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Abstract 

Although generic language skills are a key factor to success in education, there is a growing 
conviction in Flanders that the native language proficiency of incoming students in higher education is 
deteriorating. After an analysis of a set of argumentative texts written by first year bachelor students, it 
is argued that (i) the overall quality of the texts does not meet the expected level of proficiency, and (ii) 
the secondary education degree of students, which is often used to target them, is an inconclusive 
determinant of (written) language proficiency. Given the gap between secondary education and higher 
education and taking into account the qualitative heterogeneity amongst students with a general 
secondary education degree, a claim is made for a double approach in language training combining 
intensive language training in the first year of higher education with a sustainable inclusive language 
policy throughout the entire curriculum. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In Flanders, more and more attention is being paid to the development of language skills in (higher) 
education (e.g. [1] and [2]). The reason behind it is the status of generic language skills as a key factor 
to success in education, as language is the basis of thinking and reasoning, two distinctive features of 
the European Quality Framework’s (EQF) bachelor level [3]. Language skills are the focus of 
subsequent educational policy plans and (higher) education institutions are developing strategic plans 
to implement those regulations.  

In this paper, one specific issue of language policy is tackled: the student profile. The question arises 
as to whether it is recommendable to differentiate students based on their secondary education 
degree. The analysis of a corpus of argumentative texts written by first year bachelor students of 
Leuven University College, gives a few remarkable answers.  

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Firstly, the problem and its broader social context 
are presented, namely the assumed progressive deterioration of higher education students’ language 
proficiency (section 2). Secondly, the data used and the way they have been gathered, annotated, and 
analysed are presented (section 3). In the subsequent sections, the results will be presented (section 
4) and discussed (section 5). 

2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

In this section, the issue of language skills and language policy in Flemish higher education is 
addressed. Given the topic of this paper, a brief outline of the structure of secondary and higher 
education in Flanders is necessary (section 2.1). Subsequently, the problem of language skills and 
language policy is looked at in more detail (section 2.2). 

2.1 Secondary and higher education in Flanders 

Given the purpose of this article, an introduction to the overall organizational principles of Flemish 
secondary and higher education is indispensable. However, due to space limitations that introduction 
inevitably entails a number of generalizations discarding some less relevant detailed information. 



In Flanders, secondary education is attended by youngsters from 12 to 18 years old. It is a 6 year 
program1 training graduates to reach level 4 of the EQF. Pupils can chose between general secondary 
education (GSE), technical secondary education (TSE) and professional secondary education (PSE) 
[4].2 From a social point of view, those educational systems are situated on the following hierarchy: 
GSE > TSE > PSE. The social status of each system is closely linked to the specificity of the 
education it offers. 

• The educational purpose of GSE is twofold: providing general education and preparing pupils 
for higher education. 

• TSE occupies an intermediate position between GSE and PSE. On the one hand, pupils are 
being prepared to enter the job market as qualified professionals; on the other hand, most 
TSE programs prepare pupils for higher education.  

• PSE aims at training pupils to become qualified blue collar professionals. 

Section 2.2 shows that those differences are reflected in the secondary education language outcomes.  

In Flemish higher education students can obtain bachelor (EQF level 6), master (EQF level 7) and 
PhD degrees (EQF level 8). When entering higher education, students have to choose between a 
professional or an academic bachelor. Although both types of bachelor programs correspond to EQF 
level 6, there are some differences [5]. 

• Academic bachelor programs have a general content and are characterized by a high level of 
theory and abstraction. Those programs prepare students for a master’s degree and are 
organized by universities. 

• Professional bachelor programs are organized by university colleges.3 Their goal is not to 
prepare students for a master program, but to train highly skilled professionals for the labour 
market. Contrary to an academic bachelor degree, a professional bachelor degree does not 
grant immediate access to a(n) (academic) master program at a Flemish university. 

The present analysis is confined to first year students in professional bachelor programs. Compared to 
programs at universities, primarily designed for students with a GSE background, professional 
bachelor programs at university colleges are a better cross-section of secondary education 
graduates.4  

2.2 Language skills and language policy 

Subsequent Flemish governments have stressed the importance of language skills in the mother 
tongue, Dutch, and in foreign languages at all levels of education (see [8] and [9] for policy plans; [10] 
for policy implementation). This political attention conflicts with the perceived deterioration of language 
skills of incoming students in higher education. The deterioration can be seen in different areas. First 
of all, there is a structural gap between the linguistic learning outcomes of secondary education and 
the (implicit) linguistic entry requirements of higher education ([11], [12], [13]). Next, several higher 
education institutions are considering/starting to screen the Dutch language proficiency levels of 
incoming students [12]. 

Fully aware of the importance of language skills as a generic competency, the Flemish government is 
“aiming high for languages” for all secondary education degrees [10]. Given the different objectives of 
the various secondary educational systems, the learning outcomes for languages place GSE and TSE 
opposite PSE [4]. However, education practitioners tend to place GSE opposite TSE and PSE. The 
indistinct position of TSE is linked to its transitional status between GSE, which prepares students for 
higher education, and PSE, which prepares students for the labour market (see section 2.1). A close 
look at the average success rates in higher education over the last four academic years for students of 
the three educational systems in Flanders, shows that the data confirm the hierarchy (data extracted 

                                                      
1 In technical and professional secondary education, it is possible to take up a 7th year of professional specialization. 
2 This triple distinction discards artistic secondary education, as well as international schools and special top sport programs. 
3 University colleges or universities of applied sciences are the former polytechnics, where post-secondary education aims at 
training pupils in becoming highly qualified professionals for the labour market. 
4 Based on data extracted from Agentschap voor Hoger Onderwijs, Volwassenenonderwijs en Studietoelagen (AHOVOS), 
Databank Hoger Onderwijs (DHO). We thank Ms. Nele Coghe for supplying us with the requested government data. 



from [6]): GSE (80.93% study progress) > TSE (64.63% study progress) > PSE (43.49% study 
progress).5 

2.3 Research questions 

In the remainder of this contribution the role of the secondary education degree as a reliable 
determinant of written language proficiency is put to the test. To be more precise, the following 
research questions will be raised: 

• To what extent is the secondary education degree indicative of written language proficiency in 
the first year of higher education? 

• Is it possible to identify relevant subgroups of a higher education institution’s language policy 
based on the students’ secondary education degree? 

3 DATA 

In this section, the analysed data is presented. First, an outline is given of the research project in 
which the data has been gathered. Subsequently, the data annotation is described. To conclude this 
section, the multiple correspondence analysis used to analyse the data is explained. 

3.1 Data gathering 

The goal of the project is to gather data for descriptive research to support the development and 
implementation of a language policy at Leuven University College. The project is confined to written 
language.6 

Leuven University College is a Flemish Higher Education Institution organizing 12 bachelor programs. 
The programs represent 180 ECTS spread over 3 years. At the end, students have reached EQF level 
6. Because of the wide range of study programs, ranging from business studies over social work, 
teacher education and nursery to IT, the population of about 6,500 students reflects the diversity in 
secondary education better than traditional universities, which mainly attract students from GSE.  

The present analysis is based on a sample of 346 texts written by first year students. The students 
were asked during the second semester of year 1 to write a 500 word argumentative text on social 
network sites. In order to simulate the students’ text writing settings as much as possible, participants 
were given a computer and were allowed to use any information they deemed useful. For the same 
reason, we opted for an indirect language test where the participants were not informed about the 
linguistic goal of the project, thus avoiding students to consider the writing task as a language test and 
therefore paying extra attention to language and style in comparison to the texts they generally 
produce when writing papers and essays.7 The topic, social network sites, belongs to the participants’ 
daily life, minimizing the chance that they would be confronted with an unfamiliar subject.8  

The respondents were selected by means of cluster sampling [14]: in the first year of every bachelor 
program, one class group was selected at random to participate in the project. Students had one hour 
to write an argumentative text about social networks. In order to minimize the number of absentees 
and to motivate the students, the hour was integrated in the students’ schedule and there was a 1/3 
chance to win a movie ticket. This is the assignment as it was presented to the students: 

The government is interested in the impact of social network sites, such as Facebook, 
MySpace, Netlog …, on social life. 

Imagine you are a newspaper journalist who has to write a critical article on the use and 
the impact of social network sites. Formulate your opinion in a coherent and well-

                                                      
5 A student’s study progress is computed as the percentage of achieved ECTS credits compared to the number of ECTS credits 
taken up in the year program. The numbers are the weighted average of the last four academic years. 
6 This project is funded with grant 020_PWO_TAAL_09 of the Leuven University research fund (PWO). 
7 Since only 2 out of the initial 382 participants explicitly asked whether the assignment was not a language assignment, we 
consider the distraction a success. 
8 This goal was reached since no significant interdependency was found between the respondents’ reported familiarity with the 
subject and the scores obtained on the four assessment criteria. 



structured text of about 500 words. Convince your audience of your point of view, which 
can be positive or negative.  

You have 60 minutes to formulate your opinion. You can use all resources deemed 
useful. 

Of the original 382 texts gathered, 36 were removed due to an unreadable document format (n=3), an 
empty document (n=1) and plagiarism (n=32)9, amounting to a corpus of 346 texts. The average text 
length is 549.42 words. Each text was linked to the participant’s socio-demographic data, including the 
secondary education degree and the program taken in secondary education. Table 1 presents the 
frequency distribution of the secondary education degrees in de data set: 

Table 1: Frequency distribution of participants’ secondary education degree 

Degree Frequency Percentage 

GSE 201 58.09 

TSE 124 35.84 

PSE 14 4.05 

Others 7 2.02 

Those sample data, after omission of the level “others”, do not significantly differ from the Leuven 
University population they have been extracted from (X-squared = 1.3136, df = 2, p-value = 0.5185). 
Please be aware that Leuven University College has a relatively high level of GSE students compared 
to the overall Flemish university college student population, where about half of the students has a 
TSE degree and only one third of the students has a GSE degree during the last 5 academic years [7].  

3.2 Data annotation 

In order to minimize the subjectivity and to maximize objectivity of encoding, analytic coding was 
preferred over holistic coding for the assessment of the texts [7]. This analytic coding system breaks 
up the text quality into 4 features, each covering a different aspect of argumentative texts as also 
reflected in the assignment, namely structure, argumentation, persuasion, and language errors. 

Each feature is operationalized as an ordinal scale with 3 or 4 values, as schematized in table 2. The 
codes have been assigned after two readings of the text. 

Table 2: Analytic coding system used for text assessment 

Code Feature Value Description 

s.a structure absent The text shows no structure, neither in layout nor in vocabulary. 

s.b structure attempt The text is structured by its layout OR by simple vocabulary, such as 
simple connectors (and, but, because, …) or an indication of 
advantages and disadvantages. 

s.c structure simple The text is structured by its layout AND by simple vocabulary, such 
as simple connectors (and, but, because, …) and an indication of 
advantages and disadvantages. 

s.d structure complex The texts is structured by its layout and by more complex 
vocabulary. The writer uses complex connectors (firstly, secondly, 
moreover, furthermore, …) to indicate the relation between 
arguments and between paragraphs. The reader can easily find 
relevant points in the text. 

a.a argumentation absent The text does not provide any arguments pro or con, but is a mere 
anecdotal report. 

a.b argumentation insufficient 
coherence 

The text provides some critical insights, but those insights are not 
linked and are a mere enumeration of arguments. 

                                                      
9 We used the software package Turnitin to identify plagiarism [15]. Texts were entered in the system which compared them to a 
world-wide database of texts and to the internet. All documents showing an overlap with existing sources exceeding 12% were 
removed from the corpus. Although the selection of this threshold is partly random, the overlap identified in the remaining 
documents involved single words, sequences of words and formulaic expressions. 



a.c argumentation limited coherence The text provides some critical insights which are linked. 

a.d argumentation coherent The text provides critical insights which are linked and logically 
structured. The writer is able to give a nuanced view on the subject. 

p.a persuasion absent The writer is not able to give a clear and well-founded opinion on the 
subject and can thus not persuade the reader to follow his opinion. 

p.b persuasion moderate The writer touches upon some valid points, but is unable to make 
the reader fully share his ideas. 

p.c persuasion high The writer is able, using well-founded arguments, to persuade the 
reader and to make him follow his opinion on the matter. 

l.a language errors very high number The text shows a very high number of language errors, which 
constantly disrupt  the reading process. 

l.b language errors high number The text shows a high number of language errors, which often 
interrupt the reading process. 

l.c language errors low number The text shows a low number of language errors which occasionally 
interrupt the reading process. 

l.d language errors absent The text shows no language errors. The reading process is not 
interrupted. 

For each feature, the top score corresponds to the level C1-C2 in the Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages (CEF, [16]).  

3.3 Data analysis 

The choice for an analytic assessment of the text quality as correlate of written language proficiency 
makes a bivariate analysis of the individual features less opportune. Rather than looking at the 
distribution of the values of the four distinct features separately, it is more interesting to focus on the 
interaction of the (values of the) four features in the dataset. Furthermore, the position of (values of) 
other variables with respect to those feature (values) is something worth looking into. Finally, not only 
do the interactions between variables (values) ask for a closer look, but the relation of the texts in the 
corpus with respect to those variable (values) combinations have to be looked at in more detail as 
well.  

Due to the ordinal nature of the features used to assess the texts in the corpus, multiple 
correspondence analysis will be used (MCA, see [17] and [18]). This is a theory-independent and 
exploratory technique. It fits the purpose of this paper, which is not to test a given hypothesis, but to 
chart the quality of written texts produced by bachelor students.  

MCA is the multidimensional variant of correspondence analysis. This X²-based technique was 
developed to unveil the underlying relations between the values of 2 multinomial variables. MCA 
visualizes the relations between the variable values by means of latent dimensions in a 2 dimensional 
(rarely a 3 dimensional) plot (as do principal component analysis or factor analysis for numeric 
variables). Those dimensions are computed maximizing their contribution to the overall X²-statistic for 
the data matrix (or multidimensional table). The two latent dimensions divide the plot into 4 quadrants 
with parameter values plotted in the same quadrant co-occurring more often in the observations than 
one could expect by mere chance. Next, the dimensions and the quadrants have to be interpreted. 
Finally, the observations can be plotted in this two-dimensional space. The analyses have been 
performed using the MASS library in R [17]. 

4 RESULTS 

In this section, the results of the MCA will be presented. Firstly, the basic MCA based upon the 4 
features of the analytic assessment is discussed. Secondly, the values of the parameter representing 
the secondary education degree are interpolated. 

Fig. 1 presents the MCA based on the four features of the analytic assessment. The codes refer to the 
first column in table 2. Dimension 1, explaining 28.35% of the variance, can best be described as 
opposing variable values associated with a negative assessment to values associated with a positive 
assessment. The left-hand side quartiles contain data points representing the lower values of the 
ordinal scales in table 2; the data points in the right-hand side quartiles represent the higher values of 



those ordinal scales. Dimension 2, explaining 23.47% of the variance, can be considered a refinement 
of this binary opposition indicating the intensity of the positive and negative assessments on 
dimension 1. For instance, comparing the right-hand side quadrants displaying the feature values 
associated with a positive assessment, it can be noticed that the values displayed in the top quadrant 
are ranked higher than those in the bottom quadrant. Combining both dimensions, the plot can be 
interpreted as a U-shaped cline with increasing assessment scores from the top left-hand quadrant 
over the bottom quadrants to the top right-hand quadrant. Finally, it should be observed that the 
absence of language errors (‘l.d’ in table 2) is not reached in the corpus data. 

 

Fig. 1: MCA by features analytic assessment 

In fig. 2, the observations (rows in database) are added to the plot. Although the observations occupy 
the complete cline from very negatively assessed texts to very positively assessed texts, it is striking 
that a majority of the observations is situated in the two left-hand side quadrants which are associated 
with a (moderately) negative assessment. Those students obviously do not reach level C1-C2 of the 
EQF, as expected of students in higher education. 

 

Fig. 2: MCA by features analytic assessment including respondents 

Let us now add the variable under investigation, namely the secondary education degree of the 
respondents. In fig. 3, the red filled circles represent, as in fig. 1 and fig. 2, the values of the four 
ordinal assessment scales; the green triangles represent the values of the nominal variable modelling 
the secondary education degree, namely GSE, TSE and PSE.  



 

Fig. 3: MCA by features analytic assessment with secondary  
education degree as interpolated variable 

The data points for TSE and PSE are situated in the top left-hand quadrant. viz. the quadrant with the 
weakest assessment levels, whereas the data point representing GSE is situated in the lower right-
hand quadrant, associated with a moderately positive evaluation. This confirms the following 
decreasing cline: GSE > TSE > PSE. However, contrary to the levels of language proficiency set by 
the secondary education study outcomes, TSE is more closely associated with PSE than with GSE, as 
most professionals on the work floor would intuitively predict. Those results support the claim for a 
language policy initially focusing on target groups of students with a technical or professional 
secondary education degree.  

The analysis summarized in fig. 3 operationalizes the secondary education degree as a nominal 
variable with three levels aggregating individuals into three groups, namely GSE, TSE and PSE. The 
complementary point of view is to study the internal variation in those groups. In other words, to what 
extent do subjects of those three groups cluster around their aggregated point in fig. 3? Fig. 4 contains 
3 plots, one for each type of secondary education degree, in which the observations (black numbers) 
are added to the variable values (red filled circles).  

Students with a TSE (top right-hand plot in fig. 4) and BSE (bottom plot) degree occupy the position 
one would expect based on the analysis presented above. The students with a PSE degree show little 
variance and are almost exclusively concentrated in the top left-hand quadrant. The students with a 
TSE degree show a higher degree of variance, but the majority of the observations is situated in the 
two left-hand quadrants. In short, for students with a PSE and TSE secondary degree, the analysis of 
the variables is corroborated by the analysis of the respondents. 

Let us now turn to the students with a GSE degree in the top left-hand plot in fig. 4. The respondents 
exhibit a high degree of variance occupying the complete cline. However, contrary to what could be 
expected based on the results in fig. 3, a majority of those students are situated in the left-hand 
quadrants. From the point of view of language policy, those results imply that it cannot be taken for 
granted that students with a GSE background are a homogeneous cohort equipped with the language 
skills required to write argumentative texts in higher education.10 

                                                      
10 The apparent contrast between the data point for GSE occupying the bottom right-hand quadrant in fig. 3 and the majority of 
students with a GSE degree being situated in the left-hand quadrants is a corollary of the MCA technique. Firstly, the data point 
for GSE in fig. 3 is an aggregation of all respondents with a GSE background. Secondly, this data point has to be interpreted in 
relation to the data points for TSE and PSE. Compared to those data points, GSE has a positive effect on the assessment of the 
texts. 



 

Fig. 4: MCA by features analytic assessment including respondents  
according to their secondary education degree 

It might be objected that GSE students constitute a heterogeneous group of which some have a 
background in more language-oriented programs where others have not; or of which some have a 
background in programs commonly considered ‘strong’ in opposition to the ‘weaker’ programs. 
Although any attempt to check such subjective sub-categorizations of the GSE students can and will 
be subject to criticism, we have differentiated the students with GSE background according to the 
following criteria: 

• Language-oriented GSE programs (programs with Latin and/or classic Greek and programs 
focusing on modern languages as Economics-Modern Languages) vs. other programs.  

• GSE programs commonly considered to be ‘strong’ (viz. Latin-Mathematics, Latin-Greek, 
Mathematics-Sciences) vs. programs commonly considered to be ‘weaker’.  

Both refinements of the group of GSE students, though arguable, do not create clear clusters on the 
assessment cline. Compared to the non-language-oriented programs, students issued from language-
oriented programs score better and students issued from so-called ‘strong’ programs score better in 
comparison to those from so-called ‘weaker’ programs, but in both cases the respondents remain 
scattered all over the cline with still a majority in the left-hand quadrants. 

The results support the global result for the respondents with a GSE background. Those students 
cannot be considered an undifferentiated cohort able to write an argumentative text after graduating 
from secondary education.  

5 DISCUSSION 

Our corpus data strongly suggest that it is not self-evident for a majority of first year students in 
professional bachelor programs to write an argumentative text in their mother tongue meeting the 
requirements of CEF level C1 or C2. Taking into account the secondary education background of the 
students, one can distinguish between secondary education profiles lacking the necessary writing 
skills, viz. students with a TSE and PSE background, and those having sufficient writing skills, viz. 
students with a GSE background, to write an argumentative text. Nevertheless, the written language 



products of the latter group display a large degree of variance, the respondents being scattered over 
the cline resulting from the MCA analysis integrating the four features of the analytic text assessment.  

For the development of a language policy, the results suggest that any targeting based on the 
secondary education degree cannot fully be grafted on (i) the groups suggested by secondary 
education study outcomes, nor on (ii) the groups socially assumed. For (i), the main break on the cline 
GSE > TSE > BSE is not situated between PSE and TSE but between GSE and TSE, as commonly 
assumed by professionals. For (ii), the outstanding position of GSE is not absolute but relative. It has 
to be interpreted in relation to the position of PSE and TSE, as shown by the wide dispersion of the 
GSE respondents on the cline in the MCA plot.  

Those results corroborate the existence of a gap between the secondary education learning outcomes 
and the (written) language requirements of higher education ([11], [12]). This calls for an inclusive 
language policy in higher education institutions providing language support for all incoming students in 
order to get them acquainted with the text genres and styles used in higher education. In order to 
bridge the gap between secondary education outcomes and higher education requirements, it is 
advisable to structurally embed language/communication skills in a specialized module in the first year 
of higher education. Moreover, the results of the present analysis motivate extra language support for 
students with a TSE and BSE background, as well as some students with a GSE background. A 
systematic language screening upon entering higher education could be used to identify special target 
groups (see [12] for further information on language screening). Given the opposition between the 
dominantly negative assessments of the texts and the high level of proficiency aimed at, the main goal 
of this language/communication course should not be confined to functional language skills and 
language use, but should focus on the formal conventions of the genres used in higher education, 
stressing the importance of formally and structurally correct and adapted language use for the 
students’ future professional career. 

Moreover, it is advisable to develop an inclusive language policy, in which the language aspects of all 
written (and oral) products are addressed in all courses [19]. This approach, where students are 
constantly confronted with the importance of proper language proficiency, will result in a growing 
language awareness. It is clear that this approach is extremely demanding, especially for the teaching 
staff, since every teacher/lecturer is thus expected to become a language teacher/lecturer. 
Furthermore, the implementation of this measure would have to be preceded by a training of the 
teaching staff to increase their language awareness. 

6 CONCLUSION 

The research of written argumentative texts of first year bachelor students at Leuven University 
College reveals that a majority of the students is situated at the negative side of the assessment cline. 
This conclusion confirms the gap between the study outcomes of secondary education and the 
(implicit) entry requirements of higher education. Moreover, the secondary education degree, which is 
often considered to be a viable determinant to group students with respect to their ability to enter 
higher education, appears to be inconclusive. Although a hierarchy can be established opposing 
students issued from general secondary education to those issued from technical and professional 
secondary education, the former group displays a wide range of dispersion along the entire 
assessment cline. Two attempts to tidy up this heterogeneous student group did not yield neat(er) 
clusters. 

Based on those results, a language policy has been proposed following two tracks. During the first 
year of higher education, an intensive language/communication course should be organized to bridge 
the linguistic gap students are facing when entering higher education. Given the heterogeneity of 
incoming students with respect to their language skills, a screening could allow an institution to 
compose more homogeneous groups. This module should be combined with an inclusive language 
approach throughout the complete formation, not only improving and refining the students’ language 
skills but also increasing their consciousness of the importance of correct language use in all 
professional situations. 

The findings have to be complemented with further research. First, a fine-grained analysis of the 
corpus will be performed to unveil the linguistic properties of the texts identifying the linguistic richness 
as well as the errors. Those data will not only lead to a more sophisticated clustering of students, but 
will also supplement the resulting student profiles with an adopted remediation track in the bridging 



module. Next, the corpus will have to be extended with other text genres in order to obtain a more 
nuanced image of the written language proficiency of professional bachelors. 
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