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Abstract 

 

In linguistics and language education (as elsewhere), involvement with third sector organisations 
(TSOs) can enhance teaching, research and the practical value of university work. But for both parties, 
it often takes special extra initiative to establish and maintain these links. What form do these efforts 
take?  What are the benefits and challenges, opportunities and risks?  And what could or should be 
done to optimise these collaborations?   
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-------------------- 
 

Summary 
 
In linguistics and language education (as elsewhere), involvement with third sector 
organisations (TSOs) can enhance teaching, research and the practical value of university 
work. But for both parties, it often takes special extra initiative to establish and maintain 
these links. What form do these efforts take?  What are the benefits and challenges, 
opportunities and risks?  And what could or should be done to optimise these collaborations?   
 

This text reports on a discussion involving 15 academics (from 11 universities) and 17 senior 
staff from TSOs (Appendix 1).  All have practical experience of HE/TSO collaboration, and all 
agree profoundly with the UK’s four National Academies 1 when they say that the 
development of the UK’s “untapped reservoirs of linguistic capacity” could make the country 
“more prosperous, productive, influential, innovative, knowledgeable, culturally richer, more 
socially cohesive, and, quite literally, healthier” (British Academy 2020).  Indeed, although 
inside universities, linguistics and language education are small subjects that are easily 
overshadowed in scale and significance by a field like health sciences, the gap between them 
starts to diminish when one considers that  
 

“7.7% of the population of England and Wales has a first language other than English. 
School children in London speak over 300 languages, with estimates for Manchester and 

 
1 The British Academy, the Academy of Medical Sciences, Royal Academy of Engineering, the Royal Society 

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/held


www.kcl.ac.uk/held 
Ground-level analysis & action, enhancing language repertoires. 

 

3 

Birmingham at 200 and 108 respectively. 15% of pupils in state-funded secondary and 
19.4% in state-funded primaries in England speak a first language other than English” 
(British Academy 2019:2).   

 
State support for this multilingualism is very limited,2 and because of this, collaboration in 
language education between universities and TSOs matters more. 
 
The potential achievements of HE/TSO collaboration can be seen in, for example, the regional 
coordination that the Migrant English Support Hub (MESH) provides for new arrivals seeking 
English language provision across 21 local authorities in Yorkshire & Humberside, and in the 
fact that during 2019, there were 13,000+ downloads of the assessment resources for school 
students using English as an Additional Language developed in the partnership between 
King’s, Cambridge and the Bell Foundation.  But research & development work of this kind is 
only one form of HE/TSO collaboration.   
 
Perhaps the most durable collaborations centre on pre- and in-service language teacher 
training, in which university students are mentored and given placements in TSOs, and there 
are professional development courses for TSO teachers.  ‘Service learning’ is another form of 
collaboration – here university students volunteer in order to enrich their own HE learning 
and/or employability, supporting TSO practitioners in appropriate ways.  In addition, there 
are university sanctuary programmes, which encourage and support refugee students in the 
process of applying for FE & HE scholarships.  Beyond the education and support of students 
themselves, there is cross-sectoral collaboration in external evaluations of the effectiveness 
of an activity, with TSOs assessing university programmes as well as vice versa.  Lastly, the 
relationships between universities and TSOs are sometimes focal in activist sociolinguistic 
research.  Here, as well as actively collaborating with TSOs in different ways, university 
researchers analyse the ways in which these two sectors influence the changing patterns of 
multilingualism in UK towns and cities. 
 
There was a good deal of testimony to the value of these collaborations.  HE students placed 
in TSOs have “found the experience had a deep impact on their wider understanding of 
concepts such as equality, language policy and social inclusion”; complementary school 
students “(and sometimes parents also) benefit from participation in interesting projects 
which provide a meaningful context for language-and-culture learning and support 
collaborative learning and activist citizenship”; and university premises are themselves 
appreciated: “learners/participants…value hugely the opportunity to go into/join/be 
identified with programmes and events in universities”.  For people working in TSOs, “hands-
on support developing action research projects… helped us to make our approach to teaching 
and pedagogy more grounded in theory and research and has strengthened our ability to 
develop innovative pedagogy”.  Collaborations can be “vital as a way to bring our practice 
and experience into the national discourse”, and “funders like it – very very important”.  On 
both sides, “working across sectors make us feel we are operating in the real world/a bigger 
world”, and “it can be a win-win situation!  Third sector organisations can provide a rich 
interface between practice and theory and provide valuable opportunities for academics to 
get in-depth, authentic exposure to their field of interest. University partnership adds 
credibility/kudos, plus rigour to research/evaluation”.  But there are also complications.  
 
Collaboration is often based on quite long-term interpersonal relationships, and emerges 
from people with ‘a foot in both camps’ (as trustees, volunteers, students etc).  Multi-
stranded, formal and informal links make it easier to overcome uncertainties and difficulties, 

 
2 British Academy 2020; Rampton, Leung & Cooke 2020. 
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as when, for example, “getting approached by a university leave[s] a bad taste if they seem to 
be looking for ‘marginalised communities’”.   
 
But there are also structural challenges, stemming in part from the fact that collaboration 
itself is not a core commitment, either for universities or for the vast majority of TSOs.  
Within HE, collaboration with a TSO is not a well-recognised promotion path and there is 
often no workload recognition: “at universities – notwithstanding their charitable status and 
apparent mission to educate – time is money.  A consequence of this is that individual 
workers… tend to work in (and with) the 3rd Sector on a voluntary basis in their own time”.   
This can lead to an over-dependence on individuals – “I feel like I have a collaboration with an 
individual member of staff, not a university” – and as a result, projects can be thrown into 
jeopardy if individuals move or leave.  There are also substantial cultural differences: “the 
journal articles which are the main currency of the academic world are rarely of any salience 
to third sector bodies”.  Organisational timescales often differ, setting up tensions between 
depth and flexibility: for TSOs, “research project funding is also often short-term and so the 
research may not be long-term, in-depth and meaningful”, but “where there are innovative 
ideas, processes in a large [university] corporation… may restrict agility and flexibility”.  It is 
hard to coordinate funding: “academic projects tend to move much more slowly, and with a 
lot of hurdles to be jumped internally… This is particularly frustrating when coordinating 
complex funding bids involving more than one university”; “university service/on-costs can be 
prohibitive in development projects”; and the identification of HE/TSO collaborations as 
‘innovations’ with special project status, not core business, creates precarity and puts a 
ceiling on their growth, despite the fact that “build[ing] and maintain[ing] long-term 
relationships of trust with external stakeholders…[is] key to managing many of the… risks” 
(Matras & Robertson in 2017). 
 
Among university managers, discussion of these complications will cover issues that our 
conversation did not address in any detail.  But for those engaged in collaboration at ground 
level, the practical priorities include: 

• giving value, in staff appraisals and other scenes of professional assessment, to the 
informal, low-key activities which can be the glue holding collaborations together (serving 
as a TSO trustee, occasional teaching/consultation at the university/TSO etc);   

• developing long term cross-sectoral relationships that don’t depend on project funding 
and can be sustained with small-scale activities in grant-free periods; 

• building alliances with colleagues-on-hand in one’s own organisation, thematising 
internally both the benefits and challenges of collaboration; 

• seeking to turn collaboration into an organisational commitment that goes beyond 
special project funding, making it a standing item on agendas, requiring succession 
planning; 

• building the link into teaching modules and programmes. 
 
There is also a good case for a broader network of university and TSO staff committed to 
collaboration in language education, creating further opportunities to share experience and 
develop a knowledge base for work of this kind.  The networking practicalities remain 
undecided, but the 2019 ‘Call for a Multilingual Cities Movement’ could provide one coherent 
broader frame for taking this forward, also encompassing non-HE/TSO organisations in its 
articulation of shared values and a commitment to cross-sectoral collaboration (Appendix 3). 
 
Many of the issues raised in this workshop have wider relevance, and have been raised in 
more general terms in, for example, Shucksmith 2016.  But what follows is distinctive in its 
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emphasis on (a) their significance for linguistics and language education, and on (b) the 
experiences and perspectives of people directly involved in HE/TSO collaborations.   

 
 

-------------- 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 
Many universities are committed to service and impact beyond the academy, and in linguistics and 
language education (as elsewhere), involvement with third sector organisations (TSOs) can enhance 
teaching, research and the practical value of university work. But for both parties, it often takes 
special extra initiative to establish and maintain these links. What form do these efforts take?  What 
are the benefits and challenges, opportunities and risks?  And what could or should be done to 
optimise these collaborations?  This text reports on a consultation and workshop addressed to these 
questions, involving 32 contributors from eleven universities3 and fourteen TSOs (Appendix 1),4 
responding to what seems to be a lack of publications on the organisational practicalities in this kind 
of collaboration in language education.  
 
After an explanation of its method (§2), the paper points to the diversity of the workshop participants’ 
interests in language education, along with their shared committed to developing multilingualism 
(§3).  With these preliminaries in place, it moves to forms of HE/TSO collaboration in language 
education and to benefits, challenges and potential next steps, quoting the workshop participants 
quite extensively throughout.  So in §4, the paper illustrates the forms and potential benefits of 
HE/TSO collaboration, covering teacher training, service learning, sanctuary programmes, external 
evaluations, research-&-development, and activist sociolinguistics.  Illustrative cases are provided, 
and there is a summary of the participants’ affirmative views.  But it is also essential to look closer and 
to identify the problems, both for practical reasons and for a better understanding of urban language 
change (§5).  So §6 first draws attention to the significance of multi-stranded and informal 
interpersonal relationships and then points to the potential for exploitation and misunderstanding, 
identifying after that a number of structural challenges for HE/TSO collaboration (its low priority and 
over-dependence on individuals; differences in organisational culture, timescales, and funding 
practices; limitation of short-term funding).  Looking ahead, the last section (§7) sketches some of 
practical options for the people closely involved in an HE/TSO collaboration, working both locally 
(drawing more attention to informal cross-sector relationships, forming ties that last longer than 
project funds, trying to make the collaboration a core organisational commitment, building links into 
programmes and modules) and across a wider canvas – networking and sharing experience, as at this 
workshop or through something like a multilingual cities movement.      
 
 
2. Method 
 
The 32 contributors were drawn from the associational networks of the workshop organisers at the 
Hub for Education & Language Diversity (HELD; www.kcl.ac.uk/held).5   Within the wider field of 

 
3 Goldsmiths, Hong Kong University, Hull, King’s, Leeds, Manchester, Open University, Oxford, Reading, South Wales, UCL 
UCL (5 Russell Group, 4 pre-1992, 1 post-1992 and one overseas).  The hyper-links are to the relevant units within these 
universities. 
4 Bell Foundation, Beyond the Page, Causeway Education, ELATT, English for Action, Huaxia Chinese School, Learning 
Unlimited, Migrant English Support Hub, Mosaik Education, Peace School London, Shadow Heroes, Stephen Spender Trust, 
Welcome to English CIC, Welsh Refugee Council.   
5 Dr Mel Cooke (Convenor, KCL), Dermot Bryers (EfA/KCL), Dr Sam Holmes (Causeway Education), Prof Constant Leung (KCL), 
Prof Ben Rampton (KCL), Prof Anthony Tomei (KCL/Bell), Becky Winstanley (EfA/KCL).  

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/held
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/held
https://www.gold.ac.uk/clcl/multilingual-learning/
https://web.edu.hku.hk/
https://www.hull.ac.uk/faculties/faculty-of-arts-cultures-and-education
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/held
https://essl.leeds.ac.uk/education
http://mlm.humanities.manchester.ac.uk/
http://wels.open.ac.uk/overview/school-languages-and-applied-linguistics
https://www.queens.ox.ac.uk/translation-exchange
https://www.reading.ac.uk/elal/
https://wrc.wales/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/departments-and-centres/departments/education-practice-and-society
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/departments-and-centres/departments/culture-communication-and-media
https://www.bell-foundation.org.uk/
https://www.beyondthepage.org.uk/
https://causeway.education/
https://www.elatt.org.uk/
http://www.efalondon.org/
https://huaxiaschool.org.uk/home
http://www.learningunlimited.co/
http://www.learningunlimited.co/
https://www.leedsmesh.org/
https://mosaik.ngo/
http://peaceschool.co.uk/about-us/
http://www.shadowheroes.org/
http://www.stephen-spender.org/
https://www.welcometoenglish.org/
https://www.southwales.ac.uk/courses/ba-hons-english/2143/english-teaching-and-world-travel/
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HE/TSO collaborations in language education, this group was neither comprehensive nor any kind of 
systematic sample, but the participants were fairly evenly drawn from the two sectors (17 senior staff 
from TSOs and 15 academics), and 23 attended with partners from the other sector (in 9 
pairs/teams)6.  Before the workshop itself (held on Zoom on 24/2/21), participants were asked to 
comment on their own work at the HE/TSO interface in linguistics or language education and to cover: 
the form that their HE/TSO collaboration takes; who benefits, how; problems and challenges; ideas 
for enhancing the sustainability of this work; any relevant literature (see Appendix 2).  The responses 
were collated in a document of c.14.5k words which was then circulated to all the contributors, and 
this fed into the three-hour workshop, where key points arising in break-out room discussions were 
also noted down by the HELD team (2.5k words, subsequently also circulated to the participants).  The 
current text is a qualitative synthesis and interpretation of the views & accounts expressed in these 
17k words, and it also draws on some of the references recommended by participants. This is not an 
objective assessment of the effectiveness of these HE/TSO collaborations.  But in what the 
participants’ cited, it was hard to find any publications that went beyond individual experience to 
examine the organisational ins and outs of this HE/TSO collaboration in language education, and 
perhaps the present text can help to start to fill this gap.  
 
 
3. Identities and values among the participants 
 
Universities tend to be older, larger and richer than TSOs, and the structural differences show up 
quite clearly in what follows.  Among the TSOs represented in our discussions, the biggest had less 
than 50 employees (ELATT), and the oldest started in 1972 (The Bell Foundation, which was also the 
wealthiest with a 2017 income of c.£18m).  A number were smaller and more recent: EfA, for 
example, started in 2006 and had a 2018-19 income of c. £250k, with 11 employees, teaching c. 475 
students; Migrant English Support Hub (MESH) started in 2013, has 5 employees and 2019-20 income 
of £96.5k. In contrast, among the universities, Oxford started in the 11th century, has >30,000 
employees with a 2019/20 income of £2.5bn, UCL has >13,000 staff (est. 1824; 2017-18 income: 
£1.45bn) and Hull (est. 1927) c.2,500.  The smallest university student body was Goldsmiths’ (est. 
1891; c.8,500 students).   
 
Of course, where there are shared values and concerns, these differences provide much of the 
impetus for cross-sectoral collaboration.  Among the workshop participants from each sector, there 
was a good deal of diversity in the focus of their work, which ranges from community/ heritage 
language education for children & adolescents, English as an additional language in UK schools (EAL), 
English for adult speakers of other languages (ESOL), literacy teaching, creative translation in schools, 
widening participation in higher education, language teaching in refugee camps outside the UK, 
linguistics and language teacher training for undergraduates, MA students and practicing teachers.  
But all are committed to language and education, all seek to enhance the student voice, and all value 
multilingualism in society at large, seeking to increase awareness and understanding of its features 
and benefits.  Many would probably concur with the four UK National Science Academies 7 that 
“monolingualism is the illiteracy of the 21st century” and all agree that development of the UK’s 
“untapped reservoirs of linguistic capacity”(ibid p.6) could make the country “more prosperous, 
productive, influential, innovative, knowledgeable, culturally richer, more socially cohesive, and, quite 
literally, healthier” (British Academy 2020:3,2 & 6). 
 
So what forms do their HE/TSO collaborations take, and what are the potential benefits? 

 
6 Goldsmiths & Peace School London; Hull University & Welcome to English CIC; Leeds University & Migrant English Support 
Hub; KCL & English for Action; KCL & Bell Foundation; Multilingual Manchester & Huaxia Chinese School; Reading University 
& Mosaik Education; UCL & ELATT; University of South Wales & Welsh Refugee Council.  
7 The British Academy, the Academy of Medical Sciences, Royal Academy of Engineering, the Royal Society 

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/held


www.kcl.ac.uk/held 
Ground-level analysis & action, enhancing language repertoires. 

 

7 

4. Forms and potential benefits of HE/TSO collaboration in language education 
 
To give an initial impression of the variety of forms that HE/TSO links can take, together with their 
potential productivity, it is worth starting with three examples, drawn from the field of the teaching of 
English to people with migrant and refugee backgrounds.   
 
Starting in 2014, the University of South Wales and the Welsh Refugee Council developed  
 

“a substantial programme of ESOL provision, including classes for complete beginners, ESOL for 
women and exam preparation classes… delivered by qualified, local volunteers, alongside 
University of South Wales TESOL students and teacher educators (8 classes with nearly 100 
learners each week)…. [E]nhanced service became possible due to funding [for 2 years] from the 
Waterloo Foundation,… and this… supported the development of 17 scholarship schemes for 
refugees and asylum seekers in local colleges and universities between 2015 and 2017… In Cardiff 
the Refugee Council now collaborates with a number of institutions keen to develop bespoke 
courses on topics such as Finding Employment in Wales or Understanding the UK University 
Application Process. Other… collaborations include a series of employability workshops with an 
international student recruitment agency and a course in social entrepreneurship with Cardiff 
University Business School…. At the University of South Wales, planning is already underway in 
other subject areas (History and Creative Writing) with the aim of bringing undergraduate 
students and migrants together to collaborate on work that aims to be of value and benefit to 
all…. A final unexpected development that has emerged principally as a result of the 
comprehensive ESOL provision, is closer contact with policy coordinators and, more recently, 
direct involvement in Welsh Government funded ESOL provision” (Chick & Hannagan Lewis 
2017:34-38). 

 
Concentrating on the coordination of provision across the Yorkshire & Humberside region more than 
teaching itself, and currently supported by UK Government (principally through the Syrian 
Resettlement Programme) and the EU (Asylum and Migration Integration Fund), MESH (the Migrant 
English Support Hub) set up a website (www.learningenglish.org.uk; LEY&H) that  
 

“aspires to list all English language provision for new arrivals in the region, the outcome of an 
extensive mapping exercise. This is a successful local initiative to address the neglect of ESOL 
coordination at national scale. Page views peaked at over 5000 per month in October 2019… It 
has an important role in supporting the region’s 21 Local Authorities, and an array of stakeholders 
working with migrants. For instance it is being used by the DWP’s jobcentre managers to refer 
[people] to ESOL classes. Bradford, Kirklees and York Local Authorities have integrated LEY&H into 
their policies and processes of supporting centralised ESOL enrolment and placement” (Simpson 
& Hemmings 2021:22). 

 
For MESH, “links to the universities in the region are important for sustainability”, and the founding 
Chair, James Simpson was also a Senior Lecturer in Language Education at Leeds University.  
 
At school level, the Bell Foundation has set up an EAL programme to  
 

“develop activity that improves the educational outcomes of children who use EAL by building 
capacity and knowledge across the education sector…. [drawing] on lessons learnt from 
commissioned research, funded projects, experience and expertise in order to provide tools, 
resources, thought leadership and professional development opportunities for those supporting 
learners who use EAL.… To assist school staff in conducting meaningful assessments of learners’ 
proficiency in English and using the information gathered to make effective decisions about 

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/held
http://www.learningenglish.org.uk)t/
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teaching and learning, The Bell Foundation has worked with leading EAL assessment experts 
at King's College London and the University of Cambridge to design a suite of freely available EAL 
assessment tools.” (www.bell-foundation.org.uk) 8 

 
During 2019, this programme reached 10,230 EAL pupils directly, there were 13,000+ downloads of 
the EAL Assessment Framework, and the Welsh Government recommended the Assessment 
Framework to schools as part of its statutory guidance (ibid).  From the perspective of one of the 
contributing academics, this R&D “feeds into international scholarship (through publications and 
conferences)” and it is “part of an engagement with policy related to quality of education and equity 
for minoritized pupils” (Leung 2021:48).  At King’s, it also forms the basis of an Impact case study 
submitted in the research assessment process determining university funding allocations for the next 
5 years (REF2021). 
 
Abstracting from this and looking across all of the workshop participant reports, we can see HE/TSO 
collaborations in language education playing a part in a number of well-recognised institutional 
arrangements and practices.  These themselves often overlap/interweave, and as in the examples 
above, particular projects can involve a plurality of cross-sectoral relationships: “We have also 
benefited from various activities run by the local authority and other charitable organisations. They 
offer training sessions and networking opportunities for our teachers, and organise interesting 
activities for children to participate, e.g., science sessions delivered in Mandarin Chinese” (Teng 
2021:9). 
. 
The most durable and formalised HE/TSO connection seems to centre on teacher training.  So for 
example at Goldsmiths and UCL/IOE, there is pre-service PGCE teacher training that involves 
university students in mentorship and practicum placements in TSOs,9 and at both universities (and 
elsewhere), these links extend to workshops and (accredited) professional development courses for 
TSO teachers.  There are also broadly comparable training links in the BA and MA TESOL programmes 
at UCL/IOE (with ELATT), the University of South Wales (with the Welsh Refugee Council; see above) 
and Hull University (with Welcome to English CIC).   
 
Outside the frame of teacher training, university students are also offered TSO placements in 
something close to the ‘service learning’ model, in which university students volunteer in order to 
enrich their own HE learning, to enhance their employability, and to offer whatever support is 
deemed useful by TSO practitioners (Manchester, Oxford, King’s).10  So for example, from 2012-2019, 
the University of Manchester’s Multilingual Manchester programme gave undergraduates and 
postgraduate students the opportunity to participate in a “placement scheme working at and with 
various public sector and voluntary sector initiatives around the city such as the NHS, Police, City 
Council, speech & language therapists, ESOL services in both public and voluntary sector, community 
based supplementary schools, and others” (Matras 2021:7).  Comparably, Oxford and the Stephen 
Spender Trust run a programme “that trains university students to deliver ‘creative translation’ 
workshops in local schools…. Each year we train c. 15 students in Oxford, and we now train similar 
numbers at the Universities of East Anglia and Sheffield” (Ryland 2021:11).   

 
8 https://www.bell-foundation.org.uk/eal-programme/eal-assessment-framework/ and https://www.bell-
foundation.org.uk/eal-programme/about-the-eal-programme/ (accessed 17/4/21) 
9 At Goldsmiths, prospective Modern Language secondary teachers did placements at Arabic and Mandarin complementary 
schools (including the Peace School London). At the IoE, trainee teachers of English worked in literacy and ESOL classes at 
ELATT.   
10 See https://www.edutopia.org/blog/what-heck-service-learning-heather-wolpert-gawron.  According to an OECD-based 
study of higher education (HE) in 12 countries, “learning and teaching activities have moved away from a linear model of 
transmission of knowledge based upon the classroom and are becoming more interactive and experiential, drawing upon, 
for example, project work and work-based learning, much of which is locationally specific” (Chatterton & Goddard 
2000:480). 

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/held
http://www.bell-foundation.org.uk/
https://www.bell-foundation.org.uk/eal-programme/eal-assessment-framework/
https://www.bell-foundation.org.uk/eal-programme/about-the-eal-programme/
https://www.bell-foundation.org.uk/eal-programme/about-the-eal-programme/
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/what-heck-service-learning-heather-wolpert-gawron
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As in the USW/WRC example above as well as in Hull University’s work with Welcome to English, 
there is also TSO/HE collaboration with an ESOL element in university sanctuary programmes, which 
encourage and support refugee students in the process of applying for annual sanctuary scholarships 
in further and higher education. 
 
Beyond the education and support of students themselves, there is cross-sectoral collaboration in 
external evaluations of the effectiveness of the activity within particular organisations.  At Beyond The 
Page, for example, a faculty member from Canterbury Christ Church University completed an external 
evaluation in 2019 (Macdonald 2021:16), and moving in the other direction, from a TSO base into 
universities, the staff at Learning Unlimited, a not-for-profit company operating as a social enterprise, 
act as external evaluators for universities running BA, MA and ITT courses in ESOL and literacy (Dudley 
2021:42). 

. 
Seeking wider relevance, a good deal of the HE/TSO collaboration reported at the workshop takes the 
form of research-&-development projects focused on language education.  These are often – but not 
always – externally funded, 11 and they produce curriculum materials 12 and/or academic and 
professional publications.13  In addition, there is a significant mediating role for an organisation like 
the Bell Foundation, which not only commissions research on language education but also reckons 
that while “universities have the skills to carry out the research”, “the Foundation’s presence in the 
policy world and its contacts with the voluntary sector help to ensure that the research is noticed and 
has an influence” (Sutton 2021:45). 
 
Within universities themselves, cross-sectoral connections are vital within the tradition of activist 
sociolinguistic research, bringing sociolinguistic theory and research into the kinds of collaboration 
outlined above (see Blommaert 2020; Blommaert & Van Der Aa 2020; Peréz & Soto 2016; also §5 
below).  So for example, in addition to ‘service learning’, the Multilingual Manchester project has 
developed, among other things, “a series of digital tools to document and flag the city’s 
multilingualism”, and a “dialect reference database for a number of languages including Kurdish and 
Arabic, which has been used among other applications as a basis for forensic linguistic control 
samples in legal cases particularly, with much success in support of appeals to the courts by failed 
asylum applicants” (Matras 2021:7).  More generally since its inception in 2009, MLM has provided 
extensive networking opportunities around multilingualism, not only supporting links between 
supplementary schools, public service providers, cultural institutions and the local authority, but also 
bringing other universities, nationally and internationally, into reflexive dialogue about this kind of 

 
11 So for example, the relationships between Goldsmiths and complementary schools, between UCL/IOE, ELATT and Learning 
Unlimited and King’s and English for Action were variously supported by foundations like Nuffield, Paul Hamlyn, Leverhulme, 
and Bell, as well as the DfE, the ESRC, the EU and Erasmus+.  
12 e.g Abdelhadi, Reem, Luma Hameed, Fatima Khaled and Jim Anderson. 2018. Language in Art and the Work of Ali Omar 

Ermes. London: Goldsmiths, University of London. https://mdstmr.wordpress.com/arabic/a-resource-pack/; Planning Toolkit 
in English and Arabic https://goldsmithsmdst.com/; Anderson, J., Macleroy, V. and Chung, Y-C. (2014). Critical connections: 

Multilingual digital storytelling project. Handbook for teachers. London, UK: Goldsmiths, University of London.  
https://goldsmithsmdst.wordpress.com/handbook/; https://www.languagevolunteers.com/;  
https://repository.excellencegateway.org.uk/TeachTooCaseStudyELATT_0.pdf; www.ourlanguages.co.uk; Family Skills 
(learningunlimited.co); https://www.learningunlimited.co/projects/ace/; Our Skills (learningunlimited.co) 
13 e.g. Abdelhadi, R., Hameed, L., Khaled, F. and Anderson, J. (2019) Creative interactions with art works: An engaging 
approach to Arabic language-and-culture learning. Innovation in Language Learning and Teaching, 14(3), 273-289.doi: 
10.1080/17501229.2019.1579219; Anderson, J. and Macleroy, V. (Eds) (2016) Multilingual Digital Storytelling: Engaging 

creatively and critically with literacy. Oxford: Routledge; Bryers, D., Winstanley, B. and Cooke M. (2014) ‘Participatory ESOL’ 
(Ch1), ‘Whose Integration?’ (Ch2) and ‘The Power of Discussion’ (Ch3). In D. Mallows (Ed.), Language Issues in migration 

and integration: Perspectives from teachers and learners. London: The British Council; Cooke, M., D. Bryers & B. Winstanley 
2019. ‘Our languages’: Towards sociolinguistic citizenship in ESOL. In M. Cooke & R. Peutrell (eds) Brokering Britain, 

Educating Citizens: Exploring ESOL & Citizenship.  Bristol: Multilingual Matters.  137-156.  Also available in Working Papers 

in Urban Language & Literacies # 234 
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https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/article/language-issues-migration-integration-perspectives-teachers-learners
about:blank
about:blank


www.kcl.ac.uk/held 
Ground-level analysis & action, enhancing language repertoires. 

 

10 

activist, cross-sectoral sociolinguistics (e.g. Graz, Berlin, Hamburg, Jerusalem, Melbourne, Moscow 
and St Petersburg, as well as King’s and other UK universities). 
 

So from the reports of the workshop participants, it was clear HE/TSO collaborations are often multi-
stranded and can take a number of interwoven forms – teacher training, ‘service learning’, sanctuary 
programmes, programme evaluation, R&D projects/outputs, and activist sociolinguistics.  
Assessments of the value of these links were also often affirmative. 
 
According to the workshop reports, trainees and university students participating in TSO (or any 
other) practicums and outreach placements often “found the experience had a deep impact on their 
wider understanding of concepts such as equality, language policy and social inclusion” (Chick & 
Cleaver 2021:33, Chick & Lewis Hannagan 2017:38; Matras & Robertson 2015:10); they “gain 
professional experience that aids employability, career direction etc, [practising] numerous 
professional and social skills, from collaboration to leadership” (Ryland 2021:11); and “it would be 
very interesting to see 3rd sector provision included as a requirement on teacher-training courses; 
placement visits, analysis, written work on how they play an essential and complementary role in 
English language learning in the UK. Probably very few ESOL practitioners, tutors or lecturers have had 
more than a passing acquaintance with community learning. Time to make it integral??” (Macdonald 
2021:17).  Comparably, “[s]tudents in complementary schools (and sometimes parents also) benefit 
from participation in interesting projects which provide a meaningful context for language-and-
culture learning and support collaborative learning and activist citizenship” (Anderson & Macelroy 
2021:3); “the benefits of creative translation are… rich and wide-ranging, and we’re currently working 
on researching and conceptualising them… Evaluation to date shows that there are cognitive, 
creative, cultural and social benefits” (Ryland 2021:12).  University premises can also be a valuable 
resource, both functionally and symbolically: “The University of Manchester have been supporting the 
School by hosting us in the campus, which enables us to carry out teaching for all our classes on same 
site at the same time” (Teng 2021:9); “[t]he collaboration gives EFA… use of facilities for training and 
office space” (Bryers & Winstanley 2021:29); “[l]earners/participants also value hugely the 
opportunity to go into/join/be identified with programmes and events in universities…. Great for 
children to see parents/family members receiving awards in a university space. Great opportunity for 
children to enter into uni buildings, demystify HE a bit and help make it become a more feasible 
option in the future” (Dudley 2021:43). 
 
For TSOs, the collaboration with universities can also have more pervasive effects through training, 
theory and involvement with a different workplace culture: “Hands-on support developing action 
research projects… helped us to make our approach to teaching and pedagogy more grounded in 
theory and research and has strengthened  EFA’s ability to develop innovative pedagogy… [Our 
university partners] have helped to theorise EFA’s work, observing and participating in what we do, 
and then relating to sociolinguistic concepts such as ‘sociolinguistic citizenship’ and the ‘total linguistic 
fact’…. Insight into different ways of working/workplace culture and developing new collaborative 
working practices across different organisations. This includes expanding our training repertoire 
(different ways of delivering training when co-planning with HELD seminars)” (Bryers & Winstanley 
2021:28,29).  The link can provide access to larger networks, enhance their reputation and broaden 
their influence: “BTP [Beyond The Page] now has a reputation for having a strong research base. As 
we are a small organisation, this framework and the opportunities offered for inclusion…  are vital as a 
way to bring our practice and experience into the national discourse” (Macdonald 2021:16); “The 
collaboration gives EFA access to a new audience with whom to share our practice through seminars 
and publications” (Bryers & Winstanley 2021:28).  Also broadening beyond the primary activities of a 
TSO, co-authoring with academics and presenting in shared arenas is valued: “speaking, writing, 
dissemination… positively challenges us to dig deeper into our theoretical understanding as we plan 
and reflect on the work. It makes us think as well as do… Brokering Britain is the key [text] for us as we 
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are very proud to be part of a critical but positive contribution” (Macdonald 2021:16); “[t]he 
collaboration] has strengthened knowledge and experience within the EFA team… of writing and 
publication for academic and professional audiences…. We have co-produced a nice body of work 
that we feel proud of. This has benefitted EFA but also the many ESOL teachers who have read and 
used our work and their students. It has increased credibility and influence for our research and 
training, within the ESOL sector and has strengthened our informal role as bridging the gap between 
academic research and ESOL practice” (Bryers & Winstanley 2021:28).  The collaboration can also 
help with funding:14 “Universities can use their research expertise to evidence and demonstrate 
examples of good practice and thus assist third sector organisations in securing desperately needed 
funding. Acquiring financial support and influencing government policy is more likely where data can 
be gathered, analysed and presented to support arguments” (Chick & Hannagan Lewis 2017:38); 
Reading University is able “to align its research activities to directly impact active educational 
programmes” and Mosaik can “leverage the insight and research capabilities of international 
universities, whilst directly supporting the funding of its programmes and creating insights to improve 
them…. the teachers, as community researchers, are receiving training on research methods and 
income from the research activity” (Capstick &Webster 2021:35); “[f]undraising is a real challenge for 
SST, so being able to fundraise in partnership with universities/ to access university funding (e.g. 
Knowledge Exchange/Impact funding) is really valuable” (Ryland 2021:12); “[f]unders like it – very 
very important” (Macdonald 2021:16). 
 
Overall, there was plenty of confidence in the reciprocal benefits of these collaborations:15 
 

“working across sectors make us feel we are operating in the real world/a bigger world” (seminar 
contribution) 
 
“It can be a win-win situation! Third sector organisations can provide a rich interface between 
practice and theory and provide valuable opportunities for academics to get in-depth, authentic 
exposure to their field of interest. University partnership adds credibility/kudos, plus rigour to 
research/evaluation. Great opportunity to tap into/test/apply current/recent research.  Some of 
our team also work at universities – again creating great opportunities for cross-fertilisation of 
theory and practice” (Dudley 2021:43). 
 
“Who benefits?: Everyone – and it costs nothing (asylum seekers /university students /uni 
lecturers / university reputation /TSO re funding credibility etc.)” (Chick & Cleaver 2021:33) 

 
These affirmations of HE/TSO collaboration in its varied forms are all helpful, important and often 
unanticipated.  Overall, though, they are perhaps unsurprising.  Unlike other areas of university work 
– research in history, say, or literature teaching – none of these collaborations is carried forward by 
the weight of tradition, with its value only occasionally subject to serious questioning.  Instead, these 
links form and adjust themselves to particular needs or opportunities, and the justification/potential 
benefits is sometimes even written into their titles (e.g. ‘Hub for Education & Language Diversity’).  As 
emphasised at the outset, our aim in this workshop/consultation/ text certainly isn’t to interrogate 
the validity of these accounts empirically, but there are at least two reasons for wanting to look 
beyond the kinds of self-characterisation that we need to post on our webpages. 
 

 
14 Though views on this are mixed (“universities are unlikely to have much to contribute to the TSO’s next grant application” 
(Sutton 2021:35)) and the situation is undoubtedly complex – see §6  below. 
15 This view extended beyond collaborations focus on language education: “The main benefit we bring to academics is the 
opportunity for social impact. We are also able to feed back more ground-level accounts and insights to researchers.  The 
conversations we engage in are extremely helpful for us too, as we are challenged to think more critically about our work 
and the broader structures we are part of” (Holmes 2021:49, referring to partnerships focused on widening participation & 
HE access).  
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5. Practical and analytic reasons for thickening the account 
 
First, the projects, products, achievements and effects summarised in the previous section are 
assembled from a host of smaller-scale activities that may be hard to publicise but can nevertheless 
be crucial in the process of building and running an HE/TSO collaboration.  Hearing about these warts-
‘n’-all, ‘craft talk’ particulars can be very useful for other people, whether starting up or already well-
engaged in a partnership – “reading the reports [which covered problems as well as achievements] 
was fantastic – this kind of information sharing is very valuable” (Ryland, at the workshop). 
 
Second – and also represented at the workshop – there are substantial traditions in sociolinguistics 
where the description of relatively unpolished, low-key, routine activities is crucial to the analysis of 
multilingual social processes much more generally.  Over the last half-century, some of the most 
foundational theory in sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology has emerged in interaction with 
not-for-profit language teaching, feeding both into canonical research publications and into 
innovative training materials.16  In the ethnography of language policy, “we do not restrict our analysis 
to… official policy declarations and texts… but place these in context as part of a larger sociocultural 
system… inferred from people’s language practices, ideologies and beliefs” (McCarty 2011:2; 
Tollefson & Peréz Milans (eds) 2018).  And most recently, one of most influential contemporary 
sociolinguists, Jan Blommaert, stated that “activists [have] also [been] my audience and they [have] 
told me my academic work was valuable… they asked me questions that then became like priorities in 
research for me” (Blommaert & Van der Aa 2020:6; original emphasis).  So when one of the workshop 
participants referred to “the dream to develop research/professional partnerships” in which to 
conduct her research (Henning 2021:41), she was drawing on a substantial disciplinary pedigree.  
 
Indeed, rather than just providing a backdrop or a platform, the relationship between universities and 
TSOs can itself figure prominently in the theorisation of contemporary urban multilingualism.  
According to Matras,  
 

“[t]he complexity and rapid pace of change in urban settings mean that extensive, top-down 
regulatory frameworks for specific languages, of the kind that are often employed to protect 
regional and national languages, are not practical. Instead, policy and provisions must be 
responsive to demand and they need to involve a network of different players…. Cities of the 
future will rely on networks of cooperation and pooling and sharing of expertise, insights, and 
data. Language ‘policies’ as we have known them so far – top-down regulatory frameworks that 
take decades of political lobbying to construct, are costly to implement, and often remain 
symbols of power relations that lose touch with actual demand and everyday needs – must give 
way to dynamic spaces of collaborative practice. The dynamism and rapid pace of urban change 
mean that cities are ill-equipped to legislate when it comes to language practices. Instead, they 
should lead networks of public institutions and civil society around a shared commitment to 
methods and values. With an agenda of high-impact and socially engaged teaching and research, 
the civic university must be a key partner in this process” (Matras 2017:1,5).17 

 
Prioritising the globalised city rather than the nation-state as a political arena, this ‘post-national’ 
vision challenges the model in which TSOs either lie at the far end of a linear policy chain, or are 

 
16 John Gumperz was one of the founders of contemporary sociolinguistics, and some of his most important work was 
carried at the National Centre for Industrial Language Training in Southall, feeding into Gumperz, Jupp & Roberts 1979 as 
well as Gumperz 1982.   
17 “Universities have an important role to play to design new data collection tools and to set standards for the monitoring 
and assessment of data, to provide more insights into people’s everyday employment of linguistic repertoires and to 
promote a positive public narrative about multilingualism” (Matras 2017:4). Indeed, “MLM has drafted a City Language 
Strategy for Manchester City Council and released several co-produced language policy reports with public service providers 
on interpreting in the health care sector, ESOL provisions, and more” (Matras 2021:7). 
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disconnected from it.18  It includes an activist conceptualisation of the relationship between 
universities and TSOs that also carries significant implications for core academic issues of method: 
 

“[a]s Blommaert (2013) remarks, [the globalised, superdiverse city] calls for a research method 
that takes into account the complex and dynamic nature of community relations… In this way, the 
common division of roles between researchers, students, and non-academic stakeholders gives 
way to an organic process in which various actors have ownership of different activities at 
different times, and their cumulative contributions gradually develop into a theme-based and 
purpose-oriented network” (Matras & Robertson 2015). 

 
Elsewhere in this ongoing retheorisation of the larger multilingual spaces that universities and TSOs  
both inhabit, the relationship between language and citizenship is reenvisaged outside its traditional 
framing within the nation-state, drawing both on sociolinguistics and language education practice 
(Rampton, Cooke & Holmes 2018).  And there is also, for example, an enriched conception of 
classroom interaction, showing systematically how the ‘macro’, in all its multidimensional complexity, 
infuses the ‘micro’, how competing ideologies influence even the smallest details of activity (Rampton 
& Holmes 2019; Rampton 2020).   
 
This line of thinking certainly isn’t universally accepted and there are very influential counter-currents 
and alternatives.  But in at least some branches of academic linguistics – in this case, ethnographic 
and activist sociolinguistics – there is a very significant place for the “kind of thinking arising from the 
complications of practice” (Raymond Williams 1993:262 on adult education), and the awkward, gritty 
details of the collaborative process are important, both as a focus for practical action and as data for 
theory (Matras & Robertson 2017:11).  Here the HE/TSO collaboration provides multi-dimensional 
stimulation, carries a lot of investment, and is taken very seriously.  There is also a good deal of 
intellectual support to language teaching organisations where, rather than just seeing it as a matter of 
‘integration’ or individual development, “the deepest impulse is the desire to make learning part of 
the process of social change itself” (Williams 1983:257). 
 
With this rationale for a closer and potentially more critical look in place, it is worth now turning to 
the complexities identified by the workshop participants. 
 
 
6. Nuances, complications and structural challenges 
 
Underpinning a plurality of collaborations, it was clear from the reports that interpersonal 
relationships and the stance and biography of individuals often play a crucial role in the development 
and maintenance of a link.  Some might may be principally strategic, motivated by institutional 
concerns, centred on specific projects, but others grow within quite a deeply shared sense of 
perspective and purpose: “[our] partnership enables both formal and informal collaboration. Both 
ELATT (TSO) and UCL/IOE see themselves as learning communities, and collaboration offers 
opportunities for broadening the scope of our work” (Graham-Brown & Hutchinson 2021:31). 
 
Quite often, collaboration emerges from people having ‘a foot in both camps’, working or moving 
across sectors, blurring the boundaries between academic and practitioner.  A number of people have 
previously worked in the other sector: “All of this came from me working in a voluntary capacity as an 

 
18 It also provides a frame for broader reflection on the observation that, for example, “the University of Hull has recently 
begun foregrounding notions of ‘social justice’ in mission statements, strategic plans and research strategies. In the City of 
Hull, advancing the ‘social justice’ agenda necessitates working with 3rd Sector not only because years of Government cuts 
have eviscerated all but the most skeleton of social support structure in the city but because of the principles of many 3rd 
Sector organisations” (Nickson 2021:21). 
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ESOL teacher in Canada and then when I came 'back' to the UK around 2008, I worked for a lot of the 
local 3rd sector organisations. That experience caused or maybe precipitated a lot of critical 
reflection” (Nickson personal communication); “in 2018 I founded the Translation Exchange, an 
outreach centre based at (and seed-funded by) The Queen’s College, University of Oxford.  Also in 
2018 I became Director of the Stephen Spender Trust, a charity with a mission to promote 
multilingualism, language learning and free speech. I therefore run a university-based organisation 
that collaborates with a 3rd-sector organisation, so I approach this topic from both sides” (Ryland 
2021:11).  Several academics also serve as trustees or volunteers with TSOs: “Mel [Cooke] and Sarah 
[Christie] are/ have been non-executive directors, offering ongoing professional, practical and 
personal support… Mel has collaborated/ initiated routes for BTP to participate in national ESOL 
debates and research… Sarah completed an external evaluation of our work in 2019. She provides 
critical comment and advice particularly on our partnerships with schools and early years services. 
She has arranged an intern (recently postponed) who will help to develop a new project. She reads/ 
edits funding applications” (Macdonald 2021:16).  Having a multi-stranded, formal and informal 
interpersonal relationship can make it easier to manage the uncertainties involved in work across 
sectors – uncertainties that can be potentially creative or disruptive (or both): “[o]ur collaboration 
was not just based around specific short and long-term activities, but also around relationships as 
colleagues, friends, and family. However, it’s important to note that [we] did not always share the 
goals, the ambitions, or the priorities of the institutions [we] represented” (Pérez-Milans, Soto & Rai 
2021:37). 
 
There is often a risk that a university’s relationship with a TSO becomes largely ‘extractive’, using the 
TSO as a convenient space for placements or as a source of data only to be valued and analysed back 
at base in the academy: “it can feel like a service relationship – the charity is servicing the research 
needs of the university” and “sometimes getting approached by a university can leave a bad taste if 
they seem to be looking for ‘marginalised communities’” (workshop contributions); “although not 
true in our case, sometimes decision makers and boards in [TS] organisations may not see research as 
having a real and immediate benefit on beneficiaries and may not therefore be willing to invest in it” 
(Sutton 2021:46).  Although often appreciated, forms of support like access to university resources 
might not go far enough to meet the need: “it is increasingly difficult to find locations to teach 
bilingual learners, whereby mainstream schools are not encouraged to support such initiatives and 
therefore it is a constant struggle to rent space… to carry out classes” (Khaled 2021:5); “we suggest 
that the university invites learners who aspire to go to university to: sit in relevant lectures; have 
access to the library and computers; be offered high level, IELTS/academic English classes by TESOL 
students/lecturers; be matched with one of our befrienders, who are from the university.  NB These 
are mostly low cost” (van Diesen 2021:18-19).  Reflecting on the experience of a lot of HE 
collaboration with both TSOs and other kinds of non-academic organisations, Matras & Robertson 
identify additional risks: “Expectations from stakeholders that the activity can provide longer-term 
solutions to service gaps (for example, recording patient experience or providing English conversation 
support) risk creating a form of dependency.  At the same time, the University’s engagement in a 
form of service provision risks being seen by third sector agencies that depend on service delivery 
contracts as competition, and this can be an obstacle to a fruitful relationship with such organisations.  
Public sector agencies and their private contractors alike may regard the University’s involvement in 
assessing provisions as a form of uninvited and therefore unwelcome scrutiny” (2017:10). 
 
Avoiding and resolving specific risks and problems like these takes context-sensitive case-by-case 
analysis of the kind that good, multi-stranded interpersonal relationships make more likely.  But 
workshop participants also identified a number of structural challenges, converging on the insistent 
question of sustainability. 
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The scope for creating and sustaining HE/TSO collaborations has been adversely affected – though 
perhaps also made more important – by the UK government’s austerity policy and massive cuts to the 
local authority budgets which have historically played a major role in TSO funding.  In fact these 
financial pressures aren’t evenly spread across different types of language education.  From 2009-10 
to 2016-17, there was c. 60% reduction in central government support for ESOL teaching (Foster & 
Bolton 2018),19 but its ideological association with integration, borders and security makes it a salient 
public and political issue.  So although many practitioners oppose this ideological framing and it is 
certainly not well funded (Simpson 2019:28), ESOL is much better resourced by government than 
community languages, to which in fact it is sometimes explicitly counterposed: “We plan… a sharp 
reduction in translation services and a significant increase in the funding available for English” 
(Theresa May, Home Secretary 23/3/15; Casey 2016:173).20  “Despite being a highly complex and 
challenging skill, translation is largely misunderstood and often seen as a ‘problem’ easily solved by 
software such as Google Translate. This has had an impact on funding opportunities” (Patel 2021:15); 
and “despite its importance, th[e supplementary school] sector has consistently been ignored in the 
education landscape… It would be a great help if researchers in universities could influence the local 
and national authorities’ policy-making through their work, to raise the awareness of the contribution 
the supplementary language schools make to their own communities and to the wider society” (Teng 
2021:10; also Anderson & Macleroy 2021:3; National Academies Report 2019:5,6). 
 
More locally within the organisations themselves, cross-sectoral collaboration around language 
education is challenged by the fact that it is itself not a core commitment either for universities or for 
the vast majority of TSOs.  “On both sides, the relationship between HE/TSOs may not always seem 
the most urgent priority given the multiplicity of pressures and demands” (Bryers & Winstanley 
2021:29); “Priorities. Without exception the [third and public] organisations we work with are hard-
pressed and intently focussed on their core tasks. Additional dimensions such as academic research 
are recognised as important, but are not always seen as having immediate impact on real people and 
therefore are rarely urgent, so there is a tendency for them to slip to the back of the queue” (Sutton 
2021:46).  The expensive and exclusionary paywall around academic journals is just one symptom of 
this: “One of the great disadvantages of being outside academia is lack of access to e-journals and 
other publications. Although people suggest and send articles, we can’t browse and do our own 
library research” (Macdonald 2021:17; Blommaert 2020; Maly 2021). 
 
Within HE, collaboration with a TSO is normally not a well-recognised promotion path and there is 
often no formal workload recognition: “finding time to develop the links is very hard, and time-out on 
TSO/HE links can increase the workload on your colleagues (Nickson at the workshop).  Academics 
committed to collaboration are asked “Is it REFable?”, and if not, it is “often classed as ‘activism’ or 
seen as a ‘hobby’” (workshop comment):   

 
“the position of MESH as an activity of the University of Leeds is problematic, as is my own 
positionality. I carry out my work with MESH in my spare time as a volunteer, not as a Senior 
Lecturer in Language Education at Leeds.  MESH grew out of Leeds research which identified the 
incoherence and fragmentation of the field of ESOL. Since then, setting up MESH, and the work 
involved in sustaining it, has not been well-supported as University activity. For example, I do not 
have workload time for MESH, I am discouraged in annual appraisal meetings from working with 
MESH, and the successes of MESH have not been publicised” (Simpson & Hemmings 2021:23-24) 
 
“at universities – notwithstanding their charitable status and apparent mission to educate – time 
is money.  A consequence of this is that individual workers… tend to work in (and with) the 3rd 

 
19 https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7905#fullreport 
20 For a fuller comparison of support for provision in different types of language education, see Rampton, Leung & Cooke 
2020:§4. 
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Sector on a voluntary basis in their own time.  Effectively most university employees who work 
with the 3rd Sector constitute an informal unfunded ‘4th Sector’ working within ‘the system’. While 
this has led to many good outcomes from collaboration in Hull over a long history, it is not 
sustainable if thinking about developing and advancing collaboration more effectively” (Nickson 
2021:21).  

 
In this respect – in the demands that it makes on time that their universities don’t usually allow 
them –  collaboration’s over-dependence on individuals is a source of weakness.  For TSOs without 
contacts in HE, it can be difficult to work out who to approach and how, and even though there may 
be some university structures “that are supportive of University/3rd sector/Local Authority 
partnerships,… I have reached the conclusion that without the support of my line managers, my 
work with MESH is not possible to sustain as university activity and will continue to diverge” 
(Simpson 2021:24).  In the words of one TSO participant at the workshop, “I feel like I have a 
collaboration with an individual member of staff, not a university”, and as a result, projects can be 
thrown into jeopardy if individuals leave.  Even in a relatively well-established hub for collaboration 
like Multilingual Manchester, which for a significant period achieved a good deal of recognition for 
language issues within the university’s outreach agenda, there are “disruptions at every junction of 
staff change, both within the MLM team and at relevant university management positions, when 
support for the initiative comes under review” (Matras 2021:8). 
 
So problems of sustainability arise from the fact that in an area like language education, cross-
sectoral collaboration isn’t deeply woven into the institutional fabric and routines of universities and 
TSOs, and instead depends on the ‘extracurricular’ commitment of individuals.  In addition – and 
contributing in part to this reliance on the initiative of innovative individuals – HE/TSO relationships 
are complicated by major differences in culture and organisation: 
 

“Organisational cultures: different sectors have their own language and concepts, which are not 
always accessible to outsiders.  There is a certain amount the Bell Foundation can do as 
interpreter, but real collaboration requires effort, both in understanding what partners are 
saying, and in presenting information in accessible ways.  Drivers and incentives: different 
organisations have different drivers.  The journal articles which are the main currency of the 
academic world are rarely of any salience to third sector bodies… The best being the enemy of the 

good: the drive for ‘best available evidence’ can have the effect of driving out insightful good but 
imperfect evidence which is ultimately better than no evidence.   In the case of RCTs this can have 
quite a demotivating effect on third sector partners” (Sutton 2021:46). 

 
There are of course cross-currents and exceptions, but where HE tends to be marketized, target-
driven, competitive and committed to canonical knowledge and procedural regularity, there is scope 
for TSOs to be rooted in communities, committed to the publics they serve, autonomous and 
innovative.  This kind of difference in orientation can affect, for example, trainee teacher placements: 
“It’s a struggle not to have [university] student involvement in this simply become 'teaching practice' 
wherein 'ESOL learners' are treated exactly like language schools treat people - simply bodies in a 
room for accreditation purposes.  That's a dynamic that [academics often] can’t… understand and 
many of the 3rd sector organisations don’t know enough about in order to understand why it’s 
problematic. So ESOL in these circumstances can become a vehicle where 'they' (learners) are 'given a 
bit of English – doesn’t matter what' by 'us' (the great and good of the university). It’s an awful 
problem that we haven’t yet properly solved” (Nickson personal communication); “unfortunately, the 
university offers us classes, without having done a needs assessment or understood the learners’ 
backgrounds” (van Diesen 2021:18) 
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Organisational timescales also differed, setting up tensions between depth and flexibility.  The TSO 
planning horizon often had to be relatively short-term: “long-term planning can be difficult. Many 
smaller TSOs struggle to look far into the future because of the precarity of funding.  TSOs [are] often 
overwhelmed by project work, or activism and campaigning (esp in EFA’s case), leaving little time for 
strategy and development work that will bear fruit in the future but there’s little immediate pressure 
to do” (Bryers & Winstanley 2021:29); “for ELATT, research project funding is also often short-term 
and so the research may not be long-term, in-depth and meaningful” (Graham-Brown & Hutchinson 
2021:32).  Conversely, “where there are innovative ideas, processes in a large corporation like a 
university may restrict agility and flexibility” (Graham-Brown & Hutchinson 2021:32); “Challenges: 
highly bureaucratic processes [at universities] and length of time it takes to get approval/sign off for 
partnership in projects. Very difficult to manage especially if time between funding call and deadline 
are tight” (Dudley 2021:44).  Problems of coordination in funding stood out: “[p]robably the biggest 
challenge for us is the difference in pace between academics and third sector organisations. We are 
very nimble, able to move quickly when a new idea emerges. We also have a lot of autonomy over 
what we decide to take forward. Academic projects tend to move much more slowly, and with a lot of 
hurdles to be jumped internally within the university. This is particularly frustrating when coordinating 
complex funding bids involving more than one university. Usually one university has to take the role 
of lead bidder, when the third sector organisation could probably do this much more quickly and 
effectively” (Holmes 2021:49). The problems extend to on-costs: “university service/on-costs can be 
prohibitive in development projects” (Hutchinson at the workshop); “very high costs/on costs to 
include for uni partnership – can make funding bids prohibitively high/reduce value for money” 
(Dudley 2021:44).   
 
Universities certainly make funding available to support collaboration with TSOs, but comments at the 
workshop suggested that TSOs would appreciate “more clarity… about the funding possibilities from 
universities / research councils / other academic organisations” (Ryland 2021:13).  For academic staff, 
trying to get university funding to support TSO links can be hard, especially if they’re not experienced 
getting grants; when funds are set up as competitive challenges to pump-prime collaborations, the 
uncertain outcome and the small sums at stake can act as disincentives for already hard-pressed 
individuals acting on their own extracurricular initiative;21 alternatively, “one unexpected challenge 
for all of us has been how to spend the money we were granted, as the work we do really just calls 
upon people and a physical space. Yet, the work is still shaped by relatively short funding cycles, and 
work positions which are not permanent (one to three years) make our work precarious” (Peréz 
Milans, Sotto & Rai 2021:38).  Fundamentally, the identification of HE/TSO collaborations as 
‘innovations’ with special project status,22 outside the mainstream of university business, precaritises 
and puts a ceiling on their growth.  Even within a very well-developed programme like Multilingual 
Manchester, this was an issue.  According to Matras & Robertson in 2017,  
 

“MLM currently maintains three fixed-term project managerial staff positions (in addition to 
research staff and academic lead) of which one is funded by the University and two from external 
grants. These are academically-related staff roles, for which training in the relevant subject area 
and research experience are essential. Their task is to build and maintain long-term relationships 
of trust with external stakeholders and manage the complexity of placements, outreach, public 
engagement and publicity. Continuity is therefore key to the building of the reputational and 
practical capital that lends credibility to the [University’s] ‘Making a Difference’ motto 23… 

 
21 If there is too much celebrative emphasis on winners and winning in these competitive challenges at university, the 
branding can also look out of tune with tough realities on the ground and/or the ethos in partner organisations.  
22 For a critique of this kind of funding within philanthropy, see e.g. Paul Shoemaker 2015 Reconstructing Philanthropy from 

the Outside-In https://ssir.org/pdf/Re-Constructing_Philanthropy_FINAL.pdf.  
23 They provide more illustrative detail: “A key to managing many of the external risks is the opportunity to demonstrate a 
long-term commitment to supporting stakeholders, involving partners in shaping performance indicators and milestones, 
and maintaining full autonomy of all parties in the partnership, especially by accommodating to the priorities and delivery 
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Ironically, one of the biggest risk factors in MLM’s work is its continuous dependency on the 
University’s commitment to its Social Responsibility agenda and on short or middle-term 
investment from the University in dedicated support staff. Such dependency is inevitably 
accompanied by uncertainties as it is caught up in volatile processes of prioritisation and internal 
competition for resources” (2017:10-11,6) 

 
So, beyond the substantive focus motivating any given collaboration (teacher training, R&D etc), there 
is a serious need for reflexive discussion of a range of organisational issues.  What are the ways 
forward? 
 
 
7. Ways forward 
 
As noted at the outset, universities are very different from the kinds of TSOs considered in this report.  
They are far bigger and have to handle a huge range of competing internal and external 
pressures/demands, including a changing HE policy environment.  In this context, the collaborative 
enterprise discussed here seems very small – small TSOs working with academics in a small subject 
area (linguistics and language education).  However, as the four UK National Science Academies 
recognise, the multilingual terrain in which these collaborations operate at ground level is very large, 
and it is not going to disappear.24  Inside the university, it might look as though health sciences are 
always going to trump language education in scale and significance, but the gap between them starts 
to diminish when you look at the world beyond. 
 
Of course, among university managers, discussions of the development of HE/TSO collaborations 
need to cover a host of issues that our workshop didn’t address. 25 Our workshop involved TSO 
practitioners and the academics who directly engage with them.  Here, even though a range of 
potential problems were identified, there was a definite feeling from both sides that collaborations 
can be mutually beneficial, fulfilling, pleasurable and worth persisting with, and at this level, a number 
of practical steps forward look possible.   
 
So to start with, it is important to give value to the informal low-key activities which can be the glue 
holding collaborations together – serving as a TSO trustee, occasional teaching/consultation at the 
university/TSO etc.  Among other things, these should be valued positively in staff appraisals, also 
potentially feeding into any cases for promotion.  Building long term cross-sectoral relationships that 
don’t depend on project funding – which don’t flounder when there’s no grant, and can be sustained 
with small-scale activities in grant-free periods – is also very important.  And of course intra-
institutionally, even if they’re working in a different field (geography, science education etc), it’s 

 

modes set by host or partner institutions. Thus, student volunteers join activities on terms set by the host institutions and 
with a focus on the needs defined by the partners rather than in a form of either work experience or shadowing where the 
students themselves are primary beneficiaries; the support offered to supplementary schools derives from a two-year 
consultation process through which needs, priorities and operational approaches were identified” (Matras & Robertson 
2017:10) 
24 Matras & Robertson make a broadly similar point: Multilingual Manchester’s “institution-internal value is… measured in 
response to pressures set by a changing funding environment[, but its] value to external stakeholders has, by contrast, a 
more perpetual nature, as the challenges and opportunities of language diversity to social inclusion are independent of 
higher education policy” (2017:11).   
25 Though they would obviously need to consider ways of navigating the tension between institutionalisation and creative 
flexibility tuned to changing realities at the grassroots. It might also be worth considering Matras’s suggestion, building on 10 
years of experience in the Multilingual Manchester project, that “the existing structure [should be replaced or 
supplemented] with one that is a more loose partnership among key contributors, to include the university (and other 
universities in the city), cultural institutions, and community groups, around an agreed platform and operational strategy 
though not necessarily an institutionalised format such as charity etc. It would, essentially, be a civic partnership” (Matras 
2021:8).  See also Shucksmith 2016:33 on ‘embedded gateways’. 
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worth talking to colleagues-on-hand about this kind of work, sounding out the scope for an informal 
local alliance, thematising organisational issues of the kind raised in our workshop.26  One of the 
aspirations is to turn collaboration into an organisational commitment that goes beyond special 
project funding, pushing it onto routine ‘to-do’ lists, making it a standing item on intra-organisational 
agendas, requiring thoughtful ‘succession planning’.  From a TSO perspective, “if it’s written into 
strategy it can be easier to hold to account and justify” (Bryers & Winstanley 2021:30), and “going 
deep into both institutions in terms of who gets involved”, it’s less likely to be “derailed by key staff 
leaving or getting too busy” (ibid.).  One of the best ways to do this is to build the link into 
programmes and modules, as seen in the discussion of service learning and teacher training in §4 
(where at least potentially, BA and MA programmes in TESOL allow more freedom than the Ofsted-
regulated PGCE).  In terms of higher-level reporting in the university sector, UKRI Knowledge 
Exchange Framework 27 might be more flexible than the conceptualisation and measurement of 
impact required in the quinquennial REF research assessments,28 even though the latter tends to hold 
centre-stage. 
 
And what of wider inter-institutional dialogue of the kind represented by the workshop itself?  There 
was a lot of support for this: “opportunities to meet/discuss & explore issues and 
opportunities/network – great start. More recognition of the benefits of partnership across the 
sectors and how this can enrich/add value to the work and underpinning principles etc” (Dudley 
2021:44); “I’m really in favour of establishing forums for practice- and experience-sharing, which 
meet regularly, and perhaps some kind of virtual communications in between meetings” (Ryland 
2021:12); “networks to share resources and learning, especially with academics in MFL/ Translation 
Studies/ critical pedagogy” (Patel 2021:15); “What should/could be done to enhance the sustainability 
of this work?  I’m all ears for that one” (Chick & Cleaver 2021:34).  There are of course well-developed 
professional associations and support organisations in the different areas of language education 
represented at workshop (e.g. NATECLA, NALDIC, NRCSE, ALL),29 but they don’t thematise HE/TSO 
collaboration or look at it across these areas of education.  In contrast, according to one of the 
participants, it felt at the workshop as if “a new field is developing”, and there were a range of ideas 
about the kinds of value that a broader network could have: developing awareness of other 
collaborative work; sharing practice on how to get started on a collaboration; making visible and 
supporting individual projects; facilitating bi-lateral and tri-lateral discussions between different 
partnerships; surveying of the HE/TSO interface to gather more information about the different 
rationales and issues; creating reading lists on HE/TSO links and encouraging comparison with 
collaboration in other academic fields; building a long-term vision of the value of collaborations. 
 
There was a consensus that the workshop discussions could go further, but the question of how was 
unresolved: “establishing this sort of thing takes time, which is the other thing that is in short supply” 
(Ryland 2021:12); are we ready to commit to the extra work this would entail?  And if we were to 
start a network formally, what would this look like, sustained how? Through a conference? Regular 
meetings? Zoom meetings?  Indeed, are there really enough HE/TSO collaborations in language 
education to sustain a network with this as its specific focus?  And what about all the other groups 

 
26 So at Hull University for example, Nickson “set up and organise[s] something called Talking Hull which is on-campus, free , 
open access ESOL classes. We organise (as much as we can) around principles [in which] lecturers and our TESOL students 
(acting as teachers or facilitators) act as non-hierarchically as we can” (Nickson p.c.) 
27 https://re.ukri.org/knowledge-exchange/knowledge-exchange-framework/ .  At the workshop, however, there were some 
doubts: “Potentially there are lots of hoops to jump and it tends to pitch all disciplines against each other. Can languages 
compete with Engineering when it comes to potential income generation?” 
28 For a comparison of REF and KEF, see https://re.ukri.org/news-opinions-events/blog/differences-between-kef-and-ref/. 
29 NATECLA: National Association of Teachers of English and Other Community Languages to Adults 
(https://www.natecla.org.uk/); NALDIC: National Association for Language Development in the Curriculum 
(https://naldic.org.uk/); NRCSE: National Resource Centre for Supplementary Education 
(https://www.supplementaryeducation.org.uk/); ALL: Association for Language Learning (https://www.all-languages.org.uk/) 
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and types of organisation that we interact with – non-HE/TSO groups and organisations that also have 
a stake in multilingual development and often play a major role in it?   
 
Broadened to this wider set of relationships, ‘HE/TSO links in language education’ no longer works on 
its own as a heading for this discussion.  So what kind of narrative and umbrella title could 
productively connect this broader field of stakeholders?  At this point, the 2019 ‘Call for a Multilingual 
Cities Movement’30 formulated at a Multilingual Manchester conference looks potentially relevant 
(see Appendix 3; also Shucksmith 2016:13-14 on ‘advocacy coalitions’).  This starts from the premise 
that “[s]hared language is vital to social life, but linguistic diversity also plays a central role, and both 
the individual and society are enriched by language skills” (¶1).  It then notes that  
 

“[p]ractitioners in a variety of sectors – education, health care, arts and cultural institutions, 
community organisations, and local government – often have long and rich histories engaging 
with linguistic diversity, developing its potential and addressing its challenges. Their interaction 
with academics can be mutually beneficial, informing agendas and influencing approaches to 
intervention, research and teaching, producing a more accurate, up-to-date and socially relevant 
understanding of the linguistic consequences of cultural and demographic change, tackling 
inequalities and supporting creativity and participation” (¶8).   

 
Moving from there, it “seeks to build productive and sustainable collaborations into the core 
university activities of teaching, learning and research. In doing so, [it] also recognise[s] the vital 
contemporary knowledge of diversity that students often bring from outside, and the powerful role 
that students themselves can play developing the partnerships with organisations and groups beyond 
the academy” (¶9).  This all informs a “call [for] colleagues as well as students, activists and officials to 
pool… energies and expertise, to ensure that multilingualism and linguistic diversity are properly 
valued, developed and understood” (¶1).  And at the end, “a networking platform [is offered] for 
initiatives based in and around universities that are committed to the principles of enquiry and public 
engagement that… have [been] outlined” (¶12).31   
 
It is unlikely that the process of HE/TSO collaboration will ever be simple, and indeed one of its 
excitements is the “insight [it generates] into different ways of working/workplace culture and 
developing new collaborative working practices across different organisations” (Bryers & Winstanley 
2021:29; cited above).  Still, there are things we can do, individually, collectively, inside our own 
organisations and/or in our partnerships, to make it easier and more effective.  Should we talk 
together more about them? 
 
 

---------------- 
 
 
 
 
 

 
30 http://mlm.humanities.manchester.ac.uk/call-for-a-multilingual-cities-movement/  
31 There were some questions at the workshop about this initiative’s framing as a ‘movement’: TSOs tend to link up best 
within specific time-limited campaigns, and if it is a campaign that is university-led, are academics well enough equipped 
with the skills-set to run it?  On the other hand, the actors involved are too diverse, and their relationships too dynamic, to 
come together in something like an association, with its hierarchies and constitution.  Would ‘alliance’ be a better term?  Or 
would that miss the fact that even though the people and organisations committed to multilingual development might not 
all think of themselves as an interest group with the voice to improve educational provision, held back instead by national 
policies and ideologies that privilege monolingualism, their numbers carry political weight, especially within municipal and 
urban arenas. 
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https://www.academia.edu/35716664/WP233_Rampton_Cooke_and_Holmes_2018_Promoting_Linguistic_Citizenship_Issues_problems_and_possibilities
https://www.academia.edu/40461774/WP261_Rampton_and_Holmes_2019._How_we_feel_and_think_about_language_Language_ideologies_and_the_total_linguistic_fact
https://www.academia.edu/44031452/WP275_Rampton_Leung_and_Cooke_2020_Education_England_and_users_of_languages_other_than_English
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Appendix 1: Contributors in the consultation and/or workshop 
 

SPEAKING MAINLY FROM A UNIVERSITY PERSPECTIVE (15) SPEAKING MAINLY FROM A TSO PERSPECTIVE (17) 
 

• Dr Jim ANDERSON (Goldsmiths; linked with Peace 
School London) 

• Dr Mike CHICK (University of South Wales; linked 
with Welsh Refugee Council) 

• Dr Tony CAPSTICK (Reading University; linked with 
Mosaik) 

• Olga CARA (UCL Institute of Education; linked with 
Learning Unlimited) 

• Dr Melanie COOKE (King’s College London; linked 
with English for Action & Beyond the Page) 

• Dr Lucy HENNING (Open University) 

• Dr Vera HUTCHINSON (UCL Institute of Education, 
linked with ELATT)  

• Prof Constant LEUNG (King’s College London; linked 
with the Bell Foundation) 

• Dr Vicky MACLEROY (Goldsmiths; linked with Peace 
School London) 

• Prof Yaron MATRAS (Manchester University; linked 
with Huaxia Chinese School) 

• Dr Martin NICKSON (Hull University; linked with 
Welcome to English CIC) 

• Dr Miguel PERÉZ-MILANS (UCL Institute of 
Education) 

• Prof Ben RAMPTON (King’s College London; linked 
with English for Action)  

• Dr James SIMPSON (Leeds University; linked with 
MESH) 

• Dr Carlos SOTTO (Hong Kong University) 
 
 
 
 

 

• Dermot BRYERS (CEO, English for Action) 

• Andrea CLEAVER (CEO, Welsh Refugee Council) 

• Karen DUDLEY (Director/Project Manager, 
Learning Unlimited) 

• Dr Nafisah GRAHAM-BROWN (Head of Life Skills & 
Community, ELATT) 

• Catherine HEMMINGS (Director, Migrant English 
Support Hub [MESH]) 

• Dr Sam HOLMES (CEO, Causeway Education) 

• Fatima KHALED (Headteacher, Peace School 
London) 

• Dr Sheila MACDONALD (Executive Director, 
Beyond the Page) 

• Gitanjali PATEL (Director, Shadow Heroes) 

• Dr Marina RAI (Producer, Community Involvement 
Broadcasting Service, RTHK, Hong Kong) 

• Dr Charlotte Ryland (Director, Stephen Spender 
Trust; Oxford University)  

• Dr Diana SUTTON (Director, Bell Foundation) 

• Theresa TENG (Headteacher, Huaxia Chinese 
School; Manchester University) 

• Professor Anthony TOMEI (Vice-Chair, Bell 
Foundation; King’s College London) 

• Karen VAN DIESEN (Director, Welcome to English 
CIC, Hull) 

• Ben WEBSTER (CEO, Mosaik Education) 

• Becky WINSTANLEY (Teacher-Organiser & Trainer, 
English for Action) 
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Appendix 2: The organisation of the consultation & workshop 
 
A. Letter of invitation 
 
Dear  
 
Following a number of informal conversations with colleagues outside King’s, we are very keen to hold a 
seminar on the topic, “Linking universities and 3rd sector (& other) organisations in language education”. We’d 
like to hold it on Wednesday 24 February 2021 from 16.00-19.00 on Zoom, and we’re writing to ask whether 
you would be interested in participating, together perhaps with a TSO partner who you have collaborated with? 
Our rationale is as follows: 
 

Many universities are committed to service and impact beyond the academy, and in language education 
and linguistics, involvement with 3rd sector organisations (TSOs) potentially enhances pedagogy and 
research. But what are the benefits and challenges, opportunities and risks, both for universities and for 
their partners? It often takes special extra initiative to establish and maintain these links – what forms do 
these initiatives take, and can/should more be done to consolidate them? This exploratory seminar will 
bring people together from universities and (mainly but not exclusively) 3rd sector organisations, and seek a 
grounded and realistic view of the ins & outs, looking for practical strategies to optimise the connections. 

 
Could you let us know asap (a) whether or not you will be able to attend, and (b) whether you have a partner in 
the other sector who would be able to participate as well? 
 
With best wishes 
 
Ben Rampton & Mel Cooke 
Hub for Education & Language Diversity (www.kcl.ac.uk/held)  
King’s College London  
 
 
B. Consultation questions 

 
Thanks,________, that’s terrific, and delighted that you can come with____________.   It looks as though 
there’ll be quite a few people with very relevant experience at the seminar, and we’re in the process of working 
out what the best format for it should be.  To bring a range of perspectives into the discussion, we’d like to ask 
participants to send us a short account of their work at the interface between universities and non-academic 
organisations, which we’ll then compile and use as a base for organising the programme (I’m appending a list of 
questions that these accounts could consider).  Do you think you’d be able to provide one (by, say, 15 January)? 
 
With best wishes 
 
______ 
 
Questions for an account of your work at the interface of universities & TSOs: 

• Your name? 

• Your organisation? What kind of organisation is it? 

• Who do you collaborate with?   

• Exactly what form does this collaboration take? 

• Who benefits from this collaboration, and how? 

• Are there other benefits you would like to see in future from this collaboration? 

• What are the problems and challenges? 

• What should/could be done to enhance the sustainability of this work? 

• Can you suggest one or two texts (articles, books, videos etc) that are particularly relevant to your 
collaboration?   

 
 

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/held
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.kcl.ac.uk%2Fheld&data=04%7C01%7Cben.rampton%40kcl.ac.uk%7Ce8f7f92015c1463f3b7708d8a19b7c19%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0%7C0%7C637437036798175006%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=Yg5GLFZt5ZE%2FMotwJetqyAbHYuGeUhnR25MpurBWsmQ%3D&reserved=0
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C. Structure of the Zoom workshop on 22/2/21 
 
16.00  Welcome & aims of the meeting  
 
PART I: ANALYSIS 
 
16.15  Breakout discussion 1: Issues arising from the notes submitted by participants 
 
16.45  Breakout discussion 2: TSO/HE collaboration: Challenges, benefits & opportunities 
 
17.10  Break 
 
17.20  Plenary discussion of issues arising in discussion 1 & 2 
 
PART II: THINKING AHEAD 
 
17.50  Breakout discussion 3: Next steps? 
 
18.10  Plenary discussion 
 
18.45  Close 
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Appendix 3: CALL FOR A MULTILINGUAL CITIES MOVEMENT 

 

1. We are academics and practitioners committed to multilingualism. Shared language is vital to 
social life, but linguistic diversity also plays a central role, and both the individual and society are 
enriched by language skills. We call on colleagues as well as students, activists and officials to 
pool our energies and expertise, to ensure that multilingualism and linguistic diversity are 
properly valued, developed and understood. 

 
Why do we need a Multilingual Cities Movement 

 

2. Cities are usually places where languages meet, and linguistic plurality and difference are treated 
as normal – expected, addressed, accepted and enjoyed. Across a range of media, at work, at 
home and in community life, people switch, mix and blend languages, in both routine and creative 
ways. But many states now promote linguistic sameness in an exclusionary way, and regard 
linguistic diversity with hostility and fear. This suspicion inhibits the development of individuals and 
undermines community. 

 

3. In a number of places, especially but not exclusively in cities, productive collaborations have 
developed between universities and local government, communities and organisations, 
committed to understanding linguistic diversity and developing multilingualism as an 
enhancement for society. Our movement seeks to extend these collaborations, both in- and 
outside cities, in a broad alliance between projects and organisations which aim to build stronger 
and better social relationships through openness to the opportunities and challenges that 
linguistic diversity involves. 

 
 Our ideas about language and multilingualism 
 

4. Depending on how we approach it, linguistic diversity can be a source of connection and 
enrichment, or insecurity, division and conflict. Our uses of language, our linguistic repertoires 
and our communicative relationships are complicated. They are closely tied to the different 
situations where we find ourselves, as well as to who we are, what we do, and what we want to 
be. 

 

5. Language policies and explicit beliefs about language play a very important part in society, 
but they sometimes take only a narrow view of what communication involves, speak of 
‘deficit’, and emphasise formal standards more than persuasiveness and ‘voice’. 

 

6. The study of language can clarify and illuminate our communicative relationships and situations. 
Through engagement and dialogue with the people most closely involved, linguistic study can 
contribute to a socially productive understanding of linguistic diversity and language use. 

 
Linking academics and practitioners 
 

7. Researchers from universities and institutes participating in our movement are not tied to any one 
theoretical tradition, but they are united in the view that academic analyses based on empirically 
grounded and theoretically informed research can contribute to our understanding of multilingual 
realities, opportunities and challenges. 

 

8. Practitioners in a variety of sectors – education, health care, arts and cultural institutions, 
community organisations, and local government – often have long and rich histories engaging 
with linguistic diversity, developing its potential and addressing its challenges. Their interaction 
with academics can be mutually beneficial, informing agendas and influencing approaches to 
intervention, research and teaching, producing a more accurate, up-to-date and socially relevant 
understanding of the linguistic consequences of cultural and demographic change, tackling 
inequalities and supporting creativity and participation. 
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9. Our movement seeks to build productive and sustainable collaborations into the core university 
activities of teaching, learning and research. In doing so, we also recognise the vital contemporary 
knowledge of diversity that students often bring from outside, and the powerful role that students 
themselves can play 
developing the partnerships with organisations and groups beyond the academy. 

 
Why ‘movement’? 
 

10. There is no single model of how universities and non-academic bodies should collaborate to build 
positive and productive approaches to linguistic diversity. Different environments present 
different constraints and opportunities. But coming together under a common umbrella that is 
pluralistic and dynamic, individual initiatives can show that they are not isolated or eccentric, but 
part of much more general developments which provide strength and inspiration. Comparative 
discussion can also foster the exchange of ideas and experiences of what works, of what’s 
challenging, how to overcome obstacles, and how to support cooperation across locations. 

 

11. For these reasons, we are calling for the formation of a movement – a bottom-up, organic 
process of networking and collaboration based around a commitment to the principles 
outlined in this document, connecting academics and actors from a variety of sectors, in a 
variety of locations. 

 
Next steps 
 

12. This call offers a networking platform for initiatives based in and around universities that are 
committed to the principles of enquiry and public engagement that we have outlined. Emailing 
mlm@manchester.ac.uk, we invite such initiatives to add their name to this document, along with 
a link to their web page, with contact details and a description of their activities. We also invite 
contributions to a discussion forum, hosted by the Multilingual Manchester blog; the forum is open 
to academics, students, practitioners and officials. We encourage those signing the document to 
develop links and joint activities in a variety of areas, and to continue to promote the vision set out 
in the document, sharing with others the ways in which they intend to do so. 

 
 

22 May 2019 

This statement follows on from a conference on University Public Engagement with Urban Multilingualism held in 

Manchester (20-22/2/19), where participants agreed on the value of a broader initiative connecting practical and 

academic work around multilingualism. 
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