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Abstract 
 

This short paper asks how applied linguistics is likely to be affected by ongoing changes in higher 

education in countries like Britain.  In the first part, it refers to (a) a growing role for universities 

in regional innovation, (b) a move towards project-based teaching, and (c) the digital challenge to 

established social science methods.  Turning to applied linguistics, it then suggests that 

Manchester University’s Multilingual Manchester project illustrates some of these shifts, 

combining pedagogy, research and civic engagement in a way that helps to “interpret global 

issues on a local scale”.  Indeed, here the methodological retheorisations associated with terms 

like ‘superdiversity’, ‘translanguaging’ etc can also play a valuable part, helping non-linguists to 

make better sense of changing sociolinguistic conditions. But when it comes to understanding 

how our lives are being reshaping by digital media, it is vital to assert the hard graft of technical 

skills development as a renewed priority in applied linguistics.  

 
 

 

There are two parts to this note: first, some comments on how higher education is changing in 

countries like Britain, and second, some suggestions about how this is going to affect applied 

linguistics in a location like this.   

 

Changes in higher education 

 

I’ll start with an OECD-based
1
 study of HE in 12 countries, which says that as economies are 

becoming more regional, universities are expected to play a larger regional role: 

 

“[t]hroughout the OECD there is now a convergence of innovation and territorial 

development policy, [with an] increased emphasis on education and training, 

employability, the quality and skills of the workforce, and lifelong learning…… [as well 

as…] aspirations to establish and foster creative and enterprising places where people and 

companies want to locate…[T]he new emphasis on social innovation, tourism, the 

creative industries and welfare widens the academic domain from science and technology 

and medical faculties to the arts, humanities and social sciences…  [I]ncreasingly 

universities are expected to take the lead and to rearrange the structures so that 

entrepreneurship and technology transfer activities form part of the academic heartland of 

research and teaching… In this process, HEIs as institutions, as well as… individual 

academics,… have been expected to become more active players in the so-called “triple 

helix” of government, business and higher education” (Goddard & Puukka 2008:14,19)  

 

Historically in the UK, it was polytechnics and new universities that had a regional brief, and 

so-called research-intensive universities worked on the production of universal knowledge in 

relative detachment (ibid p.17).  But in the 1990s, governments started to demand more from 

science investment, so that now, “entrepreneurship and technology transfer activities form 

part of the academic heartland of research and teaching” (p.19).  Of course, there are plenty 

of local signs of this: in the UK, universities fall within the remit of the Department of 

                                                           
1
 The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development was set up in 1961, and its members are 

Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, The 

Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, United Kingdom, United States. 
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Business, Industry and Skills, not the Department for Education, and 20% of our Research 

Excellence income comes from assessments of the academic of our research beyond the 

academy.  At King’s, the Vice-Principal leading on Research & Innovation worked for BP for 

30 years, and there’s major investment in new outfits that interface with the policy world and 

the cultural sector.
2
   

 This may well affect teaching.  According to Chatterton & Goddard 2000,  

 

“the most effective technology and knowledge transfer mechanism between higher 

education institutions and the external environment is through… staff and students via the 

teaching curriculum, placements, teaching company schemes, secondments, etc. This 

reinforces the intimate relationship between the teaching and research functions of higher 

education institutions” (p. 488) 

 

and 

 

“in the context of the lifelong learning agenda, 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.” (p.480) 

 

And once again, this isn’t just polytechnics.  A recent document on ‘Research-led learning: 

The heart of a Russell Group university experience’ issued by the prestigious UK Russell 

Group opens with the claim that  

 

“The culture of enquiry-based, independent learning in a world-class research 

environment is at the heart of the student experience…. Research-led learning actively 

engages students in their learning experience, encouraging them to pursue new 

knowledge and to develop the independence of thought, critical thinking and 

entrepreneurial skills and ability to handle uncertainty and new problems – personal and 

professional skills that are integral to the graduate-level jobs that develop our knowledge 

economy.” (p.1; original emphases) 

 

 That’s teaching.  What about research?  Here again, there may be substantial changes 

afoot. According to Ruppert, Law & Savage 2013, “1950 to 2000 saw a dramatic 

intensification of social research methods, notably the sample survey… and interview 

methods” (.32). The pre-eminence of these methods meant that expert social scientists always 

had a significant role going out, collecting and analysing data, but this is now being called 

into question by the digital.  One of the key differences is that  

 

“[s]urvey and interview methods demand intervention from the expert social scientist… 

However, new digital sources create data as a by-product. One does not have to conduct 

special questionnaire or interview research on Amazon customers to identify which other 

books customers are likely to buy. Such data is routinely gathered through normal 

transactional processes” (p.38) 

 

Non-academic organisations, in other words, get better data than universities, which is 

another reason for HE to try and link up with business and government. Indeed, these deep 

methodological shifts maybe provide another incentive for bringing research and teaching 

closer together, as it is in teaching undergraduates that you meet digital natives with the skills 

and sensibilities to engage with digital methods (cf Jones 2001) 

                                                           
2
 The Cultural and the Policy Institutes at King’s (http://www.kcl.ac.uk/cultural/culturalinstitute/index.aspx and 

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/policy-institute/index.aspx  

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/cultural/culturalinstitute/index.aspx
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/policy-institute/index.aspx
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 So those are three processes influencing universities in the period ahead: a growing role 

for HE in regional innovation; a shift towards project-oriented teaching; and the digital 

challenge to established social science methods.  How is applied linguistics likely to be 

affected?  I will try to address this first with an example, and then move to some more 

programmatic comments. 

 

 

Applied linguistics with the changing higher education environment 

 

First, here is a screenshot of the Multilingual Manchester programme at Manchester 

University. 

 

  

 
 

Multilingual Manchester is an initiative that started in a second year undergraduate module 

on societal multilingualism run by Yaron Matras.  This was recruiting a lot of students, 

making it harder for Matras to teach and assess in the traditional way, so he introduced 

project work focusing on the city, and this has now grown to become one of Manchester 

University’s flagship regional engagement projects.  The ‘About us’ page at 

http://mlm.humanities.manchester.ac.uk/about-us/ illustrates a number of the themes I 

mentioned earlier: 
 

“Manchester’s language and cultural diversity is one of its outstanding assets: Over 150 

languages are spoken in the Greater Manchester area.… A large proportion of 

Manchester’s work force have excellent foreign language skills enabling them to 

communicate directly with business partners from Europe, the Middle East, South Asia, 

East Asia and Africa. The city’s business sector includes commercial services that 

specialise in translation, import and distribution of books, music and films in other 

languages, consultancy and advertising in other languages, and more…. We bring 

together university students, experienced researchers of international repute, community 

representatives, and members of local services. We are interested in contacts, offer for 

collaboration, and requests for information, from school, local authorities and local 

http://mlm.humanities.manchester.ac.uk/about-us/
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services, businesses, media, related research projects, and students wishing to carry out 

research on one of Manchester’s many community languages, or on language policy and 

community multilingualism.” (as at 1/7/15) 

 

Of course, there are a lot of potential challenges - local political conflicts, for example, or 

resourcing and sustainability.  But it seems to fit into the picture of a locally engaged 

university described by Chatterton & Goddard:  

 

“Higher education institutions, because of their multi-territoriality and inter-disciplinarity, 

are institutions that are strongly placed to interpret global issues on a local scale. Also, the 

rise of the local state and local voluntary and community groups in response to the 

declining influence of national structures is of relevance. Moreover, fiscal constraints at 

both local and national level are creating partnerships between the public, private and 

voluntary sectors to meet community needs. In this context, higher education institutions, 

their staff and students, are heavily involved in community service through volunteering, 

project work, mentoring, leadership and commentary. In sum, through this third role, 

higher education institutions are one of several actors involved in the governance of local 

civic society” (2000:490) 

 

Civic spaces of this kind are also sites where the ongoing reappraisal of basic applied 

linguistic concepts associated with notions like ‘superdiversity’, ‘translanguaging’, ‘metro-

lingualism’ and so forth has a good deal to offer, helping non-specialists and ordinary people 

to make better sense of the sociolinguistic changes going on around them (Rampton et al 

2015:5). 

 So that is one important track in applied linguistics that is likely to grow over the next 10 

years, blending teaching and research around increased civic engagement (see also e.g. Van 

der Aa & Blommaert 2011).  

The second track addresses the digital.  One of Ruppert et al’s central arguments is that 

debates about the impact of the digital have been either too theoretical or too technical. 

Instead, they say,  

 

“we need to attend to the lives and specificities of [digital] devices and data themselves: 

where and how they happen, who and what they are attached to and the relations they 

forge, how they get assembled, where they travel, their multiple arrangements and 

mobilizations, and, of course, their instabilities, durabilities and how they sometimes get 

disaggregated too.” (2013:31-2).   

 

This sounds very much like a call for some classic sociolinguistic description of the ‘who-

what-where-when-&-how’ variety – they are, after all, talking about small devices that are 

closely integrated into everyday communication.  But we should not underestimate how 

difficult it is likely to be researching how, for example, interactional attention structures mesh 

with new media platforms and algorithms, how challenging it is going to be getting access to 

the centres of calculation and so forth (Rampton 2014).  Instead, getting to grips with the 

digital is going to need collaboration with computer scientists (among others), and in any 

kind of collaboration, it is vital to bring some very sharp and distinctive technical skills to the 

table.  So although digital communications have themselves played a crucial role invalidating 

traditional ideas about language, communication, community etc., the work of re-theorising 

applied linguistics philosophically may now need to move to the backseat as we turn to the 

empirical challenge of understanding how digital media affect everyday life.  This is a 

problem space where the hard graft of technical skills development has to be emphasised, 

building the capacity for careful, rigorous and distinctive description of the kind that is 

relevant and interesting to other types of (social) scientist. 
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