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Abstract. In universities where the language of instruc-
tion is not (mainly) English (EN), academic members of
staff from different disciplines are exposed to EN to vary-
ing extents and may thus be expected to demonstrate
different degrees of EN competence. We hypothesise
that, generally speaking, university professors and lectur-
ers of national literature, national language, linguistics
and local social studies may be the least obliged to use
EN, while those in, or dealing with, the hard sciences have
a greater need and obligation to engage with technical
EN. In December 2023, a survey based on self-reporting
was organised amongst the academic, administrative and
student community of the nine universities that now con-
stitute the ‘European University’ Alliance: the ‘European
University of the Seas’ (SEA-EU). Amongst various other
themes, this survey explored the self-declared English Lan-
guage competences of lecturers and professors of soci-
ology (N = 23) as well as lecturers and professors of
chemistry (N = 88) in eight out of these universities.
The results, while only indicative, support the claim that
academics in the field of sociology, working in largely non-
EN teaching universities, may not need a strong level of
EN competence as much as chemistry lecturers and pro-
fessors. Thus, one can argue that chemistry academics
are generally under greater pressure to improve their level

of English in all areas of language reception and produc-
tion (reading, writing, listening, speaking alone or in a
conversation, delivering formal lectures, preparing notes,
slides and examinations, etc.) than sociology academics.
These results provide valuable nuance to the use of the
English language in the European academic community.

Keywords: English language competence, European
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1 Introduction
SEA-EU, or the European University of the Seas, is a
‘European University’ Alliance set up and launched with
the first wave of such bodies, in January 2020. Initially
with six members, it now has nine partner universities,
namely: the University of Cadiz (UCA), Spain; University
of Western Brittany (UBO), Brest, France; Kiel Univer-
sity (CAU), Germany; University of Gdańsk (UG), Poland;
University of Split (UNIST), Croatia; University of Malta
(UM), Msida, Malta; Parthenope University of Naples
(UPN), Italy; University of Algarve (UAlg), Portugal and
Nord University (Nord), Norway. (www.sea-eu.org). One
of the tasks that fall within the purview of SEA-EU deals
with promoting multilingualism, building English language
competence, and setting up a common SEA-EU language
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policy.
“Multilingualism as a social phenomenon is not a spe-

cialty of this age, since many pre-modern societies were
multicultural and multilingual” (Granić, 2012, p. 85), it
is “an everyday reality for the majority of the world’s in-
habitants” (Phillipson, 2003, p. 3), and its rise and rami-
fications are not difficult to understand (Edwards, 2012).
Being “frequently prised as one of our age’s major pro-
gressive paradigm shifts in curriculum, research, and civil
society” (Gramling, 2021, pp. 11, 65), multilingualism
is a practice under pressure. Considering language as “a
bridge between persons and a vehicle for members of a
community to feel close to each other” (Metsola, 2023,
p. 126), multilingualism requires ongoing attention. Lan-
guage diversity in the EU, particularly in public commu-
nication, and including academic discourse, “has remained
an unfulfilled ideal, inasmuch as ‘we have to shift to Eng-
lish to be heard’ ” (Granić, 2017, p.104). The SEA-EU
Alliance is called upon to establish a common language
policy by promoting English as a global language and to
implement multilingualism in its own practice (cf. Black-
wood & Dunlevy, 2021; Horner & Dailey-O’Cain, 2020;
Mary et al., 2021).

One of the core goals of this task is to ensure an effect-
ive use of English as a means of communication, schol-
arship, teaching and learning within the SEA-EU Alliance
and beyond. After all, the globalisation and consequent
internationalisation of higher education have “taken the
form, in non-English speaking countries, of an increasing
role for the English language” (Zanola, 2024). In much of
Europe and beyond, competence in English is becoming
a prerequisite for access to higher education and employ-
ment.

2 Objectives: A comparison between
two disciplines

In most cases, where such studies are carried out, the
analysis proceeds with an inquiry based on a comparative
analysis of data across universities and countries. In this
paper, we focus however on an inter-disciplinary compar-
ison. Indeed, the survey instrument intentionally targeted
two mutually exclusive sets of academics: those who re-
port being chemistry lecturers / professors (N = 88) and
those who self-report as sociology lecturers/professors
(N = 23), with a comparative exercise in mind.

The adoption of English as a Medium of Instruction
(EMI) has been sweeping across the higher education
landscape worldwide for a while (e.g. Coleman, 2006;
Crystal, 2004). Under the guise of internationalisation,
formal teaching and research are often becoming mono-
lingual, gravitating towards the use of English as a single
lingua franca, or lingua academica (Grin et al., 2018).

Phillipson (2007, p. 78) however argues that lingua franca
is a slippery concept, suggesting other signifiers such as:
lingua economica (the globalisation imperative); lingua
cultura (needing exploration in foreign language teach-
ing); lingua academica (for international collaboration in
higher education); lingua emotiva (where grassroots iden-
tification with English ties in with top-down promotion
of the language); lingua tyrannosaura (the language that
gobbles others); and lingua belica (the language of war
and military contexts).

With the ongoing globalisation of higher education and
the internationalisation drive of most universities, aca-
demics find themselves in environments where engage-
ment with the English language (EN) is almost inevitable:
for keeping in touch with their research field, for publishing
their work, for attending and presenting at international
conferences, for lecturing and assessing student work, for
successfully applying to collaborative research projects,
and for maximising citations and deepening impact (Di
Bitetti & Ferreras, 2017; Liang et al., 2013). It is all the
more so if such academics find themselves teaching study
units that are specifically earmarked as EN-language units,
in order to appeal to and attract international students as
well as Erasmus mobility students from other universities.
Nevertheless, this level of engagement is not necessarily
the same in all disciplines. In this paper, we hypothesise
that certain academic disciplines are more or less obliged
to be fully competent in the English language than others.

The basis for proposing this hypothesis is summed up
here. In language, linguistics and some social science, uni-
versity academics may have secured their academic qual-
ifications from home universities; they are obliged and
expected to teach, research and critique the local corpus,
which would be primarily written in the local language (or
dialect); they may be obliged and expected to comment
and deliver presentations on such material again in the
local language; the obligation to engage with non-locals
on such material is less inevitable than in the case of aca-
demics in the hard sciences – physics, chemistry, math-
ematics, et cetera. Indeed, to achieve credibility, visibility
and inclusion in the international hard science community,
the use of EN has become inevitable.

For this exercise, we will exclude the academic repres-
entatives of the University of Malta (UM). The language
of instruction of this university is English; so, naturally, all
academic members from every department are expected
to have a very good or excellent command of this lan-
guage, and in the full repertoire of associated skills. This
is indeed the case, as self-reported by respondents: for
example, in the case of EN reading skills, out of eight
UM academics, seven reported an excellent command of
EN; and one a very good command. The situation re-
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peats itself with respect to the other three sets of EN-
related skills. The situation is quite different where the
other eight universities are involved. The local, vernacu-
lar language is the default language of instruction and
assessment in these institutions: Croatian, French, Ger-
man, Italian, Norwegian, Polish, Portuguese and Spanish
respectively. However, there are demands being (recently
and increasingly) placed on these academics to also teach
in English, as shall be discussed below.

Five different sets of questions were asked, dealing with
different types of EN competence: reading (work related
material, and more broadly), listening, writing, speaking
alone (as in a presentation) and speaking with others (as
in a dialogue). For each set of questions, respondents
were asked about their self-perceived level of competence
and whether they were interested in taking initiatives to
improve their competence. The responses are reviewed in
turn below.

3 Methodology
To undertake this task more effectively, and better align
initiatives with needs, a ‘needs assessment’ (Long, 2010;
Piquer-Píriz & Castellano-Risco, 2021) exercise of the
language situation within each partner university was un-
dertaken by means of an on-line survey in December 2023.
This survey targeted five representative sectors of the
campus community: namely, academics who teach either
Chemistry or Sociology, Library Staff, the Staff of the
Central Administration (Office of the Rector or Presid-
ent; Offices of the Vice-Rectors), and the Student Union
or Central Student Association(s). The objective of this
survey was to determine how to best enhance and deepen
English language competence in our campuses. The sur-
vey was circulated both in English as well as in the respect-
ive national languages of the SEA-EU partner universities.
Completed survey responses were accepted until Decem-
ber 15, 2023 (just before the Christmas recess). A total
of 654 valid submissions were received within that time
frame.

Methodological caveats There are some methodolo-
gical issues that need to be discussed before a discussion is
proposed. Survey questionnaires were available in the nine
languages of the Alliance – Croatian, French, German,
Italian, Maltese, Norwegian, Polish, Portuguese, Spanish
– plus in English, and there may have been slight differ-
ences in meaning between different questionnaire versions.
Respondents who chose to answer using the EN-version
of the survey instrument, and who may not have a full
level of competence in the language, may have somewhat
misinterpreted the questions, and so possibly provided un-
intended answers. And, of course, all answers are based
on self-reporting: they are subjective judgement calls on

a range of skills related to English-language competence.
Such answers would need to be compared to the results of
objective language competence tests in order to determ-
ine their veracity, validity, and accuracy. Moreover, no
chemistry or sociology professors from Nord answered the
survey, or self-identified as such; there were also no chem-
istry academics from CAU; and no sociology academics
from UAlg. This somewhat distorts the compatibility of
the two datasets. Finally, the number of respondents who
self-identify as chemistry lecturers/ professors (N = 88;
N less UM=84) is much larger than those who identify
themselves as sociology lecturers/ professors (N = 23;
N less UM=17). This creates some difficulties in drawing
conclusions from small numbers, which is why the analysis
here is mainly pursued by looking at aggregate figures.

However, with all these caveats, we consider the meth-
odology to be, in principle, sound enough to permit indic-
ative comparisons between chemistry and sociology pro-
fessors at the universities that are members of the SEA-
EU Alliance, hailing from eight different European coun-
tries. Further research would be able to confirm or refute
whether these initial observations are tenable.

4 Results

4.1 Assessment and Interest in Improvement

4.1.1 English Language Reading Skills

Chemistry academics (N = 84): The EN reading skills of
most chemistry lecturers or professors in UAlg and UNIST
are self-reported as excellent; and most of those at UG
as very good. In UPN, reading skills are reported as both
very good and good; and in UBO and UCA, EN reading
skills are self-noted as being good. 23 respondents (27%)
reported their EN reading skills as excellent. Just four
respondents indicated basic EN reading skills (the low-
est category available for selection). When asked if they
wished to improve their EN reading skills, most chemistry
academics responding from UNIST, UCA, UG and UPN
(but not UBO) declared that they would. There were no
submissions from CAU and Nord. (See Figures 1 and 3).

Sociology academics (N=17): The EN reading skills of
the majority in CAU, UCA and UNIST are self-reported
as excellent. The single respondent from UG self-reports
as very good, the majority in UPN are self-noted as good
and the majority in UBO are self-indicated as basic. Six
respondents (35%) reported their EN reading skills as ex-
cellent. Despite much lower numbers of respondents com-
pared to the chemistry sub-sample, an equal number of
respondents – four – indicated having just basic EN read-
ing skills. When asked if they wished to improve their EN
reading skills, most sociology academics responding from
UBO, UCA and UPN declared that they would. There
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were no submissions from Nord and UAlg. (See Figures 2
and 4).

Figure 1: EN reading skills assessment – Chemistry Academics

Figure 2: EN reading skills assessment – Sociology Academics

Figure 3: EN reading skills improvement – Chemistry Academics

Figure 4: EN reading skills improvement – Sociology Academics

4.1.2 English Language Listening Skills

Chemistry academics (N = 84): This time, only the five
chemistry respondents at UAlg all claim to have excel-
lent English listening skills. In all, twelve respondents
(14%) claim excellent skills (UM excluded). Most re-
spondents from UNIST claim to have very good English
listening skills; and the majority from UG reported good
skills. Most respondents from UCA, UPN and UBO self-
report basic EN listening skills. No single respondent from
UCA or UPN self-identified as having excellent EN listen-
ing skills. 62 of the respondents (74%) indicate a willing-
ness to improve in this skill. There were no submissions
from CAU (See Figures 5 and 7).

Sociology academics (N = 17): The two sociology re-
spondents from CAU and UNIST reported excellent listen-
ing skills; while the single UPN respondent self-reported
good skills. Excluding UM, four respondents (24%) de-
clared excellent English language listening skills. Most
respondents from UCA reported basic level skills. Two
respondents (both from UCA) self-rated their EN listen-
ing skills as very poor. Eleven respondents (65%) self-
reported a readiness to improve these range of skills.
There were no submissions from UAlg (See Figures 6
and 8).
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Figure 5: EN listening skills assessment – Chemistry Academics

Figure 6: EN listening skills assessment – Sociology Academics

Figure 7: EN listening skills improvement – Chemistry Academ-
ics

Figure 8: EN listening skills improvement – Sociology Academics

4.1.3 English Language Writing Skills

Chemistry academics (N = 84): The majority in UAlg
self-reported their EN writing skills as excellent and the
majority at UPN self-reported as very good. Most re-
spondents from UBO, UCA, UG and UNIST claimed their
writing skills to be good. Three respondents self-reported
as having very poor EN writing skills. (Always exclud-
ing UM), only UAlg has a slight majority of respondents
who are not interested in improving their EN writing skills.
There were no submissions from CAU and Nord (See Fig-
ures 9 and 11).

Sociology academics (N = 17): Most respondents
from CAU and UNIST self-noted their writing skills as ex-
cellent; at UCA, writing skills are largely self-reported as
very good; in UG writing skills are largely self-reported as
good; and in UPN writing skills are largely self-reported as
very poor. UBO claimed their writing skills as equally very
good, basic, and very poor. Three sociology respondents
self-reported as having very poor EN writing skills. Des-
pite this result, five of the respondents do not feel the
need to improve their EN writing skills. There were no
submissions from UAlg (See Figures 10 and 12).

Figure 9: EN writing skills assessment – Chemistry Academics
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Figure 10: EN writing skills assessment – Sociology Academics

Figure 11: EN writing skills improvement – Chemistry Academ-
ics

Figure 12: EN writing skills improvement – Sociology Academics

4.1.4 English Language Speaking Skills

A) while speaking alone, such as when delivering a
speech or presentation Chemistry academics (N =
84): Only a majority of chemistry respondents from UAlg
self-reported their speaking skills as excellent. The ma-
jority in UNIST self-claimed to have very good skills. The

majority from UBO, UCA and UG reported their speak-
ing skills as good; and in UPN, speaking skills are self-
reported as basic. Excluding UM, just seven respondents
self-indicated excellent EN speaking skills, while three ad-
mit very poor skills. Excluding UM, all universities except
UAlg have a majority of respondents who are keen – some
very keen – to improve their EN speaking skills, although
the level of keenness at UBO is quite lukewarm. There
were no submissions from CAU (Figures 13 and 15).

Sociology academics (N = 17): Respondents from
CAU and UNIST self-reported their speaking skills as
excellent. Most sociology respondents from UG self-
reported their speaking skills as very good; the majority in
UCA self-reported as good; and the majority from UBO
and UPN reported their speaking skills as basic. Exclud-
ing UM, just seven respondents self-indicated excellent
EN speaking skills; and two admit having very poor skills.
Sociology respondents from UBO, UCA, UG and UPN fa-
vour improving their EN speaking skills. There were no
submissions from UAlg (Figures 14 and 16).

Figure 13: EN speaking (presentation) skills assessment –
Chemistry Academics

Figure 14: EN speaking (presentation) skills assessment – So-
ciology Academics
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Figure 15: EN speaking (presentation) skills improvement –
Chemistry Academics

Figure 16: EN speaking (presentation) skills improvement – So-
ciology Academics

B) while speaking with others, in a conversation or
dialogue The deterioration in the general competence
levels in the English language reported by the respondents
continues; it hits the lowest scores for this fifth and final
category of EN skills.

Chemistry academics (N = 84): Only the majority
of chemistry academics at UAlg self-reported their EN
speaking skills as excellent (and, as usual, excluding UM).
Most respondents from UNIST self-noted their speaking
skills as very good and the majority in UBO and UG self-
reported as good. The majority in UCA and UPN self-
reported their EN speaking skills as basic. Excluding UM,
only nine respondents self-declared excellent skills in this
area. All universities except UAlg declared that they wish
to improve their speaking skills. There were no submis-
sions from CAU (See Figures 17 and 19).

Sociology academics (N = 17): The majority of so-
ciology respondents from CAU and UNIST self-reported
excellent speaking skills; while the majority from UCA and
UG self-reported very good skills. Sociology academics
from UBO self-reported a range of very good, basic and

very poor skills, while the UPN respondent self-reported
basic skill level. Just three academics declare excellent
skills here. Yet, most respondents from CAU, UG and
UNIST do not want to improve their competence in this
area. There were no submissions from UAlg (See Fig-
ures 18 and 20).

Figure 17: EN speaking (dialogue) skills assessment – Chemistry
Academics

Figure 18: EN speaking (dialogue) skills assessment – Sociology
Academics
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Figure 19: EN speaking (dialogue) skills improvement – Chem-
istry Academics

Figure 20: EN speaking (dialogue) skills improvement – Soci-
ology Academics

4.2 Tasks performed

4.2.1 Sending Emails In English (Frequency In Last
Month)

The volume of email messages sent or received in the
English language is another indicator of the international-
isation of the particular discipline. Chemistry academics
(N = 84): 36 (43%) of the chemistry academics self-
reported never having sent an email message in English
in the previous month. This is the majoritarian response
across the board (with UM as the single exception). Ex-
cluding UM, eight chemistry academics self-report sending
email messages in EN over 75% of the time. There were
no submissions from CAU (See Figure 21).

Sociology academics (N = 17): 4 (23%) of the soci-
ology academics self-reported never having sent an email
message in English in the previous month. Excluding UM,
no sociology academics self-report sending email mes-
sages in EN over 75% of the time. There were no sub-
missions from UAlg (See Figure 22).

Figure 21: Sending emails in EN – Chemistry Academics

Figure 22: Sending emails in EN – Sociology Academics

4.2.2 Receiving Emails In English (Frequency In Last
Month)

Chemistry academics (N = 84): only a majority of chem-
istry respondents from UAlg self-reported receiving emails
in EN over 75% of the time during the previous month.
Most respondents from UBO, UCA, UG and UPN self-
reported emails in EN between 25% and 75% of the time;
and the majority from UNIST reported emails in EN less
than 25% of the time. Just four chemistry academics
self-declared not having received a single email message
in EN during the previous month; while nine declared that
they received email messages in EN all the time. There
were no submissions from CAU (See Figure 23).

Sociology academics (N = 17): UPN self-reported
that they did not receive emails in EN during the previ-
ous month. Three respondents self-declared receiving no
single email message in EN during the previous month.
Excluding UM, only one respondent (from UCA) self-
declared receiving emails in EN over 75% of the time. No
one declared receiving email messages in EN all the time
There were no submissions from UAlg (See Figure 24).
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Figure 23: Receiving emails in EN – Chemistry Academics

Figure 24: Receiving emails in EN – Sociology Academics

4.2.3 Reading Work Related Material In English
During The Previous Month

Chemistry academics (N = 84): 27 respondents self-
declare that they have always read work-related material
in EN during the previous month. Only three respondents
admit that they have read work-related material in EN
less than 25% of the time. There were no submissions
from CAU (See Figure 25).

Sociology academics (N = 17): Excluding UM, only
one sociology respondent (from UCA) has always read
work-related material in EN during the previous month.
Meanwhile, one respondent (from UBO) has not read any
work-related material in EN during the previous month.
Five respondents admit that they have read work-related
material in EN less than 25% of the time. There were no
submissions from UAlg (See Figure 26).

Figure 25: Reading work-related material in EN – Chemistry
Academics

Figure 26: Reading work-related material in EN – Sociology
Academics

4.2.4 Listening To Work Based Conversations In
English (Frequency In Last Month)

Chemistry academics (N = 84): Excluding UM, most
chemistry respondents from UAlg reported listening to
work-related conversations in EN over 75% of the time
during the previous month. The majority in UBO self-
reported doing so between 25% and 75% of the time;
while the UPN respondent and most respondents from
UCA, UG and UNIST reported doing so less than 25%
of the time. 14 respondents (17%) stated that they did
not hear a single conversation in EN during the previous
month at work. There were no submissions from CAU
(See Figure 27).

Sociology academics (N = 17): Excluding UM, only
one respondent (from UG) has self- reported listening
to work-related conversations in EN over 75% of the
time during the previous month. Four respondents (24%)
stated that they did not hear a single conversation in EN
during the previous month at work. There were no sub-
missions from UAlg (See Figure 28).
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Figure 27: Listening to work-based conversations in EN – Chem-
istry Academics

Figure 28: Listening to work-based conversations in EN – Soci-
ology Academics

4.2.5 Speaking English At Work (Frequency In Last
Month)

Chemistry academics (N = 84): Excluding UM, only
most chemistry respondents from UAlg self-reported
speaking EN between 25% and 75% of the time at work
during the previous month. All four UPN respondents
and most responses in UBO, UCA, UG and UNIST self-
reported speaking EN at work less than 25% of the time.
15 respondents (18%) admitted not having spoken Eng-
lish at all at work during the previous month. There were
no submissions from CAU (See Figure 29). Sociology
academics (N = 17): Six respondents (35%) admitted
not having spoken English at all at work during the previ-
ous month. When UM is excluded, none of the other 17
sociology respondents has spoken EN at work over 75%
of the time during the previous month. There were no
submissions from UAlg (See Figure 30).

Figure 29: Speaking EN at work – Chemistry Academics

Figure 30: Speaking EN at work – Sociology Academics

4.2.6 Dealing With Written Material (Emails, Cir-
culars, Media Releases, Social Media Posts,
Documents, Publications) In English (Fre-
quency In Last Month)

This question is similar to that discussed under 3.2.4
above, but goes beyond written material associated dir-
ectly with work. The answers interrogate the respond-
ents’ wider engagement with the English language beyond
strict, work-related requirements.

Chemistry academics (N = 84): After excluding UM,
only most respondents from UAlg self-reported over 75%
of written material in English during the previous month.
The majority in UCA, UG and UPN self-reported dealing
with such material between 25% and 75% of the time;
and a majority from UNIST self-reported less than 25%
of the time. Results from UBO were mixed. Only three
respondents (4%) self-report not dealing with any ma-
terial written in EN at work during the previous month.
There were no submissions from CAU. (See Figure 31).

Sociology academics (N = 17): Four respondents
(24%) self-report not dealing with any material written
in EN at work during the previous month. Excluding UM,
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just one sociology academic (from UCA) declared deal-
ing with English language material over 75% of the time
during the previous month. The sociologist from UPN
self-declared dealing with no EN language material at all.
There were no submissions from UAlg (See Figure 32).

Figure 31: Percentage of written material in EN – Chemistry
Academics

Figure 32: Percentage of written material in EN – Sociology
Academics

4.2.7 Preparing Lecture Slides and Notes

Chemistry Academics (N = 84): Respondents from UAlg
and a majority from UBO reported that they do not need
to develop EN language skills when preparing lecture slides
and notes. Meanwhile, most respondents from UCA, UG,
UNIST and UPN selected a ’yes’ answer. Overall, 43
chemistry respondents (51%) admitted that they would
benefit from help to prepare their teaching slides and
notes. There were no submissions from CAU (See Fig-
ure 33).

Sociology Academics (N = 17): Most respondents
from CAU, UM, UNIST and UPN and the majority in UBO
reported that they do not need to develop their EN lan-
guage skills when preparing lecture slides and notes; while

most UG respondents indicated that they did. UCA re-
ported equal submissions of yes and no. Overall, seven so-
ciology respondents (41%) admitted that they would be-
nefit from help to prepare their teaching slides and notes.
There were no submissions from UAlg (See Figure 34).

Figure 33: Do you need to develop your EN skills to better
prepare lecture slides and notes? – Chemistry Academics

Figure 34: Do you need to develop your EN skills to better
prepare lecture slides and notes? – Sociology Academics

4.2.8 Designing a Test or Exam

Chemistry Academics (N = 84): 35 respondents (42%)
indicated a desire to improve their ability to design tests or
exams in the English language. Except for UPN (which
had a majority), and excluding UM, all universities had
minorities of respondents that expressed an interest in
coaching in this area. There were no submissions from
CAU (See Figure 35).

Sociology Academics (N = 17): Seven respondents
(41%) indicated a desire to improve their ability to design
tests or exams in the English language. All responses
from sociologists at CAU, UBO, UNIST and UPN – while
excluding UM – indicated no desire for additional coaching
in this area. There were no submissions from UAlg (See
Figure 36).
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Figure 35: Do you need to develop your EN skills to better
design a test or exam? – Chemistry Academics

Figure 36: Do you need to develop your EN skills to better
design a test or exam? – Sociology Academics

4.2.9 Lecturing or conducting Laboratory Sessions

Chemistry Academics (N = 84): The Majority of chem-
istry respondents from UCA, UG, UNIST and UPN self-
declare that they would benefit from such coaching; but
just a minority from UBO (as well as one respondent from
UM). 45 chemistry respondents (54%) are interested in
coaching to improve their skills in this area. There were no
submissions from CAU (See Figure 37). Sociology Aca-
demics (N = 17): 10 sociology respondents (59%) are
interested in coaching to improve their skills here. There
were no submissions from UAlg (See Figure 38).

Figure 37: Do you need to improve your EN skills to better
design lectures or laboratory sessions? – Chemistry Academics

Figure 38: Do you need to improve your EN skills to better
design lectures or laboratory sessions? – Sociology Academics

5 Discussion and analysis
An aggregate assessment of the data from the various
tables presented suggests that chemistry professors are
indeed more immersed in the English language world of
international academia than their sociology counterparts.
This conclusion results from the consistently greater ex-
tent to which chemistry professors indicate an exposure to
English language in a wide variety of work-related tasks;
and the consistently greater extent to which they are in-
terested in requesting support or coaching in the skills
related to such tasks. This observation is also supported
by the statements of chemistry professors who declare
that they are more obliged to deliver courses/study units
in the English language than their sociology counterparts:
again, this is to the exclusion of UM academics, who self-
report that they are all exposed to English-language de-
mands at work, always or at least 75% of the time. Only
three sociology respondents – one from UBO, one from
UCA, one from UG (18%) – report some English lan-
guage course/ study unit delivery, and all for less than
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25% of the time. The situation for chemistry academ-
ics is different, with almost half – 37 respondents (44%)
– self-reporting that they deliver courses/ study units in
English (See Figures 39 and 40).

Figure 39: Percentage of lectures in courses/study units de-
livered in EN – Chemistry Academics

Figure 40: Percentage of lectures in courses/study units de-
livered in EN – Sociology Academics

A similar contrast is identified when the respondents
were asked about the language of required readings for
their courses/ study units. (UM stands on one ex-
treme, with all recommended readings being in English,
for both chemistry and sociology.) 25 chemistry respond-
ents (30%) report no readings in English; as do 7 soci-
ology respondents (41%). Excluding UM, 12 chemistry
academics use English language material 75% of the time
or more; in contrast, no sociology academic admits using
such English language material so frequently (See Fig-
ures 41 and 42).

Figure 41: Percentage of required readings in EN – Chemistry
Academics

Figure 42: Percentage of required readings in EN – Sociology
Academics

What about the proportion of slides and notes accom-
panying courses / study units? How many of these are
in the English language? (For UM respondents, all slides
and notes are self-reported as being in English.) For the
chemistry respondents, only 23 respondents (27%) never
used slides or notes in the English language. There were
no submissions from CAU (See Figure 43). For the so-
ciology respondents, just one non-UM academic (from
UBO) reported using slides and notes in English during
lectures for up to 75% of the time. All remaining 16 re-
spondents (94%) indicated a low level of English language
material usage: of 25% of the time, or less. There were
no submissions from UAlg. (See Figure 44).
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Figure 43: Percentage of slides and notes accompanying
courses/study units in EN – Chemistry Academics

Figure 44: Percentage of slides and notes accompanying
courses/study units in EN – Sociology Academics

Finally, even when it comes to methods of assessment
– exams, tests, assignments, projects, etc. – the chem-
istry subset evidences a higher level of exposure to the
English language than the sociology subset. (The meth-
ods of assessment for UM are all self-reported in English.)
Chemistry academics (N = 84): 32 respondents (38%)
report some percentage of English language methods of
assessment. There were no submissions from CAU (See
Figure 45).

Sociology academics (N = 17): With one exception
(from UCA), all respondents claim no methods of assess-
ment in English. There were no submissions from UAlg.
(See Figure 46).

Figure 45: Percentage methods of assessment in courses/study
units in EN – Chemistry Academics

Figure 46: Percentage methods of assessment in courses/study
units in EN – Sociology Academics

The data supports the initial hypothesis: chemistry pro-
fessors in European universities represent a disciplinary
category that is more exposed to the English language
than sociology professors in the same universities. Such
differential exposure covers all aspects of language en-
gagement: reading, listening, writing, speaking alone (as
in a presentation) and speaking with others (as in a dia-
logue), as well as preparing notes, slides, and tests for
students. Although the data on which this conclusion
is based is totally made up of self-reported assessments,
they are consistent and regular enough to warrant such a
statement.

What is the rationale behind the hypothesis? Some co-
authors of this paper are sociologists; and some respon-
ded to the survey questionnaire. They admit that, in all
universities covered by the December 2023 survey except
UM, it is possible to run certain university classes, of-
fer certain readings, and issue certain methods of assess-
ments without the use of the English language. Neverthe-
less, incoming ERASMUS+ and/or international students
are likely to be looking for classes that are taught in Eng-
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lish; and they will vehemently protest if such classes drift
into national language settings. Even in classes which are
officially meant to be taught in the native language, non-
native students may request that their professors provide
them with materials, such as readings and assessment op-
tions, in English. It becomes a vicious cycle when such
courses, laboratory sessions or assessments, being offered
in the national language, do not attract international or
Erasmus mobility visiting students, obviating the need to
consider introducing some measure of English into the
running of the activity. It is also more possible for sociolo-
gists to publish research in national journals, as national
monographs, etc., which once again reduces, or perhaps
eliminates, the need to produce scholarship in the English
language. One must remember that most universities also
have a responsibility to promote the national culture and
language. UM is an exception here, since the language of
instruction is not the national language: quite unique for
a public university (University of Malta, 2021).

6 Conclusion
In a globalised world English is socially constructed as
a language of development, emancipation, science, and
technology as well as a language of unity and reconcili-
ation (Mohanty, 2019). The linguistic landscape at the
contemporary university is complex. The increasing prom-
inence of the English language in this context is both key
and contentious (Murray, 2016, p. 1). This paper set
out to examine whether those teaching chemistry and so-
ciology at nine European universities experience similar
pressure and environment when it comes to the use of the
English language at work. The results suggest that they
are not. The implications of these results are worth some
deep reflection. The wave of internationalisation that is
impacting many universities – and encouraged by the drive
to move up the global rankings – does not unfold evenly
and uniformly on their campuses. We are not referring to
pockets of indifference or resistance which are also bound
to occur: some academics may refuse or avoid as much
as possible lecturing in a foreign language; especially in
situations where their own students may have an English
language competence that is stronger than the academ-
ics’ own. Research in EMI also suggests that teaching
in a non-native language increases the level of difficulty
for (local) students and slows down their pace of ac-
quisition (Ozer, 2020; Xiao & Zou, 2020). Setting up
professional development courses for lecturers, and sup-
plementary English courses for domestic students to help
them adapt to the English-language driven situations, may
both be required (Aizawa & McKinley, 2020). This paper
is suggesting that disciplines already face the threat, or
promise, of English language competence from different

starting points. The nature of a discipline, and how the
craft gets practised, exposes academics to more or less
of the English language. This situation, in turn, breeds
varying leves of enthusiasm, motivation, urgency or will-
ingness to improve one’s skills in this language. We agree
with Robichaud (2015, p. 175) that: “a substantial por-
tion of the population [could be convinced] not to learn
English, or at least not to use it in some contexts [. . . ]
especially in more formal contexts where the symbolic sig-
nificance of political decisions can be very important.”
But, on the other hand, English speakers benefit from
their English proficiency due to the dominance of English
as a lingua franca in academic contexts. The proficiency
gap between native and non-native English speakers could
be problematic in some cases, “since native or very profi-
cient speakers are likely to enjoy greater opportunities (for
work, study, etc.) than less proficient speakers” (Mac Gi-
olla Chríost & Bonotti, 2018, p. 69). Bubbles or pools of
anti-internationalisation may exist in every higher educa-
tion institution; but disciplinary allegiance, training and a
sense of belonging to one’s place of residence can either
improve or worsen the prospects of isolation or exposure
and openness to a wider dimension.
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