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The importance of language in an 
inclusive university.





Overview

• personal perspective 

• languages spoken in the UK

• how we use language in academia

• what we mean when we talk about inclusion

• practical initiatives in our HE practice



• Mother – first language German
• Father – a linguist, first languages 

Italian, French and Arabic

• Attended an international school.
• First generation to university. 

Parents subsequently graduated 
from university as mature 
students.

A personal perspective



• After 1066 French (and German) was 
the dominant language of the upper 
classes for approx. 2-3 centuries.

• English, Scottish and Welsh have been 
dominant since. 

• As our nearest neighbour European 
languages have been dominant second 
languages.  

• A steep decline in the study of modern 
European languages since Brexit.

Languages spoken in the UK



2011 Census: Detailed analysis - English language 
proficiency in England and Wales, Main language and 
general health characteristics

Approx. No. speakers
Arabic 159,290
French 147,052
Sinophone 141,052
Portuguese 133,453
Spanish 120,222

Approx. No. speakers
Polish 546,000
Punjabi 273,231
Urdu 268,680
Bengali 221,402
Gujarati 231,094

• Immigrant communities are frequently bi- and multi-lingual.
• Dialects across the regions of the UK & within communities.
• Home students have different backgrounds and language use.

Languages spoken across the UK

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/language/articles/detailedanalysisenglishlanguageproficiencyinenglandandwales/2013-08-30


• It is not accessible, it is almost as though it 
has been designed to be non accessible, 
exclusive … excluding.

• We need to demystify this for our students

• We are biased to those who sound like 
ourselves.

How we use language in academia
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This is 
• not about political correctness
• not tiptoeing around “land mines”
• not restrictive

This is
• respectful 
• relevant to everyone
• current 

When we talk about inclusive language



Language is not a protected characteristic …
• Politicians regularly mock each other based on the way they speak. 
• E.g. Priti Patel and Angela Rayner. 
• Students and staff experience it….





Exeter University lecturer sacked 'for being too loud' 
wins £100K payout

https://www.itv.com/news/westcountry/2022-01-19/lecturer-sacked-for-being-too-loud-wins-100k-payout


Should build:
• a sense of belonging
• be respectful
• recognises individuals
• recognises diversity e.g. physical and mental health…
• is intersectional

Recognises beyond the legal requirement of protected characteristics:
age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, 
pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex, and sexual 
orientation.

Language at the university



“Sticks and stones may 
break my bones but 

words will never harm 
me”.

Totally wrong…

Do not assume that someone is heterosexual 
or comes from a heterosexual family

e.g. rather than “your girlfriend…”  say “your 
partner…”

e.g. rather than “your mum and dad…” say 
“your parents…” 

Practical initiatives in our everyday work



Express your pronoun when introducing 
yourself. 

Ask students and colleagues to feel free to 
express which they prefer if they wish.

Avoid male-centric language, de-gender the 
language when you are describing job roles, e.g. 
say chairperson or firefighter

Practical initiatives in our everyday work 



Ableist Alternatives
blind-leading-the-blind unknowledgeable
crazy, bizarre, amazing, intense, extreme, overwhelming, 

person with mental health problem
normal neurotypical
lame boring, unexciting
tone deaf insensitive, out of context
falling on deaf ears you did not hear me

Centre the person, e.g. “student with disability” vs “disabled student” 
Avoid ableist language (see below)

Practical considerations in our everyday work



• Requires a willingness to learn. 
• Ask questions of individuals. 
• Be empathetic. 
• Listen to what people are saying.

• Show compassion if you (or your colleague) gets it wrong. 
Acknowledge the error, learn from it and move on.

Organisational as well as personal 



• We need to move from ‘tolerating difference’ to celebrating it.

• Rather than adopting the so-called golden rule of:
‘treat people how you would like to be treated’ 

move to:
‘treat people how they would like to be treated’.

Organisational



Summary
• language use can act as a barrier to belonging

• languages that are spoken in the UK are diverse and need to be 

celebrated within universities and beyond

• we all benefit by understanding how language is used in academia

• language is used politically

• we can adapt our language to become more inclusive



Special thanks to colleagues

• Members of the staff networks at the University of Westminster
• Members of the Diversity and Inclusion Research Community esp. 

Terry Lamb and Rafaela Tripalo.

Thank you!
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