
THE ROLE OF LANGUAGE CENTRES IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

A language centre provides language-based courses across the University, beyond those degree 

programmes focussed on the study of Modern Languages and Cultures.  72 Universities in the UK 

currently deliver so-called University-wide or Institution-wide language programmes (UWLP/IWLP) 

to more than 65,000 learners of foreign languages (not including external registrations).  There are a 

variety of delivery modes and organisational structures, and the term "Language Centre" is used 

here as a catch all term in this paper.  Many Language Centres also deliver programmes for 

international students in English as a foreign language, as well as classical languages.  English and 

classical languages are not considered further here, this paper concentrating exclusively on delivery 

of "foreign" language programmes. 

The Purpose of a Language Centre 

The principle raison d'être of a language centre is to support demand from any number of learner 

types, with a variety of reasons for wishing to learn a language.  These may include students and 

staff, but also alumni, external partners and members of the public as part of a wider external 

engagement and outreach strategy.  The portfolio of courses delivered will be designed based on 

this demand (which is typically broad), aligned with institutional strategy, and subject to the 

resources available.  A Language Centre is also a key component of the Global University.  The Global 

University will have embedded international dimensions to all its activities and across all its 

stakeholders: staff, students, alumni and partners.  In order to achieve this as many of its staff, 

students and alumni will be engaged in international activity including student recruitment, 

teaching, research, graduate employment, and broader external engagement.  Such an approach to 

internationalisation can abd should be supported by Institution-Wide Language programmes that 

enable communication across international boundaries and maximises operations at a global level.  

It could be considered an ideal that all University staff have at least two languages, and all students 

leave University with a functional competency in at least one non-native language. 

There are certain key drivers behind the design of language centre programmes. It is typical to see 

these described in the language of institutional Strategic Plans focussing on abstract concepts such 

as "Internationalisation" and "Employability".  These are valid ambitions in terms of provision of a 

service.  However there is a fundamental underlying educational purpose relating to the 

development of inter-cultural understanding across the whole University (not only the specialist 

study of languages and cultures).  This is especially important due to the decline in study of 

languages in school.  In society there is considerable emphasis placed on numeracy and literacy as 

key educational goals for the majority (if not all) of the population.  As age increases this typically 

evolves into the relative balance between STEM and Arts and Humanities subjects which are too 

often considered to be alternative choices when in fact they are of course highly complementary, 

and take up of language study at school is in decline. 

The European Commission has a target of 50% of all 15-year olds across Europe to be “competent” 

in at least one foreign language.  Currently 42% of 15 year olds in the EU fulfil this criterion, although 

in the UK the proportion is only 9%.  Of these 5% are native speakers of a language other than 

English, or have heritage language ability (for example due to bilingual parents).  This implies only 

4% of native English speakers in the UK have learnt a second language to a sufficient level to even 



hold a basic conversation.  This is a situation not dissimilar to the USA and Australia and the wider 

English speaking world. 

The belief that "everyone speaks English" is of course a myth, but there remains a deep-seated 

unwillingness amongst native English speakers to embark on second language learning, for 

themselves or for their children.  There remains an appreciation gap between how many individuals 

(be they employers, managers or parents) perceive the value of language skills, and the way that key 

institutions (British Council, British Academy, UKTI, British Chambers of Commerce, Chatham House 

et al) are increasingly proclaiming the need for improved language skills.  As a society this is largely 

influenced by prevailing socio-cultural and socio-political considerations: the fact that much of the 

international film, TV and music distribution is in English, the fact that many UK holidaymakers 

overseas visit the same resorts as their compatriots without needing to engage with other cultures, 

and the fact that for many UK students the "Gap Year" is more common and popular than the "Year 

Abroad".  If you do not have language skills yourself, it is unlikely you will value it in others, or 

recognise its importance. 

In Higher Education as a result, the role of the Language Centre is to encourage language learning, 

and to ensure that those who wish to, or need to, are able to access the means to improve their 

inter-cultural awareness and communication skills through language courses.  This is especially 

important in those countries where English is the predominant native language, and where too 

many citizens can be considered to be inter-culturally illiterate as a result of their mono-lingualism. 

This objective is seeing some indications of success.  Beyond admissions to specialist and joint 

honours degree programmes, more than 65,000 University students across the UK are now 

registering to study a foreign language course alongside their degree through University language 

centres (AULC/UCML, 2014).  This is a 30% growth since 2012, although the modern languages 

community are particularly aware of the mutual inter-dependence of degree programmes and IWLP.  

This increase is across academic disciplines with students increasingly recognising the paucity of 

their language skills in the international jobs market, and to improve their abilities for international 

mobility (and not only for employability). 

The Case for Change 

There is a perception that native English speakers need not worry too much about the fact that less 

than 10% of people in the UK can speak another language.  However amongst non-native English 

speakers, only 10% of the world population can speak English (albeit with higher numbers in 

particular countries).  In Europe, 54% of those in employment claim to use more than one language 

in their work every day (Eurobarometer survey, 2013).  The British Council has stated that "50% of 

the world’s population function in two or more languages on a daily basis. […] multilingualism is the 

norm" (2013). Those who speak only English are therefore at a disadvantage when compared to 

peers internationally. 

There have been a number of reports published in the past 5 years lamenting the linguistic ability of 

the UK population, with its impact on diplomacy, international security, business, and cultural 

awareness.  The British Council have stated that "[…] the UK needs to develop its citizens’ 

competence in a wider range of languages, and in far greater numbers, in order to reap the economic 

and cultural benefits available to those who have these skills" (Languages for the Future, 2013).  The 



British Academy has also undertaken research, which "demonstrates, […], persistent deficits in 

foreign language skills that threaten our future capacity for influence." (Lost for Words, 2013).  The 

Government and employers are now waking up to the ongoing changes that have been taking place 

over the previous 20-30 years, and that will continue in the coming decades as the geo-political 

balance shifts.  Key indicators of need are: 

1. current UK export trade 

2. the language needs of UK business 

3. UK government trade priorities 

4. emerging high growth markets 

5. diplomatic and security priorities 

6. the public’s language interests 

7. outward visitor destinations 

8. UK government’s International Education Strategy priorities 

9. levels of English proficiency in other countries 

10. the prevalence of different languages on the internet (English accounts for 24%, down 

from 49% in 2000). 

From the business context, the UK currently exports close to £400 million per year in goods and 

services (Office for National Statistics, 2014), 70% to countries whose first language is not English.  

The UK Government would like this value to double.  This is both by growing existing markets, but 

also (crucially) by developing emerging markets including China, Brazil, South Africa, Mexico, Turkey 

and others.  It has been recognised that better understanding of language and culture amongst UK 

business is vital if this target is ever to be achieved.  As Business operates ever more globally, 

language ability has become a basic requirement for a 21st-century career, and a vital workplace skill.  

The British Academy Born Global project (ongoing) has highlighted that "Employers are seeking 

employees with an international outlook, a global mind-set and cultural intelligence. […]  To be 

internationally mobile and able to take on leadership and management roles in international 

companies, the ability to speak other languages and relate to other clients, customers and suppliers 

and to be attuned harmoniously with different cultures is a significant advantage."  This applies 

equally to any employment position in the private, public or voluntary sectors.  It is a fact that the 

annual CBI Skills survey constantly recognises the value of language skills in the work force, but fails 

to recognise the value in investing in the development of such skills, mainly because the solution is 

often to employ native speakers at the expense of mono-lingual Brits. 

To conclude with a further extract from the British Council report Languages for the Future: "[…] the 

UK must take a strategic approach in planning for effective development of the language capacity 

which this country needs. […] UK adults who currently do not speak any of the key languages should 

endeavour to learn the basics of one of them."  Whether it is to support our students, our alumni, 

our business partners, or ourselves, Universities and Language Centres have a vital role to perform in 

ensuring this future capacity. 

 

 


