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As this book project is nearing completion, it is time to look back and 
think of all those who have made it possible for us to reach this stage. On 
a cold January morning in 2018, we gathered several colleagues in the 
Department of English at Stockholm University to present and discuss 
the results of the research collaboration between Stockholm University 
(SU) and the University of Helsinki (UH). This collaboration had been 
launched in 2015 by the two University Presidents Professor Astrid 
Söderbergh Widding (SU) and Professor Jukka Kola (UH). In the follow-
ing years, it enabled many researchers working in different branches of 
language studies at the two universities to develop projects leading to 
co-authored and co-edited publications. We were fortunate to receive 
part of these funds and to carry out joint research which has been reported 
in various publication outlets. We are grateful to our universities for this 
financial support.

The idea of this volume was raised at the 2018 January collaboration 
symposium as a way to consolidate our work and to invite researchers 
working on similar projects to produce a state-of-the-art collection on a 
topic that is relevant to university stakeholders working across different 
fields and areas of activity, from students and teachers to university admin-
istrators and policymakers. Above all, our focus on language perceptions 
and practices in multilingual universities reflects the current concerns of 
European universities to balance the demands of  internationalization and 
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1
Introduction: Language Perceptions 

and Practices in Multilingual 
Universities

Maria Kuteeva, Kathrin Kaufhold, 
and Niina Hynninen

1  Whose Language First?

Two decades into the twenty-first century, it has become a bit of a trope 
to say that the world is experiencing globalization and mobility at an 
unprecedented rate. Many European countries, including the ones where 
the studies reported in this volume have been conducted, have experi-
enced an increase in migration from countries with which they have had 
no historical ties. However, accommodating to the diversity resulting 
from humanitarian, economic, and political migration has posed chal-
lenges for many European societies. The outcome of the Brexit referen-
dum and the US presidential election in 2016 are just two examples of 
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2

developments in many Western democracies that have started putting 
their own national interests first. Most recently, this trend has been 
observed in the EU parliamentary elections 2019. Discussions about lan-
guage have intensified, often questioning the use of English as a lingua 
franca and repositioning national languages in this new sociolinguistic 
landscape. How have these changes impacted the universities and the 
various stakeholders involved?

Universities across Europe are under additional kinds of pressure: to 
excel in their research internationally, to recruit the best staff, to attract 
the best students, both domestic and international. These pressures are 
often conflicting and result in pulling language policies and practices in 
different directions. On the one hand, major university rankings reward 
internationalization—which in terms of language use equals 
Englishization—but at the same time, most European universities are 
funded by taxpayers’ money and need to be accountable for how these 
funds are spent on education and research. This inevitably makes the 
promotion and protection of national languages a priority. For example, 
Danish universities have recently introduced quotas for international stu-
dents and reduced the number of English-medium programmes (e.g. 
Bothwell, 2018; Custer, 2019). The association for better education in 
the Netherlands (BON) has been critical of the overwhelming presence 
of English and filed a lawsuit against two universities in order to reinforce 
Dutch as the language of instruction. Although this lawsuit has been lost 
(Pieters, 2018), the debate about Englishization continues.

In addition to these somewhat conflicting pressures to increase inter-
national visibility and simultaneously cater for domestic needs, there is 
also an urge to widen the participation of students from less privileged 
backgrounds. For example, the University of Oxford, an epitome of pres-
tige and eliteness, has set a goal to recruit a quarter of its undergraduate 
students from the lower socioeconomic backgrounds by 2023 (Coughlan, 
2019). In Sweden, universities are required to work actively on attracting 
students from diverse backgrounds since the early 2000s (Swedish 
Council for Higher Education, 2016). The same trend applies to many 
universities in European countries, where these students often represent 
minoritized communities whose language uses may not conform to the 
widely promoted and perceived language norms.

 M. Kuteeva et al.
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The use of various academic languages and lingua francas in education 
and research at European universities is not new. Before English gained 
prominence as the main lingua franca of academia, that position had 
been occupied by Latin, French, and German. Over the last decades, 
academic multilingualism may have diminished following an increased 
use of English (e.g. Haberland & Preisler, 2015), but it has not been 
erased. Many students, teachers, and researchers at European universities 
today operate in languages which are not their first or home languages. In 
this context, a great deal of research has been conducted on the role and 
use of English (e.g. Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Sierra, 2013; Hultgren, 
Gregersen, & Thøgersen, 2014). Other academic languages—including 
those used on the backstage of educational and research settings—have 
received less attention in the literature. Our volume attempts to 
bridge this gap.

The mastery of an academic language and associated literacy is one of 
the key factors in academic success. In addition to traditional academic 
multilingualism, which often emphasizes the ability to read and write in 
one or two major European languages in addition to L1, there is also a 
reality of grassroots multilingualism among different kinds of university 
stakeholders. This grassroots multilingualism can often pass unnoticed or 
be made invisible in debates and research concerning university language 
policies and practices (e.g. Kuteeva; Holmes; Clark, this volume). In 
recent years, calls for including social justice on the research agenda of 
applied linguistics have been made by several researchers in connection to 
different views of multilingualism and what counts as legitimate language 
use (e.g. Canagarajah, 2013; Flores & Rosa, 2015). As Ortega (2019) 
puts it: “[M]any multilinguals are constantly at risk of experiencing their 
multilingualism as a curse rather than a fact of life, all along while other 
multilinguals are able to experience it as a gift that adds to their privilege” 
(p. 34). As several chapters in our volume show, the distinction between 
academic and grassroots multilingualism plays out differently for various 
university stakeholders.

In the current sociolinguistic landscape of many European universi-
ties, national languages and English as an academic lingua franca are used 
alongside a plethora of other linguistic resources, including different 
codes and registers. To what extent has this diversity impacted what 

1 Introduction: Language Perceptions and Practices… 
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counts as valuable linguistic capital at university? Most previous research 
conducted in Europe has focused primarily on questions of language 
choice and the dichotomy between English and the national language(s) 
(e.g. Hultgren et al., 2014; Pérez-Llantada & Plo-Alastrué, 2015). Our 
volume provides a response to changes in higher education where inter-
nationalization and widening participation not only pull towards the use 
of one shared language but also increasingly diversify language practices. 
The studies reported here were conducted in countries whose sociolin-
guistic landscapes are fairly diverse and in educational contexts where 
Englishization has been particularly pronounced. Drawing on empirical 
analyses, our chapter contributors unveil the tensions arising between 
monolingualism and multilingualism at university and chart the multi-
plicity of language perceptions and practices among various university 
stakeholders.

The educational contexts explored here include universities located in 
four Nordic countries: Sweden, Finland, Denmark, and Iceland, as well 
as the Baltic states and the Netherlands. Although geographically close, 
these countries differ in their degree and status of societal multilingual-
ism. Sweden is officially a monolingual country with Swedish as the main 
language although five other languages have official minority language 
status; Swedish sign language is equally supported (SFS, 2009: 600), and 
about 200 other languages are spoken in the country (Institute for 
Language and Folklore, 2019). In 2018, as many as 19% of the popula-
tion were born outside Sweden (Statistics Sweden, 2019). Finland is con-
stitutionally bilingual with Finnish and Swedish being used separately in 
institutional settings. In addition to the Language Act (423/2003) that 
specifies the right of Finnish and Swedish speakers to use their language 
before authorities, separate Language Acts also exist for the Sámi lan-
guages and the Finnish and Finland-Swedish sign languages, and numer-
ous other acts include provisions on linguistic rights (Ministry of Justice 
Finland, 2019). Some 160 different languages have been registered as 
mother tongues in Finland, but with only circa 7% of the population 
speaking other than Finnish, Swedish, or Sámi as their first language 
(Statistics Finland, 2019). Thus, Finland is often considered to be more 
linguistically homogeneous than the other Nordic countries, particu-
larly Sweden.
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In Denmark, Danish is the national language except for Greenland 
and the Faroe Islands, where Greenlandic or Danish and Faroese are the 
official languages respectively. German is still protected in the southern 
regions as a minority language but has no official status in Denmark. 
Circa 10% of the population in 2018 were born outside of the country 
(Statistics Denmark, 2019). Iceland is officially monolingual with 
Icelandic as its official language. Circa 9% of the population in 2017 
were born abroad (Statistics Iceland, 2018). Because the structure and 
vocabulary of Icelandic are quite different from the other Scandinavian 
languages (Swedish, Danish, and Norwegian), English has become an 
important means of not only international but also Nordic communica-
tion for Icelanders, as well as for Finnish-speaking Finns.

In close geographical proximity and with historical ties to the Nordic 
countries lie the Baltic states: Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. As post- 
Soviet states, they have large proportions of Russian speakers but empha-
size the promotion of the national languages and English. Since these 
three countries have a very short history as independent nation-states, 
their support for national languages is particularly strong. The Netherlands 
has been both historically and currently a multilingual society, with 
Dutch as the official language alongside regional minority languages and 
English in some overseas special municipalities.

The populations of these eight countries have high levels of proficiency 
in English (EF, 2018; at least among the younger generation in the Baltic 
states). Especially in the higher education sector, English has been 
embraced more than in other EU countries (Wächter & Maiworm, 2014; 
Soler; Lasagabaster & Doiz, this volume). This prominence of English 
may not be accidental as these countries have historically relied on other 
lingua francas in higher education, such as French, German, or Russian. 
They all demonstrate some level of language regulation, whether in the 
form of Finland’s constitutional bilingualism, the Baltic state’s post-Soviet 
language acts, or more recent language legislation, such as the Language 
Act (SFS, 2009: 600) in Sweden. On closer inspection, there are also 
important differences due to geo-political and historical developments 
and more recent migration movements that lead to different levels of 
societal multilingualism, as mentioned above. These similarities and dif-
ferences allow for a broader and more nuanced discussion of language 
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perceptions and practices in multilingual university settings throughout 
various chapters of this volume.

Finally, it should be mentioned that this book project is largely a result 
of research collaborations between Stockholm University and the 
University of Helsinki (SU FV-5.1.2-0757-15), which explains the com-
position of our editorial team and the geographical focus of the volume. 
Many of the chapters in this volume report on studies conducted in 
Sweden and Finland, two Nordic countries with long historical ties but 
different sociolinguistic landscapes, including language uses at universi-
ties (e.g. Hynninen & Kuteeva, this volume). With its further focus on 
other Nordic and neighbouring countries, the volume provides a rich 
basis for the comparison of language uses at a range of universities across 
this specific geographical region with varied sociolinguistic pasts. This 
helps us generate theoretical insights required to better understand the 
interplay between language perceptions and practices among various uni-
versity stakeholders.

2  Where One Language Ends and Another 
Begins: Monolingualism 
and Multilingualism at Universities

Our volume comes in the aftermath of theoretical developments ques-
tioning the conceptualization of language as a static entity (e.g. 
Canagarajah, 2013; García, 2009; Li Wei, 2018; Makoni & Pennycook, 
2006). Many branches of applied linguistics and sociolinguistics have 
been under tension as to what constitutes the object of the discipline 
(Heller, Pietikäinen, & Pujolar, 2017), and where one language ends and 
another begins. On the one hand, the view of languages as coherent 
structural systems which are separate from each other and express territo-
rially bound cultures can be perceived to be in stark conflict with linguis-
tic hybridity in contemporary societies and the experiences of language 
users who do not subscribe to any single language and identity with fixed 
boundaries. As transnational academics and speakers of several languages 
ourselves, we can certainly relate to that sentiment. At the same time, it 
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must be recognized that perceiving languages as closed systems makes 
sense in many people’s lived experiences because languages are also socio-
linguistic signs, and the use of certain features connected to a language 
code can index specific meanings (e.g. Kaufhold, 2018). We encounter 
such “traditional” perceptions of languages on a daily basis in our work 
and in interactions with students, teachers, and university administra-
tors. Navigating these fluid and even conflicting “polycentric systems of 
norms” (Blommaert, 2010) within the rather conservative field of higher 
education can pose a challenge. The opposition between perceiving a lan-
guage as a separate entity and using it in fluid and non-standard ways 
creates a dynamic of shifting between language and languaging.

The dialectic of perceiving and experiencing language versus languag-
ing is explored in several chapters of our volume (e.g. Holmes; Hynninen 
& Kuteeva; Kaufhold & Wennerberg; Dimova). The fluidity of linguistic 
practices adopted by many students, teachers, and researchers is discussed 
in connection with academic writing practices, research activities, and 
university administration. At the same time, most of the studies reported 
here adopt a moderately essentialist perspective on what constitutes “a 
language”, and all chapters treat languages by their familiar names. This 
moderate essentialism is connected to the fact that universities tend to 
regulate their language uses through policies, curricula, and examina-
tions, which inevitably designate different languages under the names of 
their widely recognized standard varieties, for example, Standard English 
(e.g. American or British), (High) German, (Castilian) Spanish, (Parisian) 
French. When discussing the use of national, minority, or immigrant 
languages, many of the studies reported here also view them as entities in 
their own right.

Some of the studies reported in this volume (e.g. Saarinen; Wilkinson 
& Gabriëls) concern institutional bilingualism, which is common for 
example in the Finnish context where a specific university or a degree 
programme is meant to function in one or both of the two national lan-
guages. A similar logic can be applied to English-medium programmes 
outside the Anglophone world where the use of English is regulated by 
the universities. For example, some programmes may be running simul-
taneously in the national language and in English. This situation has been 
termed “parallel monolingualism” (Heller, 2006) and, as will be shown 
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below, is more concerned with institutional structures than the linguistic 
repertoires of multilingual speakers.

The Nordic countries have been on the forefront of developing lan-
guage policies promoting parallel language use in order to protect the use 
of the national language(s) as well as official minority languages and to 
regulate the use of English in high-stakes domains, including higher edu-
cation (Gregersen et al., 2018; Nordic Council of Ministers, 2007). The 
underlying principle of parallel language use rests on democratic ideals 
and is meant to promote equality among different languages. It has been 
argued to represent “a kind of idealized linguistic power balance” (Hult 
& Källkvist, 2016, p. 59) but in fact can contribute to promoting parallel 
monolingual systems. Over the last two decades, the concept has shifted 
from being associated with “the choice between different standard lan-
guage varieties on occasions when choice is possible” (Josephson, 2005, 
p.  3, translated in Hult & Källkvist, 2016, our italics for emphasis) 
towards a more fluid conceptualization of using “two or more languages 
[…] for the same purpose in a particular context or within a particular 
sector of society, in this case at universities in the Nordic Region” 
(Gregersen et al., 2018, p. 15). As discussed in more detail by Kuteeva in 
Chap. 2, the recent Nordic university language policy document recog-
nizes the potential of drawing on multiple linguistic resources at universi-
ties and encourages all stakeholders to make active use of them.

As theoretical concepts, both monolingualism and multilingualism 
rest on the assumption that there are boundaries between different lan-
guages. In practice, it is often difficult to draw a line where monolingual-
ism ends and multilingualism begins and vice versa. According to Bakhtin 
(1981), all language uses are shaped by centripetal and centrifugal forces, 
pulling simultaneously towards language unification and standardization 
and towards heteroglossic variation. On the one hand, complete mono-
lingualism is relatively rare, but on the other hand, speakers in multilin-
gual contexts may adopt one code to ensure mutual comprehension, for 
example, English as a lingua franca in university contexts.

As a theoretical concept, “monolingualism” has received very little atten-
tion in applied linguistics and sociolinguistic research to this date. 
Monolingualism is viewed as an ideology connected to the building of 
nation-states and national languages in the nineteenth century (e.g. Auer 
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& Li Wei, 2007). Romantic nationalism, and the German philosopher 
Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803) in particular, has often been made 
responsible for forging the one nation, one language idea (e.g. Canagarajah, 
2013; Makoni & Pennycook, 2006). This nation-language equation has 
been paramount to this day, as evidenced recently by the language policies 
and laws adopted by some of the new European nation-states, for example, 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania (e.g. Soler, this volume), and most recently 
Ukraine. In his book titled The Invention of Monolingualism, Gramling 
(2016) argues that the underlying principle of monolingualism does not 
concern the status of other languages and that these other languages are 
neither bad nor inferior but simply “contextually unnecessary” as monolin-
gualism “manages other languages; it does not oppose them” (p. 11, origi-
nal italics). Any speaker whose non-dominant language or non-standard 
variety has been marginalized or stigmatized is likely to dispute this claim 
but at the same time Gramling’s argument can be connected to the need 
for a “unitary language” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 270) which enables education 
and literacy on a large scale. Since the 1990s, monolingualism has been 
accelerated by the rise of translation industries. This development has 
affected university teaching and research in such a way that “literary canons 
and scholarly disciplines are currently ill equipped to leverage a critique of 
monolingualism, as our formats of research, publishing, and communica-
tion are most often conceived and reproduced according to a monolingual 
contract” (Gramling, 2016, p. 93). Both university students and faculty 
have voiced their concerns about this “epistemic monolingualism”, often in 
connection with the dominance of English (Kuteeva, this volume).

The view of multilingualism adopted in this volume is fairly broad. 
Essentially, it is used as “an umbrella term that covers a wide variety of 
linguistic contexts and practices” (Piller, 2016, p. 26), incorporating two 
main perspectives. First, it describes linguistic contexts, that is, university 
settings in which two or more languages are used in parallel or in contact 
with each other, as in the recent conceptualization of “parallel language 
use” (Gregersen et al., 2018). Second, our view of multilingualism covers 
language practices resulting from the increasing diversification at univer-
sities where students and staff regularly use a range of linguistic resources 
in contact with the official languages endorsed by the institution 
(Edwards, 2013; Kaufhold & Wennerberg, this volume). This perspec-
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tive on multilingualism can be linked to the notion of the linguistic rep-
ertoire, which expanded from describing language uses in speech 
communities (e.g. Gumperz, 1964) to embrace the individual, his or her 
trajectory, and lived experience of language (Blommaert, 2010; Busch, 
2017). In its recent conceptualizations, the linguistic repertoire takes the 
individual speaker as a starting point. It recognizes that being multilin-
gual denotes a continuum of competences (Deumert, 2011) which 
speakers acquire in different formal and informal language learning situ-
ations. Busch (2017) further highlights that this language knowledge is 
strongly connected to language ideologies and affective responses. A 
related term which is used synonymous to multilingualism in Chap. 9 is 
plurilingualism (Wilkinson & Gabriëls). Plurilingualism has a strong 
connection to the project of the European Union and is used by Wilkinson 
and Gabriëls (this volume) to refer to “an individual’s competence to use 
two or more languages” (see Lüdi & Py, 2009, p. 156; Meissner, 2004, 
pp. 31–32).

To sum up, languages—including the varieties that dominate in aca-
demic settings—may not be the separable and enumerable objects that 
linguists, lexicographers, and policymakers believe them to be but they 
are still experienced as such by many university stakeholders. The rela-
tively new concept and theory of “translanguaging” (e.g. Li Wei, 2018) 
also presupposes the very concept of language which it is meant to decon-
struct. In the context of this volume, it is also important to note that 
universities have a long history of promoting standard academic lan-
guages and keeping languages apart in different contexts. For example, in 
contrast to the fluid languaging practices in some educational settings 
where the local language(s) and English are often blended (e.g. 
Söderlundh, 2012; Kuteeva, Hynninen, & Haslam, 2015 on Swedish 
universities), doctoral degree award ceremonies are—at least partially—
still held in Latin in some of the universities in the countries represented 
in this volume (e.g. Helsinki, Lund, Stockholm). Such established prac-
tices have endured for centuries and are unlikely to be changed easily, 
although other academic languages—such as the national language and 
English—increasingly make large parts of the ritual but more in a 
“parallel- lingual” than “translingual” way, that is, by assigning specific 
languages to specific functions rather than blending them spontaneously. 

 M. Kuteeva et al.



11

All in all, despite an increasing diversification of language uses at univer-
sities, they are unlikely to become sites where translanguaging and 
“metrolingualism” (Pennycook & Otsuji, 2015) reign at all levels and in 
all contexts. As several chapters in this volume imply, language percep-
tions are not always in tune with language practices; the former tend to 
be more strongly affected by wider circulating discourses and ideologies, 
such as native-speakerism or purist and standard language ideologies.

3  What a Language Means: Language 
Ideologies and Discourses 
of Language Use

The contributions in this volume observe the tensions between language 
perceptions and practices at universities across national, institutional, 
and individual levels. From our moderately essentialist perspective on 
what constitutes a language, the chapters examine how policy documents 
and marketing materials construct language use, how various stakehold-
ers position themselves towards language policies at universities, and how 
these stakeholders describe their practices within the network of institu-
tional and national policies, disciplinary traditions and their linguistic 
repertoires.

From the perspective of this volume, language perceptions include lan-
guage attitudes, beliefs, and values (cf. Hymes, 1972). In this sense, they 
are closely related to both discourses and ideologies. These concepts are 
applied at various levels throughout the chapters. Discourses are generally 
referred to as ways of talking about and conceptualizing specific phenom-
ena. Drawing on Scollon and Scollon (2004), Källkvist and Hult and 
Soler discuss discourses as pre-existing “in-place” and examine how these 
discourses are drawn upon in language policy creation and in university 
marketization materials. Kuteeva, Hynninen and Kuteeva, and Dimova 
refer to discourses that become salient in how stakeholders describe their 
own or others’ language practices.

Ideologies generally refer to “sets of beliefs about language articulated 
by users as a rationalization or justification of perceived language struc-
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ture and use” (Silverstein, 1979, p. 193). Most chapters consider directly 
or indirectly how such beliefs are marshalled as “interpretive filter” to 
explain relations between language and society (Woolard & Schieffelin, 
1994, p. 62). They demonstrate how ideologies are interactional resources 
rather than a stable cultural system (Kroskrity, 2000). For instance, 
Källkvist and Hult, and Clarke observe how specific languages can be 
framed as being either more or less valuable in different contexts and by 
different stakeholders. The volume as a whole demonstrates how stake-
holders at various institutional levels orient to contrasting ideologies in 
their discourses and reported practices. Practices in this context are 
understood as behaviour or sets of activities that are governed by lan-
guage regimes (cf. Pennycook, 2010), where language regimes comprise 
habits, rules, and ideologies (Coulmas, 2017). Besides the beliefs about 
language, several chapters highlight the role of institutional rules and 
policies that shape language use, for instance, one language might be 
preferred over another because it is merited in assignments or perceived 
as more valuable for publications.

Holmes specifically examines ideological processes in ways of thinking 
and acting within a department that render some languages and language 
varieties invisible. The invisibility of some languages combined with clear 
language hierarchies (Risager, 2012) constitutes a red thread in discussing 
multilingual university settings throughout the volume. For example, 
Kuteeva highlights how various major academic languages are absent 
while English takes a prime position in discourses on language use in 
academia. Several chapters in Part II (e.g. Clarke; Kaufhold & 
Wennerberg) reveal how students align with such institutional language 
hierarchies and how parts of their linguistic repertoires are relegated to 
backstage language uses.

The visibility and invisibility of some languages can shift depending on 
which functions these languages fulfil. Following the process of formulat-
ing a university language policy, Källkvist and Hult show how stakeholders 
orient to sets of languages as problem or resources depending on the poten-
tial functions these languages fulfil in different research, teaching, admin-
istration, and outreach practices of higher education institutions. Hynninen 
and Kuteeva’s study reveals how researchers orient differently to language 
use in their roles as researchers, writers, or readers of research- related texts.
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A further connecting point between the chapters is the multiple ten-
sions between different ideological constructs that the stakeholders have 
to negotiate and the ensuing consequences. One major source of tension 
concerns the contrasting requirements of internationalization, dual/triple 
monolingualism and neo-nationalist tendencies in the socio-political 
environments in which the universities operate. These tensions provide 
the background for the discussions in all chapters and are examined in 
detail by Saarinen in the context of Finnish constitutional bilingualism, 
by Soler in the context of the Baltic states, and by Arnbjörnsdóttir in the 
context of Iceland. Various chapters in Parts II and III discuss how indi-
vidual multilingualism and the required institutional/disciplinary multi-
lingualism fit together or contrast. The consequences of these tensions are 
illustrated in terms of the potential for experiences of linguistic injustice 
among students using English as a lingua franca (Wilkinson & Gabriëls) 
and administrative and research staff who might face social exclusion and 
reduced opportunities for career progression (Järlström et al.). More posi-
tive consequences are discussed in terms of alternative ways of assessing 
linguistic competence of teaching staff (Dimova) and adapting language 
pedagogies for the challenges posed by the multilingual realities in higher 
education (Jalkanen & Nikula). In their epilogue, Lasagabaster and Doiz 
highlight the structural changes needed for allowing a more prominent 
place for multilingual repertoires in higher education. Finally, all chapters 
in this volume show, again and again, how multilingual practices are rel-
evant for knowledge construction and student and staff mobility, even if 
they often hide behind monolingual text products.

4  Methodological Diversity 
in the Contributions

Methodologically, the chapters provide a range of different qualitative 
and quantitative approaches in order to address questions around lan-
guage perceptions and practices on the national, institutional, and indi-
vidual levels. The studies in Part I are concerned with the two first levels. 
Three of the studies (Kuteeva; Saarinen; and Soler) aim to provide a 

1 Introduction: Language Perceptions and Practices… 



14

broader view of the tensions between different languages, with connec-
tions drawn between national and institutional policies and practices. 
These studies use survey comments (Kuteeva) and research interview data 
(Saarinen) from different stakeholders at Swedish and Finnish universi-
ties, as well as audio-visual promotional materials produced by three 
state-supported agencies in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania (Soler). Two 
further studies take a closer look at the institutional level: Källkvist and 
Hult adopt an ethnographic approach to the drafting of a language policy 
document at a Swedish university, and Jalkanen and Nikula provide an 
analysis of curriculum documents at a Finnish university. With such var-
ied data and methods of analysis, the studies provide different but com-
plementary perspectives on the ways language policies and practices are 
influenced by wider societal discourses. Many of the studies report on 
tensions between English and the national language(s) but they also dem-
onstrate differences across contexts and universities. Importantly, these 
studies make visible the multitude of language practices which are typi-
cally rendered invisible in institutional and national language policies 
and also highlight the complex patterns of language hierarchies in differ-
ent contexts. For example, the absence of discussion concerning autoch-
thonous languages (e.g. Sámi, Romani) is largely due to the general 
invisibility of these languages in everyday university contexts of the coun-
tries studied, rather than researchers overlooking the possibility of these 
languages being used.

At the individual level, the chapters in Parts II and III explore language 
perceptions and reported practices of university students as well as academic 
and administrative staff. Some of these studies take a close-up look through 
focus groups (Clarke), research interviews (Kaufhold & Wennerberg; 
Hynninen & Kuteeva), and interviews and observations (Holmes) to explore 
the interplay of language ideologies and reports of actual language use. These 
studies focus on the lived experiences of the study participants. Insights on 
the visibility or erasure of different languages add further detailed perspec-
tives to the results presented in Part I. The studies illustrate the complexity 
of multilingual practices at university and the ways in which multilingual 
resources may be hidden, sometimes to the extent of almost being dismissed 
(see Kaufhold & Wennerberg, this volume). The value of focusing on self-
reported practices is to get at these hidden resources, both in terms of better 
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understanding the realities of using, or not using, them, and how they are 
interpreted in relation to each other.

In some of the other chapters, the emphasis is on language perceptions, 
with data drawn from surveys, research interviews, and document data. 
The foci range from general student perceptions of English at the 
University of Iceland (Arnbjörnsdóttir) to perceptions related to specific 
theoretical concepts such as educational democracy and linguistic injus-
tice (Wilkinson & Gabriëls) or the organizational studies notion of misfit, 
which Järlström, Piekkari, Pilke, and Turpeinen apply to staff perceptions 
of fitting in language-wise at a Finnish university. The studies link lan-
guage perceptions to self-reported language competencies, and thus move 
the discussion towards what multilingual competence means in the con-
text of English-medium instruction (EMI) and the university more 
widely. In addition, Dimova explores written feedback reports and test-
taker interviews after an oral English proficiency certification test for EMI 
content teachers, raising the question of changing norms of English use.

In all, the chapters in Parts II and III shed light on participants’ every-
day experiences of mono- and multilingual practices in their universities. 
They tell us about the ways these experiences relate to, on the one hand, 
perceptions of fitting in and, on the other hand, perceptions of what 
language codes and what kind of language use is accepted and valued, in 
different contexts and for different purposes. Importantly, the studies 
give voice to students as well as academic and administrative staff from 
various backgrounds, including international and local study partici-
pants, with and without migration background.

5  Overview of Chapters

The volume is thematically divided into three parts:

• Part I. Tensions Between Monolingualism and Multilingualism on the 
National and Institutional Level

• Part II. Stakeholders in Multilingual Universities: Students
• Part III. Stakeholders in Multilingual Universities: Academic and 

Administrative Staff
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The chapters in Part I highlight the tensions in language perceptions 
and practices in the higher education sector. These tensions play out dif-
ferently in different contexts and are impacted by university language 
policies aiming to protect local languages, a general move towards inter-
nationalization, and the global marketization of higher education, and 
shifts in conceptualizations of language pedagogy. The first two chapters 
introduce the Swedish context. Chapter 2 examines tensions between 
academic monolingualism and multilingualism as perceived by policy-
makers, students, and academic staff at a major Swedish university. After 
discussing relevant university language policies, Maria Kuteeva analyses 
language perceptions from a university-wide survey with a particular 
focus on the use of languages other than Swedish and English. The results 
reveal complex patterns of language hierarchies, in which major European 
languages, such as French and German, hold the highest status whereas 
some other academic and major world languages, such as Russian, 
Chinese, and Arabic, are practically invisible. In Chap. 3, Marie Källkvist 
and Francis M. Hult investigate how the status of other languages than 
Swedish and English is negotiated in the creation of a language policy 
document at another major Swedish university. In their ethnographic 
discourse-analytical study, they demonstrate how these languages are 
assigned different functions in different contexts and variously positioned 
as problem or resource in the course of drafting the policy. Next, Chap. 4 
introduces the Finnish context. Taina Saarinen investigates what role uni-
versities in Finland take in maintaining Finnish constitutional 
 bilingualism, according to which Finnish universities can either be mono-
lingually Finnish, monolingually Swedish, or bilingual. Her study is 
based on interviews with administrators, staff and students at one mono-
lingually Swedish and one bilingual university. Saarinen compares the 
status of Swedish in these universities and unveils the rising tensions 
resulting from increasing internationalization of higher education on the 
one hand and the emergence of neo-national discourses on the other. In 
Chap. 5, Juha Jalkanen and Tarja Nikula analyse the discursive construc-
tion of language(s) in a curriculum for multilingual and disciplinary lan-
guage and communication studies developed at the University of 
Jyväskylä, Finland. Their analysis provides insights into the emerging 
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new understandings of languages in relation to the construction of disci-
plinary expertise. The curriculum can thus be seen as one initiative to 
rethink language pedagogies at the university level. Chapter 6 moves 
from Finland to the Baltic states. Here Josep Soler explores university-
branding activities by higher education agencies in Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania. Based on a multimodal analysis of promotional videos and 
texts, the chapter investigates the discursive construction of university 
branding and the tensions between the national/local and the global 
scales in the promotion of Baltic higher education.

The chapters in Part II focus on students. The studies illustrate the 
diversity of the university student body and discuss the consequences of 
this diversification for language perceptions and practices at the universi-
ties in question. In Chap. 7, Deborah C. Clarke draws on task-based focus 
group interviews with international students at the University of Helsinki, 
Finland. She investigates the ideologies and realities of language use in 
the data through the lens of the university’s language policy and suggests 
that while the university values languages in general, students may not be 
encouraged to make use of their full linguistic repertoires for study pur-
poses. Chapter 8 by Kathrin Kaufhold and Jeanna Wennerberg is con-
cerned with the lived experiences of students with migration background 
studying at Stockholm University, Sweden. The analysis of research inter-
views conducted with three such students illustrates how the institutional 
ideology of parallel monolingualism (in Swedish and English) is repro-
duced in the students’ accounts, but also how students’ evaluations of 
language uses change across space and time, and how “other” languages 
and translingual practices become relevant for the students. The contri-
bution is important in drawing attention to and giving voice to the diver-
sified student body encountered not only at Stockholm University but 
also in many other universities across the world. Next, Chap. 9 by Robert 
Wilkinson and René Gabriëls focuses on the perceptions of educational 
democracy and linguistic justice by plurilingual students (see our discus-
sion of multilingualism versus plurilingualism above). The survey data 
reported in their chapter were collected from students studying in 
English-medium programmes at Maastricht University in the Netherlands. 
Surprisingly, the findings show little effect of plurilingualism on student 

1 Introduction: Language Perceptions and Practices… 



18

perceptions. This suggests that what matters in English-medium instruc-
tional contexts may not be the number of languages a student speaks but 
rather which languages they speak, which connects with the question of 
language hierarchies discussed in Part I.  Finally, in Chap. 10, Birna 
Arnbjörnsdóttir reports on a study on Icelandic university students’ per-
ceptions of using English in their studies. With the combination of a 
university-wide survey and follow-up research interviews, the chapter 
reveals a discrepancy between students’ reported challenges in coping 
with English and the lack of language support offered to them. Her chap-
ter also discusses the discrepancies between the kinds of Englishes used at 
the grassroots level versus the high demands on standard language uses in 
university contexts.

The chapters in Part III are concerned with the perspectives of the 
academic and administrative staff at universities. The studies reported 
here examine multilingualism in everyday experiences and language per-
ceptions of staff members, with varied foci on the visibility of languages, 
perceptions of language (mis)fit, the mono- versus multilingualism of 
knowledge production, as well as the changing norms for assessing EMI 
lecturers’ English competence. Chapter 11 by Luke Holmes investigates 
the perceptions of a doctoral student and two professors working at a 
natural science department at a Swedish university. His data analyses 
reveal a shared “order of visibility”, in which certain linguistic and social 
qualities are rendered key, whereas other linguistic and social qualities 
become less visible. This contribution calls for the acknowledgment of 
multilingual practices in research and further investigation into the ideo-
logical processes that influence the visibility of languages. In Chap. 12, 
Maria Järlström, Rebecca Piekkari, Nina Pilke, and Hanna Turpeinen 
draw on survey data to shed light on the perceptions of language use 
among academic and administrative staff at the University of Vaasa, 
Finland. The authors introduce the concept of language misfit to discuss 
the staff members’ subjective perceptions of not fitting in at the work-
place. Their findings suggest that misfit from an individual’s perspective 
may be different from misfit from the perspective of the university insti-
tution, an observation that may be utilized when developing university 
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language policies and practices. Next, Chap. 13 by Niina Hynninen and 
Maria Kuteeva focuses on multilingual researchers’ reported language 
practices concerning knowledge production and dissemination. The data 
for their study were collected in Finland and Sweden and include research 
interviews with 43 researchers representing four different disciplines. The 
study illustrates that while English-language monolingualism often is a 
pragmatic necessity for research writing and for reaching a wider schol-
arly audience, multilingual resources may be needed for, and are utilized 
in, knowledge production and for research writing in certain fields. 
Finally, in Chap. 14, Slobodanka Dimova addresses the question of lan-
guage assessment of EMI content teachers and what norms of English 
this assessment should be based on. Her chapter deals with the TOEPAS 
oral English proficiency certification test for EMI lecturers at the 
University of Copenhagen, Denmark. The findings suggest influence of 
native-speaker ideologies in the test feedback reports, as well as test tak-
ers’ diverging perceptions concerning the correctness of native-like 
English and their acceptance of variation in the EMI classroom.

Our book ends with an epilogue by David Lasagabaster and Aintzane 
Doiz from the University of the Basque Country, who critically discuss 
the 13 chapters and their contributions to current debates on language 
perceptions and practices in higher education. They compare the insights 
gained from the studies conducted in the eight countries discussed in our 
volume with their own setting and perspective from the south of Europe. 
The critical analysis of the 13 chapters reveals that, despite varied socio-
linguistic landscapes, English still has “the upper hand” and surpasses all 
other foreign languages in university settings. Drawing parallels between 
the findings of our volume contributors and the research conducted in 
the south of Europe, Lasagabaster and Doiz show that the linguistic 
trends are almost identical and that universities across Europe follow a 
similar “English + national language” pattern. This observation may seem 
predictable on the one hand but quite alarming on the other, considering 
our intention to zoom out of the English versus national language dichot-
omy and to consider the role of other languages in various linguistic con-
stellations across university contexts.
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6  What’s Next?

It seems that what Haberland and Preisler (2015) described as the “para-
dox of internationalisation”, that is, the more languages teachers and stu-
dents speak, the more likely they will end up adopting English as the 
language of communication, extends to other university contexts. 
Likewise, we can speak about “the paradox of widening participation”, 
when students and other university stakeholders with minority or migra-
tion backgrounds need to adapt their language uses to the standard vari-
ety of the national language(s) and/or English. Thus, the grassroots 
multilingualism mentioned in various contributions (e.g. Clarke; 
Holmes; Kaufhold & Wennerberg; Kuteeva; Wilkinson & Gabriëls) 
often ends up being relegated to the backstage while the “duel of mono-
lingualisms” (Holmes, this volume) between English and the national 
language continues. Yet, throughout our book, we have seen evidence 
that even if hidden in research or learning processes and invisible in final 
text products, multiple languages play an important role as resources for 
knowledge production and gain importance for reaching out to specific 
groups of stakeholders (e.g. Källkvist & Hult; Hynninen & Kuteeva). At 
the same time, the need for a “unitary language” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 270) 
in education, research and administration is very strong. Therefore, it is 
not very likely that all linguistic resources used across university settings 
will ever be fully acknowledged in policies and other regulatory mecha-
nisms. As Lasagabaster and Doiz put it, the linguistic Shangri-La where 
all languages co-exist in peace and harmony is essentially unattainable 
but, at the same time, universities have an important role to play in 
 fostering the complementary and non-diglossic co-existence of different 
languages.

Finally, it must be pointed out that research into language perceptions 
and practices across a wide spectrum of university contexts is urgently 
needed, and our volume makes an important step in laying out the field 
and opening up avenues for further enquiry. As this book project is com-
ing to an end, we look forward to engaging in further studies and in 
debates with our colleagues, students, university leaderships, and 
policymakers.
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2
If Not English, Then What? Unpacking 

Language Hierarchies at University

Maria Kuteeva

1  Introduction

This chapter focuses on language perceptions at a large multilingual uni-
versity in Sweden, an officially monolingual but de facto one of the most 
multilingual countries in the EU, in the sense that it has the highest 
proportion (nearly 97%) of people who know more than one language 
(Eurostat, 2018). Like other Nordic countries, Sweden ranks high in 
terms of English language proficiency and has been among the pioneers 
and major providers of English-medium education in Europe (Wächter 
& Maiworm, 2014). It has an established tradition of multilingualism at 
universities and in society at large. For example, many Nordic countries, 
including Sweden, have implemented parallel language policies support-
ing the use of two or more languages in higher education (e.g. Hultgren, 
Gregersen, & Thøgersen, 2014). Over the past decade, university inter-
nationalization and recent migration trends have diversified the sociolin-
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guistic landscape even further. A great deal of research has been carried 
out on the use of English at Swedish universities, focusing primarily on 
the challenges experienced by Swedish L1 students, teachers and research-
ers when switching from Swedish to English (see Kuteeva, 2019, for an 
overview). Languages other than Swedish and English have received con-
siderably less attention in the literature.

A survey focusing on the use of English in education and research was 
conducted among 668 academic staff and 4524 students at Stockholm 
University (Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012). It identified a plethora of linguis-
tic resources: over 90 first languages among students and over 30 first 
languages among academic staff. The survey revealed complex patterns of 
language use across different contexts and somewhat mixed attitudes 
towards English in education. Although the main focus of the survey was 
on English and the local language Swedish, it has also prompted various 
comments from students and staff on the use of other languages at uni-
versity. This chapter revisits this university-wide survey with a focus on 
the discourses surrounding the use of other academic languages in addi-
tion to, or in lieu of, Swedish and English. The umbrella term “other 
academic languages” refers here mainly to official languages of instruc-
tion and/or course literature and languages used for research purposes in 
knowledge construction and exchange (e.g. research-based reading and 
writing, presentations, primary sources) rather than the languages used in 
informal exchanges, which may deviate from mainstream language uses 
and involve translingual practices. The focus on the discourses—in the 
sense of particular world views, ideologies or perspectives adopted in 
ways of talking about particular phenomena—is central to this chapter 
(cf. Pavlenko, 2006, p.  7, on discourses of bilingualism; see also 
Introduction, this volume). The analysis of language perceptions—lan-
guage attitudes, beliefs and values—will also unveil the discourses sur-
rounding the hierarchy of academic languages (e.g. Risager, 2012) at a 
university with a large proportion of multilingual students and faculty.

In order to set the scene for the analysis of survey comments by stu-
dents and academic staff, the following section will provide some back-
ground information and outline relevant sections of university language 
policy documents concerning the use of languages other than Swedish 
and English. The latest supranational document More parallel, please! 
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published by the Nordic Council of Ministers (Gregersen et al., 2018) 
will be given particular attention since it is grounded in extensive research 
conducted by an international team of researchers looking at the imple-
mentation of language policies across the Nordic region. My focus 
throughout the chapter will be on the tensions between academic mono-
lingualism and multilingualism as perceived by policymakers, students 
and academic staff. After outlining some relevant background and 
method used to analyse the survey comments, I will address the following 
questions: what discourses are manifested in the survey comments by 
university teachers and students concerning the use of languages other 
than English and Swedish? What languages constitute a symbolic capital 
at a multilingual university located in Sweden?

2  Background

Language use at Swedish universities has been regulated through legisla-
tion and policies aimed to promote and protect the use of the national 
language, which is stipulated in the Swedish Language Act (SFS, 2009: 
600). The concept of “parallel language use” was developed in order to 
ensure the use of Swedish across different domains and in order to pre-
vent the increasing use of English. The concept originally referred to “the 
choice between different standard language varieties on occasions when 
choice is possible” (Josephson, 2005, p. 3, translated in Hult & Källkvist, 
2016, my italics). Later, the reference to standard varieties disappeared 
and parallel language use was defined as “the simultaneous use of more 
than one language in one or more domains” (Salö & Josephson, 2013, 
p. 3, translated in Hult & Källkvist, 2016). The latest policy document 
published by the Nordic Council of Ministers refers to “two or more 
languages (…) used for the same purpose in a particular context or within 
a particular sector of society, in this case at universities in the Nordic 
Region” (Gregersen et al., 2018, p. 15). This concerns not only the use of 
English and the local language but other combinations, for example, 
Swedish and Finnish in Finland, or Danish and Greenlandic/Inuit in 
Greenland, with English then being added to the mix.
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The earlier conceptualization of parallel language use has been cri-
tiqued for being an “unoperationalized political slogan” (Kuteeva & 
Airey, 2014, p. 536), which is meant to represent “a kind of idealized 
linguistic power balance” (Hult & Källkvist, 2016, p. 59) but in fact pro-
motes two parallel monolingual systems based on standard language use. 
More parallel please! (Gregersen et al., 2018) continues to emphasize the 
need to promote languages other than English in university education, 
above all the Nordic languages (although it is noteworthy that the main 
body of the report is published in English, with summaries in various 
Nordic languages). However, compared to earlier policy documents (e.g. 
Strömberg Jämsvi, 2019, provides a comprehensive overview), the report 
displays by far greater awareness of the complex multilingual reality in 
which university students and teachers find themselves. It is also less con-
cerned with maintaining standard language varieties, advocating more 
tolerance and diversity in the reinforcement of linguistic norms, and call-
ing for a compilation of learner corpora (e.g. exam papers) to illustrate 
what counts as good and acceptable language. By acknowledging that 
universities are “more multilingual than ever” (p.  28), the document 
identifies a need to consider societal multilingualism and to raise aware-
ness of various linguistic resources, including local students who have L1s 
other than the Nordic languages. For example, it is argued that in some 
professions, such as medical doctors and dentists, bilingualism is no lon-
ger enough due to increasing multilingualism in society. It is further sug-
gested that computer-assisted language programmes for English, German, 
Spanish and French should be developed to support students and staff 
working in academic contexts. At the same time, it is also acknowledged 
that Nordic universities are largely perceived by the national authorities 
and general public as monolingual and hold a major responsibility to 
develop their national languages because they are key national institu-
tions financed by taxpayers’ money.

Since the turn of the millennium, English has been perceived and con-
structed in Swedish policy documents as the main (and often only) 
 language of internationalization and knowledge exchange (e.g. Strömberg 
Jämsvi, 2019). It is interesting to note that major European languages, 
such as German, French and Spanish, are making a come-back to the 
Nordic language policy and recommendations on language use (Gregersen 
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et al., 2018). Thus, special emphasis is laid on the promotion of various 
academic languages, especially those that have been traditionally taught 
at schools (cf. Källkvist & Hult, this volume). Societal multilingualism is 
also acknowledged, particularly with regard to national minority lan-
guages. No specific immigrant languages are mentioned in the latest 
2018 document, only the fact that students with L1s other than the 
Nordic language need additional support in the development of aca-
demic literacies.

If we go back to the times before English became the main academic 
lingua franca, that is, some four decades ago, we find that French and 
German were treated as plausible alternatives for international collabora-
tion and exchange (cf. Ylönen, 2015, on a similar situation in Finland). 
For example, the report titled Internationalising Education published by 
the Swedish national agency for higher education (UKÄ-report 21, 1974) 
promoted international student exchange and the learning of languages 
for specific purposes. As far as international exchange was concerned, 
Swedish students were encouraged “to spend up to a year at for example 
an English-speaking, a French-speaking or a German-speaking univer-
sity. Apart from solid subject-specific knowledge, they could also achieve 
skills to work in at least one foreign language, something that is necessary 
in order to be useful in international activities” (UKÄ-report 21, 1974, 
p. 139, my translation). According to the report, compulsory course lit-
erature in foreign languages would normally be in English but alterna-
tives in French and German could be offered whenever possible. In the 
days before globalization and the spread of English as the main lingua 
franca, Sweden also required “a great number of professionals who can 
work in languages such as French and German or Russian and Spanish, 
and a certain number of professionals with proficiency in e.g. Japanese 
and Chinese” (UKÄ-report 21, 1974, p. 110, my translation). Therefore, 
the study of languages for specific purposes was encouraged among stu-
dents and academic staff, normally in connection to a certain profession, 
for example, “Legal French, Business German, Russian for Mathematics, 
Chinese for Textile Industry, Japanese for Electronics Industry, English 
for Banking, English for Travel Agencies, Conference English, Computer 
English” (UKÄ-report 21, 1974, p. 94, my translation). Thus, the devel-
opment of multilingual skills was perceived in connection to formal 
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schooling or professional education. In the cited excerpt, most lan-
guages—with a notable exception of English—are associated with one 
specific profession, which is a way of essentializing a language.

At the turn of the millennium, an increasing number of university 
students with L1s other than Swedish prompted the development of poli-
cies and education structures to support the acquisition of academic lit-
eracy in the local language and to reinforce the position of Swedish as the 
main academic language at universities. Strömberg Jämsvi’s (2019) analy-
sis shows that international exchange students and students with immi-
grant backgrounds are constructed as two very different groups in policy 
documents: whereas the international students—for example, those com-
ing to Sweden on Erasmus exchange or through other similar pro-
grammes—are seen as resources and assets, the immigrant students are 
constructed through discourse of deficiency as “problems” with “insuffi-
cient” linguistic resources:

[exclusion that is manifested in] school problems for immigrant children 
who do not have a command of the Swedish language. (SOU, 2000: 47, 
p. 16) […] When it comes to immigrants there is however the cultural 
impediment here, that insufficient knowledge of the Swedish language can 
imply, irrespective of cultural capital in other areas. (ibid., p. 75) […] One 
way of treating language difficulties of immigrants could be by conceiving 
them as disabilities and develop a support system like the one there is for 
dyslectics. (SOU, 2000: 47, p. 83f, translated by Strömberg Jämsvi, 2019, 
my emphasis)

Along similar lines, a comparative analysis of Swedish university lan-
guage policies (Soler-Carbonell, Björkman, & Kuteeva, 2017) shows that 
Sweden acknowledges societal multilingualism to a certain extent, par-
ticularly with regard to the five official ethnic minority languages, that is, 
Sami, Finnish, Meänkieli (Tornedal Finnish), Romany chib and Yiddish, 
as well as the Swedish sign language. At the same time, some of the major 
world languages spoken by immigrants and their children, such as Arabic, 
are completely invisible in the university language policy documents. 
Similar attitudes have been reported in other contexts, for example, the 
USA (García, Pujol-Ferran, & Reddy, 2013), where multilingual students 
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are perceived differently as “assets” or “problems” depending on their 
background. García et al. (2013) explain this attitude as a result of the US 
historically protectionist stance towards its national language. Sweden 
only introduced a law protecting the national language Swedish about a 
decade ago (SFS, 2009: 600), and English continues to hold a special 
status in higher education.

Zooming in on the university where the present study took place, sim-
ilar trends have been identified in its language policy document 
(Stockholm University, 2011): protection of Swedish as an academic lan-
guage (assumed to be L1 for the majority of teachers and students); pro-
motion of Swedish in education, especially at the undergraduate level; a 
need to develop specialist terminology in the national language; as well as 
a need to use English in order to be internationally competitive (e.g. 
Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012; Kuteeva, 2014). The analysis of the said lan-
guage policy in connection to the university-wide survey (Bolton & 
Kuteeva, 2012) shows that the concept of “mother tongue” or “native 
language”—often equated with standard language uses—permeates lan-
guage attitudes of policymakers, students and teachers alike, both with 
regards to English and to Swedish (Kuteeva, 2014).

It must be acknowledged that, especially compared to universities in 
the Anglophone or some other European countries (e.g. Germany or 
France), the above-mentioned policy supports multilingualism, or at 
least the use of more than one academic language, in both education and 
research. Languages other than Swedish and English are mentioned in 
connection to academic and administrative activities. It is acknowledged 
that in certain subjects languages such as French, Spanish and German 
are dominant, and the university emphasizes the value of publishing and 
disseminating research results in languages other than Swedish and 
English. Doctoral theses written in English should have a summary in 
Swedish and vice versa, and those written in academic languages other 
than Swedish or English should have summaries in both Swedish and 
English. The official minority languages are important in university 
administration and appreciated among administrative staff. The students 
who have Swedish as L2 are offered language support and academic writ-
ing courses. A clear attempt is made to maintain more than one academic 
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language and to allow for adapting language uses depending on the field 
of research and education.

Thus, we can detect a certain tension between the discourses of mono-
lingualism and multilingualism, that is, promoting the use of the (stan-
dard) national language and mother tongue instruction but at the same 
time encouraging the use of multiple languages in education and research 
(cf. Nikula, Saarinen, Pöyhönen, & Kangasvieri, 2012, on similar ten-
sions in EU and Finnish language policy documents). There are also some 
implicit hierarchies of languages in the way they are mentioned in the 
policy documents (cf. Hult, 2010). The sections below aim to identify 
the main discourses among academic staff and university students with a 
focus on the use of languages other than Swedish and English.

3  Method

The data used for the analysis consist of open-ended comments to the 
above-mentioned survey completed by 668 academic staff and 4524 stu-
dents (further details of data collection in Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012). As 
mentioned in Sect. 1, the sample was fairly multilingual. With regard to 
students’ L1s, a total of more than 90 languages were reported, the most 
common ones being Swedish (75%), English (3%), Finnish and Spanish 
(2% each), and other languages (20%), for example, Arabic, 
Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian, Chinese, German, French, Persian, Polish 
and Russian (with approximately 50 speakers for each of these “other” 
languages). The L1s of academic staff were also numerous: Swedish 
(68%), English (8%), German (5%), Finnish and Spanish (2% each), 
and other languages (16%), for example, Arabic, Danish, Persian, Polish, 
Portuguese, plus some 30 other languages.

Although the main focus of the survey was on the use of English, other 
languages were mentioned in connection to their actual or potential use 
in education and research. In the open-ended comments to the survey, 
some study participants even voiced their concerns about the lack of 
questions concerning other languages. As a professor of Political Science 
commented:
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It would have been good with some question about the significance of 
languages other than English. And with some question about the self- 
perpetuating system that is being built around English and the conse-
quences for the (lacking) understanding of other cultures. (trans.)

My analysis proceeded as follows. The comments by students and aca-
demic staff were converted to Word and text files and treated as single 
datasets, with 57,192 and 21,426 words respectively. The two datasets 
contained comments in both English and Swedish. Any personal infor-
mation had been removed prior to analysis with the exception of depart-
mental affiliation for academic staff. No other identifying features were 
used in the analysis, and all academics are referred to below as “profes-
sors” or “researchers” regardless of their academic rank. The analysis was 
made in the original language of the comments. Relevant excerpts below 
have been translated from Swedish into English by the author. Any typos, 
misspellings or non-standard English uses in the survey comments have 
not been corrected.

The data analysis proceeded in two stages and was guided by the two 
research questions (Sect. 1). First, both the student and staff datasets were 
searched for keywords using the corpus analysis programme AntConc 
(Anthony, 2018). The combined word list for both student and staff 
datasets showed an overwhelming number of hits for English (rank #11, 
1323 hits) or engelska (rank #12, 1272 hits) and Swedish (rank #24, 587 
hits) and svenska (rank #23, 592 hits), preceded only by articles and sev-
eral other function words in English and Swedish. This is little surprising 
considering the fact that the purpose of the survey was to explore the use 
of English at university. At the same time, this initial search and analysis 
of the word list also identified a number of other languages mentioned by 
the survey participants and their frequency in the dataset, for example, 
German (36 hits) or tyska (15 hits), French (25 hits) or franska (20 hits), 
compared to Chinese (10 hits) or kinesiska (5 hits), Russian (7 hits) or 
ryska (2 hits), and Arabic (0 hits) or arabiska (2 hits). This preliminary 
analysis also revealed that languages other than English and Swedish 
often appeared in the same concordance lines as lists, for example, 
“French, German, and Spanish”. During this stage, it also became clear 
that some of the instances identified by the corpus search tool referred to 
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the languages learnt or spoken by the survey participants as their L1s or 
were mentioned as their main university subject (e.g. “I am studying 
Chinese this semester”) rather than international academic languages 
used in education or research. These instances were excluded from the 
analysis during the following stage.

Next, the instances of comments that referred to the actual or hypo-
thetical use of languages other than English or Swedish in education or 
research were analysed through close reading and qualitative analysis. 
In terms of content, these comments often referred to the availability of 
the course or research literature, to actual or potential courses in spe-
cific academic languages, to the needs or desires of individual students 
or staff to use academic languages other than English or Swedish, and 
to challenges and/or opportunities resulting from working in additional 
languages for students and staff. However, the aim of my analysis was 
to go beyond the content in order to identify any tensions between 
monolingualism and multilingualism and to unpack any linguistic 
hierarchies through the analysis of discourses surrounding language 
uses at a multilingual university. These discourses are central to shaping 
social practices, such as language policy documents, teaching or assess-
ment methodologies, and are often manifested in language ideologies, 
that is, “sets of beliefs about language articulated by users as a rational-
ization or justification of perceived language structure and use” 
(Silverstein, 1979, p. 193). My analysis was guided by the two research 
questions: What discourses are manifested in the comments by univer-
sity teachers and students concerning the use of languages other than 
English and Swedish? What languages constitute a symbolic capital at a 
multilingual university located in Sweden? As a result of this round of 
analysis, three main discourses surrounding the use of languages other 
than English and Swedish, as well as a perceived language hierarchy, 
were identified. The following section presents the main findings in 
connection to the two research questions.
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4  Results

4.1  Discourses Concerning the Use of Languages 
Other Than English and Swedish

Three main discourses surrounding languages other than English have 
been identified in the comments by academic staff and students and 
given descriptive labels. The first one is labelled “epistemic monolingual-
ism” and concerns insufficient access to knowledge generated outside the 
Anglophone world. Broadly, this discourse can be related to what 
Phillipson (1992) described in his book Linguistic Imperialism in connec-
tion to the dominance of English, but here the focus is especially on 
knowledge exchanges in the academy. The second one concerns academic 
multilingualism, which can be found in some disciplines, or expressions 
of desire for such multilingualism, which is why I termed it “(wishful) 
academic multilingualism”. The third discourse surrounds the use of 
English and Swedish by multilingual students, especially those with 
Swedish as L2, and the teachers’ perceptions of the challenges they expe-
rience in their university education, both in Swedish and in English. This 
last discourse is labelled “deficient multilingualism” and can be broadly 
related to the concept of “semilingualism” (Sw: halvspråkighet), which 
refers to “a purported rump-competence among bilingual individuals 
whose acquisition and mastery of any of their languages is seen as ‘incom-
plete’” (Salö & Karlander, forthcoming, p. n/a; these authors also provide 
an historical overview of this politically popular but scientifically dubi-
ous concept).

The analysis presented below may suggest that attitudes towards 
English among academic staff and students were rather negative, but 
this is not the case. Various discourses in support of English have also 
been identified in the survey but these are discussed elsewhere (e.g. 
Kuteeva, 2014; Kuteeva & Airey, 2014) and remain outside the scope 
of this chapter.
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4.1.1  “Epistemic Monolingualism”: Insufficient Access 
to Knowledge Generated Outside 
the Anglophone World

Both academic staff and students have expressed concerns about missing 
out on knowledge exchanges produced in languages other than English. 
This concern was related not only to individuals’ ability to use these other 
languages but also to the availability of the literature which was originally 
written in those other languages and then translated into English or 
Swedish. This imbalance is particularly noticeable in the humanities and 
social sciences. For example, a researcher in Science Education admitted 
that while English is very useful because it is so widely spoken, other 
languages would enable her to gain different perspectives:

(1)
In my research area there is a lot of research in Spanish and Portuguese that 
is very difficult to get hold of. It would be a good thing to learn other lan-
guages than English for taking part in research in South America for exam-
ple … the use of just one language also limits our perspectives in the actual 
research (trans.)

While we hear some overtones of “wishful multilingualism” here, the 
main focus in excerpt (1) is on research “perspectives”, which are related 
to methodologies and theoretical frameworks. A similar concern was 
expressed by a philosophy professor:

(2)
The dominance of English has negative consequences for the selection of 
course literature. There is a marked preponderance of Anglo-American phi-
losophers to the detriment of the philosophers who write for example in 
French or German. And that is not good at all. (trans.)

Students of various subjects, particularly from the humanities and 
social sciences, also thought that they were missing out on important 
knowledge generated outside the Anglophone world. Several students 
referred to the choice of their course literature or language of instruction 
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as “one-sided” (Swedish ensidigt, both adjective and adverb), in the sense 
of “limited”:

(3)
Jag tycker att fokuset på engelska blir ensidigt [I think the focus on English 
is one-sided] (as in 5 below)
[…] kurslitteraturen—den som inte är på svenska—väljs alltför ensidigt 
från den engelskspråkiga världen [course literature—which is not in 
Swedish—is chosen exclusively from the English-speaking world] (as in 4 
below)
Genom att ensidigt betona just engelskan [By exclusively emphasising 
English] (as in 6 below)

While emphasizing the limitations of such one-way knowledge flow, 
the students did not necessarily imply that they would want to learn 
more academic languages (4)—rather more literature should be trans-
lated into Swedish from languages other than English, as in (5) below:

(4)
I think that the course literature—which is not in Swedish—is chosen 
exclusively from the English-speaking world. I would really like the univer-
sity to set higher requirements on the knowledge of French and German in 
particular and to choose course literature in more languages. (trans.)

(5)
I think the focus on English is one-sided and Swedish students miss out on 
all academic literature in e.g. German, French or Spanish. In Sweden, when 
we speak about increased internationalization of academic studies, we are 
dealing with a de facto Anglicization. It is better to ensure that more litera-
ture is translated from several different languages. Expensive, perhaps, but 
there will be more perspectives and hopefully the students understand more 
of the literature and what different words and definitions mean. (trans.)

(6)
In addition, there are different academic traditions and ways of thinking 
that are more or less rooted in the language. E.g. German and French have 
other traditions that are still alive. By exclusively emphasizing the English 
language, there is also a risk of abandoning (those traditions) and focusing 
solely on the Anglo-Saxon tradition. (trans.)
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Similarly to academic staff, the students mainly mentioned the larger 
European languages that are taught at Swedish schools and have histories 
of being used as academic languages, not only in Europe but also, for 
example, in South America as in (1). It is also noteworthy that these lan-
guages often appear in lists or pairs, French and German being the most 
frequent combination (e.g. 2, 4, 5). Other major world languages did not 
receive any mention in this discourse, except for a challenging comment 
by a researcher working in the field of Asian studies:

(7)
just to give a perspective: large amounts of academic material in Russian 
and Chinese is never translated into English (or Swedish) and what says 
their achievements are not relevant to us at Stockholm university? There 
are more important academic languages than English, keep this in mind 
when discussing the status of English.

The excerpt above challenges not only the dominance of English but 
also the Eurocentric view of scholarship, which some of the above-cited 
comments display.

4.1.2  “(Wishful) Academic Multilingualism”: Using or 
Learning Other Academic Languages

As we saw in the previous section, lacking access to knowledge generated 
outside the Anglophone world was not necessarily connected to the 
learning of languages other than Swedish and English but also to the 
availability of translations into Swedish. However, both students and aca-
demics mentioned using or learning other—mainly European—aca-
demic languages. Some expressed genuine interest in language learning 
or mentioned their current multilingual skills, while others referred to 
hypothetical scenarios in which other languages would be useful, particu-
larly for others (e.g. academic staff saying how their students would ben-
efit from learning other languages). This interest in academic 
multilingualism was often motivated by either personal or institutional 
needs or desires and expressed through a variety of modal verbs, for 
example, should, must, have to, need or their Swedish equivalents. In this 
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discourse, there is also a recognition that Swedish academics cannot be 
monolingual due to a relatively small size of the Swedish-speaking aca-
demic community. As in the previous section, other languages usually 
appear in lists and often in addition to English. German and French are 
particularly prominent.

Although most comments in this section come from the humanities 
and social sciences (e.g. languages, education, performance studies, his-
tory), the importance of being able to use languages other than Swedish 
and English was also expressed by scientists, as in this example:

(8)
I am an old-fashioned academic who still believes that a scholar should be 
able to read at least two foreign languages (e.g. English, German or French).

Academic multilingualism is particularly desirable in the humanities, 
as noted by a researcher in performance studies:

(9)
in our department some languages besides English have a certain role to 
play, for everyday communication, and, more important, as chosen lan-
guages for exam works, dissertations etc. I think that researchers from small 
countries like Sweden do have to master more than two languages, at least 
when it comes to humanistic scholarship. More specifically I do think that 
the choice of proficiency courses in foreign languages on the advanced level 
ideally would be open, so that German, French, etc. in individual cases 
could stand in for academic English.

In addition to French and German, other—mostly European—lan-
guages appear in lists or under group denominations (e.g. 12), as sug-
gested by academic staff:

(10)
There should also be possibilities for pg-students to become acquainted 
with other languages (Spanish, German, French, Chinese etc.).

(11)
I think that also other languages could be supported, as (in my case) 
German, French and Portuguese.
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(12)
And we need academics who speak other European languages. And special-
ists in important world languages.

The comments above refer to a kind of “wishful multilingualism”, list-
ing the languages that are perceived to be desirable in specific institu-
tional or disciplinary contexts. Interestingly, the departments where 
several languages are actually used on a daily basis, not all languages find 
their way into high-stakes academic communication:

(13)
At my department it is important to communicate in those languages we 
teach (Baltic languages, Finnish and German) and therefore English plays 
a minor roll. But on international conferences the language can be English 
and therefore we have to be able to switch between languages. Most of the 
colleagues at my department are also foreigners from Germany […], 
Finland, Iceland, Hungary, Baltic countries etc. So most of us have to cope 
with at least 3 languages: the mother tongue, Swedish and English. Papers 
and dissertations are only written in English in the Baltic languages and 
Finnish. German papers and dissertations must be written in German.

Thus, in a truly multilingual department where German is part of the 
language mix, the main languages used for writing papers and disserta-
tions seem to be German and English, which points towards implicit 
language hierarchization (see Sect. 4.2).

Some students also voiced interest in learning languages other than 
Swedish or English, while acknowledging a wide use of the latter two. 
French and German occupy first positions in the lists below, but classical 
languages are also mentioned. Comment (16) even mentions that learn-
ing other languages is important for improving the quality of aca-
demic English:

(14)
I’m not too concerned with the status of Swedish in education at Stockholm 
university (i.e. I don’t worry that it will be replaced by English), but that 
doesn’t mean I think more focus should be put on English. Most students, 
I feel, are already very good at English (Swedes are in general). I’d rather see 
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in increase in focus on other languages, such as German, French etc. But 
maybe I’m biased, seeing as I am very interested in languages myself and 
English is the least interesting one (seeing as it is so widely used in Sweden).

(15)
English is the most used language in my academic field (history) so it 
would be a loss not to have the opportunity to use it. That may in some 
ways go for German, French, Russian, Latin and Old Greek to.

(16)
I speak German and French myself and mostly benefit from my Latin stud-
ies when I read academic texts written in English. There one doesn’t get 
very far just having high-school English, I think. Then, of course, the more 
texts you read, the better you get at academic English.

Interestingly, very few survey participants mentioned only one aca-
demic language that should be promoted in lieu of English, which points 
towards generally positive attitudes towards multilingualism in academic 
settings. At the same time, the languages that are particularly valued in 
such multilingual settings tend to be major European languages which 
have traditionally been taught at Swedish schools and had been used as 
academic lingua francas, for example, French and German (see Sect. 4.2 
and Källkvist & Hult, this volume).

4.1.3  “Deficient Multilingualism”: Perceived Lack 
of Linguistic Resources in Swedish and/or English 
Among Specific Groups of L2 Users

Lastly, the discourse of deficient multilingualism largely concerned the 
language uses of students who do not have Swedish as their L1. These 
comments concerned primarily the teaching of students with different 
linguistic backgrounds. A geography researcher referred to languages 
other than English or Swedish to ridicule the idea of English-medium 
instruction when the student population does not include any L1 
English speakers:
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(17)
if you replace “English” with “French” or “German” or “Chinese” … It 
would not be so obvious that it would be a good idea to teach a majority of 
Swedish students in a foreign language. However, I’ve noticed that we have 
a different problem—we teach in English having students from Sweden–
Poland–France–Spain and so on but no native English-speaking students!!! 
The result is a catastrophe!!! Spaniards says nothing in seminars, as do the 
students from France! Students from Germany manages English and (at 
least) says something!

The comment above does not advocate the use of any foreign language 
in education when the majority of students have Swedish as their L1. 
Moreover, it is implied that students from countries other than Sweden—
with the exception of Germans—do not participate in seminar discus-
sions as expected, and the criticism is directed particularly towards 
students from southern Europe. According to (17), the use of any second 
language or lingua franca in education is questionable because of stu-
dents’ insufficient language skills.

As pointed out in Sect. 3, not all local survey participants have Swedish 
as their first language and may have not mastered it to the extent that is 
perceived to be good and acceptable by their lecturers. The AntConc 
search confirmed that first or home languages of these students are not 
mentioned in the open-ended comments; rather, they are treated as a 
somewhat homogenous group of those with “immigrant and minority 
backgrounds” (as in 19). The use of English, or indeed any other lan-
guage than Swedish, is considered to be detrimental for such students, 
both by L1 Swedish (18) and L1 English (19) lecturers. Swedish is there-
fore advocated as a medium of instruction and a kind of lingua franca 
that is beneficial for content learning among this group:

(18)
There is a problem though, mainly with the immigrants, who sometimes 
are quite bad both in Swedish and English. However, it is my experience 
that they benefit much from teaching in Swedish. They do not understand 
what constitutes a mathematical proof if they are taught in English. It is the 
immigrant generation who really benefits from keeping Swedish as the 
main language in seminars and talks.
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(19)
Swedish students of immigrant and minority backgrounds may be particu-
larly disadvantaged if English is adopted as medium of instruction, as they 
may already have put great effort into learning Swedish.

This discourse is similar to the one found in the policy documents 
reviewed in Sect. 2, where students with immigrant backgrounds are per-
ceived as deficient language users needing extra support in Swedish to 
cure the problems. It is noteworthy that the comments are not made by 
the students themselves but by their teachers. These comments cannot be 
justified solely by the lecturers’ “monolingual bias” (e.g. Grosjean, 2008), 
which assumes that monolingualism is the default for human communi-
cation and that nativeness is a superior form of language competence 
(e.g. Cenoz & Gorter, 2011). The author of comment (18) is technically 
multilingual and reports to know three other languages in addition to L1 
Swedish. The comments appear to be assumptions by L1 speakers of 
Swedish and English and reveal their language ideologies concerning the 
“‘non-mainstream speaker’—the transnational migrant, the indigenous 
minority, or the socioeconomically disadvantaged” (Stroud, 2010, 
p. 195). As pointed out by Salö and Karlander (forthcoming), the dis-
course of “semilingualism” is still strong in the Swedish public debate and 
is being used by politicians in connection to education.

A comment from a doctoral student speaking a national minority lan-
guage challenges this assumption:

(20)
My own mother tongue is a national minority language and I am not so 
worried that my needing to use Swedish in my employment damages the 
ability to use my own language. It is good to use Swedish at the university 
but serves quite a useless purpose since it will meet such a small audience 
in Sweden […] One needs to reach a larger audience or there will be no 
funding to print the trivial studies because there are so few readers. Time to 
use a language that can reach beyond Sweden.

The student comment implies that minority language students are able 
to juggle their language uses between their university studies and home 
environments. Moreover, they are aware of the need to learn other major 
languages in order to work internationally.
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4.2  What Languages Constitute a Symbolic Capital 
at a Multilingual University?

The analysis presented in Sect. 4.1 gives a fairly good indication as to 
what languages constitute a symbolic capital at the university in question. 
In addition to Swedish and English, other major European languages 
hold a high status, particularly German and French. These Eurocentric 
attitudes expressed by both students and staff are understandable consid-
ering the history and academic traditions of Swedish universities. It is 
also important to consider the fact that both German and French had 
been used as academic lingua francas before English took this role in the 
mid-twentieth century, and, unlike their predecessor Latin, these two 
languages still occupy central positions in some fields of research (Ylönen, 
2015, reports a similar situation at Finnish universities, where Russian 
and Spanish are also used but to a lesser extent). This historical perspec-
tive of changing the lingua franca of the academy can partly explain the 
prominence of German and French in the survey comments. As one geol-
ogy professor put it,

(21)
100 years ago, German was the international academic language, 200 years 
ago French was the international academic language, 300 years ago it was 
Latin […] English proficiency is essential for our students and our country 
to compete internationally in science (my only field of reference). I am sit-
ting in a room with 30 colleagues from 8 countries. All of the leaders (and 
the best students) here are non-native speakers of English. There is no 
advantage given to native speakers. What matters is intellectual engage-
ment and accomplishment.

Another important factor concerns the strength of certain academic 
traditions and schools of thought, such as continental philosophy (see 2 
above) developed largely by German and French thinkers (as opposed to 
analytical philosophy originating in the English-speaking world). 
Academic multilingualism is natural in some disciplines such as history 
(see 15 above, also Hynninen & Kuteeva, this volume, on “functional 
epistemic multilingualism”). An art historian commented:
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(22)
In my current research environment, the German language is at least as 
important as English. (trans.)

Possibly as a result of programmes such as Erasmus exchange, many stu-
dents perceive their university to be part of the European academic com-
munity and value the kind of multilingualism promoted by the EU language 
policy, which states that every European citizen “should master two other 
languages in addition to their mother tongue” (European Parliament, 2018):

(23)
Sweden is actually located in Europe. SU should open up for more 
European languages. Courses given in Nordic languages as well as French 
and German should be obvious. We do not need to get research results 
through American journals but can do it through other European lan-
guages. Humanities and social science research should be documented in 
Swedish unless there are special reasons for not doing so. (trans.)

(24)
I think it is positive with English in our studies because it makes teaching 
closer to the international academic world […] which is good for career 
opportunities. Each faculty should hold courses in English and possibly 
German and French within their discipline. (trans.)

(25)
Swedish should be the main language at the university. International stu-
dents should be offered intensive Swedish courses. Other languages than 
English (and Swedish) should be used as academic languages, e.g. French.

We can discern a perceived need or desire for academic multilingual-
ism, which would involve the knowledge of other European languages 
acquired in educational settings, but at the same time Swedish occupies a 
top position in the university language hierarchy (cf. Kuteeva, 2014). 
This is understandable considering the fact that universities in Sweden, as 
well as in other Nordic countries, are financed by taxpayers’ money and 
are regarded as key national institutions. The Swedish language needs to 
be not only protected but also developed as an academic language outside 
the university:
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(26)
I am certainly doubtful whether Swedish as a language has ever had some 
form of academic importance, seen more generally (read internationally). 
On the other hand, there is a need to safeguard the Swedish language out-
side the academic circles and also a need to translate and understand 
English texts in a “Swedish context”. (student comment, trans.)

English occupies another top position in the language hierarchy across 
the university, although the extent of its use varies substantially across 
faculties (Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012). In many contexts, English is the 
most obvious choice of a second academic language and “functions as a 
complement to Swedish” (student comment, trans.). Other academic 
languages, mainly French and German and also Spanish, are often seen as 
complementary to Swedish and/or English, rather than clear “rivals”, 
unless applied to a very specific field of research that is connected to a 
specific language (e.g. German or French literature). In many fields, such 
as the natural sciences where international collaboration is important, the 
use of English is a pragmatic reality (cf. Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012). As one 
researcher of Environmental sciences put it:

(27)
it takes me 2–3 times as long to write a text in “good” English as in Swedish. 
Therefore, I am, of course, at a disadvantage versus those with English as 
their mother tongue. However, I would be far worse off if the international 
academic language was German, French, Spanish, Russian, Japanese or 
Chinese.

For some survey participants, the question of language choice is con-
nected to the quality of education and research:

(28)
The choice of language is not obvious. In some faculties, German, French 
and Spanish can be almost as relevant to use. English should not be seen as 
a matter of course, but if the best literature/the best teachers speak English, 
there is no reason not to use English. (Student comment, trans.)
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At the same time, the quality of language seems to be of an even greater 
importance, especially when it comes to keeping the boundaries between 
English and Swedish. Overall, any blend of the two was perceived as 
undesirable “Swenglish” by survey participants, students, and aca-
demics alike:

(29)
there is a risk that articles and other texts will be embarrassing stuff in 
Swenglish. It is clear that it also affects our Swedish language, which is used 
carelessly by both students and those active in the academy. It is a language 
that all think they can. (staff, trans.)

(30)
A lot of the specific terms in my discipline do not exist in Swedish. Better 
to use proper English than Swenglish. (staff)

(31)
English dominates my subject and there are frequently difficulties to find 
reasonable translations to many subject-related words. Thus, one ends up 
using a kind of “Swenglish” that doesn’t benefit anyone. (staff)

Thus, standard language ideologies (e.g. Milroy, 2001) are strong 
among different university stakeholders, and these are often connected to 
equating standard language with native-speaker varieties. As discussed in 
Kuteeva (2014), perfectionist attitudes are common, as in the case of a 
professor from a modern language department:

(32)
In my subject English is the normal language for scholarly communication, 
oral as well as written. All our doctoral theses are in one of three languages: 
English, German, or French, but English predominates. I write nearly all 
of my own contributions in English but am sadly aware that I am not 
capable of perfectly idiomatic English.

Overall, the analysis of the discourses surrounding the use of languages 
other than Swedish and English (Sect. 4.1) reveals a very similar hierar-
chy to the one previously suggested by Josephson (2004), where Swedish 
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and English occupy top positions, followed by major European languages 
taught at Swedish schools, particularly German and French, and to a 
lesser extent Scandinavian languages. The rest of other languages, includ-
ing minority and immigrant tongues—some of which may be major 
world languages—appear at the bottom of the hierarchy. In fact, the 
invisibility of the latter languages in the comments by both students and 
staff is striking, particularly considering the fact that many of the student 
participants in the survey have those languages as their L1s (approxi-
mately 20%, see Sect. 3). This finding indicates that multilingual stu-
dents tend to keep their linguistic resources apart in academic settings 
and to adapt to mainstream language uses rather than make a full use of 
their linguistic repertoires (cf. Wilkinson & René, this volume, on stu-
dents’ perceptions of linguistic justice).

5  Discussion and Conclusion

My analysis above has identified three main discourses surrounding the 
use of academic languages other than Swedish and English: “epistemic 
monolingualism”, “(wishful) academic multilingualism” and “deficient 
multilingualism”. These discourses reveal a perceived language hierarchy 
at the university where high statuses are attached to standard varieties of 
Swedish and English along with some other major academic languages, 
such as German and French, which are used in certain fields of research 
and education. At the same time, a critique is made towards the domi-
nance of English in knowledge exchanges. The way in which academic 
multilingualism is constructed in these discourses is closely associated 
with the mastery of languages acquired in formal educational settings. 
There is also a strong element of “wishful thinking” and hypothetical 
scenarios in the way that the use of other academic languages is perceived 
by students and academic staff. Languages other than Swedish and 
English often appear as lists in the survey participants’ comments and are 
mainly construed as complements to, rather than rivals with, the two 
main languages at the university (cf. Nikula et al., 2012, on “shopping 
lists” of languages in EU policy documents). The de facto multilingual-
ism of the student population is hardly acknowledged in the survey com-
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ments, except for the need to maintain Swedish-medium instruction for 
students with immigrant and minority backgrounds. Thus, the perceived 
language hierarchy of languages in Sweden (Josephson, 2004, p. 128) is 
visible in the three discourses identified in the survey comments, very 
much along the lines of the language policies discussed in Sect. 2. It is 
also notable that languages used in academic settings are largely perceived 
as separate, bound entities associated with standard language uses, and 
there is relatively little consideration for the multilingual resources of 
students and international staff. Thus, the analysis of the discourses of 
monolingualism and multilingualism suggests that the centripetal forces 
pulling towards “unitary language” are very strong (cf. Bakhtin, 1981, 
p. 270), despite the realities of linguistic diversity at the university.

In order to counteract this centripetal trend, the latest Nordic univer-
sity policy document calls for a need to consider various multilingual 
resources found in “the international classroom”: “To do this requires a 
continuous, determined, explicit and deliberate effort to take on board all 
of the students’ combined language resources and experiences in the 
teaching process, and use them to illustrate topics from as many perspec-
tives and in as many different ways as possible” (Gregersen et al., 2018, 
p. 21). This recommendation is also meant to address what I described 
earlier as “epistemic monolingualism” in a bottom-up process, that is, by 
involving students and teachers in dialogue rather than expecting institu-
tionalized solutions from above, such as the publication of translations 
from various languages into Swedish.

By and large, the discourses in the survey comments resonate with or 
reproduce the ones in the policy documents reviewed in Sect. 2, particu-
larly in their support of major European academic languages in addition 
to Swedish and English. One interesting development over the last few 
decades concerns languages for specific purposes. Whereas in the 1970s, 
other languages than English were taught in connection to specific pro-
fessions or domains of use (e.g. UKÄ-report 21, 1974), nowadays English 
dominates both the academy and the business world. A whole research 
field and institutional infrastructures have been developed around the 
teaching of English for Academic and Specific Purposes, as evidenced by 
the publication of journals such as English for Specific Purposes and Journal 
of English for Academic Purposes (Elsevier). It is noteworthy that none of 
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the survey participants mentioned the need to learn or use a foreign lan-
guage for specific purposes (e.g. Legal French or Business German), 
although some (e.g. 22) reported using them in their field of research, 
that is, in academic contexts. Thus, as the use of English at the multilin-
gual university has increased over the last few decades, largely due to the 
work of the centripetal forces, it has also been governed by the centrifugal 
forces which pull towards language stratification on various social, profes-
sional and generational levels (cf. Bakhtin, 1981, p. 270ff).

If we now turn to the question posed in the title of this chapter: “If not 
English, then what?”, the analysis presented above gives no clear answer. 
Both the policy documents and survey comments tend to construe 
Swedish as the main university language, and it naturally occupies first 
position if any replacement of English is needed. Major European aca-
demic languages, particularly German and French, hold a high status in 
the language hierarchy but their actual use is rather small and limited to 
a number of specific domains and is more “wishful” than real due to the 
lack of adequate language skills among students and faculty. These lan-
guages are perceived more as complementary to Swedish and English 
than actual replacements for them. Other major academic languages such 
as Russian or Chinese do not feature among the candidates at all. Some 
of the other major world languages, such as Arabic or Persian, which can 
be first or home languages for many of the university students, are even 
less likely to be considered as they are practically invisible in the policy 
documents and the survey comments. Thus, as the epigraph to this chap-
ter suggests, English is likely to continue as the main academic lingua 
franca at this multilingual university in a foreseeable future.
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1  Introduction

With the increasing dominance of English in higher education follows a 
threat to multilingualism (Kuteeva & Airey, 2014), leading to tension 
between language dominance and language diversity (Liyanage, 2018). 
In Sweden, English is becoming increasingly common as a medium of 
instruction (Airey, Lauridsen, Räsänen, Salö, & Schwach, 2017; Bolton 
& Kuteeva, 2012; Hultgren, Gregersen, & Thøgersen, 2014), as the 
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language of textbooks (Pecorari, Shaw, Malmström, & Irvine, 2011) and 
as a language used in university administration in parallel with Swedish 
(Hult & Källkvist, 2016; Källkvist & Hult, 2016). In the Nordic coun-
tries, then, university language policy and planning tends to focus on 
balancing the use of the national language(s) vis-à-vis English (Airey 
et al., 2017; Gregersen, 2014; Hult & Källkvist, 2016). In research as 
well as in public debate, less attention has been paid to the roles played 
by languages other than English and the national language(s). In this 
chapter, we address this gap by examining how space for languages other 
than English and Swedish was negotiated by a committee while drafting 
a language policy at a major Swedish university. The development of this 
institutional policy followed a call from the Swedish Higher Education 
Authority (HSV, 2008) for universities to develop their own language 
policy documents. We use an ethnographic discourse analytic approach 
to language policy research (Barakos & Unger, 2016; Hornberger & 
Johnson, 2007; Hult, 2015). In our analysis, we apply Ruiz’s (1984) ori-
entations to language as a heuristic (Hult & Hornberger, 2016) to illus-
trate how space for languages other than English and Swedish was created. 
We begin by outlining the orientations to language, then present our 
methodological approach. Next, we present our findings, followed by 
concluding reflections about how our findings relate to the body of work 
on Scandinavian higher education language planning.

2  Language as Problem, Right or Resource

In 1984, Ruiz advanced three orientations to language planning: lan-
guage as problem, language as right and language as resource (cf. Hult & 
Hornberger, 2016) as a heuristic to studying ‘basic issues in language 
planning’ (Ruiz, 1984, p. 16). The first orientation, language as problem, 
is tied to monolingualism as an ideal with a view to creating social cohe-
sion and unity through the use of one language. The second orientation, 
language as right, relates to the legal mechanisms that are implemented 
to address issues of linguistic inequity. Finally, the language-as-resource 
orientation sees linguistic diversity in terms of possibilities and sociocul-
tural benefits. In the inclusive resource orientation, speakers of minority 

 M. Källkvist and F. M. Hult



59

languages are viewed as an asset in that they can provide the community, 
society, institution, school, classroom, inter alia, with linguistic expertise 
that is of use to themselves, to the different social contexts of which they 
are part, and to society as a whole (Hult & Hornberger, 2016). Within 
these three orientations, different languages can come to be regarded as a 
problem, right or resource (Hult & Hornberger, 2016).

The problem-right-resource heuristic has been used to study, for exam-
ple, classroom language policy (Cummins, Chow, & Schecter, 2018; 
Fredricks & Warriner, 2016), bilingual education (de Jong, Li, Zafar, & 
Wu, 2016), language policy in social work (Harrison, 2007), university 
language planning (Soler & Vihman, 2018) and language ideological 
debate (Hult & Pietikäinen, 2014). In this chapter, we apply two of the 
orientations—language as resource and language as problem—to analyse 
how space for languages other than Swedish and English was negotiated 
among a group of individuals at a Swedish university charged with draft-
ing a language policy document. We omit language as right in this study 
since it was associated with Swedish and the national minority languages. 
Analysing space specifically for Swedish is beyond the scope of this chap-
ter, and since the discussion of the national minority languages centred 
on the University’s responsibility for one of them, we do not discuss the 
national minority languages further in order to protect anonymity. The 
study, described below, forms part of a larger project that examined dis-
cursive processes and human agency in the process of language policy 
formation at a Swedish university (see also Källkvist & Hult, 2016).

3  The Study

In this paper, we report on negotiations about multilingualism among 
the members of a language policy committee. Negotiations took place 
over a ten-month period at a Swedish university, and the focus is thus on 
the creation of a language policy in real time. We follow the tradition of 
the ethnography of language education policy (Hornberger & Johnson, 
2007; cf. also Hult, 2017; McCarty, 2011; Menken & García, 2010). 
This tradition is grounded in a combination of ethnography and dis-
course analysis in order to facilitate multidimensional investigation of the 
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nature of language education policies, as well as the role played by indi-
vidual agency in specific, sociocultural contexts.

Textual data include the Project Plan, which outlines the committee’s 
charge, and the draft policy that the committee submitted following its 
final meeting. Observational data were collected through participant 
observation, field notes and transcribed audio-recordings of nine lan-
guage policy committee meetings, conducted over a period of ten months 
in 2010 and 2011 at a Swedish university, which we refer to here as the 
‘University’. Källkvist gained access to the committee as a participant 
observer with expertise in English. Following in the ethnographic tradi-
tion of participant observation, she was both a researcher and a full com-
mittee participant (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, pp. 1–2). The aim of 
this study was neither intervention nor action research, but the nature of 
ethnographic work is such that researcher engagement and dialogue with 
participants has an influence on the social context under investigation 
(Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005, p.  73; Scollon & Scollon, 2004, 
p.  177). Therefore, potential biases and influences were kept in check 
through reflection about researcher values and expectations (Maxwell, 
1996, pp. 90–91). This was facilitated through research collaboration in 
which data analysis and interpretations were jointly interrogated, with 
Hult playing no role in the committee’s work (cf. Creese, 2011, pp. 51–52; 
Nunan, 2010, p. 60).

The data analysed here are part of a larger project on language policy 
formation in higher education (see, for example, Källkvist & Hult, 2016). 
We draw here on the transcribed corpus of committee meeting interac-
tion generated during this project. To address the research focus of this 
chapter, data were analysed using a qualitative content analysis approach, 
drawing upon deductive coding (Saldaña, 2015; Zhang & Wildemuth, 
2009). Specifically, the categories of language as problem and language as 
resource from Ruiz (1984) were applied using the operationalization by 
Hult and Hornberger (2016). Passages aligning with these two categories 
were identified in the data and interpreted based on ethnographic knowl-
edge gained during the aforementioned project.
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4  The Language Policy Committee 
and Its Charge

The Committee’s charge was explicitly outlined in the Project Plan 
issued by the University’s deputy vice-chancellor. It was written by one 
of the University’s deans (who, in Sweden, is head of a faculty) in col-
laboration with the chair of the committee. The Project Plan stipulated 
that the language policy committee consists of six members, each rep-
resenting different units within the University. The make-up of the 
committee, then, was as follows: The Chair, a full professor of 
Scandinavian languages with long academic leadership experience, an 
Assistant Professor of English (Källkvist), a Student Representative, 
who also had long experience from representing students on various 
boards, a Communications Administrator (from the University com-
munications unit), an External Relations Administrator (from the 
University external affairs unit) and a Lawyer (from the University’s 
legal unit). All committee members agreed to participate in the study, 
which included having meetings audio- recorded and offering access to 
work product materials. The committee had a total of ten meetings 
between May 2010 and February 2011. Meeting 2 was the first sub-
stantive meeting, as the invitation to meeting 1 failed to reach all com-
mittee members. Meeting 2 was also the first to be audio-recorded as 
consent to participate was obtained in meeting 1 and at the beginning 
of meeting 2. All meetings were held in Swedish except for parts of 
meeting 4, when the Committee had invited the University’s English 
Web Editor, who is a native speaker of English with limited proficiency 
in Swedish. All translations of excerpts from meetings held in Swedish 
are our own. The Student Representative left the committee after meet-
ing 3 in order to study abroad. The student union never appointed a 
replacement, so from meeting 4 onwards, the committee consisted of 
five members.

3 Multilingualism as Problem or Resource? Negotiating Space… 



62

5  Discourses in Place 
and Named Languages

Salient discourses in place in the Project Plan, which preceded the com-
mittee negotiations, were the need for internationalization at the 
University, for Swedish-English bilingualism practices to be put in place 
in order for the University to function at the local, national and transna-
tional scales, and for the management of increasing multilingualism at 
the University. English is indexed with internationalization whereas 
Swedish is framed as a right as stipulated in the Swedish Language Act 
(SFS, 2009: 600). Sweden’s official minority languages (Finnish, 
Meänkieli, Romani, Sami and Yiddish) and Swedish Sign Language are 
also named and framed as rights with reference to the Language Act. 
Other languages named in the Project Plan are Danish, Norwegian, 
German, French and three of Sweden’s major immigrant languages. 
Danish and Norwegian are referred to as ‘neighbour’ languages, brought 
to the fore here because of their geographical proximity and the (partial) 
mutual intelligibility between Danish, Norwegian and Swedish, leading 
to receptive trilingualism, sometimes referred to as ‘Scandinavian’ 
(Lundin, 2018). German and French are referred to as ‘school languages’ 
in committee negotiations as they have traditionally been taught as for-
eign languages in schools alongside English. Named immigrant languages 
are Serbo-Croatian, Albanian and Farsi, reflecting current immigration 
to Sweden at the time (2010).

Swedish-English bilingualism is portrayed as necessary, having the 
potential to resolve the conflict of Sweden’s state-funded universities hav-
ing to comply with the Language Act (which requires Swedish) while at 
the same time having to operate on a transnational scale (which requires 
English). The University language policy is needed specifically for man-
aging the balance between Swedish and English, but also for providing 
guidelines for the use of languages other than Swedish and English. While 
Swedish-English bilingualism is framed as necessary, space for other lan-
guages such as those mentioned above is left more open to negotiation: in 
the Project Plan, they are positioned as needed only in ‘specific circum-
stances or contexts’ (our translation). Our analysis revealed that, during 
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the nine committee meetings, languages named in the Project Plan were 
variously positioned as problem or resource. We begin by considering our 
data within the problem orientation.

6  Language(s) as Problem

While English is explicitly positioned as a resource for the communica-
tion and dissemination of research, all other languages are framed as 
problems as languages of research communication. This is illustrated in 
excerpt (1) from meeting 4, where the English Web Editor positions 
English as the (only) language of science, whereas other major languages 
such as Chinese and Russian are specifically framed as problems for the 
purpose of communicating research on the transnational scale by mem-
bers of the focal university:

(1)

English Web Editor: yes and also given the large proportion of research 
staff there is a quote we put up before whereby you know the fact of the 
matter is research around you know research is done in English now 
you can’t deny that it isn’t the language for science really.

Committee members: ((sounds of agreement))
English Web Editor: and accordingly therefore you know the expecta-

tions for it is that it would be that staff communication should be in 
English to support it be in line with it and I think people are (.) realistic 
you know it would be unrealistic to think oh it should be produced in 
(.) Chinese and Russian and everything under the sun (.) yeah it’s the 
one commonality.

Committee negotiations reveal that not only languages other than 
English are perceived as problems for communicating research externally, 
but that monolingualism is a problem in communicating research 
reported in doctoral theses. In meeting 6, the committee members are 
drafting a questionnaire to be administered online to all heads of depart-
ment as a means of gaining information about the use of different 
 languages in course books, in teaching, in degree projects and in theses. 
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In these committee negotiations, monolingualism (be it Swedish, English 
or any other language) is positioned as a problem in theses, and Swedish- 
English parallel-language use is positioned as the two basic resources in 
the University’s theses: when a thesis is in English, the University should 
require a substantial summary in Swedish and vice versa. In meeting 6, 
committee deliberations reveal that some academic disciplines may 
require trilingualism in theses; Swedish and English are required and 
other languages are framed as resources depending on the academic dis-
cipline. Committee negotiations during meeting 6 bring in Italian, 
French, German, Spanish, Russian and Chinese as languages that may be 
used in theses:

(2)

Lawyer: a thesis written in Swedish must have a summary in English a 
thesis written in a language other than Swedish or English must have 
summaries in Swedish and in English

Committee Chair: so English is a (.) requirement in a Swedish thesis but 
in certain (.) fields there may be a reason to include an additional 
language

Communications administrator: m one additional language
Källkvist: Italian for example comes to mind here
Communications Administrator: m
Källkvist: their theses are often in the field of second language acquisition 

yes if they write the thesis in the subject of Italian language and linguis-
tics then perhaps the thesis is in English with a summary in Swedish 
and a summary in Italian

[…]
Committee Chair: but PhD theses in languages other than Swedish and 

English (.) we have not said anything about them
Källkvist: true ((laughter)) (.) no they must have summaries
Communications Administrator: they must have summaries in both 

Swedish and English
((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: PhD theses written in a language other than Swedish 

or English must have a summary in both Swedish and English
((sounds of agreement))
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Committee Chair: that makes sense
Källkvist: yes of course
Communications Administrator: ((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: it is mainly the Italians here (.) Italian French
Källkvist: in French they write in French
Committee Chair: and this goes for German as well
Communications Administrator: m
Källkvist: they should have
Committee Chair: but Spanish I don’t know
Källkvist: nor do I we have not had a PhD defense in Spanish for quite 

some time
Committee Chair: and Russian
Källkvist: don’t know
Committee Chair: no
Källkvist: it has been a long time since the last PhD defense there (.) there 

was a PhD defense in Chinese last week and I’m not sure I wonder 
what language

Committee Chair: now the other points all international students should 
be offered Swedish classes (.)

Turning now to languages used in teaching at the University, Swedish 
is the most common medium of instruction at the first-cycle level, but on 
the second-cycle and third-cycle levels, the use of English increases (cf. 
Källkvist & Hult, 2016). Danish and Norwegian are framed as potential 
problems as media of instruction in the University’s undergraduate edu-
cation. Having previously done research into the mutual intelligibility of 
Danish, Norwegian and Swedish, the Committee Chair, a professor of 
Scandinavian Languages, repeatedly raises the potential problem of 
declining levels of receptive trilingualism in younger generations of 
Scandinavians. In excerpt (3) from meeting 2, the Committee Chair 
expresses an interest in mapping undergraduate students’ attitudes to 
Danish and Norwegian being used as media of instruction and in course 
reading materials. The Student Representative, who had served on several 
different University boards prior, reveals his familiarity with this issue, 
confirming that questions arise about the role of Danish and Norwegian 
in teaching contexts:
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(3)

Committee Chair: would it be interesting to know about students’ atti-
tudes to teaching and course books

Källkvist: ((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: I mean there are both Danish and Norwegian instruc-

tors who teach in their mother tongue
Källkvist: yes definitely
Student Representative: yes and this goes for both teaching and course 

books

The problem alluded to here concerns Swedish speakers’ difficulty in 
comprehending Danish (cf. Bacquin & Zola Christensen, 2013; Lundin, 
2018). Lundin’s (2018) review of research into inter-Scandinavian com-
prehension shows that speakers of Swedish, in particular, have trouble 
understanding Danish, especially spoken Danish, whereas speakers of 
Norwegian self-report a higher level of comprehension of both Danish 
and Swedish.

In this section, we have considered which languages are framed as 
problems in the context of the focal university during the negotiation of 
language policy development. In the next section, we turn to the ways in 
which various languages were framed as resources.

7  Language(s) as Resource

Committee negotiations focus primarily on balancing Swedish-English 
bilingualism, with other languages brought in only in specific circum-
stances. Multilingualism is positioned variously as a problem and a 
resource: it is a problem in the University’s administration of legally bind-
ing documents such as meeting minutes and syllabi (i.e. institutional 
multilingualism), but it is a resource for individuals working and study-
ing at the University (i.e. individual multilingualism). Multilingualism as 
a resource becomes salient in the final meeting (meeting 10) as the com-
mittee are drafting their policy text. At this stage, the committee mem-
bers are negotiating a draft text written by the Committee Chair and 
shared with committee members prior to the meeting. In this draft, the 
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following are positioned as basic organizing principles in the policy: 
Swedish, parallel-language use (of Swedish and English) and multilingual-
ism. Excerpt (4) from meeting 10 illustrates the negotiation of multilin-
gualism as a resource:

(4)

External Relations Administrator: ((reading from the draft)) multilin-
gualism among staff and students should be valued as something posi-
tive I think perhaps this text can be moved but I am in favour of the 
emphasis on multilingualism as I think we often don’t make the most 
of multilingualism

((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: as it is now it is in italics and we have said this on 

several occasions that we could write more about this this is under three 
three the present section three three at the University should strive to 
encourage

Communications Administrator: multilingualism
Committee Chair: and mutual intelligibility of the Scandinavian 

languages
External Relations Administrator: that is not the same thing
Committee Chair: no that is not exactly the same thing so I think we 

should be even more concrete right here
Communications Administrator: but multilingualism should still be 

made explicit
External Relations Administrator: if the rest is not made explicit then I 

think this should be in the section underneath
Communications Administrator: yes when this is mentioned then it is 

made explicit
Committee Chair: yes I think if we leave them without being explicit 

above I am all for reformulating this so that we strengthen encourage
((sounds of agreement))
[…]
Committee Chair: so the University shall facilitate and encourage the 

mutual intelligibility of the Scandinavian languages
Källkvist: yes
Committee Chair: and the University (.) shall regard multilingualism 

among staff and students as a resource
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Källkvist: yes
External Relations Administrator: this is very good

The committee agreed to keep the wording that ‘the University shall 
regard multilingualism among staff and students as a resource’, that is, 
individual multilingualism as a resource at the University. Two distinct 
issues are raised here. On the one hand, the chair points to ‘mutual intel-
ligibility of the Scandinavian languages’. On the other hand, he notes that 
‘multilingualism among staff and students’, that is, individual multilin-
gualism, should be positioned as a resource. Institutional multilingualism 
(as opposed to Swedish-English bilingualism) becomes framed as a prob-
lem, however, as it cannot resolve the conflict of the need for one lan-
guage on the local and national scale (Swedish), and one language on the 
global scale (English) for the University’s external communication and for 
communicating research as the discussion continues during meeting 10:

(5)

Committee Chair: then we should you are quite right (.) this refers to 
parallel-language use only (.) multilingualism does not resolve a con-
flict the way parallel-language use does

Communications Administrator: no
Committee Chair: yes in the sense that Swedish and English constitute a 

kind of multilingualism but that’s not what we mean in this case is it

With respect to what might fall under the notion of ‘multilingualism’, 
several different languages are brought into the committee deliberations as 
resources over the course of the nine meetings. In the first few meetings, 
different languages are discussed as the committee is drafting a question-
naire about language practices at the University. In meeting 2, immigrant 
languages used in Sweden are framed as resources in the University’s external 
communication to parents of potential students with a migrant background:

(6)

Communications Administrator: there were pdfs of brochures in simpli-
fied Swedish and in English and Turkish, Arabic and Serbo-Croat as 
well as other languages
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Student Representative: okay so this involved the languages which differ-
ent state-run authorities sometimes use in their communication with 
the public

((sounds of agreement))
Communications Administrator: yes those were the languages the immi-

grant languages most commonly used were those four and the target 
audience were first-generation immigrants whose children were born 
here but also to impart what it is like to study at university how it works 
and that it is funded

((sounds of agreement))
Communications Administrator: but right now they have been removed 

as the information is no longer accurate and I don’t know whether they 
will be replaced and in what form

Committee Chair: but this is perhaps something for us to keep in mind 
makes sense that parents can also read about

In meeting 10, as the committee is working on their final version of 
the draft policy text, the Committee Chair decides to leave out immi-
grant languages and the national minority language from the text as illus-
trated in excerpt (7). Källkvist’s recollection is that the committee was 
running out of time at this stage:

(7)

Committee Chair: But now we have left the immigrant languages which 
I think is wise there is not much we can do about them (.) and we have 
left [the national minority language]

Specific immigrant languages were in the end not named in the draft 
policy. Instead, the committee proceeded in meeting 10 to explicitly 
frame any language other than Swedish and English, that is, including 
immigrant languages, as a resource among staff (i.e. individual multilin-
gualism) as shown in excerpt (8):

(8)

Committee Chair: Staff who have a command of languages other than 
Swedish and English are an obvious asset to the University

Källkvist: Yes
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The Scandinavian languages are mentioned early on in the committee 
deliberations variously as problem (as media of instruction and as the 
languages of course books) or as a resource in making it possible to use 
speakers of Danish, Norwegian and Swedish as external reviewers in aca-
demic appointment committees and as external examiners of research- 
degree theses. This need for expertise that is external to the University 
(and often to Sweden) is made particularly salient in committee meeting 
9, where the Committee Chair is in the process of wording the first full 
draft of the policy. It is pointed out that when it comes to recruiting 
experts available to serve as external reviewers for job applications and 
promotion cases, Sweden is a relatively small country. As shown in excerpt 
(9), the Committee Chair draws attention to the fact that a greater pool 
of academic expert reviewers is available in the geographically close 
Scandinavian countries, and that ‘Scandinavian’ (cf. Lundin, 2018) can be 
used in communication thanks to receptive trilingualism between Danish, 
Norwegian and Swedish, that is, there is no need to learn the other 
Scandinavian languages. Here, it is worth recalling that the chair is a pro-
fessor of Scandinavian languages and has been an appointment- committee 
member in the past, which likely informs his view on this matter:

(9)

Committee Chair: as I said before I’ll write a short passage on the impor-
tance of our neighbour languages when it comes to (.) the external 
review process and other

Källkvist: processes yes
Committee Chair: ehh (.) then there is multilingualism (.) and as I said 

there (.) I’d like to add this bit about the importance of the Nordic 
countries when it comes to external reviewers and (.) examining com-
mittees for research degrees and so on

Källkvist: ((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: in a number of academic disciplines there is a strong 

tradition to (.) choose external reviewers for the purposes of appointing 
staff and as members of examining committees from the Nordic coun-
tries (.) or something to this effect

Communications Administrator: mm
Källkvist: mm (.) so Sweden isn’t a large enough country
Committee Chair: ((sounds of agreement))
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Communications Administrator: ((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: and then having a neighbour so close and who besides 

that also can understand what you say (.) that is so
Källkvist: yes exactly
Committee Chair. ehh (.) and then I still think that (.) it is (.) too non- 

committal to say encourage inter-Nordic comprehension it invites (.) 
no commitment

Källkvist: ((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: but it is hard to be more precise about it too
Communications Administrator: mm (.) mm
Committee Chair: and the same goes for encourage multilingualism (.) 

there I added among staff
Communications Administrator: m
Committee Chair: but (.) consider (.) when it comes to inter-Nordic 

comprehension can we encourage (.) more than that staff
Communications Administrator: m
Committee Chair: eh (.) know the languages
Communications Administrator: m
Källkvist: m
Committee Chair: we can (.) use Scandinavian rather than English or
Communications Administrator: m (.) m (.) exactly

Speaking Scandinavian is an example of translanguaging practices 
(García & Li Wei, 2014) at the University: among the educated élite of 
Scandinavian academics who are eligible to serve as expert reviewers or 
external examiners, it is possible to translanguage in the domains of 
appointment-committee meetings and examination-board meetings. 
Speaking Scandinavian means adapting certain vocabulary, and some-
times pronunciation and speaking pace to facilitate inter-Scandinavian 
comprehension (cf. Lundin, 2018). The positioning of Scandinavian lan-
guages in this way suggests a privileging of a national/regional perspective 
over an international one in review processes, echoing a tension between 
the national and international interests of Swedish universities (Hult & 
Källkvist, 2016).

Excerpt (10) shows the moment when the Committee Chair resolves 
to include certain other European languages as well, using geographical 
proximity and European Union research funding as the motivation:
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(10)

Committee Chair: but perhaps we need a (.) passage about the impor-
tance of other languages too

Communications Administrator: m
Committee Chair: what we have written covers only (.) our immediate 

proximity as well as the international scene
Communications Administrator: m
Källkvist: m
Committee Chair: it is rather evident (.) that there is such a need
Communications Administrator: ((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: but I am not sure (.) I don’t know how to write it right 

now
Committee Chair: and clearly in practical reality this is a question about 

European languages
Communications Administrator: m
Källkvist: m
Committee Chair: so we should write something about Europe (.) one (.) 

one (.) or two sentences about the Nordic countries (.) and one or two 
sentences about Europe

Communications Administrator: hmm ((sounds of agreement))
Källkvist: hmm ((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: and Europe is getting more and more important (.) we 

could say that (.) European research funding is not going to become 
less important

Communications Administrator: hmm ((sounds of agreement))
Källkvist: hmm ((sounds of agreement))
Källkvist: no
Committee Chair: I’ll put together something about Europe’s growing 

importance (.) which means that (.) the University needs people with 
(.) good knowledge of languages other than Swedish and English (.) 
something to this effect

Communications Administrator: hmm ((sounds of agreement))
Källkvist: hmm ((sounds of agreement))

In sum, then, a number of linguistic resources are noted across com-
mittee negotiations. On the one hand inter-Nordic communication (par-
ticularly Swedish, Danish and Norwegian) is noted along with other 
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European languages (among which French and German are particularly 
salient as we shall see in excerpt (11)), as well as what are referred to as 
‘immigrant languages’, which are taken up separately from the European 
languages traditionally taught as modern languages in schools. Immigrant 
languages are thus indexed with non-European languages and are 
included among other languages by using the concept ‘multilingualism’ 
(flerspråkighet), entextualized in the draft that is under discussion in 
meeting 10. The discussion then turns to languages other than Swedish 
and English that may be important means for communicating research in 
specific academic disciplines:

(11)

Källkvist: I had a comment (.) the first sentence in the second paragraph so 
that the University can assert itself as a strong university internationally 
which requires knowledge of other languages that are important in geo-
graphically close areas as well as internationally (.) what I have in mind 
is that what is considered geographically close may depend on the aca-
demic discipline

External Relations Administrator: yes that may depend
Committee Chair: yes of course but in my mind we were beyond that now
Källkvist: okay
Committee Chair: what I mean by geographically close is the Nordic region
Källkvist: yes I do understand that but academic discipline refers to some-

thing else than geographical proximity it is (.) research-related
Committee Chair: but you are saying that we could say something to the 

effect that different research traditions
Källkvist: well research disciplines or yes
Committee Chair: so you mean that different academic disciplines may 

by tradition cherish different languages
Källkvist: well I also mean that they are needed my research is in the area 

of language learning and language teaching and I need a better knowl-
edge of French because there is a lot of research being done in Canada 
where French is one of the official languages so I have

Committee Chair: ((sounds of agreement))
Källkvist: I need more French than I learnt at school and this is working 

against me this is what I mean
((sounds of agreement))
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[…]
Committee Chair: it may depend on whether this is in the humanities fac-

ulty or other faculties I think but in the humanities faculty where I was 
on the appointment committee (.) it was only in exceptional cases that we 
engaged an external reviewer from outside the Nordic countries to serve 
as a reviewer for job applications and also the majority of the cases 
involved an external reviewer who was from one of the Nordic countries

[…]
Committee Chair: but this means that we should write a sentence 

somewhere
External Relations Administrator: some subject disciplines or (.) this 

applies not just to research disciplines but also to subject disciplines
Källkvist: I’d say academic disciplines
External Relations Administrator: yes academic disciplines
Committee Chair: as I said according to our survey of language use at the 

University Danish is a very important language in archaeology
Källkvist: yes quite
External Relations Administrator: probably German as well
Committee Chair: in Scandinavian Studies German is number two so to 

speak
((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: and German was number one until some time after 

the war
((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: a colleague of us [name of colleague] had his summary 

in German despite the fact that his PhD defence was (.) ninety (.) eight 
or so

((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: where in the text would you like me to insert this
External Relations Administrator: this is about the Nordic countries 

isn’t it or no perhaps not
Committee Chair: can we write between international and our neigh-

bouring countries (.) in addition different languages have significance 
for different academic fields

Committee Chair: in addition there are academic subjects where (.) 
another language

((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: what we primarily have in mind is French and German
((sounds of agreement))
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Committee Chair: where for instance French and German have (.) a par-
ticularly strong presence

Källkvist: yes something to that effect
External Relations Administrator: m
Committee Chair: well is this wrong we have mentioned the foreign lan-

guages German and French that are taught in schools (.) in (.) and we 
refer to our survey (.) I can’t see that that is wrong

Källkvist: no

This excerpt shows that Danish is positioned as a resource in archaeol-
ogy and German for scholars in Scandinavian Studies. French is tied to 
the fields of language learning and language education. Later on in the 
meeting, the committee widens the scope to include non-European lan-
guages. Chinese is brought in with the motivation that the University has 
exchange agreements with China, as illustrated by excerpt (12):

(12)

Källkvist: we were considering section three three multilingualism
Committee Chair: yes
Källkvist: I had one more comment
Committee Chair: yes
Källkvist: in the final two sentences it says that staff that speak European 

languages other than Swedish and English are an asset to the University 
also languages other than the European ones are important to the 
University so I am wondering whether we can’t just say that 
knowledge

Communications Administrator: of other languages than Swedish
Källkvist: yes because as it is now we are elevating European languages 

while a command of Chinese is important for the University for exam-
ple since we have exchange agreements with China

((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: this is absolutely right
Committee Chair: and this also makes the text shorter
Källkvist: yes yes
Committee Chair: university staff that have command of languages other 

than Swedish and English are an important asset to the University
Källkvist: yes
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The same meeting concludes with the Committee Chair elaborating 
on the fact that promoting the use of the Scandinavian languages is dif-
ferent from valuing multilingualism. It is at this moment, displayed in 
excerpt (13), that the committee decides on the wording ‘value 
multilingualism’:

(13)

Committee Chair: excellent (.) now on the next page and that’s where we 
have a passage about the mutual intelligibility of the Scandinavian lan-
guages and about multilingualism

Communications Administrator: m
Källkvist: quite right
Committee Chair: and I think it’s wise and reasonable to say promote the 

use of the Scandinavian languages and thus their mutual intelligibility 
but should value multilingualism among staff

((sounds of agreement))
Committee Chair: because we are not when it comes to the Scandinavian 

languages and their mutual intelligibility then the point is that you 
speak your own native language so we don’t need to write have com-
mand of Scandinavian languages (.) they are different in this respect

((sounds of agreement))

Thus, receptive trilingualism across Danish, Norwegian and Swedish, 
which provides communicative space, is a specific kind of institutional 
and individual multilingualism: speakers of these Scandinavian languages 
can communicate without having to learn each other’s languages. 
Individual multilingualism among staff, on the other hand, refers to 
something else in these committee negotiations: it involves learning or 
having learnt additional, other languages—a time-consuming process—
and individual multilingualism therefore needs to be valued by the 
University. The meeting ends in agreement, and at the same moment 
committee negotiations come to an end.
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8  Discussion and Concluding Remarks

Our analysis has shown that whereas Swedish-English parallel-language use 
is positioned as a resource in communicating research, other languages are 
framed as resources in more restricted and specific domains: in specific 
academic disciplines or to serve specific purposes in University operations. 
German is framed as a resource for Scandinavian Studies scholars, possibly 
also in archaeology, French as a resource in the fields of second language 
acquisition and second language education, and Danish in archaeology. 
Languages such as Italian, Spanish, Russian and Chinese are possible lan-
guages of theses in the relevant language disciplines at the University as 
long as such theses append summaries in English and Swedish. The major 
immigrant languages were taken up in committee discussions, being 
framed as resources in the University’s external communication as a means 
of reaching the parents of potential students with a migrant background 
in University student recruitment activities. In the end, however, immi-
grant languages were not specifically included in the draft policy; instead, 
they were embraced by the umbrella term ‘multilingualism’ (flerspråkighet). 
Chinese is positioned as a resource also in the University’s external affairs 
involving exchange agreements with China. The Scandinavian languages are 
positioned as resources since receptive trilingualism of Danish, Norwegian 
and Swedish opens for a greater pool of expert academics from throughout 
Scandinavia that can serve as external reviewers and examiners of research-
degree theses. The advantage of appointing Scandinavian-speaking experts 
is the potential in speaking ‘Scandinavian’, that is, inter-Scandinavian 
translanguaging: everyone present at an appointment-committee meeting 
or a research-degree examining board is free to speak their native language. 
Typically, Scandinavian-speaking experts can also use English. Thus, any 
documents drawn on in such meetings can be in Danish, Norwegian, 
Swedish and English. In an appointment-committee meeting, written 
application materials in Sweden would typically be in Swedish (the appli-
cation itself, Swedish degree certificates, etc.) and English (research publi-
cations written for a transnational audience), but appointment-committee 
oral communication can be in ‘Scandinavian’. Speaking English in such 
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venues is framed as possible, but less desirable as this involves some indi-
viduals having to speak a language (English) that is not their strongest 
language. There is, then, a privileging of Scandinavian languages for pro-
ductive purposes in this area, with English positioned more with respect to 
receptive competence.

Our data further show that it is the Committee Chair, a professor of 
Scandinavian languages, that brings the Scandinavian languages to the 
fore, drawing on his experience of serving on both the appointment- 
committee board of his faculty and as an external reviewer for job applica-
tions and research-degree theses. Apart from the Scandinavian languages, 
he also repeatedly brings in German and French into the negotiations. 
The privileging of French and German can also be explained by his lived 
experience in that, by tradition, French and German have been the mod-
ern languages taught in Swedish schools alongside English. This reflects a 
historically situated linguistic hierarchy in Sweden where Swedish and 
English are at the top, followed by other Scandinavian and major European 
languages (e.g. Hult, 2012). Throughout the committee negotiations of 
languages, the Chair refers to them as ‘school languages’ (skolspråken). 
Languages other than the European ones are specifically brought into the 
committee deliberations by Källkvist as she names Chinese as a resource. 
In doing this, she was drawing on her experience of working at a UK uni-
versity which had considerably larger proportions of international post-
graduate students and staff from non-European countries. In that context, 
she frequently found herself in situations in which a command of Asian 
languages such as Chinese was a resource. Which languages of the world 
become locally relevant within an institution will shift over time concomi-
tantly with demographic changes among the international researcher/stu-
dent population, which may also vary across subject areas, thereby making 
certain languages more or less salient to scholars in different departments.

The finding of different languages being associated with certain aca-
demic disciplines concurs with prior research on language practices in the 
domain of higher education (Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012; Kuteeva & Airey, 
2014). Kuteeva and Airey’s (2014) survey of language practices at a major 
Swedish university revealed that in the natural sciences and medicine, 
English was a necessity, whereas in the social sciences and humanities, 
there was more space for Swedish and another language besides English. 
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Kuteeva and Airey (2014) conclude that it is unlikely that one language 
policy fits an entire university comprising several faculties.

In line with Kuteeva and Airey’s (2014) findings, negotiations also 
reveal that languages are positioned variously as problem or as resource, 
depending on different domains in the University. For example, Swedish 
monolingualism in research theses is impossible to communicate on the 
transnational scale. However, in the domain of University administra-
tion, Swedish monolingualism is instead framed as a right (cf. Källkvist 
& Hult, 2016) specifically as a result of the recent (2009) Language Act: 
Swedish is a resource in that Swedish monolingualism offers national 
unity (cf. Ruiz, 1984) in state-run authorities such as the University. It 
emerged from committee negotiations that since the passing of the 
Swedish Language Act in 2009, only monolingual (Swedish) documents 
such as syllabi, minutes from meetings and decisions made by the 
University as a state-run authority have legal force. In this particular writ-
ten domain, any other language would be framed as a problem, including 
Danish, Norwegian and English. With regard to language practices in the 
University’s written, legally binding documents, this language policy pro-
cess can be characterized as having a language-as-problem orientation, 
with Swedish monolingualism as the ideal.

In other domains of university operations that require academic exper-
tise that is external to the University, Danish, Norwegian and Swedish are 
framed as resources thanks to receptive trilingualism, or Scandinavian, 
that opens communicative space: they are resources in running University 
operations governed by Swedish law and University rules and regulations, 
in which there is a requirement of using academic expertise that is external 
to the University, that is, assessing application materials for lectureships 
and professorships, and examining research-degree theses to award post-
graduate degrees. These meetings constitute a spoken domain, but the 
oral communication in these contexts is anchored in written documents 
such as applications for academic posts or for promotion, or theses in the 
case of awarding post-graduate degrees. The privileging of Scandinavian 
languages here also reveals a tension between the university’s national and 
international interests, particularly with respect to whether knowledge 
production orients nationally/regionally to the Scandinavian context or 
more internationally, which would require the use of other languages 
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(Hult & Källkvist, 2016). Research has revealed that receptive trilingual-
ism in Scandinavia is complex and context- dependent (Lundin, 2018). 
The committee negotiations analysed in this study bear on this: the same 
Scandinavian languages, Danish and Norwegian, are positioned as prob-
lems in the contexts of media of instruction on the undergraduate level as 
receptive trilingualism can no longer be taken for granted among young 
Scandinavian adults who are beginning tertiary education, when they 
may have little experience and/or training in comprehending Danish and 
Norwegian (cf. Lundin, 2018).

When it comes to communicating research on different scales (local, 
national, transnational and global), the research generated through 
research-degree theses, which have to go through an examination process 
by the University, monolingual English practices are possible as English is 
the dominant lingua franca of science on the global scale. Since the passing 
of the Swedish Language Act (SFS, 2009: 600), the committee regards 
Swedish-English bilingualism as required in that a thesis can be in one of 
these languages on condition that there is an extensive summary in the 
other. As revealed in the committee negotiations, trilingualism (Swedish, 
English and another relevant language) is encouraged to widen the reader-
ship. Thus, in the sense of the University’s internal and external communi-
cation of research, and communication with potential students and 
international students, committee negotiations can be characterized as hav-
ing a resource orientation. The reason is that the research domain and stu-
dent populations are transnational, which calls for multilingual practices.

Some of the languages named are framed as resources because of 
European Union research funding: French and German, which are also 
the modern languages traditionally taught in schools alongside English. 
Other languages that are more geographically distant, such as immigrant 
languages like Arabic, Serbo-Croat and Turkish, and an Asian language 
such as Chinese, are positioned as resources for the purposes of recruiting 
students and enabling student exchange with universities in China. Thus, 
these languages are tied to the distribution of financial goods and to stu-
dent and staff mobility: international students bring in international stu-
dent fees and national students generate revenue to the University through 
state-level funding.
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In sum, our analysis has shown how monolingualism (Swedish) is 
framed as a resource in running a university funded by a country such 
as Sweden when it comes to legally binding documents such as meeting 
minutes, decisions and syllabi. Especially since the passing of the 
Language Act in 2009, any language other than Swedish constitutes a 
problem in this specific domain. In running the University’s transna-
tional activities and obligations that include external reviewers, how-
ever, English and inter-Scandinavian communication practices are 
framed as resources. Other languages are brought into the committee 
negotiations as resources for specific purposes: for attracting students 
within Sweden (immigrant languages used in Sweden), for facilitating 
communication relating to established international student-exchange 
programmes (Chinese) and for doing research in certain academic dis-
ciplines (Danish, French and German). Named languages in the draft 
policy were Swedish, English, the Scandinavian languages, French and 
German. Other languages that were named in committee deliberations, 
that is, Arabic, Chinese, Italian, Russian, Serbo-Croat, Spanish and 
Turkish, were in the end subsumed under the concept of multilingual-
ism (flerspråkighet) in the draft policy. Multilingualism, meaning knowl-
edge of any language, is then explicitly positioned as a resource when 
indexed with individual multilingualism at the University, that is, 
among its staff and students.
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4
Tensions on Finnish Constitutional 

Bilingualism in Neo-nationalist Times: 
Constructions of Swedish 

in Monolingual and Bilingual Contexts

Taina Saarinen

1  Introduction

Finnish language ideological tensions have historically been made visible 
at universities in language debates of the emerging nation in the mid- 
nineteenth century, or in the 1930s’ language conflicts at the University 
of Helsinki (Saarinen, 2014, 2018). Earlier debates revolved around the 
delicate balance between the national languages, Finnish and Swedish 
(Engman, 2016; Meinander, 2016). However, the language ideological 
debates in Finnish higher education have since 2010 been triggered by 
the increasing use of English, which had gained ground as a relatively 
unproblematized lingua franca in the 1990s and early 2000s (Leppänen 
et al., 2008). The increasing use of English has caused concern for national 
languages, particularly Finnish, which has linked Finland, somewhat 
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belatedly, to the neo-nationalist developments that have emerged not just 
in Western countries but also elsewhere (Lee, 2016, 2017, on South 
Korea and South Africa). Events like the Brexit referendum and the sur-
rounding political developments are not the cause but the visible indica-
tion of the neo-nationalist interests that surface in language education 
(Kelly, 2018) or higher education (Mathies & Weimer, 2018). As a 
response to global mobility, during the early 2000s universities drafted 
language policies that explicate the uses and roles of local and global lan-
guages in the meeting point of national and global pressures (Airey, 
Lauridsen, Räsänen, Salö, & Schwach, 2017). Language policies and 
interests are under construction and subject to debates not only in global-
izing Western societies (Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Sierra, 2013) but also in 
the expanding Asian (Lau & Lim, 2017, for Taiwan), African (Chimbutane, 
2011) and Central American contexts (Torres- Olave, 2012).

In contrast to many other Nordic countries, language legislation is 
exceptionally binding in Finland (Saarinen & Taalas, 2017), with consti-
tutionally defined societal bilingualism of two equal national languages, 
Finnish and Swedish (Suomen perustuslaki, 731/1999). While Swedish 
is not a de jure minority language but a national language, with equal 
position to that of Finnish (see Ihalainen & Saarinen, 2015; Saarinen & 
Ihalainen, 2018, for a discussion of the 2009 and 1919 parliamentary 
debates on constitutional bilingualism), it is still a de facto minority lan-
guage, spoken by approximately 5.5 per cent of the Finnish population.

Higher education language policies reflect this constitutional bilin-
gualism. Finnish higher education institutions (14 universities and 23 
universities of applied sciences) are by legislation either monolingual 
(Finnish or Swedish) or bilingual (Finnish and Swedish). With the 2004 
and 2009 reforms in higher education legislation, however, language 
steering at Finnish institutions has gradually decreased (Saarinen & 
Taalas, 2017) so that universities and universities of applied sciences can 
now independently decide on the language of teaching and degrees. This 
trend is the opposite of the other Nordic countries where language regu-
lation has become tighter (Pyykkö, 2005; Saarinen & Taalas, 2017).

This chapter analyses the tensions around the status of Finnish consti-
tutional bilingualism from the perspective of the position of Swedish in 
one monolingually Swedish university (Åbo Akademi University, ÅAU) 
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and one bilingual university (University of Helsinki, UH). ÅAU is the 
only Swedish-language multidisciplinary university in Finland. UH, in 
turn, is the biggest multidisciplinary university in Finland and is bilin-
gual by law. The ÅAU interviews focused on the positions of Swedish at 
ÅAU in the current higher education policy situation in Finland. The 
UH data, in turn, focuses particularly on the new bilingual bachelor’s 
programmes at UH, where students can study the 180 ECTS by doing 
60 ECTS in Finnish, 60 ECTS in Swedish and the remaining 60 ECTS 
in a language of their choice. This is an exceptional system in Finnish 
higher education, where higher education degrees had until recently been 
distinguished as either Finnish- or Swedish-language degrees.

The language situation in higher education across Nordic contexts has 
been scrutinized increasingly in recent years, particularly from the point 
of view of the dynamic that English has brought to the language setting 
(e.g. the thematic issue “Language and the international university”), in 
International Journal of Sociolinguistics (Haberland & Mortensen, 2012), 
English in Nordic Universities: Ideologies and Practices (Hultgren, 
Gregersen, & Thøgersen, 2014), and English-Medium Instruction in 
European Higher Education (Dimova, Hultgren, & Jensen, 2015). The 
position of minority languages in higher education in the context of 
increasing English-medium instruction (EMI) has, however, been under-
examined (for a review, see Holmen, 2014).

As universities have historically been significant sites for the construc-
tion of Finnish constitutional bilingualism (Engman, 2016; Meinander, 
2016), they are ideal sites for the study of emerging Finnish language 
policies as well as the ways in which current policies reflect Finnish higher 
education policies and larger historical developments. In times of increas-
ing global interaction, universities operate in an interface of the interna-
tional (in their disciplinary orientation) and national (as institutions 
serving a national task) (see Scott, 2011), which makes them ideal con-
texts for the research on the role of language in twenty-first-century 
societies.

In this chapter, I will focus particularly on emerging tensions and chal-
lenges. This does not mean that the tensions are overwhelmingly overtak-
ing the current policy, or that there would not be equally strong forces 
that aim at stabilizing the status quo. However, I also recognize the 
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 peculiarity of the Finnish language policy in needing to make this dis-
claimer in the first place, as the discussion on the relationship of the 
national languages and the position of Swedish easily turns into a defen-
sive or offensive ideological debate (see Ihalainen, Saarinen, Nikula, & 
Pöyhönen, 2011; Ihalainen & Saarinen, 2015).

2  Method and Analysis

In order to understand the nature of language policy, we need to examine 
several layers of activities on the societal level, from formal policies and 
historical discourses to current societal trends and policy developments 
(Johnson, 2013; Hult & Johnson, 2015). The position of Swedish in 
Finnish higher education will here be discussed in the context of higher 
education policies, language policies and larger societal developments in 
Finland in the 2000s.

Both UH and ÅAU have their particular national tasks in upholding 
the position of Swedish and educating Swedish-speaking academic work 
force for the Finnish society. While UH does this from a bilingual posi-
tion, with regulations on the number of Swedish professors and the right 
for students to use Finnish or Swedish in their exams, ÅAU has been 
unequivocally Swedish-speaking since its foundation in 1918.

The primary data for this study were collected through interviews 
between October 2017 and January 2018 at the two universities as part 
of a pilot for a larger project on the position of Swedish in Finnish higher 
education. UH interviewees (N  =  13) represent two bilingual pro-
grammes, academic (3) and administrative (1) staff and students (3), 
from the programmes, language centre staff (3) and university central 
administrators (3). ÅAU interviewees (N = 6) represent academic staff (2) 
and administrators (1) from one faculty as well as from central adminis-
tration (3). Some participants were recruited as key actors in their insti-
tutional contexts; others were identified by way of snowball sampling, as 
the interviewees suggested potential participants from within their circle.

The interview data have been analysed by employing Critical discourse 
analytical (e.g. Fairclough, 2003) approaches to track the historical lan-
guage policy trajectories and discursive cycles by focusing on instances of 
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Swedish in ÅAU and UH. My analysis thus resembles Tollefson’s (2015) 
historical-structural analysis, as I analyse the dynamic interplay of the 
constitutional language policy and language legislation of higher educa-
tion, the understanding of ideological constructs such as institutional 
bilingualism as commonsensical and the recycling of particular Finnish 
discourses of bilingualism. To provide the historical higher education 
policy and language policy trajectories, the author’s recent work is first 
reviewed to discuss the position of Swedish in Finnish higher education 
and the potential implications that this has to Finnish constitutional 
bilingualism.

3  Societal and Higher Education 
Policy Backdrop

As the chapter analyses the position of Swedish in two higher education 
institutions against a larger societal backdrop of Finnish language policy, 
it is necessary to first take a look at developments in Finnish society in 
general and in higher education policy in particular, especially from the 
angle of internationalization and globalization. I will then briefly discuss 
the implications of these developments for the language policies in 
Finnish higher education.

3.1  Internationalization: Discourses 
of National Competitiveness

Finnish society and, consequently, its educational system have changed in 
fundamental ways since the 1980s. Formal centralized educational steer-
ing has decreased since the 1980s, as regulation took the form of ex-post- 
accountability instead of earlier ex-ante-regulation (Simola, Kauko, 
Varjo, Kalalahti, & Sahlström, 2017). After the economic boom of the 
1980s, Finland entered a severe recession in the early 1990s, as a conse-
quence of several factors, such as the dissolution of the Soviet Union and 
the consequent decline in Soviet trade, fiscal politics in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, and the following overheating of the economy and problems 
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with international trade (Kiander, 2001). Following these developments, 
interest towards Western integration increased and Finland eventually 
joined the European Union in 1995.

The prevalence of economic factors in political developments was mir-
rored in higher education policies. Already during the economic boom of 
the 1980s, the first internationalization strategy of higher education from 
1987 (Nokkala, 2007) linked internationalization to economic and cul-
tural prosperity, mirroring the traditional national Bildung function of 
the university institution (Jalava, 2012). The operationalization of inter-
national mobility as a teacher and student mobility was seen as a practical 
tool for combining economic and educational needs. The 1987 strategy 
linked language(s) as an instrument for the development of national 
economy and education; because of these policies, universities started to 
develop EMI degree programmes (Saarinen, 2012).

Around the turn of the millennium, attitudes towards English in 
Finland were generally positive (Leppänen et al., 2008). Here, Finland dif-
fers from other Nordic countries. For example, in Sweden, the increase in 
English-language education has been seen as a threat to social participa-
tion and the status of the Swedish language (e.g. Airey et al., 2017), as 
universities have negotiated the national and international linguistic ten-
sions and the relative positions of Swedish and English (Hult & Källkvist, 
2016). As a result of the steady and continuing growth of EMI programmes 
since the mid-1990s, Finland has been the number one provider of EMI 
programmes in non-English speaking European countries, measured by 
institutions providing EMI programmes, both in Wächter and Maiworm’s 
2008 and 2014 studies. Initially, the programmes run through the medium 
of foreign languages also included German- and French-language pro-
grammes, but eventually only the English-language programmes remained.

The 2001 internationalization strategy introduced the concept of com-
petitiveness in internationalization. Again, a powerful national (eco-
nomic) basis was seen as indispensable for international competition. The 
2001 internationalization strategy underlined the importance of national 
legislation protecting the universities, apparently reacting to the ongoing 
Bologna Process. The 2001 strategy thus contrasted the national and 
international, assuring that the national system was being protected 
(Saarinen, 2018). However, the 2001 internationalization strategy also 
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explicitly referred to the competitive advantage offered by English, thus 
linking national interests to the use of a lingua franca. Although the strat-
egy referred euphemistically to “foreign-language” programmes, in prac-
tice, these were predominantly in English (see Lehikoinen, 2004, p. 44), 
making other languages invisible.

The 2009 internationalization strategy continued the economic dis-
course by naming higher education as a nationally significant export 
product. Since Finnish universities generally did not collect tuition fees, 
it seems that this export argument was linked to Finnish higher educa-
tion as a brand rather than as a commodity. The framing was one of 
Finnish higher education as a product that Finland can offer to the rest of 
the world (see Mission for Finland, 2010). Similarly to the 2001 strategy, 
the 2009 document also systematically talked about “foreign-language” 
teaching when referring to EMI. Thus, “foreign” continued to be a proxy 
for English, covering the whole spectrum of internationalization and 
making “English” somewhat synonymous with “international”. This on 
one hand recognized the traditional Finnish cultural multilingualism 
objective of supporting other languages (Saarinen, 2012), but on the 
other hand, the goal was possibly to avoid imposing English above other 
languages (see Hakulinen et  al., 2009, for criticism of English and 
Leppänen et  al., 2008, on a generally positive attitude to England in 
Finland). However, the fact that English and “foreign language” are 
linked in this way blurs the dynamics of internationalization and lan-
guage, as languages are not named but rather assumed (Saarinen, 2012).

In the first years of the 2010s, formal complaints filed by students 
about the use of English in their studies and parliamentary questions 
about the position of Finnish in higher education provided by the popu-
list Finns party representative (Saarinen, 2014) acted as indications of a 
turn in the attitude towards English and an increasing interest in national 
languages, particularly Finnish. This turn sheds light on the emerging 
neo-nationalist tendencies in Finnish society and higher education that 
had already emerged elsewhere, with more attention being given to 
national interests in challenging global political contexts (Lee, 2017, 
p. 870), thus contrasting with the post-national hegemonic order where 
nation states were de-stabilized in the global economic system (e.g. 
Heller, 2011).
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The increasing attention to national needs was also apparent in the lat-
est internationalization guidelines (Minedu, 2017). The 2017 document 
still refers to both “foreign” and “foreign-language” programmes. 
However, in these guidelines, exceptionally, other languages (including 
Arabic, Japanese, Chinese and Portuguese) are explicitly named in addi-
tion to English (Minedu, 2017, p. 19). At the same time, the strategy 
highlights the importance of Finnish national languages for international 
students and staff. It is possible that this is a reaction to the overwhelming 
emphasis on English, while at the same time the need for domestic lan-
guages has been emphasized in the labour market (Shumilova, Cai, & 
Pekkola, 2012).

To summarize, it seems that the strategic documents from 1987, 2001 
and 2009 reinforce a protectionist discourse of national economic inter-
ests. This protection of national interests, however, seems to be taking 
place in English rather than national languages. This seems to somehow 
contradict the assumed link between nation and language, linking Finnish 
higher education developments from the 1980s to the 2000s to a post- 
nationalist discourse, where supranational dynamics gain prominence as 
nation states were de-stabilized in the global economic system (e.g. 
Heller, 2011).

Around 2014, however, a step towards a (neo-)nationalist direction 
was taken, as the political atmosphere turned more right populist in 
Finland and elsewhere. In particular, concern for the position of Finnish 
had already been emerging after the 2010 new University Act and the 
ensuing concerns about the emergence of EMI in higher education. 
However, only in 2018 did the statement by the Finnish Language Board 
(Suomen kielen lautakunta, 2018), an expert authority issuing recom-
mendations and policy suggestions on Finnish usage, make the threat to 
Finnish a media and political question on the national level.

3.2  Language Policies of Finnish Universities and Its 
Implications to Higher Education Policy

Languages were relatively invisible in Finnish higher education since the 
1930s’ language feuds at UH (Meinander, 2016, pp. 53–58). Since World 
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War II, the major language debates in Finland have dealt with compre-
hensive education and the compulsory Swedish, particularly in the com-
prehensive school (Geber, 2010). Paradoxically, while systematic 
internationalization has increased, different languages have begun to be 
used less as languages of teaching and other activities at universities. Fewer 
languages are taught in schools, while more languages are becoming visi-
ble within education as the number of students with a migrant back-
ground increases. (Saarinen & Taalas, 2017; Kuteeva, this volume, on 
“(wishful) academic multilingualism” and “deficient multilingualism”.)

4  Swedish in Higher Education Settings

In the following, I will discuss the position of Swedish in Finnish higher 
education, based on the interviews in the two selected universities, and 
discussing these two cases against the above-outlined higher education 
policy and language policy developments. I will focus particularly on the 
dynamics of Finnish constitutional bilingualism from the point of view 
of Swedish and its role as the other or second (toinen) national language 
in Finland.

Taxell’s paradox is often presented as the recommended way to support 
the weaker language in Finland. Taxell’s paradox is an example of an ideo-
logical construct, aiming at protecting monolingual spaces to preserve 
the minority language (Liebkind & Sandlund, 2006; Boyd & Palviainen, 
2015). In Finland, the main argument in Taxell’s paradox is that mono-
lingual solutions (e.g. institutions, facilities and organizations where one 
language is used) lead to bilingualism (i.e. the maintenance of societal 
bilingualism) while bilingual solutions, where the same facilities and 
institutions serve both language groups, tend to lead to a monolingual 
use of Finnish (Boyd & Palviainen, 2015). Therefore, institutions need to 
be as much as possible separate for both languages. A similar argument 
has been prevalent in francophone Canada (Heller, 1999). This kind of 
situation where institutions rather than individuals are represented as 
bilingual has been termed parallel monolingualism (Heller, 2006).

From and Sahlström (2019) discuss Taxell’s paradox from the point of 
view of the parallel use of languages (i.e. parallellingualism; Davidsen- 
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Nielsen, 2008; Introduction, this volume) and the overlapping use of 
several languages (i.e. translanguaging; e.g. García & Li Wei, 2014). For 
them, Taxell’s paradox is a hegemonic way of conceptualizing current 
Finnish language policy and the parallel use of the national languages. 
Parallellingualism is seen to ensure that domain loss does not take place 
and national language(s) continue to keep their “society bearing” func-
tion (Hultgren, 2014, 2015, 2016). Taxell’s paradox reflects a view of 
parallellingualism where “parallel monolingualisms” reflect a sustainable 
form of bilingualism, whereas overlapping forms of language use lead to 
the demise of the minority language, and thus of bilingualism (From & 
Sahlström, 2019).

The initial analysis of the data started with the transcription (with the 
help of a research assistant) and the first rough readings of the interviews, 
conducted by the author. The language of interviews was negotiated at the 
beginning of the interviews; most interviews were conducted in Finnish, 
but at both universities, one interviewee preferred to speak (mostly) 
Swedish, while the interviewer spoke (mostly) Finnish. The first reading 
of the data leads to an identification of the main themes that emerged in 
the interviews. This was based first on a rough content analysis, where the 
interviews were thematized. Following that, a more detailed analysis of 
major themes was conducted, where the analysis of the inductively col-
lected themes (based on the content analysis) was followed by a deductive 
analysis, based on the content analysis, combined with literature on the 
major language policy and higher education policy trends in Finland.

In the analysis, the following topics emerged, and in the following sec-
tion, I will discuss their implications for the language policies of the two 
universities in more detail in the following subsections. Subsection 4.1 
discusses uses of Finnish, Swedish and English; Subsect. 4.2 staff and 
student recruitment and Subsect. 4.3 higher education policies.

4.1  “Everyone speaks their own language”. 
Monolingual and Bilingual with English on Top

The ways in which uses of Finnish and Swedish were described by the 
interviewees provided insights on the ways in which bilingualism was 
conceptualized in monolingual and bilingual universities.
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The use of Finnish and Swedish in bilingual situations was often 
described in terms of “getting to speak your own language”. The follow-
ing excerpt (1) illustrates this view as the interviewee suggests that “every-
one” speaks “their own language”, thus mirroring the wording of the 
Finnish Constitution “The right of everyone to use his or her own lan-
guage, either Finnish or Swedish” (Suomen perustuslaki 731/1999, § 17). 
The interviewee thus implies that the languages are Finnish and Swedish 
(all excerpts translated into English by the author and identified by uni-
versity and the numeric identifier of interviewee):

(1)
It works like this. Everyone speaks their own language, and everyone 
understands everything. [ÅAU11]

Bilingualism as parallel monolingualism is a usage reported also in 
working life situations (Malkamäki & Herberts, 2014) and of course 
implies that Finnish and Swedish are the only languages available and 
usable in the situation, emphasizing everyone’s need to understand these 
languages. Bilingualism thus refers to the constitutional bilingualism of 
two national languages, whereas for instance in Denmark, bilingual 
implies migrant background or being a “foreigner” (Holmen, 2014).

Often, however, speakers of Swedish change to Finnish (e.g. Malkamäki 
& Herberts, 2014). Several interviewees both at ÅAU and UH described 
this as typical meeting behaviour of bilingual speakers who felt equally 
comfortable with either Finnish or Swedish and ended up switching to 
the majority language Finnish. They usually described themselves as 
using the language most suited for the situation, often describing them-
selves as bilingual or being used to the practice (excerpt 2):

(2)
[…] yes, if you’re bilingual, and most of the [Finland Swedes] people from 
southern Finland are, then they really easily change the language because 
they, they have the same, they are accustomed to both languages being 
equally strong, so they basically decide situationally, so if there are Finnish 
speakers, then the language will be changed immediately. And it is not even 
questioned. [ÅAU12]

4 Tensions on Finnish Constitutional Bilingualism… 



96

For those identifying as bilingual (such as the interviewee in excerpt 
3), changing language was easy, but also controversial, having repercus-
sions to representing the minority group:

(3)
I am maybe a bad representative, cause I easily change, myself always take 
Finnish [ÅAU16]

The interviewee in excerpt (3) refers to the societal pressure on Swedish 
speakers and bilinguals to use Swedish. This resonates with the calls for 
the responsibility of also individuals and not just public officials to 
upkeep the use of Swedish in Finland (Tandefelt, 2003, p. 190).

When (parallel) uses of Finnish and Swedish in teaching were dis-
cussed, the differences between UH and ÅAU became more apparent. At 
UH, the examining right in Swedish is understood as fulfilling the 
requirement for Swedish-language higher education, whereas at ÅAU 
both teaching and examining were ideally in Swedish. The ÅAU inter-
viewees (excerpt 4) commented on their practice of both teaching and 
examining in Swedish as somewhat more adequate than the practices of 
the bilingual University of Helsinki (excerpt 5):

(4)
That it’s the teaching, that the teacher should also act in Swedish, for it to 
be Swedish. [ÅAU11]

(5)
[…] that we are really particular about them [students] getting to answer 
exams both in Finnish and Swedish… [UH29]

The above excerpts (4) and (5) illustrate the ideological debates about 
what is “proper” bilingual education. From the position of a Swedish- 
speaking institution, both teaching and exams needed to be Swedish; at 
UH, on the other hand, the bilingual status means that students mini-
mally get to take their exams in either language. This means that “Swedish- 
language teaching” is understood in different ways in the Swedish and 
bilingual contexts.
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The interviewees at the University of Helsinki presented their prac-
tice of bilingual teaching as flexible, and also some interviewees at ÅAU 
suggested that teaching bilingually was already taking place in some 
situations (considering the needs of Finnish language students, for 
instance). Interviewees at both ÅAU and UH discussed ways in which 
the teaching situations could be made more multilingual, allowing for 
(at least) Finnish and Swedish to be used simultaneously. The following 
interviewee (excerpt 6) hopes that while ÅAU would remain monolin-
gually Swedish, the use of Finnish and Swedish would become 
more flexible:

(6)
And I hope that it could, that even if Åbo Akademi unquestionably retains 
its Swedish language status, and it is our task to give Swedish language 
teaching. But it would be more natural somehow the crossing borders of 
languages and use and otherwise so. And of course on the Finnish language 
side, that it would be no wonder if someone lectured in Swedish, that it 
would be seen as a natural part of it. [ÅAU16]

While this kind of use of languages was not formally acceptable in the 
Swedish-speaking university (and hedged heavily also by the above inter-
viewee), it seemed to mirror both the formal language principles of UH 
and the language practice in the bilingual programmes, and as such can 
be interpreted as a natural extension of the use of “their own language, 
either Finnish or Swedish”. However, this simultaneously challenged 
Taxell’s paradox and it’s ideal of parallel monolingual institutions, as the 
interviewee implied that merging languages and using Finnish and 
Swedish somewhat simultaneously (rather than keeping Swedish- 
language spaces intact) would be beneficial.

However, with the introduction of the bilingual programmes and their 
credit practice of 60 ECTS in Finnish, 60 ECTS in Swedish, 60 ECTS in 
any language, the language of courses needed to be managed in a more 
detailed manner and the situation became more complex. Paradoxically, 
this seemed to create more inflexibility in a system that was simultane-
ously described also as flexible:
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(7)
[…] there are Finnish speakers who then do their exams in Finnish, but 
they do not get the credits which can then be used towards a bilingual 
degree. So this is a very flexible system. So as long as the exam is done in 
Swedish, if we speak of a Finnish speaking student, and vice versa. And it 
is always determined in such a way that only one language can be marked 
for each credit. That is to say one of the 3 credits, it cannot be split so that 
two points would be in Finnish and one point in Swedish. [UH27]

(8)
We had I think 10 people thinking about when we are getting this new 
study register system Sisu. […] it took a year, the preparation. That’s how 
the language of the examination gets defined. Well now we think it would 
be good to have information and statistics about the language of teaching. 
So we are now having another discussion about the definition of language 
of teaching. So it’s not easy [UH22]

It seems that at UH, the bilingual bachelor’s programmes stretch the 
boundaries of language of teaching versus language of examination. The first 
interviewee in the extracts (7) and (8) describes the pains in trying to develop 
a flexible system (bilingual programmes) that would allow for an explicit use 
of both Finnish and Swedish instead of either or, paradoxically ending up 
describing something that seems quite inflexible. The second interviewee 
(excerpt 8), in turn, describes the pains of creating a study register that could 
acknowledge the requirements of recognizing the different ways in which 
the role of different languages could be recognized in crediting students.

As discussed above (see excerpt 2 on multilingual meetings), the flexi-
bility discussion of Finnish and Swedish gained another dimension when 
more languages were added to the situation. The next interviewee (excerpt 
9) is discussing the problems in a monolingual teaching context where 
first Finnish and Swedish and then on top of that English are used in 
what attempts to follow the parallel language use principles:

(9)
There have been those [situations] too I hear, that people have been or have 
wondered a bit that it can be really confusing for some that there are two 
languages and then you read something in English and other stuff and then 
there are three languages simultaneously. [ÅAU16]
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In other words, flexibility seemed to imply Finnish or Swedish being 
used in a parallel “either or” manner, while any other combination of 
Finnish, Swedish and/or English seemed to cause discussions of inflexi-
bility. Bilingual or trilingual teaching made visible the challenges facing 
the operationalizations of constitutional bilingualism. A bilingual policy 
of institutional monolingualism would, in other words, seem to make 
translanguaging practices difficult; however, this would need to be anal-
ysed in more detail.

4.2  “We need to use English”. Role of Staff 
and Student Recruitment

Internationalization policies since the 1990s led to measures that encour-
aged universities to increase their staff and student recruitment from out-
side Finland. The role of Swedish-language higher education is to provide 
enough educated professionals for the societal needs of the minority. In 
order to fulfil those needs, higher education has to be able to attract 
enough students and staff; if the recruitment pool in Finland is not ade-
quate, recruitment is directed to other (often Nordic) countries.

Based on the interviews, this had a particular unexpected effect at 
ÅAU, where internationalization policies coincided with the Nordic ori-
entation and the particular language policy responsibility of the University. 
UH interviewees from the bilingual programmes referred mostly to the 
effects of domestic student recruitment and the need to complement the 
Swedish-language recruitment with Finnish-speaking students. I will 
next analyse staff and student recruitment and language with the help of 
a few key interview excerpts, discussing the different aspects of this 
development.

First, Swedish-language programmes both at the ÅAU and UH seemed 
to depend on their ability to complement the Swedish-language recruit-
ment with Finnish speakers (excerpts 10 and 11):

(10)
[…] get more Finnish-speaking [students] in, and then we would like more 
from Sweden and Norway. [ÅAU11]
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(11)
But I think these are eager because they want to save the Swedish language 
teaching. [UH30]

However, it also appears that particularly for the Swedish-language 
university, domestic recruitment of Finnish-speaking students is not 
practical for many reasons. One interviewee in a leading academic posi-
tion (excerpt 12) described the recruitment difficulties at the Swedish- 
language university, explaining them with the declining Swedish skills in 
Finland, which he in turn explained with Finnish language policy:

(12)
[…] On the staff side, let’s say at the postdoc researcher level, it is easier for 
us to recruit from Sweden than from Helsinki. And that is the conse-
quences of Finnish language policy. [ÅAU14]

The practice of recruiting both staff and students from Sweden and 
other Nordic countries has a long tradition at ÅAU, for several reasons. 
The Swedish-language teaching has long made it possible for Nordic stu-
dents to enter regular degree programmes without resorting to EMI; 
Nordic and particularly Swedish-speaking staff will also have had a lan-
guage edge in international recruitment in comparison to recruits from 
outside the Nordic circle. ÅAU, in turn, has for some time now turned 
increasingly to Nordic countries for recruitment, since Finland has not 
provided enough Swedish-speaking students and staff. Additionally, the 
Stockholm metropolitan area with more than 2.2 million inhabitants is 
less than a one-hour flight or an overnight ferry away from Turku, where 
ÅAU is located (excerpt 13).

(13)
[…] We also have this determined recruitment from Sweden and we have 
a lot of employees living in Sweden, for example, in Stockholm, who come 
here every week. And that, of course, they get along in English, but then 
the Finnish language part is quite difficult. [ÅAU14]

For Nordic recruits, especially from Sweden, Denmark and Norway, 
Swedish has usually been relatively unproblematic; Finnish, however, 
might take longer to learn. This had unexpected consequences for lan-
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guage use: since the Swedish-language ÅAU also cooperates with the 
neighbouring Finnish language University of Turku, the balance of lan-
guage use in this cooperation appears to have been affected. Ideally, ÅAU 
staff would use Swedish and University of Turku staff would use Finnish 
in this cooperation (see excerpt 1 on “everyone speaking their own lan-
guage”), which would work well with Nordic recruits. However, this 
practice has not been possible with international recruits from outside 
the Nordic countries, who tend to cause switch the language to English 
(e.g. Malkamäki & Herberts, 2014, in workplaces).

As higher education policies of internationalization, profiling (see 
Subsect. 4.3), and other such policies increase the amount of “interna-
tional” recruits (i.e. staff and students outside the Nordic countries; the 
interviewees actually make this differentiation relatively systematically), 
the language balance in  local contexts such as meetings and teaching 
changes. However, it appears that not just “internationals” (i.e. those out-
side Nordic countries) but also Nordic recruits cause the language to be 
switched to English, as learning Finnish is not self-evident for them either 
(excerpt 14):

(14)
It’s exactly Finnish. It’s Finnish, Finnish is the problem in the equation. 
That’s what brings English in. [ÅAU16]

While international staff are somewhat expected to cause a language 
switch to English, there is still an expectation that Nordic recruits are 
needed to strengthen the position of Swedish specifically. However, this 
does not always seem to be the case. As neither the “internationals” nor 
the “Nordic” recruits are likely to know Finnish, the language is changed 
to English. In other words, it is not Swedish-language skills but Finnish 
skills that are required from ÅAU staff and students in order to maintain 
Swedish. Paradoxically, because the Nordic recruits manage speaking 
Swedish but not Finnish, the Swedish language is also at risk of disap-
pearing. While I do not claim that this had major consequences on lan-
guage policies, it nonetheless challenges the language practices of using 
Swedish and Finnish in particular contexts at ÅAU and UH and came up 
systematically in several interviews.
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4.3  Profiling of Higher Education Institutions: 
Higher Education Policy or Language Policy 
as Motivation?

Higher education policies and their impact on language policies have begun 
to receive some attention in Nordic contexts. Hultgren (2014) found a cor-
relation between the rankings of European non-English language universi-
ties and English-language teaching: the higher the rankings on the Shanghai 
list, the more English-language teaching was available. As Hultgren in 
Macaro, Hultgren, Kirkpatrick & Lasagabaster (2019) states, this by no 
means reflects a causal relationship, but a multifaceted correlation in which 
English-language programmes are linked to typical neoliberal policies such 
as internationalization and pursuit of excellence. In Nordic contexts, the 
(parallel) use of local and international languages has been discussed (see for 
instance Hultgren, 2014; Hult & Källkvist, 2016); however, the bilingual 
Finnish landscape has some additional implications also from the point of 
view of higher education policies. Fabricius, Haberland, and Mortensen 
(2017) discuss the paradoxes of the celebratory and practical aspects of inter-
nationalization, quality policies and mobility in Denmark. They conclude 
that the concept of parallel language policy potentially undermines the ideals 
of internationalization as it potentially homogenizes the language landscape 
in higher education into monolingual spaces, where internationalization 
takes place in English and “non-international” education is conducted 
in local or domestic languages. Fabricius et al. call for a more nuanced under-
standing of the role of languages in internationalization policies (2017, p. 592).

This section discusses the phenomenon of higher education policies, 
particularly disciplinary and regional profiling, from a language perspec-
tive. The implications of internationalization and staff and student 
recruitment on language policies were discussed in Subsect. 4.2; this sec-
tion focuses on the so-called profiling activities of higher education, as 
Finnish institutions are required with financial incentives from the 
Ministry of Education and Academy of Finland to strategically profile 
their activities into distinct strength areas.

While there are bilingual (Finnish–Swedish language) universities, and 
one monolingually Swedish-language economy and business school, the 
ÅAU is the only monolingually Swedish-language university with a mul-
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tidisciplinary faculty structure in Finland. By university law, it is respon-
sible for satisfying the research and education needs of the Swedish-language 
population (Yliopistolaki, 558/2009, 76 §). Thus, this language policy 
role is at the core of the ÅAU, and as the interviewee in excerpt (15) 
states, ultimately justifies the existence of ÅAU:

(15)
What justifies the existence of Åbo Akademi University is the language, 
and it’s important from the point of view of identity, and whether we can 
offer also in the future Swedish language tuition. [ÅAU16]

In recent years, this national language policy task has been comple-
mented with an explicitly Nordic orientation in the results negotiations 
with the Ministry of Education and Culture. While this seems to be a 
natural orientation for a Swedish-language university, this can have unex-
pected consequences for language use and position of Swedish, as shown 
in the previous Subsect. 4.2.

Particularly in the ÅAU interviews, the tensions between the language 
policy and what was often called “content profiling” (as opposed to lan-
guage profiling) became visible (excerpt 16):

(16)
[…] But it is a bit exciting now with this cultural responsibility. 
Responsibility for bilingualism. And then this international issue. So we 
always have to think about this balance. [ÅAU14]

UH was conceptualized as a “subject matter first, language second” 
context by both ÅAU and UH interviewees. In other words, it seems that 
the national language task rarely emerged as a primary goal or motivation 
of UH, but that they were rather more concerned with the university’s 
activities and content profile (excerpts 17 and 18):

(17)
The University of Helsinki does not have to take a stand on whether it is a 
bilingual university or not because they were basically a bilingual univer-
sity. […] but their starting point is that they protect their activities. 
[ÅAU13]
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(18)
Well, if you think like that, it’s definitely the content matter. That the lan-
guage is not—[UH25]

However, negotiations about whether language or subject matter was 
primary seemed to be emerging in ÅAU as well:

(19)
[…] that the board of Åbo Akademi University, there would have been 
somebody who suggested that we change the language of teaching 
 completely to English. And that’s just an absurd idea, that’s it, that’s a blow 
under the belt. [ÅAU16]

(20)
It is this particular task, question of brand, and the minority language, and 
it must be maintained and maintained at a high level. It’s probably a minor-
ity language protection rite. [ÅAU13]

It would seem that particularly for ÅAU, higher education policies 
would clash with the language policies more than at UH, as the question 
of whether language or profile (either content profiling or particularly 
important subject matters) would be primary seemed to emerge as a chal-
lenge to the position of Swedish, causing debates. At UH, in turn, the 
content profile issues, rather than formal language policies, appeared to 
determine the language policy choices.

5  From Being Contested to Being Invisible: 
Discussion of Swedish in Finnish 
Higher Education

Bilingualism in Finnish language policy has been internalized as a par-
ticular kind of discursive practice; that is, the constitutional formulation 
of everyone “using their own language, Finnish or Swedish”. More spe-
cifically, the understanding of the integrity of the Swedish-language 
space, svenska rum, as an instantiation of Taxell’s paradox has been rela-
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tively unchallenged in Finnish education policy and language policy 
(From & Sahlström, 2019).

It seems, however, that a combination of societal, higher education 
and language policy developments has now challenged the language pol-
icy implications of Taxell’s paradox. At first, in the developments of the 
1990s and 2000s, English merely seemed to add a third language to the 
combination in the spirit of parallel language use (Hult & Källkvist, 
2016). However, in recent years, higher education policy and language 
policy developments at ÅAU and UH appear to place pressures on 
Swedish that seem to render Swedish somewhat invisible in the develop-
ments (see also Lindström & Sylvin, 2014; Saarinen & Rontu, 2018; 
Saarinen, 2018). The following three points synthesize the findings pre-
sented in this chapter.

First of all, it seems that the policies of internationalization and profil-
ing higher education institutions based on their disciplinary specializa-
tion or other orientation stretch the boundaries of the university language 
policies. Particularly, and somewhat unexpectedly, at ÅAU not only 
international but also Nordic recruitment causes some pressures on the 
position of Swedish as the Nordic staff, while able to use Swedish, lacks 
an adequate knowledge of Finnish to operate in particular teaching and 
cooperation situations. At UH, in turn, student recruitment from the 
Finnish-speaking student population into the bilingual programmes, 
combined with an increasing use of English, makes visible the tensions in 
teaching language practices as a third language is added to the combination.

Second, the interviews and previous research suggest that contradict-
ing views exist also in higher education about the applicability of the so- 
called Taxell’s paradox, that is, the notion that monolingual institutions 
support societal bilingualism. Using Finnish and Swedish in a particular 
way (“each their own language”) appears as an internalized individual 
version of promoting constitutional bilingualism as parallel monolin-
gualism. National language policy discourses thus manifest themselves in 
individual understandings of bilingualism as a particular kind of use and 
dynamic of Finnish and Swedish in the Finnish society. Changing the 
language from Swedish to Finnish in meetings and other interactions 
was, in turn, framed in some contexts as “bad bilingualism” and not sup-
portive of the minority language. While there was a lot of support for this 
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practice, adding English into the combination sometimes appeared to 
throw this balance off, either by switching previously Finnish–Swedish 
bilingual meetings into English (in meeting contexts) or “becoming too 
much” (in teaching contexts). Both developments appear to render 
Swedish invisible, as traditional uses of Swedish as “each using their own 
language” are challenged by bilingual and multilingual practices as well as 
pressures from English.

Third, and again somewhat paradoxically, neo-nationalist discourses that 
are becoming more apparent in the Finnish society (Saarinen, 2014, 2018) 
tend to tilt the discussion towards a concern for the position of Finnish 
rather than Swedish, thus making Swedish invisible in language political 
debates where it had previously been a contested entity (Ihalainen & 
Saarinen, 2015). Neo-nationalism is often overtly linked to right- wing, 
populist and anti-immigrant policies (Eger & Valdez, 2015), and the 
increase in support of populist parties and movements in Finland has also 
created growing tensions particularly on the position of Swedish. The 
recent backlash against English, in turn, appears largely motivated by the 
ideological protection of Finnish rather than of the constitutional bilin-
gualism as such (Saarinen, 2014, 2018). Thus, the increasing use of English 
paradoxically plays into the hands of new-nationalist arguments, bringing 
attention to Finnish and making Swedish at least in some contexts invisible 
rather than contested. This may posit a new kind of challenge for the 
Swedish language in Finland and to Finnish constitutional bilingualism.
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1  Introduction

Teaching languages for academic purposes has a long-standing tradition 
in Finnish Higher Education (HE). All university students need to com-
plete compulsory language studies in Finnish or Swedish (written and/or 
spoken academic communication), in the second national language 
(Swedish or Finnish) and in at least one foreign language. This require-
ment is set by the University Act. These language studies are offered and 
developed by the University Language Centres or similar institutes within 
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universities (for further discussion on the role of University Language 
Centres in Finland, see Tuomi & Rontu, 2011).

The overall objective set by the legislation (Finnish Universities Act, 
2009/558) is to provide students with adequate language and communi-
cation skills that make it possible to follow the developments within one’s 
own field as well as to work in an international environment. Universities 
have an autonomy to decide on the number of credits, content and struc-
ture of these studies. According to a recent report, the amount of credits 
varies from 2 to 12 credits per language (Pyykkö, 2017). As a result of the 
Bologna process, most of the obligatory language and communication 
studies have been placed within the BA degree. Traditionally, the lan-
guage and communication studies have been organized as separate and 
discipline-specific courses in different languages (e.g. academic English) 
that students can quite freely place in their study plan.

In accordance with developments in language learning and multilin-
gualism research (e.g. May, 2014; Ortega & Tyler, 2016), the emphasis of 
language and communication studies has shifted from learning a 
discipline- specific language and languages as separate entities to approach-
ing language as a means of participation in disciplinary knowledge pro-
duction and literacy practices. In research, there has also been growing 
emphasis on the inseparability of language and content across the disci-
plines (e.g. Nikula, Dafouz, Moore, & Smit, 2016) and on the use of the 
term ‘disciplinary literacies’ to describe such interconnection (e.g. Fang 
& Coatoam, 2013; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). While such changes 
have gained ground at the ideological level, they have not necessarily 
transformed pedagogies of academic literacies (e.g. Kafle & Canagarajah, 
2015) nor strengthened content-area lecturers’ perceptions of their role 
in the development of academic literacies (Airey, 2012).

This chapter approaches the idea of multilingual university from the 
perspective of the role of language and communication studies in sup-
porting students’ multilingual repertoires, that is, the totality of language 
resources available to an individual (e.g. Blommaert & Backus, 2011) as 
a key resource in academic expertise. More specifically, it focuses on a 
setting where a Finnish university, University of Jyväskylä, is in the pro-
cess of redesigning its language and communication studies. One of the 
aims in the process has been to move away from attention to isolated 

 J. Jalkanen and T. Nikula



115

languages and to strengthen the collaboration between teachers of differ-
ent languages, as well as between language teachers and teachers at the 
subject departments in the curriculum design. The University of Jyväskylä 
has six faculties in which the mandatory language and communication 
studies are being redesigned following a multilingual approach, which 
seeks to acknowledge the significance of multilingual repertoires in aca-
demic expertise.

The starting point for the redesign process has been to identify disci-
plinary language practices and needs in different disciplinary areas. The 
Centre for Multilingual Academic Communication, formerly known as 
the Language Centre at the University of Jyväskylä, has been in charge of 
the development work, but the curriculum has been co-configured in 
close collaboration with departments in the different disciplines. For each 
discipline, a team, usually consisting of 5–9 teachers of different lan-
guages, has been assembled at the Centre, and the team has worked on 
the curriculum with the staff members at the subject department for one 
year before starting the actual teaching. The development work started in 
2013 with the Department of Physics and is gradually expanding to other 
departments. Every year more disciplines become involved in the new 
structure and the last planning stages will begin in 2020. In 2023, the 
multilingual approach to language and communication studies will be up 
and running in the whole university.

In this study, we analyse how the curriculum for the multilingual lan-
guage and communication studies is discursively constructed and, in par-
ticular, what kinds of conceptions of language are built into the curriculum 
across different disciplines. Our focus is especially on (a) the presence and 
absence of language (explicit), (b) roles of different languages and (c) the 
relationship of language and disciplinary literacy.

2  Background

A key driving force and motivation for redesigning university-level lan-
guage and communication studies derive from research-based insights 
and reorientations to how language and multilingualism are conceptual-
ized. The so-called social turn in language learning research (e.g. Atkinson, 
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2011; Block, 2002) has emphasized socio-constructivist, dynamic and 
practice-based understandings of language and its nature as an adapting 
and context-sensitive resource for meaning making, thus challenging 
purely cognitive and system-based views. This, together with influences 
from research on multilingualism and sociolinguistics of globalization 
that have argued for attention to repertoires, that is, the totality of means 
that people draw on to communicate in the world rather than attention 
to distinct codes (e.g. Blommaert & Backus, 2011; Busch, 2012; 
Räisänen, 2013) has also had implications for how multilingualism and 
its role in education are perceived. Rather than seeing multilingualism as 
learning of, and ability to use different languages in isolation, the multi-
lingual turn in education (e.g. May, 2014; Conteh & Meier, 2014) has 
highlighted the need to take into consideration the entire repertoire of 
languages available to users.

As regards research on multilingualism in educational contexts, it has 
often been a phenomenon chosen as an object of analysis: in line with 
sociolinguistic and multilingualism studies referred to above, attention 
has been directed to exploring how and for what purposes functions par-
ticipants in educational settings make use of the totality of their multilin-
gual repertoires in flexible and context-dependent ways. Such research 
has often been conducted from a translanguaging perspective (e.g. García 
& Li Wei, 2014; Paulsrud, Rosén, Straszer, & Wedin, 2017) and often in 
contexts where translanguaging is seen as a way to acknowledge and 
appreciate languages in classrooms with multilingual, multicultural and 
minority background learners and as contributing to their educa-
tional equality.

Another orientation within multilingualism research is to see it from 
the skills perspective as a competence to be developed through education. 
Research on various forms of bilingual education such as immersion, 
content-based instruction and content and language integrated learning 
(CLIL) are examples of this perspective (for overviews see Dalton-Puffer, 
2011; Nikula & Mård-Miettinen, 2014; Tedick, Christian, & Fortune, 
2011). However, even in studies on bilingual education, the research 
interest has largely remained monolingual, that is, focused on the devel-
opment of skills in the instructional and target language rather than 
learners bi- and multilingual skills and resources (but see Moore & 
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Nikula, 2016; Mård-Miettinen & Björklund, 2018). A more multi- 
faceted orientation is visible in studies that highlight language-internal 
‘multilingualism’ between different registers, genres and ways of con-
structing knowledge across subject areas that the learners need to acquire 
for discipline-specific language and literacy skills (e.g. Llinares, Morton, 
& Whittaker, 2012; Nikula et al., 2016).

What has been less researched is multilingualism as an operating cul-
ture, involving ways of thinking, working and co-constructing to address 
multilingualism both as something that exists in the working environ-
ment and as a set of skills to be developed through teaching (cf. Musanti 
& Cavazos, 2018). Rather than focusing on the perspective of individu-
als, this calls for a community perspective to explore language policies 
and pedagogical ideologies in the making, and conceptions of language, 
learning and multilingualism as jointly constructed.

The focus on multilingualism in the higher education context is moti-
vated also by policy-level considerations. In addition to the European 
level policies and strategies that explicate and seek to foster multilingual-
ism (e.g. Nikula, Saarinen, Pöyhönen, & Kangasvieri, 2012), there are 
also national-level surveys and documents highlighting its importance for 
language education (e.g. Pöyhönen & Luukka, 2007). The recent over-
view of Finnish language education (Pyykkö, 2017), commissioned by 
the Ministry of Education and Culture, highlights the need to make mul-
tilingualism a key concern, both as regards the objectives of language 
teaching and awareness of multilingualism in society. As regards language 
education at the university level, the report suggests that in the future all 
university students in Finland should be required to demonstrate profi-
ciency in at least two foreign languages. The report also encourages uni-
versities to devise new types of degree programmes combining language 
subjects and other contents.

3  Data and Analysis

The data for this study consist of curriculum document texts (3750 
words) for mandatory language and communication studies in the degree 
structure of the following six disciplines: physics, chemistry, history, 
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 ethnology, philosophy, social sciences and economics (https://www.jyu.
fi/ops/fi/movi/viestinta-ja-kieliopinnot#uusimuotoiset-viestinta-ja-kieli-
opinnot-19711). The curriculum documents have been produced during 
2013–2017 as collaboration between language experts from the Centre 
and content experts from the units and departments. Content and dis-
course analysis are used as analytic tools to understand how the multilin-
gual approach, the guiding orientation in and motivation for the renewal 
process, is constructed and made visible in the curriculum. In the analy-
sis, we have paid attention both to what is explicitly stated in the curricu-
lum texts about language(s) and academic literacies, and to meanings 
conveyed more implicitly, for example, by choices of expression and 
through connections invoked between languages and their (potentially 
different) roles in the students’ academic expertise.

4  Changing Role of Languages 
in Academic Study

Language policies, both national and institutional, play an important 
role in shaping and regulating language use, as well as setting goals for 
developing universities as environments of study, work and learning. The 
University of Jyväskylä, along with other Nordic universities, has devised 
an institutional language policy (Saarinen & Taalas, 2017). The current 
version of the policy, published in 2015, lays the foundation for develop-
ing language and communication studies by emphasizing progressive 
development of discipline-specific language and communication skills as 
well as multilingual competence:

Society requires graduates to have good communication and language 
skills. These skills should develop progressively from one degree level to 
another and be relevant for the roles, international activities and coopera-
tion of their respective fields. Knowledge, competence and expertise are 
built discipline-specifically through language and communication. The 
University guides and creates conditions for the development of students’ 
discipline-specific language skills as well as their multilingual and multicul-
tural competence. This includes fostering knowledge of the Finnish 
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 language and Finnish culture, diversifying communication skills in the sec-
ond national language, English and other languages, as well as promoting 
cultural awareness and competence. (University of Jyväskylä Language 
Policy (English version), 2015, p. 4)

Traditionally, communication and language studies have been orga-
nized as separate courses of different languages, such as:

• Kirjoitusviestinnän perusteet [Fundamentals in Written Communication], 
taught in Finnish

• Puheviestinnän perusteet [Fundamentals in Speech Communication], 
taught in Finnish

• Academic reading and communication skills, taught in English
• Svenska för naturvetare och matematiker [Swedish for Natural Sciences 

and Mathematics], taught in Swedish

In the new structure, instead of separate courses on academic English, 
Swedish and Finnish, the new modules are based on a multilingual 
approach, which means that at least Finnish, Swedish and English are 
being used within the modules depending on the task at hand. For exam-
ple, students may read academic articles in English, write a summary in 
Finnish, and deliver a presentation or have a group discussion in Swedish 
within the same module (see also Kuitunen & Carolan, 2019). Teachers 
of these languages may sometimes be present during the teaching events 
to guide students.

The totality of repertoires (Blommaert & Backus, 2011) of staff mem-
bers at the subject departments, including the different languages and 
registers that they draw on, as well as their international connections, 
provide valuable support for the multilingual approach. For example, the 
staff members participate in panel discussions and interviews organized 
during the modules thus providing students a chance to ask about their 
profession as well as language and communication skills needed for 
instance in a work of a chemist. The subject teachers also take part in 
some of the teaching events, such as feedback sessions, guiding the disci-
plinary aspects of students’ work. Furthermore, collaboration with other 
universities for instance in the Nordic countries has made it possible for 

5 Redesigning the Curriculum to Develop Multilingual… 



120

the students to compare differences and similarities of certain discipline- 
specific texts (e.g. lab reports) during language and communication mod-
ules, thus sensitizing them to aspects of academic literacies.

It is worth noting here that despite certain resemblance to content and 
language integrated approaches, the modules are not CLIL teaching in 
the sense of content courses being studied through target languages. The 
idea is rather that the language and communication study modules that 
run parallel to content courses offered by the departments provide sup-
port for the learning of disciplinary literacies in ways that are beneficial 
throughout the degree studies.

The number of modules depends on the amount of compulsory credits 
for language and communication studies within a degree. This number of 
credits has not been altered in the renewal of the curriculum. Instead, 
they have been re-organized into the new structure. However, there are 
always at least the three following modules:

• Academic literacies (all disciplines) which aim to familiarize students 
with, and support the socialization into, academic literacies both in 
general and pertaining to their disciplinary field.

• Multilingual interaction (all disciplines) which aims at enhancing stu-
dents’ readiness to participate in multilingual encounters and use their 
multilingual resources as part of their academic competence.

• Research communication (all disciplines) which aims at familiarizing 
students with practices of research communication in the field and 
supports the students in writing their BA thesis.

Students begin the first module right in the beginning of their univer-
sity studies. In some disciplines, there is also a fourth module that focuses 
on a specific theme or part of the subject studies (e.g. in Physics collab-
orative writing of a lab report, in Chemistry communication skills rele-
vant for lab work). It is important to note here that even though 
multilingualism is visible only in the name of the second module, it is the 
underpinning principle for all modules, which means that academic lit-
eracies as well as research communication are approached from a multi-
lingual perspective.

 J. Jalkanen and T. Nikula



121

The modules are discipline-specific and, as mentioned above, have 
been designed in collaboration between the Centre for Multilingual 
Academic Communication and subject departments. Therefore, despite 
their similar names, the contents of modules may vary according to dif-
ferent disciplines. For instance, in Physics there is a conference simula-
tion that is organized as part of the multilingual interaction module. In 
this simulation, students showcase their disciplinary language mastery by 
using English for designing and presenting posters while the discussions 
around the posters function as an arena for the students to use other lan-
guages as well. In addition to language teachers, subject teachers take part 
in the poster session asking questions and commenting on students’ work 
using different languages. Moreover, the students have a roundtable dis-
cussion in small groups on the same topics in Swedish. In history, stu-
dents do collaborative problem-solving tasks based on multilingual 
sources. Ethnology students practise their skills in interview as a method 
by interviewing international students in Finnish, which creates opportu-
nities for international students to practise their Finnish and for the 
Ethnology students to enhance their skills in intercultural communica-
tive situations.

As the module names show, the approach at this level is quite open for 
the introduction of multilingual practices without pre-specifying the lan-
guages. However, when looking more closely at the way languages of 
instruction are defined in the curricula, multilingualism is often reduced 
to the three languages depicted in the degree requirements: Finnish, 
Swedish and English. This shows that there is some tension between the 
understanding of multilingualism as a multiple repertoire—the driving 
force for the renewed curriculum—and the institutional understanding 
of multilingualism, largely dependent on university legislation as we will 
show below. Other languages may also be introduced within the modules 
depending on the disciplinary field and topic at hand, but in most cases 
these languages do not form a compulsory part of the degree.

We will now move to examine the role of language in the description 
of learning outcomes in more detail. We have chosen to focus on learning 
outcomes because in the Bologna Agreement in 1999, it was recom-
mended that all higher education institutes in Europe should write the 
descriptions of modules and programmes in terms of learning outcomes. 
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We understand learning outcome as ‘a statement of what a learner is 
expected to know, understand and be able to do at the end of a period of 
learning and of how that learning is to be demonstrated’ (Moon, 2002, 
p.  42). In other words, learning outcomes define and concretize what 
students are expected to learn, and teaching and assessment are aligned to 
those outcomes (Biggs, 2003). Here our focus is on the first part, that is, 
what students are expected to learn.

5  Construction of ‘Language’ 
in Learning Outcomes

5.1  Languages for Academic Literacies

Traditionally, the language of instruction has provided the frame for 
interpreting the learning outcomes. For instance, in a course on academic 
English, it has been possible to assume that all learning outcomes are 
more or less related to the use and learning of English. In the new (mul-
tilingual) approach to language and communication studies, however, 
there are multiple languages used and learned within the same module, 
which blurs the boundaries between different languages as separate learn-
ing objects.

Probably as a response to the situation described above, it appears that 
a specific language is often not mentioned explicitly in the analysed learn-
ing outcomes. Instead, more importance seems to be given to the more 
general notion of academic literacies that enable access to the knowledge- 
creating practices of academia. For instance, in example (1), taken from a 
first-year language and communication module, an aim set for students 
is to recognize different academic genres and to understand the rationale 
behind them (all the translations of examples are by the authors):

(1)
tunnistaa tiedeyhteisön erilaisia tekstilajeja sekä ymmärtää miksi niitä
tuotetaan [recognizes different genres of the research community and 
understands the reasons for their production] (Physics, 1st year; Philosophy 
and Social Sciences, 1st year)
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On a general level, this can be interpreted to mean that the students 
are expected to recognize for instance the differences between an aca-
demic article and a textbook, as well as to understand why and for what 
purposes different types of texts are produced and how that shapes the 
form and structure of the texts. There are, however, two contextual fac-
tors that in practice narrow down the focus of the learning outcome. 
First, the stage of studies places the emphasis on texts that are especially 
relevant for first-year students. Second, due to the discipline-specific 
approach, focus is on genres specific to the particular discipline even 
though the disciplinary orientation is not explicit in the formulation 
above. From the language point of view, the learning outcome refers to 
knowledge of the discursive features of different genres and capacity to 
apply it to one’s own context.

A disciplinary orientation is also visible in example (2), which high-
lights the importance of a particular text type typical for a particular 
subject, in this case a lab report in Physics:

(2)
on saanut käsityksen työselostuksesta tekstilajina ja hänellä on valmiudet kir-
joittaa työselostus [(the student) has gained understanding of lab report as a 
text type and has the ability to write lab reports] (Physics, 1st year)

According to this learning outcome, students are expected to both rec-
ognize and produce a lab report. During the first year of their studies, 
students write the report in Finnish, which means that the language used 
is defined by the context and thus connected to decisions made about the 
language and literacy practices at the subject department.

In the following example (3), the learning outcome of a module for 
Ethnology students is expanded even more towards disciplinary literacies. 
It covers both scientific and popular texts, their characteristics, under-
standing of scientific ways of thinking, as well as the capacity to make use 
of the texts as part of one’s own communication practices.

(3)
tuntee etnologian alan tieteellisten ja yleistajuisten tekstien ominaispiirteitä, 
ymmärtää niiden yhteyden etnologian tutkimuksen ajattelutapoihin ja osaa 
hyödyntää niitä omassa viestinnässään [is familiar with the characteristics of 
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scientific and popular texts in ethnology, understands their connection to 
the ways of thinking in ethnological research, and can utilize them in his or 
her own communication] (Ethnology, 1st year)

In sum, the learning outcomes examined above focus on academic lit-
eracies and the ability to participate in disciplinary practices. They are 
thus closely linked to disciplinary ways of thinking and doing. Language 
choice is not explicitly determined, the interpretation of such ‘unmarked’ 
representation therefore ultimately remaining a matter for specific con-
texts. Hence, contextual decisions are required to interpret the learning 
outcomes and to translate them into pedagogical practices.

5.2  Focus on a Specific Language

In addition to being a component embedded in the notion of academic 
literacies, languages also play a more explicit role in the curriculum. 
However, only three languages are, almost exclusively, mentioned explic-
itly in the descriptions of learning outcomes. These languages are Finnish, 
Swedish and English, which is explained by the fact that studying these 
languages constitutes a part of nearly every degree. The three languages 
seem to maintain a certain official status, as it is common when describ-
ing aims relating to them that an explicit reference is made to the national 
decree regulations on the university degrees:

(4)
on osoittanut yliopistojen tutkinnoista annetun asetuksen (794/2004) 6 §:n 
2 momentin mukaisen vieraan kielen taidon englannin kielessä [has shown 
the level of foreign language skills in English that is in accordance with 
subsection 2 of chapter 6  in the Government Decree on University 
Degrees (794/2004)]

(5)
saavuttaa ruotsin kielen kirjallisessa ja suullisessa taidossa eurooppalaisen vii-
tekehyksen tason B1 (Laki ja asetus 424/2003, 481/2003, 794/2004) [reaches 
in Swedish written and oral skills level B1 of the Common European 
Framework of Reference (Law and Decrees 424/2003, 481/2003, 794/2004)
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(6)
on osoittanut kielen hallintaa ja erinomaista kielitaitoa siinä kielessä, jolla on 
saanut koulusivistyksensä (tutkintoasetus 794/2004). [has shown mastery of 
and excellent skills in the language in which s/he has received schooling 
(Decree on University Degrees 794/2004)]

In fact, these learning outcomes referring to the legislation are the only 
ones formulated in a standardized way throughout all disciplines. As the 
examples show, the roles of Finnish, English as a foreign language and 
Swedish are deeply anchored in the national legislation (see Saarinen, in 
this volume; Halonen, Ihalainen, & Saarinen, 2015). What is important 
to note here is that English is not defined as a foreign language in the 
regulations. Rather, according to the legislation, students are expected to 
reach a certain level of competence in Finnish, Swedish and in a foreign 
language. In principle, students have the possibility to choose any foreign 
language that is taught at the academic level in their institution, but in 
most cases, students choose English (cf. Saarinen & Nikula, 2013). This 
trend is in line with the importance accorded to English due to its role as 
the lingua franca of academia (Mauranen, 2011; Smit, 2010).

The expressions such as ‘foreign language skills’ and ‘excellent language 
skills,’ as well as the reference to the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages portray language mainly at a general level as a 
skill to be acquired and evidenced. However, there is also a set of learning 
outcomes that focus on a specific skill, such as delivering an academic 
presentation, manifested in Finnish, English or Swedish. These learning 
outcomes cover a wide range of academic knowledge and literacy prac-
tices from searching information to writing and giving presentations, as 
indicated by the following examples:

(7)
osaa kohdentaa viestinsä ja rakentaa havainnollisen akateemisen alustuksen 
äidinkielellä [is able to design his or her message according to audience and 
build an illustrative academic presentation in his or her mother tongue] 
(Chemistry, 1st year)
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(8)
osaa kirjoittaa selkeän ja jäsennellyn oman tieteenalan raportoivan tekstin 
äidinkielellä [is able to write a clear and well-structured reporting text in his 
or her disciplinary field in his or her mother tongue] (Chemistry, 1st year)

(9)
osaa pitää omasta tutkimusaiheestaan suullisen asiantuntijaesityksen englan-
niksi [is able to deliver in spoken format an expert presentation on his or 
her research topic] (Business School, 3rd year)

(10)
kykenee kirjoittamaan ymmärrettävää oman alan tekstiä suomeksi, ruotsiksi ja 
englanniksi [is capable of writing comprehensible, field-specific text in 
Finnish, Swedish and English] (Ethnology, 3rd year)

(11)
osaa kirjoittaa yhtenäistä ja ymmärrettävää oman alansa asiatekstiä toisella 
kotimaisella kielellä [is able to write coherent and comprehensible, field- 
specific expository text in the second national language] (Business School, 
2nd year)

The use of terms ‘mother tongue’ and ‘second national language’ 
reflects the national language policy and furthermore the degree require-
ments (see also Ylönen, 2015). Students who have Finnish as a mother 
tongue study Swedish as a second language and vice versa. The decision 
to use these terms in the learning outcomes instead of naming the lan-
guages probably owes to the principle of pedagogical flexibility enabled 
by the multilingual structure and by the co-presence of teachers of 
 different languages that allows students to use either Finnish or Swedish 
during the study modules.

The role of the Finnish language in developing academic literacies is 
central. This shows in both speech communication and academic writing 
in mother tongue being considered important resources for academic 
expertise, as seen in the learning outcomes above. As a backdrop, it can 
be noted that most of the presentations students deliver in the BA subject 
studies are in Finnish. This is also the case for academic writing as most 
texts, especially during the first year, are written in Finnish. Perhaps due 
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to the position of English in the academia, it also has a strong role as a 
component of academic literacies. Also the role of Swedish is central as a 
component of academic expertise, which shows in the focus on the pro-
duction of discipline-specific texts, yet in comparisons to Finnish and 
English words such as ‘expert’ and ‘academic’ are less often used in con-
junction with Swedish in the description of the learning outcomes.

In these learning outcomes that name specific languages, language 
appears at the same time both as a monolithic entity (‘has shown mastery 
in a certain language’) and a means of literacy practices (‘is able to do 
something in one or more languages’). This multi-layeredness is most 
likely a result of the transition from language-specific to multilingual 
approach to language and communication studies, and thus functions as 
an indication of historical development.

5.3  Multilingual Resources and Literacies

As discussed above, Finnish, Swedish and English have a dominant role 
in the learning outcomes either explicitly or implied by the context. The 
next extracts are exceptional in that their formulations explicitly leave the 
door open also for other languages:

(12)
osaa käyttää tiedonhankinnan menetelmiä useammalla kielellä [is able to use 
several languages for information retrieval] (Ethnology)

(13)
osaa pitää asiantuntijaesityksen suomeksi ja englanniksi sekä yleistajuisen esi-
tyksen ruotsiksi ja mahdollisesti jollakin muulla osaamallaan kielellä [is able 
to deliver an expert presentation in Finnish and English and a presentation 
for general public in Swedish and possibly in some other language s/he has 
mastery of ] (Ethnology, History)

The latter learning outcome above (13) spells out an interesting hierar-
chy. In the extract, it shows that skills in Finnish and English are expected 
for the purposes of giving an expert presentation, whereas Swedish and 
other languages appear to be rendered less important academically through 
connecting their role to a presentation targeted to general public audience.
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Despite the rare references to languages other than Finnish, Swedish 
and English, they become incorporated in the competence of academic 
experts through the notion of multilingualism as a repertoire:

(14)
osaa etsiä tietoa sekä kysyä ja keskustella aiheestaan hyödyntämällä monikiel-
istä repertuaariaan [is able to search for information, ask about and discuss 
his or her topic area by making use of his or her multilingual repertoire] 
(Physics, 2nd year)

(15)
kykenee hyödyntämään kielirepertuaariaan prosessimaisessa työskentelyssä [is 
capable of using his or her language repertoire in process-like working] 
(Business School)

These descriptions suggest that students are considered multilingual at 
the outset, also putting forward the idea of language repertoire as a 
resource for academic expertise. The formulations are in line with the 
developments in language learning and multilingualism research that 
seek to complement system-based views of language with language as 
resource-based thinking (e.g. Blommaert & Backus, 2011; Busch, 2012), 
probably echoing the voice of language experts participating in the pro-
cess of curriculum writing.

Interestingly, the references to multilingualism and multiculturalism 
manifested in the learning outcomes seem to be connected to a view of 
language use and learning that highlights its functional and social aspects. 
This shows in language skills being related to activities that presuppose 
engagement with other people (asking, discussing, process-like working) 
rather than mastery of a situation-independent set of skills.

The learning outcomes stress students’ capacity to participate in mul-
tilingual work and interaction and highlight the role of multilingual and 
multicultural teams and groups in the following ways:

(16)
kykenee osallistumaan monikieliseen tiimityöskentelyyn [is able to participate 
in multilingual teamwork] (Ethnology, History)
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(17)
pystyy hyödyntämään palauteosaamistaan monikielisten ja monikulttuuristen 
ryhmien vuorovaikutuksessa [is able to make use of feedback skills when 
interacting in multilingual and multicultural groups] (Business School)

(18)
on kehittänyt ja parantanut kykyään osallistua monikielisiin viestintätilantei-
siin [has developed and improved his or her ability to participate in multi-
lingual communication] (Philosophy and Social Sciences)

Multilingualism is also seen as a property of the working environment, 
which shifts the focus from individual competences towards multilin-
gualism as an operating culture:

(19)
aktivoituu käyttämään viestintä- ja kieliosaamistaan monikielisessä 
ympäristössä [is activated to use his or her communication and language 
know-how in multilingual environments] (Chemistry)

(20)
tunnistaa vahvuuksiaan ja kehittämistarpeitaan viestijänä ja kielenoppijana 
monikielisessäkin ympäristössä sekä motivoituu kehittämään taitojaan [recog-
nizes his or her strengths and development needs as a communicator and 
language learner also in multilingual environments and becomes motivated 
to develop his or her skills] (History)

However, the learning outcomes above relate differently to the idea of 
a multilingual environment. In the first one, the multilingualism of envi-
ronment seems to be taken for granted whereas the formulation of the 
second one, with the addition of the particle—kin (also, even) suggests 
certain level of exceptionality to operating in a multilingual environment.

These learning outcomes that explicitly relate the skills to be attained 
to multilingualism add yet another layer to the curriculum, that is, lan-
guage as a means of participating and communicating in multilingual 
communities and environments.
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6  Conclusion

In this chapter, we have analysed how the role of languages is explicated 
and discursively constructed in the curriculum for multilingual language 
and communication studies at the University of Jyväskylä; we have 
focused especially on the conceptions of language and literacies built into 
the curriculum across different disciplines.

The study has provided insights into the emerging new understandings 
of language in the construction of disciplinary expertise in the context of 
academia. Overall, the multilingual approach in the curriculum seems to 
be offering a space for new types of academic literacy pedagogies that 
build on language repertoires and multilingualism as key resources for 
developing academic expertise. Such pedagogies place languages firmly 
within a framework of academic expertise instead of treating them as 
generic skills separate from professional expertise.

From the pedagogical perspective, the curriculum texts analysed sug-
gest that the emphasis is gradually shifting from teaching separate lan-
guages to the teaching of multilingual (academic) literacy practices. This 
processual nature shows in the co-occurrence of multiple voices and 
multi-layered understandings of language and literacies. The learning 
outcomes reflect the language landscape of the disciplines and also the 
different disciplinary orientations to languages in general, meaning that 
languages are needed for different purposes in different disciplines. Due 
to the co-design process of the language and communication curriculum 
among language teachers and content experts, features of disciplinary lit-
eracies and language practices are reflected in the formulation of learning 
outcomes. However, the new curriculum does not just reflect the disci-
plinary language landscape and practices; it also has the potential to shape 
them by bringing in the latest theoretical insights on the interplay 
between language and content-area learning (e.g. Shanahan & Shanahan, 
2008; Nikula et  al., 2016) and turning them into academic literacy 
pedagogies.

Based on our analysis of the curriculum texts, the language landscape 
in the Finnish university context under study seems to be dominated by 
Finnish, Swedish and English. In practice, however, it is possible that 
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there are more multilingual practices than what is shown in the docu-
ments, but that remains an issue to be further examined. This being said, 
it is evident that the presence of English is very strong, and it has clearly 
and almost self-evidently acquired the position of ‘the’ foreign language. 
Considering the role of English in the academic context, it is perhaps 
appropriate to ask whether it is even possible for any other language to 
compete with English. At the same time, the notion of language reper-
toires admittedly has the potential to somewhat diminish the need for 
competition through its core idea of co-existence of different languages.

The multilingual approach brings the relationships between languages 
into the spotlight. On the one hand, specific languages have become 
invisible in a sense that sometimes no particular language is specified as 
the object of learning: rather the emphasis is placed on the meaning- 
making capacity of language in general. On the other hand, when lan-
guages are mentioned, their different roles become visible. For example, 
while Finnish and English clearly hold the position as the main academic 
languages, Swedish is depicted as discipline-specific, yet less academic in 
nature, other languages remaining more or less optional and—at the level 
of curriculum texts—more invisible.

The disciplinary approach to language and communication courses 
also changes the dynamics in the division of labour between language 
teachers and content teachers. When the learning outcomes intersect 
with disciplinary language and literacy practices, it inevitably blurs the 
boundaries between teaching language and teaching content. In other 
words, language teaching and learning are geared towards socialization 
into the disciplinary language and literacy practices, which means that 
the role of language experts is to identify, structure and conceptualize 
these practices from the language point of view. Looking more closely 
into the relationship between content and language teaching and the 
ways in which it plays upon teacher expert identities is an area worth 
studying further.

Our analysis has captured a still picture of the parallel and even con-
flicting elements of the curriculum that teachers need to make sense of in 
the messy realities of their pedagogical contexts. As discussed above, the 
role of language in the curriculum documents appears to be multi-layered 
and varies from being a component of academic literacies to a skill to be 
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acquired and further to a means of participating in communities of prac-
tice. These different roles of language do not necessarily seamlessly inte-
grate with each other in pedagogy and assessment. What makes the 
teachers’ sense-making even more complex is that these elements need to 
be adapted to the multilingual repertoires of the students.

The role of languages as a component of academic expertise also shows 
in recent political developments. In 2017, the Finnish Universities Act 
was changed to allow the universities to either organize the language and 
communication studies in collaboration with another higher education 
institution or provide the studies through another HE institution. This 
political turn reflects the idea of language as a skill that can be taught 
separately from the subject studies and seems to run counter to prevailing 
ideas in research on the role of language skills in professional expertise. In 
contrast, the development work presented in this chapter has taken a 
rather different path by moving towards deepening collaboration between 
language and subject experts and anchoring the language and communi-
cation studies into the disciplinary language and literacy practices.

This study has provided a window into the development of multilin-
gual and disciplinary language and literacy pedagogies in higher 
 education, an area that has received only little attention in the field. 
Further research is needed to better understand the multilingual approach 
to disciplinary literacy pedagogies in action. Fruitful areas for future 
research include focus on pedagogical practices, as well as teachers’ and 
students’ perceptions of language as a resource for academic expertise. 
This type of research would also have the potential to offer new insights 
into the development of multilingual CLIL pedagogies.
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6
University Branding 

and the Internationalization of Higher 
Education in the Baltic States: The Role 

of Language

Josep Soler

1  Introduction

This chapter explores the multimodal (linguistic and visual) resources 
employed by three higher education agencies in the Baltic states (Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania) in their effort to promote their universities as 
attractive study places. In the context of the marketization of higher edu-
cation (Fairclough, 1993; Molesworth, Scullion, & Nixon, 2011), previ-
ous studies have explored the branding of universities from the point of 
view of management and marketing studies (Chapoleo, 2011; Jevons, 
2006), but little attention has been paid to the role of language and, more 
broadly, to discourse in connection to university branding. With this in 
mind, the main goal of the analysis presented in the chapter is to investi-
gate the tension between the national/local and the global scales in the 
promotion of Baltic higher education and to examine how such a tension 
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is discursively realized, paying special attention to language(s) and their 
associated discourses and ideologies. More specifically, the analysis posi-
tions university branding as a sub-category of nation branding, and fol-
lowing Woolard (2016), it uses Silverstein’s (2003) ordered indexicalities 
so as to explore the metapragmatics of this type of branding.

Methodologically, the chapter draws on a selection of promotional 
videos and texts from the state-supported agencies ‘Study in Estonia’, 
‘Study in Latvia’, and ‘Study in Lithuania’. The analysis proceeds in three 
levels, inspired by Thurlow and Aiello (2007): (a) a descriptive presenta-
tion of the visual and lexical content of the material, (b) an interpretative 
account of the communicative resources at play in the analysed material, 
and (c) a critical reading attempting to find a connection between the 
rationale behind the choice of these communicative resources and the 
political and social contexts in which universities in the Baltic states oper-
ate. In a context historically prone to sociolinguistic tensions, the conflic-
tive relationship between national identity concerns and global market 
demands can be particularly hard to balance out by higher education 
systems in the Baltic states. This chapter concludes with a set of remarks 
on the possible reasons and consequences of the prevailing discourses 
associated with the promotion of universities in Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania.

2  Background: Language Policy 
and the Internationalization of Higher 
Education in the Baltic States

In recent years, language policy scholars have turned their attention to 
universities as a fruitful site to explore issues of applied linguistic nature 
(e.g. Cots, Llurda, & Garrett, 2014; Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Sierra, 2013; 
Haberland & Mortensen, 2012). Increasingly, such research has drawn 
inspiration from recent approaches to language policy studies that place 
emphasis on the discursive nature of policy itself (e.g. Barakos & Unger, 
2016; Hult, 2010; Johnson, 2009; Johnson & Ricento, 2013). Briefly 
put, such kind of research tries to trace the connection between the dif-
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ferent nodes of the language policy cycle of policy creation, implementa-
tion, appropriation, and/or resistance/contestation (Canagarajah, 2006), 
understanding in this way how different policy actors interactively posi-
tion themselves vis-à-vis the different languages in contact and co-create 
ideological and discursive frameworks in a given domain (see Johnson, 
2013). Not infrequently, in such approaches, discourse-analytical theo-
ries and methods such as nexus analysis (Scollon & Scollon, 2004) are 
employed in order to examine language policy as social action situated at 
the nexus of different discourse bundles, including speakers’ biographical 
trajectories (the historical body), actual observed or recorded interaction 
(the interaction order), and prevailing/dominant ideologies present in a 
given social setting (the discourses in place) (see Hult, 2015; Källkvist & 
Hult, 2016; Soler, 2019).

The above brief outline of recent developments in language policy 
research is relevant for this chapter in that one of the main goals of the 
analysis presented below is to examine the discourses articulated by a 
particular kind of policy actor, namely state-sponsored agencies such as 
‘Study in Estonia’, ‘Study in Latvia’, and ‘Study in Lithuania’. In develop-
ing audio-visual materials for the promotion of higher education institu-
tions at their respective countries internationally, such agencies may play 
an influential role in advancing certain views not only about higher edu-
cation in the Baltic states, but also about the meanings associated with 
being an international student nowadays and its implications both indi-
vidually (e.g. for students themselves) and collectively (e.g. for higher 
education institutions). Before elaborating in some more detail on the 
idea of university branding and the national/local-global tensions cur-
rently felt by many universities around the world, including in the Baltic 
region, it is important to outline recent developments in connection to 
higher education internationalization at universities in the Baltic states.

Universities in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania have made an important 
investment in trying to become internationally attractive study places, 
although these developments took place later than at universities in 
neighbouring countries in the Nordic region. So much so that universi-
ties in the Baltic have now joined the ‘club’ of institutions in countries 
offering relatively significant proportions of programmes taught entirely 
in English. In their 2014 report, Wächter and Maiworm find that 38.7% 
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of universities in the Baltic region offer masters’ degrees in English, and 
that 10.3% of all programmes by universities in the Baltic are taught in 
this language. However, even if consistent with the general trend through-
out Europe, only 1.7% of all students in Baltic universities are enrolled in 
MA programmes officially taught in English, even though that percent-
age is double the amount of the same figure in 2007 (0.8% back then) 
(Wächter & Maiworm, 2014, p. 49). A similar argument can be made 
with regards to Erasmus exchange students: although showing a consis-
tently growing trend, especially since the three countries’ accession to the 
European Union in 2004, the number of incoming Erasmus students 
represents still a limited percentage overall (see Fig. 6.1). In addition, the 
Bologna Process, signed by the three countries already in 1999, seems to 
have played an important role in both the expansion of English-medium 
programmes and in the increase of international student mobility in 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania (European Commission, 2014).

Regardless of these relatively small numbers and percentages, both 
government officials and higher education institutions across the Baltic 
states have focused on attracting foreign students for some time already. 
There are several reasons underlying this overarching goal, but two impor-
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tant related factors can be highlighted: demographic and economic ones. 
As Kibbermann (2017, p. 100) explains, “in Estonia, the number of stu-
dents has decreased by 26% since its peak in 2010, and in Latvia, it has 
shrunk by 36% since 2005”. This has prompted universities to seek addi-
tional sources of funding, including fee-paying foreign students. In 
Estonia, the 2013 higher education reform clearly paved the way for uni-
versities to target international degree-seeking students even more aggres-
sively. Such reform stipulated that full-time students enrolled in 
Estonian-taught programmes would have the right to have their tuition 
fees completely waived. By contrast, universities would have the right to 
charge tuition fees to students in programmes taught in English (Klaas- 
Lang & Metslang, 2015). Latvia and Lithuania have undergone similar 
paths (Bulajeva & Hogan-Brun, 2014; Kibbermann, 2017). In this con-
text, perhaps unsurprisingly, language ideological dilemmas find easy 
ways to emerge. Back in 2012, the late Rector of the University of Tartu, 
Professor Volli Kalm, was quoted at a conference in Pärnu saying:

The difficult questions regarding the future of Estonian higher education 
are tied to the competitiveness of Estonian higher education compared to 
English higher education. Master’s and doctoral studies are inevitably 
becoming more English-based. Students will increasingly go abroad for 
niche disciplines…We are often unaware of the price of preserving 
Estonian-language higher education. (in Soler & Vihman, 2018, p. 32)

The rector’s opinion sparked a short-lived but intense debate in different 
media outlets where a number of higher education actors exchanged their 
views on the issue, the majority of them challenging Kalm’s claim that 
Estonian-medium higher education might be too costly to maintain (see 
Soler & Vihman, 2018 for a more detailed analysis of the debate). At the 
heart of the tension lies the difficulty of finding a balance between national 
concerns and international demands. Summing things up in their analysis 
of Lithuanian higher education language policies, Bulajeva and Hogan-
Brun (2014, p. 328) put it in a way that applies equally for Estonia and Latvia:

As an EU member state, Lithuania has had to reconcile itself with 
Eurocentric and global tendencies and share common policy rationales 
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supporting multilingualism and multiculturalism, whilst as a young inde-
pendent state it is also intent on promoting and strengthening the national 
culture and language.

Such tension, of course, is not exclusive to universities, and in late- 
capitalist societies, it is currently felt by more and more actors of the 
economy, from call centre companies to tourism and other service-related 
industries (Heller, Jaworski, & Thurlow, 2014), and increasingly by 
higher education institutions as well. The ‘pride and profit’ (Heller & 
Duchêne, 2012) dilemmas of many organizations in the new economy 
nowadays are strongly felt in the symbolic realm, and as such, language 
plays a key role in that respect. In the context of higher education, uni-
versities may increasingly slip into the discourses of the tourism industry, 
drawing on their cultural and symbolic capital in order to attract as many 
students cum clients to study with them. However, once students over-
come the tourist stage and cease to be simple passers-by, they may be 
required to engage more actively and meaningfully with the local culture 
and language, sometimes also for academic purposes. This has been 
observed in contexts such as Catalonia, where visiting students may need 
to activate some knowledge of Catalan for some of their content courses 
quickly after an initial phase of adaptation. This may lead to a certain 
amount of tension and friction between the students and university staff, 
who may be working with different, sometimes opposed, agendas and 
goals (Gallego-Balsà & Cots, 2016).

It is precisely this kind of tension and dilemmas that agencies whose 
main aim is to promote Baltic higher education internationally have to 
navigate. Before we turn to the presentation of our data analysis, let us 
briefly touch upon the notion of university branding, seen here as a sub- 
type of nation branding, and their metapragmatic workings.

2.1  University Branding, Nation Branding, 
and Their Metapragmatics

That university can be managed and branded with a business-like mind-
set is nothing new. In fact, already in a 1993 paper, Norman Fairclough 
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took universities as a case study to apply a Critical Discourse Analysis 
perspective on the marketization of public discourse (Fairclough, 1993). 
More recently, however, the idea that universities are comparable to 
brands that aim to attract more and more clients has been reinforced. 
Perhaps one of the clearest articulations of this idea comes from Randy 
Best, Founder and Chairman of Academic Partnerships, an organization 
that describes itself as “helping universities succeed in launching, grow-
ing and sustaining quality degree programmes online so students can 
advance their lives and their careers” (www.academicpartnerships.com/
about). In a short YouTube clip, Best (2012) makes his position clear in 
the following way:

Public university brands are probably the most under-monetized asset in 
the American economy. The way we have gone about it has been very limit-
ing, and that is move students across borders, bring them to the United 
States, bring them to the source of knowledge, and that has given them a 
great cultural experience, and it is something which we should continue to 
do. But to go to scale, to offer the quality of an American brand to the 
whole world is now possible and inevitable. (Author’s transcription, punc-
tuation added for readability)

Best (2012) imagines this “going to scale” as something that many 
American universities will be doing increasingly online, and something 
that will represent “a substantial and sustainable and growing revenue 
stream” and that, according to him, “will change the flavour of universi-
ties”. This, of course, brings universities closer to the side of private, for- 
profit enterprises, than to state-supported institutions offering a public 
service. Marketing and management scholars have explored the former in 
more detail, with some arguing that “universities should develop mean-
ingfully differentiated brands to communicate their strengths” (Jevons, 
2006, p. 466), for the benefit of students, staff, and other related stake-
holders. However, Chapoleo (2011) acknowledges that university brand-
ing is inherently complex, indeed a kind of branding that escapes 
traditional principles of commercial marketing (p. 411). Aside from the 
problematic nature of university marketization already discussed by 
Fairclough long ago (1993), perhaps the complexity of branding applied 
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to higher education institutions derives from their increasingly marked 
double-sided nature: at the same time both nationally leading, state- 
sponsored institutions and internationally oriented organizations, com-
peting on a global scale with other universities around the world.

Seen as national flagship institutions, university branding can perhaps 
be understood as a sub-type of nation branding, which is in itself also a 
highly complex phenomenon (Woolard, 2016). As Del Percio notes 
(2016, p. 3), there is disagreement among specialists about what exactly 
constitutes nation branding, conceptualized sometimes as a simple adver-
tising practice, other times as a government strategy, or even as a set of 
political-economic measures. Regardless of its multiplicity of meanings, 
scholars do agree on the fact that in the context of rapid economic global-
ization, the imagined characteristics of a nation can be seen as a resource 
in order to market and enhance the value of a given locality. This can be 
done in order for nations to become attractive poles of capital, tourists, 
investors who generate trade relations and so on (Del Percio, 2016). 
Needless to say, as Del Percio (2016) shows, such generation of capital is 
developed at a highly symbolic level, and as such, it is characterized by 
unequal forms of access and control over key resources.

Perhaps one of the reasons underlying the very complexity of nation 
branding is the inherent multiplicity of meanings associated to it, not 
only in the sense of how it can be characterized (as noted in the paragraph 
above), but also from the point of view of the implications of branding 
for nations themselves and for their promoters. Using Silverstein’s (2003) 
ordered indexicalities, Woolard (2016) nicely illustrates this point by 
showing how, in the context of the Frankfurt Book Fair of 2007, Catalan 
government officials managed to use branding strategically in order to: 
(a) highlight the distinctiveness of Catalan literature and culture globally, 
and (b) employ branding itself as an index of the cosmopolitan and 
forward- looking character of the Catalan administration. In a similar 
way, as will be shown below, university branding can be conceptualized as 
operating at different metapragmatic levels, building on the first-level 
connection between certain symbolic traits with certain geographic loca-
tions (in this case, the Baltic states). On a second level, university brand-
ing designers capitalize on certain individual characteristics (e.g. age, 
gender, and ethnicity) to index certain values of the higher education 
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systems that they are promoting (e.g. openness and freedom). The latter 
points to yet another third level of metapragmatic meaning, namely the 
global capitalist, neoliberal underlying features of many aspects of today’s 
academia, of which mobility students are a quintessential part of.

3  The Study: Higher Education 
Organizations in the Baltic States 
and the Promotion of Baltic Universities

In this chapter, I focus on three state-supported agencies in the Baltic 
states (‘Study in Estonia’, ‘Study in Latvia’, and ‘Study in Lithuania’) and 
examine a selection of audio-visual materials developed by them in order 
to promote their respective higher education systems internationally. 
Choosing these three agencies is not a random decision, but it responds 
to the fact that although they are state-supported (i.e. backed by the 
respective governments), they are also the result of the cooperation 
between different higher education institutions in each country. So, the 
activities organized by each of them, including the promotional cam-
paigns, are the result of a degree of negotiation and compromise between 
state-level bodies and different universities in each country, indeed a 
nexus of agents that may not always share the same views about the inter-
nationalization of higher education. With that in mind, the analysis 
below is driven by the assumption that the message(s) and the image(s) 
that emerge from the promotional material developed by these organiza-
tions can play an influential role in shaping certain discourses about the 
higher education systems of each respective country, and about how these 
systems should be presented internationally. In addition to the prevailing 
discourses emerging from the material, specific attention will be paid to 
the role of language and to how different languages are presented, high-
lighted, or erased, as well as the effects of these processes.

While not entirely grounded in social semiotics, the analysis below 
draws inspiration from Thurlow and Aiello (2007) and proceeds in a 
similar fashion. In that respect, similar overarching questions can be 
asked, and similar steps to answer them can be followed (Thurlow & 
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Aiello, 2007, pp. 312–313). Three key questions, then, guide the inquiry 
of this study:

 (a) What multimodal resources (linguistic and visual) are employed in 
the promotional materials developed by the three organizations at 
hand, and how are such resources organized?

 (b) What key themes emerge from the narratives presented in such pro-
motional materials?

 (c) How do the three organizations discursively manage the tensions 
between the local/national and global/international agendas of the 
several higher education actors that they represent?

In order to answer these two questions, the analysis proceeds in three 
steps, namely:

 1. A descriptive account of the multimodal resources used by the three 
organizations, following content-analytic procedures (Prior, 2014).

 2. An interpretive analysis of the material at hand, following the princi-
ples of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Bryman, 2008) and 
understanding how the detected multimodal resources in (1) are 
presented.

 3. A critical analysis of the themes detected in (2) understanding their 
ordered indexicalities (Silverstein, 2003) and how the different 
metapragmatic meanings emerging from them are connected to the 
political economy of higher education in the Baltic states in particular.

As far as data are concerned, the analysis is built on a selection of 
audio-visual material available as YouTube clips (20 in total) produced by 
the three agencies, ‘Study in Estonia’, ‘Study in Latvia’, and ‘Study in 
Lithuania’ between 2010 and 2015 (with the exception of one video from 
‘Study in Latvia’ published in 2017). The level of engagement of each of 
these organizations with marketing campaigns and specifically with 
developing such kind of audio-visual material is very unequal, with 
‘Study in Estonia’ having so far published as many as 78 videos at the 
time of writing (January 2019), while ‘Study in Latvia’ (27 videos so far) 
and ‘Study in Lithuania’ (29 videos to date) have kept a more modest 
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approach. However, the total length of the material analysed per country 
has been kept at a comparable amount, with just below 18:00 minutes of 
audio-visual material per country. The selected videos correspond to the 
very first few videos produced by each organization, the idea being that 
those first clips came at a time when higher education institutions in each 
country were thinking for the first time about how to produce such kind 
of material. Thus, this represents their first attempts at conceptualizing 
effective ways to promote their higher education systems internationally. 
Table 6.1 summarizes some relevant meta-data features of the videos ana-
lysed. All of them were last accessed online on 3 January 2019.

4  Results and Discussion

In what follows, I present the analysis of the above videos following the 
three steps outlined before, starting with a descriptive, content analysis of 
the material, followed by an interpretive, thematic analysis, and finishing 
with a critical account of it. When referring to specific videos in the anal-
ysis, I will do so by citing the allocated number in the first column of 
Table 6.1.

4.1  Content Analysis of the Material: An Inventory 
of Multimodal Resources

As a useful first step in the analysis, it is important to start with an inven-
tory of the most commonly employed multimodal resources in the anal-
ysed videos, with a focus on the linguistic and visual resources. Visually, 
the great majority of the videos from all three agencies rely heavily on the 
genre of the interview in order to present their desired messages. With 
the exception of only two clips (6 and 12), we see in all the videos a num-
ber of international and exchange students telling about their experience 
as foreigners studying in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, respectively. The 
videos, however, do not fully reproduce the interview genre in that we do 
not see an exchange between an interviewer and an interviewee. Indeed, 
the questions that the students respond to are either left implicit in the 
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Table 6.1 ‘Study in Estonia’, ‘Study in Latvia’, and ‘Study in Lithuania’ promo-
tional videos

Promotional videos Length
Date of 
publication

Number of 
views (as of 4 
January 2019)

Study in Estonia
1 Study in Estonia—Quality of 

education
https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=pUPVK9gH6es&t

5:11 26 May 2010 26,506

2 Study in Estonia—International 
experience

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=pEbXfPXhfdU

3:09 26 May 2010 10,034

3 Study in Estonia—Internet republic
https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=MHw9h5MyOas

2:39 26 May 2010 4072

4 Study in Estonia—Safe and healthy 
life

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=k3Z4YQbdLQ8

4:02 26 May 2010 5246

5 Study in Estonia—Good career 
opportunities https://www.
youtube.com/
watch?v=asIyXsqdRoY

2:34 26 May 2010 6314

Study in Latvia
6 Higher Education and Science in 

Latvia
https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=FfNGRMw3bW4&t

3:04 03 Oct 2017 967

7 Study in Latvia, Study in University 
of Latvia

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=yxDzo1m0lTU

3:25 20 Aug 2015 5099

8 Study in Latvia, Study in Stockholm 
School of Economics in Riga

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=uJqG_dZfLF4

2:25 24 Nov 2015 3580

9 Study in Latvia, Study in Ventspils
https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=Cecl_agwmKA

3:42 10 Dec 2015 9022

10 Study in Latvia, Study in Liepaja 
University

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Y-qSg-lwvh4

2:32 24 Nov 2015 3119

(continued)
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Table 6.1 (continued)

Promotional videos Length
Date of 
publication

Number of 
views (as of 4 
January 2019)

11 Study in Latvia, Study in Rēzekne
https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=7Wxb5oXXmLY

3:19 18 Jun 2014 1436

Study in Lithuania
12 Study in Lithuania

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=j3VVGQ3Cg-c

3:06 03 Sept 2014 94,319

13 Marina from Russia talks about 
studies in Lithuania

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=_gbBUaTd_dI

2:26 28 Apr 2014 3401

14 Victoria from Ukraine talks about 
studies in Lithuania

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=GYvRXo6g-qI

1:50 28 Apr 2014 4472

15 Abdullahi from Nigeria talks about 
studies in Lithuania

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=WRJQxDTCC8k

1:50 28 Apr 2014 5168

16 Olawale from Nigeria talks about 
studies in Lithuania

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=sDMtk6A1gIE

2:35 28 Apr 2014 5449

17 Manuel from Italy talks about 
studies in Lithuania

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=8xggfChiW0s

1:27 28 Apr 2014 2720

18 Ella from Israel talks about studies 
in Lithuania

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=5-k21n4BghQ

2:25 28 Apr 2014 4436

19 Melissa from Congo talks about 
studies in Lithuania

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=XVIW7BQFeO4

1:50 28 Apr 2014 3492

20 Vladimir from Estonia talks about 
studies in Lithuania

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=kPlO7p4kewk

1:54 28 Apr 2014 1394

6 University Branding and the Internationalization of Higher… 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Wxb5oXXmLY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Wxb5oXXmLY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j3VVGQ3Cg-c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j3VVGQ3Cg-c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_gbBUaTd_dI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_gbBUaTd_dI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GYvRXo6g-qI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GYvRXo6g-qI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WRJQxDTCC8k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WRJQxDTCC8k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sDMtk6A1gIE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sDMtk6A1gIE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8xggfChiW0s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8xggfChiW0s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5-k21n4BghQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5-k21n4BghQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XVIW7BQFeO4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XVIW7BQFeO4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kPlO7p4kewk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kPlO7p4kewk


150

voice-over of a narrator, as in the case of the videos by ‘Study in Estonia’, 
or entirely absent, as in ‘Study in Latvia’. Only ‘Study in Lithuania’ pres-
ents the questions more explicitly, but only in written form, in super- 
imposed text on the screen. In addition, ‘Study in Estonia’ and ‘Study in 
Latvia’ present the experiences of several students at the same time in 
single videos, whereas ‘Study in Lithuania’ resort to one-on-one videos, 
with the experience of students presented individually video by video.

At any rate, the central, key resource that all three agencies employ in 
the making of their promotional videos is young students, young adults 
in their early/mid-twenties, sitting down in front of a camera (e.g. in 
‘Study in Latvia’ video 8), without looking at it directly, and explaining 
about their experience studying in each respective country (e.g. in ‘Study 
in Estonia’ video 1). Invariably, the videos are recorded in the context of 
what resembles a university setting (e.g. university halls, classrooms, 
libraries, laboratories) (‘Study in Lithuania’ video 19). The image of the 
student explaining her or his experience in the country is from time to 
time interrupted by shots of other university facilities, towns or cities, or 
natural landscapes (e.g. in ‘Study in Estonia’ video 4). In this way, the 
campaign designers manage to make the videos more dynamic and inter-
esting to watch, while they flag other features that may make studying in 
these three countries attractive.

Almost invariably, the students’ narratives are accompanied by back-
ground music that is designed to enhance a feeling of relaxation and 
smoothness. In addition, importantly as well, campaign designers make 
sure to highlight the diversity of the students in terms of their different 
nationalities. In the videos, either the students tell themselves where they 
are from, or a short text appears at the beginning of the video or in its 
actual title (cf. ‘Study in Lithuania’) where the students’ nationality is 
made explicit. The videos from ‘Study in Estonia’ feature a total of 19 
students from 15 different countries, ‘Study in Latvia’ also 19 students 
from 12 countries, and ‘Study in Lithuania’ 8 students from 7 countries. 
Finally, although languages other than English are not completely absent 
from the videos (especially those by ‘Study in Lithuania’), English is the 
most commonly employed language across all the material, both by stu-
dents and narrators or super-imposed text. ‘Study in Lithuania’ proves to 
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be slightly exceptional here too in that all of their videos, except for video 
12, are accompanied by subtitles in Russian, and in one case (video 13) 
the student speaks in Russian and the subtitles are in English. For socio- 
historical reasons, the status of Russian in the Baltic states has been a 
source of controversy, even though it continues to be used as a lingua 
franca in the area (Vihalemm & Hogan-Brun, 2013). It seems revealing, 
however, that of all three agencies, it is ‘Study in Lithuania’ that makes 
use of it more actively, perhaps a result of Lithuania’s more liberal 
approach to Russian and Russian speakers than that of Estonia or Latvia 
(Hogan-Brun, Ozolins, Ramonienė, & Rannut, 2008). In ‘Study in 
Estonia’, the use of other languages than English is only occasional: only 
at the end of video 5 a selection of students say the phrase “I recommend 
you to come and study in Estonia” in several languages (although twice 
still in English); in ‘Study in Latvia’, English is used exclusively in all their 
videos. Table 6.2 succinctly presents these other features of the videos.

In sum, this first step of the analysis reveals a relatively limited set of 
visual and lexical resources: young students talking in English about their 
experience of studying in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, respectively. By 
contrast, more diversity is observed when it comes to different nationali-
ties represented in the videos. As a result of the latter, a relative sense of 
ethnic diversity is also achieved, with students from countries in Asia 
(both Central and East-Asia), Africa, and Latin America countries fea-
tured in the clips.

Table 6.2 Nationalities and languages in the promotional videos

Nationalities (in order of appearance)
Languages 
(audio)

Languages 
(subtitles)

1 Canada, France, China, Spain, USA, 
Mexico, Italy, Georgia, Moldova, 
Colombia, Lithuania, Turkey, Ukraine, 
Germany, and Cameroon

English Not available

2 Germany, USA, Belarus, Lithuania, 
Moldova, Estonia, Uzbekistan, Sri Lanka, 
India, Poland, Bulgaria, and France

English Not available

3 Russia, Ukraine, Nigeria, Italy, Israel, 
Congo, and Estonia

English, Russian English, Russian

1. ‘Study in Estonia’, 2. ‘Study in Latvia’, and 3. ‘Study in Lithuania’
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4.2  Thematic Analysis: Key Recurring Themes 
in the Promotional Videos

Moving on to the thematic analysis of the material, there are three key 
recurring themes that emerge from the narratives produced by the stu-
dents, which can be labelled as follows:

• Quality of education
• Quality of life
• Ease of communication

Indeed, much of what students explain in the videos go in the direc-
tion of reinforcing the idea that one can attain first-class education in 
Estonia, Latvia, or Lithuania, in combination with enjoying quality of 
life, coupled with the fact that communication problems are virtually 
inexistent, that is, that one can get by in English without struggling too 
much with the local population both inside and outside the university. 
Each of the three themes is realized in different ways and with a range of 
nuances; in what follows, I present some of these nuances along with the 
key messages that re-occur across the clips from the three organizations.

In terms of Theme 1 (Quality of education), the students’ narratives go 
at great lengths, perhaps unsurprisingly, to emphasize the idea that higher 
education has a long tradition in the Baltic states and that, as such, it 
enjoys great reputation and bears the stamp of high quality. The theme is 
presented to the audience with different messages, some of which can be 
summarized as follows:

• Highly personalized teaching and learning: reduced study groups, 
accessibility of professors.

• A gateway to Europe: degrees in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are 
recognized immediately throughout the rest of the EU.

• Affordable tuition fees together with low living costs (high return for 
what you pay).

• The international nature of the experience: studying side-by-side with 
other international students as an additional benefit.

 J. Soler



153

In presenting their narratives, students frequently draw on their expe-
rience studying in other countries, normally their home country, and in 
this contrastive way, they highlight what is better or more positive in 
Estonia, Latvia, or Lithuania. In video 7, for example, Marisa (from the 
USA) explains that higher education in Latvia is more frequently charac-
terized by reduced study groups as opposed to the larger sized classes in 
the United States. Laura, from Mexico, and Urte, from Lithuania, explain 
in video 1 that professors are much more readily available in Estonia than 
in their respective countries, they answer emails faster and it is easier to 
get hold of them, sometimes even via their mobile phone numbers.

Another means to reinforce the notion of the quality of education in 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania is by emphasizing their position as a gate-
way to Europe. Frequently, students refer to this as being one of the main 
reasons to choose to go and study in one of these three countries. As 
Taras, from Ukraine, explains in video 5, “Estonia is a member of the 
European Union and, like, diploma is can be accepted in many places if 
you want to continue your studies or if you want to continue with your 
work somewhere”. Otabek, in video 9, says “I have chosen this university 
because this is the new European country, and this is the- my way to 
enter to European side”.

Not only studying in Europe is highly valuable for most of the stu-
dents that appear in the videos but also studying in an affordable country 
of the European Union is positively valued. As Abdullahi, from Nigeria, 
makes clear in video 15, “what really excited me the most was the cost of 
study here is very cheap compared to other parts of Europe”. He goes on 
to add that “the cost of living is cheap, talking about accommodation, 
transportation, feeding, that is cheap compared to other parts of Europe, 
and with little money you can get good quality education here in 
Lithuania”.

Finally, all the above is coupled with the fact that students’ immediate 
surroundings are highly international. Living side-by-side with other stu-
dents from different nationalities adds an extra bonus to the experience, 
both personally and academically. As Paul, from Canada, puts it in video 
2, “in the dormitory we have a Finn, a Latvian, a Turk, and a Canadian, 
so it’s just like, really summarizes just how international it is. The bulk of 
students are Estonian, but there is still a huge amount of international 

6 University Branding and the Internationalization of Higher… 



154

students and there’s a lot of diversity and the international students are 
represented like, a lot more than we do in Canada”.

As far as Theme 2 (Quality of life) is concerned, an idea that is fre-
quently repeated in the videos of all three agencies is that people in gen-
eral are very friendly and ready to help whenever needed. Students are 
also keen on emphasizing the beauty of the surrounding nature in Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania, and the fact that there is generally a relaxed atmo-
sphere that helps concentrating in their studies. Altogether, the following 
messages in the videos are associated to Theme 2:

• People are friendly and very helpful.
• Beautiful landscapes, good food, quiet towns, and relaxed atmosphere.

The idea that people are nice, friendly, and very helpful is repeated by 
many of the students. However, perhaps the most striking examples come 
from Dean, from Cameroon (video 4) and Melissa, from Congo (video 
19). According to Dean, “Estonia at the moment is very accepting of 
foreigners, they, they have so many people that want to help you if you 
have a question or if you have a difficulty from living, the migration, to 
the university, there are always people that are willing to help you see you 
through”. For Melissa, people in Lithuania are “very nice and not so rac-
ist. Since I am here, I feel like home and not that I felt offended in 
Lithuania”. With less racial overtones, Tudor explains (in video 8) that he 
was teamed up with other Latvian students at the beginning of his stay, 
students who became some of his best friends.

Another aspect that students highlight as a positive thing from their 
experience in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, is the beauty of the sur-
rounding nature, the food they enjoy, the fact that life in towns such as 
Tallinn, Tartu, Riga, or Vilnius is generally not too hectic and so all in all, 
they can enjoy a relaxed atmosphere that helps them concentrate on their 
studies. This is one of the only instances where the ideas presented reso-
nate closely with national themes, with elements of the national geogra-
phy, food, and weather. As Ana, from Moldova, explains in video 4, in 
connection to the landscape, “I think this the biggest attraction of Estonia 
and I think because of the nature it takes time to take—to get to know 
Estonia … if you live a while, then you get to know, you travel, you see 
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the forests first of all, you see- and then you, you start to get to know 
Estonia, like, to understand what is special about this country”. In the 
same video and talking about Tartu, Remo, from Italy, adds that “it’s the 
right place for a student in order to study, have a social life and at the 
same time be safe and quiet”.

Finally, with regards to Theme 3 (Ease of communication), the mes-
sage conveyed by the students is very clear: there are no problems what-
soever communicating with people in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. It 
is absolutely possible to get by speaking in English only, everyone under-
stands this language. In fact, one added plus is that you can use your stay 
in one of these countries to improve your English. If need be, it is also 
possible to make some use of the local languages. So, the ideas related to 
this theme can be summarized as follows:

• There are no communication problems; everyone understands English.
• You can actually improve your English during your stay.
• It is possible to learn a bit of the local languages and even use them if 

necessary.

Every single time that language appears as a topic in the narrative of 
the students, the idea that one can manage easily with just English is 
invariably repeated. As Ilya, from Belarus, notes (video 8), “when I came 
to Latvia, I was surprized that it’s so easy to communicate with people 
because most of the people, most of the young people, all of them speak 
English, so there is no, there is no problem with communication” (note, 
however, his quick narrowing down from ‘most of the people’ to ‘most of 
the young people’). Coming from China, Ren (in video 2) explains that 
studying in Estonia “gave me the chance to improve my English” and to 
learn more about countries other than China and the way people think 
in those countries. Finally, Marissa, from the USA, explains in video 7 
that “Riga is such an international city that anybody can get by with 
knowing some English or knowing Russian, or even picking up some 
very few Latvian phrases”. She then pronounces some of these phrases of 
everyday use and concludes “it’s a very easy language to actually pick up, 
so it’s very very welcoming city to come to”. In this way, Marissa proposes 
a certain linguistic hierarchy in which English and Russian come first, 
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followed by the national language next, in this case Latvian. Marissa does 
not fully unpack the choice between English and Russian, but just by 
mentioning the latter, she implies that it is still a valuable resource as a 
lingua franca in the region (see Vihalemm & Hogan-Brun, 2013). That 
said, ethnographic studies suggest a distribution of these two languages as 
lingua francas, with English used most commonly amongst the younger 
generations and Russian amongst the older ones (Soler-Carbonell, 2014). 
With that in mind, students knowing both English and Russian do feel 
at an advantage and, counter to Marissa’s account, this lowers their need 
to engage more actively with the local or national language (Soler, 2019).

All in all, the videos construct the idea that education is of high qual-
ity, it is more affordable than in other countries in Europe, students are 
part of a vibrant international community, the quality of life is of high 
standard in many different ways, and it is possible to get by largely in 
English (which students can actually improve during their stay) and some 
phrases in the local language. All these positive points, however, are 
accompanied by a note of warning: you need to work hard as a student in 
order to pass the courses and obtain the grades you aim for. Both Ella 
(video 18) and Melissa (video 19) refer to this point. As Ella puts it, “it is 
not that, okay, you will pass if you will not do anything. It is not like this. 
You need to take yourself to study … because the study is really hard, 
like, you need to sit and to read, and it is not that you can, ‘Okay now I 
don’t want, I’m going to party’, no, it’s not like this … So, like, to be seri-
ous, like, to take it really seriously”.

4.3  Critical Analysis: The Metapragmatics 
of the Promotional Videos

The above two sections have provided a rather descriptive overview of the 
multimodal resources used in the promotional videos by ‘Study in 
Estonia’, ‘Study in Latvia’, and ‘Study in Lithuania’, and of the main 
themes that emerge from the narratives presented by the students in the 
videos. In this final section of the analysis, I attempt at offering a critical 
analysis of the metapragmatics of both the resources and the messages 
that are encapsulated in these videos. To begin with, it may be worth 
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 asking a simple question: why these resources and why these themes? The 
choice of a group of young students appearing in an interview-like for-
mat, praising the quality of life and education in the Baltic states is not 
mundane. On the contrary, it is revealing of the images that the cam-
paign designers wish to put forward concerning the higher education 
systems in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, and about life in general in the 
three countries. Not incidentally, the campaigns revolve around notions 
of cosmopolitan, forward-looking youth, who appreciate the landscape 
and the relaxed nature of the places where they study, and who are happy 
to use English almost exclusively to get by during their daily life as for-
eign students. By and large, not surprisingly, the three agencies (‘Study in 
Estonia’, ‘Study in Latvia’, and ‘Study in Lithuania’) present the idea of 
studying in their respective countries in a very positive light, associated 
with freedom, openness, and good quality of studies and of life in general.

Going back to Silverstein’s (2003) ordered indexicalities, the above 
description might be understood as level 1 indexicality. On a second 
metapragmatic level, all these messages have an additional layer of mean-
ing, a more tacit one. In short, by looking at the above positive messages, 
it is also possible to see the traces of the discourses and messages that the 
campaign designers have in mind and that may also be attributes of 
higher education and life in general in the Baltic states. In other words, 
almost each and every one of these positively framed narratives has its 
own, indeed more negative, counter-narrative, a narrative that may cer-
tainly be present and that the campaign designers may be reacting to 
when producing their material. For example, putting strong emphasis on 
the quality of education might come as a reaction to the perceived opin-
ion that such a quality is not that high; highlighting the fact that people 
are nice and friendly, very welcoming and “not that racist”, as Melissa put 
it, might result from an implicit counter-narrative about people in these 
countries not being that nice, in fact being rather unwelcoming towards 
foreigners, even racist. At this point, it is also worth noting that the two 
students that more clearly construct this ‘welcoming and non-racist’ view 
of the local populations are from Cameroon and Congo, respectively. 
Finally, by putting emphasis on the idea that one can easily get by only in 
English, and that just some conversational phrases of the local languages 
might suffice may be seen as a reaction to the perception that language 
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might be a problem and that communication might not be all that easy 
on a daily basis. We have seen above how Marissa, a visiting student in 
Latvia, suggests that knowing English or Russian is enough, something 
that suggests a kind of linguistic hierarchy in which the local languages 
come last.

Finally, on yet another level of abstraction, it is possible to argue that 
the images presented in the analysed material point to a certain idea of 
what it means to be an international student in a globalized system of 
higher education. In short, such an image builds on the idea of a mobile, 
entrepreneurial self, underpinned by a global-capitalist ideology of the 
individual as the ultimate single responsible of her or his path during her 
or his life trajectory (see Block, Gray, & Holborow, 2012; Hadley, 2015). 
Indeed, above we have seen Ella and her remarks about the fact that 
studying in Lithuania does not mean partying all the time and eventually 
passing one’s courses. On the contrary, she expresses the opinion that as a 
student, one is supposed to work hard in order to achieve the desired 
results and to successfully complete the studies. Again, this might come 
as a reaction of an underlying discourse that studies in Lithuania (the 
same might go for Estonia and Latvia) are perceived as generally easier 
than in other countries. Above that metapragmatic level, however, Ella’s 
opinion encapsulates the idea of a hard-working individual that strives to 
succeed and that, as a result, is the ultimate responsible of their success, 
or lack thereof.

5  Conclusions

This chapter sought to analyse the role of language in connection to uni-
versity branding and the internationalization of higher education in the 
Baltic states. From the analysis above, it appears that the multimodal 
(linguistic and visual) resources used by the examined higher education 
organizations in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania is relatively limited, with 
very little use of languages other than English in the analysed promo-
tional material. The analysis has also uncovered the key themes that 
emerge from the narratives presented in the examined videos, narratives 
that highlight the quality of life and education students can get in these 
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countries, as well as the idea that they can get by in English almost exclu-
sively. Finally, the above discussion has also pointed at some of the under-
lying tensions emerging from the use of certain resources and themes in 
the analysed videos. In connection to the latter, and by way of general 
conclusion, it may be worth returning to the identity dilemmas experi-
enced by the higher education systems of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania 
already introduced above, dilemmas that have to do with needing to 
search a balance between the nationalizing and the globalizing discourses, 
currently felt very vividly in all three countries (cf. Bulajeva & Hogan- 
Brun, 2014; Kibbermann, 2017; Soler & Vihman, 2018). Such ambigui-
ties, of course, are not exclusive to higher education alone, and are a key 
characteristic of late modernity and the new economy (Heller & Duchêne, 
2012; Heller et al., 2014). Neither are these dilemmas exclusive of the 
Baltic states alone (Cots et al., 2014).

What seems more striking, albeit perhaps not so surprising, from the 
analysis above is that in designing the promotional campaigns of the 
higher education systems of each respective country, the three agencies 
seem to want to downplay nationally-defining traits in favour of incorpo-
rating more internationally available features. The fact that national char-
acteristics are only played out in relatively stereotypical and safe topics 
such as food, the weather, and the nature says much about the designers 
of these materials and their desire to lower the national in favour of the 
international. This is even clearer when it comes to language and the 
associated ideas that one can get by exclusively in English and, in parallel, 
one does not really need to bother too much about the local languages. 
Not to mention that the videos themselves make very limited use of the 
students’ multilingual resources and the narratives they produce are 
mostly in English. Implicitly, a certain linguistic hierarchy emerges both 
from the narratives and from the resources employed in the actual videos, 
with English first and other languages next. In that regard, the position 
of Russian is more ambivalent, being completely erased in the Estonian 
dataset, mentioned only in passing in the Latvian one, and explicitly used 
as a resource in the Lithuanian one. As noted above, this may be explained 
by the socio-historical factors that have shaped a particular trajectory for 
the Russian language in the area, particularly in Estonia and Latvia. 
Other languages that appear significantly erased both in the narrative and 
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in the resources employed are students’ own languages. With all this in 
mind, the picture that emerges is one where there are not many alterna-
tives to the use of English, at least amongst the international community 
formed by these mobile students who are the target of the three agencies’ 
campaigns.

This may all be designed in good faith, certainly with the idea of 
attracting more international students to each country, respectively. 
However, the consequences are important, namely: an emptying of any 
defining trait that makes studying in Estonia, Latvia, or Lithuania, truly 
and radically original, in parallel with a standardizing effect of what 
studying abroad may actually mean. In this way, much like other service- 
related industries (cf. Heller et al., 2014), universities too seem to attend 
to globalizing discourses of smooth mobility, as opposed to developing 
unique profiles. The latter adds more meat to the global-capitalist dis-
course so prevalent in the marketized higher education today, of which 
student mobility is such a defining trait. As a result, an opportunity is lost 
in order to attempt at breaking away from this standardizing discourse of 
international mobility and in order to highlight multilingualism as a fea-
ture of a truly added value.
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7
Language Ideologies 

and the Experiences of International 
Students

Deborah C. Clarke

1  Introduction

Since the nineteenth century, universities have produced locally-, 
nationally- and regionally-bound knowledge. This knowledge would 
then be shared and studied within an international network (Marginson, 
2011). Internationalization in this sense is not new. However, since the 
1980s, internationalization has changed shape, and certainly but not 
exceptionally, within the Nordic context, universities have become 
increasingly market-based using the numbers of international students 
and foreign members of staff as indicators of successful internationaliza-
tion (Haberland, 2014). Another indicator is the publication of research, 
mostly in English, in high-impact journals that provides personal and 
institutional bibliometrics (see Gingras, 2016, for an in-depth discus-
sion) and, in part, determines international rankings and, consequently, 
the numbers of student applications. Internationalization can also be per-
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ceived to have societally-focused aims, such as enhancing international 
ties and increasing cooperation between universities, regions and nations. 
Nevertheless, whilst this may be true, according to Saarinen (2012) the 
aims of internalization in the case of Finland are largely economic, result-
ing in the commodification of Finnish education.

To attract students from outside the Nordic countries and thus meet 
the demands of internationalization, there needed to be a change in the 
language of instruction. In the 1990s, there was some experimentation 
with the provision of French- (Saarinen, 2014) and German-medium 
instruction in some Finnish universities of applied sciences, but these did 
not attract sufficient numbers of home or international students 
(Lehikoinen, 2004). Since then, as with universities in the other Nordic 
countries, internationalization is now linked to the provision of English- 
medium instruction (EMI) (Haberland, 2014). In Finland, this has been 
expanded from EMI for exchange students to the provision of EMI for 
entire master’s degree programmes. This development is seen by some 
scholars as a threat to Finnish and Swedish, the two official languages of 
Finland, in university settings (Lindström & Sylvin, 2014; Saarinen, 
2014; Saarinen & Rontu, 2018).

At the University of Helsinki (UH), which is the context of this study, 
two editions of a university language policy have been published 
(University of Helsinki, 2007, 2014). The policy specifies the roles of 
languages at the university in relation to the university’s ambition for 
greater internationalization. As a consequence of the UH being legally a 
bilingual university (Universities Act, 558/2009), its policy stipulates 
that it bears responsibility for the national languages in that it “(…) sup-
ports the development of Finland’s national languages as the languages of 
research and academic education (…)” (University of Helsinki, 2014, 
p. 47). Furthermore, it asserts that the university participates in the use 
of English as an academic lingua franca in its role as an international 
institution. References to other languages within both editions of the 
policy (2007, 2014) are minimal. However, the policy specifies an insti-
tutional belief in the use and value of other languages.

The literature problematizing language policies that describe the role 
of the national language(s) plus English (e.g. Hultgren, 2014; Lindström 
& Sylvin, 2014), and in some cases English and Spanish (e.g. Cots, 
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Lasagabaster, & Garrett, 2012; Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Sierra, 2014), 
across Europe is relatively extensive. However, there has been very little 
attention given to language use in universities from the perspective of 
students who are speakers of languages other than English. When such 
students emerge in the data, they are not the main focus of research (e.g. 
Garrett & Gallego-Balsà, 2014; Lindström, 2012; Söderlundh, 2012). 
This chapter, therefore, places the voice of international students at the 
centre of the discussion in relation to the use of language at university.

In the data used in this chapter, the students discuss their experiences 
and reactions to language use through the lens of the UH language policy 
in order to address this research question:

• How do international students react to the university language ideol-
ogy, and how does this relate to their own experiences?

To answer this question, how the students navigate the points in the 
language policy, how they adapt to institutional practices and their levels 
of personal agency will also be explored.

2  Language Ideologies

A language policy can be seen as a reflection of a nation’s or an institu-
tion’s language ideology. Woolard (1998, pp. 23–25) describes four main 
strands of thinking about ideology as a general concept. Briefly, these are 
ideology as a mental concept, such as consciousness, subjective represen-
tations, beliefs and ideas; second, as a representation of or reaction to the 
experiences and interests of particular groups; third, as a struggle to 
maintain or acquire social, economic and political power; and finally, as 
an unrecognized distortion or illusion in the defence of power. In their 
review of language ideology, Määttä and Pietikäinen (2014) suggest that 
of these four definitions it is the interrelated second and third definitions 
where language ideology often falls. This also seems to be the case in 
 relation to the context of this study, namely university language ideology 
as outlined by the university language policy.
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To reiterate, language policies tend to support particular groups of 
people in maintaining and acquiring economic, social and political 
power. Consequently, they can also be interpreted to be supporting the 
ethnocentric prejudice that languages are unequal in that some languages 
are categorized as unsuitable for particular purposes (Beacco & Byram, 
2007), such as academic literature and university study. Risager (2012) 
conceptualizes language ideologies that support particular languages as 
language hierarchies. She uses Graddol’s (1997) projection for language 
dominance in her analysis. Graddol (1997) predicts that in 2050 English, 
Chinese, Spanish, Arabic and Urdu/Hindi will appear at the top of the 
language hierarchy, followed by the trade bloc languages, for example 
Russian, national languages and local languages. Taking into consider-
ation language hierarchies both globally and locally within Denmark, 
Risager (2012) questions the presence of university language policies that 
consider English as the sole language of internationalization. This prac-
tice empowers English and Danish over other languages present in the 
university. Moreover, the preference for particular languages in university 
language policies influences the languages in which knowledge 
is produced.

That language choice in higher education is connected with knowledge 
production can also be understood as supporting and maintaining the 
power of particular groups. For example, many European universities 
have adopted English as an academic lingua franca, alongside the national 
languages, for purposes of internationalization, and they also produce 
academic research in English. English has thus become the dominant 
language for Western knowledge, although not in all domains (e.g. 
Kuteeva & Airey, 2014). The perception of Western knowledge as the 
legitimate knowledge (Doxtater, 2004) is far-reaching and is considered 
by Shih (2010) as academic colonialism that weakens meaningful “glo-
cal” knowledge production. Additionally, Tukumbi (2016) states that 
some scholars have diminished social science in Africa by reducing cul-
tural, social and historical knowledge to tribalism and irrationality thus 
enabling Western knowledge to dominate academic discourses. Although 
this issue goes far deeper than language, language still plays a key role, for 
example in translations of knowledge.
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Language ideologies not only identify particular languages as authen-
tic national languages but also stipulate the variety of language that can 
be considered the standard (Woolard, 1998). Desirable standard lan-
guages are also promulgated by the national state apparatus internation-
ally through institutions, such as Alliance Française, the British Council, 
the Confucius Institute, the Goethe Institut, the Japan Foundation and 
Instituto Cervantes, to better control commercial market share (Heller, 
2010). In his discussion of the critiques of language policy, Blommært 
(1996, p. 213) conveys Williams’ argument concerning how the identi-
fication of standard languages is frequently biased. Williams criticizes 
the suggestion that standard languages are identified via societal consen-
sus and highlights that the standard is a reflection of the often upper-
middle social class with which it is associated. Williams also points out 
that states are beneficiaries of language planning and, therefore, the soci-
etal roles of language cannot be seen as solely objective. Although aca-
demic research may contest state actions and policies, universities are 
regulated by the state and so their language policies, including their 
preferences for particular language varieties, can be seen as reflections of 
state values.

In summary, language ideology in relation to this study can be under-
stood in terms of power and hierarchy, production of knowledge and 
standard languages. Along these lines, languages can be excluded or 
ignored, included or valued or can be seen as unequal or empowered 
within a given institution.

2.1  International Students’ Use of and Attitudes 
Towards Language: Previous Studies

Research into the experience of international students in universities in 
connection with the use of and attitudes towards language in relation to 
language policy in the European context is limited. Nevertheless, to cre-
ate a landscape that situates the present research, this section will delin-
eate the issues raised by previous studies that have had more than passing 
focus on international students in the connection with university lan-
guage policies.
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Differences between language policy, which is a reflection of language 
ideology, and how languages are actually used are a common feature of 
the research on language policy and use. For example, Söderlundh (2012) 
reports her observations of an EMI master’s degree course in business in 
Sweden, in which 19 of the 48 students are international. She observes 
that both English and Swedish are used on the course. Swedish is used 
when asking other Swedes for a vocabulary item in English, asking ques-
tions of and taking part in individual exchanges with the teacher and 
when Swedish students are working together in a small group. Although 
French and Spanish students (n = 6) were also on the course they did not 
deviate from English and, along with other international students, 
accepted the use of Swedish on the course because of its special position 
as the national language. Multilingual interaction did not occur, only 
parallel monolingualism as the four language groups clustered together. 
This is framed as the teacher’s pragmatic rather than policy-approach to 
language use, but could equally be interpreted as the casual exclusion of 
international students in the process of learning, because when Swedish 
is used they cannot take part.

The literature emerging from Finland (e.g. Lindström & Sylvin, 2014; 
Saarinen, 2012; Saarinen & Rontu, 2018) is mostly concerned with lan-
guage issues from a national perspective so international voices are largely 
absent from the literature. However, Lindström (2012) conducted a 
number of focus groups in 2007 to discuss the issue of the national lan-
guages and English at the UH and, exceptionally, one of his groups con-
sisted of one international lecturer from English-speaking Canada and 
three students from French-speaking Canada, Denmark and Sweden. 
The Scandinavian students commented on how they have had to com-
plete their studies in English because Swedish was not spoken widely 
enough despite the UH being an officially bilingual university. The non- 
Scandinavian participants agreed that the presence of Swedish is very lim-
ited and, consequently, they placed a higher importance on learning 
Finnish rather than Swedish, although they all found Finnish difficult to 
access. Furthermore, they remarked upon the sometimes poor quality of 
teaching in English. This was also a concern of the students in Saarinen 
and Rontu’s (2018) study who observe that there is a need for linguistic 
support for teachers.
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Whilst the UH is de jure a bilingual university, it is de facto a trilingual 
university in that it has a trilingual language policy that is published in 
Finnish, Swedish and English. While other universities that have a trilin-
gual language policy have been the site of research, this research has been 
conducted in other parts of Europe. In their comparative study, Garrett 
and Gallego-Balsà (2014) surveyed the attitudes of international students 
towards internationalization and the official minority languages, Catalan 
and Welsh at the University of Lleida in Catalonia (UdL), which has a 
trilingual language policy and Cardiff University (CU) in Wales, which 
has a bilingual policy. Interestingly, in the reasonably substantial sample 
of 136 international students (75 from UdL and 61 from CU), none of 
the students, when asked to comment upon internationalization, made a 
connection between internationalization and the official minority lan-
guage, focusing instead upon the benefits of internationalization on lan-
guages in general. This should perhaps not be too surprising given that 
the term “international” is likely to conjure multinational and multilin-
gual images rather than local ones.

The studies reviewed in this section suggest that international students 
are not particularly engaged with national languages. However, this 
should come as no surprise because, as Risager (2012) states, bi/trilingual 
language policies are not written with international students in mind; for 
these students, such policies are monolingual in that they exclude their 
languages. Language policies are only bi/trilingual for home students. 
Furthermore, the emphasis on English as the academic lingua franca, 
whilst accommodating international students, masks the linguistic diver-
sity that is present and thus could be construed as making non-national 
students invisible. In this sense, the UH language policy is also 
monolingual.

Both editions of the UH language policy (2007, p. 40, 2014, p. 47) 
state the importance of languages other than Finnish, Swedish and 
English as a source of enrichment that generates understanding of other 
cultures and the ability to think creatively. This could be an important 
ideology from the perspective of students from countries other than 
Finland. The 2007 edition mentions foreign languages by name, for 
example Estonian, Russian, French and German (p. 44), but the 2014 
edition refers only to foreign and Baltic languages (p. 50) leaving only 
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Finnish, Swedish and English as named languages. This may be a way to 
avoid marginalizing unspecified languages, but also could convey the 
message that only Finnish, Swedish and English are perceived as legiti-
mate academic languages. This aspect of the policy and underpinning 
ideology reinforces power relations between certain languages (Määttä & 
Pietikäinen, 2014), supports language hierarchies at the university 
(Risager, 2012) and, importantly, does not reflect the actual multilingual-
ism present in the university.

In this study, the UH language policy is used as a lens through which 
to examine the tension between institutional language ideologies and 
international students’ experiences and attitudes.

3  Task-Based Focus Group Methodology

The focus group data presented in this chapter were collected in March 
and April 2018 at the UH. The UH is an ideal site for this study because 
it is an example of an international university which has a published lan-
guage policy. This study could have been situated in a number of univer-
sities and so some of the findings are likely to be relevant outside the 
UH context.

For this study, three focus groups originally comprising four master’s 
students, from the science faculties where I had been teaching, were orga-
nized. The students had all taken one or more academic writing courses 
with me, so were personally known to me and most of them had met each 
other before. The size of the groups is considered ideal for focus group 
research (Wood & Kroger, 2000) and, importantly, was the maximum 
number that could be accommodated by the available space. Informed 
consent forms were sent to the students in advance and were signed on 
the day that the focus groups took place.

The groups were united by their status as international students who 
do not speak English as their first language (see Table 7.1) and were orga-
nized so that each group formed one membership category (Wood & 
Kroger, 2000). This is why neither the Spanish speakers nor Mandarin 
speakers were put in the same group.
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The rationale for using focus groups over other qualitative methods is 
that they allow for socially constructed meaning through functions, such 
as giving opinions, agreeing, disagreeing and building on each other’s 
ideas to come to a new understanding, or simply to demonstrate different 
understandings of the same phenomena. These interactions serve as a way 
to generate data, but also become the focus of the analysis (Kitzinger, 
1994; Kitzinger et al., 2004, cited in Marková, Linell, Grossen, & Salazar- 
Orvig, 2007). To generate data of this quality, the core task for the groups 
was to discuss a set of statements adapted from the English version of the 
UH language policy (see Table 7.2). The participants were asked to decide 
as a group how far they agree with the statements by discussing them, 
giving examples and justifying their opinions. When they had come to an 
agreement, they placed a sticky note, with the statement written on it, on 
to a larger piece of paper that had a scale drawn on it from “totally dis-
agree” to “completely agree”. The task was completed when they had 
stuck the 16 statements to the poster. However, only nine of these state-
ments are included in this analysis. This is because the remaining state-
ments relate to either intercultural interaction or the use of English as 
lingua franca which are beyond the scope of this chapter.

This interactive type of task encourages free as opposed to transac-
tional discussion and enables the construction of socially shared knowl-

Table 7.1 The fictitious names and gender, ages and languages of the students by 
group and length of the focus group interview

Groups Participants Age

Languages that can be used for 
study purposes other than 
English

Group 1
(1 hour 

30 minutes)

Gary (M),
Carlos (M),
Alisha (F),
Eda (F)

23–37 Cantonese, Mandarin
Spanish, French
Hindi
Turkish

Group 2
(1 hour 

20 minutes)

Petra (F)
Chun (M)
Mahika (F)

22–24 Croatian, Slovenian, Serbian
Mandarin
Marathi, Hindi

Group 3
(1 hour 

20 minutes)

Androulla (F)
Thu (M)
Kang (M)
Ariana (F)

24–29 Greek
Vietnamese
Mandarin
Spanish
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edge (Marková et  al., 2007). The role of the researcher in this type of 
focus group model is peripheral in that they are not involved in the dis-
cussion (Marková et al., 2007). This arrangement somewhat circumvents 
the problem of the researcher becoming the discussion leader and inad-
vertently influencing the opinions of the group.

Table 7.2 Statements extracted from the policy (left) and how they were altered 
for the focus group task (right)

Sentences from the UH language policy 
(2014)

Sentences discussed in the focus 
groups

The University supports students and staff 
in their efforts to improve their language 
skills. (p. 47)

I feel supported by the university 
in my efforts to improve my 
language skills.

The University believes that learning and 
using other languages is valuable. (p. 48)

•  I think that the university 
believes my languages are 
valuable.

•  I think that the university 
believes that learning 
languages other than Finnish, 
Swedish and English is 
valuable.

The University raises linguistic awareness, 
builds well-functioning bilingualism, 
highlights multilingualism as a strength 
and encourages the parallel use of 
different languages. (p. 48)

•  I feel that the university 
highlights multilingualism as a 
strength.

•  As a student at this university, 
I think I have raised my 
linguistic awareness.

•  I think that the university 
encourages the parallel use of 
languages that I speak.

•  I think that the university 
builds well-functioning 
bilingualism.

The multilingual skills of students, 
researchers and staff are exploited in the 
development of the University’s 
international efforts. (p. 50)

My multilingual skills are 
exploited in the development of 
the university’s international 
efforts.

The University offers a wide range of 
teaching in different languages (…), with 
consideration for the special needs of 
students who do not speak either of the 
national languages. (p. 51)

In terms of the teaching offered, I 
am given consideration as a 
student who does not speak 
either of the national 
languages.
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During the analytical process, the participants’ disagreements became 
the primary focal point. Marková et al. (2007) consider disagreements a 
worthwhile subject of analysis as they offer opportunities to observe the 
construction of new forms of reasoning between participants, rather than 
focusing on exchanges of preformed ideas. Their disagreements easily lent 
themselves to the creation of two continua through which their com-
ments could be coded and categorized. The first continuum relates to 
whether the students’ language repertoires are excluded and ignored or 
included and valued. The second continuum refers to whether the par-
ticipants experience language inequality or empowerment. Issues of indi-
vidual and institutional agency have also been included in the analysis to 
explain why some may have greater feelings of inclusion than others.

4  Student Reactions to and Experiences 
of Language Use at University

This section examines the participants’ reactions to and experiences of the 
use of languages at university. The analysis has been organized by the two 
continua (excluded/ignored to included/valued and inequality to empow-
erment) and by the statements (see Table 7.2) that their comments refer 
to. These statements serve as sub-headings. For the purposes of clarity, the 
extracts used in this section have had any false starts and repetitions 
removed. The meanings of the transcription notation can be found in 
the Appendix.

4.1  Continuum 1: From Excluded/Ignored 
to Included/Valued

Whether languages are excluded and ignored or included and valued is 
important especially in the European context where not all of the many 
languages can be awarded privileged positions in educational systems 
(Beacco & Byram, 2007). In this section, some extracts from the focus 
groups, which exemplify the repeated theme of linguistic inclusion and 
value, are discussed.
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4.1.1  “I think that the university believes my languages 
are valuable”

The statements in the focus group task that relate to whether the students 
believe the university values their languages create a number of disagree-
ments that mark differing levels of perceived value awarded to the lan-
guages they speak. Those whose first language is a smaller national 
language, in this case Greek and Croatian, perceived their language to 
have no value in the institutional context:

(1)
I don’t think they do much I don’t think they’re I mean valuable for what 
in my um major no they’re not valuable.

(Petra)

(2)
in this case for my language NO!, hah (All: hah) ∗totally disagree∗.

(Androulla)

Others who speak regional (Chinese), national (Hindi) and official 
languages in national states (Marathi) (Graddol, 1997) were able to eval-
uate the different experiences and knowledge they have about the pres-
ence of their languages at the university and responded in a more neutral 
or balanced way:

(3)
Chun: (…) they kind of think Chinese is valuable because I know that 

they have this kind of Chinese language lessons and er they have this 
kind of Confucius department (…) so yeah I guess they kind of think 
it’s valuable but I don’t know much about it (…) when it comes to like 
research or study yeah I don’t think so

Mahika: (…) was thinking maybe I should say yes yeah some bad because 
there are a lot of people from India (…) and since a lot of students er 
 coming here maybe, they would value the language to not let the stu-
dents feel I don’t know but as you [Petra] said I don’t think it would 
matter that much but just maybe on the administrative level I don’t know 
because I’ve come across a lot of um professors er from Indian origin 
(Petra: yeah me too) so maybe, so then I would be somewhere the agree
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Others believe their languages are valued. Ariana mentions that there 
are Spanish conversation groups available at the university and so feels 
that her language is valued by the university. Additionally, comments 
from Carlos also indicate high levels of inclusion of Spanish:

(4)
actually they have a lot of languages (…) there’s like every semester around 
(…) twenty [courses] in Spanish and sometimes they teach politics or sci-
ence in Spanish like for people that just want to learn the language but like 
they have to they want to learn.

(Carlos)

The continuum here suggests an approximate hierarchical order to the 
values awarded to languages shown through their presence at the univer-
sity which is similar to Graddol’s (1997) 2050 global language hierarchy 
projection and suggests investment in languages that enjoy political, 
social or economic power (Määttä & Pietikäinen, 2014).

4.1.2  “The university believes that learning languages other 
than Finnish, Swedish and English is valuable”

In relation to the status of other languages, the UH language policy states 
that “[g]lobal developments and European integration have generated a 
need for skills in other foreign languages in both the academic community 
and Finnish society at large” (University of Helsinki, 2014, p. 50). This need 
has resulted in a wide range of language courses available at the university’s 
language centre. Knowledge of these courses is evident in the participants’ 
discussions in which they all conclude that the university does value lan-
guages other than Finnish, Swedish and English, with one exception:

(5)
yes but I’ve tried looking for other languages from English to Spanish 
English to Russian er they have but only for C2 level yeah so you cannot 
start from the beginning if you didn’t know it before (Mahika: oh okay) 
there are many languages from Finnish to something a lot of those options 
but em.

(Petra)
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This exception concerns the instructional language of some courses 
which could possibly lead to barriers to building language repertoires 
through the courses organized by the university.

4.1.3  “I feel supported by the university in my efforts 
to improve my language skills”

In the participants’ discussions about whether they feel supported in their 
efforts to improve their own language skills, there is a similar level of 
agreement to the previous statement. Their discussions mainly focus on 
learning Finnish and improving their command of English. While courses 
in Finnish are provided for international students, most of the students 
who have taken Finnish courses appear to be demotivated by the typical 
teaching practices that overly emphasize grammar and the standard lan-
guage variety; for example:

(6)
(…) I’ve been taking a Finnish course here in the university and they 
mainly focused grammar our teacher said that er the university want inter-
national students to speak like proper Finnish so you don’t really learn 
spoken Finnish you’re focused grammar [Thu nodding] and it’s so strict 
(…).

(Ariana)

As they discuss the support they have received in developing their skills 
in English, they give many examples of the different academically-focused 
courses they have taken:

(7)
also with English like we [have] the academic writing lecture for instance 
and then there are these pitching lectures (Gary: hm) that you have so just 
I completely agree.

(Alisha)
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(8)
(…) when it comes to English I do feel that it’s well-supported because 
when I first arrived in here, so there is one mandatory course you have to do 
in our department it’s a called like how to read and write scientific papers 
(Mahika: hmm) er in computer science so at I also taken the (…) the aca-
demic writing course so yeah it’s this course really gives me a lot of help so 
(…) if it’s just about English I would say I completely agree with this.

(Chun)

These extracts demonstrate how the university participates in the 
development of English as the academic lingua franca (University of 
Helsinki, 2014, p. 48) and how, as with other institutions, it promotes 
standard Finnish over other varieties of Finnish (Heller, 2010).

4.1.4  “In terms of the teaching offered, I am given 
consideration as a student who does not speak either 
of the national languages”

The participants’ discussions indicate that as international students wish-
ing to develop their language skills, they feel included because they are 
offered a great deal of support in developing their academic skills in 
English. However, when addressing the question of whether they are 
given consideration as students who do not speak either of the national 
languages, the reactions and experiences of the students fall at either end 
of the continuum. Some students have found course lecturers to be very 
accommodating; for example:

(9)
there was like this course that it was all in Finnish and I asked the teacher 
like can I take the class and she was told me like yeah like the info it’s in 
English you can totally take it in like she told me like the instruction 
teaching it’s in Finnish like I have to give the class in Finnish because it’s 
for like bachelors’? students? but um you I mean everyone there speaks 
English and you can ask me and if you want to enter the class there’s no 
problem >like sometimes they’re like< say no sorry like you cannot enter 
this one (…).

(Carlos)
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Others discuss the opportunity to earn course credits through an exam 
rather than face-to-face teaching. At the UH, students are given an option on 
a great many courses to take a book exam as an alternative to taking a course 
and attending lectures. The book exams entail the reading of some set texts 
followed by a written examination. While some of the students consider 
book exams to be an inferior form of learning, Gary indicates this is an inclu-
sive practice because he believes this allows participation in courses that 
would be otherwise unavailable to him as a person who does not speak Finnish:

(10)
I tend to see this from this perspective as in like you know there are courses 
which are conducted in Finnish for example but you are allowed to do a 
book exam for example in English so therefore if it’s a question of no bar-
riers then totally agree.

(Gary)

Both the flexibility of the course lecturers and the potential to take 
book exams when courses are not available in English are constructed by 
some of the students as considerate of their needs. However, in each of 
the focus groups, there was some discussion of the students’ experiences 
of being on courses arranged in English where the linguistics needs of 
international students were ignored in that some teaching was carried out 
in Finnish. Extract (11) is a typical example, and further examples will be 
shared in the next section:

(11)
Petra: oh so I don’t know I have had experiences in large courses with 

majority of Finnish people where the professor would start to explain 
in English and then give up because he got stuck and would then 
explain that thing in Finnish and then just continue in English without 
explaining the thing

Mahika: oh no I haven’t
Petra: or em also if a Finnish person asks a question they would ask in 

Finnish and the professor answers in Finnish and maybe I also wanted 
to hear the answer to the question and the question I don’t know so 
maybe if I ask a question in English I’d just repeat the question because 
I didn’t know. (…)
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This section has explored the extent to which students feel that their 
languages are valued and whether through institutional language prac-
tices they are included in the learning process. In summary, the extent to 
which languages are valued, as Thu points out, “[is dependent] on where 
you are from”. If the language in question is one of the big languages such 
as Mandarin, Spanish and English (Graddol, 1997), then the language is 
more visible and by extension valued and included. Whilst there were 
some examples of exclusion, where lecturers would switch languages dur-
ing instruction leaving students unaware of what had been discussed, 
some students gained a sense of inclusion through support for the devel-
opment of their skills in English, flexible teaching and alternative modes 
of assessment.

4.2  Continuum 2: From Inequality to Empowerment

In this section themes of inequality and empowerment are explored. 
Inequality refers to whether students, based on their language skills, expe-
rience equality in terms of, for example, accessing learning and formally 
using their languages whereas empowerment means that they have been 
able to use their languages for study or in a formal capacity.

4.2.1  “In terms of the teaching offered, I am given 
consideration as a student who does not speak either 
of the national languages”

Some of the discourse relating to whether the students are given consid-
eration as students who do not speak either of the national languages 
could be considered as an issue of both exclusion and inequality in that 
they have been unable to participate fully in a course because of language 
issues; for example:

(12)
Kang: (…) sometimes maybe like the Moodle page of some course they 

are still in Finnish for me and also the teacher will enrol me in the 
Moodle page but she will still upload some Finnish document or 
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(Androulla: yeah; Ariana: oh that’s horrible) instead of English docu-
ments but and (…) they will just tell that try to Google translate it 
[Thu nodding] because we still haven’t translate it into English for you 
so you better do it yourself and (Androulla: ∗okay∗) and there maybe 
next year who knows then it is annoying and sometimes during the 
lectures some Finnish students raised up some questions in Finnish

Androulla: and they continue to have the conversation in Finnish
Kang: yes and then it could be better if the professor explained [Thu nod-

ding] what they have discussed in English for us because we feel like we 
are just wasting our time waiting for them to end the discussion we’ve 
got nothing from that (Ariana: hmm true)

Although this example echoes extract (11), a feeling of inequality in 
terms of accessing learning is more strongly expressed. Interestingly, in 
another focus group, Eda relates an anecdote that is very similar to these 
commenting that “[the lecturer] disregarded us and continued in Finnish 
until the point we said like hey we’re also here and this is an English 
course”. Whilst it is probably not the intention of the lecturer to disre-
gard the students, such examples provide the perspective of non-national 
students on EMI courses who did not appear to have a voice in 
Söderlundh’s (2012) study.

4.2.2  “The university encourages the parallel use 
of languages that I speak”

When discussing whether they are encouraged to use their languages in a 
parallel fashion, Chun, Mahika, Petra and Ariana comment on how they 
have difficulties in imagining how the parallel use of their languages 
could be realized in their current context. Carlos, however, gives an 
example of how on his course he has been encouraged to use Spanish:

(13)
it’s kind of tricky because I think they do want you like to because they 
have like sometimes this like oh like write something in your own lan-
guage? like for journal or something like that and they encourage that but 
I think it’s in specific cases.

(Carlos)
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For Androulla, it is evident that this particular policy statement is not 
intended for international students: “I get the feeling that the purpose of 
this [statement] is to protect Finnish and Swedish then it makes sense ∗at 
least for them∗”. The hint of sarcasm at the end of her sentence conveys 
a sense of inequality, and her statement as a whole reflects the notion 
raised by Risager (2012) that for international students, university lan-
guage policies are monolingual.

4.2.3  “My multilingual skills are exploited 
in the development of the university’s 
international efforts”

Although the students do not use their languages in a parallel fashion and 
face some challenges on courses organized in English, there are also 
examples of empowerment in connection with their other languages 
which derive from both the institution and from the students themselves.

As part of one of her courses Petra was instructed to update a Wikipedia 
page in another language, and in the focus group discussion she used this 
as an example to demonstrate how her multilingual skills have been used 
at university:

(14)
I can think of only one thing I had a seminar, and with the last part of the 
course we were supposed to edit a Wikipedia page in any language we 
wanted I did it in Croatian because ∗less trouble there∗ hah.

(Petra)

This example, admittedly, was not in connection with the university’s 
international efforts as indicated in the statement that Petra was discuss-
ing. Nonetheless, such a practice is potentially empowering in that it was 
a deliberate use of a student’s linguistic repertoire in the process of learning.

The students who are speakers of higher status languages, namely 
Mandarin and Spanish, have opportunities to use their languages in an 
institutional context for which they earn course credits. Both Ariana and 
Carlos have taken part in the university’s language centre programme 
where they work as course assistants to language teachers, Kang has also 
considered this opportunity:
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(15)
actually I have applied for to be a how to say that (Ariana: teaching assis-
tant) teaching assistant at the Chinese teaching course in language school 
but I didn’t go there actually but I applied for that so I know there are 
opportunities if I want to teach some.

(Kang)

Taking the role of a language course assistant within the institution can 
be constructed as empowering because it not only draws on the students’ 
linguistic repertoire but also legitimizes the students’ languages for use in 
the university context. This activity can also be understood as contribut-
ing to the university’s international efforts in relation to potential student 
exchanges with countries where the language is spoken.

While institutional agency is important in terms of the students access-
ing learning through English and creating occasions for students to use 
their linguistic repertoires, individual agency is also very important. The 
participant who appears to be most empowered in terms of employing 
their linguistic repertoires is Carlos who is very active in seeking 
 opportunities to use his skills in Spanish. He describes himself as having 
a working relationship with the university:

(16)
well at least in my case? they are they always call me when they need some-
one that speaks Spanish so I have been working with the university like for 
a year already (Alisha: hmm) [Gary nodding] like with Finnish and 
Swedish speakers that they want to learn Spanish or the embassy in Mexico 
as like a translator so.

(Carlos)

In response to Carlos’ level of agency, the other students in the group 
reflect on their own levels of motivation and contemplate whether the 
reason why they are not active in using their languages in the institutional 
context is simply because they have not approached the university with 
suggestions for how this might be realized:
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(17)
Alisha: honestly it’s not even like I have promoted myself to be like oh my 

god I know Hindi and you know let’s get rolling its (All: hah) ∗I haven’t 
done that so∗

Eda: [no I haven’t said] let’s get rolling either

Eda, whilst admitting that she has not made her skills in Turkish visi-
ble to the university, points out that Spanish is a more desirable language 
suggesting that individual agency may not be the deciding factor. Gary, 
on the other hand, simply states that there is no chance at all of his mul-
tilingual skills being used by the university and concludes that “it could 
be a situation where I’m just completely ∗inactive I’m just not on 
the radar∗”.

To sum up, the section has explored discourses of language inequality 
and empowerment. Some students report negative experiences on courses 
where they have not been accommodated as students who do not speak 
Finnish, while others have been invited to use their languages in the insti-
tutional context. Such empowering opportunities, however, are very 
much dependent on the languages a student speaks which can be 
 construed as an inequality that points to power dynamics between lan-
guages (Määttä & Pietikäinen, 2014). The role of individual agency is 
also highlighted as an important factor in empowering students, with 
those seeking occasions to use their languages demonstrating higher lev-
els of empowerment.

5  Discussion and Conclusions

The comments and exchanges between the students indicate that linguis-
tic power structures exist at the university. This is particularly evident in 
Sect. 4.1.1 where the students discuss the value awarded to their lan-
guages at the university. Although the data in this section reflect subjec-
tive experiences, it seems reasonable to deduce that there is a tendency for 
the big languages (Graddol, 1997) to be more visible at the university, 
suggesting investment in the languages with the most social, political or 
economic potential (Määttä & Pietikäinen, 2014) but at the expense of 
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other languages. One consequence of this is continued neglect of less 
valued languages for academic purposes.

The discourse of power and hierarchy can be detected in other com-
ments made by the students in relation to standard languages. For exam-
ple, discussions about the teaching of Finnish that favours the standard 
language over the Helsinki dialect, which could be more useful for the 
students to learn, indicate valorization of one variety of the language 
(Woolard, 1998). The existence of standard languages is also evident in 
experiences of the speakers of the big languages (i.e. Chinese and Spanish) 
who discuss empowering opportunities to work as teaching assistants, 
but who most certainly engage in the teaching of the standard variety. To 
exemplify, the Chinese students have the opportunity to work for the 
Confucius Institute known for its promotion of standard Chinese (Heller, 
2010) and the Spanish students can work at the university language cen-
tre, which regardless of the background of the teachers and the students, 
most likely engages in the teaching of Castilian Spanish.

Whilst it is clear that some lecturers consider language when planning 
their teaching (e.g. extract (14), other lecturers’ teaching practices pro-
vide further examples of hierarchies of power in connection with the use 
of Finnish on EMI and language courses. Whether intentional or unin-
tentional, the use of Finnish on EMI courses as described by the students 
in extract (11) and Sect. 4.2.1 has the same consequence: perceived 
inequality of or exclusion from accessing learning. Furthermore, if an 
international student wants to develop their language repertoires but is 
prevented from doing so because they are not proficient in the teaching 
language, Finnish, then this could also be perceived as an inequality. 
Although it could be argued that international students’ language learn-
ing is outside the remit of master’s degree programmes, proficiency in 
language is likely to be important for the careers of all students.

The way the students navigated the meanings of the statements from 
the language policy also revealed their own language ideologies. The ide-
ologies of the students for the present purposes can be understood as 
related to subjective representations, beliefs and ideas (Woolard, 1998). It 
was clear when they discussed parallel language use (see Sect. 4.2.2) at the 
university that they understood that that particular policy statement was 
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not intended for them as international students (Risager, 2012). However, 
it was also apparent that they had never had the expectation or belief that 
they could use their languages in such a way. Their belief seemed to be 
based on the idea that they would use only English for academic study, 
Finnish for integration purposes, which also seemed to be the case in 
Lindström’s (2012) study, and those who were studying other languages 
seem to be doing so as a hobby. One student, Carlos, is an exception in 
this study because he reports drawing upon French and Spanish academic 
texts for his studies and is able to write scientific texts in Spanish. He is 
also a very active and highly motivated student of languages. It is impor-
tant to remember that students come to university with a range of experi-
ences and beliefs about language use.

One consequence of the disjunction between the students’ language(s) 
as largely non-academic languages and English as their academic lingua 
franca is the production of culturally-bound knowledge. As stated in the 
University of Helsinki Language Policy (2014, p.  47), languages are 
resources which are essential for participating in international research 
and for building communities. With this being said, perhaps opening 
students up to the idea of drawing upon knowledge produced in their full 
language repertoires could demonstrate a more earnest adherence to this 
ideology. By actively using academic knowledge from different regions 
and in different languages, alternative information and understandings 
can be shared and valued.

 Appendix: Transcription Notation

! Animated or emphatic tone
*words* Laughter
(…) Text omitted from transcription
[word] Non-verbal communication or word added for clarity by the writer
word Indicates emphasis
, Continuing intonation
? Rising inflection
>word< Faster than the surrounding talk
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because it’s the kärnspråk”: Language 
Ideologies and Practices of Multilingual 

Students

Kathrin Kaufhold and Jeanna Wennerberg

1  Introduction and Background

This chapter explores multilingual students’ perceptions of language use in 
Swedish higher education. Most Swedish higher education institutions 
have implemented a so-called parallel language policy. While the meaning 
of this term is somewhat diffuse (Hultgren, Gregersen, & Thøgersen, 
2014), it generally refers to supporting both the use of the local language 
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(in this case Swedish) and English as the international language of research 
(Björkman, 2014). The relation between these two official languages has 
been subject to considerable debate (e.g. Airey, Lauridsen, Räsänen, Salö, 
& Schwach, 2017). At the same time, Swedish universities attract an 
increasing number of students with diversified linguistic and educational 
backgrounds. The role of the languages that these students bring to higher 
education beyond Swedish and English has so far been marginalized 
(Källkvist & Hult, 2016). This neglect seems all the more surprising con-
sidering the generous legislation affording the right to develop one’s 
mother tongue if other than Swedish in school (Swedish Code of Statutes, 
2010, p. 800). Yet, at university level, the language support is restricted to 
Swedish (Lennartson-Hokkanen, 2016) and English (Kuteeva, 2013). 
This seems to be in accordance with a long tradition of academia regulat-
ing dominant ways of language use for meaning making (Barton, 2007) 
and the ideology of treating Swedish and English as two separate language 
systems in parallel use (Holmes, this volume; Källkvist & Hult, 2016).

At the same time, Swedish higher education institutions have been 
required to intensify their promotion of widening participation with the 
focus on access to higher education for underrepresented students  
since the 2000s (Swedish Council for Higher Education, 2016, p.  5). 
Categorizing factors for underrepresented students include socio- 
economically disadvantaged backgrounds, parents without higher educa-
tion qualifications, and so-called “foreign background” (ibid.). According 
to the Statistics Sweden government office “foreign background” refers to 
students who were born outside of Sweden or whose parents were born 
outside of Sweden. Language use is not recorded but the foreign back-
ground category may indicate a use of multiple languages. The number 
of “foreign background” students has continuously increased in the last 
decade (Statistics Sweden, 2018, p. 10). This holds specifically for stu-
dents who arrived in Sweden after the age of six (ibid.). It is therefore 
likely that these students had some experience of a different educational 
system before joining the Swedish one.

In this chapter, we illustrate the diversity of educational and linguistic 
backgrounds through in-depth interviews with three students who 
migrated to Sweden and have some experience of education systems in 
different countries. The aim of this chapter is to examine the lived experi-
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ence of these students, their practices and perceptions of their language 
use relating to their studies at Stockholm University. The study reveals 
how various languages can play significant roles in different learning situ-
ations and for students’ imagined futures. It also highlights the role of 
previous knowledge for the transition into tertiary education irrespective 
of language codes used.

In the following section, we introduce the theoretical framework and 
formulate the specific research questions that guide this study. After out-
lining the methodological approach, the results are discussed. We con-
clude by considering implications for widening participation.

2  Theoretical Framework

Theoretically, we depart from a post-structuralist view on language with 
a focus on individual speakers who acquire and use sets of linguistic 
resources through participating in several practices (Pennycook, 2010). A 
speaker’s use of language is thus shaped by social practices and at the same 
time continuously shapes these practices. In the domain of higher educa-
tion, language use is characterized by two aspects that are relevant for this 
chapter. First, communication is central to the institutions’ core educa-
tional tasks of knowledge production and reproduction, with high-stakes 
tasks, such as assignments, usually involving reading and writing (Lillis & 
Scott, 2007). Second, the institution of academia governs what counts as 
appropriate language use in specific disciplines (Lea & Street, 1998), 
some of which might accept features of writing that can be associated 
with other social domains, such as journalism (Kaufhold, 2018). While 
academic practices govern and hence shape language use, these practices 
only come into existence in specific instances of communication, for 
instance, in an assignment.

Throughout their lives, students participate in diverse academic and 
non-academic practices and thus experience and acquire a range of ways 
of using language both in formal and informal education (Kaufhold, 
2017; Roozen, 2010). Simultaneously, students experience consequences 
of using specific language codes or registers and develop beliefs about this 
language use. From a sociolinguistic perspective, Busch (2017) conceptu-

8 “I need to know this in Swedish because it’s the kärnspråk”… 



196

alizes these aspects of language use as a speaker’s linguistic repertoire 
embracing linguistic resources, ideologies and experiences acquired in 
multiple domain-specific practices across time and space. Linguistic 
resources refer to a person’s linguistic knowledge or linguistic “baggage” 
(Busch, 2017, p. 341). Ideologies can be understood as beliefs about lan-
guage use which can be expressed verbally and in actions (Irvine & Gal, 
2000; Silverstein, 1979). Experiences incorporate subjective and affective 
perceptions of the individual language user. The linguistic repertoire 
combines these interrelated perspectives and “reflects the synchronic 
coexistence of different social spaces in which we participate as speakers, 
and it points diachronically to different levels of time” (Busch, 
2017, p. 356).

For our study, Busch’s conceptualization is relevant in two ways. First, 
it reinforces the point that language use is situated, synchronically and 
diachronically. Second, it directs our attention away from merely consid-
ering what students might lack to succeed in academia and suggests con-
templating what resources and experiences they bring to their studies as 
preconditions for their learning (Wingate, 2015). The language ideolo-
gies and experiences are here at least as important as the linguistic 
resources as all three aspects influence “access and uptake” (Blommaert & 
Backus, 2011, p. 17), that is, possibilities for learning and understanding.

A student’s repertoire can be related to the Bourdieusian notion of 
linguistic capital in that the ability to apply some type of language uses 
might constitute cultural capital because this use is associated with higher 
symbolic capital on the linguistic market of higher education (Bourdieu, 
1991). What counts as appropriate language use in higher education 
institutions is the result of historical developments and ongoing change 
(Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Salö, 2017) and is regulated on disciplinary, 
national and institutional levels (Hynninen, 2018). Beliefs about the 
value associated with specific language uses are expressed as language ide-
ologies, as mentioned above.

These language ideologies are not static as our description might sug-
gest; but they are “interactional resources” (Woolard & Schieffelin, 1994) 
that are constantly adjusted by the language users. This interactional per-
spective implies taking into account the language users’ perspectives and 
following their moment-to-moment relating to power (Kell, 2015) 
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instead of applying a priori assumptions about language hierarchies. For 
instance, English as the language stipulated in the curriculum might be 
most valued in formal settings while Swedish as the dominant local lan-
guage might be valued in informal classroom conversations or vice versa 
(see Söderlundh, 2012).

To explore how multilingual students with experiences of educational 
systems outside of Sweden negotiate their linguistic repertoires in the 
linguistic market of Swedish higher education, we ask the following 
research questions:

• What are some of the linguistic resources students bring to higher 
education?

• How do these students experience the use or neglect of these resources 
in social interactions (spoken or written) related to their univer-
sity studies?

3  Data Collection and Analysis

3.1  Participants

To gain insights into the diversity of possible resources students bring to 
university, we recruited students who used languages beyond Swedish 
and English and had some experience of Swedish formal education before 
entering their current study programme. That is, we did not want to 
include international students who had come to Sweden to study on a 
specific programme but were interested in students with voluntary or 
forced migration backgrounds. To recruit participants, we sent out emails 
to undergraduate students enrolled on teacher training programmes with 
a higher proportion of so called “foreign background” students (Khalaji, 
2017), which we linked to the possibility of diverse language resources. 
For the same reason, we also included students on a foundation course in 
academic Swedish aimed at students who completed the formal require-
ments for studying at a Swedish university but require further knowledge 
in academic Swedish to be able to fully participate in their university 
studies. In this chapter, we incorporate data from the first three students 

8 “I need to know this in Swedish because it’s the kärnspråk”… 



198

who volunteered to participate. Informed consent was obtained before 
their participation. To avoid identification, we only provide the informa-
tion that is absolutely necessary for each participant and refer to them 
generically by feminine pronouns and pseudonyms.

3.2  Data Collection

We carried out in-depth interviews (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009) with these 
students that lasted 35, 50 and 72 minutes and were conducted in either 
Swedish or English depending on the preference of the student. Quotes 
from the Swedish interview are rendered in English, but for the analysis, 
we used the transcript in the original language. The translation follows 
the principle of semantic closeness and aims to provide enough informa-
tion for the reader to follow the analysis. The student’s language choice is 
likely to have impacted the interview discussions as it has been found that 
people may talk about their experiences in one language more extensively 
than when using another language (Pavlenko, 2014). However, the lan-
guage mixing between the official languages in the interviews provided 
some opportunity to balance the language choice (see discussion of kärn-
språk in Sect. 4.3).

The interviews explored perceptions of the students’ oral and written 
language use. To engage the students in in-depth reflections on their lan-
guage use, we approached the topic from four main perspectives: spatial 
distribution, change over time, specifics of academic text production and 
a hypothetical account. The first set of questions was supported by a 
visual representation of different university spaces and activities in a table. 
We asked about the language use in lectures, seminars, group work activi-
ties, individual writing and informal conversations around learning. 
Since the production of academic texts is central to students’ learning and 
assessment (Lillis, 2001), we dedicated two sets of questions to academic 
writing. For the comparison over time, we probed for previous academic 
writing experiences in schools and other tertiary education settings both 
in and outside of Sweden. The focus on the students’ academic writing 
was supported by discussing text samples and concrete assignment situa-
tions. Two students shared samples of their notes to illustrate their  writing 
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process. Referring to these concrete examples allowed us to go beyond 
general evaluations and elicit more nuanced accounts. We concluded 
with a hypothetical question about possible improvements to the induc-
tion into their study programme. The interviews were audio-recorded 
and transcribed verbatim.

The analysis of the interviews combined deductive and inductive cod-
ing. We assigned coding categories based on our theoretical framework 
and research questions that were then sub-divided by codes emerging 
from our data. For instance, the category “language resources” included 
talk about language resources (Busch, 2017) as well as learning strategies 
they adopted and previous subject matter knowledge. Other categories 
are “language use”, divided into instances of translanguaging and transla-
tion; “space”, divided into frontstage and backstage (Goffman, 1971); 
“transition”, that is, comparisons to previous study experiences; and 
“evaluations”, that is, explicit expressions of epistemic or affective atti-
tudes (Conrad & Biber, 1999). Goffman’s concept of frontstage refers to 
official language uses in lectures, plenary discussions and assignment texts 
as official documents while backstage refers to less visible instances of 
speech and writing in conversations related to formal education and 
drafting or note taking. The codes served as cross-sectional indexing and 
retrieval mechanism (Mason, 2002) that allowed us to compare the 
highly diverse accounts.

To examine language ideologies and experiences more closely, we 
focused on the evaluations of language use. This analysis was informed by 
Du Bois’ (2007) model of stance taking, where evaluation is related to 
subjective and intersubjective social positioning. For our focus on lan-
guage ideologies and experiences, this can be illustrated by the following 
example. Expressing the belief that knowing terminology in Swedish is 
useful for a course constitutes an explicit ideology. Applying stance analy-
sis means to relate the subjective evaluation of knowing specific Swedish 
terms to others’ evaluations. In this example the positive evaluation is in 
line with institutional requirements. Thus, the speaker not only expresses 
a belief about language but aligns it with an institutional ideology. This 
stance model provides a useful tool to identify competing ideologies and 
experiences in our interview data.
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In the analysis, we recognized that the evaluations were constructed in 
the research interview situation framed by an interest in multilingualism. 
The results provide, nevertheless, some insight into the students’ prac-
tices, especially when based on the students’ text samples discussed dur-
ing the interview. Most importantly, they demonstrate how language 
ideologies are constructed in relation to different institutional settings.

4  Findings

4.1  Educational and Linguistic Resources

In this section we provide a brief introduction of the three students and 
the resources they bring to university (see Table 8.1). To avoid possible 
identification of the participants, languages other than Swedish and 
English have been provided if they are spoken in several countries, as 

Table 8.1 Participants’ linguistic and educational resources

Name 
(pseudonym)

Reported 
first 
language

Reported 
additional 
language

Study 
programme

Previous 
tertiary 
education in 
Sweden

Previous 
formal 
education 
outside of 
Sweden

Anna [family 
language]

Arabic, 
Swedish, 
English

Teacher 
training

Vocational 
training

Schooling 
in country 
of origin

Izzy Romance 
language, 
English

Swedish Teacher 
training

One term of 
study in 
humanities 
programme

Schooling 
in country 
of origin

Linda Chinese 
language

English, 
Swedish

Foundation Several terms 
of study in 
natural 
science 
programme

Schooling 
and 
university 
study in 
country 
of origin; 
study in 
English- 
speaking 
country
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language group or, in the case of Anna, omitted; previous tertiary educa-
tion programmes are framed as broad fields.

Anna was enrolled in the teacher training programme. In her country 
of origin, she had used Arabic for schooling and in public spaces. During 
the interview it emerged that she speaks a different language with her 
family and closer social circle backstage. While she completed her voca-
tional studies successfully in Swedish, she is not entirely confident in her 
academic Swedish or English in contrast to her Arabic: (1) “I’m like flu-
ent in Arabic both in writing and speaking, much much better than in 
Swedish”; (2) “When I read English, I understand the gist but I’m not so 
good in speaking”. This evaluation might be a reason for her choice to be 
interviewed in Swedish.

Izzy was also enrolled in the teacher training programme and had, like 
Anna, completed part of her secondary education in Sweden. She named 
both a Romance language and English as her mother tongues. In contrast 
to Anna, Izzy is more confident in using Swedish and English on the 
course. Nevertheless, she admits that studying in Swedish requires some-
what more note taking and drafting than it would be the case in her other 
languages:

(3)
[Swedish] is my second language. I need more help when it comes to mak-
ing sure that I get the important stuff and that I don’t miss something. 
And in English or [Romance language] it would be prob- it would be 
easier because I didn’t have to do this- structure it so well.

Linda had been studying on an undergraduate programme in the nat-
ural sciences but did not pass her bachelor thesis assignment. Her teach-
ers advised her to complete the foundation programme in academic 
Swedish. Linda’s first language is Chinese, and she had studied in Chinese 
and English as media of instruction. She had been living and working in 
Sweden for several years and evaluates her Swedish and English as fol-
lows: (4) “I don’t have enough of Swedish knowledge. That’s the problem. 
Because I have been using English for so many years. And [at an] aca-
demic level, I can handle it [English]”.

8 “I need to know this in Swedish because it’s the kärnspråk”… 



202

4.2  Experience of Language Use in Frontstage 
and Backstage University Settings

At the time of the interview, Swedish dominated in their undergraduate 
programmes and was reported to be used most in frontstage encounters. 
Linda had experience of Swedish as medium of instruction in her natural 
science programme and in the academic Swedish course. The teacher 
training programme included pedagogy, Swedish and mathematics 
courses taught in Swedish, and English taught in English. However, the 
students relativized the clear language separation by reporting that other 
languages appeared in their required reading, except for Linda’s academic 
Swedish course. For instance, Anna explained:

(5)
In maths, that was also in Swedish […] we had a book that was in English, 
the whole book, and then we had several articles that were in English, and 
in Swedish […] but now when I study English, everything is in English.

In addition, Izzy noted that lecturers used specific terms in English 
and suggested: (6) “they [lecturers] can just sort of draw a parallel and 
say, oh yeah this is called this, so if you read this in the literature, just so 
you know, it’s the same word as this”. The use of English words stands 
out as translation and pedagogic explanation (Malmström, Mežek, 
Pecorari, Shaw, & Irvine, 2017). Another official means of using English 
in a Swedish medium course is the option to submit assignments in 
English, as Linda explained, or write the bachelor thesis in English, as 
Izzy stated.

While the reported frontstage encounters mainly relate to the two offi-
cial languages, a more diverse use of languages is evident in the students’ 
accounts of their backstage language practices. Here the students talk 
about their learning strategies and how they use or omit parts of their 
linguistic resources. All three students mention the use of other languages 
in group or individual work for meaning making. For example, Anna 
explains how a friend who speaks Arabic can explain Swedish classroom 
instructions:

 K. Kaufhold and J. Wennerberg



203

(7)
If it doesn’t like- if it doesn’t disturb the others- because I have like a friend 
and she is much better than I am in Swedish, so if I get stuck with some-
thing […] like a discussion question that I don’t get right away then I can 
maybe ask her to like explain more like what they mean with it.

In contrast to English and Swedish, which can be heard in the classroom, 
the use of Arabic is clearly framed for background use and should not 
disturb others. At the same time, Arabic is a shared resource in this set-
ting and can be employed to make sense of the instructions. Later in the 
interview, Anna also presents herself as the mediator for another Arabic-
speaking friend. While seemingly of low value in frontstage encounters, 
Arabic is highly valuable backstage among the Arabic- speaking group 
of students.

Izzy and Linda, on the other hand, rarely encounter speakers with 
whom they share their other languages. Izzy suggests that she keeps to 
Swedish with her classmates and only occasionally uses English terms:

(8)
So we try—we keep it in Swedish. But of course, I can bring up certain 
words in English if I don’t know a word in Swedish and I don’t want to 
google it because we are in the zone. So I don’t want to take my time and 
take my phone up and they’ll know what I’m talking about they’ll trans-
late it so we help each other sort of.

While English is used here to achieve mutual understanding, Izzy allo-
cates Swedish a similar role as in the frontstage encounters. English func-
tions as an additional means for meaning making but is backgrounded 
and translated into the main language, Swedish. When talking about her 
note taking, she equally focuses on Swedish as the primary course language:

(9)
I need to learn these words so I’m saying to myself I need to write it, try to 
explain things in Swedish but yeah of course if I don’t know a word I can 
look it up in English and if I don’t really understand it in English I look it 
up in [Romance language].
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English, she explains, is a (10) “transitional language ((laugh)) like a 
bridge […] because also you can find much more information in English 
than in [Romance language] on google”. Izzy allocates English a higher 
status than the Romance language in relation to her education. In the 
quote, she connects her local classroom perspective to a global perspec-
tive when referring to the dominance of English online, and presumably 
in academic publishing (cf. Lillis & Curry, 2010).

Anna and Izzy separate the languages they use in their accounts. Linda, 
in contrast, describes her backstage language use in her previous natural 
science programme in terms of “translingual practices” (Canagarajah, 
2013), that is, she mixes language codes for meaning making:

(11)
I mix because even some mathematic terms I don’t know in English so I 
use Swedish. Some of my classmates they couldn’t use English; so in math-
ematics I was forced to use Swedish. But when I was by myself doing writ-
ing and reading, I choose English.

She presents her choice between the two official languages but rarely 
mentions her first language. This can be illustrated by the following quote 
on taking notes in her current academic Swedish course:

(12)
I try to take notes in Swedish but sometimes I really don’t know how to 
spell or what’s kind of- I have to hurry up so my xx is English so- I remem-
ber now one or two times I was very very hurry. I remember I wrote maybe 
one or two Chinese- just because my mind was empty, I don’t know how 
to spell, I forgot it and then suddenly I remembered, ok I can write in 
Chinese.

This quote demonstrates Linda’s change in strategy compared to her lan-
guage use in her natural science programme. Like Izzy, Linda now orients 
to Swedish as the language most valued frontstage. Despite this monolin-
gual ideology, other languages can accelerate meaning making. Yet, both 
Linda and Izzy present their first languages other than English as less 
valuable and less used.
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4.3  Evaluation of Multilingualism 
in University Settings

As we have seen so far, the students present their multilingual language 
use in a monolingual ideology (Heller, 1999). This presentation resulted 
in explicit evaluations of multilingualism. It revealed different layers of 
meaning connected to using several languages for learning (cf. Blommaert, 
Westinen, & Leppänen, 2015).

In the following excerpt, Anna exemplifies the use of English, Swedish 
and Arabic in a piece of homework where she read an English text and 
translated words into both Swedish and Arabic. When asked why she 
used all three languages, she explained:

(13)
That’s to like get a better understanding, and so that the words like stick 
better, and that is like what is also difficult and not good when you have a 
few different languages, I think. You can benefit from like translating 
them into different languages, but at the same time, like, the difference 
between somebody who speaks the language- the first language when they 
learn something like in their first language, that’s easier for them. But for 
me it’s more difficult because I have to- I have already like other languages 
so I have to make a difference between the grammar and how you pro-
nounce it and like compare different languages.

Anna presents this translation as her learning strategy and evaluates it 
as an advantage and a disadvantage compared to learners who can use 
their first language. She mentions advantages for learning because she has 
to engage more thoroughly with the terms using the different languages. 
Here she positions herself as a diligent language learner. However, for the 
most part, she describes the additional burden: “it’s more difficult” and 
positions herself as a disadvantaged learner. Her learning requires her to 
compare the different language systems, specifically the grammatical and 
phonological systems. This comment implies a view of languages as dis-
tinct systems with different codes that need to be cracked.

Izzy depicts Swedish as her additional language which is currently at 
the centre of her learning. In reply to a question on possible uses of 
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 students’ multilingual repertoires Izzy acknowledges this use of several 
languages as a personal choice but contrasts it by underlining the domi-
nance of Swedish:

(14)
I think it’s very personal when it comes to the resources and it’s also about 
if the person wants to um use different resources. I try not to, for example, 
because I need to know this in Swedish because it’s the kärnspråk that I’m 
studying in and so I’m trying to keep myself to it and to- and it hasn’t been 
that hard yet.

In this excerpt, Swedish is presented as kärnspråk, which is significant in 
itself. The Swedish Academy’s dictionary (2018) does not list this com-
pound. However, the components kärn meaning “core”, and språk mean-
ing “language” can creatively be combined to mean “core language”, 
which undoubtedly is intended in the excerpt. The use of kärn in this 
sense can be found in kärnämnen, meaning “core subjects” in primary 
school, a term that is central to the teacher training programme. While it 
is unclear whether kärnspråk is indeed a deliberate wordplay, the term is 
highly effective in underlining that Swedish is the language that is most 
valuable for her learning on the teacher programme. It is not only about 
understanding and meaning making but also about being able to repro-
duce knowledge in an acceptable way, that is, using the correct terms in 
the “right” language for the course.

The value assigned to Swedish changes once a different time frames the 
conversation. When Izzy speculates about writing her BA thesis, English 
takes the place of Swedish as the most valuable resource:

(15)
Izzy:  I’ve heard that [the BA thesis] can be in English if you want to […] 

I’m thinking to do that in English definitely
Kat: why
Izzy:  because I want to sort of I know it probably will be much harder to 

do it in English because I I’m learning all the metaspråk [metalan-
guage] in Swedish and then I will have to sort of find the same words 
in English but I feel that it’s going to be because I’m planning to 
work in an English speaking- if I can find any job of course and in 
that way I want to get into it that way
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Kat: ok like an international school or something
Izzy:  something like that I would like to. And then you never know if you 

are going to move away from Sweden
Kat: mm and then you have your
Izzy: I have my English
Kat: BA thesis
Izzy: exactly
Kat: that you can show
Izzy: that I can show. I feel much more comfortable that way

The fact that English can be used for the BA thesis raises the value of 
English on the study programme as the second official language. The dif-
ference between the official languages is placed predominantly on the 
level of finding the appropriate terms, which suggests a view of language 
as tool for communication.

This excerpt further indexes the function of language as potential capi-
tal. Throughout the interview, Izzy positions Swedish as the central and 
most valuable language of her studies, the kärnspråk. Mastering the ter-
minology in Swedish represents symbolic capital. While changing from 
Swedish to English might present some difficulty, it carries potential 
gains for the future global job market. Together with the interviewer, Izzy 
constructs her potential English BA thesis as investment that can be con-
verted into economic capital when considering job prospects. She also 
loads it with personal value when taking an affective stance towards the 
use of English that feels “more comfortable”. In her differentiated assign-
ment of value to the two official languages, Izzy positions herself not only 
as learner but also as flexible entrepreneur investing in convertible assets.

As we have seen in the previous section, Linda seemed to have used 
language mixing frequently in backstage encounters and submitted 
assignments in English. This language mixing seems to be possible in her 
natural science subject up to a point but is devalued dramatically when it 
comes to her BSc thesis. For this high-stakes task, she is required to 
 produce a longer text in academic Swedish or English for the first time in 
her studies but struggles to do so: (16) “I still have that paper. I haven’t 
passed that one ((laugh)) because I really don’t understand what they 
want”. Linda continues by stating: (17) “it wasn’t the university’s fault 
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um I don’t have enough of Swedish knowledge. That’s the problem”. She 
thus aligns with the assessment of her tutors who suggested taking the 
Swedish foundation course to improve her proficiency in academic 
Swedish. This assessment is also supported by accounts of her practices in 
her current course: (18) “like this semester it’s kind of, I tell myself I have 
to use Swedish so I try to take notes in Swedish”. Thus, Linda has adopted 
a monolingual view on her studies, despite her previous coping in a trans-
lingual manner. The question that remains is, how Linda advanced for 
several terms of studies on her natural science programme. We will return 
to this point in the following section.

4.4  Previous Academic Knowledge

When analysing the interviews with the three students, another aspect 
emerged to be closely related to the use of linguistic resources, namely, 
previously acquired knowledge of how to go about academic work. The 
excerpts in this section illustrate how the absence of such knowledge pro-
vides additional obstacles and how being able to draw on such knowledge 
can facilitate learning irrespective of language code.

Anna, who had completed vocational training prior to her university 
studies (see Table 8.1), had the least amount of knowledge to draw on. 
She emphasized the increased difficulty and the requirement of self-study:

(19)
But the university, that is much more difficult, and also the course litera-
ture, that is like high level, at [university], because it is a big difference 
actually, and here you should like, well, everything should be like scientifi-
cally based. It is a big difference. You should refer, there should be sources, 
there [vocational training] were also such things […] but it is a massive 
difference, I think. So there [training] it was much much easier for me. It 
was just like so [snaps fingers] and I got really high grades, like A and 
B. But here it’s like different, it is much much more difficult, and it is 
mostly self- so it is mostly self-study I think.

In this excerpt, Anna emphasizes the difference between her vocational 
and her university studies. In her explanation, she refers to the need for 

 K. Kaufhold and J. Wennerberg



209

scientific proof and the use of references. While she arguably points to 
core features of academic writing, the repeated reference to the difference 
communicates a sense of somewhat being lost in the “institutional prac-
tice of mystery” (Lillis, 2001, p. 74). The comparison to the success in her 
previous studies indicates her reduced confidence in her university stud-
ies. Another salient difference is the requirement of independent work 
and self-study, a change most students experience at the transition from 
school to university studies (Leese, 2010).

In contrast to Anna, Izzy enters the programme with academic experi-
ences and confidence. When asked about the differences, she nevertheless 
begins by formulating what seems to be a general trope of increased dif-
ficulty at university level. While she speaks, she seems to realize that this 
is not her experience and explains why she finds it easy:

(20)
I mean obviously the university has a much higher standard when it comes 
to what is asked of us meaning- but not really- I don’t see that much of a 
difference actually because my Swedish teacher was a bit- was very aca-
demical and she did ask a lot of us even though we were writing different 
types of different genres not just academical we were writing a lot of stories 
as well and such um but I don’t feel personally there is that much differ-
ence yet […] probably because of- I actually went to high school in [coun-
try of origin] as well and the standard there is very high so maybe I’m just 
used to it […] I was in a grammar- liter- ah what do you call it literature 
school or class so it was a lot of academic writing a lot of um analyzing 
texts and from a grammatical point of view and such exactly what we are 
doing now […] so maybe that’s why I don’t find this- not that it’s not hard 
but especially because it is my second language.

Izzy can easily connect to previously acquired knowledge on how to write 
academically irrespective of language code. This knowledge across lan-
guages provides a clear example of common underlying proficiency (cf. 
Cummins, 2000). It facilitates Izzy’s learning in her study programme 
despite it being situated in the fairly new environment of the university. 
It thus constitutes substantial cultural capital with value for her univer-
sity studies.

8 “I need to know this in Swedish because it’s the kärnspråk”… 



210

As we have noted, Linda’s initial progress in the natural science pro-
gramme was astonishing. Linda suggests herself that this might be due to 
the use of semiotic means other than the official university languages:

(21)
Because mathematics one and two is just compute something. That’s not 
a language. Ok I remember some Swedish students ask me, why I can 
solve the problem even my Swedish is terrible. They told me […] you are 
the one who cannot Swedish, how come you can solve the problem, they 
couldn’t.

Linda, thus, suggests that she can draw on her ability to understand 
mathematical problems irrespective of the language code in which they 
are presented. In addition, Linda had studied in different countries at 
university level. While she experienced the Swedish system as different to 
her previous studies, she was certainly used to being a student. This case 
indicates that access to knowledge and meaning making might not only 
depend on language or how to use language but might also involve other 
semiotic means (Canagarajah, 2017). However, as we have seen in Linda’s 
struggle to accomplish her natural science thesis, these extra-linguistic 
means might provide only a limited resource when the use of distinct, 
standard academic language(s) is highly valued, and when mastering 
these languages constitutes substantial cultural capital.

5  Discussion and Conclusion

This chapter examined how multilingual students with experiences of 
educational systems outside of Sweden negotiate their linguistic reper-
toires in the linguistic market of Swedish higher education. The three 
students we interviewed are categorized as “foreign background” stu-
dents. Rather than starting from a perspective of deficit, as much of the 
discussion around students who fall in this category do (see Kuteeva, this 
volume, for discussion), we asked what linguistic resources students 
might bring to university and how they experience the use or neglect of 
these resources. We can of course not generalize from these individual 
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students. Nevertheless, the in-depth interviews provide insights into the 
(re-) construction of competing language ideologies that shape and are 
shaped by students’ participation in academic practices and the experi-
ence of this participation (cf. Pennycook, 2010). Future, more extended 
studies could involve an ethnographic design with observations of inter-
actions in and outside classrooms and series of interviews based on these 
observations to follow students’ negotiations of linguistic repertoires 
across time and space in more detail.

Despite its small scale, the study revealed the use of a range of lan-
guages. The students’ accounts of frontstage and backstage language use 
reproduce institutional ideologies in which “Swedish is the dominant 
language of education” (Hult, 2012, p. 242) and English has an “elevated 
position” (ibid., p.  241). Both in the students’ evaluations and their 
reported practices, English is the language for access to international job 
markets and Swedish for local markets. Not only in frontstage high-stakes 
tasks but also backstage, Swedish takes a central position as kärnspråk. 
Other languages, including English, are presented as means for access to 
knowledge and meaning making. Languages with a critical mass of speak-
ers in the classroom, such as Arabic, seem to play some role backstage, 
while other languages are rarely visible, as in the examples of Linda’s 
Chinese note taking (12) or Izzy’s search for terms in her Romance lan-
guage (9). The students thus provide language hierarchies (Risager, 2012) 
of their languages.

These local language hierarchies turn out to be highly dynamic. On 
the one hand, the students draw clear distinctions between language 
codes and their assigned value, specifically in their understanding and use 
of Swedish terms and instructions. These distinctions have real conse-
quences (Kaufhold, 2018), as we see most palpably in Linda’s struggle to 
accomplish her thesis (17). In these high-stakes tasks we see some limits 
of multilingualism in current higher education institutions (Kubota, 
2018). On the other hand, the assignment of value changes across space 
and time. For instance, Arabic that is largely invisible frontstage gains 
value in backstage activities (7). English becomes valuable for some 
courses, in some instances and in an imagined future scenario (15).

In addition, the students orient to language per se in different and 
changing ways. They construct language(s) as separate systems that need 
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to be encoded on the lexico-grammatical level, as in Anna’s language 
comparison exercise (13); as means for communication, for example, in 
Izzy’s use of English terms in group work (8); and as part of a semiotic 
repertoire, as in Linda’s solving of mathematical problems (21). The stu-
dents also report instances of languaging in translingual practices, that is, 
the mixing of semiotic resources for meaning making (Canagarajah, 
2013). These instances are relegated to the backstage and presented as 
coping strategies for making sense of instructions, interacting with peers 
and note taking.

All students use the different languages available to them for meaning 
making. However, their focus is increasingly on trying to achieve mono-
lingual ways of learning (cf. Van der Walt, 2013) (14, 18). And if consid-
ering multilingual use, they stress the negative effect of having to spend 
more time and effort (13). They background the possibility that this 
extended engagement with a subject matter might lead to deeper learning 
(cf. Li Wei & García, 2017).

The students’ experiences of different educational settings are evidently 
further resources intertwined with linguistic repertoires. These resources 
go beyond acquiring sets of study skills and include ways of acting, beliefs 
and value systems that resonate with those held on the students’ study 
programme. In this sense, Izzy’s academic disposition constitutes valuable 
cultural capital for her current studies (20). Linda’s approach to mathe-
matical problems helps to some extent on the natural science course (21) 
while Anna’s vocational training seems to provide cultural capital that is 
less valued on her university programme (19). Such resources are part of 
a speaker’s linguistic repertoire as they provide resources of how to use 
language in different academic practices (cf. Carrington & Luke, 1997).

Our study posits some implications for widening participation. When 
we asked our participants about their ideas of facilitating the transition 
into university study, they unanimously mentioned the need for more 
lectures or workshops on academic writing and reading. Anna in addition 
mentioned that such workshops could be provided in additional  languages 
such as Arabic. These requests highlight the need for further scaffolding 
at the transition from secondary or further education to a more indepen-
dent study mode at university level. Something most students would find 
beneficial (Wingate, 2015).
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The analysis of language ideologies reveals another issue relevant for 
learning, that of limiting learning strategies that make use of multilingual 
resources. Applying Stroud’s (2001) call for institutions to revalue lan-
guages instead of simply redistributing the availability of languages might 
help us to genuinely achieve widening participation, not only backstage. 
In this way multiple linguistic and semiotic resources could become real 
resources, rather than problems (Kerfoot & Simon-Vandenbergen, 
2017), even if the final product is a monolingual text.
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9
Plurilingual Students in EMI: Perceptions 

of Educational Democracy 
and Linguistic Justice

Robert Wilkinson and René Gabriëls

1  Introduction

It is insightful to study English-medium instruction (EMI) at universi-
ties, because it touches upon issues of linguistic diversity. Some scholars 
argue that linguistic diversity will be undermined if English is the lingua 
franca within academia (Brutt-Griffler, 2008; Phillipson, 2003; Salomone, 
2018). Others argue that the dominance of one language in a context of 
a multilingualism undermines educational democracy, that is the oppor-
tunities a person has to participate as a fully-fledged member of an edu-
cational establishment. If you are not a native speaker of English, you 
have a barrier to being able to express yourself (Fiedler, 2010). That makes 
EMI a good case for research on linguistic injustice, defined by Van Parijs 
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(2011) as “the unfair distribution of the burdens of lingua franca produc-
tion” (p. 72). Linguistic justice implies the fair distribution of the bur-
dens of languages (Alcalde, 2015).

In this chapter we report an exploratory study into students’ percep-
tions of educational democracy and linguistic justice under a condition 
of EMI. This study forms part of a multi-year research project in which 
we investigate students’ perceptions of a range of concepts under EMI 
through quantitative research (questionnaire study, as in the present arti-
cle) and qualitative research (student and staff interviews, e.g. Wilkinson 
& Gabriëls, 2017). As EMI programmes have spread widely across the 
world (see e.g. Dearden, 2014; Egron-Polak & Hudson, 2014; Macaro, 
Curle, Pun, An, & Dearden, 2018; Wächter & Maiworm, 2014), so has 
research into EMI and its effects (Wilkinson, 2017).

Our research question aimed to identify what the student’s perceptions 
were of educational democracy and linguistic justice. Recent research has 
shown theoretical interest in the concepts in connection with EMI 
(Alcalde, 2015), but there has been little investigation of how students 
perceive issues relating to these concepts. Only two publications were 
retrieved that address educational democracy in the context of EMI, and 
in both cases English as the language of instruction limits equality of 
access to education as well as achievement if participants do not know the 
instructional language “well” (Mlay, 2014, p. 40; Rugemalira, Rubagumya, 
Kapinga, Lwaitama, & Tetlow, 1990, p. 28). Both studies focus on the 
impact of the language policy on education in Tanzania. The concept of 
educational democracy does not seem to have attracted interest in 
European EMI research. In contrast, linguistic justice has. Gazzola (2016, 
p. 143), for example, notes that a “shared vehicular language”, such as 
English, would not improve social inclusion and potentially leads to a 
situation of “parallel societies” (p. 144). In this respect, EMI programmes 
may be interpreted as leading to increased linguistic injustice.

However, the increasing Englishization of domains of higher education 
is not necessarily only negative in terms of linguistic justice (Lanvers & 
Hultgren, 2018, p. 4). EMI may increase diversity by allowing members of 
different linguistic, national and cultural backgrounds to commingle. 
While some scholars now see limited scope for redressing the impact of 
English on other languages in academia (Ammon, 2015; Pinto, 2016; 
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Truchot, 2016), others, notably Phillipson, see the expansion of EMI, and 
English generally, as entailing linguistic capital dispossession (Phillipson, 
2018), whereby other language communities are increasingly seeing the 
EMI promotors “usurping” for English those domains and functions of 
communication that have been the preserve of the local language. EMI 
may weaken linguistic justice by neglecting the widespread multilingualism 
in most countries, not only among minority heritage language communi-
ties, but also as a consequence of migrational multilingualism, especially in 
cities (Anderson, 2016). We use the term “multilingual” to refer to a 
national or institutional state of affairs where more than two languages are 
used. This does not necessarily mean that individuals in that nation or 
institution possess the competence to use all or many of the languages. We 
use the term “plurilingual” to refer to an individual’s competence to use two 
or more languages (Lüdi & Py, 2009, p. 156; Meissner, 2004, pp. 31–32). 
Blommaert (2010) suggests that it is the specific linguistic repertoire (“the 
complexes of resources that people actually possess and deploy”, p. 102) 
that counts in a specific context. Thus, it may not be the individual lan-
guages per se, but the combination that is conducive or otherwise to lin-
guistic functioning and learning (see also Marshall & Moore, 2018).

Following a qualitative study into learning strategies adopted by a 
multinational group of students (Wilkinson & Gabriëls, 2017), this 
paper reports a study into the language perceptions of students from two 
bachelor’s degree programmes taking an eight-week, elective course 
(n = 140) at a Dutch university. This university has adopted a bilingual 
language policy in which programmes or courses are in either Dutch or 
English. Based on a questionnaire (valid response 105) as well as focus 
groups, interviews and written reports, we investigated the students’ 
experiences with EMI. This chapter focuses on part of the results of our 
quantitative research.

2  Theoretical Background

The theoretical concepts that are central to our research are educational 
democracy and linguistic justice. Briefly, educational democracy refers to 
the opportunities a person has to participate as a fully-fledged member of 
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an educational institution. While on a macro-level (for instance the 
nation-state or the EU) language is constitutive for a demos, we concen-
trate on the micro-level. On both levels a common language is necessary, 
because democracy, Van Parijs (2011) argues, “requires a demos with 
shared forum, a common space for deliberation and mobilization” 
(p. 30). When plurilingual speakers in multilingual settings have the pos-
sibilities to deploy and develop their language skills, a common language 
for people with different first languages (L1) can be a fair medium of 
communication. The question of whether they actually should have these 
possibilities is an issue of linguistic justice.

Linguistic justice refers, as indicated, to the fair distribution of the 
burdens of languages. In this case a fair distribution implies that lan-
guages are not marginalized, that people do not have linguistic disadvan-
tages and that cultural diversity is not undermined. In multilingual 
settings the question is whether there are appropriate social conditions 
under which people feel comfortable to fully participate in education.

In the study reported here, we investigated the relationship between the 
gender of the students, the foreign languages (FLs) they speak and their 
career needs (choice of degree programme) on the one hand, and their 
perceptions of educational democracy and linguistic justice on the other. 
Following Lasagabaster (2015), who observed that “gender differences 
tend to disappear in EMI university contexts” (p. 12) and Lueg and Lueg 
(2015), who find the differences fairly marginal, we held no prior expecta-
tions of the effect of gender (see also for language learning, Bernat & 
Lloyd, 2007), despite society perceiving men’s and women’s positions dif-
ferently (see Brekhus, 1998; Clark, 1970). Secondly, while students choose 
different degree programmes for a wide variety of reasons, it is highly likely 
that many choose a programme with an “imagined future” (Bok, 2010) or 
a particular career perception in mind. Hence we include degree pro-
gramme under the career variable, and we assume that  students following 
different programmes may hold not only different “imagined futures”, but 
also different perceptions of educational democracy and linguistic justice. 
Finally, in the case of a dominant global language like English in an EMI 
context, it is conceivable to hold that almost all other languages are minori-
tized to a greater or lesser degree compared to English. Speakers of other 
languages might thus feel disadvantaged compared to speakers of English 
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in the EMI context (see Norton & Toohey, 2011). We can expect that the 
ability to speak more FLs will have an influence on perceptions of both 
linguistic justice and educational democracy. It seems reasonable to assume 
that a person who does not speak an FL in an EMI context (i.e. a native 
speaker of English) may well hold a different perception of linguistic jus-
tice or educational democracy compared with someone who speaks three 
or more FLs (Piller, 2016). Yet, it may not be the number of FLs students 
speak that moderate their beliefs regarding educational democracy and 
linguistic justice, but rather the specific linguistic repertoire (Blommaert, 
2010; Busch, 2012) students possess which may promote or hinder their 
learning in a multilingual context.

3  Method

3.1  Context

Our research into the students’ perceptions of educational democracy 
and linguistic justice in the context of EMI tries to do justice to the com-
plexity of a multilingual setting. The site for this study was Maastricht 
University, which has pursued a bilingual language policy (Dutch and 
English) since 1996 (see Wilkinson, 2013). The university’s teaching is 
based on the principles of problem-based learning which prescribe 
student- centred, small group learning structured around a systematic 
approach to tackling study issues formulated as problems (Dolmans, de 
Grave, Wolfhagen, & van der Vleuten, 2005; Schmidt, 1993).

3.2  Participants

We recruited participants from the 140 multinational students on one elec-
tive course entitled “Power and Democracy”. In this course students par-
ticipate in 12 two-hour tutorial groups during which they learn to reflect 
on issues related to power and democracy, such as the surveillance society, 
capitalism, populism, the public sphere, media power, toleration and polit-
ical resistance. The course attracted students from different bachelor’s 
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degree programmes, thus allowing comparison between programmes. 
However, most participants were from two programmes: European Studies 
(ES) and Arts & Culture (AC). The number of students following other 
programmes in our sample was too small for analysis. AC mainly offers 
courses that traditionally fall within a humanities programme. On the 
other hand, ES offers courses that belong traditionally to a social sciences 
programme, in particular political science. The ES programme is entirely in 
English, while AC offers two parallel tracks, in Dutch and in English. 
However, not many students choose the Dutch variant.

3.3  Instrument

The complete questionnaire comprised demographic and background items 
plus 61 statements covering a range of aspects: perceptions of EMI, lan-
guage competence, barriers and facilitators, variable language use (language 
switching), career, quality of education, linguistic justice, and educational 
democracy. Items were based partly from previous survey research (e.g. 
Aguilar & Rodríguez, 2012; Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012; Lueg & Lueg, 2015; 
Vinke, Snippe, & Jochems, 1998), although most of these papers, Lueg and 
Lueg (2015) excepted, did not contain items that we could incorporate 
directly. Most items were drawn from the data obtained in interviews and 
focus groups with students (Wilkinson & Gabriëls, 2017). Students were 
fully informed of the purpose of the project and the questionnaire and 
assured of anonymity. All students signed an informed consent form.

We operationalized the key concepts, educational democracy and lin-
guistic justice, in 17 statements. Students were asked to indicate the 
extent to which they agreed or disagreed with each statement about both 
educational democracy (eight items) and linguistic justice (nine items). 
They rated their perceptions on a bipolar five-point Likert-type scale: 
1 = totally disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = neutral; 4 = agree; 5 = totally agree. 
The educational democracy items encompassed the following: difficult to 
adjust to local culture; everyone can use mother tongue; no negative 
experiences because of background; not getting equal treatment; feeling 
irritated when people speak another language; resources are Anglo- 
American; Anglo-American ideas dominate; non-Anglo-American ideas 
dominate (see Table 9.1). The linguistic justice items included the follow-
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ing: right to use mother tongue; other languages marginalized; EMI dis-
advantages some students; EMI creates level playing field; EMI advantages 
some students; teaching context unequal; EMI leads to an Anglo- 
American approach; EMI leads to language asymmetries; EMI under-
mines cultural diversity (see Table 9.4).

3.4  Analysis

The data were collected and processed using IBM SPSS statistics ver-
sion 24. Of 140 students, 109 students filled in the questionnaire, but 
four cases had to be excluded due to incomplete data. Two students 
did not fill in background data and two did not answer any of the 
five-point scaled items. For the treatment of missing cases, students 
who omitted responses to specific items were not included in the 
analyses of the items in question.

We examined the data to check for intercorrelations between educa-
tional democracy items and linguistic justice items separately, but the 
sample size was insufficient to allow analysis for potentially underlying 
factors. We report the results for each item separately.

Responses were analysed in terms of frequency, since the Likert scale 
was non-dichotomous and ordinal, implying that the differences 
between the response options were not equal and could vary across 
respondents. The “distance” between responding 5 “strongly agree” and 
4 “agree” would not be the same as that between 4 “agree” and 3 “neu-
tral”. We do not report means and standard deviations because the data 
are not normally distributed, but bi-modal or even skewed (Field, 
2018). Differences in the distribution of responses were tested by chi-
square analysis. This was to check whether the responses on the eight 
educational democracy and the nine linguistic justice items differed 
between males and females, between respondents on the two degree 
programmes, and between speakers of different FLs. However, chi-
square requires a minimum count of five in each cell, which would be 
unlikely on many items in this study.
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4  Findings

4.1  Descriptive Statistics

Of the 105 students who submitted valid questionnaires that could be 
analysed, 35 participants (33%) were men, 69 women (66%), with one 
respondent not indicating their gender. The numbers in the results dis-
cussed below differ because analyses include only students responding to 
the items. Regarding citizenship, Germans formed the largest group (21), 
followed by Dutch (18), French and Italian (both 9), British (8), with five 
Belgians and five Americans. The remaining students represented 18 other 
nationalities. Twelve students held dual nationality. Sixteen students indi-
cated they were bilingual, of whom four specified English as one of their 
languages (only one placing English first). The principal L1s reported were 
German 21, English 20, Dutch 19, French 13, Italian 8. Other L1s 
reported included ten other European languages, as well as Cantonese, 
Pashto, Chinese and Korean. More than half of the students indicated that 
they could speak three or more foreign or additional languages.

4.2  Educational Democracy

With regard to educational democracy, students were asked to indicate 
the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with eight statements. 
Table 9.1 gives the frequency distribution overall and for gender.

Regarding the individual items, respondents hold divided opinions on 
several items with similar numbers agreeing and disagreeing with the 
statement (items 1, 2, 5 and 7). However, in the case of (2) “AA domi-
nant”, (5) “local culture” and (7) “language irritation”, around a quarter 
of the respondents are neutral, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. 
Respondents tend to disagree with statement (3) “mother tongue in 
EMI” and more strongly with (6) “unequal treatment”. When we con-
sider the latter in relation to (8) “no negative consequences”, this might 
suggest that the majority of students do not feel discriminated against in 
the EMI context, but it is remarkable that 25 students (almost a quarter) 
disagree. This finding suggests that a salient minority have experienced 
negative consequences because of their background. Unsurprisingly, 
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respondents do not agree with (4) “non-English dominant”. Many stu-
dents opted for a neutral response (items 2, 3, 4, 5 and 7).

The first aspect we investigated was whether gender (N = 32–35 male; 
66–69 female, depending on the item) revealed different patterns. We had 
no prior expectations of an effect of gender. Two items revealed a signifi-
cant difference (Table 9.1). On (1) “AA resources”, men more strongly 
agreed than women did, χ2 (4, N = 101) = 12.55, p = 0.014, with a similar 
difference appearing on (2) “AA dominant”, χ2 (4, N  =  101)  =  10.71, 
p = 0.030. The findings suggest that men are more likely to perceive a rela-
tive dominance of the factor Anglo-impact in the EMI programme 
whereas women do not. We did not find a noticeable difference in those 
responding neutrally except on (5) “local culture” where nearly half the 
men neither agreed nor disagreed compared with only about a fifth of the 
women. Table 9.1 also shows that 29% of the men (10 out 34) experi-
enced negative consequences because of their background compared with 
22% of the women (15 out of 68) (item 8).

The second aspect we investigated was whether the degree programme 
students were following influenced their perception of educational democ-
racy. Fifty-eight students followed ES and 26 AC. The number of students 
following other programmes in our sample was too small for analysis. The 
results (Table 9.2) suggest that students differ in their perceptions of the 
irritation they experience when classmates speak another language, with 
AC students experiencing less irritation when peers speak another lan-
guage compared with ES students, χ2 (4, N = 84) = 10.96, p = 0.027. 
Moreover, ES students were significantly more likely to agree that EMI 
means most resources come from Anglo-American literature, in contrast 
to AC students, χ2 (4, N = 81) = 10.32, p = 0.035. Little difference can be 
seen on the other items. Students who report having experienced negative 
consequences because of their background are in similar proportions in 
both programmes. We found little difference in the proportions respond-
ing neutrally to the items in the two groups. Only on items 7 and 8 was 
there a slightly greater tendency for AC students to answer neutrally.

The third aspect we investigated was the number of FLs spoken. We 
assumed that the more FLs someone spoke, the more likely they would 
be critical of aspects of educational democracy and linguistic justice in an 
EMI programme. This assumption is based on the idea that the more 
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Table 9.2 Education democracy and degree programme: response distribution

Item [Short 
forma]

Degree 
programme 
(response)

Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neutral Agree

Strongly 
agree

1. AA resources ES (57) 2 9 12 24 10
A&C (24) 3 7 7 2 5

2. AA dominant ES (57) 2 13 16 20 6
A&C (24) 2 8 6 3 5

3.  Mother 
tongue in EMI

ES (58) 17 21 11 8 1
A&C (24) 4 11 6 3 0

4.  Non-English 
dominant

ES (58) 5 33 17 1 2
A&C (25) 2 17 5 1 0

5. Local culture ES (55) 3 14 18 15 5
A&C (25) 1 11 8 5 0

6.  Unequal 
treatment

ES (57) 13 31 7 4 2
A&C (24) 4 12 4 4 0

7.  Language 
irritation

ES (58) 6 15 12 18 7
A&C (26) 3 12 9 2 0

8.  No negative 
consequences

ES (57) 1 13 2 24 17
A&C (25) 1 5 5 8 6

ES = European Studies; A&C = Arts and Culture
aSee Table 9.1 for full item

students have learned more languages, the more empowered they are 
(Glaser, 2005) and the more sensitive they are to the impacts of language 
in education (e.g. see Canagarajah, 2009; Lehtonin & Karjalainen, 
2008). We grouped respondents according to whether they claimed to 
speak 0 or 1 FL (n  =  20–23); 2 FLs (n  =  26–29); or 3 or more FLs 
(n = 50–53), the number of respondents varying from item to item. Thus 
50% of our respondents spoke three or more FLs. The results of our 
study (Table 9.3) suggest that the number of FLs spoken does not influ-
ence the perception of the respondents, although it seems that on (5) 
“local culture”, the perception that it is difficult seems to increase as stu-
dents speak more FLs. If we disregard the neutrals, almost 50% of those 
speaking three or more FLs agree with the statement (22 agree, 12 dis-
agree), whereas among the zero or one FL and two FL groups the propor-
tion is inversed (5/12 and 7/11, respectively). This might seem 
counter-intuitive in that one might expect students who speak more FLs 
to find it easier to adjust to the local culture. We offer the alternative 
interpretation that students who speak more FLs are more attuned to the 
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Table 9.3  Education democracy and foreign languages spoken: response 
distribution

Item [Short 
forma]

Number of 
foreign languages 
spoken (response)

Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neutral Agree

Strongly 
agree

1. AA resources 0–1 (23) 1 5 4 9 4
2 (27) 2 7 7 5 6
3+ (52) 4 11 9 21 7

2. AA dominant 0–1 (23) 1 5 4 8 5
2 (26) 1 7 11 4 3
3+ (53) 4 13 14 17 5

3.  Mother 
tongue in 
EMI

0–1 (21) 5 9 5 2 0
2 (29) 6 12 6 4 1
3+ (53) 15 18 15 5 0

4.  Non-English 
dominant

0–1 (23) 3 15 4 1 0
2 (28) 2 14 11 1 0
3+ (53) 7 34 10 0 2

5. Local culture 0–1 (23) 2 10 6 4 1
2 (28) 1 10 10 6 1
3+ (50) 1 11 16 16 6

6.  Unequal 
treatment

0–1 (20) 9 7 2 2 0
2 (29) 4 14 7 3 1
3+ (53) 14 29 6 3 1

7.  Language 
irritation

0–1 (23) 2 9 7 5 0
2 (29) 3 13 5 5 3
3+ (53) 6 15 13 15 4

8.  No negative 
consequences

0–1 (22) 2 2 3 10 5
2 (29) 1 8 1 10 9
3+ (52) 0 12 6 21 13

aSee Table 9.1 for full item

difficulty of adjusting to local culture, and that they have not responded 
with their own perception for themselves, but with how they perceive it 
for students in general in an EMI programme. It may also depend on the 
nature of the linguistic repertoire they possess.

Two other items reveal noticeable differences. On item 6 “unequal 
treatment”, the proportion of 3+ FLs agreeing, excluding the neutrals, 
was 4 compared to 43 disagreeing. The proportions for the 0–1 FL and 2 
FL groups were 2/16 and 4/18 respectively. On item 7 “language irrita-
tion”, there was an even spread among speakers of 3+ FLs agreeing and 
disagreeing (19/21, excluding the neutrals), compared to the other two 
groups (5/11 for the 0–1 FL group and 5/16 for the 2 FL group). Thus 
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the group speaking 3+ FLs comprises two equal subgroups one of whom 
finds the use of another language in class irritating, while this is less the 
case for those who speak fewer FLs. Statistical analysis using chi-square 
revealed no significant differences between the three groups on any of the 
items, mainly because the cell sizes were too small.

Following Blommaert’s (2010) conception of linguistic repertoires, we 
were interested in whether knowledge of particular FLs that the students 
possess might have an effect on their perceptions of the educational 
democracy items (see also Busch, 2012, pp. 506–507). Only in the case 
of speakers of Dutch, French and German were there sufficient numbers 
of respondents (21 and 18 speakers of Dutch as L1 and L2, respectively, 
15 and 35 speakers of French as L1 and L2, and 19 and 30 speakers of 
German as L1 and L2). For other languages analysis was not possible. 
Results suggest that there are no noticeable differences in perceptions 
between speakers of German, French and Dutch, either between L1 and 
L2 speakers, or between the speakers of the languages themselves (data 
not shown). Only on item (5) “local culture”, did L1 and L2 speakers 
respond differently from each other, with Dutch and French L2 speakers 
tending to agree with the statement while their L1 counterparts tended 
to disagree. The converse applied to German speakers. Overall, though, it 
has to be concluded that the differences in perceptions are not salient. 
The study population is too small to analyse further.

We also explored the effects of having English as an L1 (20 students) 
compared to having English as L2 (all other students). Only on one educa-
tional democracy item was there a significant difference. On item 6 “unequal 
treatment” English L1 speakers were significantly more likely than L2 speak-
ers to disagree, χ2 (4, N = 102) = 11.38, p = 0.023. While respondents dis-
agreed quite strongly with the statement, English L1 speakers were even 
more outspoken in their disagreement. This may suggest that the EMI set-
ting is more receptive for English L1 speakers than for L2 speakers.

4.3  Linguistic Justice

Regarding linguistic justice, students were asked to indicate the extent to 
which they agreed or disagreed with nine statements. Table 9.4 gives the 
frequency distribution overall and for gender.
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Over 70% of the students agreed that the EMI context disadvantages 
some students (item 1) and advantages others (item 2), while over 60% 
of the respondents disagreed that EMI contributes to a level playing field 
for everyone (item 4). Saliently, the number of students choosing the 
“neutral” option was quite small on (1) and (2), while a quarter were 
neutral on (4). Item 7 similarly showed a dominant choice with half of 
the respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing that EMI leads to language 
asymmetries, again with a large number of neutrals.

On the other five items (3, 5, 6, 8 and 9) students’ perceptions were 
divided, with a sizeable number of respondents agreeing and disagreeing. 
On all these items there was a large number of neutrals. It is noticeable 
that, by and large, items 5–8 show both divided opinion and a relatively 
high number of those who neither agree nor disagree.

The first aspect regarding linguistic justice we investigated was whether 
gender (N = 34–35 male; 62–69 female) revealed different patterns. The 
data suggests little difference between men and women (Table 9.4). No 
significant differences were revealed by chi-square tests. Interestingly, 
women, more than men, disagree that EMI leads to an Anglo-American 
dominated approach to education.

The second aspect we investigated is whether the degree programme has 
an influence on respondents’ perceptions of linguistic justice. Table  9.5 
shows little difference on most items between the two programmes in terms 
of perception of the linguistic justice items. However, AC students were 
significantly more likely to agree that EMI gives disadvantages to some 
students (1), χ2 (3, N = 82) = 7.81, p = 0.050, but not with respect to the 
advantages to others (2). AC students seem to perceive more strongly the 
disadvantages, perhaps personally, of an EMI  programme. It may be that 
students who initially opted for an AC programme that was in Dutch see 
themselves as more disadvantaged when the programme turned out to be 
largely in English. In addition, ES students were significantly more likely to 
agree with item (6) “AA approach”, while AC students disagreed, χ2 (4, 
N = 83) = 10.05, p = 0.040. The perceptions parallel the significant differ-
ence under the educational democracy item 1, where ES students also 
agreed on the dominance of Anglo-American resources in EMI. This may 
suggest that the ES programme relies more heavily on Anglo-American 
publications, whereas AC may take resources from a broader spectrum. 
This may make AC students less receptive to Anglo-American influence.
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The third aspect that we explored was the number of FLs spoken. We 
assumed that the more FLs someone spoke, the more likely they would 
be critical of aspects of linguistic justice in an EMI programme. Twenty- 
three respondents claimed to speak zero or one FL; 30 two FLs; and 52 
three or more FLs. A slightly larger proportion of those who speak zero 
or one FL disagree more strongly that EMI creates a level playing field, 
compared with the groups who speak more FLs, whereas they agree more 
strongly that using English in EMI gives advantages to some students and 
that the teaching context is not equal for everyone, than the other two 
groups (see Table 9.6). On the other items the differences in distribution 
seem small. It is salient that, contrary to expectations, among those who 
speak three or more FLs there are twice as many who remain neutral 
regarding the disadvantages for some students (item 1) compared to the 
advantages (item 2).

Table 9.5 Linguistic justice and degree programme: response distribution

Item [Short 
forma]

Degree 
programme 
(response)

Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neutral Agree

Strongly 
agree

1.  EMI 
disadvantages

ES (57) 0 9 10 36 2
A&C (25) 0 0 2 20 3

2.  EMI 
advantages

ES (58) 0 6 4 40 8
A&C (26) 0 1 0 17 8

3.  Unequal 
teaching 
context

ES (57) 2 13 18 21 3
A&C (26) 0 5 5 14 2

4.  Level playing 
field

ES (57) 3 32 13 6 3
A&C (26) 3 13 8 2 0

5.  Languages 
marginalized

ES (56) 4 17 15 17 3
A&C (26) 0 11 6 7 2

6. AA approach ES (57) 8 7 24 14 4
A&C (26) 2 11 9 3 1

7.  Language 
asymmetries

ES (55) 2 4 20 27 2
A&C (24) 1 4 6 10 3

8.  Diversity 
undermined

ES (57) 2 14 13 21 7
A&C (26) 2 6 5 9 4

9.  Mother 
tongue rights

ES (57) 5 13 16 16 7
A&C (26) 1 5 11 9 0

ES = European Studies; A&C = Arts and Culture
aSee Table 9.4 for full item
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However, we looked at whether the particular languages the respon-
dents could speak revealed a difference in perceptions. As mentioned ear-
lier, we only had sufficient numbers to test this for Dutch, French and 
German, where we compared L1 speakers with L2 speakers and those 
who could not speak the respective language (data not shown). The most 
noticeable differences occurred on item 5 “languages marginalized”. 
While students who could not speak Dutch or French or German consis-
tently tended to agree more with the statement, both L1 and L2 speakers 
of Dutch and German tended to disagree, and L2 speakers of French 

Table 9.6 Linguistic justice and foreign languages spoken: response distribution

Item [Short 
forma]

Number of 
foreign languages 
spoken (response)

Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neutral Agree

Strongly 
agree

1.  EMI 
disadvantages

0–1 (23) 0 3 0 17 3
2 (29) 0 5 3 18 3
3+ (51) 0 5 12 33 1

2.  EMI 
advantages

0–1 (23) 0 0 1 15 7
2 (30) 0 4 2 18 6
3+ (52) 0 3 5 37 7

3.  Unequal 
teaching 
context

0–1 (23) 0 4 4 12 3
2 (29) 0 8 11 8 2
3+ (52) 2 9 17 22 2

4.  Level playing 
field

0–1 (23) 5 13 4 1 0
2 (30) 2 15 8 4 1
3+ (51) 2 29 13 4 3

5.  Languages 
marginalized

0–1 (23) 0 9 2 10 2
2 (29) 0 11 8 8 2
3+ (51) 5 16 13 15 2

6. AA approach 0–1 (22) 3 4 5 9 1
2 (29) 5 8 10 4 2
3+ (52) 6 11 20 11 4

7.  Language 
asymmetries

0–1 (20) 0 3 11 4 2
2 (28) 0 1 8 18 1
3+ (50) 4 5 16 21 4

8.  Diversity 
undermined

0–1 (23) 1 7 4 8 3
2 (28) 1 6 6 9 6
3+ (52) 4 11 14 20 3

9.  Mother 
tongue rights

0–1 (22) 0 6 11 5 0
2 (28) 1 4 12 8 3
3+ (51) 6 10 13 18 4

aSee Table 9.4 for full item
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were significantly more likely to disagree, χ2 (8, N  =  103)  =  18.99, 
p = 0.015. L1 speakers of French were evenly split between those agreeing 
and those disagreeing. We surmise that speakers of Dutch, German and 
French do not see themselves as marginalized speakers of other languages. 
This is likely to be an effect of location: Maastricht is situated in the 
south-eastern tip of the Netherlands, thus in a majority Dutch-speaking 
community, but it takes a little over half-an-hour to travel to Germany, 
and even less to French-speaking Belgium. The university comprises 53% 
non-Dutch students, of which Germany and Belgium provide the largest 
numbers (Maastricht University, 2017).

On the other items, there are few marginal differences, although on (6) 
“AA approach” non-speakers of Dutch or French are evenly divided, non- 
German speakers noticeably disagree. There are signs of an opposite trend 
among German L1 speakers (agree), while French L1 and L2 speakers 
tend to disagree as do Dutch L1 speakers.

We also tested for differences on the linguistic justice items between 
English L1 and L2 speakers. English L1 speakers were significantly more 
likely to agree with item 6 “AA approach”, χ2 (4, N  =  103)  =  11.10, 
p = 0.025. However, they responded significantly more neutrally on item 
7 “language asymmetries”, χ2 (4, N = 98) = 12.61, p = 0.013, in contrast 
to L2 speakers who agreed. English L1 speakers seem to perceive that an 
Anglo-American approach dominates in EMI programmes, whereas 
English L2 speakers are much more aware of the threat EMI poses for 
other languages, yet do not perceive an Anglo-American dominance. It 
may be that while both L1 and L2 speakers of English focus on the con-
tent of their programme, L2 speakers are also concerned with the effect 
of the language of instruction.

5  Discussion and Conclusion

This exploratory study examined the relationship between gender, FLs 
spoken and degree programme and students’ perceptions of educational 
democracy and linguistic justice. With regard to educational democracy, 
we found that the number of FLs spoken does not influence students’ 
perceptions of the items tested. We had expected that students who spoke 
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more FLs would hold different opinions to those who spoke few or none. 
Equally the impact of being an L1 or L2 speaker of German, French or 
Dutch has only a marginal impact. Regarding gender, previous research 
(Lasagabaster, 2015) led us to expect no difference, although Macaro 
et al. (2018) note that gender is an under-researched factor in EMI, espe-
cially its effect on English language learning. Nevertheless, we found a 
difference in perceptions on the two items reflecting the Anglo-American 
influence in EMI. Men were more likely to agree about an  Anglo- American 
impact, whereas women tended to remain neutral. Concerning degree 
programme, we found that AC students tended not to find it irritating 
when someone spoke in another language in the EMI setting, in contrast 
to the divided or neutral view of ES students.

With regard to linguistic justice, we again found little or no effect of 
FLs. We expected that the more plurilingual the students were, the more 
pronounced would be their perceptions of linguistic justice. We have not 
found this to be the case. However, we do find some tentative evidence 
for differences between speakers of other languages, whereby speakers of 
Dutch, French and German tend not to find that EMI marginalizes other 
languages. Gender does not play a role either, which supports findings in, 
for example Lasagabaster (2015) and Lueg and Lueg (2015). Programme, 
however, has some small effect in that AC students are more aware of the 
disadvantages of EMI while they seem to be less accepting an Anglo- 
American hegemony compared with ES students. ES may be more influ-
enced by the Anglo-American resources used in the programme. This 
may suggest that AC students are slightly more aware of the impact of 
EMI on linguistic justice than ES students. That is something that needs 
further investigation.

We may surmise why the FLs spoken have little impact. Students who 
study at Maastricht University usually consciously opt for it, precisely 
because the combination of problem-based learning and EMI is assumed 
to offer them better opportunities on the labour market (see Wilkinson 
& Gabriëls, 2017). Some students in the AC programme had chosen a 
Dutch- medium track, and thus could have expected their studies to be 
largely in Dutch. This is reflected in the tendency of AC students to per-
ceive more strongly, compared to ES students, that EMI disadvantages 
some students and advantages others. If the group that had explicitly 
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chosen the Dutch track had been more numerous in this study, we would 
have expected to see a much more marked outcome. It may be that our 
measures do not tap what students actually feel and do in practice. 
Students who speak several FLs may well act differently in the EMI set-
ting compared to students who speak few or none. There is some evi-
dence for this in Mittelmeier, Rienties, Tempelaar, and Whitelock (2018) 
and in Wilkinson and Gabriëls (2017).

It is noteworthy that the English L1 speakers in our study, of whom 
many speak few FLs, are significantly more neutral regarding language 
asymmetries compared with other students who agree that EMI does lead 
to asymmetries. Relating this finding to the perceptions reported by 
speakers of three+ FLs suggests that speakers who possess a more diverse 
linguistic repertoire are more aware of the effects of EMI on the cultural 
and linguistic diversity, yet those who are “very” plurilingual may come 
across as less concerned. Plurilingual speakers of French, German and 
Dutch may take these languages as “given” in our context. It would be 
valuable to investigate this aspect further to unravel the effects of “trun-
cated” linguistic repertoires (Blommaert, 2010, p.  103) on beliefs in 
EMI learning.

The programme plays only a small role in the differences regarding 
educational democracy and linguistic justice. AC students are slightly 
more aware of the impact of EMI on linguistic justice than ES students. 
One could hypothesize that this is because AS is more focused on human-
ities and ES more on social sciences, in particular political science. Our 
findings in this respect are in line with those of Bolton and Kuteeva 
(2012). Another hypothesis is that the AC curriculum offers more start-
ing points for a critical reflection on language. Due to the great impact of 
philosophy on the curriculum, more attention is usually paid to norma-
tive issues such as justice than in ES. Research reports much evidence of 
disciplinary differences in EMI and the language of the discipline (e.g. 
Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012; Kuteeva & Airey, 2014; Van de Poel & van 
Dyk, 2015). It is likely that disciplines, faculties and universities differ in 
terms of perceptions of educational democracy and linguistic justice.

Although there was no effect of gender on most items, our finding why 
males perceive an Anglo-American impact in EMI more than females 
needs further investigation. This may have more to do with career choice, 
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discipline, motivation or confidence, as Lueg and Lueg (2015) suggest. It 
would be valuable to explore the gender effect further (Macaro et al., 2018).

The high number of neutral scores is remarkable. This phenomenon 
cannot be easily explained. On most items more than 20% of the respon-
dents remain neutral. On more than half of the items, however, opinion 
is divided, indicating two contrasting beliefs among our respondents. If 
we had only considered the mean scores, then we might have drawn the 
erroneous conclusion that students were indifferent. This is not the case 
for the large majority. The neutral response may be due, we think, to the 
fact that students have usually consciously chosen an EMI programme 
with an eye to their career. Many students have relocated precisely in 
order to study through EMI. That may partly explain why students do 
not raise many questions about EMI.

Our research has some limitations. First, the students were selected 
from the same course “Power and Democracy”. This means that partici-
pants may not be representative of the students of the two programmes 
as a whole. Second, the number of respondents was limited. To achieve 
greater statistical power, we would have needed a much larger group in 
order to obtain adequate cell sizes. This chapter presents results from the 
first year of our multi-year research.

Thirdly, there are some methodological weaknesses. The exploratory 
nature of the study was insufficient to test whether the educational 
democracy and linguistic justice items coalesce into groups. Repetition of 
the study with a different and larger group of respondents would be 
needed. Regarding the chi-square analysis, many cells had fewer than five 
respondents, which affects the validity of chi-square analysis. If we had 
collapsed cells, we may have increased the validity on the reasoning that 
two cells that are significantly different leads to a significant overall result. 
However, because this is an exploratory study, we find it valuable  
for readers to see the difference between “strongly (dis)agree” and  
“(dis)agree”. Furthermore, the small size of the study does not allow for 
unravelling the interactions between different variables. For instance, 
gender, or linguistic repertoire as we surmise in AC, may combine with 
degree programme to reveal interaction effects on our two main con-
structs. Similarly, it would be instructive to disentangle the language 
effects on EMI. If we assume that it is a student’s specific linguistic reper-
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toire that promotes or hinders learning in a specific EMI setting (see 
Busch, 2017), then a much larger group might enable us to identify 
which combination of languages is more helpful for students following a 
specific academic discipline in a specific EMI context.

Notwithstanding the limitations, the findings lead to new questions 
for further research. Students do recognize the asymmetries inherent to 
EMI. Over 70% of the students agreed that the EMI context  disadvantages 
some students and advantages others, while over 60% of the respondents 
disagreed that EMI contributes to a level playing field for everyone. This 
suggests a need to identify the advantages and disadvantages as well as 
which groups of students benefit or suffer. Qualitative research may elu-
cidate this. Moreover, there are factors that we have not yet investigated, 
but which may have played an important role when it comes to educa-
tional democracy and linguistic justice. Our research so far is limited to 
one faculty. It would be informative to investigate other faculties and 
universities using the questionnaire.

In summary, we find some effects for gender (unexpected) and for 
degree programme (expected), but we find little effect of FLs, which was 
contrary to our expectations. We expected that students who speak more 
FLs would have different perceptions compared to those who speak 0–1 
FL. Moreover, we expected that the more FLs students speak, the easier 
they find it to adjust to local culture. Our research shows that the opposite 
is the case. This raises a key question for the design of EMI programmes 
in a multilingual setting. In line with Blommaert (2010), the specific lin-
guistic repertoire in our context may mean that plurilingual speakers of 
Dutch, German, French and English accrue benefit from language knowl-
edge, whereas speakers of other combinations do not. However, these ben-
efiting plurilingual speakers may also discount the effect of their languages 
and rather observe other students’ difficulty to fit in to the local context. 
The perceived reality of EMI students suggests that they may make little 
use of their plurilingual competences in the EMI programme. Among 
students there seems to be a consensus that a common language in an 
EMI context offers the possibility for students with different linguistic and 
therefore cultural backgrounds to work together in the classroom. That is 
why some students find it annoying when a language other than English 
is spoken within the classroom. Outside the classroom, multilingualism 
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flourishes, because students usually switch then to their mother tongue. A 
multilingual university context may fail to tap the knowledge resources 
among its agents (Dafouz & Smit, 2016), that is students in our study, if 
little or no attempt is made to activate the plurilingual competences they 
possess. Our site of study is one where a single language dominates 
(English), generating language asymmetries and the perception of Anglo-
American cultural hegemony. This may in turn engender a situation of 
language misfit (Järlström, Piekkari, Pilke and Turpeinen, this volume) 
with respect to future career orientations.

Our study included students who had opted to study through the 
medium of Dutch. The university has offered degree programmes in 
some disciplines in either Dutch or English. To a large extent, this may 
correspond to what occurs in other settings, where parallel programmes 
function independently in two separated languages. This would seem to 
encourage monolingualism. However, at our site in practice, and perhaps 
elsewhere too, the non-English track may be less monolingual in that 
resources may well be available only in English and budget pressures may 
compel tracks to be combined, using English. The context may not offer 
the opportunities for students to display and use their linguistic knowl-
edge (educational democracy), which in turn challenges the agents 
involved to consider whether this is fair (linguistic justice), thus raising 
important questions of democracy and justice.

It should be noted here that the situation outside the university is dif-
ferent. In the Netherlands there is a political debate about the growing 
impact of English in higher education (Salomone, 2018). Many citizens 
and politicians fear that this will be at the expense of the Dutch language 
and culture. Against this background, it is interesting to use the question-
naire at other Dutch universities, because there are major differences 
between universities in terms of the implementation of EMI.  For the 
time being, EMI at other Dutch universities is not as dominant as at 
Maastricht University. While at Maastricht University EMI programmes 
prevail almost exclusively in many disciplines in the arts and humanities, 
social sciences, as well as the “hard sciences”, most other Dutch universi-
ties show a less dominant trend with Dutch still retaining what some 
perceive as a precarious position (De Groot, Jurgens & Verbrugge, 2019) 
as the medium of education in many disciplines.

9 Plurilingual Students in EMI: Perceptions of Educational… 
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10
English at the University of Iceland: 
Students’ Perceptions and Practices

Birna Arnbjörnsdóttir

1  Introduction: The New Linguistic Context 
in Iceland

The increased mobility of people across linguistic boundaries and the 
explosion of the use of English among speakers of other languages have 
changed how we define languages and study their evolution (Árnason, 
2005; Kramsch, 2003). This change entails moving away from a static 
view of language as a separate and bounded entity to a dynamic view of 
all the languages that make up a speaker’s linguistic repertoire and whose 
use is dictated by the linguistic situation in which speakers find them-
selves (Blommaert & Rampton, 2011).

Intense contact with English has affected the linguistic environment of 
Iceland in profound ways. Iceland has traditionally been described as 
monolingual, but this is no longer the case as currently, over 11% of the 
population speaks other languages and Icelanders increasingly depend on 
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English for communication with the outside world. English has become 
part of Icelanders’ linguistic repertoire as many use both English and 
Icelandic in their daily lives, even in conversation amongst themselves 
“without regard for watchful adherence to the socially and politically 
defined boundaries” (Otheguy, García, & Reid, 2015, p.  281) of 
either language.

While the use of Icelandic in daily life increasingly includes use of 
conversational English alongside, even embedded in, Icelandic discourse, 
Icelandic students and faculty are under pressure to use disciplinary spe-
cific English in their academic pursuits (Arnbjörnsdóttir & Ingvarsdóttir, 
2018). The nature of the exposure and subsequent uptake of receptive 
conversational English by younger generations of Icelanders, as has been 
reported in other Nordic countries, has resulted in an overconfidence in 
English proficiency (Airey, Lauridsen, Räsänen, Salö, & Schwach, 2016; 
Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2011; Arnbjörnsdóttir & Ingvarsdóttir, 2018). The 
overconfidence has consequences for academia and the assumption pre-
vails that, like their Nordic cousins, Icelandic university students and 
faculty are able to use English parallel with Icelandic in any given situa-
tion (Airey et al., 2016; Hultgren, Gregersen, & Thögersen, 2014; Nordic 
Council of Ministers, 2007) including in  local university programmes 
where English is a medium of instruction (EMI). However, this assump-
tion has not been supported by research (Arnbjörnsdóttir & 
Ingvarsdóttir, 2018).

The difference between the English acquired at the grassroots level, or 
extramurally, on the one hand, and the standard academic English 
expected at University, on the other hand, seems to exist without speak-
ers’ or policy makers’ awareness, but the limitations become apparent 
when Icelandic students’ English proficiency is matched against the func-
tions which it is expected to serve. Language and educational policies 
have not kept up with the new context as English remains firmly defined 
officially as a foreign language. This status is reflected in curriculum 
guides where English is categorized with other foreign languages such as 
French and German without reference to the enormous presence of 
English in Icelandic life. This categorization has clear perceptual, educa-
tional and instructional consequences (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2011). The 
 inadequacy of official policies to capture the new multilingual context 
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may, in part, be because the new complex language situation is at odds 
with the traditional bounded or “either or” notion of language, fortified 
by traditional preservation efforts to maintain a language with only 
350,000 speakers. Officials are thus caught between two dissonant ide-
ologies resulting in a “laissez-faire” attitude towards language policy and 
language education at all levels (Airey et al., 2016).

The project described here provides a unique opportunity to examine, 
on a national scale, the nature of extramural and instructed English and 
how well the acquired English serves students at university. The findings 
are the result of a seven-year nation-wide mixed-method project, con-
ducted by a team of researchers at the University of Iceland, which exam-
ined the status of English from acquisition to function (Arnbjörnsdóttir 
& Ingvarsdóttir, 2018). Studies of extramural English use and informal 
and formal acquisition prior to university are briefly described below as 
they are relevant to the background of this study. For a more detailed 
account of the methodology and the outcomes of the project as a whole, 
the reader is referred to previous publications (e.g. Arnbjörnsdóttir & 
Ingvarsdóttir, 2018). This chapter specifically examines and compares 
findings of studies of the limits of the extramurally acquired English to 
serve the functions of English expected at the university level, and how 
the seeming lack of awareness of this tension on behalf of university and 
educational policy makers serves as a barrier to providing appropriate 
language assistance. As the findings of the larger project are relevant to 
the study presented in the chapter, they are briefly introduced below 
before the findings of the studies on university students’ language prac-
tices are described.

2  Background: English at Large

Data for the large-scale national project were collected through two 
nation-wide surveys and several questionnaires administered to primary, 
secondary and tertiary-level students and educators, and to individuals in 
the workplace. Data were also collected through interviews, diary studies 
and proficiency tests. The over 3000 participants ranged from age 9 to 
over 80 from all levels of Icelandic society and all education levels. The 
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participant sample thus consists of almost 10% of the population 
of Iceland.

The nature of English exposure in Iceland was revealed in a national 
survey of over 750 participants who were asked to what extent they heard, 
spoke, read or wrote English. The sample mirrored the population in age, 
gender, location, education and profession. Respondents were asked to 
estimate their English use and given the option to mark from over 
four hours a day to less than once a month for each skill. The findings 
revealed a high and consistent presence of informal, receptive English in 
Iceland, transmitted through the media for several hours a day. Almost 
86% of respondents say they hear English every day, but only 19% report 
that they speak English daily and then mostly in informal contexts. Only 
about 10% said that they wrote English every day (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2011; 
Arnbjörnsdóttir & Ingvarsdóttir, 2018). The findings of two follow- up 
diary studies indicate that most of the 40 diarists’ waking hours over a 
one-week period were spent in a multilingual environment: listening to 
English language music, watching television and, increasingly among 
younger people, being engaged with English while on social media or 
while gaming. This suggests receptive exposure to the informal context-
embedded registers of movies and social media and thus supports the sur-
vey results presented above with added insight into participants’ linguistic 
practices. Interviews and diary studies further revealed that many 
Icelanders use both Icelandic and English in conversation with other 
Icelanders for effect or for cultural reference, and many expressed concerns 
that younger siblings and children used English even more than they did. 
Use of English varies from speaker to speaker in different contexts from 
insertion of single words, collocations and phrases in otherwise Icelandic 
matrix sentences to use of whole sentences and paragraph-level codeswitch-
ing in co-construction of meaning with fellow Icelanders (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 
2011; Arnbjörnsdóttir & Ingvarsdóttir, 2018).

The massive English exposure and use is reflected in the high level of 
confidence Icelanders reported in their English skills in a second national 
telephone survey that included 1458 Icelanders of which 900 agreed to 
respond. The sample is representative of the population. Participants gen-
erally rated their skills highly as 73% of the 900 respondents report that 
their English comprehension is good or very good, while 65% say their 
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speaking skills are good or rather good. Respondents were confident in 
their speaking skills even though only 19% reported in the previous 
exposure study that they used English to any extent. Surprisingly, 56% 
report that their writing skills are good or very good even though in the 
previous study only about 10% reported that they write English at all 
(Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2011). The evidence on which these perceptions is 
based is thus unclear.

The findings suggest that unlike learners in a typical second language 
situation who acquire receptive and productive conversational language 
skills, Icelanders are exposed to, and acquire receptive skills and very 
highly contextualized, colloquial English, which they incorporate to dif-
ferent degrees into their Icelandic. But they equate that skill with general 
English skills until they are put to the test. Clearly, traditional definitions 
of a learner’s linguistic environment, as an English as a second language 
(ESL) or an English as a foreign language (EFL) context, do not ade-
quately describe language use in Iceland. Similar results have been 
reported from the other Nordic countries (Hultgren et  al., 2014; 
Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2016).

Extramural English acquisition affects language education. 
Examination of instructed English at primary level revealed that some 
Icelandic children begin school already fluent in English and others with 
little more than a few phrases and exclamations. Onset of formal instruc-
tion, or number of years of instruction, has little or no effect on measured 
proficiency in the fifth grade (Jóhannsdóttir, 2018). Instructional prac-
tices reinforce the very same receptive colloquial skills that students attain 
extramurally throughout primary and secondary education (Ingvarsdóttir 
& Jóhannsdóttir, 2018). At the secondary level, English instruction fol-
lows a basic EFL curriculum with a heavy emphasis on literary genres at 
the advanced levels. Respondents in an interview study about secondary 
school experiences report that instructional practice fortified the recep-
tive English skills they had already acquired outside of school (Jeeves, 
2013, 2018). These views are supported by Edgarsson’s (2018) measure-
ments of English academic vocabulary proficiency and its role in reading 
comprehension among secondary school students in Iceland. Edgarsson’s 
findings demonstrate that academic reading proficiency among Icelandic 
students after 10 years of English instruction and nearing completion of 
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their secondary education barely meets the minimum requirements for 
University admission as measured by the IELTS standards, and students’ 
academic vocabulary was found to be inadequate for university level 
reading (Edgarsson, 2018; Ingvarsdóttir, 2016). Studies from Norway 
have resulted in similar findings (Brevik, Olsen, & Hellekjær, 2016; 
Hellekjær, 2005). Extramural exposure to English in Iceland is primarily 
to an informal language register, and this has consequences for the uptake, 
that is the type of language a learner acquires and consequently the pur-
poses for which that register can be used.

At universities and other higher education institutions which depend 
on English language textbooks and increasingly on EMI, students must 
rely on English academic language skills and disciplinary literacy skills. 
The fact that many Icelandic students appear to speak informal English 
with some fluency tends to mask their lack of English academic reading 
and writing skills. Similar findings have been reported at universities in 
other Nordic countries (Airey et al., 2016; Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012). Yet, 
the changing linguistic practices seem to go unrecognized by educational 
officials in Iceland and are thus not reflected in policy causing tension 
between policies and the needs of students.

Icelandic language and educational policies lag behind the sociolin-
guistic reality of Iceland. Iceland supports a common Nordic language 
policy and the notion of ‘parallel language use’ where local language use 
along with English is encouraged in any given situation (Nordic Council 
of Ministers, 2007 Art. 2.1, p. 94). The notion of parallel language use is 
based on a prevailing view that everyone in the Nordic countries is able 
to use English along with their first language in educational, professional 
and scientific pursuits. This policy has come under some criticism as 
being an unrealistic and impractical “political slogan” (Kuteeva & Airey, 
2014, p. 536). Member countries are not bound by this policy and the 
official language policy of Iceland is more conservative than this docu-
ment suggests, and more so than the language policies of the other Nordic 
countries (Saarinen & Taalas, 2017). Officially, Icelandic is the national 
language of Iceland to be used at all education levels (Alþingi. Act 
[No.61/2011]). The language policy of the national University of Iceland 
echoes this stance particularly for the undergraduate level (University of 
Iceland Language Policy, 2016). A one-fits-all policy for education may 
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not be feasible nor possible due to English disciplinary discourse differ-
ences (Airey et  al., 2016), but it is also not feasible because linguistic 
contexts are also different in the Nordic countries. The conservative 
Icelandic language policy is a source of further tension, as it discourages 
recognition or acknowledgement of Icelandic sociolinguistic reality 
which is increasingly multilingual.

As in other Nordic countries, study programmes and courses that have 
EMI have proliferated at the University of Iceland and most final theses 
are now written in English (Arnbjörnsdóttir & Ingvarsdóttir, 2015; 
Hultgren et  al., 2014; Kristinsson & Bernharðsson, 2014; Wächter & 
Maiworm, 2014). Icelandic universities have relied on textbooks written 
in foreign languages since their inception, and the same is true today. 
Texts written in English continue to be the single most prevailing source 
of information at Iceland’s universities (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2009). No one 
has examined the effect this has on students’ learning, and no official 
English support is offered at the University.

The section above presented findings of multiple studies conducted to 
examine the status of English in Iceland in general, and in the school 
system in particular. The purpose was to provide background informa-
tion about the preparation of Icelandic students for academic study in 
English. The next section describes studies that examined to what extent 
students’ English functions at the tertiary level where EMI courses prolif-
erate and almost all academic texts are in English.

2.1  English in Education: University Students’ 
Perceptions of Their Language Practices

In order to examine how students at the University of Iceland cope with 
using the English they acquired extramurally and which was fortified in 
their EFL classes at school, a mixed-method study was conducted that 
included a survey and follow-up interviews. The methodology for data 
collection is described below. Then the results of both studies are pre-
sented together as they address the same general topics.

Surveys were sent to all approximately 14,000 students registered at 
the University of Iceland of which 1081, or 15% responded. The 
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 distribution of the responses reflected the actual gender ratio as over two 
thirds of respondents were women, as well as the population of students 
at the different schools. The survey contained 21 questions that elicited 
information about: (1) respondents’ background; (2) perceived English 
proficiency; (3) preparation to tackle academic English; (4) perceived 
advantages and disadvantages with using English; (5) how they coped 
with using two languages simultaneously; (6) what strategies they used to 
access the English texts, and; (7) what language support they received. A 
five-point Likert scale was used for 19 questions while two were open 
ended. SPSS, the common statistical analysis software, was used to tabu-
late frequency and a Pearson correlation coefficient to establish correla-
tions between chosen factors, all of which proved significant 
(Arnbjörnsdóttir & Ingvarsdóttir, 2015, 2018).

Subsequent to the survey, in-depth interviews were conducted with 
another ten students, five men and five women, from each of the five 
Schools at the University of Iceland. In order to recruit an equal number 
of men and women from each of the schools, a random selection was not 
possible, so some of the interviewees were chosen because of their gender 
and study programme. The purpose of the interviews was to gain further 
insight into students’ perceptions of their language practices. The inter-
views were semi-structured, based on open-ended questions that explored 
further the main findings from the survey. They included perceived 
English proficiency, preparation to tackle academic English, challenges 
encountered working with English and workload and what strategies 
they used to access the curriculum. A thematic analysis based on an inter-
pretive approach using an inductive method (Patton, 1990) was used to 
identify comments and statements related to the themes. The findings are 
presented below.

3  Results of the Surveys and Interviews

Much like the population at large, Icelandic university students are quite 
confident in their English skills. Of the respondents, 86% stated that 
their English speaking, comprehension and reading skills were either 
good or very good. Slightly fewer or 75% reported that their English 
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writing skills were good or very good and 65% of participants reported 
being well prepared to tackle English textbooks. These numbers varied 
between disciplines as only 40% of students in education reported being 
prepared to read English textbooks, while the highest number of students 
in the natural sciences reported being well prepared. Students were asked 
specifically about the challenges, if any, of working with English at uni-
versity. Overall 26% thought it was easy, 37% rather easy, and 37% felt 
it was rather difficult or difficult. Almost three quarters of students in the 
sciences found it easy or rather easy to work with English while only 43% 
of students in education found it easy or rather easy (for a more detailed 
discussion see Arnbjörnsdóttir & Ingvarsdóttir, 2018).

The satisfaction with students’ preparation to tackle the university cur-
riculum in English reported in the surveys was not borne out in the inter-
views. At the outset of an interview, interviewees often began by expressing 
surprise at the question as if they had not given much thought to how 
well prepared they were to use academic English. But, as the interviews 
progressed, interviewees became more forthcoming about the challenges 
they encountered. Some felt overwhelmed by having to read so much 
English. Others commented on how difficult and surprising it was when 
most of the reading was in English. One student responded: (1) “I 
thought about quitting in the first semester, there was so much reading in 
English that I struggled with” (FE1). Some students did not find their 
primary and secondary school English helpful. This is expressed by one 
student who said: (2) “we had oral exams and read novels, we didn´t work 
with academic texts”. Another interviewee expressed this directly: (3) “I 
have a difficult time with English at university with my primary and sec-
ondary school English” (MH). Yet another student elaborated on this 
view: (4) “I am used to reading novels and such in English, not scholarly 
articles, its not the same” (FP). On a more general note about English 
proficiency, one student found it, (5) “… difficult to work with English 
on top of new terminology, to understand the meaning of the whole text” 
(FE). There is a clear reference to the lack of preparation to read academic 
and discipline-specific textbooks in English.

Asked about the perceived advantages or disadvantages of a curriculum 
written English, only 24% of survey respondents reported that there are 
advantages to using English, yet only 15% report disadvantages and 16% 
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say that it has no effect. The fact the almost half the students did not seem 
to have an opinion is a concern and may suggest that students had not 
given the issue much thought. This was borne out in the interviews as 
interviewees expressed initial surprise at even being interviewed about 
their English use.

In the surveys, 58% of participants claimed that using two languages 
sometimes or often posed problems. Fewer, or 17%, of respondents said 
that this posed no problem. Asked about their ability to discuss their 
discipline in Icelandic without using English terminology, the responses 
were cautious in that 36% students responded reasonably well while 31% 
said that it was easy; 19% said it was difficult or rather difficult to discuss 
their field without reverting to English terminology. When asked in the 
interviews about working with English texts in an otherwise Icelandic 
learning environment, the responses illustrated the haphazard and ad hoc 
ways students seem to acquire the terminology and discourse of English 
academic language in general, and the genre of their discipline in particu-
lar, in any language. One student said:

(6)
“… I have sometimes noticed, it sometimes happens that, well look, a lot 
of the texts are in English and we have to respond in Icelandic on tests and 
… I remember once just before a test, I was trying to ask people or some-
how find out, what really this and that was in Icelandic, what they say … 
sometimes this connection is missing …”. (MPh)

Almost half, or 44% of survey respondents, say that working with 
English texts increased their workload. Again, these responses varied 
between disciplines as more students in social sciences and humanities 
reported fewer advantages, higher disadvantages and higher workloads 
than students in natural sciences and engineering. In an effort to examine 
workload further, the survey asked about the strategies students employed 
to access their texts. The responses revealed that two thirds of respondents 
or 67% use an online dictionary and 60% create a glossary with the help 
of a dictionary. Two thirds, or 66%, admitted to translating in their mind 
suggesting a heavier cognitive load than while reading in the first  language. 
Almost 50% use Google to translate which may give reason for concern 
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about appropriate interpretation and comprehension. It is noteworthy 
that 30% write a summary of the English text in Icelandic.

The interviews revealed the multiple strategies students use to access 
the curriculum written in English. One recurrent strategy was the forma-
tion of translation groups or summary groups. As described by one student:

(7)
“Yes, there are 10 of us who divide articles between us and either translate 
them or write summaries, we also have a study group because sometimes 
the translation is so odd that we can´t understand it so we discuss it in 
group”. (FH)

These translation groups are clearly not without problems as other stu-
dents reported that summaries were often not accurate or confusing. One 
student said:

(8)
“I stopped taking part in translation groups because once I happened to 
have read the actual chapter in English and found that the summary they 
gave me was not accurate”. (FPs).

Anther strategy frequently mentioned was the use of dictionaries. The 
first student (9) demonstrates awareness of the need for accuracy in trans-
lation, the other interviewees (10, 11) perhaps less so.

(9)
“… when you are reading a text, with textbooks in English, there is also the 
discipline of having to look up all the words you don´t know, and even if 
you think you know them, you look them up anyway because it can make 
such a huge difference. One word can completely change the whole text 
…”. (MPh)

The following comments may be cause for concern,

(10)
“… I use a dictionary and Google translate and such to help me”. (PS)
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and the somewhat haphazard way to learn terminology:

(11)
“… we get some of the terminology from Icelandic articles”. (MH)

None of the respondents in the surveys or interviews reported receiv-
ing organized institutional English support when asked directly. Students 
were asked whether instructors provided scaffolding or individual assis-
tance with English. The goal was to ascertain whether, even though there 
was no official support, instructors, on their own initiative, facilitated 
access to the English curriculum. Almost half of students in the surveys 
said that instructors discuss the meaning of English terminology in class. 
Only 11% of students say teachers disseminate glossaries, and only 8% of 
students say instructors distribute Icelandic summaries of English texts. 
Half of the student respondents say that none of their instructors scaffold 
the English. This view is supported by a different survey of instructors 
themselves, half of whom reported that they did not see it as their job to 
help students with English (Ingvarsdóttir & Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2015).

To summarize these results, 83% or the 1086 survey respondents report 
that it is problematic to use two languages in their courses; more so in edu-
cation and social sciences than in natural sciences. The survey revealed that 
74% of students struggle to some extent with using English while for 37% 
of respondents, using English is a significant challenge. Although initially 
reporting being well prepared, surveys and interviews revealed that work-
ing with two languages increases workload and that students go to great 
lengths to access their textbooks written in English. Some students suggest 
that they do not have time to read the cumbersome English texts. The 
interviews indicate that there is an overemphasis on one particular genre in 
secondary school English at the expense of working with more diverse types 
of disciplinary related texts which affects their preparation. Language sup-
port is haphazard at best and provided by half of their instructors, while the 
other half do not provide any language assistance to students. No system-
atic support is provided. The result is a tension between students’ English 
skills and the language requirements of their disciplines. Students seem as 
unaware of the causes of this tension as their instructors and university 
leaders, and no organized language support is provided.
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4  Discussion

This study demonstrated that even though students seem content with 
their English skills and preparation, working in English increases their 
workload. Two thirds of the surveyed students struggle to some extent 
with English and a third struggle, some to the point of contemplating 
dropping out. The confidence in English proficiency which appears in 
the survey and initially in the interviews may be explained by the fact that 
students feel that they have, and probably do have, a good command of 
informal colloquial, receptive English which they frequently use in their 
daily lives while watching movies, or on social media, or even in conver-
sations with friends.

Students’ receptive, conversational English skills give them self- 
assurance when entering university as they have very limited register or 
genre awareness. Despite almost ten years of prior formal English study, 
they do not recognize the difference between informal conversational 
language and formal academic discourse. Students employ a number of 
different successful and unsuccessful strategies to access the curriculum, 
and the overreliance on translating individual words in their texts is a 
cause for concern as it might come at the expense of deeper comprehen-
sion of the content. Furthermore, the cultural references embedded in 
textbooks, assumed to be understood by all students, may not be, as using 
English poses more challenges for students in the humanities and social 
sciences than in the natural sciences. The humanities and social sciences 
are more likely to contain interpretive texts with many cultural refer-
ences, which is problematic for second language users of English. 
(Bazerman, 2009; Björkman, 2008; Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012; Fløttum, 
Dahl, & Kinn, 2006). The perception that many students who use 
English avoid reading the textbook and depend on the teachers’ slides is 
supported by studies by Percorari and her colleagues in Sweden (Pecorari, 
Shaw, Irvine, & Malmström, 2012). Using English requires extra work 
that is not acknowledged when course workload is converted to course 
credit. These findings also illustrate the need for language assistance espe-
cially with regard to genre awareness and instruction in second language 
literacy strategies.
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As the university student body grows larger and more educationally 
and socially diverse, the prevailing ideology that reading textbooks in a 
foreign language has no effect on learning may become even more prob-
lematic. This situation is more complex than the obvious comparison to 
Harklau, Losey, and Siegal’s (1999) Generation 1.5, or students from 
immigrant backgrounds, who have proficiency in conversational recep-
tive and productive language but lack academic language skills. The situ-
ation of Icelandic students studying in English at their local university is 
characterized by more complex challenges (cf. Kuteeva, 2014). Students 
in EMI programmes receive input in one language and rely on another 
for output. Upon entry into university, native English-speaking students 
and ESL students, including Generation 1.5 students, in Anglophone 
countries, are required to take one or more academic literacy courses to 
prepare them for university studies. There is an awareness and acknowl-
edgement of the proficiency gap and efforts made to respond to students’ 
needs (Harklau et al., 1999). Icelandic students come to university con-
vinced of their adequate preparation for academic study in English, a 
view shared by their instructors and by university leadership, and there-
fore, no systematic support is provided.

It seems evident from these findings that using two languages simulta-
neously in meaning-focused negotiation places constraints on the learn-
ing process (Arnbjörnsdóttir & Ingvarsdóttir, 2015). Furthermore, 
questions arise about the depth of students’ acquisition of new knowl-
edge when a good deal of their cognitive and memory capacity is spent 
on linguistic processing. The issue of transfer of cognitive skills between 
languages and its effect on the learning process needs further study in line 
with efforts begun by Albrechtsen, Haastrup, and Henriksen (2008). The 
effect on learning in higher education of using a deep approach that 
focuses on meaning, versus a surface approach focusing on memorization 
are well documented (Marton & Säljö, 1976; Trigwell, Prosser, & 
Waterhouse, 1999).

This study has demonstrated that educational and university officials, 
instructors and even students themselves take it for granted that those 
who have had their previous academic training in Icelandic can pursue 
university studies in English, using the English they have learned mostly 
extramurally. Consequently, no official language support is offered in 
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English academic language. Nor is there acknowledgement of the cogni-
tive load that accompanies continuous negotiation between two lan-
guages while studying; between English that provides most of the input 
and Icelandic in which students’ mastery is evaluated (Arnbjörnsdóttir & 
Ingvarsdóttir, 2018). The lack of acknowledgement also prevents move-
ments of credits across university disciplinary administrative boundaries 
that discourages students from seeking language support, even those who 
on their own initiative choose to pursue academic English courses to sup-
port their study in other disciplines. This hidden challenge is in stark 
contrast with the intense remedial efforts by American and British uni-
versities to enhance native or near native English speakers’ academic lit-
eracy skills at the beginning of their academic studies (Arnbjörnsdóttir & 
Ingvarsdóttir, 2015; Ingvarsdóttir & Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2015).

5  Conclusions

The massive exposure to English in Nordic societies has occurred at the 
grassroots level without official mediation and was introduced in aca-
demia without reflection (Airey et al., 2016). The prevailing myth that all 
Nordic people, including Icelanders, are good at English helps sustain the 
status quo. Collectively Icelanders do not question why they are expected 
to read and write and even publish in academic English when their previ-
ous experience has been with receptive colloquial English and their aca-
demic language training has been largely in Icelandic. The results of our 
studies have shown that many Icelandic students struggle with English 
(Arnbjörnsdóttir & Ingvarsdóttir, 2018).

There is a growing recognition in the Nordic countries that learning 
goals of traditional primary and secondary EFL programmes are not aligned 
with the academic language and disciplinary literacy requirement at the 
tertiary level (Arnbjörnsdóttir & Ingvarsdóttir, 2018; Dimova, Hultgren, 
& Jensen, 2015; Hellekjær, 2005; Jeeves, 2013; Kuteeva, 2014; Pecorari 
et al., 2012; Yoximer Paulsrud, 2014). Despite concerns about students’ 
lack of preparation for study in EMI programmes, no studies are available 
on interventions designed specifically for these students who clearly need 
support. Understanding effective academic literacy instruction to support 
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students in English-medium education is a pressing need world-wide 
(Dearden, 2015; Doolan, 2017; Fabricius & Preisler, 2015; Gardner & 
Nesi, 2013; Pecorari & Malmström, 2018). Systematic language assistance 
during the first year of university would alleviate some of the challenges 
reported by students. Introducing disciplinary specific literacy into all pro-
grammes might be beneficial (Gardner & Nesi, 2013; Swales, 1990). This 
includes introducing strategies which allow students to use text structures 
as cues to meaning, distinguish evidence from argument and identify pat-
terns and principles and relate them to their own experiences (Ingvarsdóttir 
& Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2015; Prinz & Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2017).

The results of the study of students’ language perceptions and experi-
ences with using English at university pose critical questions regarding mas-
tery of the curriculum. The findings further call into question to what 
extent students are able to master the academic discourse of their particular 
field of study in their first language, Icelandic, when the linguistic input is 
largely in a different language? This has implications for students’ profes-
sional communication once graduated and also has implications for educa-
tional policy. Relevant language and educational policies become increasingly 
important as programmes where EMI proliferate at the same time as the 
population of university students grows and becomes more linguistically 
and educationally heterogeneous. More research is needed in this area, espe-
cially of the actual language practices of students and instructors.

This study calls attention to the importance for universities to examine 
the consequences of their language policy statements and their concomi-
tant economic and pedagogical costs. Recognition of the extra cognitive 
resources that are expended while pursuing academic work in a second 
language is reasonable. The students who took part in the studies described 
here, despite reporting very good English skills, demonstrated a surpris-
ing lack of awareness of the nature of the linguistic challenges they face 
and did not question the legitimacy of the extra workload and lack of 
language support. A university language policy must reflect the 
 complexities of a new multilingual situation. Proliferation of EMI pro-
grammes calls for better understanding of the practice of scaffolding and 
other communication strategies for teaching and learning in second or 
multiple languages. This means more acceptance and understanding of 
the role of translanguaging in education (Otheguy et al., 2015). It may 
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also be time to consider the development of non-culture-specific guide-
lines to present information in English as a lingua franca (Ingvarsdóttir 
& Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2013; Jenkins, 2011) that reflect more tolerance of 
culture-specific non- English- based rhetorical styles in multicultural aca-
demic contexts. There is still little awareness of the situational and multi-
lingual aspects of language use in Iceland and a certain contradiction 
when an education system demands academic English standards from 
students who have had their previous academic training in a differ-
ent language.

In a larger context new models are needed to explain the coexistence of 
English and local languages in the Nordic countries where English serves 
colloquial uses, and also functions in spaces that demand formal standard 
English (Buschfeld & Kautzsch, 2016; Edwards, 2014; Higgins, 2009). 
This multiplicity characterizes the use of English in the Nordic countries 
(Airey et al., 2016; Hult, 2012) and Nordic peoples’ repertoires. The mis-
conception in Iceland, and other Nordic countries, is the assumption 
that the widespread receptive colloquial English appropriated at the 
grassroots level suffices at the professional level and in education where 
standard academic English prevails.

Note

1. Interviewees are marked by a letter indicating their gender followed by the 
first letter of their discipline.
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in an Internationalizing Swedish 
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Luke Holmes

1  Introduction

Since the Bologna process in the late 1990s, which formalized the inter-
national status of many universities across Europe, and in response to 
increasing diversity in staff and student profiles, Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs) have been motivated to take up processes and policies 
that have been termed “internationalisation”. To get an initial sense of the 
ways in which the diversity of Western HEIs has intensified, one need 
only consider the ways in which those involved in higher education now 
compete on the academic market. Doctoral students and academic 
staff—the focus of this study—now compete for positions and funding 
across national borders; nation states compete with other nation states by 
means of the symbolic and epistemic capital accumulated by their respec-
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tive HEIs; and the HEIs themselves compete in various rankings to be 
recognized as international with a view to making symbolic, epistemic 
and economic gains. In this chapter, I will look to what is happening “on 
the ground” and the perspectives of those living through internationaliza-
tion. More specifically, this chapter provides an examination of reported 
everyday experiences of contemporary university life given by three inter-
national researchers, who, with varying volumes of academic power, are 
working at a major Swedish university. This will be done with a view to 
revealing how persons, practices and resources are constructed by the lan-
guage policies, ideologies and practices of internationalization in Sweden.

I will begin this chapter by providing a broad outline of the recent 
changes seen in Swedish HE in relation to the policies and processes of 
internationalization together with the ways it has been discussed in the 
field of Swedish Language Policy and Planning (LPP). I will then situate 
my own research within the interpretative paradigm of multilingualism 
as part of the broader fields of critical sociolinguistics and linguistic 
anthropology, also providing a summary of my conceptual toolbox: “ico-
nicity”, “erasure” and “fractal recursivity” (Irvine & Gal, 2000) as ideo-
logical processes that help to illustrate and better understand the “orders 
of visibility” (Kerfoot & Hyltenstam, 2017) present in any given context. 
After outlining my methodology, I will go on to analyse and discuss my 
data, before making some concluding remarks, proposing how and why 
multilingual approaches to researching internationalization can contrib-
ute to a more vital understanding of the struggles taking place in modern 
university life.

2  Modern Higher Education Institutions 
as Both “national” and “international”

Despite, or perhaps because of, the increasingly diverse and transnational 
flows encouraged by internationalization, the contemporary academic 
market in northern Europe (at least) is one in which the use of English 
has come to prevail in certain key areas. This fact is well documented and 
represented in language related research. English is shown to dominate in 
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academic publishing (Lillis & Curry, 2010)—an element of knowledge 
production, in the sciences at least, with which “internationalism” is most 
typically associated (Paasi, 2005). In Sweden, nearly nine out of ten doc-
toral theses, across all disciplines, are written in English (Salö, 2010). 
Also, in the classrooms, English-medium instruction (EMI) has been 
increasing, especially in the Netherlands and the Nordic countries (cf. 
Airey, Lauridsen, Räsänen, Salö, & Schwach, 2017). In 2007, in a survey 
that addressed 2218 European HEIs, from the 851 HEIs that responded, 
there were already more than 400 HEIs offering a total of more than 
2400 (under- and post-graduate) programmes taught entirely in English 
(Wächter & Maiworm, 2008). By 2014, in a survey that addressed 2637 
HEIs, from the 1155 HEIs that responded, more than 8000 (under- and 
post-graduate) programmes taught in English were identified, 822 of 
which were identified in Sweden, with only the Netherlands (1078) and 
Germany (1030) offering more (Wächter & Maiworm, 2014).

The drive for internationalization is represented as being something 
akin to “Englishisation” (Kirkpatrick, 2014), especially since, in line with 
the policies and practices of internationalization, English-medium aca-
demic practices are now recognized as a prerequisite of research quality 
and “impact”, most visible in the symbolic value placed on publications 
in journals and books with the greatest reach (i.e. written in English). 
Most high profile academic publishing is in English and the teaching 
done through the medium of English offers various stakeholders signifi-
cant gains in terms of symbolic and economic capital, not least as a result 
of the corresponding ranking criteria in two major university rankings, 
published by the Shanghai Jiao Tong University Institute of Higher 
Education and in the Times Higher Educational Supplement (Kauppi & 
Erkkilä, 2011). Thus, the policies and practices of internationalization, 
with their implicit and explicit demand for the increased use of English, 
are in the interests of those stakeholders concerned with gains in the aca-
demic marketplace. This is not to mention those individuals and institu-
tions who see high English proficiency as a way towards economic 
prosperity (Song, 2015). One response to such forces typically associated 
with internationalization might be to ask how international HEIs really 
are. What of the diversity in the linguistic resources that are brought into 
university spaces by all of those international staff and students who now 
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dwell there? Such a response is seldom found in the debate, as is the case 
in Sweden and other Nordic countries. Salient in its absence (or at least, 
lack of specificity), the multilingualism within Swedish HEIs is not seen 
to be in focus for either the Swedish government, Swedish HEIs or 
researchers in the Swedish field of LPP.

The Nordic Council of Ministers (2007) responded to the above 
described “Englishisation” by recommending that English should be reg-
ulated at the governmental level. These recommendations led to The 
Swedish Language Act (SFS, 2009, p. 600), which establishes Swedish as 
the principal language of Sweden, but makes no mention of English. In 
fact, it gives special status to five minority languages and stipulates that 
speakers of other languages have the right to speak and learn their own 
languages. The Language Act, then, can be said to address concerns for 
multilingualism in society. However, in preparation for the language Act, 
HE was marked out as a special case (Prop. 2004/05:162; Prop. 
2005/06:2; Prop. 2008/09:153, in Karlsson & Karlsson, 2020) in such a 
way that provides Swedish with certain protections and English with 
enough space to allow for Swedish HE to be globally competitive (cf. 
Karlsson & Karlsson, 2020, pp. 5–7).

The debate surrounding the threat of English and the extent of its seri-
ousness has been a strong theme in the field of Swedish LPP over the past 
few decades (cf. Melander & Thelander, 2006; Milani & Johnson, 2008; 
Salö, 2016). Perhaps the more extreme stance is that which is concerned 
with the “national” and the survival of Swedish in HE. For instance, 
Teleman (1993, cited in Berg, Hult, & King, 2001), writing in, for and 
about Sweden, suggests that internationalization in HE has led to a 
diglossic situation in certain academic areas, such as in the sciences, in 
which English is considered to have a higher status than Swedish. Such 
concerns are also seen in the work of Gunnarsson and Öhman (1997) 
and Gunnarsson (2001), who reiterate the perceived threat of English to 
Swedish in terms of diglossia and “domain loss”. Echoing the concern of 
policy makers (Committee for the Swedish Language, 2002), it is argued 
that since more teaching is done through the medium of English, and 
more and more research is written and published in English, Swedish 
may continue to lose “domain” in Swedish HE and perhaps later become 
redundant there. Researchers will, it is said, lose their ability to use 
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 specialist Swedish terminology to talk about their work and thus will 
come to rely entirely on English for their academic purposes.

Consistent with governmental, regional and selected scholarly recom-
mendations, then, some Swedish HEIs have worked to re-empower 
Swedish by offering “parallel language policies” (cf. Hult & Källkvist, 
2016; Kuteeva & Airey, 2014). Such policies seek to guarantee a place for 
Swedish, alongside English, at the top of the linguistic hierarchy within 
Swedish HEIs, safeguarding it against the risk of losing its usefulness as a 
scientific language and as a medium of instruction. At the level of the 
local HEI, however, the Swedish Higher Education Authority (2008, 
p. 37) made no specific requirements and gave all Swedish universities 
free reign to develop their own language policies according to local cir-
cumstances, goals and priorities (cf. Karlsson & Karlsson, 2020). While 
this policy appears to leave the door open for those who seek to show a 
way forward in response to what is happening on the ground, research 
suggests that for local policy makers there may still only exist an ideologi-
cal duel between two often named languages: English and Swedish, as the 
international and national languages, respectively (Hult, 2012; Hult & 
Källkvist, 2016; Källkvist & Hult, 2016).

An ideological duel between English and Swedish, then, draws on and 
is aligned with the national and local policy and scholarly debates out-
lined above, none of which reveal anything of the linguistic and social 
complexities that internationalization has brought into Swedish univer-
sity life. As such, in this study, while seeking to build from existing 
research, I strive to maintain my distance from such a duel and remain 
sensitive to the ways in which internationalization, as my research object, 
has been constructed and the ways in which my participants experience 
and respond to this.

3  Static and Flexible Multilingualism

The prevalence of two languages in Swedish HE, as opposed to one, both 
largely beneficial to the nation state (Hult, 2012), might prima facie tempt 
one to identify Swedish HE to be a multilingual, or at least bilingual field. 
After all, teachers, researchers and administrators will often be required to 
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work and communicate in more than one named language, for example 
according to HEIs’ policies of parallel language use. However, such policy 
relates to only two named languages. In this sense, these policies of inter-
nationalization can be said to be ideologically monolingual, comprising of 
two monolingualisms—two named languages, understood as distinct and 
fixed linguistic systems (cf. Gramling, 2016). As Wee (2016, 2017) 
describes it, there is a certain fixed-ness to the institutional linguistic prac-
tices found in universities. Universities’ continued legitimacy in some 
senses depends on their conforming to various regulatory requirements, 
such as, for example local parallel language policies. Their legitimacy also 
depends on their acting in accordance with language ideologies from polit-
ical and scholarly debates, such as the need to use English and Swedish for 
certain purposes, that is compete on the global market and (re)legitimize 
Swedish as the rightful language of the nation. Through this on-going 
process of legitimization, these languages’ positions at the top of the lan-
guage hierarchy appear fixed. This is not multilingualism as it is most com-
monly understood in contemporary sociolinguistics, nor is it what Otsuji 
and Pennycook (2011, p. 45) call “plural monolingualism”, but rather a 
case of dual monolingualism, since there are only two visible languages.

A fixed approach to multilingualism, then, is one that focuses on the 
use of two or more named and separate linguistic systems. This can be 
contrasted with a more flexible approach that looks instead towards the 
complex of resources, such as concrete accents, varieties, registers, genres 
and modalities (Blommaert, 2010, p. 102), and the ways in which they 
are used in particular communicative settings and spheres of life. This 
study takes such an approach and, following Heller (2007), seeks to con-
tribute to and open up the debate by providing an understanding of how 
people with their resources and in their working practices are included 
and excluded as a result of this constructed Swedish-English dichotomy.

4  Constructing Orders of Visibility

Where some linguistic practices and resources, for example carrying out 
and publishing research in English, are constructed as legitimate and 
made visible, others will be less so, thus revealing different “orders of vis-
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ibility” (Kerfoot & Hyltenstam, 2017). As defined by Kerfoot and Tatah 
(2017, p. 38), the concept “orders of visibility”, “draws attention to the 
shared frames of reference and meaning-making practices that construct, 
legitimate, and obscure relations of power”, and it is through these 
meaning- making processes, the authors describe, that certain sociolin-
guistic features are made salient and inserted into hierarchies of power. As 
described above, this study seeks to remain sensitive to the ways in which 
the ideologies reproduced in the language policy, language debates and 
scholarship surrounding the internationalization of Swedish HE may 
serve as shared frames of reference. In order to draw out the processes of 
construction of (in)visibility, however, I will seek to make use of the tool-
box provided by Irvine and Gal (2000), which helps us to better under-
stand the processes by which ideologies “recognize” difference among 
practices, “how they locate, interpret and rationalize sociolinguistic com-
plexity, identifying linguistic varieties with ‘typical’ persons and activities 
and accounting for the differentiations among them” (Gal & Irvine, 
1995, p. 972).

The first ideological process is iconicity. This process is one that trans-
forms and fixes the relationship between linguistic features or varieties 
and the social images to which they are linked. Such a process has an 
essentializing character, in that a linguistic practice or feature becomes 
indexical of a social group’s essence. For example, a speaker’s use of 
Mandarin Chinese can be described in such a way that discursively con-
structs that speaker as necessarily Chinese and, perhaps, in line with cer-
tain stereotypes, having some sort of imagined Chinese nature (see 
Sect. 6.3).

The second process, fractal recursivity is a process in which “the parti-
tioning process that was involved in some understood opposition 
(between groups or linguistic varieties, for example) recurs at other levels, 
creating either subcategories on each side of a contrast or super-categories 
that include both sides but oppose them to something else” (Irvine & 
Gal, 2000, p. 38). For example, while an opposition between Swedish 
and English has been suggested above, fractal recursivity might result in 
further oppositions, for example between super-categories that sees 
Swedish and English speakers in opposition to Mandarin speakers, or 
between subcategories that sees Mandarin speakers confident speaking in 
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a greater range of registers in opposition to Mandarin speakers confident 
speaking in a lesser range of registers (see Sect. 6.3). Fractal recursivity 
points to the replicability, but also the fluidity and mutable natures of 
ideological framings, whereby inequalities between linguistic varieties or 
ethnic backgrounds can recur, but also be reworked within any given order.

Finally, erasure is a process in which particular linguistic variations, for 
example within linguistic practices and repertoires, are simplified, ren-
dering some practices or resources invisible. As we have already seen in 
the debate surrounding internationalization in Sweden, there is a dualis-
tic ideological process that represents Swedish as the language of Sweden 
and English as the language of internationalization, thus erasing the 
diversity within these categories. Of course, in this example, the diversity 
remains, but it is largely ignored and rendered invisible in the discourse.

With this theoretical toolbox and the above stated goals in mind (see 
esp. Sect. 1), I seek to address the following research questions:

 1. How are orders of visibility constructed in the discourse of my partici-
pants and what are the shared frames of reference therein?

 2. How do my participants experience and respond to the language poli-
cies, ideologies and practices associated with ‘internationalisation’?

5  Material and Methods

A natural sciences department was chosen since the objects under inves-
tigation there have no foundational relationship to the Swedish context 
and can be as usefully investigated and explained in any language (cf. 
Salö, 2017, p. 21ff for a discussion of what matters to different disci-
plines). It is in the natural sciences, de Swaan (2004, p. 141) suggests, 
that “most of what can be said in English can also be phrased in 
 mathematics and in formal schemes”. The social and linguistic demands 
that the scientific department studied here places on its staff and stu-
dents, then, can more reliably be said to be the outcome of a historical 
“struggle over the definition of the legitimate principles of division of the 
field” (Bourdieu, 1985, p. 208) rather than of any absolute research or 
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teaching related necessity to be able to hold certain and specialized lin-
guistic resources. This choice was especially important in this study, since 
I seek to direct attention to the ways in which the language perceptions 
and practices in the department are suffused with the political and social 
processes beyond the department, which are associated with the interna-
tionalization of universities. Thus, the perceptions and their objects at 
this department, that is interactions and local practices and processes, 
were considered to be more predisposed to being shaped by other social 
practices and processes across space and time (Heller, 2006, 2011; 
Rampton, 2006).

Processes of internationalization have been particularly prevalent in 
the department in focus, and this allowed me to access international 
departmental staff and students that entered both before and after the 
forces and debates surrounding internationalization in Swedish HEIs 
erupted (see Sect. 1). Although I interviewed nine participants in total (in 
English), this study draws on data gathered from just three participants 
(see Table 11.1). The three participants (all given pseudonyms) were put 
into focus since at various points of these three interviews there were 
crossovers and conflicts across their responses that I believe allowed for a 
more integrated and in-depth analysis that relates to the themes most 
relevant to the field of LPP.  Before carrying out the interviews, I also 
attended and made field notes in a special—cake was on offer—depart-
mental meeting where all three participants were present. As Table 11.1 
shows, the participants in focus here held different volumes of academic 

Table 11.1 Participants

Wanda Brian Suzan

Origin Southeast Asia North America North America
Reported L1 Mandarin/Malay English English
Other 

languages
Malay
English
Basic Swedish

Basic Swedish Swedish

Academic 
Position

PhD Student Associate 
Professor

Professor

Future 
academic 
plans

To stay in Sweden or 
Europe and continue 
in academia

Try to advance 
career in 
Sweden

To remain at current 
institution until 
retirement

N.B. All have been assigned pseudonyms by the author
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power. Selecting participants at different positions in the institutional 
hierarchy provided me with the opportunity to explore and take into 
consideration issues of departmental power relations present in the par-
ticipant responses.

The participants were recruited through “snowball sampling” (Dörnyei 
& Csizér, 2011; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In other words, having inter-
viewed my first participant (Wanda) who I contacted via email, she gave 
an overview of the various international staff and students in her depart-
ment who she then introduced me to, also via email.

All participants signed a consent form that outlines the project and 
states my intention to audio record the interviews. The consent form also 
states that I will do all in my power to reduce the risk of participant rec-
ognition in any published work or presentations. It is also stated that I will 
safely secure any documents and files that contain personal information 
that might be traced back to them. I also verbally discussed this with my 
participants to check for full understanding and consent. After attending 
the staff meeting, to which I was invited by the head of department (who 
had also been informed about my research prior to it starting), I obtained 
verbal consent from Susan to give an account of what happened there.

The interview questions were piloted on my colleagues before the 
interviewing process began. This was done in order to reduce the number 
of any leading questions and to avoid the use of sensitive and value-laden 
concepts such as “outsider”, “disadvantage”, “problem”, et cetera. (Kuteeva 
& McGrath, 2014).

Sat in the participants own department building, I started the inter-
views according to the grand tour and mini tour elicitation techniques as 
devised by D’Andrade (1976) and Spradley (1979) and described in 
Johnson and Weller (2002). Beginning the grand tour, the participants 
and I discussed their educational and professional background and their 
personal journey that had led them to their current academic position. 
We spoke generally about their current work and their day-to-day activi-
ties in the department, the different communicative events that occur 
there and the spaces in which they occur. The information gathered in 
this grand tour then led on to some more specific linguistic and socio- 
cultural questions—the participants were asked to relate the general 
information already covered to their own perspectives on the communi-
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cative and social practices they enter into as a member of that depart-
ment. I also asked for their interpretations of certain events—why they 
unfolded like they did and whether this is normal or exceptional in some 
sense. To ensure that we discussed in-depth all the working and social 
practices and processes I felt were relevant to this study, I included a free 
recall task (Johnson & Weller, 2002, p. 501) in which the participants 
were asked to go through some specific working and social practices, pro-
cesses and situations. The interviews lasted for around one hour each.

Interviews were transcribed using a broad orthographic transcription. 
Minimal responses, for example ‘um’, ‘uh huh’, ‘right’ were considered for 
the initial analysis, but excluded from the extracts below as a result of the 
level of detail addressed here. Interview summaries were written that include 
references to aspects considered salient in relation to the research questions. 
The summaries were discussed with peers and senior colleagues with a view 
to justifying my analytical mapping and choice of interview excerpts (Miles 
& Huberman, 1994, p. 61). The analysis of these excerpts was also cri-
tiqued and commented upon during a number of academic presentations 
and data sessions, allowing for a more considered and developed analysis.

6  Results and Discussion

The analysis suggests that a certain order of visibility is constructed in the 
interview accounts, that is, certain linguistic and social qualities seem to 
point to (index) the ideal academic, in contrast to which all other linguis-
tic and social qualities are rendered less visible. The results will be dis-
cussed according to this order, starting with the most visible and 
developing the analysis in such a way that proceeds to reveal gradually 
what remains almost invisible.

6.1  Susan: Iconization and Categorizations 
of National Belonging

All three participants regarded themselves as having international status 
at their place of work. However, when it came to describing the different 
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languages spoken in the department, both Wanda and Brian raised a 
question about whether their senior colleague, Susan, on account of her 
speaking Swedish, was a national or international colleague. Wanda com-
mented that Susan “was born in the US”, but that she “is a Swede now. 
She speaks fluent English and Swedish”. Brian reproduced the same idea, 
suggesting that “[Susan] is a Swede now”. As Gal and Irvine (1995, 
p. 973) comment, it has become a commonplace in sociolinguistics, that 
linguistic phenomena, including whole languages, can index social 
groups. Both Wanda and Brian’s comments make a link between Susan’s 
ability to speak fluent Swedish (and perhaps also her long-term residency 
in Sweden) and the national category of Swedish-ness, suggesting a cer-
tain iconicity that comes with the ability to speak fluent Swedish. The 
dichotomy of Swedish and English as two fixed languages, representing 
the national and international, respectively (see above), is reproduced 
here in the discourse of two international employees, in a process of icon-
ization that serves to construct Susan as someone who is not really an 
international employee anymore. She has found her way into club 
Sweden—apparently, the place to be.

This process of iconization emerged, perhaps more forcefully, in a 
departmental event in which Susan was introduced before she was asked 
to speak. The head of the department, another international employee, 
fluent in both Swedish and English, discussed her career trajectory in his 
introduction, finishing his account by jokingly announcing that Susan 
had done so well in her career that she can now be considered an “honor-
ary Swede”. This comment raised a laugh and Susan smiled before taking 
the floor. When I raised this in the interview with Susan, however, she 
“didn’t quite agree” at the way she was and continues to be frequently 
positioned as Swedish. In response she told me, “I don’t feel 100% 
Swedish, but I don’t feel 100% American either. […] I can metamor-
phose into something different to fit in”. Although not in agreement with 
her categorization, Susan confidently dismissed the comments suggesting 
that it is of no consequence to her, since she can, essentially, “metamor-
phose” and be who she wants to be. So, although her international status 
was subjected to the ideological process of erasure, it appears that this is 
of no great loss to her, since she feels that she is able to transcend the 
national/international dichotomy. Indeed, embarking on a potentially 
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face-threatening speech act, by publicly erasing Susan’s international 
background and bestowing the honour of Swedish-ness on her, albeit 
jokingly, we can surmise that her colleague knew exactly what he was 
doing. That what it is that gets her into “club Sweden” is something that 
is indeed coveted by others. His audience’s laugh worked to con-
firm as much.

Indeed, Wanda and Brian’s construction of Susan as a Swede (see 
extracts above) were not made in an attempt to undermine her, as was 
revealed in the warm and complimentary evaluations of Susan as a super-
visor and researcher preceding and following those comments. The pro-
cess of iconization emergent in the discourse discussed here reveals the 
desirability of Susan’s own linguistic repertoire and perhaps even the plea-
sure one might take in being able to lose one’s international status. 
Although, introduced in the staff meeting in English, the language of the 
international university, it is clearly a point of great importance that 
Swedish is also a part of Susan’s linguistic repertoire. Indeed, as we shall 
see from Brian’s account of the power-laden working practices in the 
department, a repertoire consisting of only English is not as optimal as 
one might be led to believe.

6.2  Brian: A More “international” Employee

Susan came into the Swedish academic field at a time before the discourse 
of internationalization had developed, that is pre-1990s. She entered 
Swedish HE at a time when university courses were expected to be taught 
in Swedish and when the possibility of getting by in an academic career 
without a knowledge of Swedish was not there. Then, after Susan had 
acquired the linguistic resources to teach and fulfil certain administrative 
duties in Swedish, and when the discourse and forces of  internationalization 
erupted in the 1990s, certain structural demands on staff and students 
changed. Yet by this time, Susan, through structural necessity—respond-
ing to the forces and relations within the scientific field—had actively 
embodied the academic “habitus” necessary to progress in Swedish HE 
and enter into a position of power. Defined by Bourdieu (1977, p. 82) as 
“the past which survives in the present”, the habitus of those in positions 
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of power allows us to consider the extent to which the structural require-
ments placed on those entering a given field has changed. With interna-
tionalization, if one does not have Swedish and thus the identity of an 
“honorary Swede”, can one gain positions of power in Swedish HE? 
Brian’s experiences and thwarted ambitions would suggest not.

Asked about his working practices and the extent to which he feels he 
is progressing in his academic career, Brian told me:

(1)
There are certain committees within my department where I have not 
been able to participate. I have volunteered to participate in them, and 
have been told, just flat out, that I can’t. Because I don’t understand 
Swedish, and you have to understand Swedish for these meetings, which 
has seemed, I don’t think that this is entirely fair. You know, if we are try-
ing to promote ourselves as an international department, with interna-
tional employees, I don’t think you can limit these committees which are 
part of the administration of the department, to just Swedish speaking 
employees.

Brian’s concern over the obstacles he faces in progressing in the Swedish 
field and his concern with a certain unfairness, due to his department’s 
administrative language practices being more fixed suggest that what is to 
be a successful member of staff in an international department is some-
what obscured. As described above (see Sect. 2), the construction of con-
temporary academia as “international” largely relates to the “Englishisation” 
of the academic market, whereby regions, nation states and local institu-
tions, with a view to becoming more globally competitive, in certain 
practices allow for and encourage the use of English. Indeed, going against 
his university policy, Brian was even given teaching hours to undergradu-
ates that he taught, (albeit with a Swedish speaking assistant), in English. 
Thus, his involvement in the department, together with his research out-
put, even as an English-only speaker, was in certain senses highly valued. 
But, as his comments suggest, on entering Swedish academia without a 
certain linguistic repertoire, only certain doors were open for Brian.

In certain respects, English can be said to be lower down in the order 
of visibility in Swedish academia than one may come to assume from the 
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discourses constructing the internationalization as “Englishisation” as an 
existential threat to Swedish. Indeed, continuing his description of his 
day-to-day life in the department and the more administrative aspects of 
his communication, Brian suggested that the lack of English was some-
times a more threatening issue:

(2)
There are other instances where we’ve received, erm, administrative emails, 
or emails from the building manager related to safety, gas, maintenance 
that have been entirely in Swedish […] When your inbox is already 
plugged, and you don’t instantly understand something and kind of com-
partmentalize it into important or not important, and it’s just in Swedish, 
then sometimes, if I’m really busy, it will just be put on the ‘deal with later 
pile’ and then it just doesn’t get dealt with.

Brian’s concern for his well-being and future career and his critique of the 
power structures and linguistic practices suggests the need for a more “inter-
national” department in which English speakers are shown more care and 
given further access to positions of power. This draws attention to the fixed-
ness of the language hierarchy in Swedish HE, whereby a logical response 
to such perceived inequalities, unfairness and safety issues would be to 
engage in a struggle by which English gains more legitimacy in Swedish 
HE. After all, flirting with the discourse of internationalization, what Brian 
experiences is presumably unfair (see extract 1) because English is that 
which allows universities to compete on the global market. In this struggle 
for power, what then of those that speak other languages? What resources 
do they bring to department that might perhaps afford them greater vol-
umes of symbolic capital? How are those that speak languages other than 
Swedish and English constructed as part of the orders of visibility?

6.3  Wanda, Fractal Recursivity and Invisible 
International Working Practices

Wanda is a PhD student from southeast Asia, but reportedly the only 
East Asian in the department who is most comfortable speaking English 
and Malay for academic purposes. Wanda explained this to be the case on 
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account of her previous academic training; her secondary and under-
graduate education was carried out through the mediums of Malay and 
English. In informal situations, however, Wanda reported being most 
comfortable speaking Mandarin Chinese. This can be accounted for by 
the fact that she reported only ever using Mandarin to speak to her family 
and long standing friends. Yet, in the department’s dining room—a space 
in which one would expect to hear both academic and informal topics 
being spoken about—Wanda reported enjoying the lunchtimes she 
habitually spent with the four other East Asians in the department. There 
this group would speak using only Mandarin Chinese. There, Wanda 
expressed gratitude for being accepted “as one of the members of the 
group because they are all the Chinese group and they always include me 
and then invite me for any kind of gatherings and such”. Positioning 
herself as both an insider and outsider in this group, Wanda’s comments 
and linguistic background point towards a complexity to the “Chinese 
group” that is perhaps not visible to others.

In a manner similar to Susan, the ideological process of iconization 
served to transform her ability to speak Mandarin Chinese into a Chinese 
identity. This can be seen in a comment Brian made when asked which 
languages were spoken in the department:

(3)
Chinese is there. This is a bit of an issue, because I feel like, erm, the 
Chinese are obviously the most comfortable speaking Chinese. They tend 
to eat lunch together and socialize together and I feel like they’re almost, 
they become a little bit segregated from… This is perhaps something we 
need to work on, in the department as a whole. As integrating them more 
and… But yeah, so when they are having lunch together, it’s sort of exclu-
sively in Chinese. Even if there’s a mix of people from our department 
having lunch, the Chinese come downstairs and just have lunch together.

While serving to erase Wanda’s own trajectory, linguistic and social 
resources, the construction of a homogeneous Chinese “them” here as 
separated from the “mix of people”, indexes a new opposition in the 
department. This ideological and spatially realized opposition is between 
the Chinese and non-Chinese, not between the national and interna-
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tional—the Swedish and the English. The construction of this new oppo-
sition can be understood through the notion of fractal recursivity (see 
Sect. 4 above), whereby a super-category, ‘the Chinese’, is positioned in 
opposition to everyone who falls outside of this category. For Wanda, of 
course, speaking in terms of named and fixed languages, there is further 
fractalization in the way she described herself as somewhat of an outsider 
to the Chinese grouping on account of her more limited Mandarin rep-
ertoire, revealing subcategorizations in an opposition between Wanda 
and those more confident to use Chinese in a wider range of registers. 
Despite her rich linguistic repertoire, then, a significant proportion of the 
resources therein are rendered invisible in relation to the department’s 
orders of visibility.

The iconization of all Chinese Mandarin speakers being Chinese is 
seen to bring certain complications for Wanda. When discussing the 
communicative and working practices of the PhD and post-doc students 
in the department, Susan suggested that things are most difficult with the 
Chinese students. As she described, “we have so many Chinese students 
now and I am trying desperately to understand how they think, […] how 
to get them to think creatively”. When giving more detail about this and 
in trying to rationalize the situation, she commented, “I have a PhD stu-
dent who comes from [country anonymized by author / suggesting 
Wanda], and the same thing with all the people from China. It has some-
thing to do with where they are coming from, that it is so big, and has so 
many people and is very authoritarian”. From the mere fact that Wanda 
speaks Mandarin Chinese, she is depicted as sharing the essentializing 
polite, obedient, but passive and uncreative Chinese student stereotype 
(Li Wei & Wu, 2009) common in educational discourse (at least). 
Coming from a professor with significant academic power, such essential-
izations stemming out of processes of iconicity may prove problematic 
for PhD candidates such as Wanda who may seek further employment in 
similar north European universities. What might it take to change such 
perceptions and are international students involved in practices that 
might both contradict and come to disrupt them?

With a view to identifying the affordances of a multilingual albeit par-
tially invisible repertoire in academic working practices, I asked Wanda a 
series of questions and went through a free recall task (see Sect. 5 above) 
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on the topic of her working practices and which languages she uses at the 
various stages of writing a research paper. The first time I raised the issue, 
she told me that, “I always force myself to think in English because I 
didn’t learn scientific writing in Mandarin or the Malaysian language 
[sic]” and that, “for me, everything related to Science is in English”. These 
claims correspond to the dominance of English in academic, especially 
scientific publishing, as well as to the “international as English” ideology 
outlined in Sect. 2, whereby international academics only operate in 
English. However, as I asked more detailed questions as part of the mini 
tour (see Sect. 4 above) towards the end of the interview, certain contra-
dictions and more complex and creative practices came to light.

Describing how she wrote her first paper as part of her compilation 
PhD thesis, Wanda told me about the writing process and how she went 
about writing the paper together with another researcher. She collaborated 
with a PhD student based in Holland, where she travelled to do the three-
month long experiment/data collection. This other student was from 
China and spoke Mandarin as his first language. Wanda told me that, 
“[w]e communicate mostly in Mandarin, but when we have to write, we 
write in English. Like, we WhatsApp in English and then we will write a 
paper together in English. But other than that, we use Mandarin […]”. 
So, after extensive questioning it turns out that although the finished 
product demanded English, the resources in her multilingual repertoire 
allowed her to complete her first paper, which was subsequently published. 
Crucially, such working practices demand a certain creativity. In order to 
circumnavigate the linguistic demands placed on her in such a situation, 
since Wanda had already described her linguistic repertoire as having min-
imal resources for engaging in academic registers in languages other than 
English and Malay, Wanda was required to go “above and beyond herself”.

Such multilingual practices as part of the writing process within aca-
demic publishing are not undocumented. As Salö (2015, p. 518) writes in 
a study on the entextualization of working practices that consist of more 
than one language in Swedish academia, citing Canagarajah (2013, p. 8), 
“while the textual product aimed for a global communicative market may 
be monolingual, the discursive practices that feed into its  production may 
contain multiple linguistic resources” (see also Hynninen & Kuteeva, this 
volume). Pursuing an understanding of the sense of unease in Wanda’s 
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accounts of such practices in the interview, I asked her why she thought 
they had worked in Mandarin. She responded by stressing the fact that 
“sometimes I speak in Mandarin and sometimes I speak in English” and 
that “[I] found it [talking about the experience] very weird. (Laughs)”.

The contradiction between her initial and later comments on the issue, 
combined with her surprise and uneasiness in admitting to the fact that 
she used Mandarin in the research process suggest a soft violence. As a 
result of the ideological processes by which one’s practices are only made 
visible if done through certain languages (Swedish or English), Wanda 
was not accustomed to discussing or making visible the value and use of 
her resources. Asking why Wanda found it strange to talk about her use 
of Mandarin as part of the paper-writing process, she responded that, 
“only when we are talking face to face, without the presence of other 
people, do we use Mandarin”. Multilingual practices that are accruing 
value for modern internationalized universities (i.e. by means of (trans- 
local) multilingual writing processes) are not seen here to be eradicated, 
but they are nonetheless subject to the process of erasure.

7  Concluding Remarks

My participants’ everyday experiences of contemporary university life in 
a sciences department in Sweden and their responses to those experiences 
reveal a shared frame of reference, in which linguistic practices and reper-
toires, as well as the identities indexed by such linguistic phenomena, 
exist according to a certain order of visibility. Similarities were found in 
the perceptions of those with different linguistic resources and volumes 
of academic power with the language policies, ideologies and practices 
related to internationalization in Sweden. In this way, the focus on two 
named languages, Swedish and English, is reproduced in a hegemonic 
fashion (Gramsci, 1947/1971), whereby ideological structures appear 
even without the presence of a locatable powerful authority. The ideologi-
cal processes of iconicity, fractal recursivity and erasure have been shown to 
be effective in revealing the ways in which certain ideological structures 
are reproduced in a way that constructs a more local, but potentially 
reworkable order of visibility. The re-workability of such an order is per-
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haps that which should invite researchers and policy makers to take more 
seriously the perceptions and practices of those on the ground in contem-
porary HEIs.

While this study is limited by the number of participants and the min-
imal amount of time spent dwelling in the departmental spaces, its find-
ings suggest fruitful avenues for future research. Further insights gained 
from revealing how contemporary university life is actually experienced, 
perhaps by employing a wider range of ethnographic methods, will pro-
vide an instructive and illuminating picture of the clear mismatch 
between the complexity of what is going on “on-the-ground” and the 
reductive and restrictive concern for bounded and fixed language sys-
tems. Such research will also serve to make certain invisible value-laden 
linguistic practices and processes visible, thereby disrupting the mono-
glossic language ideologies that are frequently being reproduced (or at 
least left unchallenged) by a great many policy makers and scholars con-
cerned with the practices and processes of internationalization.
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1  Introduction

Today’s universities are multilingual workplaces because internationaliza-
tion has changed their linguistic landscape. An important part of the 
internationalization process of universities is the integration of foreign 
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faculty (Slíwa & Johansson, 2014). In fact, recent research on the inter-
nationalization of higher education institutions goes beyond merely 
counting the number of foreigners and emphasizes the integration of 
these foreigners into the university (Beelen, 2011; Blåfield-Rautanen, 
2012; Hudzik, 2011; Knight, 2008). In Finnish higher education institu-
tions, particularly the internationalization of top management has been 
slow. The University of Vaasa, however, is a special case, because in 2019 
Professor Adam Smale was appointed dean and he is one of the few non- 
Finnish deans in Finland. Appointing a non-Finnish dean has consider-
able symbolic power—it sends a strong signal to both internal and 
external stakeholders that the higher education institution in question 
offers career advancement and promotion possibilities to all employees. 
However, from a language perspective, the path is not an easy one. To 
illustrate this, we begin by presenting Dean Adam Smale’s1 story of his 
career advancement from a language perspective.

Dean Adam Smale—Working My Way Up in Finnish and English

I knew very little about the Finnish language before deciding to move to 
Finland at the beginning of 2004. Having learned Latin, French and German 
at high school, and studied German at university, learning another lan-
guage didn’t seem impossible—quite the opposite, I was keen to see 
whether I could manage to learn another. Having also lived in Germany, I 
knew the importance of learning a language in settling in, understanding 
the culture and making friends. Although Finland has two official lan-
guages, Finnish and Swedish, the dominant language at work and within 
my extended family was Finnish. Although Swedish would have been easier 
to learn, it became clear very early on that I would need to learn Finnish.

When I started at the University of Vaasa, I was able to take advantage of 
the free Finnish language lessons offered to international students. In addi-
tion, I took a class provided by the City of Vaasa, but I soon realized I was at 
a more advanced level than my fellow students. The next and only formal 
language education I received was that organized by the University for inter-
national faculty some years later. That involved a more tailored approach 
where the focus was on work-related situations and I was in the ‘advanced’ 
group with one other faculty member. Everything else I have learned infor-
mally, through reading, watching TV and in interactions with others.

(continued)
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The dean’s story illustrates how a highly skilled professional has moved 
from perceptions of language misfit to fit. Language misfit refers to a 
perceived lack of fit between a person’s language skills and language 
requirements and practices in his/her work environment. This perception 
can be based on either underqualification or overqualification in a par-
ticular language or complete lack of skills in this language.

(continued)

I can think of two main turning points [from a language perspective]. The 
first was when the language of the department in which I was working 
switched from Finnish to English. At that time, I was no longer the only 
non-Finnish faculty member, and most of the other non-Finnish speaking 
members understood very little Finnish. This was a turning point in two 
senses: I was no longer the only person that the organization had to adapt 
their language practices for, and the working community had finally 
accepted that it was international. Using English was a big step towards 
acknowledging this and it made me feel a greater sense of belonging.

The second turning point was when I applied for the position of Dean. I 
suspected that there would be some Finnish language requirements, but it 
was very unclear what these would be—both in a selection criteria sense as 
well as what level would be needed in practice in order to carry out the job 
effectively. After nearly a year in this role, I can say that this was a very sig-
nificant turning point. For example, around half the meetings I sit in are in 
Finnish, and almost all of the reports, statistics and university-level commu-
nication I receive are in Finnish. Some days, I speak nothing but Finnish, 
which is a big jump compared to my previous work roles.

In a lot of formal meetings the language is determined by the chairper-
son, and this is typically Finnish. During the meeting, the informal policy is 
that people can use their own mother tongue (essentially Finnish or 
English). In those meetings I tend to use English in two kinds of situations: 
the discussion involves technical language that stretches my Finnish vocabu-
lary, and issues where I feel it is important to get my point across.

In meetings that I chair, I draw the distinction between the policy that 
‘the language of administration is Finnish’ and the language of the meet-
ing. In those cases, I switch between languages and sometimes play the role 
of translator in order to keep the non-Finnish speakers involved. The 
University of Vaasa is now finalizing its language policy, which will make 
this kind of approach more commonplace and language services will be 
provided where necessary. This is important, since I believe that non-Finnish 
faculty participation in decision-making bodies will only be possible by 
changing the language policy and by demonstrating that their involvement 
is possible and welcomed.
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Dean Smale’s account vividly describes the coping strategies that he 
used to deal with experiences of not fitting in language-wise and under-
scores the importance of Finnish as the local administrative language and 
the university’s formal language as well as the role played by language 
training. It also sheds light on the role of language in his personal life 
more generally. He experienced language misfit due to his insufficient 
skills in Finnish as well as his skills in Latin, German and French, which 
were not needed in his daily work. At the same time, the dean had a per-
fect language fit in international academic forums (e.g. conferences, jour-
nals) due to his status as a native English speaker. The dean’s story also 
raises the pivotal role of language agents, who have the power to decide 
on the working language of meetings and teams.

As the dean’s story suggests, language policies and practices shape 
opportunities for equal participation and inclusiveness of foreign faculty 
members. Slíwa and Johansson (2014) interviewed 54 non-native 
English-speaking faculty members in 19 UK business schools and anal-
ysed the ways in which these faculty members reported to be evaluated 
on the basis of their spoken language. The findings show that since native 
English was the dominant standard, the foreign faculty members in the 
study reported that their professional status was devalued due to their 
“wrong” accent (Slíwa & Johansson, 2014). While our study is set in a 
non-English context, where non-native speakers of Finnish are not deval-
ued professionally due to their “wrong” accent in Finnish (instead they 
are praised for their efforts!), the findings in Slíwa and Johansson (2014) 
are relevant for us. They show the close relationship between Englishization 
of higher education institutions and the integration of foreign faculty.

This chapter explores professional communication in a multilingual 
university. Previous research on how professionals perceive linguistic 
practices and challenges in a multilingual (in)formal work-related con-
text is limited. A study of bilingual organizations in the Finnish context 
shows that linguistic challenges can be interpreted both as constraints 
and opportunities, which may cause frustration, uncertainty, anxiety, 
stress and anger (Pilke, 2013). Some linguistic challenges can also be 
organization-specific. For example, at a bilingual hospital the need for ad 
hoc para-professional interpretation can be a source of linguistic chal-
lenges for nurses and patients. In state and municipal administration, the 
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two main linguistic challenges involve officialese and the need to explain 
and popularize complex concepts and contents for the customers in a 
foreign language (Dahl, 2011, p. 55).

Our study of a multilingual university contributes to research on mul-
tilingual organizations which has to date focused on private, for-profit 
organizations rather than public, not-for-profit organizations (Angouri 
& Piekkari, 2018). Furthermore, we present a new concept of language 
misfit which refers to subjective perceptions of not fitting in. Such per-
ceptions of misfit are socially constructed in workplace interactions and 
shape co-worker relationships (Cooper-Thomas & Wright, 2013). Given 
the above, we pose the following research questions: What kind of lin-
guistic challenges do university personnel perceive at work? How do these 
linguistic challenges relate to the concept of language misfit in a multilin-
gual context?

The rest of the chapter is structured as follows. In order to set the 
scene, we first discuss previous research on language policies and practices 
in multilingual universities that illustrate how internationalization has 
changed the linguistic landscape of universities. We then introduce the 
notion of language (mis)fit, which is the key concept in our chapter. 
Thereafter, we proceed with the data and methods used in our case study. 
Finally, we discuss the findings of the case and make suggestions for 
future research.

2  Englishization of Higher Education

In higher education institutions, language policies may be presented as 
part of internationalization strategies or as separate policy documents 
(Saarinen & Taalas, 2017). In a recent qualitative study, Saarinen and 
Rontu (2018) examined language policy documents in two Finnish uni-
versities, Aalto University and the University of Jyväskylä. They found 
that internationalization of the university sector is closely associated with 
the use of English. English becomes “the self-evident, if not always explic-
itly mentioned, language of internationalization” (Saarinen & Rontu, 
2018, p. 114). Their findings suggest that the service staff lacked a suffi-
cient proficiency level in English, and that the teachers’ proficiency in 
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English varied greatly, creating difficulties for student learning. Many 
teachers found it challenging to change the language of instruction from 
Finnish or Swedish to English and needed support in making this transi-
tion. Also, the requirement by university management to translate texts 
so that foreign staff could participate in decision-making processes of the 
university were found demanding. These findings reveal that many 
employee groups suffered from a language misfit because the transition 
towards Englishization was not supported with requisite resources such 
as language training or additional funding for translation.

Saarinen and Rontu (2018, p.  102) observe that higher education 
institutions in Finland “have moved towards more relaxed form of lan-
guage steering” and tend to rely on “some form of parallel use of the 
national language(s) and English”. Koskela, Picht, and Pilke (2011, p. 27) 
point out that the word parallel has been used to solve many kinds of 
problems associated with language use also in university contexts. Parallel 
language use is a vaguely applied term referring to the involvement of 
more than one language in interaction. Instead of normalizing bilingual-
ism and enhancing multilingualism it often stands for diglossic func-
tional separation between languages. This is the case when English (often 
the high prestige variety) and national language(s) (often the low prestige 
variety) are used under different conditions and to the exclusion of the 
latter in research and teaching (Brock-Utne, 2007, p.  377; García, 
2007, p. xiii).

In another study, Saarinen and Taalas (2017) examined the motiva-
tions for language policy drafting in Nordic higher education institutions 
at macro, meso and micro levels of analysis. Their findings suggest that 
internationalization is mostly associated with international mobility of 
students and staff, which drives the development of language policies. In 
Nordic higher education institutions, language policies regulate the use 
of English and the relationship between English and the national lan-
guages. Saarinen and Taalas (2017, p. 28) conclude that “language policy 
drafting seems reactive rather than [pro]active: language policies are con-
strued as a reaction to perceived external rather than internal needs”. 
Similar findings have also been reported in the context of language poli-
cies in multinational corporations (Kangasharju, Piekkari, & Säntti, 2010).
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To sum up, the crafting of language policies reflects how universities 
are responding to changes in their linguistic set-up. The process of 
Englishization also has many unintended consequences for faculty and 
staff working for a Finnish university, such as social exclusion and reduced 
opportunities for career progression. Research on person-environment 
(P-E) fit assists us in digging deeper into these consequences.

3  The Notion of Language (Mis)fit

P-E (mis)fit research is an established stream in industrial and organiza-
tional psychology. Within this body of research, two different paradigms 
prevail: the P-E fit paradigm and the perceived fit paradigm. While the 
former refers to objective fit between the person and her environment 
through separate measurements, the latter refers to subjective experience 
of fit, which we adopt in this chapter. Both individuals and environments 
change over time, which may produce perceptions of misfit. So far, the 
notion of misfit has received limited attention in P-E fit research 
(Billsberry, van Meurs, Coldwell, & Marsh, 2006; Chatman, 1991; 
Cooper-Thomas & Wright, 2013; Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & 
Johnson, 2005; Oh et al., 2014; Wheeler, Coleman Gallagher, Brouer, & 
Sablynski, 2007). However, what is clear is that misfit is likely to lead to 
anxiety, stress, alienation, depression or organizational exit (Billsberry in 
Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013, preface xx).

We join the research trajectory by Wheeler et al. (2007) and Cooper- 
Thomas and Wright (2013) on P-E misfit. However, we focus on misfit 
rather than the relationship between misfit and fit. Some linguistic chal-
lenges, it seems, can produce perceptions of misfit, negatively affecting 
the individuals themselves or the groups they work for at the university 
(Harrison, Price, Gavin, & Florey, 2002). We define the concept of lan-
guage misfit as a perception of inadequacy in the social context where 
professionals communicate specialized knowledge. Individuals who per-
ceive misfit experience limited language skills or inconsistency of their 
skills with the language policies and practices of the university, and/or the 
language practices of the region where the university is embedded.
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Individuals, who perceive misfit, may be implicitly assumed to be 
underqualified; their abilities are seen to fall short of the demands in their 
work environment (i.e. demands-abilities misfit), which might lead to 
lower job satisfaction, frustration, stress and anxiety. However, percep-
tions of misfit may also develop because of overqualification, although 
this has received limited attention in previous research (see Cable & 
DeRue, 2002; Cooper-Thomas & Wright, 2013; Kalleberg, 2008; 
Kulkarni, Lengnick-Hall, & Martinez, 2015, for exceptions). Highly 
skilled individuals may experience misfit because they hit or exceed these 
demands. These overqualified individuals tend to suffer from boredom 
and frustration in their work environment because their abilities are not 
put to use or they need to do others’ tasks. For example, when tasks, 
which require certain type of language skills, start to overload language- 
skilled individuals they may perceive the situation as unfair (i.e. needs- 
supplies misfit, e.g. Cable & DeRue, 2002). From the organizational 
perspective, however, the existence of language-skilled personnel that is 
able to take on such tasks, suggests that there is language fit (i.e. comple-
mentary fit, e.g. Cable & DeRue, 2002; Piasentin & Chapman, 2006). 
Language (mis)fit is a multilevel concept involving person-organization 
(mis)fit, person-group (mis)fit, person-supervisor (mis)fit and person-job 
(mis)fit. The broader P-E research acknowledges that the (mis)fit con-
struct cuts across multiple levels of analysis (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005; 
Oh et al., 2014).

4  The Case Study

Our chapter presents a case study which is “a research strategy that exam-
ines, through the use of a variety of data sources, a phenomenon in its 
naturalistic context, with the purpose of ‘confronting’ theory with the 
empirical world” (Piekkari, Welch, & Paavilainen, 2009, p. 569). In this 
study, we have used open-ended and closed answers to a questionnaire, 
Dean Smale’s story and university documents as data sources. One of the 
strengths of the case study lies in contextualization of the research phe-
nomenon, that is in linking the case with its broader context (Alasuutari, 
1996). We selected the University of Vaasa as our case because this 
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 officially monolingual university is located in a genuinely bilingual 
region, rendering it a particularly rich case to study language use. In 
interpreting our findings, we link them to the specificities of this particu-
lar university and its regional context.

4.1  Research Setting

Finland is a bilingual country: 5% are registered as Swedish speakers and 
90% as Finnish speakers. Children in the Finnish education system must 
study the other national language and all university graduates must have 
a certain level of proficiency in both national languages. The share of 
population with a foreign background has been quite small in Finland. In 
the beginning of the 1990s there were only 50,000 individuals with for-
eign background. However, 385,000 persons (i.e. 7%) with foreign back-
ground including both first and second generation were living in Finland 
in 2017 (Statistics Finland, 2019). Compared with, for example Sweden, 
the figures are still quite low.

Regarding the two national languages in Finland, the majority–minor-
ity relationship varies regionally. In the region of Ostrobothnia where the 
University of Vaasa is located, 50% of the inhabitants are Swedish- 
speaking, 45% Finnish-speaking and 5% speak other languages. In the 
city of Vaasa the corresponding figures are Finnish-speaking 69%, 
Swedish-speaking 23% and other languages 8% (Ostrobothnia in 
Numbers, 2018). Vaasa has a linguistic profile in which the two national 
languages are more balanced than in other cities of the same size and in 
which the over 100 different foreign languages and nationalities play as 
visible a role as in bigger cities near the capital area. The largest foreign 
language groups in Vaasa in the end of 2017 were Arabic, Russian and 
Somali, followed by English (Statistics Finland, 2018). It is worth noting 
that the largest energy technology cluster in the Nordic countries is 
located in the Vaasa region with several international companies head-
quartered in the city.

The University of Vaasa is a relatively small multidisciplinary university 
with affiliated institutes, university services and schools. It has recently 
undergone a thorough renewal process during which its  organization and 
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profile were clarified. According to the strategy 2017–2020 (University of 
Vaasa, 2017), the University of Vaasa will invest heavily in research and 
societal relevance, phenomenon-based multidisciplinary research plat-
forms and high-level international recruiting. Because of strategic profil-
ing, the degree education and research of languages were moved to the 
University of Jyväskylä in 2017. The current core areas at the University of 
Vaasa are management, accounting and finance, marketing and commu-
nication, technology and innovation.

Officially, as stipulated in the Finnish Universities Act (558/2009), the 
University of Vaasa is administratively a monolingual organization and 
the language of instruction and degrees is Finnish. In practice, however, 
the working languages are Finnish and English. Although international-
ization has been a key component in the university strategy for well over 
a decade, the measures to internationalize the organization have intensi-
fied in recent years. For example, the number of non-Finnish staff has 
more than doubled during 2011–2016. In October 2018, already 26% 
of the teaching and research staff were of foreign origin, whereas none of 
the university services staff were from abroad. In addition, the University 
community welcomes each year a significant number of foreign scholar-
ship researchers, trainees and highly skilled migrants. Of the entire per-
sonnel, 16% have foreign background, and the University staff members 
represent more than 40 different nationalities. Depending on the unit 
and its profile, 15–100% of the teaching and research staff are non- 
Finnish citizens. The increasing degree of internationalization has conse-
quences for language use at the university.

4.2  Data Collection and Analysis

The main data source was a survey undertaken in April 2018 at all units 
of the University of Vaasa (schools, university services and institutes). The 
purpose of the survey was to get a better overview of the general needs for 
language training and cross-cultural communication skills of the staff 
members, as well as the overall linguistic situation within the University 
of Vaasa. The survey was available in Finnish and in English. The ques-
tionnaire had two parts, a qualitative and a quantitative one, including 
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73 statements or questions. The qualitative part of the survey consisted of 
open-ended questions, and the survey questionnaire covered closed ques-
tions including, for example background questions, questions concern-
ing the linguistic profile and bilingualism/multilingualism, language use 
within the organization, and staff language skills in English, Finnish and 
Swedish. The reason for selecting these three languages was that they are 
the main ones used in the university.

Altogether 134 respondents filled in the Finnish version of the survey 
and 46 filled in the English version, which provided us with a multilin-
gual data set. The total response rate was 41% (180/439). The age range 
of the respondents was 25–68 years, and approximately half of the 
respondents were academic staff and another half university services staff 
members. The respondents had 30 different first languages. The majority 
(71%) were Finnish speakers, 7% were Swedish speakers and the rest of 
the languages had one to four speakers each (22%).

For the current study, we analyse one closed question (“How often do 
you come across linguistic challenges in your work?”) and one open- 
ended question (“What kind of challenges related to bilingualism/multi-
lingualism at the University of Vaasa do you come across in your work 
and where do you think the challenges originate from?”). We received 
altogether 180 answers to the closed question. The qualitative analysis of 
the open-ended question, however, covers 144 responses, which reported 
some linguistic challenges. Seven answers were empty, sixteen answers 
reported no linguistic challenges and thirteen answers were of the type: 
“not faced yet such challenges” or “just minor challenges”. Where neces-
sary, we have translated the verbatim responses from Finnish into English, 
paying careful attention to conveying the meaning of the entire texts 
instead of trying to establish equivalence of meaning at the level of single 
words. The answers are coded as AS (Academic Staff) and USS (University 
Services Staff) and with a corresponding number.

In the quantitative analysis, we compared self-perceived language skills 
in English according to personnel groups (academic staff including 
schools and institutions versus university services staff). Further, we con-
trasted language skills in Finnish according to language groups (Swedish 
or other) and examined perceived linguistic challenges according to per-
sonnel group, mother tongue (Finnish, Swedish or other) and managerial 
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position (yes or no). Finally, we undertook a data-driven qualitative anal-
ysis to identify how language skills are seen to explain linguistic chal-
lenges (sources of challenges) and when and where linguistic challenges 
occur (contexts of challenges). Considering that previous research has 
shown that misfit can be conceptualized as a continuum (Cooper-Thomas 
& Wright, 2013) and that linguistic practices can reflect contrastive 
thinking between different organizations (Lehto & Pilke, 2013), we first 
took a contrastive approach to the expressed linguistic challenges. 
According to Myking (2007, p. 271) contrasting has a cognitive, didactic 
or sociological function. We believe it is important to be able to identify 
different forms of contrastive thinking within an organization, because 
contrasting can be used as a rhetorical means to categorize and structure 
information, to focus on something (see also Cruse, 1986, p.  262; 
Bosseldal, 1998, pp. 116–117; Picht, 2005, p. 190).

We ended up with two types of contrasts: (a) dichotomies with two 
mutually exclusive subcategories (either-or) and (b) dualistic continuums 
with two polar positions but no pre-determined and fixed starting point 
as in the case of confrontation. A dichotomic pair can be divided into two 
distinct parts (e.g. profit–loss) whereas a dualistic pair on a continuum 
can be determined differently in different situations (e.g. order–chaos). 
Example (1) presents a dichotomic pair of two answers in our material.

(1)
a) Challenges can occur if people don’t fully understand each other 
(AS_114)
b) In my case, there are no challenges. Since I don’t speak Finnish and 
Swedish is not used here, I don’t have a choice but using English (AS_147)

In example (1a), the informant describes possible linguistic challenges 
in human interaction, and therefore present also in professional contexts. 
In the second example (1b), however, the informant considers English as 
the only possible choice because s/he does not have skills in Finnish (mis-
fit based on complete lack of skills in Finnish), and Swedish is not used 
at work (misfit based on overqualification as different languages in use 
than Swedish). These two views thus form a dichotomy of can always 
occur—never occur.
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Example (2) further illustrates dichotomies constructed from our data.

(2)
a) The meetings are often held in Finnish, so the English-speaking team 
members cannot participate. (AS_23)
b) Lack of knowledge and will to speak anything other than Finnish. 
(AS_177)
c) Sometimes I should write or speak in Swedish. I do understand Swedish, 
but cannot speak or produce a text in Swedish (USS_156)

In example (2a–c), the informants categorize a monolingual meeting 
situation (2a, one language > not possible to participate), other’s willing-
ness to speak other languages (2b, Finnish only) or own language skills 
(2c, no productive skills in Swedish) in a dichotomic manner. These 
examples suggest that language misfit is based on either complete lack of 
skills (2a), situational language choice (2b), or one’s own or one’s col-
leagues’ underqualification in a particular language or lack of willingness 
to speak this language (2b and 2c).

In contrast to the dichotomies described above, dualism makes it pos-
sible to form pairs such as clean—dirty, which can be determined differ-
ently in different situations (see Lundahl, 1998, p. 92). Dualism does not 
draw on pre-determined and fixed starting points (e.g. warm or cold 
measured from 0°C) but makes distinctions by polarizing on a contin-
uum. Examples of dualistic points of view can be found in example (3).

(3)
a) Meetings suffer from bad English […] (AS_120)
b) My (productive) oral and written English skills could be more fluent. 
(AS_16)
c) My biggest challenge is probably writing articles in English. Even if I 
have good language skills, I am not at the level of a native language user. 
(AS_50)

The continuums in the example polarize bad with good (3a), fluent with 
non-fluent (b) and native with non-native (c). These examples show how 
we link contrastive thinking to linguistic challenges both in the form of 
dichotomies and dualisms that occur at the University of Vaasa. The exam-
ples above (3a–c) indicate language misfit based on underqualification.
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5  Findings

In this section we present self-reported language skills of the academic 
and university services staff. We compare different types of personnel 
groups in terms of how often they come across linguistic challenges in 
their work (scale based). Furthermore, we report how the informants 
describe the linguistic challenges they perceive in their professional set-
tings by identifying the sources and contexts of these challenges. Finally, 
we relate the linguistic challenges perceived by the university personnel to 
the concept of misfit.

5.1  Self-reported Language Skills and the Frequency 
of Experienced Challenges

Table 12.1 shows personnel’s language skills in English according to self- 
evaluation of productive skills (oral and writing skills) and receptive skills 
(listening comprehension and reading comprehension). The results show 
that the English language skills of the personnel are at a high level. 
Academic staff report to master English better than university services 
staff both regarding productive and receptive skills. However, also the 
university services staff report good mastery of the English language: 
75% of them estimate their productive language skills to be at an excel-
lent or good level, and 83% estimate their receptive English language 
skills to be at an excellent or good level.

As presented in Table  12.2, those who have neither Finnish nor 
Swedish as mother tongue, report low language skills in Finnish. Only 
about 6% of them report to have good oral skills in Finnish. In contrast, 
almost 50% perceive that they have no productive skills in Finnish, that 
is they lack both oral and writing skills. Concerning receptive skills, 
almost 49% report that they do not have skills in listening comprehen-
sion, and about 43% say they lack skills in reading in Finnish. The most 
difficult part of learning the Finnish language seems to be writing, where 
89% regarded their skills either passable or non-existent.

Table 12.3 shows the frequency of experienced linguistic challenges in 
a work setting. Almost 6% of the respondents report that they never face 

 M. Järlström et al.



307

linguistic challenges at work. However, almost 4% report that they face 
these challenges on a daily basis, and most of the respondents (26%) face 
them a few times a year.

The results differ to some extent by personnel groups. As shown in 
Table 12.3, the university services staff experience linguistic challenges in 
their work more often than the academic staff. Some explanation for 
these linguistic challenges can be found in the open answers to the survey. 
The open answers suggest that university services staff do translation 
work, which they describe as time-consuming, especially because of lack-

Table 12.1 Language skills in English

Personnel group

Academic 
staff (%)

University 
services staff (%) Total (%)

Productive language skills
Oral skills Excellent 35.2 21.3 30.4
(English) Good 52.7 53.2 52.9

Moderate 8.8 14.9 10.9
Acceptable 2.2 4.3 2.9
Passable 1.1 6.4 2.9
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Writing skills Excellent 39.6 27.7 35.5
(English) Good 51.6 46.8 50.0

Moderate 7.7 14.9 10.1
Acceptable 0.0 6.4 2.2
Passable 1.1 4.3 2.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Receptive language skills
Listening comprehension Excellent 51.6 40.4 47.8
(English) Good 40.7 40.4 40.6

Moderate 4.4 12.8 7.2
Acceptable 2.2 4.3 2.9
Passable 1.1 2.1 1.4
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Reading comprehension Excellent 60.4 42.6 54.3
(English) Good 37.4 42.6 39.1

Moderate 1.1 8.5 3.6
Acceptable 1.1 2.1 1.4
Passable 0.0 4.3 1.4
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
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ing terminology or background materials. Although none of the manage-
rial staff members reported experiences of linguistic challenges on a daily 
basis, many managers (42%) reported coming across linguistic challenges 
every week. An interesting detail in Table 12.3 is the frequency of linguis-
tic challenges experienced by staff members with other mother 
tongue than Finnish or Swedish. As shown in Table 12.1, almost 80% of 
them regarded that they have “no skills in Finnish” or their “skills are at a 

Table 12.2 Language skills in Finnish

Mother tonguea

Swedish (%) Other (%) Total (%)

Productive language skills
Oral skills Excellent 33.3 0.0 4.9
(Finnish) Good 33.3 5.7 9.8

Moderate 16.7 0.0 2.4
Acceptable 0.0 17.1 14.6
Passable 0.0 28.6 24.4
No skills 16.7 48.6 43.9
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Writing skills Excellent 33.3 0.0 4.9
(Finnish) Good 33.3 0.0 4.9

Moderate 16.7 5.7 7.3
Acceptable 0.0 5.7 4.9
Passable 0.0 37.1 31.7
No skills 16.7 51.4 46.3
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Receptive language skills
Listening comprehension Excellent 50.0 0.0 7.3
(Finnish) Good 16.7 2.9 4.9

Moderate 16.7 11.4 12.2
Acceptable 0.0 14.3 12.2
Passable 0.0 22.9 19.5
No skills 16.7 48.6 43.9
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Reading comprehension Excellent 50.0 0.0 7.3
(Finnish) Good 16.7 2.9 4.9

Moderate 16.7 8.6 9.8
Acceptable 0.0 14.3 12.2
Passable 0.0 31.4 26.8
No skills 16.7 42.9 39.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

aFinnish excluded
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passable level”. However, their lack of Finnish skills does not seem to cor-
respond to the work-related linguistic challenges of this group. Indeed, 
the majority reported that they experience linguistic challenges at work 
only a few times a year (26%) or even more seldom. Almost 16% of them 
reported to never experience linguistic challenges at work, which is note-
worthy as they are employed by an officially monolingual, Finnish- 
speaking university.

5.2  Sources of Linguistic Challenges

When answering the open-ended question (“What kind of challenges 
related to bilingualism/multilingualism at the University of Vaasa do you 
come across in your work and where do you think the challenges origi-
nate from?”) the respondents referred to several source-related aspects 
such as the level and lack of as well as gaps in language skills, activating 
of language skills, (self )critique, language choice, avoiding of languages, 
devaluation of language skills (no language bonuses, not utilizing all 
skills), difficulties with modalities and certain registers (e.g. dialects, 
articulation), unequal load and uncertainty (terms, grammar, balance 
between languages). In terms of how language skills are seen to explain 
linguistic challenges, we found two main explanations: perceived lack of 
sufficient skills by self or others in one of the local languages (i.e. lan-
guage misfit based on underqualification), as well as the need for transla-
tion. One source of challenge is the perceived lack of sufficient skills 
in  local languages (Finnish and Swedish). The strong bilingual back-
ground (Finnish-Swedish) of the University of Vaasa region is clearly 
present in our data and the challenge caused by the lack of sufficient skills 
in Swedish is mentioned several times (i.e. person-region language misfit 
based on underqualification). In fact, the self-evaluation of skills in 
English, Swedish and Finnish shows that whereas the English skills are at 
a high level in all personnel groups, the same does not apply to the self- 
evaluation of Swedish (example (4): person-group language misfit based 
on underqualification). This has implications both for the organization as 
a whole as well as for work in teams such as research projects:
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(4)
When working in the Vaasa region and in the region of Ostrobothnia, the 
Swedish language skills would be very useful. Often the linguistic situa-
tions are e.g. tackled so that everyone speaks their own mother tongue, 
but I feel that in many cases information is lost in these conversations. In 
the same way, I sometimes feel that I have no choice but to decline certain 
events, if the target group is monolingually Swedish and I cannot e.g. give 
a Finnish presentation in the seminar. (USS_78)

In the following (example (5)), the language in question is not speci-
fied. However, it seems that regardless of language, at the organizational/
team level the experienced gaps in language skills (i.e. person- organization 
or person-group language misfit) often result in relying on the input of 
the more fluent team members:

(5)
a) In my own unit, we are not used to operating in many different lan-
guages, so when these situations arise we always turn to the same specific 
people for help. Therefore those who would be in need of strengthening 
their language skills in practice, are not able to do so in their daily work. 
(USS_144)
b) […]Those colleagues who do not speak Finnish, are normally not 
selected into workgroups etc. This means that the Finnish speaking col-
leagues are more burdened. (AS_27)

In example (5) professionals are not provided with the opportunities 
to practise their language skills (5a) and colleagues more fluent in a par-
ticular language (in this case Finnish) are burdened (5b). This pair of 
examples provides two perspectives on how linguistic challenges cluster at 
the workplace: the first perspective is that of the more fluent person and 
the second perspective is that of the person who is not fluent in the lan-
guage at hand (see also example (8a)).

Interestingly, the source of linguistic challenges is not only related to 
language skills per se, but to other factors associated with working in 
multilingual settings. This seems to apply to, for example informants 
working in the university services and operating in two or more lan-
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guages. According to the data on self-evaluation of language skills, the 
skills in English across all personnel groups at the University of Vaasa are 
at a high level (see Tables 12.1 and 12.2). Despite this, linguistic chal-
lenges may arise because colleagues lack the requisite language skills or 
because there is a need to translate, which is very time-consuming. The 
respondents also commented on, for example missing background docu-
ments or forms and difficulties with terminology, which might not exist 
or cannot be easily found. Respondents are not always clear which texts 
and messages need to be translated into which language. When this is 
coupled with time pressure, opportunities to ask for guidance or clarifica-
tion become few:

(6)
[It is] unclear what info is mandatory in both languages and what is not, 
translations are done when there is time for it. (USS_112)

One source of linguistic challenge seems to be specific terminology 
and its consistent use. Besides finding the time for translation work, 
correct terms and titles have to be used or, in case they do not exist 
yet, created:

(7)
In my work, I use a lot of time translating. I find it challenging that the 
university does not have a terminology bank/register, where I could e.g. 
check the names/ titles of certain functions or working groups or commit-
tees. (USS_75)

Whenever language is used, it is used in a specific context. Therefore, 
the actual challenges of language use stem from contextual specificities. 
In example (4), both sources (lacking skills in Swedish) and contexts (the 
bilingual region) of linguistic challenges are mentioned, but this is not 
always the case (see example (6)). When the context is mentioned, the 
reference points for meaning in terms of when and where the linguistic 
challenges occur can be identified.
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5.3  Contexts of Linguistic Challenges

In terms of when and where linguistic challenges occur, our informants 
described various scenarios: the contextual challenges in our data related 
to teaching (e.g. giving lectures in English for hundreds of students) and 
research (e.g. writing articles in English), internal (e.g. writing emails) 
and external communication (e.g. presenting multilingual webpages) as 
well as formal (e.g. using particular languages in meetings) and informal 
(e.g. discussing in coffee rooms) interactions. The identified contexts of 
language use refer to the various levels in which language misfit may occur.

The contexts of linguistic challenges in our material are temporal 
(time-based) and spatial (place-based). Example (8a) refers to spontane-
ous situations like oral conversations about research-related contents. 
Example (8b) points to communication through the intranet Navi and 
the University’s website. Both these formal information channels as well 
informal notes on office doors represent a linguistic challenge for a non- 
Finnish speaker (i.e. language misfit based on underqualification or com-
plete lack of skills).

(8)
a) Every once in a while, expressing certain issues in English in a research 
setting is challenging in spontaneous conversations, when discussion part-
ners have no skills in Finnish. (AS_67)
b) Sometimes I need to access information on the NAVI system and I find 
it only in Finnish. Not all information is translated into English on the 
university’s website. Also, sometimes I find colleagues leaving notes on 
their doors in Finnish and I have to translate them to understand what’s 
the message is about. (AS_127)

In the following, example (9a) illustrates a situation experienced by an 
informant who is aware of linguistic isolation during lunches at the work-
place (i.e. person-group language misfit). The direct challenge stems from 
the respondent’s skills in Finnish (source of challenge) but at the same 
time there are other, more indirect contextual challenges in the form of 
not wanting to cause a change in language use and thus being isolated. 
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The last example (9b, person-organization language misfit) describes how 
monolingualism or imbalance in language use during, for example meet-
ings can be a reason for linguistic challenges.

(9)
a) […] Often, I prefer to sit alone during lunch and not join a table where 
there are only my Finnish-speaking colleagues; I just don’t want to disturb 
their conversation in Finnish and force them speak English. My spoken 
Finnish isn’t so advanced to follow the conversation. (AS_133)
b) Meetings and official programs (Rector’s announcements etc.) are not 
always in English. Don’t know why… (AS_153)

5.4  From Linguistic Challenges to Language Misfit

In line with general P-E fit research, we consider the notion of language 
misfit a multilevel concept (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005; Oh et al., 2014) 
that cuts across the levels of person-organization (mis)fit, person-group 
(mis)fit, person-supervisor (mis)fit and person-job (mis)fit. In addition, 
based on our analysis, we introduce person-region (mis)fit, which takes 
into account the linguistic complexity of the region (see Table  12.4). 
Clearly, language skills (as a part of knowledge, skills and attitudes) are 
relevant on several levels rather than being associated with the person-job 
level only. Our findings contradict the general assumption in P-E fit lit-
erature that relates skills mainly to person-job level. We believe this view-
point is too narrow, because language skills and language requirements at 
work are broader and not limited to the specific skills required to perform 
a particular job.

As our findings suggest, linguistic challenges can be perceived both as 
opportunities and constraints, leading to frustration, uncertainty, anxiety 
and stress. Sometimes these emotions turn into perceptions of language 
(mis)fit. However, the five levels of language misfit illustrated in Table 12.4 
need not be aligned with each other. For example, Dean Smale is a native 
speaker of English who enjoys language fit on the person-job level because 
he can use English in his teaching and research activities. However, on 
the other levels, he has suffered from language misfit because Finnish is 
the predominant administrative language at the University of Vaasa. It is 
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possible that the choice of Dean Smale may have caused some of his local 
colleagues to experience language misfit because of increased workload. 
Thus, perceptions of language (mis)fit are highly dynamic and dependent 
on the work context.

6  Discussion and Conclusions

In this case study, we explored the perceptions of academic and university 
services staff on language misfit in a multilingual university located in a 
bilingual region. Hence, we contribute to P-E (mis)fit research by defin-

Table 12.4 Illustrative quotations according to levels of person-environment 
misfit

Levels of 
person- 
environment 
misfit Illustrative quotations

A. Person-region 
language misfit

When working in the Vaasa region and in the region of 
Ostrobothnia, the Swedish language skills would be very 
useful. Often the linguistic situations are e.g. tackled so, 
that everyone speaks their own mother tongue, but I feel 
that in many cases information is lost in these 
conversations. In the same way, I sometimes feel that I 
have no choice but to decline certain events, if the target 
group is monolingually Swedish and I cannot e.g. give a 
Finnish presentation in the seminar.

B. Person- 
organization 
language misfit

Not all information is translated into English on the 
university’s website. Also, sometimes I find colleagues 
leaving notes on their doors in Finnish and I have to 
translate them to understand what’s the message is about.

C. Person-group 
language misfit

Often, I prefer to sit alone during the lunch and not join a 
table where there are only my Finnish-speaking colleagues; 
I just don’t want to disturb their conversation in Finnish 
and force them speak English. My spoken Finnish isn’t so 
advanced to follow the conversation.

D. Person- 
supervisor 
language misfit

Maybe in the sense that as the new Dean is English 
speaking, it might occasionally be a bit challenging to 
work with her/him although (s)he does speak Finnish too, 
of course.

E. Person-job 
language misfit

My biggest challenge is probably writing articles in English. 
Even if I have good language skills, I am not in the level of 
a native language user.
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ing subjective misfit in multilingual context. So far, the concept of sub-
jective misfit has been elusive and lacking precise definition (Piasentin & 
Chapman, 2006; Cooper-Thomas & Wright, 2013).

The linguistic challenges perceived by personnel at the University of 
Vaasa formed dichotomies as well as dualistic pairs along a continuum. 
The approach of contrastive thinking indicates that individuals with 
seemingly equal language skills may sometimes perceive fit (see example 
(1)), but at other times misfit (see example (8b)) depending on the pro-
fessional context. This may be due to the existence of so called ‘language 
pockets’ (Barner-Rasmussen & Aarnio, 2011; Piekkari, Welch, & Welch, 
2014) at the university. In such pockets, which may reside in monolin-
gual (Finnish or English) or multilingual units, language use differs from 
the rest of the organization.

Polar positions along a continuum also revealed distinctions such as 
native–non-native (see example (3c)), suggesting that misfit and fit can 
move along a continuum without a fixed starting point. A person may 
perceive herself as a misfit and inadequate, because she is comparing her 
own language skills to an ideal language “fit”. This ideal language fit may 
refer to native (“perfect”) language skills. However, in our data set, most 
linguistic challenges were related to demands-abilities misfit based on 
underqualification. In this regard, the dean’s story is an exception because 
it captures perceptions of language misfit based on overqualification. 
Dean Smale is not only skilled in English and Finnish but also in Latin, 
French and German, which he does not need in his daily work.

The literature on socialization provides interesting insights into how 
individuals respond to experiences of misfit. They may change their iden-
tities or jobs to find a better fit (e.g. move to a language pocket in the same 
organization). Our findings also showed that individuals may simply deny 
any experience of misfit (e.g. “there is no language misfit”) or they may 
work on improving their language skills (e.g. to better align their skills 
with the requirements of the organization or the region in question). 
Further, Shipp and Jansen (2011, p.  90) suggest that individuals may 
“recraft their fit stories without creating an actual change in themselves or 
their environments”. As a coping strategy, these fit narratives may help the 
individual to combine their experiences of (mis)fit with different aspects 
of their professional environment (see Jansen & Kristof-Brown, 2006). 
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For example, a person may ignore his or her person- organization language 
misfit by shifting the attention to the person- job language fit (like the 
dean did in the first phase but then started learning Finnish as well), or by 
transferring language misfit to other members in the work context. This 
provides interesting opportunities to study language-related paradoxes 
and calls for qualitative approaches in future research.

Our findings have implications for university management (e.g. 
recruitment and integration of non-Finnish employees) because multilin-
gualism may easily produce perceptions of language misfit. Typically, 
person-job language fit attracts most attention in recruitment, but other 
potential misfit(s) may be equally salient and have a considerable effect 
on, for example job satisfaction and commitment. Understanding lin-
guistic challenges and perceptions of misfit is also essential for developing 
language policies and practices, because perceptions of language misfit 
can be reduced through language policy measures, such as allocation of 
supporting resources (e.g. translators, language training and a term bank).

Yet, language practices are dynamic and therefore measures of language 
policy are often reactive (Saarinen & Taalas, 2017) as an academic staff 
member commented:

Language is almost impossible to separate from internationalization. 
Language policies tend to follow (react to) trends in hiring international 
staff and Phd students. Language needs are already embedded into the 
number of Finnish-language educational programmes we have and how 
much staff publish in English and operate in international academic cir-
cles. One of the challenges is to break down the belief that certain parts of 
the university do not need to internationalize and do not need English. 
This is a question of where we set our expectations (forward looking) rather 
than just reacting to the current status. (AS_90)

We suggest that language policy should follow or at least reflect lan-
guage practices in use (Saarinen & Taalas, 2017). Recent research blurs 
the boundaries between policy and practice by stating that language poli-
cies come in various forms, ranging “from formal/formalized, official, 
overt, de jure language policies to informal/non-formalized, non-official, 
covert, de facto language policies” (Sanden & Kankaanranta, 2018, 
p. 547). Despite increasing Englishization of universities (Boussebaa & 
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Tienari, 2019), senior management should also be aware of the require-
ments of mono-, bi- and multilingualism as well as parallellingualism. 
The latter refers to situations in which two or more languages are used 
side-by-side and none of them is subordinated or marginalized in relation 
to the other(s) (see Harder, 2008; Nordic Council of Ministers for 
Education and Research, 2007).

Because this study was a cross-sectional single case study, future 
research would benefit from comparative and longitudinal case designs 
(both qualitative and quantitative) covering different language regions 
and organizations. One interesting area of future research is the linguistic 
challenges experienced by managers, because a relatively high number of 
them reported such challenges on a weekly basis. Another group that 
deserves further attention consists of those who did not report any lin-
guistic challenges. Do they possess superior skills or resort to agile strate-
gies in order to be able to navigate in the changing linguistic landscape? 
There is also a need to study language skills more holistically, including 
productive and receptive skills of professionals, and language-related cop-
ing strategies. The dynamics and outcomes of (mis)fit across levels is 
another topic worthy of attention. We expect person-job language fit to 
be salient in the short term. However, from a long term perspective, the 
importance of person-organization and person-region language (mis)fit is 
likely to increase, if the person is seeking career progression within the 
same organization. For example, the University of Vaasa is large enough 
to offer opportunities for horizontal, vertical and international career 
moves. An interesting question is related to psychological contracts 
(Shore & Barksdale, 1998, p. 731) and the language-related expectations 
and responsibilities that universities and employees have towards each 
other. We believe that the changing landscape of higher education 
 institutions offers a fascinating context to further explore questions 
around the novel concept of language (mis)fit.

Note

1. Dean Smale was one of our informants who gave his permission to pub-
lish his story without anonymization.
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Researchers’ Language Practices 

Concerning Knowledge Production 
and Dissemination: Discourses 
of Mono- and Multilingualism

Niina Hynninen and Maria Kuteeva

1  Introduction

Academic disciplines and institutional contexts may vary not only in 
their research practices but also in how mono- or multilingual these prac-
tices are. Several previous studies have focused on research publication 
practices of second language (L2) users of English in different disciplines 
and geolocations (e.g. Anderson, 2013; Curry & Lillis, 2018; Gentil & 
Séror, 2014; Li & Flowerdew, 2009; Lillis & Curry, 2010; McGrath, 
2014; Schluer, 2015). These studies have drawn attention to the increas-
ing use of, and demand for English in academic publishing across disci-
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plines, discussing both the benefits and challenges the situation poses to 
individual scholars in different contexts, as well as the more general 
implications of the trend. Much of the focus has also been on the “choices” 
L2 writers of English make when writing for research publication, 
although publication patterns can be determined by external factors and 
pressures leaving individual scholars with little choice as to what language 
to use (e.g. Salö, 2015). While these choices may have been reduced 
because of the current status of English as the main academic lingua 
franca, research shows how scholars, particularly in the humanities and 
social sciences, negotiate international participation and local research 
commitments by publishing both in English and in their first language 
(L1), and sometimes in other academic languages, too (e.g. Anderson, 
2013; Li & Flowerdew, 2009; Lillis & Curry, 2010). Studies that have 
examined research writing practices from the perspective of the writing 
process further illustrate that while English increasingly dominates as the 
research publication language across various fields, the writing process 
may not be monolingual (see e.g. Lillis & Curry, 2010; Salö, 2015). It 
thus seems that scholars’ research practices tend to be more multilingual 
than the statistics on languages used for publication may indicate.

Tensions concerning academic monolingualism versus multilingual-
ism in knowledge production and dissemination have been addressed to 
a certain extent in previous research. For example, in their extensive 
research on research writing practices of multilingual scholars, Lillis and 
Curry (2010, pp. 42–46) identify as many as seven different communi-
ties along disciplinary, geolinguistic, and applied vs. theoretical dimen-
sions that these scholars were found to be writing for—in different 
languages. Based on these findings, scholars’ motivations for writing for a 
particular community ranged from personal and scholarly motivations to 
external pressures, notably rewards systems that increasingly favour 
English-medium publications. While English is increasingly required for 
publishing for international disciplinary communities, language choices 
are context-dependent. Writing about Spanish geoscientists’ language 
perceptions, Pérez-Llantada (2018) reports that although the scientists 
described their research communication practices as English-only, multi-
lingual practices were reported to take place, for instance, in field trips 
with international colleagues.
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Much of the research and discussion about languages for knowledge 
production and dissemination evolves around English versus national 
(and possibly other) languages viewed as closed systems which are sepa-
rate from each other (see Holmes, this volume). Some calls for transling-
ual practices in research writing have been made (Canagarajah, 2013), 
but it seems that while knowledge production may exhibit translingual 
practices (e.g. Pérez-Llantada, 2018), research publications are usually 
required to be monolingual. At the same time, in some disciplines, 
attempts are made to diversify language uses: some journals in language 
studies (e.g. Journal of Sociolinguistics, Ibérica) encourage their authors to 
provide supplementary abstracts in languages other than the language of 
publication, and most universities in the Nordic countries require doc-
toral dissertations to be accompanied by summaries in English or the 
national language or both (e.g. Salö, 2018). While such practices may be 
described as supporting parallel monolingualism (see Introduction, this 
volume), they are clearly meant to diversify the target audiences of 
research publications, both within and outside academia.

This contribution builds on the premise that academia is an inherently 
multilingual setting, where various linguistic resources may be used in 
the research process despite predominantly monolingual publication out-
comes. It examines the ways in which researchers from four disciplines 
and two Nordic countries talk about their language practices, particularly 
those related to knowledge production and dissemination. The focus is 
thus not only on the researchers’ language practices concerning research 
writing and publication, but also on those concerning the reading of 
research literature and the doing of research itself. Our chapter aims to 
shed light on the mono- and multilingual language practices described by 
the researchers and on the ways they position themselves (e.g. as research 
writers or readers of source literature) when talking about these practices 
(cf. Edley, 2001; Pavlenko, 2007). By focusing in more detail on how the 
researchers position themselves when talking about their language prac-
tices, it will be possible to nuance our understanding of the roles different 
linguistic resources play for researchers across a range of disciplines. We 
use the notion of discourses to refer to particular perspectives and under-
standings as manifested in the ways in which the researchers talk about 
their language practices (cf. Kuteeva, this volume). Our understanding of 
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the notion suggests that while discourses provide a basis for researchers’ 
shared social understandings and perspectives, they are constructed and 
reconstructed in specific instances of communication (cf. Edley, 2001). 
The research questions addressed in this interview-based study are:

 1. What kinds of discourses about language practices are constructed in 
the interview accounts?

 2. How do these discourses relate to the ways the researchers position 
themselves in the interviews?

2  Data and Methods

This study contributes to the body of research investigating researcher 
perspectives on knowledge production and the associated writing pro-
cesses, with particular focus on what roles different languages seem to 
play for researchers. In order to shed light on such perspectives, the study 
draws on research interview data. Below, we briefly describe the context 
of our study (Sect. 2.1), after which we introduce our data (Sect. 2.2) and 
the methods of analysis (Sect. 2.3).

2.1  Context of Study

The data for this study were collected in three multidiscipinary universi-
ties located in two Nordic countries, Finland and Sweden. Both of these 
countries have national languages that are regional (Finnish and Swedish 
in Finland, and Swedish in Sweden) and that have limited reach beyond 
the national borders, or at least beyond the Nordic countries in the case 
of Swedish. This means that scholars working in the two countries have 
always had to operate in a language other than the national one(s) in 
order to take part in international research communities. This is true 
particularly of disciplines where no research publication outlets have ever 
existed in the national languages in question (Sect. 3.1; see also 
Introduction, this volume, on the impact of discipline on language use).
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Both countries use bibliometric systems for distributing funding to 
universities, Finland has its own Publication Forum1 and Sweden uses the 
Norwegian Publication Indicator.2 Both of these systems recognize 
 publications written in different languages, but one of the main criteria 
for high ranking in the systems is for the publication to be international, 
which explains the prevalence of English-language publication outlets 
(Auranen & Pölönen, 2014; Nygaard & Bellanova, 2018). A certain push 
towards publishing in English is thus evident in both contexts, even if 
research publishing and particularly outreach activities in national lan-
guages are increasingly encouraged in the Nordic context, often in the 
interest of trying to ensure that the national language(s) will continue to 
be used as academic languages (see e.g. Hultgren, Gregersen, & 
Thøgersen, 2014).

2.2  Study Participants and Data Collection

Our data include 43 research interviews conducted with researchers 
working in Finland (29) and Sweden (14). The researchers represent four 
disciplines: anthropology (5), computer science and human computer 
interaction, or HCI (17), geology (7), and history (14). The data from 
the computer/HCI scientists and historians are from both countries, 
whereas the data from anthropologists are from Sweden and the data 
from geologists from Finland only. The Finnish data, collected by the first 
author from two universities in 2015–2016 forms part of an ethnograph-
ically informed research project entitled Language Regulation in 
Academia (LaRA).3 The Swedish data were collected from one university 
by the second author and research associates in 2013–2016. Thus, our 
study combines data collected for different research projects, but with a 
joint focus on research writing practices. The interview guides covered 
similar themes in all 43 interviews and thus ensure comparability across 
the data. These themes were languages used for research purposes, the 
role of English in the field, and experiences and perceptions of research-
related writing. The exact questions that were asked in the interviews 
varied, as is typical of semi-structured interviews that seek to elicit discus-
sion of specific topics and that allow the interviewer and interviewee to 
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pursue any topic of relevance that happens to emerge during the inter-
view. Informed consent was obtained from all study participants.

For this study, our main goal was to consider mono/multilingual prac-
tices among all researchers included in our dataset. For this reason, we 
have not aimed for equal distribution of the data between the disciplines 
or countries by artificially balancing the data by leaving out some of the 
interviews from the analysis. Rather, we have examined all 43 interviews 
at our disposal as a single dataset (see Sect. 2.3). We are aware that the 
number of study participants varies across the four disciplines, but to 
ensure comparability, we have used a minimum criterion of five inter-
viewees, each speaking at least one language in addition to their L1, from 
different career stages. Accordingly, in each of the disciplines, the study 
participants consist of researchers at different career stages, including 
professors, senior researchers, postdocs, and doctoral students, which 
ensures representativeness of the data in this regard. The data were 
 collected from both female (18) and male (25) participants, as well as  
L1 speakers of the national languages of the two countries (27) and 
speakers of other languages (16). Out of the four disciplines, computer  
science / HCI was the most varied in terms of researchers’ L1s, which 
reflects recruitment patterns in the institutional contexts investigated. In 
total, our study participants had 14 different L1s from the following dif-
ferent language families: Balto-Slavic, Finno-Ugrian, Germanic, Indo-
Iranian, Niger-Congo, Romance, Sino-Tibetan, and Turkic. Apart from 
two L1-English speaking computer/HCI scientists, all participants were 
multilingual scholars with various L1s.

All 43 interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim (see 
Appendix 1 for transcription conventions). The interviews with the 
L1-Finnish speakers were conducted in Finnish, which was also the L1 of 
the interviewer. The remaining interviews were conducted in English. 
The analysis was done in the original languages of the interviews. Excerpts 
from the interviews conducted in Finnish have been translated into 
English by the first author; the Finnish versions are available upon 
request. The translations seek to retain as much of the original style as 
possible without compromising readability. Depending on the amount of 
detail provided by the interviewees, the typical length of an interview 
varied between 30 minutes and 1.5 hours.
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In the data excerpts used in this chapter, we refer to each study partici-
pant with a numbered code indicating only the national and disciplinary 
contexts they work in (e.g. FH1–9, SA1–5). When an excerpt has been 
translated, this is marked with a “t” at the end of the code, for example, 
FH3t (historian working in Finland #3, translated). When referring to 
the interviewees, we use “they” as the third person singular throughout.

2.3  Data Analysis

Our data analysis proceeded as follows: we first coded the data by identi-
fying passages related to the researchers’ language practices. We selected 
passages where the interviewee and interviewer talk about the linguistic 
resources that the interviewee uses in their work, including discussions 
about the choice of language and the reasons for using a specific language 
for a particular purpose, as well as any discussion about the benefits or 
challenges of using a particular language. We then further coded these 
passages based on whether the language practices were described as 
mono- or multilingual. In conjunction with this, we considered how the 
interviewees positioned themselves when talking about language in these 
specific ways, that is, whether they talked more generally from the posi-
tion of a researcher representing a particular discipline, or more specifi-
cally from the perspective of reading, writing, or doing research (see 
Davies & Harré, 1990; Edley, 2001; Pavlenko, 2007). We thus used 
“positioning” as an analytic concept that allowed us to consider possible 
differences in language practices between disciplines (e.g. whether inter-
viewees positioning as historians as opposed to geologists talked differ-
ently about their language practices), but also between roles the 
interviewees take as researchers (e.g. whether different kinds of language 
practices were associated with doing research as opposed to research- 
related reading and writing).

To see what discourses were constructed in the accounts, we looked for 
patterned ways of talking about the different linguistic resources men-
tioned, as well as those that seemed too self-evident to mention. Our aim 
was to discern how the interviewees position themselves during the course 
of the interviews, and how these positionings relate to how they talk 
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about their language practices (e.g. which languages they use for which 
purposes and why). Our aim has thus been to examine how the  researchers’ 
perceptions of, and choices related to their language practices, may be 
linked to specific positions from which they are talking. Our starting 
point in the analysis was to treat the data as a bulk of text about research-
ers’ language practices; for instance, we did not systematically seek to 
compare the disciplines to one other. However, as shown below, disci-
plinary differences arose in the process of data analysis.

3  Findings: Discourses 
of Mono- and Multilingualism

In the following, we examine the ways in which the researchers described 
their mono/multilingual reading and writing practices, and what dis-
courses of language use these descriptions construct. The three discourses 
identified in the data are (a) discourse of disciplinary monolingualism, 
(b) discourse of dual monolingualism, and (c) discourse of functional 
epistemic multilingualism. The aim is to consider how the descriptions 
form a web of interconnected discourses the relevance of which may vary 
for the researchers depending on the position from which they are talking.

3.1  Disciplinary Monolingualism

The discourse of disciplinary monolingualism builds on researchers’ 
descriptions of disciplinary practices that favour a particular language. 
This discourse is manifested in three main ways: (a) in the way English 
was described as the only viable option for participation in some of the 
disciplinary communities; (b) in the way English was reserved for scien-
tific writing in these fields, even if other languages could be used for 
outreach purposes; and (c) in the way English was described as an easier 
language for research writing than the researcher’s L1.

The discourse manifested in researcher descriptions about research 
writing, particularly when the researchers positioned themselves as 
research writers operating in particular fields. A clear disciplinary divide 
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could thus be detected: the discourse was more widely spread in the inter-
view talk of geologists and computer/HCI scientists than among 
 anthropologists and historians. The following extracts illustrate the cen-
trality of English in the two fields where the discourse was the 
most dominant.

(1)
In our field [i.e. geology], if something is noteworthy it has to be 
internationally recognized, and nothing else is internationally recognized 
than a text written in English <I: yeah> because then there are no readers 
anymore <I: yes> if it’s something else. (FG3t)

(2)
But all the writing is always done in English because there are international 
conferences <I: right> um so, there is, not much of @@ a possibility to use 
<I: yeah yeah> another language. (FCS10)

Positioning themselves as research writers working in specific fields, in 
the first extract, a geologist emphasizes how research needs to be written 
in English for it to have a chance to be recognized in the field (cf. Pérez- 
Llantada, 2018), and in the second extract, a computer/HCI scientist 
sees no possibilities of using other languages than English. Both extracts 
draw attention to the international nature of the disciplines in question 
(“internationally recognized”, “international conferences”), and empha-
size how there is no real language choice for publication or other officially 
recognized research outcomes.

What is noteworthy is that for the geologists and computer/HCI sci-
entists in the contexts investigated, using an L2 for research purposes is 
not a new situation (cf. Kuteeva, this volume). As one Finnish geolo-
gist put it,

(3)
There has never been, a geological research bulletin in Finnish. ((…)) I 
can’t think of any publication channel where I would publish my research 
in Finnish. (FG2t)
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Similarly, the computer/HCI scientists emphasized how the field of 
research “lives completely in English” (FCS3t), and as is evident in the 
following comments from two established scholars in the field, how they 
have almost exclusively published in English, also in the past:

(4)
And then all publications are in English, there are no Finnish-language 
publications so I don’t have that kind of a choice so in that sense it remains 
a bit, because there is no choice then it’s in English, mostly. (FCS6t)

(5)
I would say that of the hundred plus papers that I have on my website uh 
a- as things that I’ve been involved in writing, one of them may be in 
Swedish and one of them may be Dutch so ninety-nine plus percent [are 
in English]. (SCS4)

This discourse of disciplinary monolingualism was repeated across the 
interviews with researchers working in these two fields, and also reached 
beyond research writing, as suggested in extract (6).

(6)
Well we are quite an international and multicultural group, um we’re 
basically forced by necessity to all work in the same language [i.e. English] 
so we don’t er manage language (in any other way). (FCS8)

The extract exemplifies how English could also be construed as the 
main language used for communication in local research groups, which 
further constructs the pragmatic necessity associated with using English.

At the same time, this does not mean that research would be con-
ducted monolingually in English, nor that all writing in the two fields 
would be in English (see Sects. 3.2 and 3.3; cf. Salö, 2015). The disciplin-
ary monolingualism in these fields comes from the dominance of English 
for scientific writing and communication, as suggested in the following 
quote from a geologist: “Other than some popularized articles in Finnish, 
all research publishing is done in English” (FG4t).

A similar kind of genre division for research-based writing manifested 
in the talk of anthropologists, as exemplified in the extract below.
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(7)
It’s completely my decision whether I write in English or Swedish. I’m 
driven by certain topics I’m interested in, and in order to be able to pursue 
them, I have to publish in English, because then you are taking part in a 
much wider dialogue. What happens is that when we write in English, 
Swedish colleagues would read us in English, so in that sense there is an 
overlap. I reach my Swedish colleagues when I write in English. Also, 
our students use our books that we write in English. So this is why when 
I write in Swedish, I normally popularize. (SA3)

In the extract, the anthropologist describes language choice as autono-
mous, but at the same time determined by pragmatic necessity. The logic 
seems to be that because the disciplinary community operates in English, 
there is no need to use “other” languages except for outreach purposes (cf. 
McGrath, 2014). While the possibility for using these other languages 
exists in principle, the account thus suggests a trend towards disciplinary 
English-language monolingualism.

What is more, in all of the above fields, it seems that the socialization 
of particularly younger scholars has taken place through English, which 
is illustrated in comments such as:

(8)
I mean the, the fact that I write it in English, is pretty natural in the sense 
that, this is, this is almost the only language I’ve ever written research in. 
So technically I kind of learned, this sort of technical writing, only in 
English. (FCS9)

For a number of these scholars, English had become such a natural 
part of their working life that they reported it to be easier to use English 
than their L1 (cf. Nygaard, 2019). In the words of FSC9, an 
L1-French speaker:

(9)
I: Which one would you say is your strongest language, or is there one?
R: Interesting. If it’s about technical writing, I kind of want to say English, 

because there are things I’m not even sure how to start expressing in 
French. For, for everything else, obviously French. (FCS9)
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In all, there was variation in the interview accounts in terms of which 
language(s) the researchers felt were their strongest one(s) for research 
purposes, but English was chosen by a larger proportion of younger 
scholars and by a larger proportion of scholars in geology, computer 
 science / HCI and anthropology compared to history where the discourse 
of disciplinary monolingualism was hardly present at all. Many historians 
reported an increasing pressure to publish in English, as suggested in the 
following quote: “You get more merits today if you write in English, pre-
viously it was no different, you had no advantage in writing in English” 
(SH1). At the same time, monolingualism in publication writing was rare 
among the historians (see Sect. 3.2), and what is more, two history pro-
fessors in our data reported to be publishing in their L1 only, which 
would not have been an option in the other fields discussed. In all, it 
seems that the discourse of disciplinary monolingualism is more widely 
spread in those fields where original research has always been published 
in an academic lingua franca, for instance, English, German, French, or 
Latin, rather than a “local” language.

3.2  Dual Monolingualism

The discourse of dual monolingualism becomes evident in the partici-
pants’ talk about research writing in two languages (cf. discussions of 
parallel language use, Introduction, this volume). In the fields where dis-
ciplinary English-language monolingualism was the strongest, research-
ers reported to be using their L1 mainly for more popularized writing, 
whereas, in particular, historians reported to be writing research publica-
tions in at least two languages (typically English and their L1). The dis-
course thus relates to two kinds of positionings: positioning as research 
writer and positioning as “citizen”. In both cases, the discourse is mani-
fested in the descriptions of and tensions between (a) the researcher’s 
pragmatically driven language choices, and (b) their felt responsibilities 
towards writing in a particular genre or language.

As shown in Sect. 3.1, when positioning as research writers, the 
accounts by researchers in geology, computer science / HCI, and typically 
also anthropology, constructed the discourse of disciplinary (English- 
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language) monolingualism. However, if we consider the ways these 
researchers positioned themselves when writing for the wider public, we 
can see that their writing practices on the whole were not monolingually 
English. Rather, many of them reported to be using their L1 when writ-
ing more popularized texts (e.g. trade magazine articles, textbooks, and 
press releases); for instance, FCS2t stated that “when we sometimes do 
science popularisation, we do that in Finnish” (see also extract 7). This 
suggests that their accounts also constructed the discourse of dual mono-
lingualism, with language choices related to domain-specific writing. 
More popularized genres were mainly associated with societal relevance 
of research, which was described, for instance, as being “more and more 
strongly recognized” (FG2t) and “a responsibility” (FCS6t). Responsibility 
thus seemed to be more strongly associated with achieving societal impact 
for research rather than any kind of responsibility towards one’s L1.

In contrast, in the interviews with historians, the discourse of dual 
monolingualism typically related to positioning as research writer. Often, 
the choice of language for research writing was described in these data as 
a conscious strategy that related to audience design: “It’s about who you 
want to have a dialogue with” (SH5). Topic and audience were seen as 
determining factors (cf. Schluer, 2015):

(10)
I have two topics that I write about, I do [topic 1], some [publications] are 
in Swedish but more of them are in English, but I write about [topic 2] 
too and all those are in Swedish, so that’s topic based and audience based. 
(SH4)

As suggested in the extract, the pragmatic necessity for a historian may 
be to write in two languages rather than one (cf. discourse of disciplinary 
monolingualism in Sect. 3.1). English seemed to be a self-evident choice 
for nearly all of the historians (apart from two history professors, who 
only wrote in their L1): “It’s at least very wise to publish in English too if 
you want to continue in the academic world or get a permanent position 
at some point” (FH2t). At the same time, the kind of dual strategy of 
writing in English plus L1 was adopted by many of the interviewed 
historians.

13 Researchers’ Language Practices Concerning Knowledge… 



336

(11)
It’s a combination of kind of pragmatism and on the other hand ideality 
idealism. Well, pragmatism on the other hand, because you need to 
choose, or you need to think what the language is that the audience will 
understand, but then again, idealism too. We’ve had, there’s been, a lot of 
discussion about whether you should write also in one of the national 
languages and, quite many or most historians including myself, believe 
that we have, could I say even a duty to produce research also to the 
local audience, and to shed light on for instance some important stages of 
Finnish history that are important for our, so that we understand how our 
society is organized or, why how its central features have come to pass or 
something like this. So because of that, also because of that, I like to 
publish both in a local language and then in English which is now in 
practice the international language of science. (FH9t, the interviewer’s 
minimal feedback has been removed for readability)

Similarly to the historian in extract (10), in extract (11), the inter-
viewee relates the choice of publication language to pragmatic consider-
ations of audience, but also to a felt duty towards the local audience (cf. 
Nygaard, 2019). In describing their writing practices and positioning as 
a research writer, the historian construes English as “the international 
language of science” as a self-evident choice, but describes publishing in 
a local language as a felt responsibility (“duty to produce”) they share 
with a number of colleagues. Following McGrath (2014), this suggests 
that it is more of an ideological choice to use a local language rather than 
the apparently expected international language English.

Interestingly, similar depictions of the responsibility to produce 
research in one’s L1 were repeated across the data from historians.

(12)
And and I do sort of feel the responsibility to from time to time publish 
something in Dutch because I think oh yes, I mean we do have a cultural 
production of our, of our own, whatever that means @@. Erm and it’s a 
language I like, and love and I think needs to sort of be, be kept alive. But, 
in, in terms of your individual decisions that’s a weird thing to do, @@ 
because you have your own career to think about and it’s not my 
responsibility to keep Dutch (like), yeah. So I don’t kno-, like it’s a very 
odd thing to sort of try and legislate, for language. (FH7)
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As can be seen in the extract, when positioning as a researcher who 
needs to make career-related choices, the historian questions the utility of 
publishing in their L1 and distances themselves from the felt responsibil-
ity of publishing research in the L1. At the same time, the researcher 
clearly “feel[s] the responsibility” of publishing in their L1, and this is 
what this multilingual scholar continues doing. What the extract suggests 
is that tensions may arise between language policies and what is beneficial 
from an individual researcher’s perspective, and that these tensions may 
influence researchers’ language choices.

A similar tension is also evident in the following extract from an 
L1-Finnish speaking historian who was asked about whether they worry 
about the status of Finnish as a research language:

(13)
I don’t know how much I should worry about it [i.e. publishing in Finnish] 
and this is partly because the research field where I operate is so international 
and mainly abroad that it doesn’t touch me the same way, but then of 
course it is extremely important that there are also Finnish-language 
academic publication channels and that Finnish also remains a language of 
science. (FH1t)

In the extract, a tension is created between career-related pragmatic 
choices that for this historian seem to mean writing research publications 
in English, whereas a protectionist stance towards their L1 manifests 
itself when the talk becomes more abstract and policy related (see Saarinen 
& Taalas, 2017, on Nordic language policies for higher education). In 
particular, when a researcher expressed a preference for writing in their 
L1, this protectionist stance could also relate to views about the ease and 
benefits of writing in one’s L1: “Using your own language is so much 
easier and it makes the, your research more accurate I think” (FH8).

In sum, the discourse of dual monolingualism manifested itself in the 
interviews with historians as the reported possibility to use at least two lan-
guages for research publication, and thus, disciplinary bi- or multilingual-
ism. On the one hand, this bi- or multilingualism enables researchers to 
make pragmatic choices concerning the languages they use for publication 
(even if in practice choices may be limited, see e.g. Lillis & Curry, 2010). 
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On the other hand, it also obligates researchers to learn to write academi-
cally in more than one language, possibly following different writing con-
ventions. Interestingly, it seems that the multilingualism in research writing 
in history is partly influenced by a felt duty to publish research in one’s L1, 
even if this may not necessarily be rewarding career- wise. The findings thus 
indicate a tension between pragmatic and protectionist perspectives. At the 
same time, protectionist perspectives were less visible in the accounts of 
geologists and computer/HCI scientists (as well as to an extent by anthro-
pologists), who had a tendency to associate language choice with domain-
specific writing.

3.3  Functional Epistemic Multilingualism

The discourse of functional epistemic multilingualism builds on research-
ers’ descriptions of doing research and constructing knowledge in or 
through several languages. It manifested in the data mainly when research-
ers talked about their language practices from the position of doing their 
research and reading research literature. The discourse was thus strongly 
associated with research-related reading (whether primary or secondary 
sources) and the research process itself (e.g. data collection, notes writing, 
and communication with researchers who share one’s L1), but to some 
extent also with outreach activities. As shown in the previous Sects. 3.1 
and 3.2, when the researchers positioned themselves as research writers 
operating within their fields, the discourse of disciplinary monolingual-
ism and that of dual monolingualism prevailed.

Although the discourse of dual monolingualism was more typical in 
relation to talk about outreach (Sect. 3.2), sometimes the discourse of 
functional epistemic multilingualism was constructed. A case in point is 
extract (14), where, positioning as citizen, a professor in HCI tells about 
their research group’s practice of writing and translating press releases in 
several languages and releasing them simultaneously in the different lan-
guage areas in order to maximize the impact of their work.

(14)
R:  This is also part of our societal responsibility that we take a stand and 

bring our research forward so it’s not just about us getting attention.
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I: Yes. In what languages do you do this?
R: Well now that we get to these language issues, Finland is such a small 

language area that if we only played within Finland then our impact 
would be really restricted. <I: mhm> So I always say that it has to be 
international, the focus, and that means in practice that all press releas-, 
well all social media is of course in English, but press releases we 
often translate. <I: okay> So for instance when we developed a new 
[technique] it was translated into Korean ((…)) That helped a lot, it 
instantly spread there. <I: okay> Then this [other research] was 
translated into Spanish and Chinese and <I: okay> and German on top 
of English and Finnish. We had five languages. <I: okay, yeah> And 
that helped when they are all sent out together <I: okay> there is often 
a kind of network effect <I: yeah> that signals strengthen each other. 
((...)) So we get this kind of network effect when we publish it in 
many languages. (FCS6t)

In the extract, the professor describes their research group’s practices as 
international, and portrays first English (“all social media is of course in 
English”), but then also other languages (“press releases we often translate 
[into several languages]”), as essential in spreading their research results 
across national borders. That the researcher describes outreach activities as 
an international, rather than as a “national”, activity in the “local” language(s) 
of the environment where the research group operates provides a new per-
spective to language debates in higher education. Often, these debates asso-
ciate societal impact with organizational nationalism of universities, whereas 
the account suggests that researchers may also aim for societal impact to be 
international, which in turn influences their language choices.

As illustrated with extract (14) above, traces of the discourse of func-
tional epistemic multilingualism could be found across the data from 
different disciplines. However, the discourse was more pronounced in the 
talk of historians and anthropologists. Positioning as researchers in their 
respective fields, they described multilingualism as a prerequisite for 
doing the kind of research they are involved in. In the words of one of the 
historians: “It’s probably always like this for a historian that you have to 
know terribly many languages, otherwise it just wouldn’t work” (FH5t). 
As illustrated in the short data extracts (15a–c) from responses to a ques-
tion about which languages they use for research, most of the historians 
in our data listed several languages:
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(15)
(a)  Well basically there’s four, like I’m, I’m actively researching in French 

German English, Dutch not at the moment but I have used it in the 
past sort of, and I can go, I think in all those languages, into the 18th 
century. (FH7)

(b)  Finnish and English mostly but when reading source texts Latin Irish 
and sometimes French German Swedish but not that often so I might 
read some publications in those languages. (FH1t)

(c)  Er <sigh> well I wish I would be able to read in more languages but I 
read daily in English French Swedish Finnish <I: okay> if needed I can 
read texts from my own field in German Italian Spanish. <I: whew 
wow> Yeah but it’s not that fluent (with a dictionary). (FH5t)

In extracts (15a–c), the historians seem to treat multilingual practices 
(particularly, reading historical source texts as well as research literature in 
several languages) as a normal part of their job as historians. Three things 
are to be noted here. First, depending on the historical era they are study-
ing, historians may need to be able to decipher source texts written in 
old(er) forms of a language, which creates a challenge of its own for 
 language learning (see 15a). Second, the languages needed for reading 
source texts, those needed for reading publications, and those needed for 
writing for publication may be different (see 15b). Third, the need for 
several languages as expressed in all three extracts, as well as the wish 
expressed by FH5 to be able to read in even more languages (see 15c), 
suggest that multilingualism is a pragmatic necessity in the field. This last 
point is further accentuated in the following extract, where the historian 
describes a situation where the linguistic repertoire (Blommaert, 2010) of 
master’s students may restrict their choice of a thesis topic.

(16)
We often think that it is unfair to us small ones [i.e. speakers of less widely 
spoken languages] that we are forced to invest so much on this English 
and other languages, but at the same time it is also a tremendous advantage 
compared to when suddenly master’s thesis writers are in a situation that 
they can’t choose this topic or that topic because they would have to know 
Russian or they would have to know German or they would have to know 
this or that language and then they only know for instance English pretty 
well. (FH3t)
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From the position of someone doing research on history, the inter-
viewee describes multilingualism as an asset (“tremendous advantage”), 
but also suggests that the multilingualism of historians is a prerequisite 
for certain research to be conducted in the first place. From this perspec-
tive, we can speculate that the discipline is likely to remain multilingual, 
even if the reported research writing practices of the historians were not 
as multilingual as their practices of doing research. Similar conclusions 
may be drawn in relation to anthropology, as illustrated in the following 
extract from an interview with an anthropologist.

(17)
I: So, you use Arabic in your fieldwork and you read academic French?
R:  Yes, and sometimes German with a bit of pain, an interesting text, like 

right now I have something in Spanish which I can, if it isn’t too much, 
at least I am able to get the ideas to tell someone that they should look 
at this or not.

I: You haven’t said Swedish!
R: Oh yes, I do I do, I teach in Swedish, I write in Swedish, I quite often 

also think in Swedish. (SA1)

The anthropologist reported to be publishing in Swedish and English, 
and in the course of the interaction above, four other languages are men-
tioned as being part of the researcher’s repertoire. Similarly to extract 
(15b), the researcher uses these different languages for different purposes. 
Notably, the number of languages the researcher uses for research pur-
poses (=6) is larger than the number of languages they use for research 
and outreach publishing (=2).

What is notable is that the multilingualism of the research process may 
not be visible in research publications (cf. Piller, 2016). Some of the 
researchers in our data described how their written products are required 
to be monolingual, even if the research process and the data used have 
been multilingual. For instance, one historian described a book writing 
process where, for editorial reasons (i.e. the length of the book), the origi-
nal extracts in French and Dutch had to be left out from the final English- 
language publication, and only the English translations remained. The 
historian lamented the loss of the multilingual elements in the book 
as follows:
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(18)
[When translating the examples] I sort of saw where the nuances were 
were disappearing where you sort of think, oh. And it doesn’t matter for 
an international audience I think because they really don’t care, but to me 
it’s (sort of ) <I: yeah yeah yeah yeah yeah> and I know that, there’s a 
couple of reviews coming up now and I’m fairly sure someone will (bitch 
about it) like someone will (complain) about (there) not being the French 
and Dutch originals, and they will be right, but, yeah, I would agree with 
the reviewer @@. (FH7)

In the extract, the historian builds a contrast between the multilingual 
process of doing their research and the monolingually English output of 
their book. The historian expresses a preference for including  multilingual 
elements in their text and speculates that reviewers may share this prefer-
ence. The historian can thus be seen to contest monolingual publication 
practices, although at the same time, they also question the relevance of 
multilingual elements to an international audience. What is clear is that 
the multilingualism of the research process is hidden in the monolingual 
research output expected by the publisher. As suggested by Canagarajah 
(2018), it thus seems that different scales of consideration are in opera-
tion at different stages of the writing process, with the finished products 
subjected to norms and conventions at higher scales.

Importantly, other kinds of writing, such as fieldwork notes, were 
reported to include various languages, as illustrated in extract (19).

(19)
The data was in Albanian, but it’s not very good Albanian so it’s a mixture 
of German Albanian and English, my field notes are sometimes in Swedish, 
they were for that article, and this is what anthropologists do, they have 
their field notes it depends you sort of mix it depending on what you are 
writing your field notes about at that moment. (SA4)

In the extract above, the anthropologist describes their multilingual 
practices, and how they sometimes mix different languages when writing 
field notes. This mixing of languages suggests that the boundaries between 
languages may become blurred, which resonates with Canagarajah’s 
(2013) notion of translingual practices. The comment also raises the 
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question of the kind of language expected of different kinds of texts (cf. 
Hynninen & Kuteeva, 2017; Solin & Hynninen, 2018).

Some of the historians reported to be writing research publications in 
up to four different languages, which means that the discourse of func-
tional epistemic multilingualism could also be relevant when researchers 
talked about their research writing practices. However, for most of the 
historians and anthropologists who reported to be using several languages 
for their research, the discourse tended to shift to that of dual monolin-
gualism, or even disciplinary monolingualism, when they talked from the 
position of a research writer. As one highly multilingual historian put it: 
“I can only write in Finnish and English” (FH3t), which suggests that 
research writing requires a different kind of language competence from 
reading source materials.

In all, it can be concluded that when positioning themselves as “doers” of 
research, the discourse of functional epistemic multilingualism was key in 
the way particularly historians and anthropologists talked about their lan-
guage practices, whereas when positioning themselves as research writers, 
with a few exceptions, the same researchers tended to construct a discourse 
of disciplinary monolingualism or that of dual monolingualism. Interestingly, 
the discourse of functional epistemic multilingualism was sometimes also 
constructed in talk about outreach activities, where multilingual practices 
were described as a means to increase the impact of research.

4  Discussion and Conclusion

The ways the researchers in our data described their mono/multilingual 
language practices were found to construct three discourses: (a) disciplin-
ary monolingualism, (b) dual monolingualism, and (c) functional epis-
temic multilingualism. The findings show that the researchers’ 
positionings, that is, whether they talked from the position of research 
writer, reader, citizen, or someone doing research, influenced how they 
talked about their language practices and what those practices were 
described to be like. The first two discourses were the most evident when 
researchers talked from the position of research writer, whereas the third 
one was constructed when the researchers positioned as “doers” of research 
and readers of research-related texts. Clear disciplinary differences were 
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detected, with the discourse of disciplinary monolingualism being the 
strongest in the talk of computer scientists and geologists, and particu-
larly historians and anthropologists constructing different discourses 
depending on the positions from which they were talking.

That different discourses were associated with different positionings is 
important to note in relation to discussions about the dominance of 
English in today’s academia, and particularly in research writing for pub-
lication (see e.g. Canagarajah, 2002; Curry & Lillis, 2018; Hyland, 
2016). Much focus has been given to how English has come to dominate 
research publishing across fields, albeit to different degrees. However, as 
the findings of this study suggest, multilingualism seems to be typical of 
everyday research practices even if research writing may be done in one or 
two languages only. In fields such as history and anthropology, multilin-
gualism may be a pragmatic necessity, but multilingual practices have 
also been reported in more monolingually English fields (see Salö, 2015; 
also in our data computer/HCI scientists reported they might conduct 
e.g. user experiments in a local language). It is a pity that the multilin-
gualism of everyday research practices is hidden behind a more monolin-
gual writing scene (excluding perhaps the list of references where 
publications written in other languages may be seen), but it is also an 
important reminder that exploring which languages are used for research 
publication does not provide a full picture of researchers’ language prac-
tices. Importantly, extract (14) further illustrates how multilingualism 
may be utilized in outreach activities that in language policy debates are 
often only considered in relation to the “local” language(s).

The analysis shows that English plays a key role in the language prac-
tices of our study participants. The interesting thing is how it is perceived 
and used in relation to other languages. The clearest trend was the almost 
taken-for-granted employment of English for research writing across the 
fields. Differences were detected in the researchers’ experiences and per-
ceptions of the need for “other” languages, and for which purposes these 
“other” languages would be used.

In the historians’ accounts, multilingualism was constructed as a prag-
matic necessity for knowledge production in the field, and most of the 
historians also wrote research publications in at least two languages, typi-
cally in English and in their L1. The historians generally took pride in 
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their multilingual research practices, and sometimes expressed a wish for 
being able to operate in even more languages. The findings may be con-
sidered in relation to Schluer’s (2015) triangle of factors influencing lan-
guage use in publications. Schluer (2015) lists (a) target audience, (b) the 
object of research, and (c) the researcher’s language competence as the 
three most important factors influencing German linguists’ choice of 
publication language. She suggests that tensions may arise for individual 
researchers if, for instance, they wish to reach an international audience 
through the medium of English but feel their English-language 
 competence is not adequate for the purpose. Certainly, language compe-
tence also came up in this study as a factor either enabling or restricting 
participation in certain research communities. What was interesting in 
the case of the historians was that competence in a given language (or 
lack thereof ) was reported to sometimes influence the choice of research 
topic and not only the language of publication (see extract 16). A narrow-
ing of the range of languages learned by researchers may thus lead to a 
narrowing of historical topics studied. At the same time, this kind of nar-
rowing was not evident in the interviewed historians’ talk, as they, for 
example, reported to employ various means to decipher texts written in 
the languages they were not sufficiently competent to read on their own. 
For research-related reading (doing work in the archives, or reading 
research literature), the object of research seemed to be the main deter-
miner of which languages the researchers reported to be needing and 
using. For writing, language competence issues seemed to narrow the 
choices for most of the historians to two (English and their L1), but simi-
larly to Schluer (2015), the accounts constructed a pragmatic stance 
towards choosing the language to be used based on the target audience 
and research topic. While English tended to be seen as a career-related 
pragmatic necessity, the choice of writing in one’s L1 seemed to be at least 
partly based on language protectionist views, as discussed below.

The geologists’ and computer/HCI scientists’ accounts constructed an 
understanding of English as a mostly unquestioned pragmatic necessity, 
and other languages, particularly the researcher’s L1, as facilitating com-
munication with those who share the L1, including some of the research-
ers’ colleagues, their study participants and the wider public. The accounts 
suggest that knowledge production in these two fields to some extent 
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involved other languages than English (see also Kuteeva & McGrath, 
2014; Salö, 2015), but that reading and writing for research purposes was 
almost exclusively done in English, because no option was seen to exist. 
For instance, the main local languages in the contexts investigated, 
Finnish and Swedish, have had a very limited use throughout the history 
of research writing in the fields (see Salö & Hanell, 2014, for Swedish in 
computer science; compare Pérez-Llantada, 2018, for Spanish in geosci-
ences). Using an L2 for research writing is thus not new for either the 
geologists or computer/HCI scientists working in these contexts. This 
reality is not necessarily linked to the global spread of English. Whereas 
computer science / HCI is a new discipline, with origins in the English-
speaking world, geology is one of the oldest academic disciplines which 
has relied on the use of academic lingua francas—Latin, French, German, 
and English—for several centuries now (cf. Kuteeva, this volume). It is 
noteworthy that besides the disciplinary English-language monolingual-
ism described in the accounts, many researchers in these two fields (e.g. 
FCS2, FSC10, FG1, FG6, among others; see also extract 14) also reported 
to engage in research dissemination for the wider public in other lan-
guages (e.g. when writing popularized texts or press releases reporting 
their research findings). This practice suggests that connections between 
academic knowledge and societal needs are sustained regardless of the 
disciplinary English-language monolingualism (see Harbord, 2018).

The anthropologists largely shared the geologists’ and computer/HCI 
scientists’ understanding of the pragmatic necessity of English and 
reported to be doing most of their research writing in English. This can 
also be explained by the discipline’s connection to the English-speaking 
world (e.g. SA5 has described anthropology as “so Anglo”), as opposed to 
the local discipline of ethnology. Similarly to the historians, the anthro-
pologists’ knowledge production was multilingual, often by necessity (see 
extracts 17 and 19). The findings thus suggest that pragmatism may be 
related to both monolingualism and multilingualism.

Across the data, except in the accounts by historians, monolingualism 
in English (used as a lingua franca) was often described to be a pragmatic 
necessity, the only viable option, for sharing research findings across bor-
ders (i.e. discourse of disciplinary monolingualism). The kind of dual 
strategy of using English and one’s L1 for research publishing, as described 
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particularly in many historians’ accounts, similarly reflected pragmatic 
concerns of reaching relevant audiences for one’s research (i.e. discourse 
of dual monolingualism). At the same time, multilingualism was 
described as a pragmatic necessity for knowledge production, especially 
in the fields where the object of research called for multilingual language 
practices, that is, history and anthropology (i.e. discourse of functional 
epistemic multilingualism). This suggests that the object of research is 
key in determining how multilingual the research process is likely to be, 
and that in those fields where the object of research requires the researcher 
to operate in several languages, the likelihood of also writing research 
publications in more than one language increases, and vice versa.

When the researchers talked about their language choices related to 
research publication, some tensions could be detected between what could 
be termed career-related pragmatism and protectionism towards the 
researcher’s L1. As noted above, even when there was a choice, English as 
the current lingua franca of science was often described as a self- evident 
language for research publication. When the researchers (especially histo-
rians and anthropologists) talked about publishing in their L1, many 
reported a felt duty for publishing in that language. This pressure seemed 
to be associated with language political debates about upholding (or devel-
oping) the researchers’ L1s as languages of science (see e.g. Hultgren et al., 
2014), also when the researcher’s L1 was not the one used in the environ-
ment where they worked. While researchers described this aim as relevant 
to their context, the aim could also be in conflict with their career-related 
pragmatic choices, and they did not necessarily see it as an individual 
researcher’s responsibility. In all, our findings suggest field- specific trends 
in the researchers’ language practices. English plays a special role across the 
four fields investigated, but the object of research seems to be key in deter-
mining how English is positioned in relation to “other” languages.
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 Appendix: Transcription Conventions

Speaker codes:
I Interviewer
R Researcher

Transcription symbols:
te- Unfinished utterances
(text) Uncertain transcription
<I: text> Minimal feedback when marked within another speaker’s turn
@@ Laughter
<text> Sighs, coughs etc. marked within angle brackets
((…)) Text omitted from transcription
[text] Text added for clarity by the writers of this chapter

Note: Capitals and punctuation have been added to the excerpts to facilitate 
reading

Notes

1. See http://www.julkaisufoorumi.fi/en/publication-forum.
2. See https://dbh.nsd.uib.no/publiseringskanaler/Forside.
3. The LaRA project, funded by the Kone Foundation, is based at the 

University of Helsinki and directed by Anna Solin. The website of the 
project is at http://www.helsinki.fi/project/lara.
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14
Language Assessment of EMI Content 

Teachers: What Norms

Slobodanka Dimova

1  Introduction

Internationalization has become one of the main strategic goals of uni-
versities as part of their endeavours to prepare students for careers in a 
globalized world. Although curriculum and programme internationaliza-
tion may be one way to implement this strategy, many universities inter-
nationalize through recruitment of international students and lecturers. 
Therefore, apart from university participation in exchange programs (e.g. 
Erasmus) and joint degrees, which increase student and lecturer mobility, 
full-degree international student recruitment and international lecturer 
employment are also widespread (Mauranen, 2010). Regardless of which 
internationalization strategy universities use, English seems to play a cen-
tral role in the process, as many non-Anglophone universities have been 
implementing English medium instruction (EMI) courses and 
 programmes (Wächter & Maiworm, 2014). It has been widely accepted 
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that EMI allows for easier recruitment of international students and lec-
turers who are more likely to know English than the local language, as 
well as access to research, textbooks, and other teaching materials that are 
published outside the local context. Given the linguistic diversity of 
teachers and students in the university contexts, EMI refers to a multilin-
gual university environment in which English is used as a lingua franca in 
academia (ELF in academia).

The implementation of EMI courses and programmes at non- 
Anglophone universities has also raised concerns about the quality of 
teaching and learning, given that most stakeholders involved in the pro-
cess are L2 speakers of English (Klaassen & Bos, 2010; Kling & Hjulmand, 
2008; Kling & Stæhr, 2011). For that reason, alongside internationaliza-
tion policies, a number of universities across Europe (e.g. University of 
Freiburg, Aarhus University, Maastricht University, University of Nantes, 
Complutense University) have also implemented policies for internal 
assessment of lecturers’ English proficiency with the intention to ensure 
the quality of teaching. Given the linguistic complexity of the local teach-
ing and learning situations in which these assessments are administered 
and used, the selection of language norms lecturers’ performances are 
assessed against may not be straightforward and simple. Therefore, many 
assessment methods rely on native-speaker norms, such as standard 
American or British English, despite recognitions of their inadequate 
applications in an ELF in academia context (Mauranen, 2012; Murata & 
Iino, 2017; Smit, 2010). Notwithstanding the technical restrictions to 
capture the linguistic complexities of ELF in academia in a language 
assessment situation, this chapter points the found inadequacies of 
native-speaker norms for oral English proficiency tests in EMI contexts 
and provides recommendations for a more valid language assessment.

More specifically, the chapter presents the findings from a study inves-
tigating the role of norms in a locally developed assessment method used 
to certify EMI lecturers for oral English proficiency at the University of 
Copenhagen (UCPH), the Test of Oral English Proficiency (TOEPAS). 
The study was guided by research questions related to (a) frequency of 
references to language norms in the TOEPAS written feedback reports, 
and (b) EMI lecturers’ perceptions of their own English language 
 proficiency and their communicative classroom practices. The findings 
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from the study had implications for the development of scalar descriptors 
and feedback formats of the second version of TOEPAS, which are dis-
cussed in the final sections of the chapter.

2  English Medium Instruction: Definitions 
of Contexts and Language Uses

Considering that internationalization in higher education results in mul-
tilingual classroom settings in which English is the medium of commu-
nication inside and outside the classroom, two sociolinguistic phenomena 
relevant for such settings provide the foundation for the discussions in 
this section, namely ELF in academia and translanguaging. Before these 
two phenomena are examined regarding possible applications in language 
assessments that measure the ability to communicate in the EMI class-
room, the definition and characteristics of EMI are provided.

EMI can be defined as a situation where “non-language courses in for 
instance medicine, physics, or political science are taught in English, to 
students for whom it is a foreign language. As often as not, it is also 
taught by a lecturer who does not have English as a first language (L1)” 
(Hellekjær, 2010, p. 11). Reviewing different EMI definitions, Pecorari 
and Malmström (2018) concluded that EMI is commonly described 
applying four main characteristics:

 1. English is the language used for instructional purposes.
 2. English is not itself the subject being taught.
 3. Language development is not a primary intended outcome.
 4. For most participants in the setting, English is a second language 

(L2). (p. 499)

The fourth characteristic implies that in EMI, English is used as ELF 
in academia, where underlying multilingualism among the participants 
exists. Research based on spoken academic ELF-speaking corpora 
(Mauranen, Hynninen, & Ranta, 2010) suggests that alongside the 
 structural variations of the language at morphological and phrasal levels 
(Mauranen, 2007, 2012; Ranta, 2006), the central communicative prac-
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tices that characterize the ELF in academia discourse in the multilingual 
contexts are negotiations of meaning and practices of mediation 
(Hynninen, 2011; Mauranen, 2010). In other words, participants in ELF 
in academia tend to negotiate meaning to a higher degree than in mono-
lingual situations in order to achieve intelligibility. This negotiation may 
involve topic negotiation, meta-discourse, and rephrasing in order to 
achieve common ground with interlocutors who may lack the same cul-
tural and/or educational background.

When it comes to teaching in ELF in academia contexts, Suviniitty 
(2012) found that the interactional features, rather than perceived English 
skills, improved the accessibility of lectures for students in the interna-
tional classrooms. Björkman (2010, p. 88) lists a number of pragmatic 
strategies lecturers need to apply claiming, “effectiveness in ELF settings 
seems most strongly associated with one’s pragmatic ability and less with 
one’s level of proficiency.” Some of the pragmatic strategies Björkman 
(2011) found particularly useful in teaching were to: (1) name the focal 
processes, (2) mark major points explicitly, (3) establish cohesion and 
coherence through signposting and repetition, and (4) organize topics.

The underlying multilingualism among the participants, on the other 
hand, leads to opportunities for using multiple codes in the classroom. As 
Pecorari and Malmström (2018) note, research has revealed different 
modes of multiple-code application in EMI classrooms, ranging from 
insertion of L1 terminology in predominantly English communication 
to situations where on-record communication (explaining terminology, 
concepts, phenomena) is in English and off-record communication is in 
L1, if the local language is shared. These shifts between different linguis-
tic repertoires could be referred to as “translanguaging” (García & Li Wei, 
2014), where participants flexibly utilize their own linguistic repertoires. 
The linguistic resources students possess can serve as “affordances for 
learning,” where the language systems in the speaker’s linguistic reper-
toire are not delimited but negotiated in relation to particular situations 
in which communication occurs (Canagarajah, 2016, p. 267). Referring 
to EMI, Coleman (in Coleman, Hultgren, Li, Tsui, & Shaw, 2018) 
claims that translanguaging in an ELF setting allows fluid movement 
between different languages, but also between varieties of the same lan-
guage. Translanguaging supports the process of successful learning by 
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drawing on and mediating multiple linguistic resources (García & Li 
Wei, 2014; Joe & Lee, 2013; Li, 2011; Yeh, 2012). In EMI, “translan-
guaging allows exploration of the nonnative uses of English for commu-
nication purposes and also acknowledges the existence of the English 
varieties residing in multilingual settings” (Coleman et al., 2018, p. 715). 
The dilemma, though, is how to elicit the translanguaging space in lan-
guage assessment situation when translanguaging tends to occur sponta-
neously, and the “repertoires can only be understood by attending to 
their functions, i.e., to their actual and contextual deployment, not to 
any abstract or a priori assessment of what they mean or of what they are 
worth” (Blommaert, 2015, p. 15). To include translanguaging as part of 
the EMI communication construct requires development of assessment 
tasks that elicit observable translanguaging practices. However, given the 
assumptions that the language resources used in a particular context dif-
fer among language users, and that translanguaging is spontaneous rather 
than predictable, then designing adequate assessment tasks that elicit 
translanguaging remains a daunting effort.

In light of these discussions about universities as multilingual ELF 
contexts, the existing language assessment methods used for measuring 
students’ or lecturers’ language proficiencies have been criticized for fail-
ing to represent the complex linguistic realities of the context (Chopin, 
2014; Jenkins & Leung, 2017; Newbold, 2014). Language testing has 
been criticized for overuse of native-English-speaker norm criteria and 
reliance on language standards that dismiss the communication patterns 
of English spoken in many contact situations (Davies, Hamp-Lyons, & 
Kemp, 2003). Considering the diversity and multiplicity of contexts in 
which language tests are used, the local validity of assessment tasks based 
on a standard norm becomes problematic if the standard norm deviates 
from the norm(s) used in the local setting (Lowenberg, 1993). Critics 
have pointed out that language assessments lack methods that measure 
the ability to translanguage, so assessment traditions diverge from research 
that provides evidence that translanguaging is “the most significant indi-
cator of linguistic multicompetence, and a central contributing factor to 
the cognitive reserve that ultimately gives the bilingual and multilingual 
the cognitive and social advantages” (Coleman et al., 2018, pp. 709–710). 
Instead of translanguaging, “an idealized native speaker norm” continues 

14 Language Assessment of EMI Content Teachers: What Norms 



356

to permeate English language assessment for EMI (see Li in Coleman 
et al., 2018, p. 709). Critics have also firmly maintained that as major 
sites for ELF communication, it is essential for universities to develop 
“user-centred and norm-defocused” assessment that allows for more vari-
ation and reflects the pragmatics of ELF interaction as well as the patterns 
of effective communication and negotiation of meaning (Chopin, 2014; 
Newbold, 2014). Despite the acknowledgement of the research and the 
development of multilingual paradigms in sociolinguistics and pragmat-
ics, including multiple norms or languages in the design of relevant tasks 
remains a challenging task due to the current constraints guiding the 
development of valid tests that represent the domains of target language 
use (Dimova, 2017a; Elder & Harding, 2008; Harding & McNamara, 
2017). As Shohamy (2017) suggests, ample research needs to be per-
formed to investigate how the different contexts and the underlying 
speech production processes in ELF, translanguaging, and other bi- or 
multilingual modalities can be adequately represented in language 
tests (p. 591).

Assessment of lecturers’ English proficiency, in particular, is deemed 
inappropriate when the assessment criteria are based on the linguistic 
aspects of EMI lecturers’ speaking performance in a mock lecture 
(Coleman et al., 2018; Macaro, 2018). Suggestions have been made that 
these assessments should focus on pedagogy instead of language. However, 
while on the one hand such assessments may contextualize the language 
use, focus on pedagogy may be discriminatory because lecturers’ peda-
gogy would be scrutinized only if they teach in English and not in other 
languages (Dimova & Kling, 2018). In other words, current discussions 
regarding lecturer assessment tend to conflate lecturers’ classroom behav-
iour (behavioural pedagogy) and the language tools they use to commu-
nicate content material to students (linguistic pedagogy). Assessment of 
lecturers’ language resources and strategies for effective communication 
in a multilingual classroom should remain in the focus. However, the 
type of classroom activities and materials lecturers use are often grounded 
in the teaching traditions of the field or the local university and may need 
to be addressed separately.
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3  Methods for Assessing 
Lecturers’ Language

When developing language assessment methods, it is important to inves-
tigate the target language use (TLU) domain, which is defined as, “a set 
of specific language tasks that the test taker is likely to encounter outside 
the test itself, and to which we want our inferences about language ability 
to generalize” (Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p. 44). Namely, it is necessary 
to identify the specific communicative tasks in which test takers engage 
in real life and analyse the successful language uses pertinent to these 
tasks so that the same task types and the same language functions can be 
elicited with the test (Bachman & Palmer, 2010). With reference to 
development of methods for assessing lecturers’ language uses in EMI, 
identifying the TLU means understanding the tasks lecturers perform in 
the teaching domain, or other domains deemed necessary (e.g. mentor-
ing, meetings, online communication). In addition, the characteristics of 
language use in the EMI domain also need to be described in order to 
serve as a yardstick against which test performances will be measured.

Although the teaching tasks may be easily identifiable, the intricacies 
of language uses in EMI may not be described and coded with the same 
degree of ease because our language conceptualizations lie entrenched in 
well-defined, monolithic, compartmentalized systems (Shohamy, 2011). 
Söderlundh (2013), who defines norms as explicit and implicit “expecta-
tions concerning social and linguistic behaviour,” has found that in EMI 
classroom settings in Sweden, various general and group-specific norms 
exist depending on students’ and teachers’ linguistic resources. While 
English is generally accepted as the shared language in formal classroom 
communication, the predominant local language and other languages are 
used among different student groups in the classroom. These norms are 
emergent and transient because they shift depending on the users and the 
context (Mortensen, 2014).

Therefore, the EMI contexts and their communicative patterns may 
vary based on different underlying factors (e.g. students’ and lecturers’ 
linguistic repertoires, their educational/cultural backgrounds, difficulty 
of subject content). To what extent the test method can elicit relevant 
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language on the basis of which lecturers’ communicational effectiveness 
can be generalized stays questionable. For example, how to operationalize 
the structural variations observed in ELF in academia or the realizations 
of translanguaging represents a challenge as they are unevenly distributed 
and deeply embedded in the particular occurrence of the contextual 
space. In other words, it is difficult to identify specific patterns of how to 
balance linguistic variation in lectures to accommodate the huge linguis-
tic heterogeneity of the EMI student population.

Solano-Flores (see Menken & Shohamy, 2015) proposed some strate-
gies to promote translanguaging-based methods to account for linguistic 
variation for assessment in linguistically diverse contexts, which include 
test localization, psychometric examination of linguistic heterogeneity, 
and analysis of the relationship between language and the other con-
structs (e.g. pedagogy) that are measured by tests. Applying these strate-
gies in the EMI context, however, is not an easy feat because the linguistic 
heterogeneity of the teacher and student population tends to be quite 
fluid, compared to that of local bilingual communities. In other words, 
the code-switching patterns in bilingual communities, that is, communi-
ties who switch between two different codes because they share the same 
two languages, may be more stable and predictable than the transient 
communicative norms developed in multilingual groups.

Nevertheless, attempts have been made to develop language assess-
ment methods that include aspects of translanguaging in the university 
context (Baker, 2017). To reflect the realities of translanguaging practices 
at a large Canadian university, listening tasks that include shifts between 
English and French were designed as part of an assessment tool for uni-
versity lecturers. The assessment was developed as a response to the uni-
versity’s bilingual language policy that requires lecturers to demonstrate 
“passive” bilingualism for the purpose of promotion and tenure 
(Baker, 2017).

These attempts to include translanguaging in formal assessment con-
texts allow the field of language testing and assessment to keep abreast 
with the current discussions in sociolinguistics. However, although 
designing receptive skill items (reading and listening) based on authentic 
texts from the translanguaged use domain for which generalizations will 
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be made seems viable, designing productive skill items (writing and 
speaking) that assess lecturers’ translanguaging skills may be a less obvi-
ous endeavour. The challenges associated with assessing lecturers’ trans-
languaging skills for an EMI programme stem from the lack of rigorous 
operationalization of the translanguaging construct. Clear understanding 
is missing with regard to what represents the translanguaging space, how 
the linguistic repertoire is activated, and, more importantly, how appro-
priate translanguaging can be elicited in a testing situation, and what 
valid generalizations can we make based on the test performance.

Given the technical difficulties in the design of reliable and valid assess-
ment tools that embrace the linguistic complexities of the EMI settings, 
lecturer EMI certification tends to be based on uses of general academic 
English tests or locally developed assessment methods that are implicitly 
based on standard Englishes (Ball & Lindsay, 2013; Klaassen & Bos, 
2010; University of Freiburg, L.  T. C, 2016). For example, although 
institutions recognize the multilingual, multicultural university contexts, 
the rating criteria may focus on accurate pronunciation and lexical use 
with implied native-English-speaker norm references (University of 
Freiburg, L. T. C, 2016).

In a similar manner, when first developed, the Test of Oral English 
Proficiency for Academic Staff (TOEPAS), which is used to certify EMI 
lecturers for oral English proficiency (Kling & Stæhr, 2011, 2012), 
included the educated native-speaker reference at the highest scalar levels, 
which is an explicit reference to a standard variety. Taking into consider-
ation the ELF in academia contexts of the EMI programmes at the 
University of Copenhagen (UCPH), this descriptor was intended as a 
point of reference, rather than a norm against which performances were 
assessed. Nonetheless, to warrant the validity of the assessment instru-
ment, it was important to examine how native-speaker references, be they 
explicit or implicit, affect the outcomes of the assessment process. The 
results of such examination indicated in which direction the revisions of 
the assessment instrument would be developed to achieve a better align-
ment with the intended assessment outcomes, as a monolithic norm may 
be deemed inacceptable for the EMI context.
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4  Methods

To examine the effects of the native-speaker norms in the TOEPAS, the 
oral English proficiency certification for EMI lecturers at UCPH, the 
current study was guided by the following questions:

 1. How are native-English-speaker references used in the TOEPAS 1.0 
written feedback reports written by the raters?

 2. How do EMI lecturers perceive their own language proficiency and 
the use of English in the EMI classroom after receiving the feedback?

The first question deals with the explicit uses of the native-speaker 
norms in the TOEPAS written feedback reports, and the second question 
elicits the implicit influences of these norms on lecturers’ perceptions of 
English language proficiency and EMI classroom communication. To 
answer the research questions, the content of the TOEPAS written feed-
back reports (n = 400) was analysed, and interviews with lecturers who 
had taken the TOEPAS were conducted (n = 24). In order to contextual-
ize the TOEPAS feedback reports and lecturers’ opinions, the following 
section provides background information about UCPH and TOEPAS.

4.1  The Test of Oral English Proficiency (TOEPAS) 
at the University of Copenhagen

In 2008, the management at the UCPH decided to implement an assess-
ment procedure to certify the oral English skills of the lecturers who 
would teach in select graduate EMI programmes at the university. The 
desired purpose of the certification would be twofold: (1) assess whether 
the lecturers had the necessary oral English language skills to cope with 
the communicative demands of teaching in EMI programmes and 
courses, and (2) identify lecturers’ language needs and inform them about 
suitable language support or training.

In order to design such a testing method, the target language use 
domain was identified by analysing the specific language tasks the EMI 
lecturers encounter in the real-life context (Kling & Stæhr, 2012). This 
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step involved course observations, interviews with lecturers, deans, and 
heads of study boards. Once the TLU domain was analysed, the TOEPAS 
tasks were developed to reflect the key language characteristics found in 
the TLU domain so that the test-takers’ performances could be inter-
preted as evidence of their ability to perform similar language tasks 
beyond the testing situation. This would ensure the authenticity and the 
(construct) validity of TOEPAS (Douglas, 2000, p. 47).

The TOEPAS format presents a simulated teaching performance in a 
controlled setting. Each TOEPAS test administration lasts roughly two 
hours and involves the assessment of three lecturers from the same pro-
gramme or area of expertise. Test takers take turns giving a prepared 
mini-lecture and participating in a role-play as “students” in order to 
simulate a graduate classroom setting. As “students”, the participants are 
asked to both interrupt the lecturer (test taker) during the lecture and to 
ask spontaneous questions after the lecture. The shared expertise of the 
lecturers allows them to engage in meaningful interaction about the spe-
cialized topic. The test takers’ lectures are based on a subject or topic that 
they typically teach.

All TOEPAS administrations are digitally video recorded for use in 
both assessment and feedback. With the TOEPAS 1.0 version, two 
trained raters rated the test takers’ performance on a five-point holistic 
scale taking into account their observation of the live performances (see 
TOEPAS scale grid in Dimova, 2017b, p. 57). The TOEPAS test takers 
ultimately receive a certificate with their holistic result, as well as a detailed 
feedback report, accompanied by a digital link to their recorded perfor-
mance. The feedback report of the TOEPAS 1.0 version provided descrip-
tion of test takers’ speaking performance with an assessment grid that 
focused on five main areas: fluency, pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, 
and interaction. Quotes from the actual language observed in the test 
takers’ performance were used to exemplify the feedback. For example, if 
the feedback stated that the testtaker made mistakes with congruence in 
grammar, then actual examples of these mistakes would be provided. 
Research suggested that despite the technical terminology, the test takers 
(lecturers) valued these examples because they were concrete, and they 
could easily remember them (Dimova, 2017b).
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4.2  Written Formative Feedback Analysis

To answer the question about the uses of native-speaker references in the 
written formative feedback reports, all written reports from the TOEPAS 
database were included in content analysis (n = 400). Content analysis is 
a process of categorizing textual data into clusters to identify consistent 
patterns and relationships between keywords or themes that represent 
certain variables (Julien 2008, pp. 120–122). To analyse the textual data 
in the written reports, a keyword search in NVivo 10 was performed, and 
the frequency of the words “native” and “non-native” and the word clus-
ters around these keywords were analysed. The keyword/key text search 
allowed for comparison of the recurrence of native-speaker references 
across the different TOEPAS levels represented in the written reports, as 
well as the most common textual environment in which they occurred.

4.3  Semi-structured Interviews

In-depth semi-structured interviews (Seidman, 2013) were conducted 
with randomly selected academic staff members who had taken the 
TOEPAS to collect data regarding lecturers’ opinions about language 
uses and EMI classroom practices. Semi-structured interviews seemed 
most appropriate to answer this question because they would allow to 
understand EMI lecturers’ cognition (see Borg, 2009) with respect to the 
meaning of the TOEPAS results and their reported practices by using a 
specific set of questions and through exploration of new ideas and themes 
which may come up during the interview (Mason, 2004).

The interviews were designed and conducted in three stages: (1) inter-
view question design, (2) procedures and questions piloting, and (3) 
interview administration. The interviews, which lasted around 30 min-
utes, were audio recorded and subsequently transcribed, coded, and ana-
lysed with NVivo 10. The coding procedure began with data segmentation 
based on turns as individual segments because participants rarely shifted 
topic without being prompted by a question.

The final semi-structured interview consisted of 23 basic questions 
related to four different themes: information about teaching experiences, 
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video from test performance, written report with formative feedback, and 
perceived test impact. Additional questions were raised during interviews 
to further explain certain statements or to obtain more details regarding 
specific cases. Instead of direct questions about native- vs. non-native- 
speaker or standard vs. deviant norms, questions focused on lecturers’ 
perceptions of classroom communication and their own language profi-
ciency. The reason for the indirect approach was to find out whether ref-
erences to norms would transpire in lecturers’ responses when they discuss 
language behaviours in the classroom. Therefore, questions sought infor-
mation related to participant’s experience with teaching in EMI pro-
grammes, international students, communication practices in and outside 
the classroom. The video and written report questions related mostly to 
whether and how participants used them to improve their language skills 
for the classroom, while the last set of questions inquired about the 
impact of TOEPAS on the individual participants, that is, what the 
TOEPAS results meant for them.

4.4  Participants

Participants were 24 teaching staff members (assistant, associate, and full 
professors, as well as post-docs and PhD students) who took part in the 
certification process across different faculties and departments at the 
University of Copenhagen (6% of the entries in TOEPAS 1.0 database). 
They were randomly selected from each scale level in the TOEPAS 1.0 
database. The database which was designed in MS Access, allowed for 
random selection queries. If the selected participant could not be reached 
after two e-mails and five phone calls, because some lecturers had left the 
university or were on leave, new stratified database queries were per-
formed to ensure random selection of participants. During the pilot, it 
became evident that participant recruitment was easier by phone than 
e-mail, so all participants were telephoned for invitation and scheduling 
of the interview time. Table 14.1 shows the background characteristics of 
the participants.
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5  Results

The content analysis of the TOEPAS feedback reports and the semi- 
structured interviews yielded complementary data, which assisted the 
overall interpretation of the findings. The following are the findings from 
each analysis and the overall implications.

5.1  How Are Native-Speaker References Used 
in the TOEPAS 1.0 Feedback Reports Written 
by Raters?

In the 400 written feedback reports, a frequent recurrence of references 
to nativeness were found (total = 190; native = 128; non-native = 62). 
The higher the level, the more references to the native norm per report 
(e.g. level 5 reports have 3–6 references; level 3, 0–1). References to 
“nativeness” were found mostly with relation to description of pronun-
ciation. Table 14.2 presents in detail the uses of “native” and “non-native” 
in the TOEPAS written reports across skills and proficiency levels.

Table 14.1 Participant background information

Participants Occupation

Years at UCPH Range = 1–36 years, median = 11
Gender F = 5; M = 19
L1 Danish = 19; Swedish = 2; Portuguese = 1; Dutch = 1; 

German = 1;
Department Computer Science

Department of Forest and Landscape
Institute of Food and Resource Economics
Department of Agriculture and Ecology
Department of Food Science
Department of Large Animal Science
Department of Human Nutrition
Law

Position Full Professor (n = 6); Associate Professor (n = 13); 
Assistant Professor (n = 2); Post-doc (n = 1); PhD 
student (n = 2)

Score 5 (n = 4); 4 (n = 10); 3 (n = 9); 2 (n = 1)
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As Table 14.2 shows, the highest number of references to the English 
native-speaker norms across all sub-skills (fluency, pronunciation, gram-
mar, vocabulary, and interaction) was found in the reports of the highest 
scalar level (n  =  72). A large percentage of reports at level 5 (86%) 
 contained three or more references to native-speaker norms, unlike levels 
3 and 4, where that percentage was lower, that is, 22% and 31% respec-
tively. Although it was reasonable to expect references to native-speaker 
norms at level 5 because the only descriptor for that level is “Equivalent 

Table 14.2 Native-speaker references by skill and proficiency level

Native Non-native

Levels Reports
Per 
report Per skill Reports

Per 
report Per skill

Level 5 
(86%)

n = 18 6 (n = 2)
5 (n = 4)
4 (n = 5)
3 (n = 7)

Fluency 
(n = 18)

Pronunciation 
(n = 14)

Grammar 
(n = 6)

Vocabulary 
(n = 19)

Interaction 
(n = 15)

Total (n = 72)

n = 5 1 (n = 5) Pronunciation 
(n = 5)

Total (n = 5)

Level 4 
(31%)

n = 30 1 Eng. 
(n = 13)

1 L1 
(n = 14)

Fluency 
(n = 6)

Pronunciation 
(n = 4 + 16)

Grammar 
(n = 11)

Vocabulary 
(n = 3)

Interaction 
(n = 5)

Total (n = 45)

n = 29 2 (n = 7)
1 (n = 22)

Pronunciation 
(n = 16)

Total (n = 16)

Level 3 
(22%)

n = 11 1 L1 
(n = 11)

Pronunciation 
(n = 11)

Total (n = 11)

n = 27 2 (n = 13)
1 (n = 14)

Pronunciation 
(n = 40)

Total (n = 40)
Level 2 

(9%)
0 0 0 n = 1 1 (n = 1) Pronunciation 

(n = 1)
Total (n = 1)
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to a highly articulate, well-educated native speaker,” the frequency of 
these references within each report (3–6) seemed exaggerated. The native- 
speaker references to pronunciation in levels 3 and 4 were mostly related 
to lecturers’ L1 rather than English. Statements like “[the lecturer’s] pro-
nunciation is marked by native language (Danish) features” were com-
mon especially in level 3 reports. The linguistic environment in which the 
term “native” occurred in the report is shown in Fig. 14.1. The larger the 
size of the word in the diagram, the stronger association with the term 
“native.” As can be seen from the diagram, in addition to the strong asso-
ciation with “articulate, well-educated native speaker” and lecturers’ L1s 
(e.g. Danish, German, Polish), phrases like “near-native accent” and 
“almost native accent” were also common.

Fig. 14.1 Uses of the descriptor “native”
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While references to “nativeness” occurred across all sub-skills in levels 
4 and 5, references to “non-nativeness” were linked only to pronuncia-
tion and accent. Level 2, which is below the cutscore for certification, 
lacked such references. As Fig. 14.2 indicates, the text search query for 
the term “non-native” in NVivo, resulted in a diagram where “non- 
native” was most frequently used with terms like, “accent,” “features of 
production,” “influences,” and “speaker.” The diagram also shows that the 
level of markedness and perceptibility of “mother tongue” influences and 
“intelligibility” were quite commonly co-occurred with “non-native.”

To gain an improved understanding of the context in which the native- 
speaker reference was used, following are a few examples of TOEPAS 
written reports. Rather than abstract references to “the native speaker,” to 
describe the performances, the raters referred to a specific native-speaker 
norm, in the following cases (examples 1 and 2) American:

(1)
X has a native-like (American) English accent and consistently uses into-
nation well to convey a range of pragmatic meanings and emphasize main 
points. He produces all phonological contrasts with accuracy and places 

Fig. 14.2 Uses of the descriptor “non-native”
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stress correctly. In other words, his pronunciation is equivalent to that of 
an articulate, well-educated native speaker. (Level 5)

(2)
Although X’s L1 is perceptible, he has a native-like (American) English 
accent and consistently uses intonation well to convey a range of prag-
matic meanings and emphasize main points. (Level 5)
X displays an extremely broad range of general, academic, and domain- 
specific vocabulary as well as fixed expressions. There is a native-like natu-
ralness to his speech as in the following examples. (Level 5)

The following are examples (3 and 4) from levels 3 and 4 performance 
descriptions, where the raters refer to performances marked by lecturers’ 
L1 or native-like uses of formulaic expressions:

(3)
Although X’s pronunciation and intonation are both marked by his 
mother tongue (Danish), the non-native features of his production only 
rarely cause strain to the listener. He produces most sounds with fairly 
good accuracy, although some contrast errors observed were. (Level 3)

(4)
X displays a wide range of general, academic and domain-specific vocabu-
lary for effective communication. His language is quite sophisticated in 
general, and there are several examples of formulaic and native-like expres-
sions. (Level 4)

5.2  How Do EMI Lecturers Perceive Their Own 
Language Proficiency and the Use of English 
in the EMI Classroom After Receiving 
the Feedback?

Although the interview questions focused on lecturers’ perceptions of 
classroom communication and their own language proficiency, rather 
than opinions and attitudes towards language norms, references to norms 
emerged in lecturers’ responses. The analysis of lecturers’ responses 
revealed tensions between the native-speaker ideologies and the EMI 
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classroom realities. Lecturers’ reflections on language proficiency seemed 
to be greatly influenced by the native-speaker ideology, while their dis-
course related to EMI classroom communication acknowledged the flu-
idity of norms and linguistic resources.

The acceptance of the native-speaker ideologies were evident when the 
lecturers found the native-speaker reference to have an added value to the 
top level of the scale. When discussing the TOEPAS feedback reports, 
some explicitly took pride in receiving the top TOEPAS score because it 
meant that they sounded like educated native speakers, which they con-
sidered an ultimate language learning achievement.

(5)
I was certified as a native speaker. I thought that was brilliant. (P05, Law)
You gave me a score of 5, which is the top one … I had English at the 
level of an articulate native speaker, which is always a nice compliment 
given that I’m not a native speaker haha, right? (P06, Computer Science)

Those who received lower scores on the TOEPAS idealized the native- 
speaker model, especially in relation to pronunciation and grammar. 
Aware of their non-native accent and pronunciation mistakes, the lec-
turers admitted their lack of expectation to receive the highest 
TOEPAS score.

(6)
I don’t know I think I would need courses just to improve my pronuncia-
tion … Pronunciation is very important to have a native speaker or some-
body who is really, really good at it. (P13, Food and Resource Economics)
I am not a native speaker, and I make some mistakes … That’s what I 
thought and what the certification stated. If I failed, or if it said that I’m 
equal to a native speaker, then I would have been a little surprised. Of 
course, I know I’m not like a native speaker. I have an accent and I make 
grammar mistakes. The verdict was where I expected it to be. (P23, 
Biomedical Science)

However, when asked to discuss their teaching experiences and com-
munication practices in EMI, the lecturers spontaneously, without any 
prompts, referred to issues related to the use of ELF in academia context. 
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The lecturers recognized the ELF classroom context and claimed that the 
multilingual backgrounds of students did not impede communication:

(7)
They come from all over the world … The majority comes from … differ-
ent European countries. Mainly we don’t have many native English speak-
ers. Most of them come from … Southern Europe, Spain, Italy, Germany, 
and some from the Nordic countries … In that sense you know you hear 
a lot of funny English, but usually that’s it’s not a problem for communi-
cation … that there are lots of alternative ways of pronunciation. (P02, 
Plant and Environmental Science)

Although many lecturers referred to the native-speaker norm as the 
highest goal of achievement, with regard to the teaching context, they 
raised concerns about having the “educated native-speaker” reference in 
the scalar descriptions and discussed possible speech accommodations 
(e.g. slow speech rate and simple vocabulary) and grammar adjustments 
to improve student comprehension levels. For instance, one of the lectur-
ers believed that some students might experience difficulties when listen-
ing to native-like speech:

(8)
[I]t can be an advantage sometimes if you don’t speak English too well 
because you could use the sounds more clearly and simple words that are 
easier for others … that could be part of the English test actually, or it 
could be at least considered as part of it. (P09, Department of Resource 
Economic and Food Policy)

Speech accommodation with the purpose to improve students’ com-
prehension levels, that is, using common vocabulary and rich explana-
tions, was also mentioned as common practice:

(9)
If I use fancy words, I have to explain them in other ways. To some I might 
be too low. The diversity in the student groups language-wise here is enor-
mous. Students from Turkey or Asia are having a hard time. I’m trying to 
explain things in different ways which may bore those who understood me 
the first time. (P12, Food Science)
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One lecturer even offered an example of grammar innovation that she 
utilized with some groups of students although the concern that this 
practice might affect her English proficiency was still present:

(10)
Because I’ve always been working in developing countries I have devel-
oped a simplified English … my experience shows that if I don’t … If I use 
‘the’ correctly then it’s often confusing. They wouldn’t understand me. The 
people from Africa, for instance, they would understand me better if I skip 
“the” and just take the word and say “a”. And, that has affected my English, 
I’m sure … (P09, Department of Resource Economic and Food Policy)

The lecturers also weighed the importance of being confident versus 
being accurate, especially in relation to an inner-circle native norm:

(11)
[I]t’s really important with speaking and grammar and also the way we 
talk in English that we pronounce in the right way. That’s important, but 
it’s also important for us to feel kind of confident, and it’s ok that we have 
our own kind of dialect and that we are not looking to get perfect in 
speaking a certain kind of English. (P14, Biomedical Science)

6  Discussion

Two main findings characterize the present study: influence of native- 
speaker ideologies in TOEPAS feedback reports and lecturers’ conflicting 
views regarding the correctness of native-like language and the accep-
tance of variation in the EMI classroom. The “native speaker” reference 
was reiterated with clear dominance in the feedback reports at the highest 
level, which was expected given its presence in the scalar descriptors. A 
less expected finding was that the emphasis of the feedback reports rested 
predominantly on the structural linguistic characteristics. The feedback 
seemed to promote lexical and grammatical accuracy and native-like 
accent as important aspects of EMI lecturers’ English language produc-
tion. The compartmentalized view of language systems transpired in lec-
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turers’ responses because most lecturers compared themselves against the 
“native speaker” norm when they discussed their proficiency levels, 
despite the lack of any direct references to norms in the interview ques-
tions. The lecturers highlighted their “deficiencies” with regard to pro-
nunciation and grammar rather than pragmatics when they described 
their own speaking skills. Although the lecturers’ self-perceptions may 
have been guided by their exposure to native-speaker ideologies in their 
language education, these have been obviously confirmed in the feed-
back reports.

Concomitantly, the lecturers exhibited acute awareness of the ELF 
strategies of the EMI context when they discussed the linguistic and cul-
tural heterogeneity of the student population. Therefore, lecturers 
 emphasized different points when they talked about their own language 
proficiency than when they discussed classroom communication. While 
lectures tended to emphasize pronunciation and grammatical accuracy in 
relation to their own speech production, they underlined confidence 
development and ability to accommodate when they considered com-
munication with students. In other words, some of the lecturers were 
more aware of the multilingual context in which they found themselves, 
and they explicitly distinguished between a competent and a native 
speaker, which corroborated findings from other EMI contexts (Pilkinton- 
Pihko, 2013). Such awareness and distinction is clearly beneficial in EMI 
programmes where the norms are emergent (Söderlundh, 2013).

As mentioned earlier, the study’s purpose was to investigate whether 
the TOEPAS functioned as envisioned and what revisions, if any, had to 
be undertaken. The TOEPAS was designed to assess whether lecturers 
possess adequate oral English proficiency for the EMI classroom. For that 
reason, the TOEPAS feedback report was intended to raise awareness 
about the strengths and weaknesses of lecturers’ communication in 
EMI. However, the findings suggested that due to its strong focus on 
accuracy, the TOEPAS feedback report had failed to reflect the commu-
nicative realities of the EMI classroom and seemed to contradict the pur-
pose of the TOEPAS assessment and feedback. The linguistic categories 
assessed and reported in the TOEPAS written feedback needed an 
improved alignment with the actual target language use in the EMI 
domain in order to warrant assessment validity, as Shohamy (2017) rec-
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ommends in her work. If the formative feedback report was to raise 
awareness among lecturers about how to communicate effectively in the 
multilingual EMI classroom where English is used as a lingua franca then 
it seems more reasonable that it focuses on the local and functional rather 
than the normative and structural aspects of language.

6.1  New Version of the Test: TOEPAS 2.0

The findings from the study informed the revision of the TOEPAS scale 
and the formative feedback format. In addition to the removal of the 
native-speaker reference from the scale, some of the scalar categories were 
revised to reflect the pragmatic strategies lecturers use when they teach. 
Based on the analysis of the video-recordings with performances at differ-
ent proficiency levels and previous research findings regarding pragmati-
cally effective speakers in the EMI classroom (Björkman, 2010; Suviniitty, 
2012), new scalar categories were incorporated. These include descriptors 
related to lecturers’ abilities to present content material effectively using 
summaries, examples, or emphasis of important points, as well as their 
abilities to deliver their lectures in an organized and structured manner 
exploiting different types of explicit and implicit signposting elements. 
Some structural linguistic elements (e.g. grammar, syntax) remain among 
the descriptors, but their prominence was reduced.

The results were particularly constructive in the revision of the 
TOEPAS written feedback format. Instead of compartmentalized descrip-
tion of the different linguistic aspects of the lecturer’s performance, the 
new feedback report raises awareness about the pragmatic functions of 
the different language characteristics observed in the lecturer’s perfor-
mance on the test and offers recommendations on various communica-
tive strategies for the EMI classroom. Since the purpose of the TOEPAS 
is to make inferences about lecturers’ ability to deal with the communica-
tive demands of the EMI classroom, then discussing the test results with 
reference to the TLU domain for which the inferences are made seems 
reasonable. In other words, although the test measures English language 
proficiency, the results become more meaningful for the lecturers if they 
are framed within the multilingual context of EMI programmes.
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7  Conclusions

The growing mobility of students and lecturers and the linguistic hetero-
geneity of the local contexts have resulted in increasingly multilingual 
universities. Given these linguistic trends, renegotiation of language poli-
cies at universities may need to be established in order to acknowledge 
the role of multilingualism in teaching and learning in academia. 
Understanding the role of English in the multilingual EMI classroom is 
also important because of both student and teacher diversity. However, 
even if policies for multilingualism are reached, the translation of these 
policies into concrete practices may seem challenging. This challenge 
seems quite pronounced in language testing situations, in which a height-
ened tension exists between the need for standardization and the observed 
variation of norms.

The current chapter discussed such a tension between lecturers’ 
reported classroom practices and the norms promoted in the written 
feedback reports of the TOEPAS, which is an oral English proficiency 
test. Based on lecturing test performance analysis and interviews with 
lecturers, the solution for this tension was the development of (1) a rating 
scale with focus on the language functions and the pragmatics of English 
in the university classroom, rather than the accuracy of phonology and 
lexicogrammar, and (2) a formative feedback procedure that contextual-
izes lecturers’ language uses in the teaching situation, keeping in mind 
the heterogeneous student population.
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When the editors made the call for papers, two sentences in particular 
drew our attention. The first stated that “it is not only the national 
language(s) and English as an academic lingua franca that are used but 
also a plethora of other linguistic resources.” However, our analysis of the 
different contributions reveals that English has the upper hand and 
upstages all other foreign languages. The contact between the local lan-
guage or languages and English ineluctably generates frictions and the 
linguistic Shangri-La (where various languages coexist in peace and har-
mony) seems unattainable. Although European institutions, including 
higher education institutions, pay lip service to the multiple benefits that 
multilingualism entails, both northern and southern European universi-
ties follow a very similar “English+national-language” pattern. European 
statistics recurrently highlight that northern and central Europeans are 
more multilingual than southern European citizens (European 
Commission, 2012); however, as far as higher education institutions are 
concerned, the aforementioned linguistic pattern is almost identical.

We decided to initially focus on the keywords to be found in each of 
the aforementioned three parts. In the first part the keywords we came 
across and agreed on were the following: tensions, language hierarchies, 
language as problem or resource, national language, English, languages 
other than English, parallel language use, invisible, translanguaging, mul-
tilingualism, language policy, internationalization, marketization and 
quality. It is a fact that the increasing presence of English creates tensions, 
it generates language hierarchies (Risager, 2012) where English is always 
at the top (most of the times together with the national language, 
although sometimes even on its own), and it makes other languages invis-
ible, or forces to foster language policies such as parallel language use, or 
to implement pedagogical strategies such as translanguaging (cf. the edi-
tors’ introduction). The theoretical multilingualism fostered in national 
and institutional language policies with a view to underpinning quality 
programmes and the internationalization process can vanish into thin air. 
This confirms Saarinen’s (2012) statement that the terms “internationali-
sation” and “multilingualism” are used as euphemisms to refer to English. 
The different chapters that make up this first part clearly reflect how other 
foreign languages such as French, Russian, German, Spanish, Arabic or 
Chinese are not only (almost) invisible in policy documents, but also in 
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academic activities (except for some translanguaging practices among 
students of the same origin). Although there is a Eurocentric vision of 
languages in which German and French hold the highest status in the 
linguistic hierarchy, they clearly play second fiddle to the national lan-
guage and English. As Kuteeva concludes in Chap. 2: “English is likely to 
continue as the main academic lingua franca at this multilingual univer-
sity in a foreseeable future” (our emphasis).

One of the most salient differences between northern and southern 
Europe is related to the perception of English as a threat. Language poli-
cies in higher education institutions have been a hotly debated issue in 
the Nordic context due to the increasing presence of English in the social 
sphere, which has led to a sense of domain loss. In few other countries in 
Europe is English so widely spoken as in the Nordic countries and the 
Netherlands. Although the presence of English in everyday life at univer-
sity level is much lower in southern European higher education institu-
tions, the impact of English on national languages has also come to the 
fore. In a survey carried out by Broggini and Costa (2017) in Italy, the 
authors concluded that the Italian teaching staff were worried about the 
fact that “Italian might lose prominence in some areas of knowledge even 
if it is clear that EMI courses occur only in selected faculties, such as 
Engineering and Economics” (p. 256). In this vein Motta (2017) argues 
that, if English is uncritically embraced, the Italian language and culture 
will be impoverished. The tensions over the increasing presence of English 
at university level are also found in France (Lasagabaster & Pagèze, 2017). 
In the south of Europe, Spain is renowned for its multilingual language 
policies, and officially bilingual institutions such as those located in 
Catalonia and the Basque Country have decided to face the linguistic 
tensions that emanate from the presence of different languages (Cots, 
Lasagabaster, & Garrett, 2012; Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Sierra, 2013, 
2014). These institutions have striven to design language policies that are 
more fully-fledged than those found in officially monolingual regions of 
Spain (Halbach & Lázaro, 2015), but tensions still remain. Therefore, 
although English still has a long way to go to percolate down to the same 
extent in both everyday and academic life in the south of Europe, stake-
holders are also concerned about the possible domain loss of national 
languages.
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Another interpretation of the data could be that this is a pessimistic 
and defeatist perspective, as other foreign languages are gaining presence 
in some universities. Källkvist and Hult (Chap. 3) in fact analyse how a 
committee negotiated space for languages other than English and Swedish 
and end up concluding that individual multilingualism is a resource (our 
emphasis) and that other languages have some room in very specific 
domains (e.g. German in archaeology) and Scandinavian languages (and 
inter-Scandinavian translanguaging) in research-degree theses. Swedish 
monolingualism is seen as ideal only in the case of university administra-
tion (e.g. legally binding documents). However, although Sweden’s offi-
cial minority languages were brought to the table, very little heed was 
paid to them in the final document analysed by these authors. The posi-
tion of minority languages has clearly been under-researched (see 
Saarinen, Chap. 4). Although other international languages are usually 
named (Källkvist and Hult; Saarinen) in university documents, they are 
more often than not framed as a problem when it comes to the commu-
nication of research results. Although discussions usually show some 
“wishful thinking” (Kuteeva, Chap. 2) regarding the presence of other 
languages, English ultimately holds the upper hand as the language of 
science. Once again, the tensions between national and international 
interests are evident. In sum, multilingualism is valued at the individual 
level, but not so much at the institutional level.

Similarly, a look at the pre-university level (schools and high schools) 
also provides us with a bleak picture, as English overshadows all other 
languages. The discourses around multilingualism mainly take place and 
remain at a theoretical level or in documents. In fact, as Källkvist and 
Hult point out (Chap. 3), levels of receptive trilingualism among young 
Scandinavians are falling, and they prefer to use English rather than other 
Scandinavian languages to communicate. In Finland fewer languages are 
taught in school (Saarinen), and this seems to represent a global trend 
which is also affecting the south of Europe. In a recent review of research 
studies undertaken in the field of motivation, it was observed that 70% 
of them were focused exclusively on English, “thus providing incontro-
vertible evidence of a strong language bias in current theorizing and 
research in the L2 motivation field” (Ushioda & Dörnyei, 2017, p. 451). 
And this trend is also observable in higher education. For example, it is 
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striking to read Chap. 6 by Soler, which unearths the importance attached 
in the Baltic states to present English not only as the means of instruction 
of their universities but also as a language in which “it is absolutely pos-
sible to get by” in everyday life. Although one is once again left wonder-
ing whether this depiction matches reality, marketization imposes itself 
upon other considerations.

All these issues tie in with the volume on language policies of medium- 
sized languages in higher education coedited by Vila and Bretxa (2015), 
where the authors wonder whether medium-sized languages are viable as 
languages of university, and their conclusion is that these languages are 
far from disappearing from the academic world. However, particular 
cases such as the official campaigns to attract foreign students described 
by Soler seem to indicate that there is a need to analyse this question 
critically.

A second sentence from the call for papers that we want to look at is 
the following: “It is also noteworthy that our volume deals with language 
practices at university which, despite the above-mentioned globalization 
trends, remains one of the most conservative and hierarchical establish-
ments, very different from the informal contexts of multilingual encoun-
ters.” Different chapters, for example, Chaps. 2 and 7 by Kuteeva and 
Clarke respectively, concur that translanguaging practices that include 
the multilingual resources of students and international staff are seldom 
taken advantage of, as languages are mainly perceived as separate entities. 
This is a reflection of what Haberland and Preisler (2015) label as the 
paradox of internationalization, that is, the more languages teachers and 
students speak, the more likely it is that they will end up adopting English 
as the language of communication.

It is worth examining the case of those institutions in which two offi-
cial languages coexist with English in the curriculum. In Finland, under-
graduates need to complete compulsory language studies in the second 
national language (Finnish or Swedish). Jalkanen and Nikula (Chap. 5) 
present a different conception of the term multilingualism based on the 
consideration of the stakeholders’ entire linguistic repertoire from a trans-
languaging perspective. At the University of Jyväskylä, the collaboration 
between language and content experts has led to an institutional language 
policy that emanates from a multilingual approach with a view to 
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 diminishing language tensions and competition. Thus, students may read 
articles in English, write a report in Finnish and discuss it in Swedish. 
This would be a picture of multilingualism at work, but a question imme-
diately springs to mind: what about international students who may not 
speak one or either of the two national languages?

Although it is difficult to refute that “languages are needed for differ-
ent purposes in different disciplines” (Jalkanen and Nikula), we will play 
the devil’s advocate here. This type of statement needs to be fully sup-
ported by empirical results in order to prove the benefits of this multilin-
gual approach for those who are sceptical about its implementation and 
outcomes. Macaro (2018, p. 228) points out that “the research suggests 
that teachers do not have a principled approach to L1 use but rather 
make up their own minds, possibly on the spur of the moment, as to 
whether to switch to the L1, or perhaps are even unaware that they are 
codeswitching.” This question becomes much more complex when a 
translingual/multilingual perspective is incorporated into the linguistic 
equation. The chapter by Soler also provides us with a different perspec-
tive on this matter. This author underscores that in the Baltic states it is 
possible to learn some basic sentences in the national languages and even 
use them, but their role is very subsidiary and totally eclipsed by English. 
The linguistic Shangri-La depicted in governmental promotional videos 
takes place almost exclusively in English, while multilingualism as a 
resource is downplayed.

The next two parts include the perspectives of students, academic and 
administrative staff on multilingual universities. The important role of 
the last group is usually overlooked in the literature (Doiz et al., 2014), 
which is why the presence of all the stakeholders is worth praising.

The second part of the volume focuses on students’ perceptions and 
delves into this second main theme of multilingual practices. The key-
words in this second part are the following: parallel language use, inequal-
ity, disjunction, language ideology, language hierarchies, separate 
language, linguistic/cultural/symbolic capital, linguistic resources, per-
ceptions, academic English, linguistic justice and educational democracy. 
A veritable multilingual approach should consider students’ own lan-
guages, but the international students participating in Clarke’s chapter 
affirm that they find it difficult to imagine “how the parallel use of their 
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languages could be realized in their current context.” In addition, these 
students perceive themselves as excluded when Finnish is used on EMI 
courses, results that concur with those obtained by Kuteeva (2019) in the 
Swedish context. The latter author concludes that translanguaging is not 
always perceived as an empowering strategy and may even function as a 
mechanism of exclusion. International students thus perceive parallel 
language use as an inequality, which is also the case in Catalonia as regards 
Catalan (Garrett & Gallego, 2014). Chapter 8 by Kaufhold and 
Wennerberg relies on the interviews carried out with three students who 
migrated to Sweden. It is interesting to note that these authors claim that 
whereas the legislation is generous to support students’ mother tongue at 
pre-university levels, at university this is restricted to English and Swedish. 
The results once again reveal that English becomes the language for access 
to international markets and the national language for local markets, 
whereas the students’ own language gains value only in backstage activi-
ties (e.g. Arabic among the Arabic-speaking group of students). 
Translingual practices are therefore relegated to the backstage. Smit 
(2019, p. 116) regards the distinction between main talk and side talk as 
fundamental, as translanguaging in side talk turns out to be more varied 
“in terms of languages used and code alternation patterns employed.” 
This seems to indicate that the use of multiple linguistic resources still 
remains at a theoretical level, as reality indicates that many lecturers do 
not know how to make use of multilingualism in main talk, which is why 
practical experiences like the one reported by Jalkanen and Nikula above 
are very much welcomed.

The inequalities between the international students’ L1s and English 
are also dealt with by Wilkinson and Gabriëls in Chap. 9. These inequali-
ties are interpreted in terms of linguistic justice (i.e. the fair use and dis-
tribution of languages, see Alcalde, 2015, in Wilkinson & Gabriëls, this 
volume) and educational democracy (i.e. “the opportunities a person has 
to participate as a fully-fledged member of an educational establishment,” 
Wilkinson & Gabriëls, this volume). Unlike in the previous chapters in 
this section, the effects of the augmenting use of English on linguistic 
justice as reported in the surveyed students’ responses (n. 105) were not 
marked. This effect was particularly interesting in the case of the more 
plurilingual students who unexpectedly did not believe that EMI 
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 marginalizes languages other than English and minority languages in 
comparison with other students who knew fewer languages. However, 
when the degree programme was taken into account (e.g. humanities vs. 
sciences), students on humanities programmes such as Arts and Culture 
believed that EMI has some disadvantages for those students with a lower 
level of English. Moreover, these students were also less accepting of an 
“Anglo-American hegemony” than students on social sciences pro-
grammes such as European Studies (Wilkinson & Gabriëls, this volume). 
Finally, the nature of the degree programme in which the students sur-
veyed were enrolled also had a bearing on their perceptions of educa-
tional democracy, as the students enrolled on the humanities programmes 
were less irritated by their classmates’ use of a language other than English 
than students on the sciences programmes. Yet, as noted by Kaufhold and 
Wennerberg for multilingual students in Sweden, student-led multilin-
gual practices outside classes prevail among students at the University of 
Maastricht.

When discussing the spread of English in Nordic countries in contrast to 
southern countries, it is usually taken for granted that students in the former 
are well qualified and are ready to tackle different university situations in 
which English is used as means of communication. Arnbjörnsdóttir’s chap-
ter shows that this is not completely true since the kind of linguistic resources 
students have acquired at grassroots level or extramurally differ from the 
academic English that is used at university. Thus, even though students in 
Iceland usually approach EMI with confidence, once they reach university 
they frequently struggle as they are unprepared to read academic discipline-
specific textbooks in English. Thus, while the importance of academic 
English seems unquestionable, policy makers and students do not appear to 
recognize its relevance. Teachers, who by virtue of working together with the 
students in the classrooms may be more aware of the problem that academic 
English poses for students, are reluctant to address it for two main reasons. 
Firstly, many teachers lack the knowledge and tools to pinpoint the source 
of the students’ linguistic problems. Secondly, teachers in EMI firmly believe 
that their main responsibility lies with content and not language issues 
(Airey, 2012; Costa, 2012; Lasagabaster, 2018). This attitude is also shared 
by university teachers in South European countries, such as Spain (see 
Aguilar, 2017; Dafouz, 2011; Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Pavón, 2019; and 
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Fortanet-Gómez, 2010). Yet, if students are to benefit from EMI and if the 
mastery of the curriculum by students who have a harder time with English 
is not to be negatively affected, the mismatch between the kind of English 
acquired by the students prior to entering university and the English that is 
required of them at university level needs to be solved. In addition, tolerance 
and flexibility for culture-specific non-English based rhetorical styles which 
may be found in international students’ discourses should also be encour-
aged (Arnbjörnsdóttir, Chap. 10).

In the third part of the volume academic and administrative staff’s 
perspectives at multilingual universities are brought to the fore. The key-
words for this section are domain loss, (in)visibility of multilingual prac-
tices, the native-speaker language ideologies vs. classroom realities, 
academic discipline and language misfit.

When comparing the internationalization processes or, in other words, 
the Englishization processes, Wächter and Maiworm (2014) noted that 
the universities in the Nordic countries have a head start over the ones in 
the south of Europe (i.e. Spain, France, Italy and Portugal). In particular, 
while 60.6% of HE institutions in the former offer programmes taught 
in English entirely, only 17.2% do in the latter. This discrepancy seems to 
indicate that universities in the Nordic countries have bigger potential to 
attract international students and academic staff whose language of com-
munication is English. However, reports of everyday experiences reveal 
the existence of tensions surrounding monoglossic practices at the Nordic 
universities. The study presented in Chap. 11 by Homes is a good 
case in point.

Holmes shows that the reality of the internationalization processes is 
much more complex than “the monoglossic language ideologies that are 
frequently being reproduced (or at least left unchallenged) by a great 
many policy makers and scholars concerned with the practices and pro-
cesses of internationalization.” He uncovers the realities of two mem-
bers of the academic staff and a doctoral student as illustrations of the 
invisibility or erasure that the multilingual practices undergo at inter-
national universities in Sweden. The first case is that of an international 
member of the academic staff, a native speaker of English, whose ability 
to speak Swedish fluently has led to the erasure of her international 
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status, a  situation that meant “no great loss to her, since she feels that 
she is able to transcend the national / international dichotomy.” In 
another case, an Asian doctoral student’s rich repertoire of languages 
other than English and Swedish is found to be invisible in the depart-
ment’s hierarchy of visibility. Finally, there is the case of an interna-
tional researcher whose success as a member of staff is hindered by his 
inability to participate in committees in which the working language is 
Swedish. In a similar vein, Järlström, Piekkari and Pilke (Chap. 12) 
analyse cases of language misfit in which both teaching and administra-
tive staff whose “skills are inconsistent with the language policies and 
practices of the university and/or the region where the university is 
embedded” may lead to social exclusion and a reduction of their chances 
for career advancement. Hence, lack or insufficient competence in one 
of the local languages (e.g. Swedish in Chap. 11 or Finnish in Chap. 12) 
has negative consequences for the international stakeholders’ expecta-
tions to thrive in an environment which, despite its international sta-
tus, still contains monolingual (local) language pockets. A call is made 
by Holmes to render these invisible linguistic practices visible and to 
break away from the monoglossic language ideologies which are fre-
quently found in the processes of internationalization.

The issue of domain loss of the local languages in the Nordic countries 
is approached by several contributions in Part III. Holmes (Chap. 11) 
notes that the spread of English in academia may be associated with a 
domain loss of the L1 particularly in the sciences, in which English usu-
ally has higher status than the local languages. Students acquiring the 
content of a particular subject means acquiring its specialized language 
only in the language of instruction, English, and not in the local lan-
guage. This has implications for students’ professional communication in 
their L1 once they graduate as noted by Arnbjörnsdóttir (Chap. 10). The 
issue of domain loss also affects researchers who work in English as they 
may also “lose their ability to use specialist terminology in Swedish [their 
L1] to talk about their work and thus will come to rely entirely on English 
for their academic purposes” (Holmes, Chap. 11). In fact, researchers 
face a difficult situation as their choice of the language in their work 
implies having to take a stand between the career-related pragmatic 
option (i.e. English) or the protectionist stance towards their L1s as 
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 languages of science for their research publications (Hynninen and 
Kuteeva, Chap. 13). As mentioned above, this is an issue that also raises 
concerns in southern Europe (Broggini & Costa, 2017; Lasagabaster & 
Pagèze, 2017; Motta, 2017).

While English may be believed to dominate all language practices at 
the international universities, Hynninen and Kuteeva (Chap. 13) show 
that other language practices seemingly invisible at first glance are present 
in the researchers’ discourses, especially in certain academic disciplines. 
After interviewing researchers working in Finland and Sweden, Hynninen 
and Kuteeva conclude that the researchers’ multilingual, monolingual or 
dual monolingual practices intersect with two factors: the academic field 
of their work and the stage of the research they were at (e.g. the knowl-
edge production, the research writing or the dissemination stages). In 
particular, they noted that the language practices of scientists in com-
puter science and geology were mainly monolingual (usually in English) 
during the writing process, whereas those of historians and anthropolo-
gists included dual monolingualism as well. In addition, when the latter 
researchers were reading for their work or were disseminating their 
research to the general public, English and other languages were used. 
Based on our experience, it is very likely that the linguistic practices of 
researchers in countries in the south of Europe follow similar patterns, 
although this is a matter that needs to be researched.

The last chapter of this volume, Chap. 14 by Dimova, delves into the 
existence of tensions between native-speaker ideologies that the English 
used at university is believed to conform to, and the complex realities of 
the English actually used in the classroom. On the one hand, lecturers 
measure their own ability to speak English as an L2 in comparison with 
the native-speaker norm, particularly in terms of the pronunciation and 
the grammar. On the other hand, they seek to be confident speakers who 
can communicate in English successfully and competently and their main 
goal is to ensure student understanding. As a result of the latter, the lin-
guistic practices which are found in the classrooms may include translan-
guaging practices and “speech accommodations (e.g. slow speech rate and 
simple vocabulary) and grammar adjustments,” which do not necessarily 
adhere to the native-speaker’s model but which are more efficient for a 
diverse student body. A call is made for language policies which rely on a 
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broader understanding of the role of English in the multilingual classroom 
in order to be able to accommodate students’ and teachers’ diversity. Such 
policies include the consideration of the diversity of the English used in 
the EMI classrooms in the measures implemented to ensure quality of 
teaching in EMI. These measures should contain descriptors based on “the 
language functions and the pragmatics of English in the university class-
room, rather than the accuracy of phonology and lexicogrammar” of the 
native-like speech. Despite the fact that EMI programmes in the south of 
Europe are characterized by a more homogeneous student and teacher 
population, the lecturers are also subject to the tensions over the native-
like or non-native like English ideologies. Like their Nordic colleagues 
they also opt for practices of English as a lingua franca and value student 
comprehension over accuracy (Doiz & Lasagabaster, 2018).

As a result of our reading of the different chapters, some questions 
sprang to mind: Should higher education institutions develop a fully- 
fledged language policy? Is a multilingual approach at European universi-
ties realistic? Are translingual practices viable? Would stakeholders’ accept 
the use of different languages in the same class? How can negative atti-
tudes towards a multilingual approach be changed? Are content teachers 
ready to reflect on their language use? Should language and content lec-
turers’ collaboration be boosted? The challenges and questions in need of 
research are many, but volumes such as this help to answer these questions.

This volume clearly shows that initiatives such as “Multilingualism in 
scholarly communication: Endorsement of Helsinki initiative” (European 
University Association, 2019) are in urgent need. This initiative aims at 
promoting the acknowledgement of multilingual work in scholarly assess-
ments so that English does not have more weight than other languages. 
Measures of this type seem to be the only way to ensure that the diversity 
of languages becomes an important asset in internationalization because, 
although research is done and communicated in other languages, the uni-
versity stakeholders seem to overlook this fact. As Vila (2015, p. 3) puts it:

In the real world, dozens of other languages are vibrant mediums of instruc-
tion in higher education, hundreds of thousands of university professors 
develop most of their professional lives without much recourse to English, 
millions of students follow their courses in other languages, uncountable 
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researchers all over the world generate knowledge and make discoveries in 
their own languages and the amount of scientific publications in languages 
other than English can be counted in the thousands—although many of 
them are not necessarily registered by English-medium agencies.

If a multilingual approach is to be fostered, courses of action like the 
Helsinki initiative seem to be a necessary and ineluctable first step, 
because if English is perceived as the only lingua franca in academia, 
translingual and multilingual practices will remain conspicuous by their 
absence and the production of knowledge will be culturally-bound, 
despite the fact that “Even in the academic world there is not just one 
world language” (Haberland & Preisler, 2015, p. 37) (emphasis in the 
original). Although monolingual models have traditionally dominated 
higher education (Mazak & Carroll, 2017), it is also true that university 
acts as a powerful linguistic regulator, which is why the new multilingual 
approach should be high on the agenda of those who hold responsibility 
for language policies. It is their responsibility to foster the complementar-
ity and non-diglossic coexistence of the different languages in contact at 
university level.

Although southern Europe lags behind northern Europe as regards the 
use of English by university stakeholders in general, and the use of English 
for research purposes or the implementation of EMI in particular, the 
challenges posed in this epilogue are shared by both contexts and the 
dialogue between these two different geographical and sociolinguistic 
realities will hopefully help to design more effective language policies. 
The parallelisms drawn in this final chapter were aimed at emphasizing 
the relevance of research beyond the national context, as the results pre-
sented in the different contributions that make up this volume will be of 
great interest also to researchers and policy makers from the south of 
Europe and beyond. Despite some evident differences, this dialogue 
through research is undoubtedly also an important part of the interna-
tionalization process.
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