
At all times have language skills been key to academic education and scholarly publications at Higher Education Institutions 
(HEIs), and this is becoming more rather than less important. Just take the increasingly multicultural classroom at HEIs and 
the observation that undergraduate or graduate students can no longer be expected to have the required language skills in 
academic discourse. This applies to the relevant national language(s), notably concerning the level of academic writing, to 
the foreign language(s) relevant to their academic discipline, and to (academic) English. How then do, or should, HEIs and 
especially the member institutions of LERU react in this situation? What are their answers to the role of the national language(s) 
vis-à-vis foreign languages, especially English, in the classroom and in scientific discourse, in general, and to the need for 
quality assurance and enhancement concerning the teaching of foreign languages and the use of English as the medium of 
instruction for entire degree programmes? How, for example, is the non-academic staff (e.g. librarians, administrators) prepared 
for communicating with international students or scholars? And which support do international researchers and their families 
receive concerning the acquisition of the relevant national language?

In this Briefing Paper, these and other questions are explored and presented against the background of national and European 
discussions, projects, surveys, reports and advice papers on language policies and politics. The paper is based on a survey 
among the LERU member institutions conducted in 2017, with a special focus on official institutional language policies (ILPs). 
Ultimately, it is the formulation of such ILPs which this paper will advocate, sharing with its readers practical experiences and 
recommendations concerning important decisions and steps on the way towards the formulation of such documents, central 
aims and elements they should have, and crucial tools and mechanisms in their institutional implementation and monitoring. 
Among the most important recommendations are the following: 

As an initial step, the leadership of each HEI should answer for themselves two central questions: (i) Why should the HEI want 
a language policy in the first place (e.g. as an important strategic instrument in the institutional internationalisation policy, or as a 
measure for quality assurance and enhancement)? and (ii) What are the HEI’s overall goals and strategies? 

Crucial concerning the institution-internal process leading up to the formulation of ILPs are (i) a participatory process, (ii) the 
(repeated) transparent communication of the ILP and its implications, and (iii) a mild, non-enforcing, incentivising approach in 
implementing the ILP. 

For the implementation of ILPs, all of the following steps and elements are key: (i) The strategic responsibility for all aspects 
of the ILP and its implementation should be placed at the highest level of HEI leadership (ideally at the level of a Vice-President 
or Pro-Vice Chancellor). (ii) It is necessary to define as early as possible an annual budget for the development of necessary 
measures and resources for the needs-oriented implementation of language policies and guaranteeing good learning conditions. 
(iii) Equally important it is to define and assign responsibilities and competence areas required for the medium and long term 
implementation of the ILP. This crucially implies defining a monitoring process involving clear responsibilities, milestones and 
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About LERU

LERU was founded in 2002 as an association of research-intensive universities sharing the values of high-quality teaching in an 
environment of internationally competitive research. The League is committed to: education through an awareness of the frontiers of 
human understanding; the creation of new knowledge through basic research, which is the ultimate source of innovation in society; the 
promotion of research across a broad front, which creates a unique capacity to reconfigure activities in response to new opportunities 
and problems. The purpose of the League is to advocate these values, to influence policy in Europe and to develop best practice through 
mutual exchange of experience.
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papers, briefing papers and notes.

Position papers make high-level policy statements on a wide range of research and higher education issues. Looking across the 
horizon, they provide sharp and thought-provoking analyses on matters that are of interest not only to universities, but also to 
policy makers, governments, businesses and to society at large.
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evaluation cycles as well as regular feedback from all members of the HEI. (iv) All of the previous decisions and their institutional 
implications must be made transparent by communicating them clearly, prominently and in regular intervals to all members of 
the HEI. 

HEIs outside of Ireland and the UK should position themselves additionally with regard to the following issues: (i) the use of 
English either as a parallel language to the national language or merely as a possible second language for teaching, research 
and administration; (ii) the wish to preserve the national language or any other language as a research language (alongside 
English); and (iii) the requirement and development for undergraduates and graduates alike to master at least one foreign 
language besides English. Finally, all HEIs need to think about language services for members or guests with special needs. 


