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Abstract. Being the most widely used global language, English has been exerting 

a tremendous influence around the world in various spheres of our lives. These 

comprise, among others, travel, tourism, and hospitality industry, in all of which 

the use of English has become an imperative need. With its ever-growing im-

portance, the role of English in travel, tourism and hospitality industry has been 

assuming greater significance, and also undergoing some functional changes.  

This work aims to present the main results, of a quali-quantitative nature, after 

applying a questionnaire survey, carried out among students of the Degree in 

Tourism, in a Portuguese private higher education institution, to ascertain their 

perception of the importance of the English language in the Tourism sector. 

From the data collection carried out with 32 students, it was possible to assess 

there is still a way to go for these students, future professionals, to feel secure in 

the proficient use of the English language, as the vast majority evaluates their 

performance in the English language as average. 
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1 Introduction 

     The advantages of learning foreign languages are mushrooming as the world be-

comes increasingly globalized and bilingualism is now perhaps the most useful real 

world skill to ever exist. Foreign language study is all about learning how to truly com-

municate and connect with others—an incredibly important life skill that can only be 

cultivated by interacting with people. When you master a foreign language, you can 

exercise your new superhuman power of being able to understand what someone is 

saying, recall the proper vocabular and grammar, put it into the proper context, and 

reply back—all on the spot and in a timely manner. You’ve connected. And that is what 

it’s all about. 

     It’s no secret that learning a foreign language can improve your employment pro-

spects. Currently, more companies than ever are doing business in several—often doz-

ens of—countries around the world, but they can’t do it without hiring people who have 

a grasp on at least one foreign language. Even in small, local companies, chances are 

that the ability to speak a second language will set you apart from other applicants. 

     In the field of Tourism it is of major importance to master foreign languages, espe-

cially the one that is seen as the worldwide language: English. 

     In this work we’ll inquire students attending the degree of Tourism, from the 1st to 

the 3rd year of studies to measure their perception regarding the importance of learning 

a foreign language: English. 

 

2 The importance of contact with a Foreign Language 

(English) in human development  

As described in Dal [1] and Rocha [2] the globalization of business and commerce as 

well as access to new technologies have led to an increased need for children and adults 

to acquire a second language. Several authors distinguish between acquisition and 

learning of the Mother Language, differentiating them, the first corresponding to an 

unconscious process, while the second requires full awareness [3]. 

The teaching/learning of foreign languages is in full proliferation in all European 

countries, with the learning of a second language starting at an ever earlier age [4]; [5], 

which responds positively to the concern expressed in the Council resolution [6], issued 

by the European Commission, regarding the early teaching of European Union (EU) 

languages. Here, it can be read that the early learning of one or more languages other 

than the mother tongue or languages and the awareness of languages, namely through 

a playful approach, can create the necessary and favorable conditions for the subsequent 

learning of foreign languages and thus contribute to the objective of learning two Eu-

ropean Union languages in addition to the mother tongue(s). In 2009, this idea was 

reinforced, with the European Commission [7] issuing a favorable opinion on multilin-

gualism for Europe, with the main objectives of promoting interculturality and the lan-

guages of migrants as well as the dissemination of European languages in cultural re-

lations with third countries. 
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Strecht Ribeiro [8] refers to the importance of the contribution of a Foreign Lan-

guage to the social development of human beings, namely with regard to their ability 

to interact with others, since the main objective of teaching/learning languages is that 

of opening a space for understanding between individuals in a given social context. As 

described in [9], this type of learning also allows the development of communicative 

competence, helping in socialization and contributing to the transformation of the per-

son into a more responsible and aware being. It cannot, however, fail to mention that, 

when we speak of the Mother Tongue, we have an underlying natural acquisition, while 

when we speak in a Foreign Language we refer to a different process that involves not 

a natural acquisition, but the their learning, usually in a school context. 

Learning foreign languages should start when the child is still young. The early 

learning of these languages allows children to develop their memory, reasoning and 

critical reflection skills, but at the same time they must take advantage of and expand 

their imagination and fantasy. For this, the methodologies used must be child-centred 

and associated to activities that are of interest to her [3]. 

Learning the English language takes on a dual character: as a transversal subject and 

as a compulsory subject. 

The teaching of a foreign language is therefore not confined to the domain of acquir-

ing strict communication skills, it also requires the acquisition of intercultural commu-

nication skills. In this sense, the Council of Education Ministers of Europe recommends 

that the curricular management of a foreign language should enable learners to use the 

language as a means of communication, thus enabling the development of various com-

municative skills; making the learner build their own social and cultural identity, 

through the discovery of another culture and leading them to reflect on their own, al-

lowing them to develop values such as tolerance and respect for others, developing in 

them the use of certain skills that will allow you to be more autonomous and independ-

ent in terms of learning. 

In Portugal, the possibility of legally addressing a Foreign Language in the 1st Cycle 

of Basic Education was introduced by the Curriculum Reform set out in Decree-Law 

No. 286/89 of 29 August. At the European Commission Summit held in Lisbon in 2000, 

learning of foreign languages was recognized as an essential key competence, which 

was validated at the Barcelona Summit in 2002. Portugal, as a Community country, 

follows these recommendations assuming the learning of LE as a guarantee of the future 

for current generations, providing the initiation of learning English in the 1st Cycle of 

Basic Education. It is intended that the teaching of the English language will become a 

curricular area, in accordance with the guidelines included in national and international 

[10]; [11] opinions. 

As described in [1], learning an LE requires the student to be able to use their: 

- analytical skills, so that you can understand the linguistic structures of LE learning; 

- meta-cognitive abilities, thus allowing self-correction and error analysis; 

- memory, for example to acquire new vocabulary. 

A final aspect, related to those already mentioned, refers to the confidence that the 

student must demonstrate in order to use language in both a productive (speaking and 

writing) and receptive (listening and reading) way. 
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Considering the guidelines resulting from the Bologna process, which date back to 

1999, and whose declaration emphasizes a focus on areas such as lifelong learning and 

employability, the command of several foreign languages is considered essential. The 

reference to language learning is also evident in several regulatory documents for sev-

eral years [6]; [7], so it is important to analyse the way in which they are considered. 

3 The importance of mastering the English language in 

the area of tourism  

The tourism industry is one of the fastest growing areas, as well as an important source 

of income in several economies around the world. This industry is very diverse, since 

it includes workers and clients with different languages, ethnicities and cultures, which 

makes the English language essential for effective communication, and which will re-

sult in a better quality and efficiency experience for employees and tourists who visit 

us. 

Tourism is also known as an important source of job creation, an activity that revalue 

culture, folklore, gastronomy, nature, etc. As English is seen as the “língua franca”, it 

represents a basic tool in any of the fields tourism related, from tourist information to 

the management and promotion of destinations or tourist activities, through the inter-

mediation, accommodation and transport company. 

In terms of tourism business in todays world, with practically borderless economies, 

effective communication is essential for the good performance of any company. Within 

this globalization, the English language has become the standard language for business 

communications. 

A study on job offers for the tourism sector, carried out to analyse the needs of the 

labour market, resulted in 79% of advertisements requesting knowledge of the English 

language as an essential requirement. The preferences of companies vary: some request, 

competence of written English, other oral and, in many cases, require language profi-

ciency in both directions. This sounds logical if we consider that English has become 

the global language of communication par excellence [12]; 

In this context, it was intended to analyse how the English language students of the 

Degree in Tourism of an higher education institution perceive the usefulness of learning 

the English language, the advantages and constraints they identify, as well as the ex-

pectations they hold for the future and for admission in the business market. 

4 Study Purpose 

The objective of this work was to analyse, through the application of a questionnaire, 

the perception of higher education students of the Degree in Tourism about the im-

portance of learning the English language and its future application in the labour mar-

ket. 

Despite the various questions within professional education to which we could try 

to find an answer, we chose, in our research, to outline the following: 
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a) What are the motivations and expectations of the Degree in Tourism students for 

attending the English Language Curricular Unit? 

b) What is the importance that the same students attribute to the use of the English 

language in their professional activity in the tourism sector. 

5 Methodology 

The choice of a certain methodology is fundamental for any investigation, as it defines 

the principles by which the researcher will be guided throughout his study, with a view 

to guaranteeing the validity of the knowledge he has arrived at. In this sense, we follow 

the statement of Quivy and Campenhoudt [13], who state that “for each investigation, 

the methods must be chosen and used flexibly, according to its own objectives, its anal-

ysis model and the hypotheses”. In this type of study, “we look for the detail of the 

interaction with its contexts” [14]. In Yin [15], we can read that this is the most used 

strategy when one wants to know the “how” and the “why”, when the researcher has 

little control over real events or even when this is non-existent, and when the field of 

research focuses on a natural phenomenon within a real-life context. The case study 

focuses on individual aspects. It is intended to know about the general looking at the 

particular, allowing us to discover the complexity of certain relationships. A case study 

can study things in detail. This methodology presupposes, in some cases, “the existence 

of a previous theory, which will be tested during the investigation”, and in other cases 

it admits the construction of a theory based on the research findings [15]. A theory is 

generalized to explain and predict similar rather than variable phenomena. The design 

adopted in this investigation is of the exploratory-descriptive type of qualitative-quan-

titative approach from the application of a questionnaire, aiming to assess the percep-

tion of Higher Education students, attending the Degree in Tourism, about the im-

portance of learning and mastery of English language. 

5.1 Sample characterization 

In the present study, a convenience sampling process was used, as it is not a random 

sample, composed of students from the three years of the Degree in Tourism of a higher 

education institution. The sample was composed of 58 students and the questionnaire 

was answered by 32 students attending between the 1st and 3rd year of the Degree in 

Tourism (14 from the 1st year, 12 from the 2nd year and 6 from the 3rd year). Respond-

ents' ages vary between 18 and 34 years. Their level of English varies between average 

(17), good (10) and master (5). 
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Fig. 1. Age of participants. 

 

 

5.2 Data Analysis and Discussion 

Given that we are dealing with the analysis of issues, we chose to carry out a quantita-

tive analysis. 

Thus, regarding the first question, Which do you consider to be the most spoken 

language in the world?, all respondents answered that it is English (100%), revealing 

that they are aware of the importance of the English language in the world. 

As for the 2nd question, How often do you have contact with the English language?, 

the answers focused on the daily option, referring to the context of work, leisure and/or 

study. 

Regarding the 3rd question, Do you consider that mastering the English language will 

bring you advantages in the labour market? In what way?, the responses were again 

unanimous, with all respondents responding in the affirmative (100%). As for the jus-

tification given for this, they referred to the fact that it is the universal language, most 

spoken in the world, the language used for commerce and business, and that it is 

through their mastery of the English language that they have access to scientific 

knowledge and a series of documents that could support your professional practice. 

As for the 4th question, How do you think the English language allows you greater 

access to knowledge?, it was mentioned that books and publications are written in Eng-

lish, which is the universal language. 

In the 5th question we can read, In your opinion, what is the weight of the English 

Language curricular unit in your course?, regarding this question, all respondents men-

tioned that it is a very important curricular unit in the course they attend (100%), refer-

ring that, for many difficulties that some students may demonstrate, the workload of 

the curricular unit should even be increased to be able to start from the basics and finish 

the course with full command of the language. 

Regarding the 6th question, Would you be able to consider yourself a good profes-

sional in the area of Tourism without mastering the English language?, the responses 

were mostly negative (26 negative responses), however, 6 of the respondents reported 
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that, regardless or not of mastery of the English language, could be good professionals 

in areas related to tourism. 

As for the 7th and last question, How would you rate your level of English?, the 

answers varied between enough (18 of the respondents), good (9 of the respondents) 

and very good (5 of the respondents). 

 

6 Conclusion 

     English has been reasserting its ‘World Language’ status. As said before, some of 

the important roles played by the English Language point to the ever-growing relevance 

and importance of English. Good master of English highlights a much brighter future 

and ensures easy mobility and better communication skills for travellers, tourists, and 

for all those engaged in tourism industry. 

In a globalized tourism world, English plays a crucial role in communication, being 

one of the most important tools all over the world. But it involves systematic and con-

tinuous process of speaking, listening, understanding and constant practice. As a tool 

for international understanding, it’s not possible to work in tourism without knowing 

how to express clearly. Most   of   the   tourist establishments require employees to 

speak English in addition to other languages, especially from the European tourism 

markets.  

     This study allowed us to see that the vast majority of students surveyed are aware of 

the importance of the English language not only in the area of tourism, but also in the 

world and in activities not only related to the labour market, with moments of leisure, 

through reading books, listening to music or watching series or films, as well as mo-

ments dedicated to study and knowledge, whether through technical books or scientific 

articles.  

     The answers given as to the importance of the English language differed only in 

the direct connection between the domain of the language and the fact that this influ-

ences their performance as professionals in the field of Tourism. It is noteworthy that, 

despite the recognition of the importance of the English language, when asked about 

their level of English, most respondents rate their level of language mastery only as 

sufficient, which demonstrates that there is still a way to go to that these students, future 

professionals, feel secure in the proficient use of the English language.  
The biggest limitation to study was the sample size. Of course, other questions could 

also have been raised, allowing for a deeper analysis of the theme and answering other 

questions that the theme raises. However, the increase in the number of questions in the 

survey would certainly lead to a lower number of responses – the overload of question-

naires that we are all subject to, on the most varied subjects, has caused fatigue and 

natureral difficulty in obtaining respondents. Despite the small sample of 58 students, 

and the number of responses being even smaller, 32 students, we managed to achieve 

interesting results. These results motivate us to continue this type of investigation in 

the coming school years, increasing the sample of respondents, reaching broader re-

sults, sustaining the results now obtained or changing them. It will also be possible to 
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carry out a comparative study and analyze the chronological evolution of the unders-

tanding of the themes under study by students in the area of Tourism. English for the 

future tourism is an elementary tool in any of the fields where the student’s career is 

developed, from tourist information to the management or promotion of destinations or 

even tourist activities. It’s crucial to meet all the requirements of the sector, especially 

in such a competitive world, making the difference in a better quality and efficiency 

experience for the tourists who visit the destinations. 
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