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Are the Nordic Languages threatened as Academic Languages?

By Per-Åke Lindblom

Introduction

Until the 1850'ies Latin dominated as the language students would write their theses in at the University of Uppsala. Then Swedish took over. During the economic Golden Age1870 –1970 of Sweden, when real growth amounted to two per cent per year, only surpassed by Japan, five academic languages were used to varying degrees as theses languages: Swedish, Latin, French, German and English. This shows that there is no absolute connection between a country's economic progress and an exclusive concentration on a single academic language. German was important in the beginning of the19th century, but was totally replaced by English after the second World War. Today English is the academic language in which most students write their larger theses in Denmark, Norway and Sweden. But Danish, Norwegian and Swedish are the languages most commonly used as languages of instruction at the universities. Smaller tests and exams essays are also written in these languages.
Latin was a genuine lingua franca, as it was nobody's mother tongue. No state could profit on the use of Latin as an academic language. When national languages replaced Latin as academic languages at the Nordic universities, it had to do with a long process, which started in Denmark and Sweden and continued in Norway and Finland (encompassing in the latter country a shift of language from Swedish to Finnish). The University in Island (Haskoli Islands) was only established in 1911. Today we have a new historic situation; the Nordic national languages are on their way to be replaced as theses languages by a new lingua franca, English.

Some Examples

Some examples below may illustrate the present situation.

According to an estimate from 2006 
 about 5000 out of 40.000 courses at the universities or colleges in Sweden, i. a.12,5 per cent, were given wholly or partly in English.    

According to a report from the Danish Ministry of science and humanities 2007 
 one fourth of all university courses in the country were conducted in English, though one third of these were at the same time offered in Danish. The tendency is, however, that the number of parallel courses in Danish is diminishing. 

In Sweden in 2003 the percentage of theses written in English amounted in 2003 to 78.
 According to the latest estimates a speedy increase has taken place: In the year 2006 only each fourteenth of Ph.D. theses, i. a. seven per cent, were written in Swedish.. A Norwegian report 
 estimated the share of theses in English at 70-80 per cent in 2004. Another report 
 showed that Master theses in English had increased to 33 per cent in 2007, from 9 in 1968.

Three Danish researchers recently wrote an article
 debating the role of researchers in society on the basis of economic studies. The pattern of publishing by Danish economists has changed radically since the second half of the1900th century. The   share of books has diminished in favour of articles, the share of articles in Danish has diminished in favour of articles in English, the general share of internationally published articles has diminished in favour of publishing in US periodicals, the share of argumentative texts has diminished in favour of mathematical models, the share of individual authors has diminished in favour of groups and the share of paper editions has diminished in favour of electronic ones.  Danish as a consequence of this change has lost ground as an academic language.

The changes have occurred rather rapidly within the last couple of decades. During the period 1960 to 1979 ninty per cent of the theses delivered at the University of Copenhagen were written in Danish and 10 per cent in English.. From 2000 to 2004 hundred per cent were written in English!.

How has this happened?
The expansion of English has taken place the last twenty years, most of all caused by the emergence of data technology and internet, i.a. the so called information revolution. This has necessarily strengthened English, as the data technology, hardware as well as software, was just like internet first developed in the US, which at that time was perceived to have the world's strongest economy. The US and its universities have also been in a position to attract leading researchers from all parts of the world thanks to economic resources, status and language.

The Nordic governments have not taken any measures against the expansion of English at academic levels, but on the contrary adopted a laissez faire policy. Characteristically the Swedish white paper on colleges 
 did not spend a single word on the position of Swedish at the country's colleges. In Norway the important paragraph "The language of instruction is usually Norwegian" (§2.7) disappeared practically without notice when the university law was amended 1/8 2005 (Brock-Utne 1999
).

The Bologna process does not only concern the co-ordination and efficiency of higher education in Europe and conforming European curricula to the ones in the US, but is just as much addressed to meeting the competition from the US in the recruitment market of international students. All in all about 2,7 million higher education students studied in 2004 in another country than their own.
 A consequence of this is that especially colleges in European countries with "small" national languages arrange more and more courses in English from ground level and up, in order to attract foreign students. Even Hungarian colleges are advertising courses in English in the Swedish press, in spite of the fact that Hungary according to an EU study is the member country which has least knowledge about foreign languages.

Universities in the English-speaking countries will, however, always teach in better English than universities in countries where English is not the main language. 
Nordic linguistic scholars started discussing the emerging situation in the beginning of the 1990es. This led to several studies being undertaken. Several reports on the language situation in different Nordic countries were published in the beginning of the 2000s. A bit later came the first recommendations or language plans which focused on the language situation at colleges in different countries and universities.

What can be done about the situation?

The defence of the Nordic languages should be based on three main arguments:
1. All languages have an intrinsic wealth of their own, including the national languages in the Nordic countries

2.  It is a human right to use one's own language also at the highest level of academic work. 
3.  At last follows the fundamental democratic argument, i. a.: In case of a shift of language, in this case at colleges, a gap will turn up between the so called educated elites and common people in the Nordic countries. Dissemination of scientific experiences and results will be worsened, leading in the last resort to negative consequences for democracy.

The first step is to recognise that the relation in colleges between the Nordic languages and English is in fact problematic. Then follows a systematic discussion of the language situation in higher education,  preferably allowing this to result in local language plans for the colleges. This must be supplied by an updated legislation which regulates the use of languages in colleges at the national level. 

The Nordic language declaration 
 prescribes linguistic parallelism between English and Nordic languages. I am sceptical to this main strategy. Linguistic parallelism may easily be misinterpreted to imply nothing but regulating the relation between a Nordic language and English. Several local language plans have been written with this one-sided focus. The official decision about linguistic parallelism in Denmark has neither prevented the Veterinary College – now a faculty at the University of Copenhagen – nor Denmark's Technological University from deciding that all teaching above Bachelor levels shall be given in English. But if the intention is that students should master more languages than the national one and English, linguistic multiplicity should rather be called for. 
The Swedish commercial college in Helsinki is for example applying language multiplicity, as all students have to follow courses in the two national languages as well as two foreign languages. 

A good college legislation should regulate the questions about languages for work and communication, for teaching, for examination and for theses writing. This might also make local language plans superfluous. A revised college legislation in Sweden should in my opinion state

· that the teaching language at colleges normally is Swedish at the Bachelor course level and that students whose mother tongue is Swedish are entitled to get all teaching in Swedish, with the exception of distinct language subjects. Teaching in English may be given to guest- and exchange-students at master and research levels, if this is most appropriate. 

· That no course should be offered in English unless it is first offered in Swedish.

· That a Swedish speaking student shall be entitled to examination in her or his own language – with the exception of distinct language subjects. Foreign students shall be entitled to examination in English or other languages if adequate examiners are available.

· That scientific articles and theses may be written in Swedish, Danish, Norwegian, English or other foreign languages, primarily German, French and Spanish. A thesis which is written in Swedish or another language mentioned above, except English, shall be supplied with a substantial summary in English. A thesis which is written in English or other foreign languages shall in the same way be equipped with a substantial summary in Swedish. The only factor of importance for the choice of thesis language is whether the thesis will be exposed to a scientific evaluation within its field of subject.

· That publication of scientific articles and theses shall not be disfavoured through quantitative measurements like impact factors. 

· That course books in Danish or Norwegian should always be preferred if they       have the same scientific standard as the English ones. 

If resolute counter measures are not taken, development in the Nordic countries is likely to lead to a situation like the one existing in Africa south of Sahara, namely that no endogenous language is functioning as language of instruction within higher education or as scientific language.
 In Africa this is the result of colonialism. In the Nordic countries it will eventually be a question of self chosen colonialism, freely and willingly turning the clock back
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