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Extended summary12

Considering the linguistic diversity of its citizens as a basic value, as well as a significant 
resource, the European Union takes language learning to be one of its key educational priori-
ties. In line with that, EU defined a language strategy according to which every citizen should 
learn at least two foreign languages. As a result, the European Commission put forward the 
Policy Recommendations for the Promotion of Multilingualism in the European Union through 
numerous language learning initiatives, projects and scientific research. One such initiative is 
the international university alliance Circle U., which brings together nine European universi-
ties (Aarhus Universitet, Универзитет у Београду / Univerzitet u Beogradu, Humboldt-Uni-
versität zu Berlin, King’s College London, Université catholique de Louvain, Universitetet i 
Oslo, Université Paris Cité, Università di Pisa и Universität Wien). Promoting and improving 
multilingualism is one of the Alliance’s main goals, as well as an important tool for achieving 
other educational goals. Given the importance of multilingualism, and following the example 
of a previous survey conducted at universities in Serbia (Janković et al., 2019), extensive em-
pirical research was conducted among students of the aforementioned nine European universi-
ties titled Students Have a Say – Circle U.  Survey on Multilingualism – Learning Languages in 
Higher Education. The goal was to gain insight into students’ previous experience with learn-
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ing foreign languages, their needs for language learning, as well as their attitudes and opinions 
about the importance of knowing and learning foreign languages. For this purpose, a ques-
tionnaire was designed which yielded a total of 1,882 student responses. This paper presents a 
comparative analysis of the responses of 906 students from Serbia and 976 students from the 
other eight universities that belong to the Circle U. alliance. Emphasis is placed on the analysis 
of the students’ needs for language learning and the comparison of their needs with the experi-
ence at the pre-university and, especially, at the university level of education. Bearing in mind 
the importance of academic education for their future professions, special attention is paid to 
learning foreign languages for specific, professional, purposes. The results show that the prac-
tice of learning foreign languages, especially at university level, is neither in line with students’ 
needs, nor with the proclaimed principles and goals of the European Union’s language strategy 
or the European Commission’s Recommendations. At the same time, we see that students from 
Serbia are in an even worse position than their peers at other European universities, because 
learning foreign languages, especially languages for specific purposes, makes an even smaller 
part of their university curriculum. Moreover, the number of languages that school and uni-
versity students can learn within their regular curriculum decreases with the level of education. 
Only 18% of respondents from Serbia have the opportunity to learn 2 or more than 2 foreign 
languages at university, while 35% of the respondents from foreign universities have this op-
portunity. As a result, students from Serbia report less developed language ability both in the 
field of active and passive language use. Given the dominance of English as a foreign language, 
students of both compared groups of respondents express the need to learn other widely spo-
ken European languages (French, German, Russian, Spanish and Italian) at university, as well 
as other languages, either as regular curricular or extracurricular courses. About 70% of the re-
spondents in the total study population want to learn 2 or more than 2 foreign languages for 
general purposes at university, and about 60% of respondents want to learn 2 or more than 2 
foreign languages for specific purposes. Statistically significant differences confirmed certain 
discrepancies in the number of desired languages, whereby students from Serbia expect more 
language courses in their regular curriculum, while students from foreign universities would 
like to learn more than 2 foreign languages during their university education. Aware of the im-
portance of foreign languages in today’s multicultural world, students of both groups agree that 
language courses for general and special purposes should be offered at all levels of study. Spe-
cial emphasis is placed on the need of the majority of students to obtain certificates of foreign 
language knowledge from their universities which would comply with the international stand-
ards for language proficiency assessment. Foreign languages are seen by the students not only 
as an important educational goal, but also as a means of further learning, and personal and so-
cial development. With multilingualism being an important prerequisite for dialogue, they see 
it as helpful in recognising misinformation, fake news and hate speech, as well as in avoiding 
misunderstandings on the social, cultural, religious, professional and political level. They also 
believe that knowing multiple languages leads to more innovative ways of thinking and inter-
disciplinary approaches to work. Aware that languages should connect and not divide nations, 
90% of students fully agree that languages can help us achieve success in the field of interna-
tional cooperation through businesses and political agreements. Therefore, education systems, 
and universities in particular, should help them to develop multilingually as individuals and 
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professionals, i.e. as responsible participants in the shaping of the future of higher education 
and society in general. Apart from the field of applied linguistics, the results of this research 
may have significant implications in the fields of sociolinguistics, psychology and sociology.  

Keywords: learning foreign languages, multilingualism, university education, languages 
for general purposes, languages for specific purposes. 
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