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The International Associa-
tion of Language Centres, 
or Ialc as it is known to 

its many friends, prides itself on 
being a ‘network of high-quality 
independent language schools’. 
Not only does it insist that all 
member schools are inspected 
by relevant national accredita-
tion schemes, it also runs its own 
inspections as part of a thorough 
quality assurance process. But 
how can we know that it is really 
good at choosing the right mem-
ber schools?

One way of doing this is by 
benchmarking the member 
schools by their rank in other 
accreditation schemes of which 
they are members. This can be 
done, in the UK, where publi-
cation of inspection results is 
the norm. 

For four years the Gazette 
has been analysing the Brit-
ish Council inspection report 
summaries, known as publish-
able statements, and in the last 
year we have also analysed and 
published the results of the Inde-
pendent Schools Inspectorate, 
the body responsible for edu-
cational oversight of language 
schools enrolling students for 
eleven months or more. The two 
schemes show a clear correla-
tion at the top and the bottom: 
all schools in the Gazette’s list 
of the top 10 per cent of Brit-
ish Council schools, the Centres 
of Excellence, passed the ISI 
inspection with perfect scores; 
the majority of schools which 
did not ‘exceed expectations’ 
in inspection by the ISI did not 
distinguish themselves in British 

Council inspections. (The results 
of the Scottish educational over-
sight scheme do not show such a 
clear correlation.)

UK Ialc members led the field 
when it came to British Coun-
cil results. Based on the BC’s 
inspection scores, both of the 
two top schools in the UK with 
a score of nine points, ELC Bris-
tol and English in Chester, are 
members. Two more, London 
School of English and Language 
Specialist International, were 
in the group of second-placed 
centres with eight points. In 
fact, half of the top 2 per cent of 
schools belong to Ialc and mem-

ber schools are four times more 
likely to be Centres of Excel-
lence than the average English 
UK member. Overall Ialc schools 
achieved 3.6 points of excellence 
in their reports, over twice the 
average 1.6 points achieved by 
UK-accredited schools.

The results on the ISI inspec-
tions are equally as outstanding: 
87 per cent of member schools 
exceeded expectations com-
pared to just over 80 per cent 
of British-Council-accredited 
schools altogether. This is even 
more impressive when we con-
sider that some 60 per cent of 
member schools applied, as 

opposed to just 10 per cent of 
British Council centres. 

In England Ialc schools 
outperformed 80 per cent of lan-
guage school chains and posted 
similar results to those of lan-
guage centres at world-ranking 
universities and historic inde-
pendent boarding schools. While 
of course not all Ialc members 
received stellar results in their 
other inspections, there is no 
doubt that based on the evidence 
from the English inspections 
schemes Ialc schools are likely 
to be in the top 20 to 25 per cent 
of language schools in any given 
country.  n

Members come top of the class
Melanie Butler cross-references Ialc membership with UK quality measures

The International Associa-
tion of Language Centres 
(Ialc) was the brainchild of 

Alberto Sampere, who pioneered 
Spanish as a foreign language in 
the 1950s and founded the Estu-
dio Sampere Spanish language 
school in Madrid. 

In the days before agent work-
shops, language school directors 
attended educational fairs, and it 
was at such events that Alberto 
came to know the owners of pri-
vate schools in Portugal, France, 
Italy, Germany, Canada, Ireland, 
the USA and the UK who would 
eventually form an association 
in 1983. The objectives of the 
newly created Interlang were 
to promote cultural and pro-
fessional exchanges through 
the study of modern languages 
in the countries where they 
are spoken, to represent and 
convey professionalism and 
expertise in the teaching of for-
eign languages and to protect 
and maintain worldwide the 
existence of high-quality inde-
pendent language schools.

After a period of informal 
meetings and joint marketing, a 
constitution, code of ethics and 
by-laws were approved and Ialc 
was incorporated in 1990 as a 
not-for-profit company limited 
by guarantee. Membership grew 
slowly, partly due to the exclu-
sivity of the ‘club’ and partly 

because of a territorial policy 
that initially permitted only one 
member per destination. Subse-
quent generations of members 
have debated and reworked the 
association rules to suit a chang-
ing global marketplace. Of the 
eight founders, Estudio Sam-
pere (Spain and Ecuador), CIAL 
(Portugal) and Rennert Bilingual 
(USA) are still members. The 
other founders gradually retired 
or sold their businesses, but 
private language schools have 
survived and thrived. By April 
this year membership stood at 
120 schools in 24 countries and 
there can be up to five members 
in the most popular destinations.

Our flagship agent workshop, 
which is open to members, 
screened agents and selected 
exhibitors, has been held annu-
ally since 1984 in a different 
Ialc school destination. Only 
the BTA workshop, forerun-
ner of StudyWorld, dates back 
further. This year over 160 
agents are expected in Lisbon 
for the 30th anniversary work-
shop and celebrations. All our 
marketing is aimed at agents or 
promotes agents, and includes a 
presence at other industry work-
shops, online and social media 
marketing, advertising and 
publications. Ialc was the first 
winner of the STM Star School 
Association award – we have 

won it three times and have been 
shortlisted every year.

The last two decades have 
seen significant changes in tech-
nology, facilities and student 
expectations, and from the late 
1990s our quality scheme has 
required continuous improvement 
alongside minimum standards. 
An Ialc school must teach the 
official language of its country as 
a main activity, adhere to a code 
of ethics and meet association 
standards in all aspects of school 
management and operation. A few 
schools per year are invited to start 
the application process, based on 
reputation and destination. If they 
pass the entry inspection, they will 
be re-inspected at least every four 
years, and must submit an annual 
self-assessment and a quality 

development plan that forms 
the basis of future assessment. 
Through seminars, workshops 
and an online forum, Ialc mem-
bers share best practice and tips on 
running language schools. A com-
plaints procedure and ombudsman 
exist for anyone who has a prob-
lem with a member school that 
cannot be resolved directly.

We are managed by five 
elected school directors and a 
salaried executive director, sup-
ported by a small team at the Ialc 
secretariat in Canterbury, UK. 
There are also three regional 
directors, and committees for 
quality assurance, best practice, 
membership and marketing. Key 
debates still take place face-
to-face at the annual general 
meeting, but electronic voting 
and an empowered executive 
board ensure that Ialc operates 
efficiently throughout the year.

Ialc was founded to pro-
tect boutique schools from the 
competitive threat of corpo-
rate chains and state-subsidised 
university programmes. But as 
anyone who knew him will tes-
tify, Alberto’s real legacy is the 
spirit of international collabo-
ration, exchange and support 
among members that he origi-
nally inspired. Thirty years on, 
we are thriving as much as the 
independent language schools 
he sought to save.  n

Ialc – from strength to strength
Jan Kapper traces the association’s history from its roots in the 1950s

PIONEER Alberto Sampere

HIGH FLIERS The London School of English scored eight points of excellence from the British Council

C
ou

rte
sy

 L
on

do
n 

S
ch

oo
l o

f E
ng

lis
h

To find out more about York’s  
oldest language school, visit  
www.melton-college.co.uk

Quality English Courses since 1963


