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Abstract

In Switzerland, the territoriality principle and political subsidiarity have longer supported a discourse on multilingualism for the purpose of ‘mutual understanding’. However, in the eyes of large segments of the population, national languages are now losing relevance by comparison with English as an international language. Furthermore, many Swiss citizens consider that English might be the most efficient response to communication problems between distinct language communities. 
Following from this, the public debate about language policy in the education systems is focussing language choice and resulting language proficiency. In particular, the development of bilingual education, where a non-local national language, or English, can be used as the medium of instruction, is discussed, and increasingly endorsed in higher education for the sake of raising language competence as well as of meeting national and international job market requirements. 
In our study, we analyze how the social representations of universities providing bi-plurilingual education emerge in textes of language policy and in teachers' discourse. In particular, we investigate how the representations of the institutions (values & models) vary in terms of local contexts, languages and forms of bilingual teaching, and intended goals. On the other hand, teachers' representations (beliefs, opinions and attitudes) provide information about the interplay of possible conflicting elements resulting from their own bilingual teaching practice and the institutional set of assumptions. 
Numerous studies have indeed shown that social representations are a valuable conceptual tool to study issues that are object of social debate, either on a national level, or in more local and specific contexts. By considering social representations as specific knowledge structures guiding behaviour and meaning-giving strategies on the one hand, and as devices to rationalise and justify social realities on the other, it is possible to access a more complete understanding of the processes involved in the institutional and individual comprehension and endorsement of bi-plurilingualism.

