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Meine Herren Präsidenten,

Signore, Signori,

Mesdames, Monsieurs,

Meine Damen und Herren,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

First of all, I should like to say that am grateful for having been invited to participate in this event, which is devoted to a theme that is very close to my heart. I am also glad to be joining forces on this occasion with a number of colleagues with whom I have been co-operating on a European level for a number of years now.

In my presentation this afternoon, I shall be doing three things. I shall briefly discuss the terms ‘plurilingualism’ and ‘knowledge society’ to make sure that we have a common understanding of what is meant by these terms. I shall then explain how, following the Lisbon European Council of March 2000, the learning and teaching of other languages has come to be seen as a cornerstone of EU policy for education and training for living and working in the knowledge society. Finally, I shall be looking at the responsibilities of universities regarding the area of languages – responsibilities arising from increasing European integration in all spheres of life; here, I shall be looking not only at the future demands of an increasingly integrated European labour market, but also at the requirements and the opportunities arising from the creation of a European higher education area and a European research area.

What do we mean by ‘plurilingualism’ and ‘knowledge society’?

It is just as well to admit that the word ‘plurilingualism’ does not form part of the vocabulary of the English language. Whereas both in French and German we use different words for referring, on the one hand, to an individual’s ability to use several languages – plurilinguisme / Mehrsprachigkeit - and, on the other, to the multilingual nature of a given society – multilinguisme / Vielsprachigkeit - , in English the same word – multilingualism - is used for both phenomena. The Council of Europe and the European Union have solved this terminological dilemma in different ways. Whereas the Council of Europe has quite simply translated the French terms literally into English, using the terms plurilingualism and multilingualism respectively, the EU uses the term multilingualism when referring to the individual and linguistic diversity when referring to European society. I shall for once follow the Council of Europe’s usage, if only to avoid confusion and to remain in harmony with the other speakers.


Terminological considerations apart, it is important to recognise that for the European Union, societal multilingualism and individual plurilingualism have a clear political dimension. They are, as it were, two sides of the same coin. The Union is being created as a multilingual society. The official languages of the Union are regarded as being equal in value and dignity and as forming an integral part of European culture and civilization. The notion of a common Community language, a lingua franca for the EU, is rejected. All EU legislation is published in the 11 official languages of the Union. In the European Parliament, there is simultaneous interpreting from and into all Community languages. In addition, article 21 of the Treaty stipulates that “every citizen may write to any of the (European) institutions or bodies … in one of the (official) languages … and have an answer in the same language”.( These principles and practices will be upheld when new Member States are admitted. The multilingual nature of EU society requires professional translation and interpreting at all levels and for various purposes; it also requires plurilingual citizens, who are able to communicate across language barriers. In the words of the Commission’s White Paper on Teaching and Learning of 1995, “it is becoming necessary for everyone … to be able to acquire and keep up their ability to communicate in at least two Community languages in addition to their mother tongue”2 – in other words, the famous 1+>2 formula. The question is, how this formula can be implemented, how European citizens can become plurilingual.

The term ‘knowledge society’ may give rise to misunderstandings of a different kind. As university people, we see ourselves as being engaged in the production, review, and transmission of knowledge – in other words, in research and teaching. Those of us who work in the humanities do not necessarily feel concerned about the application of knowledge. In the knowledge society, on the other hand, knowledge first and foremost exists in application; it is closely related to the economy. The performance of individuals and of a society in acquiring and applying knowledge has become a key factor for career opportunities of individuals and for the economic well-being of a society. The transfer of knowledge from higher education institutions to industry – notably in the areas of engineering, science, and management  -  is now a key economic factor, as is lifelong learning among the workforce. Lifelong learning is the tool through which individuals can acquire specialised knowledge needed for new job requirements.

Acquiring plurilingualism for living and working in the European knowledge society

In the EU, the principle of subsidiarity applies in the field of education. Article 149 of the Treaty Establishing the European Community defines the Community’s role in this field in terms of “supporting” and “supplementing” action taken by the Member States. Admittedly, the article stipulates that Community action should be aimed at “developing the European dimension in education, particularly though the teaching and dissemination of the languages of the Member States”3 – but the Community’s powers are limited to action programmes such as the Socrates Programme and to recommendations. Primary responsibility for education rests with the Member States and –  particularly in higher education – with the institutions charged with it.   

Because of this, it is all the more noteworthy that in the past three years the Member States themselves sitting in Council have placed education in general and the issue of the teaching and learning of languages in particular high on the EU’s political agenda. The turning point was the Lisbon Council of March 2000, which identified two new challenges confronting the Union and people living in the Union: globalisation and the advent of a knowledge-based economy. The Council argued that the Union had to respond to this challenge by setting itself a clear strategic goal for the first decade of the 21st century: “to become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world”.4 The Council maintained that the new challenges and the strategic goal required a radical transformation of the European economy, which in turn called for, among other things, the modernisation of education and training systems in the Member States. “Europe’s education and training systems need to adapt both to the demands of the knowledge society and to the need for an improved level and quality of employment.” The Barcelona Council in March this year strengthened the educational dimension of the Lisbon Strategy by explicitly setting “the objective of making [the Union’s] educative and training systems a world quality reference by 2010”.5
The Lisbon Council started a discussion at EU level about the concrete future objectives of education systems, which has come to be known as the Objectives Process. An important aspect of this Process is the definition of new basic skills which give an individual a secure foundation for life and work in the European knowledge society. The Lisbon Council identified IT skills, foreign languages, technological culture, entrepreneurship and social kills as the new basic skills. The Barcelona Council prioritised languages among the new basic skills, urging that all children be taught at least two foreign languages from a very early age. Two months before, the Education Council had called for the establishment of linguistic competence indicators for measuring progress in language teaching/ learning, including the percentage of pupils and students who reach a level of proficiency in two foreign languages, for instance level B2 of the Council of Europe’s Common European Framework of Reference6 – a tall order indeed. In view of the new agenda, it is probably appropriate to speak of the linguistic skills and competences of the European citizen of the future in terms of multiliteracy or pluriliteracy rather than plurilingualism.



Why has plurilingualism come to occupy such a prominent position on the educational agenda of the EU Member States? Why is it regarded as being so important for life and work in the European knowledge society?


The answer to these questions is to be found in the EU’s renewed concern for mobility – a concern which was initiated by the French Presidency in the second half of the year 2000 and which culminated in the Commission’s Action Plan for skills and mobility of February this year. The Commission argues that the dynamic knowledge-based economy envisaged by the Lisbon Council requires, among other things, more mobility on the labour market – both mobility between jobs and geographical mobility between Member States. For this, the improvement of skills levels and the removing of barriers to mobility are felt to be essential. Among the actions proposed for improvement is the development of language and cross-cultural skills – taking into account the language needs related to the European labour markets.7 If EU citizens are to seek employment in other Member States, if they are to work in European teams, they cannot rely on English alone. In other words, the new emphasis placed by the Member States on the teaching and learning of languages is directly related to the Union’s endeavour to achieve a marked increase in physical mobility as part of the overall endeavour to equal if not surpass the economic performance of the other Union by the end of the decade. 


To sum up: The Lisbon Strategy stresses the importance of knowledge, i.e. of the production, transfer, acquisition and application of  knowledge, for employment and economic performance, and it emphasises the crucial role of plurilingual communicative competence for the knowledge-based economy.

Plurilingualism in the European university sector

Improving the mobility of students, teachers, researchers and administrative staff is one of the principal objectives of the Bologna-Prague-Berlin Process, whereby more than 30 European states have committed themselves to the creation of a European higher education area by the year 2010. Both the Bologna Declaration and the Prague Communiqué emphasise the need to strengthen the important European dimensions of higher education and graduate employability; the Prague Communiqué calls on universities to increase the development of modules, courses and degree curricula offered in partnership by institutions from different countries and leading to a recognised joint degree. The Bologna Declaration expresses the view that the degree awarded after the first cycle should be relevant to the European labour market. In other words, the Bologna Process is very much concerned with issues that figure prominently in the Lisbon Strategy and the Objectives Process: mobility, employability, the European dimension. In view of this, it is all the more surprising that to date languages have been widely ignored in the Bologna Process. If it is true, that plurilingual competence is of crucial importance to a person’s employability on the European labour market, then the universities have to place languages at the centre of their internationalisation strategy.


It is probably the right point in time to ask why mobility in the university sector, particularly student mobility is so important. I think there are four reasons. (i) It brings students into contact with other traditions of their disciplines, other methods and approaches – the famous European added value. (ii) It brings them into direct contact with other languages and cultures and helps them develop their linguistic and cross-cultural skills and competences. (iii) It prepares them for mobility on the European labour market. (iv) It enables them to exercise their rights as European citizens. Mobility will obtain an even greater value with the introduction of the bachelor-master structure, as study abroad will have to become a fully integrated component of the new degree programmes.


Of course, more and more universities in Europe, especially in countries whose languages are among the less widely used and taught, are beginning to offer programmes in English – to facilitate trans-European mobility and to attract students from overseas; in a sense this is inevitable, especially in the hard sciences and in business and economics. However, mobile students will only reap the full benefits of study abroad – both in academic terms and in terms of improving their chances on the European labour market – if they can follow portions of programmes in other languages – and I do not just mean in English. Only if mobile students can take classes in the language of the host country will they be able to fully appreciate the specific features of the knowledge transmitted to them at the host institution. There is, however, a caveat. This will only work if mobile students receive proper linguistic and intercultural preparation and support; otherwise, there is a danger that students will feel frustrated and be unable to appreciate the added value of study abroad. 


Student mobility highlights the importance of languages for acquiring knowledge not available at the students’ home institution and for making graduates fit for life and work in the European knowledge society. However, improving linguistic and cross-cultural skills and competences is equally important for non-mobile students. This is why universities must provide students, regardless of their field of specialisation, with opportunities for improving their knowledge in languages, for learning new languages, and for becoming more independent in their language learning. Universities must offer all students in undergraduate education the opportunity to take a number of credits in languages.


Languages should – and I am sure, will - also play an increasingly important role in course delivery in general, as, in the spirit of Bologna, more and more universities develop and implement joint programmes. Both teaching staff mobility and virtual mobility will become a special feature of the strategic alliances that universities across Europe are currently forming. I am convinced that in all disciplines more and more modules will be offered in distance mode, thereby facilitating access to knowledge that a single university cannot provide. Here too, knowing other languages and knowing other academic traditions will be important for successful knowledge acquisition. In short: languages are relevant to all disciplines and because of this all disciplines should make languages one of their concerns.


Let me just add as an afterthought that I am convinced that graduates with rare language combinations will in future have particularly good job prospects.

The changing role of languages in general and the growing importance of plurilingualism for European integration in all fields in particular should lead to innovative approaches in teaching programmes and in research. Here I can only give a few examples. Both research and teaching in modern languages can no longer solely focus on individual languages, but must analyse and describe them within the European constellation of languages, including the interrelatedness of languages belonging to so-called language families. Research in the area of languages must face the issue of the application of knowledge. We need research designed to facilitate the acquisition of plurilingual competence. We need research aimed at facilitating the accelerated learning of languages related to languages that already form part of a given learner’s repertoire. What is needed is a decompartementalisation of the languages not only in relation to each other, but also in relation to non-linguistic disciplines. Here I am thinking of programmes combining language study with the study of other disciplines and of interdisciplinary programmes as well as of interdisciplinary research undertaken jointly by language specialists and sociologists, political scientists, economists, educationalists, to mention just a few disciplines. In this way, languages will contribute to the production of new types of knowledge that will move them closer to the hard sciences. Language specialists should make it their business to become involved in the production of knowledge relevant to European integration in the widest sense. And, of course, the critical mass of such research will be enhanced through European co-operation.

From what I have said, it should be clear that I believe that the universities have to open up to the wider, that they have to respond to changing needs in the non-academic environments. However, responding to changing needs is not enough. Universities should make it their duty to anticipate future needs and to take an active part in the shaping of tomorrow’s European society. To give just two concrete examples. (i) A recent major European project linked to the Bologna Process revealed that neither the economic environment nor young graduates attach great value to plurilingual and cross-cultural skills. Of course, we as university people know that surveys of this kind run the risk of providing information about yesterday’s needs rather than about tomorrow’s requirements. I would regard it as a legitimate and urgent research task to attempt to anticipate the linguistic requirements resulting from an increasingly integrated Europe in order to provide stakeholders with a basis for policy-making and decision-making. (ii) If it is true, as I think it is, that the future of our continent, of European society depends on the quality of the education we provide for our children, then we have to regard the education of teachers as being of utmost importance. We need European teachers who, among other things, can motivate pupils to learn languages – and it is the duty of higher education institutions to prepare teachers for this task and thereby to help shape tomorrow’s European society. 

Last week I attended a one-day Conference in Bonn on the future of the universities, which brought together policy-makers and decision-makers from the United States and from Germany. I was surprised to observe that the American participants were much more acutely aware of the benefits universities in Germany have derived and will continue to derive from European integration and co-operation. In education, we profit from the wealth of different traditions and approaches. In research we can gain a critical mass that cannot be obtained on a national level. In other words, our universities are on their way to becoming European institutions, at which students, teachers, and researchers from across Europe and from overseas study and work. It is our duty to reflect on and make provision for the linguistic implications of this process of integration in the higher education sector.

I think I ought to stop here. Before I close, however, I should like to say that the fact that languages are of such crucial importance for the creation of a European higher education area and for the employability of graduates and the fact that they are relevant to all disciplines makes it necessary to include them in the universities’ overall strategic planning. This was one of the principal outcomes of the Berlin European Year of Languages Conference. Each university should develop and implement its own specific and coherent language policy, covering the fields of education, research, and development. This policy should reflect the European dimension, the specific needs of the non-academic environments, and institutional priorities and strengths. 8 

In the wake of the Conference, a number of European universities, among them the Université de Lausanne, and my association, the Conseil Européen pour les Languages, formed a European University Language Policy Interest Group, in which vice-presidents responsible for education and language specialists have joined forces in an endeavour to promote the concept of a university language policy. In a first step, the group has identified a number of reference points relevant to the promotion of multilingualism and plurilingualism in higher education, which are to guide the universities in their analyses of the status quo and in their future planning. I am glad to say that as a result of this co-operative initiative, some of the issues I have spelt out in my presentation have already been addressed in the participating institutions. The group is going to publish guidelines for the development and implementation of university language policies underpinned by examples of good practice. I hope that in this way we shall be able to encourage universities across Europe to put languages high on their list of priorities.

Thank you.
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