepreneurial technique, it is “a good way
of developing self-awareness”, and may perhaps be of use when thinking of reflecting on

learning during the YA, which is important as discussed below.

23



Objectives relevant to type of YA experience

Opportunities to address the above objectives will vary depending on whether a student
chooses to do a work placement, a university course or a teacher assistantship. Coleman
and Parker (2001: 140-1) point out the different opportunities particularly for meeting and
interacting with local people that are associated with different types of experience, and they

emphasise that preparation and assessment have to reflect this.

Bath Objectives

The YA is an integral part of a degree, thus | started by reviewing the specification for the

overall degree before examining specific YA objectives.

Programme specifications for the overall MLES degrees at Bath University (2006) set
out clear aims for their degree courses. However, they would benefit from added titles. See

Table 3 for my suggestions. This information was maintained unchanged in 2008.

Table 3: Objectives as stated in the overall MLES degree aims 2006-2008

Objectives Sub-objectives
Knowledge and linguistic knowledge: a detailed grasp of the structures and
understanding registers of two European foreign languages

regional knowledge: a detailed understanding of the cultures (in
the broadest sense) of the principal societies in which these
languages are spoken, and of European civilisation as a whole
original, my emphasis) | conceptual knowledge: an understanding of basic concepts and
techniques of cultural and political analysis, drawn from a variety of
disciplines

cultural awareness: an appreciation of diversity and of the
function of language as a gateway to understanding other cultures.

(tittes present in the

Intellectual skills critical thinking and problem solving: conduct a critical analysis
of sources and problems, identifying key issues and controversies
analytical skills: think conceptually, grasping abstract concepts,
synthesizing them where appropriate, and applying them to the
suggestion, they are |resolution of problems

communicative sKills: use language with precision and in a
creative manner

original) multiperspectivity and independent thinking: exercise
independent judgement and construct a reasoned argument
supported by evidence in support of conclusions reached.

(tittes in bold are my

not mentioned in the

Professional/Practica | Communication skills: communicate effectively in the languages
I skills they study with native speakers in a variety of contexts
Translations skills: translate between the languages they study
and English

Research skills: plan, undertake and report research of a non-
suggestion, they are | quantitative character, making use of sources in the languages
they study and in English

Flexibility/adaptability: easily adapt to life in the countries they
original) study if they wish or are required to move there

(tittes in bold are my

not mentioned in the
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Transferable skills Research and problem-solving: researchers and analysts of

(tittes in bold are my

non-quantitative data, able to locate information in a variety of
media and to identify and solve problems
Dissemination skills: communicators in speech and in writing,

suggestion, they are |including in electronic media, able to present information clearly

not mentioned in the

original)

and argue a position effectively, and also to understand the
positions of others

Project-management and team working: workers, able to
manage their time, work independently to deadlines and to
participate effectively in teams

Autonomous learning and flexibility: learners, able to manage
their own learning and adapt to new situations and demands

In the same programme handbook reference is made also to processes relevant to

achieving these objectives (Table 3). They include the year abroad as a vehicle for learning.

Interestingly, the teaching assistantship and work placements are not mentioned as a

means of achieving any of the objectives mentioned. Even though “total immersion in the

language and cultures studied” may implicitly include this.

Table 4: Processes to achieve objectives as stated in the overall MLES degree aims 2006-2008

Linguistic
knowledge

(my emphasis)

Linguistic knowledge is acquired through small group classes and
private study, supported by computer-assisted language learning
software and self-access facilities. Regional and conceptual knowledge
is acquired in the “cultural studies”, “politics and society” “national
options” and “European studies” units which form part of the programme
at every stage; these are taught through lectures and seminars, for
which students prepare essays and presentations. Where appropriate,
extensive use of foreign-language materials is made in these units and
many are conducted in the target language, further advancing linguistic
knowledge. Cultural awareness underlies all teaching in the programme.
The Year Abroad provides total immersion in the languages and
cultures studied, further encouraged by the opportunity either to study at
a university centre or to undertake an independent research project.
Linguistic knowledge is assessed by coursework and written and oral
examinations. Regional and conceptual knowledge is mainly assessed
by seminar presentations and essays, and by the Year Abroad
assignments or ERASMUS marks, though there are examinations in
some units in which a broad knowledge base is considered essential.
These assignments will often be in the target language, in which case
linguistic knowledge is also assessed. Cultural awareness is not directly
assessed but students will not be able to demonstrate proper linguistic
or regional knowledge without it.
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Regional and
conceptual
knowledge

(my emphasis)

in the “cultural studies”, “politics and society” “national options” and
“European studies” units which form part of the programme at every
stage; these are taught through lectures and seminars, for which
students prepare essays and presentations. Where appropriate,
extensive use of foreign-language materials is made in these units and
many are conducted in the target language, further advancing linguistic
knowledge. Cultural awareness is acquired underlies all teaching in the
programme.

The Year Abroad provides total immersion in the languages and
cultures studied, further encouraged by the opportunity either to study at
a university centre or to undertake an independent research project.
Linguistic knowledge is assessed by coursework and written

and oral examinations. Regional and conceptual knowledge is mainly
assessed by seminar presentations and essays, and by the Year
Abroad assignments or ERASMUS marks, though there are
examinations in some units in which a broad knowledge base is
considered essential. These assignments will often be in the target
language, in which case linguistic knowledge is also assessed. Cultural
awareness is not directly assessed but students will not be able to
demonstrate proper linguistic or regional knowledge without it.

Intellectual
skills

These skills are developed throughout the programme, mainly in the
regional studies units. The discussion of key issues and concepts and
their application is central to lectures, seminars and private study
assignments; linguistic concepts and use of language are of course also
discussed in language classes. Students are encouraged to formulate
their own conclusions and are given feedback to help them construct
reasoned argument.

Analytical skills, conceptual thinking, use of language and exercise of
judgement are key criteria for assessment, as indicated on the cover
sheet attached to all essays for feedback.

Professional/
practical skills

(my emphasis)

These skills are developed throughout the programme, in units in
language and regional studies and during the Year Abroad.
Communication, translation and research skills are directly assessed in
these units and during the Year Abroad, as described above.
Adaptation is not formally assessed, but is an outcome inherent in a
Year Abroad completed successfully.

Transferable
skills

(my emphasis)

These skills are developed throughout the programme. All units require
written work to be produced to deadlines; most also require oral
presentations. All units involve small-group teaching in which discussion
and interaction is encouraged; all have a coursework element on which
feedback is given. IT skills are largely developed through individual
learning, supported by special courses where necessary. Learning
skills are developed by being given special focus in the first year;
through students regularly reviewing their progress with their personal
tutor; and during the Year Abroad, in which a Log kept by students is an
important tool. Effective research and analysis is an important criterion
in assessment in all units, except those devoted purely to language
learning. Effect