
Bilingualism offers 'huge advantages', 
claims Cambridge University head 
Vice-chancellor Leszek Borysiewicz wants education system to allow 

children to strive to become as bilingual as they can be  

• Can we do more to value the languages of immigrants? – open thread  

• More on language learning 
 

 

Arriving at his Cardiff primary school aged five, the future vice-chancellor of 

Cambridge University had just one English phrase. Coached the previous 

evening by his Polish emigree parents, young Leszek Borysiewicz quickly 

tried out "Please can I go to the toilet?", before realising his classmates were 

only putting up their hands for registration. 

At 63, the memory of that initial confusion remains, but so does the 

recollection of the dedication shown by teachers who taught the young 

Polish-speaker English, spending extra time after school or simply taking 

him for a walk and naming objects – grass, tree, stream. 

Now, installed in one of the world's most influential academic posts after a 

career in medical research, Professor Borysiewicz is adamant that full 

bilingualism such as he acquired, far from being a problem, is an important 

asset, both for the individuals concerned and for the country where they 

grow up. 

Conversely, he warns, the sharp decline in modern language study in the 

UK, especially in state schools serving disadvantaged areas, hampers efforts 

to widen participation in higher education among poorer students. Allowing 

learning languages to become the preserve of a privileged elite would be 

"absolutely wrong", the vice-chancellor told the Guardian. 

Borysiewicz called for an end to the term "heritage languages" to describe 

the languages spoken alongside English by migrants to Britain and their 

descendants. 

One in six children in English primary schools do not have English as a first 

language. "These are real languages: living languages that give people a 
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huge insight into culture and give the children who can speak them 

additional opportunities. 

"Isn't that what education is about – enabling every child to achieve the 

maximum potential? What I'd love to see is an emphasis that this is an 

added value that that child has, a talent, and we should aspire to allow other 

children who may be monolingual to strive to become as bilingual as they 

possibly can be." 

Advertisement 

Borysiewicz spoke Polish at home, with grammar reinforced at Saturday 

school run by volunteers in the Cardiff Polish community, but believes his 

English had reached the same standard before he reached secondary school 

age. 

His parents, from eastern Poland, had been imprisoned in Siberian camps 

by the Russians at the start of the war, but after being freed in 1941 trekked 

through Russia, Iran and Iraq to Egypt, where they joined the British Eighth 

Army and fought in Italy. They chose to stay in Britain rather than return to 

communist Poland. 

"My parents made very clear from almost day one that they felt that the 

future for my sister and myself was very much in Britain, and therefore I 

absolutely think the world of this country and what it stands for and I'm 

very proud of what Britain has achieved," said Borysiewicz, who describes 

his identity as Welsh and British, with an "affinity for Poland as the country 

of my parents' birth". 

All the evidence suggested bilingualism gives "huge advantages", 

Borysiewicz added. "In an international world of tomorrow, I'd love to see 

more children in Britain having more than one language to be able to fall 

back on." 

From September, primary schools in England will have to teach junior 

children – aged seven up – a second language, though concerns remain that 

many are ill-prepared to do so. However, the vice-chancellor said his own 

experience – speaking only Polish and then learning English from five – 

indicated that children should start a second language "the earlier the 

better", beginning in infant school. 



Parental preferences and the "unfortunate reality" that many primary 

schools lacked teachers with language skills would dictate which languages 

should be taught, he added. 

In a report last year, Languages: The State of the Nation, the British 

Academy found the UK was suffering from a "growing deficit" in language 

skills just as global demand for them was expanding. Britain is trapped in a 

"vicious circle of monolingualism" as a weak supply of language skills 

pushes down demand, said the study, though it suggested the additional 

languages spoken by ethnic-minority British schoolchildren would be a 

valuable source of skills if properly developed. 

Language skills were needed at all levels of the workforce "and not simply 

by an internationally mobile elite", added the report. 

Borysiewicz's concern that poorer children are losing access to language 

learning comes amid evidence that more than a quarter of state schools now 

do not teach lower-level students a language at all in order to give more 

time for extra literacy and numeracy support. 

He said: "If secondary language education just focuses on some schools with 

greater capacity and facility that could impact on our ability in certain 

disciplines to continue the challenge of widening participation to many 

students." 
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