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Executive summary  

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 
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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 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. 
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Aims of the paper 
 
The two overarching aims of this briefing paper are to describe and to advocate. On the descriptive level, it wishes 
to take stock, with a special focus on the LERU universities in their respective national contexts, and to give some 
recommendations. On the level of advocating, it wants to encourage an institution-wide official policy-making in one 
particular domain: language. More exactly, what will be looked into here are institutional language policies (ILPs, also 
known as “Higher Education Language Policies”, or HELPs). Why is this considered to be worth doing? The reason is 
that, at all times, language skills have been key to academic education and scholarly publications at Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs), and that this is becoming more rather than less important. Language and languages have always 
mattered in university education, in the study of philologies and, more generally, in the humanities and social sciences. But 
this importance has grown and will continue to grow: just consider, for example, the increasingly multicultural classroom 
at our institutions and the widely observable situation that we can no longer take for granted that our students (not only 
undergraduates) have the necessary language skills. This applies to the relevant national language(s), to the foreign 
language(s) relevant to their academic discipline, and to (academic) English as today’s most widely used language in 
academia. It does so especially with regard to the required production skills and level of academic writing not only in 
English, but also in the relevant national language(s). (Increasingly even native speaker students struggle with academic 
Danish, academic Dutch, or academic German.) The question is: how do, or should, HEIs and especially the member 
institutions of LERU react in this situation? What, among other things, are their answers to 

(i) the role of the national language(s) and foreign languages vis-à-vis English in the classroom and scientific discourse, 
in general, in times when students and researchers alike need an international perspective on their discipline and 
profession, and all HEIs aim at internationalisation “from above”, i.e. compete for the best or most promising minds of 
the world?

(ii) quality assurance and enhancement concerning the teaching of foreign languages, especially of English, given the 
globally observable trend to offer entire degree (especially Master and PhD) programmes via English as the medium 
of instruction (EMI)?

While the role that English has assumed as a lingua franca in scientific discourse and increasingly so, too, as the 
language of instruction in HEIs worldwide cannot be denied, the spirit driving this paper is a multilingual one: any student 
graduating from a top European HEI, like the LERU universities, should at the very least have excellent language skills 
in their native language(s) and solid ones in (academic) English. This should be complemented by foreign language 
competences tailored to their academic and future professional needs in various multilingual settings. Very often this 
will include receptive (minimally: reading) skills, ideally even solid communicative skills in at least one foreign language 
apart from English, especially for programmes which require in-depth knowledge of language(s) spoken in a particular 
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part of the world. In terms of the so-called “Barcelona formula M+2” of the European Council, according to which each 
European citizen should be able to speak two foreign languages on top of their mother tongues, this would translate into 
“M+E+1” (Hettiger 2018: 275-279). 

As model institutions with a high degree of educational and social responsibility, it must be a key interest of the LERU 
group to form rounded student personalities and to graduate future mediators between cultures in a globalised world, 
even more so in an increasingly torn and fragmented world of unfiltered populism, fake news, distrust and fear of “the 
other”. But in what way do we cater for the language needs of our youngest generations? And not only that: in which 
ways do the LERU universities support academic teachers and researchers who are required to teach and publish in a 
language that is not native to them? The increasingly multicultural classroom demands more than just perfect skills in 
English as a medium of instruction, not least advanced competencies in intercultural communication. But more people 
work at HEIs: these employees, too, have language needs and, for many positions, are expected to possess the relevant 
language skills. So how do we prepare the non-academic staff (e.g. librarians, administrators, janitors) for communicating 
with international students or scholars? And how, for example, do we support international researchers and their families 
concerning the acquisition of the national language of the host institution in order to integrate, and fully participate, in the 
society of the host country more quickly?

In this Briefing Paper we want to find out more about these aspects of ILPs or, at least, about practical measures taken 
by the individual LERU universities to address questions like the ones we raised above. For this purpose, a questionnaire 
was devised and sent out to all 23 LERU member institutions in 2017, the results of which will be presented in Section 2. 
Based on the current state of affairs at LERU universities, on the one hand, and insights from language policy surveys 
and recommendations both in individual European countries and on a pan-European level, on the other hand, this Paper 
will end (Section 3) with a set of recommendations for useful and necessary elements ILPs should ideally have and for 
their implementation and monitoring. First, however, a brief sketch will be offered in Section 1 on language policies and 
language politics at HEIs in Europe. The focus of this section (1.3) will be on the specific national contexts within which 
the language policies of individual HEIs, LERU universities in particular, need to be seen or developed. 
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1. Language policies and language politics in higher 
education in Europe: a brief sketch

1.1. Introduction

There is no dearth of language policy documents in European higher education.1 Most recent examples for individual 
countries or parts of Europe are the 2017 Dutch Foresight Study by the Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van 
Wetenschappen (KNAW; cf. also Nooij 2019), the 2017 survey by the German Hochschulrektorenkonferenz (HRK) on 
institutional language policies at German HEIs (see 2019a, b), and the best practice study on parallel language use in the 
Nordic countries (Gregersen et al 2018). Against this rich publication background, two overall trends can be identified:

First, from a national and political perspective, those universities have explicit language policies which are either located 
at national borders or in states that due to their political history recognise two or more national languages. Universities in 
Sweden and Finland provide good examples of such cases. Furthermore, states in which a minority culture and language 
significantly shapes certain regions will usually recognise this cultural and language heritage both in their general and 
higher education language policies. Relevant examples include Ireland, the UK (with, e.g., Welsh being spoken in Wales) 
and Spain (with e.g. Catalan being spoken in Catalonia). 

Secondly, from a higher education perspective, the development of language policy documents almost always goes 
hand in hand with the process of making universities more international. Put differently, an official document on language 
policies typically is part and parcel of the marketing strategy of a given university in the competitive international race for 
securing the “brightest minds”, who in turn are going to people the increasingly multicultural (and multilingual) classrooms 
and research laboratories. Language policy documents specify the linguistic competence that students, lecturers and 
other staff need to attain in order to study or work at a given university – including a list of the specific language tests that 
are necessary and recognised by that institution. These documents also outline possible ways in which existing language 
deficits in prospective candidates might be addressed. Such strategies for language development address not only the 
acquisition and improvement of the national (or: host) language(s) but also of English language skills.

In European countries in which the national language does not count as a widely spoken international or even world 
language (e.g. Danish, Dutch, Finnish vis-à-vis languages like English, French, Spanish), but that nonetheless have 

1. The number of national, pan-national and EU papers listed at the end of this Briefing Paper has deliberately been kept to a minimum. This 
selection will serve as a useful starting point for anyone wanting to immerse themselves into this topic. 
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a high percentage of foreign students and teaching staff, it is particularly important to define and regulate the use of 
languages beside the national language in order to be competitive internationally. The decision to include other, more 
widespread languages in HEIs is a defining factor in how well that institution can compete on an international market. 
The significance of the use of the English language in such contexts cannot be overstated. Across Europe, English has 
become the main language in higher education, alongside the national language(s), as far as research and teaching are 
concerned.2 And yet, despite the non-deniable fact that English has become the global academic lingua franca, it needs 
to be stressed that neither in this Briefing Paper, nor in general discussions on the fostering of multilingualism, should the 
latter be reduced to competence in English.

1.2. Higher education language policies in national, political  
and academic institutions 

The European Union (EU) has promoted multilingualism through a diverse range of strategies and programmes.3 The 
initial expectation was that all citizens should know at least two languages apart from their first language – hence the 
so-called “Barcelona formula” of the European Council (2002): M+2 (mother tongue + two foreign languages), which 
can be put into practice in a multitude of ways (Hettiger 2018: 280-282), increasingly as M + E(nglish) + 1. “United 
in diversity” has been the official slogan of the EU since 2000, under which the European Commission in Brussels 
developed numerous work groups towards the advancement of second language learning at schools and HEIs. The 
introduction of the mobility programmes ERASMUS+ and Erasmus Mundus has opened up further opportunities for the 
advancement of foreign language acquisition. One particular aspect of the promotion of multilingualism by the EU is 
receptive multilingualism, which is often also discussed in the context of intercomprehension, the latter especially with 
regard to communication among speakers of Scandinavian, Romance and Slavic languages. In 2007 the High Level 
Group on Multilingualism, as part of the new agenda on multilingualism by the European Commission, recommended the 

2 See e.g. Mollin, Sandra. 2006. Euro-English. Assessing variety status. Tübingen: Narr; Wächter, Bernd and Friedhelm Maiworm. 2014. 
English-taught programmes in European higher education: The state of play in 2014. Bonn: Lemmens Medien GmbH.

3 For a review of European language politics, see Gutierrez Eugenio, Ester and Nick Saville (2017). Policy review: The role of assessment 
in European language policy: a historical overview. Languages, Society & Policy. https://doi.org/10.17863/CAM.9801. Michael Kelly (2013) 
similarly provides a good introduction as well as a useful bibliography in “Issues for language policy in higher education”. 

 http://dx.doi.org/10.7220/2335-2027.2.2. For the large EU-funded DYLAN project (2006-2011) on “identifying and exploring the conditions 
under which Europe’s linguistic diversity can be an asset for the development of knowledge and economy”, see for example: Berthoud, Anne-
Claude et al, eds. 2013. Exploring the dynamics of multilingualism and Lüdi, George et al, eds. 2016. Managing plurilingual and intercultural 
practices in the workplace, both volumes published by John Benjamins (Amsterdam).
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study of receptive multilingualism (RM), in particular.4 RM is concerned with the passive language skills of speakers in 
understanding a given non-native language (sometimes called lingua receptiva).5 As a special case, this may be based 
on objective similarities between the lingua receptiva and the speakers’ native language or other (second or foreign) 
languages they happen to speak. When this situation applies, intercomprehension comes into play, typical scenarios 
involving communication among speakers of languages belonging to the same language family or branch thereof (in the 
European context e.g. North Germanic, South Slavic).6 However wide or narrow RM may be conceived, what is crucial 
about it is that “the hearer or reader does not necessarily actively command the language they are able to understand. 
In its most interactive form RM refers to a situation in which every conversation participant can use their native language 
and be understood by others.”7 It is important to stress that the concept of RM is not to be seen as an alternative, or even 
a kind of counter-concept, to the use of English as a lingua franca. Rather it represents a viable complementary approach 
that may help maintaining a multilingual communication (especially among speakers of closely related languages like the 
Scandinavian ones) instead of switching immediately to English.8 

Further important incentives for developing multilingualism have been provided by other national and political institutions, 
such as the Council of Europe. Founded in 1994, the European Centre for Modern Languages of the Council of Europe 
in Graz (Austria) plays a key role in the development of foreign language education in Europe. The Council of Europe’s 
Committee of Ministers (CM) issued recommendations concerning the importance of language skills for achieving higher 
levels of education. It has equally made the protection and development of minority languages one of its concerns. 
Institutes concerned with academic and political education, such as the British Council, primarily funded research projects 
exploring the future of multilingualism in European countries in the context of foreign language education in schools and 
universities. In 2012 the British Council published the study Language Rich Europe 9, which contains recommendations 
concerning language policy and planning across Europe, including the tertiary sector, with a focus on the acquisition of 
foreign languages, national and regional languages, and minority languages.

The result of a survey by the European University Association (EUA) demonstrates that practically all European universities 
follow a strategy of internationalisation which primarily aims at promoting mobility across target groups (see Colucci et 

4 ten Thije, Jan D., Jochen Rehbein and Anna Verschik. 2016. Receptive multilingualism – introduction. International Journal of Bilingualism 
16(3): 245–247.

5 Rehbein, Jochen, Jan D. ten Thije and Anna Verschik. 2016. Lingua receptiva (LaRa) – remarks on the quintessence of receptive multilingualism. 
International Journal of Bilingualism 16(3): 248–264.

6 The European Commission variously supported intercomprehensive approaches, including the design of pedagogical and research materials, 
via such programmes as EuRom4, EuRom5 or EuroCom (see e.g. http://www.eurom5.com/).

7 Riionheimo, Helka, Annekatrin Kaivapalu and Hanna-Ilona Härmävaara. 2017. Introduction: Receptive multilingualism. Special issue of Nordic 
Journal of Linguistics 40(2), 117–121.

8 Several case studies can be found in ten Thije, Jan D. and Ludger Zeevaert, eds. 2007. Receptive multilingualism: linguistic analyses, 
language policies and didactic concepts. Amsterdam: Benjamins.

9  Extra, Guus and Kutlay Yagmur. 2012. Language Rich Europe. Trends in policies and practices for multilingualism in Europe. British Council/
Cambridge University Press. 
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al 2012). The paper “Connecting mobility policies and practice: Observations and recommendations on national and 
institutional developments in Europe” (Colucci et al 2014) explicitly links the topic “language policy” to mobility. The main 
point of the paper is that successful internationalisation and mobility depend upon coherent official language policies. 
Such policies, it is argued, should also define to what extent measures to internationalise universities need to be applied 
within the universities’ administration, too. The Netherlands, with its high percentage of international English-speaking 
students, provide an excellent example of how such strategies of internationalisation are applied across the board, 
since the staff employed in student services, such as libraries, student accommodation or support services, are to some 
extent all trained to this end. This differs from other countries, like France or Italy, where training geared towards the 
internationalisation of HEIs effectively boils down to improving the English language skills of the teaching staff only. As a 
result, all staff at Dutch universities generally has good or even very good English language skills. Typically not included 
in such strategies, however, is intercultural competence training or the teaching of foreign languages other than English. 

It turns out that the existence of national or regional language policies is a central requirement for developing institution-
specific language policies within universities, and may offer both guidance and important incentives for doing so. This is 
particularly important in cases where there is a national interest in protecting a (minority) language. 

1.3. The language policies of LERU universities     
in their national contexts

The implementation of language policies at universities is always closely connected to the internationalisation policy of 
the relevant institution. It concerns not only issues of mobility (outgoing and incoming), but affects almost all areas and 
fields of action of a given HEI, too. 

Consequently, the development and implementation of language policies presents a range of challenges to universities. 
These challenges do not only relate to research and teaching activities, they touch upon financial and human resources, too. 
Furthermore, the language political positioning of a university can be read as a political statement, a by-effect that is impossible 
to circumvent in certain European countries. Another difficult issue that universities need to address is the question of who 
within a university is responsible for the development and implementation of language policies: higher management, language 
centres, linguistics departments, or the international offices? As a matter of fact, a collaboration of all of these may be called 
for when addressing the often sensitive issues that pertain to language policies and language politics.

The existing language policies of LERU universities reflect that these universities, too, have to work within the political, 
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legal and societal contexts sketched above. This can be seen from the following outline of existing LERU language policy 
papers or statements within their national contexts and the overall European context.10

In the Netherlands, according to the KNAW 2017 report11, the university system has seen a steady and significant increase 
of English medium teaching over the last two decades. At present, more than a quarter of all Bachelor, and more than 
half of all Master programmes are offered entirely in English. This is accompanied by a growing number of international 
students: almost a quarter of all Master students in the Netherlands come from abroad. Possible consequences of this 
development for higher education and for Dutch culture and society are addressed in a foresight study on language 
policies at Dutch universities, conducted by the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences and resulting in the 
above-mentioned report. Points made in favour of English language instruction commonly refer to the higher quality 
of education through internationalisation, the demands of the international labour market, and competition between 
universities for good students and staff. However, these arguments are not always backed up by empirical evidence. 
Instead, there is concern that Dutch is losing traction as the language of academia, and that the rise of English in 
academia makes communication of research to the public more difficult, possibly alienating academia from society. The 
committee responsible for the KNAW foresight study recommends that the choice of language in instruction must be a 
conscious one that is justified by the specific objectives of individual study programmes and supported by an institutional 
language and internationalisation policy. Indeed, recent policy initiatives in the Dutch government aim to restrict teaching 
in English at Dutch universities to those cases where there is a clear added value for the respective study programmes, 
and where the quality of English language teaching is assured. Furthermore, there must be a sufficient amount of Dutch 
language study programmes on offer. In the current political climate, Dutch HEIs will thus increasingly see themselves 
confronted with a situation where choosing a language of instruction other than Dutch will require special explanations.

The position papers of Leiden University and the University of Amsterdam reflect the Dutch situation of a high proportion 
of international students on undergraduate and graduate level. Just as in other language policies, these papers address 
the necessary language skills for Bachelor and Master programmes – programmes that are offered both in Dutch and 
English – and list possibilities for compensating for or improving deficits in either the national language, Dutch, or in 
English. The same linguistic requirements apply to lecturers and staff. Although English is a desired second language 
and recognised as an academic lingua franca, the language policies of both universities also take care that the Dutch 
language be promoted and further developed as a research language. This policy is, in fact, a legal responsibility of all 
Dutch universities, laid down in the Higher Education Act of the Netherlands. Moreover, both LERU universities are following 
the aims originally laid down by the 2014 memorandum “Internationalization Vision” by the Vereniging Hogescholen (The 
Netherlands Association of Universities of Applied Sciences), updated in the joint 2018 “Internationalisation Agenda for 

10 This outline must necessarily be highly selective and can thus only touch upon the complex situation.
11 Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen. 2017. Nederlands en/of Engels? Taalkeuze met beleid in het Nederlands hoger 

onderwijs. Amsterdam: KNAW. See also Lennart Nooij. 2019. Studie zum Thema Sprachenpolitik an den Hochschulen in den Niederlanden. In 
Hochschulrektorenkonferenz (HRK), Institutionelle Sprachenpolitik an Hochschulen – Fortschritte und Herausforderungen, 77-87. Berlin: HRK. 
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Higher Education” of the VH and the Association of the Universities in the Netherlands (VSNU).12 These aims include: 
promoting collaboration and connections between Dutch universities and industry, strengthening internationalisation of 
both the academy and industry through innovation, and securing the quality of research and teaching. On the one hand, 
the aim is to train highly qualified people with international skills and so-called “knowledge workers.” On the other hand, 
the Dutch government aims to place research and teaching in the Netherlands in the Top 5 worldwide. 

The use of further languages beside the national language and the implementation of multilingualism is of particular 
importance to universities situated in countries in which more than one national language is spoken, or a number of minority 
languages alongside the national language. This is the situation in Spain. For instance, the University of Barcelona aims 
to promote Catalan and has therefore declared Catalan the official language for institutional and administrative matters. 
Spanish is only the second official language. However, Spanish is used widely across the university, and teaching staff 
can choose whether to use Spanish or Catalan as the language of instruction. The university also feels responsible for 
promoting Occitan. English and other foreign languages are used in teaching to support mobility. The University of 
Barcelona thereby opens itself to an increasingly international audience. At the same time, it pays due attention to the 
region’s cultural heritage and the university’s geographical location. Pompeu Fabra University in Barcelona takes a similar 
stance. It was one of the first universities to position itself clearly in favour of multilingualism, by adapting the guidelines of 
the minority charter and other statements in the interest of protecting minority languages issued by the Council of Europe 
and other institutions. Pompeu Fabra University implemented its language policies as early as in 2007. If one considers 
the national context of Spain, it becomes apparent that Catalonia is not the only region to position itself both politically 
and academically with regard to language politics. Galicia and the Basque country are further examples. The relevant 
minority language is incorporated into university life in line with the slogan “Europe of the Regions”.13 Out of these three 
regions in Spain, it is Catalonia, however, which represents the region with by far the strongest determination to achieve 
political autonomy. 

The situation in the United Kingdom is very similar to the one outlined above for Spain. In Wales and Scotland, the 
implementation in academic life of Welsh, on the one hand, and Scots and Scottish Gaelic, on the other, is of prime 
importance. The University of Edinburgh is aware of its Scottish heritage and aims to preserve and promote it. However, 
the use of Scots or Scottish Gaelic is no longer such a politically sensitive issue as is the use of Catalan in Catalonia. 
Edinburgh University follows so-called regional language acts - just as the University of Bangor and Aberystwyth 
University in Wales do - which determine how the given minority language is to be incorporated in education and work 
life. Furthermore, Edinburgh University clearly defines which language skills international students as well as lecturers 
need to have if they wish to study or work at the university. 

12 https://www.vereniginghogescholen.nl/kennisbank/english/artikelen/internationalization-vision-vsnu-vereniging-hogescholen-2014
 http://www.vsnu.nl/files/documents/Internationalisation%20Agenda%20for%20Higher%20Education.pdf 
13 Lambertz, Karl-Heinz. 2018. The state of the European Union: The view of regions and cities. 
 https://cor.europa.eu/en/our-work/Pages/SOTREG-2018.aspx
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Existing language policies at universities in the UK are geared less towards protecting English cultural heritage or that of 
a given minority, but rather aim at promoting professional and economic development. In recent years, there have been 
repeated calls for a consolidated effort to promote foreign language learning. This is diametrically opposed to earlier 
trends within British language politics which followed the principle of “English only”. Such trends have led to the closing 
down of numerous foreign language centres at universities and to the reduction of foreign language classes in secondary 
education. By contrast, the London School of Economics, for example, highlights the importance of education, in general, 
and the promotion of foreign language learning for local and international students, in particular, specifically as a means 
for professional development. This recent movement in favour of foreign language learning is supported by the British 
Council. In their 2017 report “Languages for the Future,” the British Council highlights that for Britain’s future prosperity 
not only the languages of an “Old Europe”, such as German and French, need to be learned, but also languages such 
as Chinese, Hindi, Arabic or Russian, which define multilingualism in Europe today.14

In many ways the Republic of Ireland follows the examples of the related (Celtic-speaking) regions of Wales and Scotland. 
The Republic of Ireland is officially bilingual, with English and Irish Gaelic as the two official state languages. It strives to 
do justice to two trends: on the one hand, to the preservation of the linguistic and cultural heritage of the Celts, with laws 
regulating how Irish Gaelic is to be learnt and used; on the other hand, to the promotion of the use of modern foreign 
languages in order to be competitive on a global market. For years now, critics have been questioning the usefulness of 
spending valuable time on learning a language that is not used outside certain Irish-speaking regions in Ireland and is 
relevant only to cultural movements. Nonetheless, the tradition of learning Irish Gaelic continues. Trinity College Dublin, 
as well as other national universities like Maynooth, Galway or Limerick, determine and regulate the use of English beside 
Irish Gaelic in their respective language policies. However, the case of Galway University demonstrates that this tradition 
is beginning to crumble, and higher education concerns might lead to (radical) changes in the short or long run. In order 
to allow access to a wider field of candidates during a vote for the position of President of the National University of 
Ireland, Galway, a decision was made to remove good Irish Gaelic skills as a requirement for the position holder, therefore 
opening the door to non-Irish people. 

In the Nordic countries the use of English in higher education predominates as a second language alongside the 
respective national languages. Indeed, it is a hallmark of university language policies in the Nordic countries that they 
integrate English as a “parallel” language in higher education. This is strongly confirmed by a report (Gregersen et al 2018) 
on the results of a study on parallel language use at Nordic universities in Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden 
conducted by an inter-Nordic group of experts between 2014 and 2017, financed by the Nordic Council of Ministers.15 

14 British Council. 2017. Languages for the future.   
https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/languages_for_the_future_2017.pdf

15 Gregersen, Frans et al 2018. More parallel, please!  Best practice of parallel language use at Nordic universities: 11 recommendations. 
Copenhagen: Nordic Council of Ministers. 
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The expert group focused on the impact of internationalisation on staff, students and organisational structures, and 
identified best practices to deal with the disconnection between the trends of internationalisation, on the one hand, and 
the idea of parallel language use, on the other. As a descriptive term, parallel language use captures a setting in which 
the most appropriate and efficient language is chosen from two (or more) languages considered equal in a particular 
domain. It can also refer to conscious language policy initiatives that aim to ensure that all academic activity is not 
conducted in a single language (currently English). The committee emphasised the universities’ democratic duty to foster 
scientific dialogue and presentation of scientific results in the local languages. Compared to other European regions, 
there is an advanced debate on the implications and requirements of parallel language use in the Nordic countries. In 
general, Nordic universities offer good conditions for parallel language use due to highly developed principal languages 
and a high level of English at universities and elsewhere in society. Key components of best practice recommended for 
each individual university are an explicit language policy, a language committee to follow up on the language policy in 
practice, and a language centre.

Within LERU, the Nordic countries are represented by Lund University, the University of Copenhagen, and the 
University of Helsinki. All three universities consider the implementation and use of English as part and parcel of their 
institution’s internationalisation strategy.16 In addition, all three acknowledge the value of other languages than English 
and the national languages (Danish in Denmark, Finnish in Finland, Swedish in Sweden and Finland) for educational 
purposes, but also focus on the further development and maintenance of the national languages for academic purposes. 

Lund University refers to English as a parallel language to Swedish that should be used equally alongside the national 
language. It is therefore irrelevant whether a member of the university is or is not able to speak Swedish. The university is 
unable to relinquish the Swedish language entirely, however, as the national Language Act stipulates that Swedish must 
be used in the public sector in order to allow all citizens access to information and texts. It is for this reason that activities 
and offers that address non-university members, too, are also published in Swedish. 

Lund University furthermore pursues a third concept, the so-called plain language concept, which is described as follows: 
(…) “Plain language means that communication uses polished, simple and comprehensible language. Lund University 
is to have a good level of language use and all communication emanating from the University is to be characterised by 
plain language, regardless of the language being used. Plain language is to increase both quality and efficiency and 
contribute to a good reputation within wider society.”17

16 See also: Cots, Josep M., Enric Llurda and Peter Garrett. 2014. Language policies and practices in the internationalisation of higher education 
on the European margins: an introduction. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 35 (4), 311-317, 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2013.874430
17 Lund University Language Policy, p. 1.
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If one considers the different dimensions of the official language policy of Lund University in the national context, they 
do not differ greatly from the positioning papers of the Universities of Gothenburg, Stockholm, or the KTH Royal Institute 
of Technology in Stockholm, especially in terms of the exposed positioning of the English language. Although Sweden 
is a country where minorities live who wish to foster and maintain their languages, these languages are not relevant to 
the academic sector, unlike in Spain and the UK. Each member of a national minority is merely given the right under 
the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages and the Framework Convention for the Protection of National 
Minorities, which stipulates that they must be given the opportunity to learn their minority language.
 
The situation at the University of Helsinki demonstrates the use and status of English as one of several parallel 
languages. As the only officially bilingual university of Finland, the University of Helsinki encourages its students, scientists 
and members of staff to utilise and publish in both national languages, i.e. Finnish and Swedish, and offers support 
services for doing so (see section 2.3 below). The university’s elaborate language policy simultaneously emphasises 
the importance and the explicit wish of the university to promote multilingualism, i.e. the active use of other languages, 
providing a host of helpful guidelines, tools and services. 

The University of Copenhagen does not have an official language policy document. Instead it is deeply involved with the 
topic through a number of initiatives, mission and strategy papers all designed with the purpose of supporting language 
use and learning across the university (Holmen 2019: 58-61). In 2014, for example, a policy for language use in the 
university’s administration was developed, stipulating that “Danish is the primary administrative language at the faculties 
and in the Central Administration. English can and should be used in situations where it is necessary or appropriate”. 
To support the university´s strategy, the Centre for Internationalisation and Parallel Language Use (CIP) was founded in 
2008 as a research-based language centre. Besides language courses, CIP has developed a language certificate for 
lecturers teaching in English and studied the consequences of introducing English Medium Instruction (EMI) for students 
and content teachers across the university.18 Hence the University of Copenhagen was a pioneer of certain measures to 
support and improve the teaching of English as a medium of instruction. The measures developed by the University of 
Copenhagen were adopted by other European universities, e.g. the University of Freiburg with its English as a Medium 
of Instruction unit and certificate. Other Danish universities, too, have official language policy documents defining the 
use of Danish and English for teaching and administration. There is a political concern about Danish losing ground as 
a language within academia, and frequent recommendations to support the use of Danish for teaching and research. 
There is also a concern for the loss of competences in other foreign languages than English in the Danish population. 
This concern is behind a recent initiative taken by the Danish government to support foreign languages from primary 
school to universities. Another project of the CIP addresses exactly the role of other languages for students´ study skills 

18 For an overview of the Copenhagen-based EMI research see Henriksen, Birgit et al 2019. English Medium Instruction in Multilingual and 
Multicultural Universities: Academics’ Voices from the Northern European Context. Routledge.



16 Language Policies at the LERU member institutions 

and their access to the global labour market: “The Language Strategy”, a project running from 2013 to 2018, was set 
up specifically to identify foreign language needs and interests among students and improve their language skills with 
regard to academic English, academic Danish and a range of foreign languages necessary for the relevant academic 
disciplines, as “the school system cannot be expected to prepare the students for every imaginable challenge”.19

Due to its multilingualism, the situation in Belgium is interesting and even controversial not only from a linguistic and 
cultural point of view, but also from a political and academic perspective. The languages spoken by the population, 
but by no means mutually used or understood by all, are Dutch (Flemish), French and, to a small extent, German. The 
competition and attempts at hierarchisation between French and Dutch can particularly be felt in social and professional 
terms. Brussels, the officially bilingual EU capital, was historically Dutch-speaking, but is largely French-oriented today, 
not least due to the influence of European politics and the associated jobs and visitors. As in the Netherlands, the role 
of Dutch in Flanders is very well protected by law, giving English-taught degree programmes in Flemish universities only 
restricted room. Within the legal confinements, Flemish universities have nevertheless adopted a policy of using English 
alongside their own language in order to enhance their competitiveness on an international level, both in research and 
teaching. KU Leuven passed an official language policy paper to this effect in 2018. 20

Italy and France are very similar in terms of language politics. In both countries the national languages dominate existing 
minority languages in all regions. Although the minority languages are protected and fostered in various ways, neither 
Italy nor France, from a political perspective, are nearly as pioneering in this domain as Spain and Great Britain are, even 
though Celtic heritage in Brittany and German tradition in Alsace cannot be denied. While in France minority languages 
are taught at school, this is always done in connection with French, and is of little importance in higher education. 
French remains the dominating language in academic teaching and research. In fact, it is by national law that French 
should be used in teaching, and that any text in English published in France should be completed by a summary in 
French (Loi n° 94-665 du 4 août 1994 relative à l’emploi de la langue française). Therefore, higher education language 
policies in France, especially of the large traditional universities, basically boil down to introducing English as part of 
their internationalisation strategies. Only recently have universities, such as the University of Bordeaux and Sorbonne 
University, made first attempts and efforts to support foreign language learning and not only to introduce English-
speaking degree programmes, but also to promote accompanying EMI quality monitoring and enhancement. 

This also applies to Italy, where the University of Padua, for example, introduced EMI as part of its internationalisation 
endeavours. However, at least among the traditional universities, only the University of Pavia currently has a positioning 
paper that permits English as a main language alongside Italian. The Free University of Bozen-Bolzano has a special 

19 https://cip.ku.dk/english/strategicinitiatives/languagestrategy/
20 Unfortunately this was after the completion of the LERU survey forming the basis for this Briefing Paper. The KU Leuven language policy, 

currently available only in Dutch, could therefore not be included in the analyses and the report for section 2.1.
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status: offering the possibility to study in three languages clearly shows that this is a truly multilingual university making a 
pronounced language political statement, despite not having officially adopted language policies. 

Of the universities in Austria none, and of the universities in Germany only a fraction have an official positioning paper 
on their language policies. Austria is heavily involved with the programmes and focal points of the Council of Europe 
and the European Union, which have had significant influence on the development of Austria’s education policy. At the 
national level, the governance of language politics is carried out by the relevant ministries (Ministry of Education, Science 
and Research). The Austrian Language Committee is closely involved with the work on language policies. Nevertheless, 
even renowned Austrian universities have only recently begun to address the topic of language policies more intensively. 
As a result, the University of Vienna, for example, currently does not have a positioning paper. The Vienna University of 
Technology has recently focused on the area of EMI, in collaboration with the University of Freiburg. The same applies 
to the University of Graz. 

Until recently the situation in Germany was rather similar. Even leading universities had no official language policies. 
For example, the University of Freiburg, represented by the Language Teaching Centre (SLI), began addressing the 
formulation of a comprehensive language policy for the university as early as in 2011 and drafted a language policy document 
in 2012, but as yet there exists no official ILP. However, as a recent (2017) survey by the Hochschulrektorenkonferenz 
concerning the status quo and requirements of ILPs based on 139 HEIs in Germany shows, change seems to be 
under way.21 At present, only about 25% of German universities, among them only one of the large comprehensive 
universities, have an official language policy, some of which only apply to selected areas of academic language use, 
usually formulating requirements for individual degree programmes. Indeed, the size of the institution and the diversity 
of the subjects represented are recurrently mentioned in the survey as challenges for agreeing on an institution-wide 
position on language policy. Still, of the HEIs without official policy 85% indicate ongoing work on such a policy, or a 
general interest in the topic. Major points of discussion are the relation of German and English as scientific and business 
languages, the role of other languages, and suitable measures to promote institutional and individual multilingualism. 
Beyond the scientific sector, where different disciplines have varying demands regarding the preservation of German 
as a language of science, insufficient language skills cause problems in all areas of universities. The highest demand 
is identified for administration and teaching, especially regarding the integration of language skills into curricula. Since 
language can be a sensitive and emotional topic, much work and consideration is required to achieve awareness of, 
and acceptance for, these issues across the entire institution. To successfully appoint and implement an ILP, the survey 
recommends to be transparent about what resources are available and additionally required. There should be incentives 
for staff in teaching, research and administration to acquire and broaden language skills. In addition, offers for language 
classes should integrate intercultural competences and be maximally inclusive, e.g. by making use of staff exchange 

21 Hochschulrektorenkonferenz (HRK). 2019c. Ergebnisse der HRK-Umfrage zur Sprachenpolitik an deutschen Hochschulen. In 
Hochschulrektorenkonferenz (HRK), Institutionelle Sprachenpolitik an Hochschulen – Fortschritte und Herausforderungen, 69-76. Berlin: HRK. 
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programmes, tailoring formats on demand, and designing blended learning and online courses. Interestingly, it is in the 
foreword of the report on the HRK workshop in January 2018 (HRK 2019a: 5) that receptive multilingualism (see section 
1.2 above) is pointed to as offering a special opportunity for enhancing and implementing multilingualism at HEIs.

The situation in Switzerland is slightly different from the one in Germany, as it has a special status due to its national 
linguistic diversity. At first glance, the co-existence of four national languages (German, French, Italian and Romansh, 
with only the first three as fully official languages on a national level) suggests that Switzerland is a role model in terms 
of managing multilingualism. Upon closer inspection, though, it becomes apparent that European and international 
trends prevail: the majority of Swiss people, including well-educated citizens, do not speak more than one or two of 
these four languages, with English being increasingly used as the lingua franca. The hierarchisation of these languages 
is also heavily influenced by economic factors. On a national scale, German has a dominant position over French, 
while Italian plays a minor role, as is reflected by the economic power of the respective cantons.22 In 2007 the Swiss 
government passed a federal law on the national languages, stating that multilingual cantons as well as cantons bound 
to Italian (Ticino) and Romansh (Grisons) would receive support for fulfilling their obligations. The overall objective of 
the federal government, more exactly of the Federal Department of Home Affairs, in terms of language policies is to 
promote multilingualism in all educational sectors as well as in the social and political arenas. On a modest level, this also 
includes support for the teaching of immigrant, or heritage, languages (especially Portuguese and Albanian) on the level 
of compulsory school education (outside standard school hours). 

In Swiss higher education, it is notable that only few universities have established their own language policies beyond 
the national guidelines and support. The Rectors’ Conference swissuniversities, too, has not dealt with this issue so 
far. Notable exceptions among the Swiss universities are the following three, two of which are members of LERU. The 
University of Fribourg has a passage on language politics stating that the university is bilingual in all areas. At the 
University of Zurich a working group has advised the rectorate with regard to the implementation of linguistic guidelines 
and recommendations for teaching and learning, workplace communication and linguistic corporate identity. The only 
Swiss university with a fully formulated institutional language policy (dating from as early as 2012) is the University of 
Geneva, which offers a host of guidelines, concrete measures and support facilities promoting both the proficient use of 
French and multilingualism. 

22 This is of course not the case in the individual, sharply distinct, and constitutionally enshrined language regions of Switzerland. Consider, for 
example, the role of French in Geneva or Lausanne, or the role of Italian in the canton of Ticino.
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2. Questionnaire report: The current state of affairs at 
the LERU universities

To grasp the current picture of language policies at LERU universities, a questionnaire was distributed amongst the 23 
LERU members in 2017. Its aim was to evaluate the status of language policies at different universities, the specific 
objectives of individual policies (e.g. with regard to the promotion of the national or regional languages, foreign languages, 
English in the classroom and in academic life) and their target audiences (students, staff, external communication). 
Supporting language learning requires suitable offers of language classes for different audiences. Moreover, the learning 
of foreign languages can be encouraged by including it as a requirement in study programmes or by reducing, perhaps 
even completely waiving, fees for language classes. The questionnaire we devised (see Appendix) was intended to 
provide us with the relevant information. The overall response rate for the questionnaire was 78% (18 out of 23 LERU 
member institutions).23

2.1 Official language policies of LERU universities

The majority, i.e. 13 out of 18 responding LERU universities, implement some sort of official institutionalised language 
policy (ILP), most of them dating from the 2010s. They are usually publicly available as Webpage or pdf provided online, 
most of them also in English.24 

Official language policy

  Yes (n=10)

 For admissions only (n=2)

 Following national policy (n=1)

 NO (n=5)

Figure 1: LERU universities with/without official language policies

23 Note that not for each question have all of these 18 LERU member institutions offered answers. As mentioned earlier, it must be pointed out, 
too, that the ILP of KU Leuven could not be included here as it was published after completion of this survey.

24 Links to the respective documents are given in the References.
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Half of the respondents report the existence of an ILP for their university either as a formal document or as a guiding 
principle (University of Amsterdam, Universitat de Barcelona, University of Copenhagen, Trinity College Dublin, Université 
de Genève, University of Helsinki, Universiteit Leiden, Lund University, University of Milan, Utrecht University). 

Promoting and supporting proficiency in (academic) English is a major hallmark of most language policies. It is indeed 
universities where English is spoken as a native language which either have no official language policy (University College 
London), or apply their policy to admissions only (University of Oxford, University of Edinburgh). German language 
LERU universities are also more reluctant to implement an official language policy (University of Freiburg, LMU Munich, 
University of Zurich).

Of the universities lacking an official policy document, most respondents indicated less institutionalised ways of 
addressing the issue (e.g. a draft paper at the University of Freiburg). The University of Zurich made the conscious 
decision not to develop an official policy, but has implemented various elements of a language policy in different fields.
The University of Strasbourg and Sorbonne University follow the national language policy, which advocates the use of 
French in teaching and research (see also section 1.3 above), rather than developing an independent ILP themselves. 
Amongst the LERU universities with official language policies, their enforcement varies between being compulsory (5 out 
of 13), recommendations with compulsory elements (7 out of 13), and non-compulsory recommendations (1 out of 13). 
See Table 1:

Compulsory Compulsory elements Recommendations

•  Universitat de Barcelona 
•  University of Edinburgh
•  University of Milan
•  University of Oxford
•  Utrecht University

•  Trinity College Dublin
•  Université de Genève
•  University of Helsinki
•  Universiteit Leiden
•  Lund University
•  University of Copenhagen
•  University of Amsterdam

•  University of Strasbourg

Table 1: LERU universities with official language policies
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Three major goals of language policies at HEIs can be identified, each with distinct supporting measures:

Supporting proficiency in (academic) English
- … sometimes in the form of academic writing classes
- … centralised or decentralised (integrated in study programmes)
- … training for lecturers in EMI contexts
- … training for administrative staff.

Encouraging foreign language learning
- … support for foreign language classes for local students and/or staff
- … support for learning the local language for incoming students
- … support for learning the local language for international staff. 

Strengthening the (professional) use of regional languages
- … relevant for universities in regions with distinct regional languages
- In Ireland and Scotland, Trinity College Dublin and the University of Edinburgh implemented measures to  
 strengthen regional (Gaelic) languages.

In case an official policy exists, it is usually communicated to graduate and undergraduate students (11 out of 13). At 
most universities, academic and administrative staff are aware of the policy (9 out of 13). 
Questions regarding the offers for different target audiences will be addressed in sections 2.2 to 2.4 below.

2.2 Students

For all students: the role of academic writing support (Q2)

This question addresses the training of students in academic writing skills, either in the national language or in English.

Most universities offer classes on academic writing or integrate relevant training into course programmes. Attendance of 
these classes is compulsory only in Helsinki. Strasbourg requires the attendance of language classes.
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Academic writing support at Lund University

The Academic Support Centre25 at Lund University is a free service open to all students studying courses and 
programmes conducted in English. They provide individual and group consultations for students of all levels. 
Consultation is offered on all kinds of academic texts such as lab reports, final essays, Statement of Purpose 
letters, presentations, and Bachelor’s or Master’s theses. The offer is not restricted to feedback on finished texts, 
but rather designed to guide and accompany students through all phases of the writing process. Students are 
encouraged to register for consultation well in time before their deadlines, and especially for larger projects it is 
recommended to make several appointments during the thesis-writing process.26

To support students located at the Helsingborg Campus, or otherwise unable to visit the Centre at Lund, 
consultation via Skype is advertised as an alternative. For further support on academic English, the Academic 
Writing in English at Lund University (AWELU) web platform offers numerous online resources, e.g. on Genres 
and Text Types, The Writing Process, Grammar and Words, Sources and Referencing, Academic Integrity, and a 
download area with Lund University templates, further material and a glossary covering the English terminology 
needed to describe Lund University as a public institution of higher education.
Beyond the topics of academic texts and the writing process, the centre hosts workshops and seminars on 
speaking and presentation skills, and on a range of reading and study skills. 
A parallel offer for students studying in Swedish, including writing groups for undergraduates, graduates and PhD 
students is available at the Studieverkstaden.27

For foreign students: the role of the national language of the host institution (Q3)

Boosting passive and active language skills suitable for academic and professional interactions is one major benefit 
of student exchange programmes. Regarding their (sole or main) national languages, LERU universities differ in their 
language requirements for incoming foreign students.

11 out of 18 institutions require foreign students to acquire competencies in the national language. Usually at least B2-
level competency28 is the prerequisite for admission to degree programmes taught in the national languages, especially 

25 https://www.lunduniversity.lu.se/current-students/academic-matters-support/the-academic-support-centre
26 https://www.lunduniversity.lu.se/current-students/academic-matters-support/academic-support-centre/appointments-at-the-academic-support-centre 
27 http://www.lu.se/studera/livet-som-student/service-och-stod/studieverkstaden
28 Following the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: 
 https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/?
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at universities in English- and German-speaking countries (Dublin, Edinburgh, UCL London, Oxford; Freiburg, LMU 
Munich, Zurich; additionally: Amsterdam, Copenhagen, Geneva, Strasbourg). Exceptions from these requirements can 
be made for the admission of foreign students to programmes taught entirely in English. 

Conversely, the seven universities generally recommending rather than requiring competency in the national language 
sometimes enforce this as a distinct necessary requirement for those programmes taught exclusively in the national 
language (Leiden, Leuven, Utrecht).

To support incoming students, language classes in the national language are the norm. 16 responding universities, i.e. 
almost 90%, offer such classes. However, it is not always guaranteed that there is sufficient space in these classes for 
all incoming students. As an additional incentive, nine universities reduce or even completely waive fees for language 
classes attended by foreign or exchange students (Copenhagen, Dublin, Freiburg, Geneva, Helsinki, Lund, Milan, 
Strasbourg, Zurich). 

Teaching the national language to incoming students

University of Barcelona (UB) - Catalan29 
One major mission of the UB’s Language Services is to promote the study of Catalan. Besides contributing to the 
standardized use of the Catalan language, this entails the provision of a Catalan language resource programme 
through which newly-arrived and non-Catalan-speaking students of all kinds can enroll in both in-class and 
Virtual Campus study programmes. Information is also provided on online Catalan courses and other web-based 
resources, such as automatic translators and specialized glossaries, and exchange resources.

The Languages Portal offers central information on languages at the UB, sociolinguistic data, and language 
resources for specific learner groups, including language services for teaching and research staff.

Catalan courses for exchange students are promoted very prominently on the main university homepage. 
The announcement leads to the information page of the UB Language Services, providing, amongst practical 
information on registration and Catalan language class types, “5 reasons to learn Catalan”.30 Through subsided 
access to summer language courses students with a mobility grant for the following academic year can enjoy free 
language courses at the School of Modern Languages of the University of Barcelona.

29 http://www.ub.edu/sl/en/
30 http://www.ub.edu/sl/en/fl/formling.html 
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The role of English and English-medium instruction (Q4)

The following questions on the role of English and English-medium instruction (EMI) were directed to the continental 
LERU universities only. Ten of the 13 universities which provided answers for this part of the questionnaire have a policy 
determining which undergraduate or graduate (Master, PhD) programmes are exclusively English medium. Of these, 
Amsterdam, Helsinki, Leiden, Leuven, Milan and Utrecht have a centralised EMI policy, while Barcelona, Copenhagen, 
Geneva and Munich have decentralised policies. If an official EMI policy exists, it is usually communicated to new 
students (seven out of ten), e.g. as part of the admission requirements. Of the three universities without official EMI 
policies, Freiburg and Zurich have no official language policy at all.

Support in Academic English 

University of Edinburgh – English Language Education31 
English Language Education at the University of Edinburgh provides a wide range of Academic and Specialist 
English courses for international students and teachers.
The Test of English at Matriculation (TEAM) identifies students who would benefit from free, non-credit English 
classes. Information is easily accessible on the general information page for international applicants. The test is 
recommended for international and visiting students below a set score in IELTS (International English Language 
Testing System). The dedicated free courses for international students with native languages other than English 
include classes on seminar discussion skills, presentation skills, academic writing, listening to lectures and note-
taking and social speaking. A set of academic writing classes for international PhD students covers topics like 
reviewing the literature, writing up qualitative and quantitative research, and writing a report for their Year-1 review.
Academic staff members working with international students are offered workshop series on language-related 
issues specific to students with English as a second language. Individual workshops for specific schools are 
available on request.

Nine continental LERU universities require competencies in English. The level required for admission is usually at least 
B1, but varies between individual programmes. The required level upon completion of the programme is usually not 
specified.

31 https://www.ed.ac.uk/english-language-teaching
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All 13 responding institutions offer English language classes to graduate and undergraduate students, most of them 
centralised. Seven of them partly or entirely waive fees for these classes, either for all students (Amsterdam, Copenhagen, 
Helsinki, Munich, Strasbourg), for undergraduates only (Utrecht), or depending on individual programmes (Freiburg).

Only Freiburg and Milan have a quality-screening unit for EMI degree programmes, located at the universities’ language 
centres. Amsterdam, Copenhagen, Helsinki, Leiden and Utrecht evaluate the quality of EMI degree programmes as part 
of their regular quality management, while Leuven requires teachers of EMI programmes to pass a language test, and 
Copenhagen offers an English certification procedure for lecturers. 

EMI quality screening and certification 

University of Freiburg – the EMI unit32 
Freiburg is the only LERU university to employ a dedicated unit for quality management of English Medium 
Instruction. Funded within the federal framework of the “quality pact for teaching”, the team offers a range of free 
support services to academic staff. The target audience are university teachers who communicate their expertise 
in English to a multilingual, multicultural student body. Offers include workshops on lecturing, student interaction, 
written feedback and presenting research in English. On request, tailored workshops including classroom 
observation, one-on-one training, and institute specific classes are available.
Via feedback on linguistic and communicative skills in authentic teaching situations, teaching staff is supported 
in improving their competence in English, and increase their confidence in their language skills. A collection of 
customised E-learning resources on teaching in English allows for targeted research, self-study and brushing-up 
on linguistic and didactic topics like macro- and micro-factors for lecturing, initiating and responding to student 
input, prosody to enhance meaning and effect, and not least the self-test “Do you speak Denglish or English?”.
Degree programmes conducted in English can undergo a unique certification procedure and obtain a quality seal 
attesting to the linguistic and communicative competencies of its teaching staff. The evaluation takes place in an 
authentic setting, i.e. actual classroom observation, and combines expert, student and lecturer feedback. The 
certificate is granted for five years, provided 80% of the programme’s teaching staff is certified.

University of Copenhagen – Test of Oral English Proficiency for Academic Staff (TOEPAS)
Besides identifying lecturers who may need language support to teach EMI courses, TOEPAS raises lecturers’ 
awareness about their own English language strengths and weaknesses through an extensive written and oral 
formative feedback report. More than 400 lecturers at the University of Copenhagen and around 100 lecturers at 
other universities have been assessed with TOEPAS since its establishment in 2009.

32 https://www.sli.uni-freiburg.de/english/emi 
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For many institutions, it was difficult to specify the number of EMI programmes or provide the estimated percentages of EMI 
programmes among all Bachelor, Master and PhD programmes. In the responding eight institutions, EMI undergraduate 
study programmes are comparatively rare, ranging from 0 – 17% of programmes offered at the continental LERU 
universities.33 This number rises significantly for EMI Master programmes, ranging between less than 20% in Barcelona, 
Freiburg and Munich, to almost 70% in Amsterdam and Utrecht, and a remarkable 95% in Leiden. This trend continues 
for PhD programmes, which are often handled flexibly and on an individual basis, but are entirely conducted in English 
in, for example, Amsterdam, Leiden and Leuven.

An outstanding example of how a university can help preparing the change towards teaching individual modules, tracks 
or even entire degree programmes in a foreign language (prominently including EMI) is the roadmap offered by the 
University of Amsterdam:

University of Amsterdam (UvA) – Plan for transition to a different language of instruction 

Beyond the general goal of making UvA’s Bachelor programmes accessible to non-Dutch-speaking students, 
prerequisite for changing the language of instruction is an explicit rationale why the selected language of 
instruction is desirable for the specific programme or track, based on factual data, and content and teaching 
related aspects. A detailed roadmap for transition is suggested in the Appendix of UvA’s ILP, encompassing 
central concrete steps in three periods prior to the intended start date of the relevant programme:
Approximately two years before the intended start, the programme director drafts an exploratory study providing 
reasons for the planned change. Steps following the Dean’s approval are: information of all relevant parties and 
boards, and development of a detailed transition plan spelling out content, scope and target language(s) of the 
planned transition, and suggesting a concrete action plan. This transition plan is submitted to several steps of 
approval, assessing central as well as programme-specific strategic and practical consequences.

Once the transition plan is approved by the Dean and the representative advisory bodies at both central and 
faculty levels, relevant administrative units such as Administration Centre, Student Services, Communications, 
Accommodation, Academic Affairs and study associations are notified. This should be completed at least one 
year before the intended start of the programme.

Practical implementation of the change is envisioned 6-12 months prior to the intended start date, including 
the coordination of consequences for accommodation and admission, approval of formal name changes where 

33 There was no LERU member from the Nordic countries among the eight responding institutions. Otherwise, the percentage of English-medium 
Bachelor programmes might well have been higher. 
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necessary, and amendment of Teaching and Examination Regulations, informational documents, and agreements 
regarding the official language of Programme Committees and Examination Boards.

At least once a year consequences of such transitions for all levels of the UvA are discussed during the meeting 
of the Central Executive Council.

The role of foreign language learning (Q5 + Q6)

Many LERU universities encourage the learning of foreign languages. Free classes in foreign languages are offered 
in Helsinki, Lund, Milan, LMU Munich and Strasbourg; at University College London such classes are offered for 
undergraduate students who did not acquire basic skills in a foreign language at secondary school or elsewhere. Beyond 
the general encouragement of language learning in the spirit of internationalisation and general education, certain degree 
programmes, e.g. area studies, require in-depth knowledge of the language(s) spoken in a particular part of the world. 
Such foreign-language skills are required by 12 LERU universities, but the level of language competence required before 
entry and upon completion usually depends on individual programmes and graduate level (Bachelor, Master, PhD). 
However, as of the academic year 2018/19, the University of Barcelona generally requires proof of a level of proficiency 
equivalent to B2 in a third language (English, French, German or Italian) upon completing Bachelor programmes.34

University of Milan – Language Centre (SLAM - Servizio Linguistico dell’Ateneo di Milano) 35

Founded in 2005, the Language Centre at the University of Milan aims to support the internationalisation of their 
university community. The main objective is to ensure adequate knowledge of foreign languages to all enrolled 
students and administrative and technical staff. Cost-free offers include Italian for incoming students, and French, 
German and Spanish classes for enrolled students, as well as targeted classes in these languages according 
to the demands for specific degree programmes, e.g. political sciences or a selection of humanities degrees.
First year students are obliged to meet English language requirements, as specified in their plan of study. Based 
on the results of a mandatory computer-based placement test, students receive credits depending on their 
respective study programmes, or are referred to compulsory language classes consisting of in-person classes 
and a set amount of hours of self-study on the designated E-learning platform.

34 https://www.ub.edu/web/ub/en/sites/llengues/la_ub_tinforma/Exigencia_i_requeriments/requeriments_alumnat.html
35 http://www.unimi.it/ENG/student/97847.htm 
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2.3 Academic and administrative staff

Language policies commonly include measures to support both administrative and academic staff in acquiring foreign 
language skills; English takes a prominent position in these efforts.

For the continental LERU member institutions, it is not usually required for administrative staff to be fully functional in 
English, although it might be an important skill considered in recruitment, or depend on the specific position. Obviously, 
positions in frequent contact with international staff and students require higher levels of competency in English. Most 
institutions offer English classes for their administrative staff, seven out of 10 offering these classes free of charge 
(Freiburg, Helsinki, Leiden, Milan, Munich, Strasbourg, Utrecht).

Other foreign language classes are also frequently on offer for administrative staff. In six universities, such classes are 
free of charge (Barcelona, Freiburg, Helsinki, Milan, LMU Munich, Strasbourg) or offered at a reduced rate (Utrecht).

Language support for academic staff (Q11)

The focus of language training for academic staff lies on offering support for translating and proof-reading in English, 
a measure that is implemented in nine out of 16 institutions (Amsterdam, Barcelona, Geneva, Helsinki, Leiden, Leuven, 
Lund, Utrecht, Zurich; in Strasbourg a pilot project will be starting soon).

University of Helsinki – Language Revision Services 36

Employees, departments and administrative units of the University of Helsinki are entitled to the Language 
Revision Services, offering revision of texts written in a foreign language by native speakers free of charge. This 
requires the endorsement of the head of department or supervisor. Beyond ensuring correct spelling, grammar 
and punctuation, the revision may also involve clarifying ambiguities and addressing textual inconsistencies, 
striving to produce a clear and natural sounding text. For manuscripts intended for publication in international 
journals, the aim is to improve texts such that language issues cease to be a barrier to publication.

Revision of doctoral dissertations and Licentiate theses written in a foreign language is provided at cost price to 
University of Helsinki postgraduate students. Texts written in the author’s native language are excluded.

36 https://www.helsinki.fi/en/language-centre/cooperation-and-language-services/language-revision-services-at-the-university-of-helsinki#section-53814 
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Language support for family members (Q8)

Six out of 15 institutions offer national language (in some cases also foreign language) classes for the family members of 
international faculty (Amsterdam, Leiden, Leuven, Milan, Oxford, UCL). These classes are free of charge in Milan and (for 
Dutch as the national language) in Leiden.

2.4 Central units, fees, official websites, and printed material

Central units for language teaching (Q9)

Central units for language teaching go by names like Language Teaching Centre / Institute, Language Learning Centre, 
or Maison des Langues. 14 out of 17 institutions have a unit for coordinating language classes, only Lund, Strasbourg and 
Utrecht lack such a centre.37 The classes on offer in these centres usually require fees. Regulations as to the maximum 
number of participants in language classes strongly depend on individual courses.

University of Copenhagen - Centre for Internationalisation and Parallel Language Use (CIP) 38

Established in 2008, the Centre constitutes the university’s central research and training unit for the enhancement 
of language skills and supports the University of Copenhagen in the internationalisation process. 
The Centre’s research focusses on the field of parallel language use in an academic context, including the status 
of the Danish language as a language of science. Main research areas include parallel language in practice, 
foreign and second language acquisition and teaching, language policy, language and the quality of learning 
outcome, and testing of language competencies in an academic context.39 Needs analyses and diagnostic 
language tests make possible the design of language courses tailored to the various needs across the university.

37 Sorbonne University also has such a language centre (Service d’innovation pour l’apprentissage des Langues) but was not included in the survey 
as it was conducted exactly at the time when the process of merging Paris-Sorbonne University, Pierre et Marie Curie University, and other smaller 
institutions to form Sorbonne University took place. In those turbulent times our questionnaire unfortunately never reached the right people. 

38 https://cip.ku.dk/english/
39 See also: Holmen, Anne. 2015. Parallel language strategy. In Nelleke van Deusen-Scholl and Stephen May (eds.), Encyclopedia of language 

and education: Second and foreign language education, 3rd edition, 301-311. Cham: Springer. 
 Holmen, Anne. 2019. Language policy and multilingual practices at University of Copenhagen. In Hochschulrektorenkonferenz (HRK), 

Institutionelle Sprachenpolitik an Hochschulen – Fortschritte und Herausforderungen, 55-62. Berlin: HRK.
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All students at the University of Copenhagen can join the ECTS-based Academic English courses, covering 
topics like academic writing and presentation techniques for both an undergraduate and graduate audience.
For employees, language training is offered for academic staff and PhD candidates as well as for administrative 
staff. The course programme includes English writing workshops, tailor-made language courses for closed groups 
and one-to-one language training, typically in connection with specific projects and available in both Danish and 
English. Danish courses for international staff combine classes with online lessons and are publicly funded, with 
most University workplaces covering the fees for their employees.

Language use for official websites and printed material (Q 10)

It is very common for LERU universities to have an institutional policy as regards language(s) to be used for official 
printed material (14 out of 16, Freiburg and LMU Munich being the exceptions) and official websites (15 out of 16, 
Freiburg being the sole exception). These policies usually refer to the use of national language(s) and English, at least 
for key information, but can also regulate the use of regional languages, such as Catalan at the University of Barcelona 
or Irish at Trinity College Dublin.

Extra fees charged for language classes? (Q3.2, Q4.3, Q5, Q7.2, Q7.3, Q8, Q9)

The evaluation of fees charged for language classes provides a mixed picture.Some LERU universities offer language 
classes free of charge (e.g. Helsinki, Lund), at least half of the LERU institutions do not. Sometimes classes in the 
national language are for free whereas others are available at a reduced rate (e.g. Utrecht). Some universities pay for 
external courses after approval (e.g. Amsterdam). In some of the LERU member institutions classes are free of charge for 
exchange students (e.g. Geneva). Family members of international faculty always have to pay an extra fee for language 
classes.

2.5 Evaluation of existing LERU language policies 

For the 13 LERU universities that implemented some kind of official institutionalised language policy it can be said that 
they are all absolutely in line with the overall trends of European universities as regards language policy documents. 
They offer nothing radically new, largely describing linguistic prerequisites for local and international students, lecturers, 
researchers or administrative staff. Moreover, they demonstrate the advantages of learning languages (typically, the 
national language and English) in order to improve language competence for their academic and social lives as well 
as the career opportunities provided by learning English. They also formulate the overall aims of the university, such as 
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the implementation of bilingualism, multilingualism, or the parallel use of two or more languages, while often aligning 
themselves with local, regional or national circumstances and guidelines. Like the language policies of other HEIs, too, 
several of the LERU language policies reflect the national context together with the regional or governmental politics of 
the relevant country (cf. e.g. Finland, Sweden, Spain, or France). At the same time it needs to be acknowledged that 
other universities in Europe formulated papers on language policies considerably earlier than the LERU universities 
(e.g. Pompeu Fabra University, Barcelona). Still, having a coherent position at all on language policy, on the appropriate 
measures for its implementation, and on the required funding is an important achievement in itself. Of the LERU language 
policy documents, especially the ones of the University of Helsinki and Lund University offer good models.40 Universities 
which are planning to formulate institutional language policies – and this paper is all designed to whet the appetite for 
doing exactly that – are well advised to have a close look at these two language policy documents, in particular. Which 
other recommendations HEI leadership might want to keep in mind when seriously thinking of formulating an official 
language policy for their institution is sketched out in Section 3. 

40 For both universities it should be noted, however, that so far no evaluations of the success of the imple-mentation of their ILPs have taken 
place. For the University of Helsinki this is planned in the process of preparing the next strategic plan.
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3. Recommendations for institutional language policies

This paper strongly advocates the formulation of ILPs with an official status. In this section we want to outline some 
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. The following 
recommendations are the outcome of a review of the rich literature, theoretical and practical, on this topic, especially 
the best practices and major lessons to be learnt from the existent reports and surveys on ILPs in European HEIs. 
Special mention in this respect deserve the following: the final report by the European Language Council (ELC) on 
“Higher Education Language Policy” (Lauridsen 2013), the CercleS (2013a, b) guidelines for language policies for 
European HEIs, Hettiger (2018) and the HRK Report (2019a, b) on institutional language policies of HEIs in Germany, the 
corresponding KNAW Report (2018) on the situation in the Netherlands as well as the Gregersen et al (2018) Report on 
the Nordic countries. The recommendations and guidelines offered in these publications could hardly be more concise 
and concrete (partly, even down to the level of the structure such language policy documents should have) and thus 
constitute must-reads for anyone or any HEI interested in designing and implementing an official language policy. Below 
we will confine ourselves to no more than a selection, with some modifications and additions. 

3.1 Initial steps 

Before embarking on the challenging task of developing a tailor-made official language policy, the leadership of each HEI 
should answer for themselves two central questions: 

• Why should the HEI want a language policy in the first place? (e.g. as an important strategic instrument in the 
institutional internationalisation policy, for international benchmarking reasons, as a measure for quality assurance 
and enhancement)

• What are the HEI’s overall goals and strategies?

Only once the answers to both questions, with all their different, often wide-reaching facets and implications, have been 
carefully explored and evaluated, the HEI should, as a first concrete step, take stock of its current situation with regard 
to language-related matters (notably in teaching, research, administration, in-house and external communication). This 
includes, of course, the specific local, regional and national context. In documenting the current state of affairs, questions 
like the following should be addressed (see e.g. Lauridsen 2013:11, CercleS 2013a, b): 

• What is/are the official language(s) of the HEI?



33BRIEFING PAPER N° 4 - NOVEMBER 2019

• What is/are the language(s) of communication at institutional / departmental / research group / administrative unit, 
etc. levels?

• What is/are the language(s) of instruction?
• Who are the HEI stakeholders / target audiences, and which language(s) is / are used in communication with 

these audiences?
• Given the programmes and the level of internationalisation the HEI has or wants to have, and as a direct implication 

of that: What are the language proficiency levels (receptive and productive, oral and written) required by students 
who apply to its programmes? (… and what does this imply for the language proficiency levels and intercultural 
communication skills of the academic staff?)

• Given the programmes and the level of internationalisation the HEI has or wants to have, and as a direct implication 
of that: What are the language proficiency levels (receptive and productive, oral and written) expected from the 
graduates of these programmes? (… and, again, what does this imply for the language proficiency levels and 
intercultural communication skills of the academic staff?)

• Given the profile of the HEI and its educational strategies: Which language components are to be offered within 
or outside the (non-language) degree programmes? (What, for example, about teaching academic reading and 
writing skills in the HEI’s national language(s) for native speaker students from that country?)

All of these questions address primarily academic teaching, especially in the international classroom (including the 
perspectives and needs of both the students, national and international, and the lecturers, national and international). But of 
course HEIs must also consider the need for and provision of adequate language courses and services (possibly including 
language revision and translation) for the main language(s) used in research, in public relations of the HEI, and in everyday 
life on campus (e.g. communication with international students and faculty, documents, signposting on campus).

3.2 Aims 

Apart from answering for itself the fundamental questions “Why an official language policy?” and “How will it contribute 
to reaching the key goals and strategies of our institution?”, each HEI leadership who has decided in favour of such a 
policy will also need to decide at a fairly early point how far it is willing to go with its ILP. Translated into the context of 
the present Briefing Paper, the question addressed to all LERU member institutions (especially to those still without an 
official language policy) is this: How ambitious do you want to be? At a minimum, the LERU member institutions should 
not lag behind other HEIs in their countries in this respect. At best, however, all of them should aspire to serving as best 
practice examples concerning language policies in their countries and in higher education in Europe, in general. If the 
latter was the way that even more LERU universities want to go (and, as we saw, more than half of them are far advanced 
on that way, or even have an official ILP in place already), there should be a broad consensus in the LERU leaderships 
on a catalogue of aims which minimally includes the following: 
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• awareness raising: All members of our institutions need to be alerted to where, and in what way, language and 
languages matter in our daily routines, activities, interactions at the workplace (and beyond). It is necessary to 
implement processes of reflecting on what we can do to improve the situation in a way that benefits at the same 
time (a) all members of the institution personally and professionally AND (b) the HEI qua institution in the highly 
competitive national and international higher education arenas.

• advocating language learning for ALL groups at our universities: It is necessary to promote this not only for 
the immediate needs and purposes of the different groups involved in learning and teaching, research, and 
administration. Equally important it is to stress that learning a language is a personally enriching, highly 
interactive, downright enjoyable way of creating a true community among (national and international) students 
and employees across hierarchies, cultures and disciplines. (The potential economic benefit of speaking one or 
more foreign languages or, as shown for Switzerland, more than one national language may be mentioned in ILPs 
as well.) For the institution as a whole all this has the additional benefit of opening a new, substantial dimension 
of creating or solidifying a true corporate identity.41

• defining minimum (productive and receptive, written and oral) language skills: Besides their mother tongue(s), 
international students, faculty, and administrative staff must be expected to speak the national language of the 
host institution (at least on a receptive level) and English (or possibly other languages relevant to their field) on 
an academic level. National citizens of the relevant university must master the (or at least one of the) national 
language(s) on an academic level, English on an academic level, too, and another foreign language at least on 
a receptive level (minimally reading skills), better also on a solid communicative level, notably the language(s) 
required for their degree programmes.

• for HEIs in continental Europe: Quality assessment and enhancement for English-medium instruction and 
intercultural communication is required for all academic staff involved in lecturing and teaching, especially given 
the increasingly multicultural (and multilingual) classrooms at top universities like the LERU member institutions. 

All processes and discussions involved in the initial steps and formulation of the aims identified above should be prepared 
by specialists trained in such matters, typically by members of the relevant HEI’s language centre in collaboration with 
colleagues from the various degree programmes and departments. However, an important lesson to be learnt from many 
of the existing reports on the implementation of ILPs is that it should by no means be language experts alone (working 
in language centres or in linguistics departments) who play a prominent role in the institution-internal discourse (and, 
most likely, controversies) concerning individual aspects of ILPs, or the very idea of introducing an official ILP in the first 
place. Other major lessons that HEIs had to learn when introducing ILPs should be taken seriously as well: what is key is 

41 What is advocated in this bullet point is nicely captured by the mission of the University of Zurich and ETH Zurich Language Center: “More 
languages – more prospects”.
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• a participatory process leading towards the ILP, 
• (repeated) transparent communication of the ILP and its implications, and 
• a mild, non-enforcing, incentivising approach in implementing the ILP (e.g. via certificates, promotion schemes, 

international staff mobility). This approach is particularly important for the academic and, especially, for the non-
academic (i.e. largely administrative) staff.42

This leads on to the last set of recommendations, all relating to the most challenging aspect of all in introducing an official 
ILP: the implementation process.

3.3 Implementation of ILPs

Key lessons to be learnt from the national and European surveys and reports mentioned in the preceding sections 
prominently include the following:

• 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).

• 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 (e.g. staff development) and for 
guaranteeing good learning conditions (e.g. with regard to group size). 

• Equally important it is to define and assign responsibilities and competence areas required for the medium and 
long term implementation of the ILP (e.g. the division of tasks between the international offices and language 
centres). This crucially implies:

• Defining a monitoring process involving clear responsibilities, milestones and evaluation cycles as well as regular 
feedback from all members of the HEI. This may, for example, involve the setting up of a language (policy) 
committee which reports back annually to the top leadership of the HEI (a proposal from Gregersen et al 2018). 

• All of the previous decisions and their institutional implications must be made transparent by communicating them 
clearly and prominently (and in regular intervals) to all members of the HEI.

42 From personal experience, the author advises on adopting such a mild approach only in the initial phase of implementing an official ILP (2-3 
years). There is a point from which onwards top down decisions and actions need to be taken when confronted with resistance to or non-
compliance with key aspects of the ILP.
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University of Helsinki ILP – Implementation and supporting measures 

The main objective of University of Helsinki’s ILP is the institution-wide parallel use of Finnish, Swedish and 
English in all domains. Supporting measures for the implementation of the ILP in the University’s everyday 
operations and services are established at different institutional levels.

• Central administration:
- provides guidelines on language use in official contexts;
- publishes examples of best practices of multilingual communication, highlighting flexible language and 

communication models from real-life situations;
- integrates language and interaction themes into offers by Training and Development unit;
- ensures that internal support services offer their service in Finnish, Swedish and English (e.g. IT support, 

Helpdesk, study guidance and student advice);
- requests that external service providers offer their services in Finnish, Swedish and English;
- guarantees sufficient resources for Language Services for translations required by individual units.

• Language Team
- is developed and coordinated by the Language Services unit of the Language Centre;
- includes experts on language use, learning, and intercultural and speech interaction;
- supports implementation and monitoring of ILP in different units on request through
- discussing language issues;
- offering examples and templates for best practices;
- providing suggestions for the development of language activities.
  

• Individual units
- invite Language Team to discuss and decide on the use of languages in different situations;
- develop both general and case-by-case agreements on parallel use of Finnish, Swedish or English at 

different units;
- communicate and discuss language practices and policy through unit coordinators and leadership with 

all members of the community;
- consider the University’s multilingual policies in all their operations;
- contact the Language Services unit at an early stage of planning extensive projects requiring translation.
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Apart from elements that are widely found in official language policies, the following points should additionally be heed-
ed when formulating language policy documents, especially by HEIs outside of Ireland and the UK. Each university 
should position itself with regard to

• the use of English either as a parallel language to the national language – witness Lund University – or merely as a 
possible second language for teaching, research and administration.

• the wish to preserve the national language (or any other language) as a research language (alongside English), as 
stipulated by the Leiden University paper.

• (for undergraduates and graduates) the requirement and development of at least one other foreign language besides 
English, as implemented by the University of Barcelona.

• Another aspect which ILPs should ideally take a stand on concerns language services for its members or guests with 
special needs, notably via the use of sign language and braille. This point is often overlooked and currently not found 
in any of the ILPs at LERU member institutions. 

The ultimate consensus among the LERU members should be the one already voiced at the outset of this paper: As 
model institutions with a high degree of educational and social responsibility globally, in Europe and, above all, in their 
respective countries and academic world, it must be a key interest of the LERU universities to form rounded student 
personalities and to graduate future mediators between cultures in a globalised world. For this purpose, each additional 
language they speak (or at least understand) will be an asset. The same holds for all members of our universities, aca-
demic as well as non-academic. 

One thing has emerged very clearly from the present LERU survey and all recent surveys, reports and research on mul-
tilingualism, language politics and language policies in the higher education arena of Europe: We are approaching the 
point where, even for top universities, an ILP is no longer nice to have, but better to have. The ultimate conclusion of 
this Briefing Paper thus is that it is high time for the LERU consortium as a whole to move forward. 
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Official language policies of LERU universities

University of Amsterdam
https://www.uva.nl/binaries/content/assets/uva/en/education/20190508-uva-taalbeleid-sc-eng.pdf

University of Barcelona 
http://www.ub.edu/web/ub/en/sites/llengues/presentacio/index.html

University of Copenhagen
The University of Copenhagen’s language policy is stated in the University’s strategic plan STRATEGY 2016. 
https://www.e-pages.dk/ku/623/

Trinity College Dublin
https://www.tcd.ie/about/policies/assets/pdf/tcd-irish-language-policy.pdf

University of Geneva
http://www.unige.ch/rectorat/static/politique_langues.pdf

University of Helsinki
https://helda.helsinki.fi/handle/10138/160446?locale-attribute=en

Leiden University
https://www.organisatiegids.universiteitleiden.nl/en/regulations/general/language-of-instruction 

Lund University
http://www.staff.lu.se/sites/staff.lu.se/files/lund-university-language-policy.pdf

Utrecht University

https://www.dub.uu.nl/sites/default/files/attachments/93/16-115_university_language_policy_uu.pdf
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Appendix: LERU Questionnaire on Language Policies

1. What type of language policy, if any, does your institution have? In case such an official language policy 
does exist: 
a.  Please provide a link or copy.
b.  Is this policy communicated to graduate and undergraduate students?
c.  Are academic and administrative staff members aware of this policy? 
d.  Has this official language policy the status of a recommendation or is it required that this policy be adopted 

across the entire institution?

2. Does your institution require all its graduate and undergraduate students to attend academic writing 
classes, be it in the national language or in English?

3. For foreign students:
3.1  Does your institution require foreign students to acquire competencies in the (sole or main) national 

language (L1) of your country? If yes:
 a. Which level is required for admission in the undergraduate or graduate degree programmes?
 b. Which upon completion?
3.2  Does your institution offer language classes to foreign graduates and undergraduates which allow them 

to acquire the necessary passive and active language skills in the national language of your country? If 
yes: Are extra fees charged for these classes? 

4. For all continental European LERU member institutions: 
4.1  Is there a policy determining which undergraduate or graduate (Master, PhD) degree programmes are 

exclusively English-medium? If yes, is this policy communicated to new students (e.g. as part of the 
admission requirements)? 

4.2  Does your institution require new students to acquire competencies in English? If yes:
 a.  Which level is required for admission in the undergraduate or graduate degree programmes?
 b. Which upon completion?
4.3 Does your institution offer language classes to graduates and undergraduates which allow them to 

acquire the necessary passive and active English language skills? If yes: Are extra fees charged for these 
classes? 

4.4 Does your institution have a quality-screening unit for English-medium instructed degree programmes?
4.5 Specify 
 a. the number of English-medium instructed B.A., Master and PhD programmes at your institution, and
 b. the rough percentages of EMI programmes among all B.A., Master and PhD programmes at your  

 institution
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5. Does your institution generally encourage the learning of foreign languages (minimum: one) in the course 
of one’s academic study? If yes, are extra fees charged for the relevant classes? 

6. For degree programmes (e.g. in area studies) which require in-depth knowledge of the language(s) spoken 
in a particular part of the world: Does your institution require these students to acquire the relevant foreign-
language skills? If yes:
6.1 Which level is required before entry of the undergraduate or graduate degree programmes?
6.2 Which upon completion? 
 (The alternative is that the relevant programmes rely exclusively on translations from the foreign languages 

into English or your major national language.)

7. Administrative staff (i.e. non-academic, non-teaching staff) of all continental European LERU member 
institutions: 
7.1  Does your institution require its academic staff to be fully functional in English? If yes, which level of 

competence is required? 
7.2  Does your institution offer relevant English classes? Are these free of charge?
7.3  Does your institution (additionally) offer foreign language classes for your administrative staff, too? Are 

these free of charge?

8. Does your institution offer any (national or foreign) language classes for the family members of international 
faculty? Are these free of charge?

9. Does your institution have a central unit for language teaching (e.g. a Language Teaching/Learning Centre, 
Maison des langues)? If yes, are there regulations as to the maximum number of participants in language 
classes? Are extra fees charged for these classes?

10. Does your institution have a policy as regards the language(s) to be used
a. in the publications of main documents and any kind of official printed (e.g. marketing) material?
b. on the general website of your institution and internal websites?

11. Does your institution offer its academic staff support for translating and proof-reading in English?

12. Do the citizens of the country where your institution is located have a right guaranteed by legislation to 
receive teaching in their own language?
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