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to Teaching Foreign Languages 

in Universities
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1. INtRoDUCtIoN
Foreign Language Teaching (FLT) has always been an integral part of the 

academic curricula at universities in Croatia. Most departments offer at least one 
or two semesters of (Foreign) Language for Specific Purposes (LSP) to their students, 
while some departments offer no LSP. Croatia is one of the 40 Signatory States that 
embraced the Bologna Process and introduced it two years ago. The Bologna Process 
is quite specific in terms of demands and requirements with regard to FLT in higher 
education. However, current teaching practices in FLT in Croatian universities, in 
most cases, have undergone no changes since the Bologna Process started. Very little 
or no effort has been made to accommodate the requirements of the Bologna Process. 
This has resulted in discrepancies between the requirements of the Bologna Process 
and the actual teaching practices of FLT in general. The discrepancies are apparent 
in several areas such as diversity of foreign languages taught, the number of foreign 
languages offered to each student, intensity and duration of FLT courses, ECTS credit 
allocation, terminology and assessment.

Full implementation of the Bologna Process requires co-operation of all the 
parties involved commencing with the Ministry of Education, Chancellors, Head of 
departments, staff, as well as students themselves. LSP facilitators can make a great 
contribution to implementation of the Bologna Process.  They can independently 
organize FLT courses, assessments, and ECTS credit allocation. Other elements can be 
determined in co-operation with the Head of a department including which foreign 
language(s) are to be taught, intensity and duration of an FLT course. However, 
a major problem is the fact that few academic staff are familiar with the Bologna 
Process, and even if they are, it is often easier to follow old routines. There are other 
limitations such as the Law of Higher Education that determines how many times a 
student can sit for a final exam, which is a remnant of the old system.  Furthermore, 
huge numbers of students, increased workload and inadequacy of teaching facilities 
can deter an LSP facilitator from implementing the Bologna Process. Regardless of 
the obstacles we might encounter in our effort to implement the Bologna Process, 
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we must be aware of the important role of the LSP facilitator. According to Richards 
and Rogers the most important role of a teacher in the contemporary communicative 
approach is to ease the process of communication between all the parties within 
a classroom and between the parties and different actions and texts (Richards & 
Rogers, 2001). Such aspirations can be best achieved in a student-centred learning 
environment, which is of the utmost importance to the Bologna Process. Ensuring 
such an environment is the responsibility of higher education institutions (Bergan, 
2006). Therefore, by implementing the Bologna Process the LSP facilitator will create 
a learning environment in which students will be able to reach their potential. The 
first step toward full implementation of the Bologna Process in FLT is familiarization 
with the basic requirements of the Bologna Process.

2. FoReIGN LANGUAGe PoLICY
At the Lisbon European Council held in March 2000, the Heads of State 

and Government of the Union set a major strategic goal for 2010: “to become the 
most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable 
of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social 
cohesion” (Lisbon European Council, 2000, 2). It stressed that this would require 
not only a transformation of the European economy, but also a challenging 
programme for the modernisation of social welfare and education systems (Lisbon 
European Council, 2000). The European Council acknowledged the vital role played 
by education systems in the economic and social strategy of the Union. FLT has 
become an important part of education systems in Europe. In fact, the importance 
of FLT as an integral part of education was recognized even before the Bologna 
Declaration was signed. In 1995 the Council of Europe emphasized the need to 
encourage diversification in the languages taught and to give opportunities for 
students in higher education to become competent in several European languages 
(Council Resolution, 1995). In 1998 the Sorbonne Declaration underpinned the idea 
of developing programmes in higher education which would enable students to 
further develop their language skills (Sorbonne Declaration, 1998). It also encouraged 
students at both undergraduate and graduate level to spend at least one semester 
in universities outside their own country in order to further improve their language 
skills. Three years after the Bologna Declaration was signed, the European Council 
met in Barcelona in March 2002, and came up with a very specific demand with 
regard to learning outcomes of FLT: the knowledge of at least two foreign languages 
(Barcelona Declaration, 2002, 19). The following year, the Commission undertook a 
research survey and found that in the year 2000 an average of 1.5 foreign languages 
were being learned per pupil in the Member States (The Success of the Lisbon Strategy 
Hinges on Urgent Reforms, 2003, 11), which is still well short of the objective set by 
the Barcelona European Council guaranteeing that all students learn at least two 
foreign languages.
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At the moment, language skills are unevenly spread across countries and social 
groups. The range of foreign languages offered in universities is not adequate. 
Learning only one foreign language is not enough. “Every European citizen should 
have meaningful communicative competence in at least two foreign languages. This is 
an ambitious goal, but the progress already made by several Member States shows that 
it is perfectly attainable” (Promoting Language Learning, 2003, 24). The Commission’s 
use of the term “communicative competence” is an important aspect that should be 
emphasized. Through the influence of communicative language teaching, it has become 
widely accepted that communicative competence should be the goal of language 
education. This is in contrast to previous views in which grammatical approach was 
commonly given top priority. The term “communicative competence” was originally 
coined in 1967 by anthropologist Dell Hymes as a means of describing the knowledge 
language users need in order to be able to communicate effectively. The term was 
then adopted by the language teaching community and further developed by Sandra 
Savignon (1997) and other linguists. The objective set by the Commission refers to 
“meaningful” communicative competence. The Oxford Dictionary interprets the 
word “meaningful” as something that is full of meaning and significant. Although 
the Commission does not specify the level of language competence it is obvious that 
the Commission is aiming at a high level.

3. FLt IN CRoAtIAN UNIveRSItIeS
At the University of Zadar the English language competence of 70 first year 

students from various departments was tested at the beginning of the academic year 
by the Centre for Foreign Languages (CFL). Most students studied English for 8 years 
from primary to secondary school. The results showed that 47% of the examinees 
were at an intermediate or lower level (elementary – pre-intermediate 21%), 37% at 
an upper-intermediate and 16% at an advanced level. It was found that students at 
intermediate and lower level who attended a two-semester course, English for Specific 
Purposes (ESP), had huge gaps in their language competence. Although the language 
gaps were addressed throughout the course, these students needed to further improve 
their language skills in order to be able to reach a “meaningful communicative 
competence” as required by the Commission.

A second study was conducted on 143 departments at 5 universities: the 
University of Osijek, the University of Zagreb,  the University of Rijeka,  the University 
of Zadar and the University of Split. Out of 143 departments surveyed1, 31% of the 
departments do not offer LSP to their students at all. This means that in the first year 
approximately 0.7 foreign languages are learned per student. In the second and third 
year (semesters 3, 4, 5 and 6), only 30% of the departments require a foreign language. 
This means that in the second and third year only 0.3 foreign languages are learned 
per student. 
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Table 1. Survey of Croatian Universities offering LSP

Number of semesters in which 
LSP is offered

Departments % 

0 45 31%

1 11 8%

2 44 31%

3 3 2%

4 30 21%

5 0 0%

6 10 7%

total 143 100%

To sum up, almost half of the first year students have not reached meaningful 
communicative competence. In spite of that, after the first year of undergraduate 
study only 30% of departments continue to require a foreign language course as part 
of their studies. Only 7% of all departments require a foreign language course in all 
6 semesters. This leaves students from 93% of departments without opportunities 
to further improve their first foreign language, not to mention the second foreign 
language.

4. eCtS
The European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) is a student-

centred system based on the student workload required to achieve the objectives of 
a programme of study. ECTS is based on the principle that 60 credits measure the 
workload of a full-time student during one academic year. The student workload of 
a full-time study programme in Europe amounts to around 1500-1800 hours per year 
and in these cases one credit stands for around 25 to 30 working hours (ECTS Users’ 
Guide, 2004). One of the misconceptions about allocation of ECTS credits is to link 
contact hours to credits. There is no direct link between contact hours and credits. 
For example, a two-hour lecture may require one hour of independent study by the 
student, while a two-hour seminar might involve a full week of preparation. Another 
misconception is to link credits to status or prestige. ECTS credits only express 
student workload measured in time. They say nothing about the status of a course or 
the prestige of a professor. For example, an introductory course might require more 
student time than an advanced one. 
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Another study conducted at the University of Zadar by the CFL revealed a 
number of misconceptions regarding ECTS credit allocations, types of lesson, intensity 
and duration i.e. continuity of an LSP course.

Table 2. LSP at the University of Zadar

LSP in 2005/2006 
Proposed LSP programme 

for 2006/2007

Department
Hours

lectures + seminars + 
exercises

ECTS credit 
allocation

Hours 
lectures + seminars + 

exercises EC
TS

Archaeology 2+0+0 (I) 3 1+0+1  (I, II) 2

economics 2+0+1 (I, II) 3 2+0+1  (I-vI) 3

english Language and 
Literature

1+0+1  2

ethnology and 
Anthropology 

1+0+1
2 (I), 1 (II), 

4 (III), 2 (Iv)
1+0+1  (I, II) 2

Philosophy 1+0+1 2 1+0+1  (I, II) 2

French Language and 
Literature 

1+0+1  2

Geography – teacher 
education

1+0+1 3 (I); 1+0+1  (I, II) 2

Geography - Research 1+0+1 3 (I-v, 2 vI) 1+0+1  (I-vI) 2

Information and 
Communication 
technology 

0.8+0+2.2 (I-Iv)
0.5+0.5+1 (v, vI)

4 (I-Iv)
3 (v, vI)

2+0+2  (I-vI) 4

Classical Philology 1+0+1 3 (I-Iv) 1+0+1  (I, II) 2

Librarianship 0+0+2 3 (I-Iv) 1+0+1  (I-vI) 2
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Croatian and Slavonic 
Studies 

1+0+1  (I-Iv) 2

German Language and 
Literature 

1+0+1  2

Pedagogy 1+0+1 1 (I, II) 1+0+1  (I, II) 2

History 0+0+2 2 (II) 1+0+1  (I, II) 2

History of Art
1+1+0
1+1+0

3 (sg.maj. v, vI)
2 (db.maj. v, vI)

1+0+1  (I, II)
1+0+1  (I, II)

2
2

Maritime transport 
engineering 

1+0+2 (I-Iv)
1+0+1 (v-vI)

3 (I, II); 2 (III); 
4 (Iv); 1(v, vI)

2+0+2  (I-Iv) 
1+0+1  (v, vI)

4
2

Maritime transport 
Nautical Science 

2+0+2 (I, II)
1+0+2 (III-vI)

4 (I-vI)
2+0+2  (I-Iv)
1+0+1  (v, vI)

4
2

Psychology
0+0+4 (I)
0+0+3 (II)

0+0+2 (III, Iv)
2 (I-Iv) 1+0+1  (I-vI) 2

Sociology 1+0+1  (I, II) 2

Italian Language and 
Literature 

1+0+1  2

teacher education 1+0+1 2 (I,II,Iv,v) 1+0+1  (I-vI) 2

early childhood ed. 0+0+2 3 (I); 2 (II) 1+0+1  (I, II) 2

* Roman numerals in brackets indicate the semesters in which LSP is compulsory.

Although the student’s workload for LSP is the same in many cases, approximately 
60 hours per semester, the allocation of ECTS credits varies from 1 credit (Pedagogy) 
to 4 credits (Ethnology). There are only four departments that allocate the correct 
number of credits consistently throughout the course of study (Economics, 
Philosophy, History and Teacher Education). The other departments have either given 
an unsuitable allocation of ECTS credits to LSP courses in all semesters (Archaeology, 
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Geography – Teacher Education, Classical Philology, Librarianship, Pedagogy and 
History of Art – single major) or in some of the semesters (Ethnology, Geography 
– Research, Information Technology, Maritime Transport, Psychology and Early 
Childhood Education). English, German, Italian, French and Croatian Language and 
Literature, and Sociology departments do not have LSP as a compulsory course. 

A realistic estimation of the student workload required for the average student 
to achieve the learning outcomes established for each of the components of an one-
semester LSP course that has two lessons per week looks like this (Table 3):

Table 3. Student workload

Student's workload 
Lectures 15 hours
exercises 15 hours
Assignments 14 hours
written examination 10 hours
oral examination   6 hours
total 60 hours : 30 = 2 eCtS credits

In the proposed programme column (Table 2) the credit allocation is given 
according to the Bologna recommendation. The Roman numerals in the brackets 
indicate the semesters in which LSP is compulsory; in other semesters students could 
take LSP as an elective course.

The understanding of LSP lesson types varies as well. While Archaeology treats 
lessons as lectures only, Librarianship, History and Early Childhood Education treat 
those lessons as language exercises. Information Technology and History of Art treat 
some of the lessons as seminars. There are only seven departments that properly 
balance LSP lesson types: Ethnology, Philosophy, Geography – Teacher Education, 
Geography – Research, Classical Philology, Pedagogy and Teacher Education.

Continuity of LSP courses is relatively well maintained in most departments, 
except in History of Art where students do not have LSP in the first four semesters 
and Teacher Education where students do not have an LSP course in the third 
semester although they have to take LSP in semesters I, II, IV and V. Only four 
departments require LSP in all six semesters: Geography – Research, Information 
and Communication Technology, Maritime Transport – Engineering and Maritime 
Transport – Nautical Science. Nineteen departments have no continuity in LSP 
from undergraduate to graduate programme. Students who wish to continue to the 
graduate programme will not have continuity unless they have studied one of the 
four majors mentioned. 
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5.  teRMINoLoGY AND two  
FoReIGN LANGUAGeS StRAteGY 

In the survey of major universities in Croatia it was also found that unanimity 
was lacking with regard to the terminology used for foreign language courses. Terms 
that are used include Svjetski strani jezik, which could be translated into English as 
“International Foreign Language,” and Strani jezik or “Foreign Language.” However, 
a more unified term is needed. There are many discrepancies in the field of foreign 
language teaching with regard to terminology. For example, H. Douglas Brown 
in describing the use of English language teaching programmes suggests several 
categories: English for Academic Purposes (EAP) which focuses on academically 
related language and subject matter; English for Special Purposes (ESP) which focuses 
on professional fields of study at the university level; Vocational and Technical English 
(VOC/TECH) focuses on trades, arts and other occupations that are not normally 
included in university programmes (Brown, 1994, 127). In many catalogues one can 
find the terms “English for Professional and Academic Purposes.” Nevertheless, 
regardless of the diversity of terms, there seems to be a growing consensus on the 
term “Foreign Language for Specific Purposes (FLSP) or (LSP) which can be translated 
as Strani jezik struke. This term seems to be the most appropriate for the programmes 
that are offered at Croatian universities. 

Another major challenge facing Croatian universities is implementing at least two 
foreign languages into their programmes (Barcelona Declaration, 2002). A key issue 
in the Bologna Process is the encouragement of non-language specialists to study a 
part or all of their undergraduate or postgraduate study in another country (Graddol, 
2006, 74). An underlying aim of the standardization of higher education is to allow 
greater mobility of students within Europe. The need for multilingualism has never 
been greater for countries that are a part of Europe. One approach to this challenge 
is to offer a “First foreign language” and a “Second foreign language”. Students who 
have studied a language for eight years in elementary and high school, for example 
English, should continue to study this language in their first year of university. This 
should be their first foreign language. The language they have never studied or have 
studied for less than eight years, should be their second foreign language. Moreover, 
their first foreign language programme should develop specific skills that are related 
to their field of study.  

The rationale for this is that students, by the time they enrol into university, 
should have attained basic language skills in their first foreign language and what 
they need to develop are specific skills that will assist them in their chosen field. This 
is another argument for the use of the term “Foreign Language for Specific Purposes.” 
In addition, a second foreign language should be offered which would include 
general language skills so that an appropriate level of competence can be attained in 
that language. In short, the inclusion of two foreign languages as a requirement in all 
programmes would fulfil a basic criterion of the Bologna Process.
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6. LANGUAGe FoR SPeCIFIC PURPoSeS 
Other major issues that need to be clarified include the type of subject matter 

that should be offered and assessment that is to be utilized. As stated above the need 
to include a first foreign language is a necessity that must be implemented in order 
to be part of the growing changes occurring in higher education. Students need to be 
offered a programme that develops specific language skills that will assist them in 
their fields of study.  

The arguments for teaching a foreign language for specific purposes, as opposed 
to a general language course, can be found at the very inception of the concept of 
communicative competence. Referring once again to the notion of communicative 
competence, it is important to note that Dell Hymes, who originally formulated 
the concept, defined competence as not only knowledge of a language, but also the 
ability to use this knowledge (Hymes, 1972). Later Michael Canale & Merrill Swain 
(1980) provided four components of communicative competence which include 
grammatical, discourse, sociolinguistic and strategic competence.  This model was 
modified later by Lyle Bachman (1990) who proposed two aspects of communicative 
language ability: language knowledge and strategic competence. In this model, 
strategic competence plays the role of mediator between the internal processes 
of background knowledge and language knowledge and the external context. 
According to Dan Douglas, strategic competence is responsible for evaluating a 
situation, setting goals with respect to the situation, planning the response, and 
controlling the execution of the plan by retrieving and organizing the language 
elements (Douglas, 2000, 34). In brief, knowledge of the world and knowledge of 
language are important, but the context of the situation also plays a major role. 
Douglas argues that the external situational context, in academic or professional 
contexts, is the specific purpose language use situation (Douglas, 2000, 33). Each 
field of study has its own ‘use’ situation which requires content that is specific. 
Consequently, specific language ability needs to be developed among various 
disciplines. Therefore, LSP courses must entail subject matter that is used in specific 
areas of study. This element becomes especially important if an individual intends 
to continue their studies abroad.

The issue of LSP assessment is closely related to the argument for the development 
of specific language ability. Dan Douglas in his book Assessing Languages for Specific 
Purposes states two reasons for using LSP testing. Firstly, since language performances 
change as the context and test task are varied, the interpretation of a test taker’s 
language ability also changes. For instance, a History student will do better on a 
reading passage related to a theme on Gladiators than one based on navigation, which 
a student from the Nautical Science department would find easier. Many studies have 
shown that test takers perform better on reading passages that contain familiar topics 
(Douglas, 2000, 7). Consequently, in order to develop specific language ability, it is 
important to give students topics that are related to their field of study. Furthermore, 
another aspect that must be considered with regard to the development of specific 
language ability is the fact that tests must have tasks which evaluate language ability 
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and knowledge of the field in authentic use situations. In other words, LSP testing 
needs to use field specific content in tasks that might be executed in those fields 
(Douglas, 2000, 6). 

Secondly, academic and professional fields often have their own technical 
language that has a specific communicative function. There are lexical, semantic, 
syntactic, and phonological characteristics of language specific to any field that require 
a certain precision that is relevant to individuals within a specific field (Douglas, 2000, 
7). This precision is a major element for the necessity of teaching language for specific 
purposes and specific purpose language tests.  What is sometimes referred to as 
‘jargon’ is actually a key component of language in many fields such as law. In short, 
two factors that characterize LSP testing as opposed to general purpose language 
testing are: authenticity of task and the interaction between language knowledge 
and specific purpose content knowledge (Douglas, 2000, 2). These factors must be 
taken into consideration when planning the type of assessment to be used in LSP 
courses.  Finally, continual assessment, that is assessment throughout the semester, as 
proposed by the Bologna process, must also include LSP assessment as well. 

7.  CoNCLUSIoN
It has been shown that there are many inadequacies in FLT in Croatian 

universities that must be addressed. Many students have not reached an adequate 
level of proficiency in their first foreign language by the end of their high school 
education and are not required to further develop competency at the university 
level. Only a third of University departments offer a foreign language after the first 
year of study. The repercussions of this discontinuity will result in a deficient level 
of proficiency of a foreign language among Croatian university students. Secondly, 
many departments have not allocated the number of ECTS credits appropriately. There 
are inconsistencies with regard to the types of lesson, intensity and length of course. 
Furthermore, there is a lack of consensus with regard to the terminology that is used 
for foreign language courses. Finally, issues of subject matter and assessment must be 
re-evaluated to conform to the aims of foreign language courses and assessment as 
required by the Bologna Process.  

European Ministers reaffirmed their commitment to the objective of establishing 
the European Higher Education Area by 2010. Improving the mobility of students, 
dissemination of good practices and lifelong learning are some of the essential elements 
of the European Higher Education Area (Towards the European Higher Education Area, 
2001). Mobility of our students will be successfully achieved if they are equipped with 
skills in at least two foreign languages. By re-evaluating existing FLT programmes 
students will be given the opportunity to reach their potential in foreign language 
learning, thus becoming competitive in the European knowledge market.
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Note
1 The departments of English, German, 

French, Spanish and Italian Language and 
Literature have been excluded from the 

survey as they are already studying one of 
the five major European languages.
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