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Abstract

Language policies and the management of national and international multilingualism have always concerned educational institutions. Many modern European universities are facing the challenge of paying attention to regional multilingualism, which may involve majority and minority languages, at the same time when the market for higher education demands investment in widely used world languages.

This paper reports an analysis of outcomes of university languages policies, as they are experienced at the grass-roots level by students and staff. The bilingual University of Helsinki in Finland serves as an example of an institution that must deal with national languages (Finnish and Swedish), of which one is in a minority position, as well as with English as the main language of internationalization. The analysis reveals tensions between overt and covert policies and discusses motivations for the policies and their impact. Focus group discussions with students and staff are analyzed to measure the participants’ capacities, opportunities and desires to use a language in the university setting. The heterogeneity of a multilingual university is reflected by the different priorities and needs which members of different language groups expressed regarding language policies and practices.
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1. Introduction

This paper presents the results of an investigation of outcomes of language policies and practices at a European multilingual university. The investigation was carried out in the project Language dynamics and management of diversity (DYLAN) funded by the European Union to address the challenges of multilingualism.1 One of the project’s central research areas concerns educational institutions, aiming to identify inefficiencies in existing policies and strategies dealing with multilingualism. 

The topic of this paper is part of the work by a research group based at the University of Helsinki (UHE) that explores multilingual policies and practices at universities in the native country as well as in neighboring countries in Northern Europe. Studies are made of 1) universities which are bilingual in a national or local majority and minority language (Helsinki in Finland, Tromsø in Norway), 2) universities which are unilingual in a national or local minority language (Åbo Akademi in Finland, Kautokeino in Norway) and 3) universities which are unilingual in a national majority language with a desire to adapt to a local multilingual situation (Mälardalen and Södertörn in Sweden, Tallinn in Estonia, Flensburg in Germany). For all these sites, English represents the challenge as an international language.

This paper cannot encompass all the complexities of the different research sites and their different sociolinguistic realities and ways of dealing with them. Instead, the paper uses one of the sites as an example and concentrates on the conditions, conceptions and experienced outcomes of multilingual policies and practices at the University of Helsinki, whose traditional languages of instruction and examination are Finnish and Swedish. The key method for retrieving data at the grass-roots perspective is work with focus groups, which included participants from university students and staff. At the heart of this investigation is the question: to what extent do the university’s self-conception and overt language policy correlate with the attitudes, feelings and experiences of the members of the academic community who are faced with the grass-roots policies and practices? The central current here is on one hand the relation between the national languages Finnish and Swedish, which is not free from tensions, and on the other hand the international pressure of English against both languages (cf. Saarinen, this volume).

2. Research questions and method

The research task for the Helsinki group is to link language policies with practices. This task involves two kinds of foci, one on policy making, documentation and the allocation of resources with an analytic anchor in social sciences, and another on the members’ expressions of how the policies and resources are experienced in practice with an analytic anchor in sociolinguistics. This paper deals with the latter orientation of the research task. The basic research question concerns the outcomes (intended or unintended) of the university’s language policies and practices as seen by the students and staff: do their views reveal a tension between an overt de jure policy and a covert de facto policy (cf. Schiffman 1996: 17–18)? This question is approached from two angles in the investigation of focus group discussions: 1) what are the experiences of and attitudes towards the university’s Finnish–Swedish bilingualism, and 2) what are the experiences of and attitudes towards English in the university’s functions? It will also be explored whether members of different language groups ― Finnish speaking, Swedish speaking and international ― have different orientations to these language matters. Finally, efficiency aspects of the university’s language policies and practices are discussed to the extent that the focus group method makes possible.

In order to systematize the treatment of these questions, an analytic tool focusing on the speakers’ capacity, opportunity and desire to use a language is utilized (Grin 2003: 43–44; Grin et al. 2003: 79–80):

– Capacity (C); the language user must master the language well enough to be able to use it in a satisfactory manner.

– Opportunity (O); the language user must have practical opportunities to use his or her language in the linguistic environment.

– Desire (D); the language user must be willing to use the language, i.e. be socially and psychologically prepared to use it.

These criteria are essential for the usability and vitality of a (minority) language in a community. The criteria can be applied to an individual language user as well as to a linguistic community (cf. Lindström and Saari 2010). Like an individual, also a community or an organization may possess or lack the competence to function in a certain language, and if this capacity is lacking, the community might not be able to provide opportunities to use a language, and furthermore, the community may be negative towards the use of a certain language, i.e. lacking the desire to provide opportunities for language use. Therefore, policies should aim at contributing to the joint presence of the necessary language vitality conditions (Grin et al. 2003: 5, 80).
3. The linguistic conditions of Finland

Here I will only briefly sketch the language situation in Finland in order to contextualize the national language environment of UHE. More comprehensive descriptions regarding Finland’s language situation are found, for example, in Latomaa and Nuolijärvi (2005) and Liebkind et al. (2007). I have also found helpful information for this orientation from Hakulinen et al. 2009 and Report of the Government on the application of language legislation 2009 (for a complementary account, see Saarinen, this volume).

Finland is an officially bilingual country with both Finnish and Swedish as its national languages as legislated in the constitution, which was reformed in 1999 but originated in 1919 when the nation had gained independence (declaration in 1917). Until the 1900s, Swedish had a strong position in public administration and higher education, which followed from the fact that Finland was a part of the Swedish kingdom for some 600 years until 1809. The clergy and the higher social classes consisted predominantly of speakers of Swedish, but in addition, Swedish speakers were common in all social groups in the western and southern coastal areas. The proportion of Swedish speakers was, however, never higher than 15% of the whole population of Finland during the 1800s; it is 5.5% today, the size of the Swedish-speaking population is 289,596. 

Between 1809 and 1917, Finland was an autonomous grand duchy of Russia but preserved the legislative and social system of the Swedish era. In spite of some russification efforts, Russian never gained an influential role in Finland. Instead, the latter part of the 1800s was a period of Finnish national awakening, which by and by led to the strengthening of the position of Finnish as a written language and as the language of administration and education (see Saari forthcoming). Regarding the university context, the first professorship in Finnish was established at UHE in 1850, the first dissertation in Finnish was written in 1858, and by the advent of the 1900s one-third of university teachers were teaching in Finnish (Hakulinen et al. 2009). 

Although Finnish and Swedish are given equal status as national, official languages, their mutual relationship is somewhat controversial in Finland. Clearly, Finnish is the language of the majority of the population and is spoken almost throughout mainland Finland, whereas Swedish exists in the more narrow situation of a proportional minority language and is spoken in restricted geographical areas. The equal status between the languages is largely dependent on the public sector and the Swedish-speaking cultural and educational infrastructures that operate parallel to, but independently from, the corresponding Finnish infrastructures. In contrast to the situation in Switzerland, Belgium or Canada, the language policy of Finland is not grounded on territorially secured language environments but on cultural autonomy; however, municipalities are defined as unilingual either in Finnish or Swedish or as bilingual with Finnish or Swedish as the majority language (see McRae 2007). In 2008, only three municipalities in mainland Finland were unilingual in Swedish, 43 municipalities were bilingual (of which 22 had Swedish as the majority language), whereas 353 municipalities were unilingual in Finnish.2 

The language climate is fairly stable in Finland, but there are some tensions below the surface. Because of the diminished proportional and societal status of Swedish, services in that language cannot always be ensured in the public sector (e.g. public services, courts, health care), even though Swedish speakers, according to the Language Act, have a right to these services in bilingual municipalities. Moreover, the non-public sector fairly often neglects, or simply misses the provision of services in Swedish. Indeed, English has in many fields of society begun to play a more and more important role as the language of information alongside Finnish; also, the use of English can be understood to replace the need to provide information in Swedish. Beyond the common demands of internationalization, the status of English is gaining in importance because of the increasing number of immigrants who speak languages other than Finnish or Swedish as their mother tongue.

Since the 1970s all Finnish citizens have studied the second national language for at least three years in comprehensive school; those who have continued on to upper-secondary education have studied it for yet another three years. This educational investment enables the state to require its personnel to have the language skills to carry out their official duties, i.e. to provide services both in Finnish and Swedish in bilingual municipalities. With respect to university studies, it is important to have gathered sufficient skills in the national languages: all university students have to demonstrate ― in most cases by attending courses and passing an exam ― that they have the language competences required of state personnel. The mandatory teaching of Swedish in comprehensive school, as well as the official status of Swedish, is questioned in populistic debate. However, Swedish has succeeded in preserving its positions, not least because the language is of interregional importance tying Finland to the Scandinavian linguistic, cultural and political community. English then has its acknowledged position in the contacts at the European and global levels, and it was studied as a first foreign language by nearly 70% of the pupils in comprehensive school in 2009.3
4. The language community and policy at UHE

According to the University Act, universities in Finland fall into three categories as regards the language of instruction and examination: unilingual Finnish universities, unilingual Swedish universities and bilingual (in Finnish and Swedish) universities. The University Act also establishes that the unilingual Swedish and the bilingual universities have the responsibility to educate a sufficient number of people with skills in Swedish for the needs of the country. However, the universities may themselves decide whether other languages than the national languages are used in instruction and examination (see also Saarinen, this volume).

The University of Helsinki belongs to the bilingual category but its general working language is Finnish, and Finnish is also the main language of instruction; thus, one could say that Finnish is the default or unmarked language of the institution (cf. Cots et al., this volume). To balance this, Swedish-speaking students have the right to take exams in Swedish, instruction in Swedish is offered in some fields to some degree and in some fields exclusively, Swedish-speaking staff and students are ensured supporting language services, and some units of the university are unilingual Swedish. The university’s administrative regulations establish a few strategic points to ensure bilingualism and the status of Swedish: there are 28 professorships (of some 600) whose holders are responsible for teaching in Swedish in their respective fields, one of the university’s vice rectors must be a holder of such a “Swedish” professorship, the deans have the responsibility to support and promote bilingualism in their faculties, there is a committee for the planning and coordination of teaching in Swedish and there are campus committees which also must have a representative for teaching in Swedish, and finally, members of administrative bodies are entitled to use either Finnish or Swedish in meetings. 

The Language Act, the University Act and the administrative regulations set the frames for the linguistic agenda of UHE in many basic respects. On top of this, the university has published a language policy document of its own, University of Helsinki Language Policy (2009). The main content of this fairly generally formulated policy is to stress not only the importance of the university’s Finnish–Swedish bilingualism, but also the need to invest in teaching and services in English and in certain other foreign languages as well. In fact, the policy, perhaps unintentionally, promotes a trilingual functional environment: Finnish, Swedish and English are to be used in the university’s fundamental information publications and brochures, in names for faculties and departments, in guides and signage, in client services and on web sites (cf. Cots et al., this volume, for a trilingual development at the University of Lleida, Catalonia). The document also lists four current policy programmes which all address the promotion of teaching and services in English to some degree.

Finally, we may note that UHE is part of a strategic alliance with the unilingual Swedish Hanken School of Economics and the unilingual Swedish university of applied sciences Arcada. The aim of the alliance is to ensure a multifaceted and competitive offering of education in Swedish in Helsinki and to work for the future of bilingualism in the capital area. The linguistic concern behind the alliance has a real basis; the capital area was one of the historical strongholds of the Swedish-speaking population, but the proportion of Swedish speakers in the half million city of Helsinki is now only 7%. Nevertheless, the capital still has the largest concentration of Swedish speakers in Finland, and for this reason the alliance plays an important role for the Swedish-speaking population at the national level. According to the university statistics from 2009, there were 35,258 degree students at UHE, of which 31,221 were Finnish speaking, 2,294 Swedish speaking and 1,743 spoke a language other than Finnish or Swedish.4 Thus, Swedish-speaking students make up 6.5% of all degree students, which correlates with the general proportion of Swedish speakers in the country and in the capital region.

5. Focus group design

For an investigation of the grass-roots perspectives on the outcomes of the language policy and practices, six focus group interviews were conducted at UHE during the autumn of 2007 (for the method, see Puchta and Potter 2004).5 The groups had in most cases four participants and a moderator, and all in all 24 persons (the moderator not included) participated in the videotaped discussions. Although the number of participants is rather small, the groups still represent considerable heterogeneity: the goal was to bring together persons with different statuses at the university (students vs. staff), with different language backgrounds (Finnish speaking, Swedish speaking, speakers of languages other than Finnish or Swedish) and with different internal affiliations (faculties, departments, administrative units). The profiles of the six focus groups are as follows:

– Two Swedish groups; one group with students from humanities, law, science and social sciences; one group with students and staff, the former from social sciences and law, the latter from biomedicine and the unit of Swedish-language affairs.

– Two Finnish–Swedish groups; one mixed language group with Finnish-speaking and Swedish-speaking researchers, teachers and administrators; one mixed language group with Finnish-speaking and Swedish-speaking administrators and a doctoral student.

– One Finnish group with students from agriculture and forestry, behavioral sciences, medicine and theology.

– One group with international (i.e. non-Finnish) students and teachers from agriculture and forestry, the humanities, sciences and social sciences.

The moderator had an identical set of questions concerning web pages, examinations, language services and internationalization inter alia, but she allowed the groups to discuss and raise topics freely whenever this took place. The length of each recording is ca. 60 minutes, the total data size thus amounting to six hours (360 min.).

6. Focus groups on the university as a linguistic community

The following sections discuss the participants’ orientations towards the university’s language environment, particularly on the Finnish–Swedish bilingual policy and the increasing use of English. The sections are divided according to the principal language groups in the present collection: Swedish speakers, Finnish speakers, both Finnish and Swedish speakers and international subjects. 

6.1. Swedish-speaking groups
The Swedish-speaking groups, one with students only and one with both students and staff, had a clear awareness of the university’s Finnish–Swedish bilingualism and that this also should render them the right to use Swedish at the university. The officially ensured status of Swedish in the university’s language policy was experienced, both by students and staff, as an essentially symbolic or mental “backbone” for their full-fledged membership in the community. The participants were well aware of shortcomings in the Swedish services, and they understood that different disciplines and departments have different priorities in linguistic matters and that it would be cumbersome and practically impossible to deliver everything at the university in two or even three languages (if English is included). Nevertheless, even the smallest touches with basic information in Swedish were felt to be very important as welcoming gestures. The participants emphatically stated that the university’s centralized functions and information, including the faculty level, should live up to the official bilingual status of the university. 

Although the official and general attitude towards Swedish is positive, even encouraging, some problems at the micro-level were recognized. For example, Swedish speakers have the right to use Swedish when taking exams and thus to be given the questions in Swedish. Unfortunately, the quality of the Swedish is often so poor that the questions are unintelligible (which is why the students request the questions both in Swedish and Finnish). A principally more severe problem, however, is that among some teachers some hostility surfaces against the requests of delivering exam questions or services in Swedish; these teachers may simply refuse to deliver questions in Swedish in situations such as tests in minor courses. For Swedish-speaking students, however, the opportunity to use Swedish is not only a matter of principle but also a way of maintaining skills in their own language. As one student put it (Extract 1), the officially stated bilingual policy is experienced as a promise of opportunities to use Swedish; if this is denied it is as if one is deprived of something fundamental (line 11).

(1) Focus group 1 (UHE-FG:1)

01 S:
att där e just de att nä de en gång säjs att de ska vara ett flerspråkit 


‘so that’s exactly when it is said that it shall be a multilingual’

02
eller tvåspråkit universitet .hh så liksom e ju ett sätt att de utger

‘or a bilingual university .hh so it does like give you’

03
nån form av (0.4) de e nån form av löfte 


‘sort of a (0.4) it’s sort of a promise’

04 J:
m[m 

05 S:
   [också precis so[m du sa 


    ‘also exactly as you said’

06 J:
                             [exakt

                             ‘exactly’

07 S:
att de skapar då (0.3) ja de e sen mitt i allt om nån sku säja

‘that it creates then (0.3) yes it’s then if somebody suddenly would say’

09
åt mej att (0.3) du får int skriva på svenska eller att 


‘to me that (0.3) you must not write in Swedish or that’

10 M:
mm
11 S:
de e ju då nä man man känner att nånting tas ifrån 


‘it’s then when you feel that something is taken away from you’

Apart from unilingual Swedish units and subjects with Swedish instruction, the university community was experienced as very Finnish. The participants in the focus groups were bilingual in Swedish and Finnish or had at least good skills in Finnish. They raised some doubts about the realistic possibility to study at the university with competence only in Swedish. As was pointed out, the Swedish speakers may indeed choose to study at UHE because of its bilingualism and the opportunity to develop skills in Finnish that follow from this; otherwise, they could choose to study at a unilingual Swedish university.

The students had the most experience of English in the course literature, which in some cases may be dominantly in English. A course book may exist in English and in a Finnish translation, and in such cases the Swedish-speaking student may choose the English alternative instead of the Finnish, which was felt to be a more difficult language in abstract topics. Generally, material in English was experienced as a positive challenge; however, real multilingualism in education would need more input than only course literature in English. English is used as the language of instruction to a considerable degree in certain fields (such as biosciences) and especially at the Master’s level. But both the students and teachers had observed problems in teaching in English by non-native speakers; the flow of language and thoughts can suffer very much from a lack of fluency in the language. Because English is the most important language of transmission in many sciences, no one really questions that the university should strive towards functioning in practice in three languages: Finnish, Swedish and English. These languages also need to have service functions of their own at the university. However, it was emphatically stated that the different language functions and units should not block cooperation and the flow of information. In other words, the university may need to live with different operating languages, but the members of the community have the same joint mission in research and education.

To summarize, the university provides a heterogenic linguistic environment for the Swedish speakers. They showed a strong desire to use their own language wherever possible and where they are entitled to do so. The key question is whether the university has the capacity to answer this desire by providing enough opportunities to use Swedish. The students also pointed out that they get very little language support in their Swedish mother tongue within their curriculum; this may negatively affect the students’ competence in the language in spite of their principal desire to use the language. 

6.2. The Finnish group
For the Finnish-speaking student group the main language issue at the university was how to cope with course literature in English. Their reading threshold for English is likely to be fairly low in the beginning, although the challenge is generally a positive one. Interestingly, it was stated that learning the specialized terminology and discourse in English negatively affects the students’ ability to express themselves in good Finnish in their fields of expertise.

The students’ contacts with Swedish at the university were chiefly limited to a mandatory course that should train and test whether their skills in the language are sufficient for public office. There were two different attitudes towards this. Some students resented the compulsory testing of Swedish; instead, they would like to freely choose courses in languages that might be helpful in their specialization. The popularity of Swedish was affected by its relative absence in the students’ practical life; some may have had contacts with joint Scandinavian meetings and noticed that the mutual language is English; at the university the Swedish-speaking students may be in groups of their own while the Finnish-speaking students find opportunities to practice their English with international students. Some students pointed out, however, that Swedish skills are essential in their future profession, for example in medicine; indeed, only one mandatory course in the university degree was felt to be insufficient. Moreover, as stated in extract (2), optional and more advanced courses in Swedish seem to be too few and thus overcrowded (line 9), whereas there may be more room in advanced courses in foreign languages (line 4–5). 

(2) Focus group 6 (UHE-FG:6)

01 L:
ku mä oon nyt yrittäny kattoo noit ruotsin kurssei 


’when I’ve been trying to look for those Swedish courses’

02
nii niithän on niinku (.) tosi vähän (.)


‘so they are like (.) truly few (.)’

03
verrattuna muihin mitä mä kans opiskelen (0.4)


‘compared to others that I’m also taking’

04
(jotaa) ranskaa niin (1.2) verrattuna niinku esimerkiks

‘(some) French so (1.2) compared like for example to’

05
ranskan opintoihin nii tääl on niinku ihan hirveen vähä

‘French studies so there are like quite awful little’

06
ruotsin (0.5) kursseja ylipäätänsä et

‘Swedish (0.5) courses on the whole you know’

 07 M:
mhm
 08
(1.7)

09 L:
ja niihin on hirvee tunku et

’and there’s a great rush to them you know’

10 K:
mm
With regards to the university as a linguistic community in general, the Finnish speakers experienced it as a practically unilingual environment where they assume it to be difficult to orient oneself as a foreigner. The range of Swedish services and courses in Swedish were also assumed to be almost as meager, apart from subjects that are specifically Swedish. Multilingualism limits itself thus to a few, nearly exotic features where an occasional Swedish-speaking or international student or teacher is met. The students ranked the university’s language functions in the following order according to importance: Finnish - English - Swedish.

In sum, the Finnish-speaking students did not feel their linguistic position to be threatened at the university since Finnish seems to be the default language of the community anyway. On the other hand, it may be of some future concern regarding skills in the native tongue that English dominates as the language of course literature, albeit not yet as a language of instruction. The university’s bilingual policy in promoting Swedish seems to miss its goal among Finnish speakers. The community itself does not offer opportunities to use or even encounter Swedish in large parts of the sociolinguistic reality. What is worse, those students who express a desire to develop their skills in the language are faced with a limited range of course opportunities at more advanced levels of Swedish.
6.3. Mixed Finnish–Swedish groups
Two focus groups had a mixed language design so that both Finnish-speaking and Swedish-speaking persons participated, and among these were both staff and students. Possibly because of the mixed language composition, bilingual, or indeed, trilingual matters came very much to the fore in the discussions. The mixed groups were clearly in favor of the university’s Finnish–Swedish bilingualism and also of the position of English as a third central functional language. Indeed, the increasing importance of English was seen as a threat to the established bilingual Finnish–Swedish community of practice. English was experienced as the second language of the university, while Swedish has ended up in third place or is sometimes totally forgotten; it de facto happens that some information or personnel training is offered in Finnish and English, but not in Swedish. The traditional Finnish–Swedish bilingualism is further undermined by the fact that international students are not integrated into the bilingual community but function in English. However, some hope is put into recruiting Finnish students for courses taught in Swedish, which are held particularly in subjects orienting to the Swedish-speaking. In addition, certain units make use of their Swedish-speaking personnel by agreeing with them that everybody in the unit may (and is encouraged to) speak and practice Swedish with them in everyday interaction. 

Issues concerning de facto language policies within administration were also raised. In extract (3) one Swedish speaker (J) noted that he has some administrative tasks, for example as a secretary for the department’s steering group, and in these tasks the language used is of course Finnish in accordance with the university’s policy, not Swedish. This unilingual administrative practice was expressed with some concessive realism. Practical motivations for it were given: it is a question of an individual’s competence. Working in one language (Finnish) in the shared sphere of university administration facilitates communication, e.g. regarding forms to be filled in and terminology (line 10). Working in another language would be “extremely demanding” from the point of linguistic awareness and competence (line 21–22); an example regarding legislative terminology was given in line 13.

(3) Focus group 3 (UHE-FG:3)

01 J:  ja har *alltså liksom* ja- (0.6) administration i min
          ‘I have  you know like I-  (0.6) administration in my’

02     .hh inom ramen fö min tjänst å då e de ju förstås (0.6) 

         ‘within the scope of my post and then it’s of course (0.6)’

03     de administrativa språke e ju finska på univers[itete, de vill säja .hh= 

         ‘the administrative language is Finnish at the university, that is’

04 L:                                                                            [mm
05 J:  =då ja fungera som sekreterare fö: ledningsgruppen min
            ‘when I am the secretary for the steering group of my’

06     studieenhet så då e (0.5) di här ä- (0.6) mötesprotokollen 

         ‘studies unit so then (0.5) these eh (0.6) minutes’

07     skrivs på finska [fö de e liksom förvaltningsspr[åk
         ‘are written in Finnish because it’s like the administration language’

08 R:                          [mm
                                         [mm
09 L:  mh
10 J:  å de e ju också nä man söker (0.5) ö uppgifter så de blir ofta lättare
          ‘and it’s also when you look for (0.5) eh information so it’s often easier’

11      att h alla blanketter å sånhänt att man=

          ‘that h all forms and such that you’

12 R:  =mm 

13 J:   att hej va va den dä työeläke=

           ‘like hey what was that työeläke’ ((‘employment pension’))

14 R:   m[m

15 J:     =[blanketten de [blir de hä ty[piska [för a[tt då= 

                ‘form         it’ll be this typical        because then’

16 K:                              [mh
17 R:

                [mhm  [mm
18 M:

                                   [mh


19 J:    =har man samma språk me sina kolleger å samma verklihet
              ‘we have the same language with our colleagues and the same reality’

20 R:   mm
21 J:   å de e kr- ganska språklit e krävande å kräver en enorm= 

           ‘and it’s de- fairly linguistically demanding and demands an enormous’

22 R:  mm
23 J:   =e:: medvetenhet att ta de där på <svenska> 

             ‘eh awareness to take that in Swedish’

Although the speaker departs from personal experience in his account, it is interesting to see a drift between the personal and the generic in his argumentation. He uses the first person form when starting his account of the work at his own department, later on he switches to a generic form (man) when expressing an established, practical principle (“the same language, the same reality”), and finally, an impersonal clausal structure is chosen when a reference to any individual’s linguistic competence is made (de e ganska språklit krävande). The particular linguistic example that makes the generic argumentation more specific is skillfully chosen: it may not be simple to provide a Swedish translation of the Finnish administrative term työeläke ‘employment pension’ in the first place (line 13) as the Swedish translations would be different in the Swedish administrative language in Finland and in Sweden, i.e. arbetspension and allmän tilläggspension, respectively.

Generally, the mixed language group had a very positive conception of the university’s bilingualism, and they put some ideological values into it. They also acknowledged the position of English and expressed a desire to function and deliver services in all three languages. The participants expressed resentment against language purism; for many who are working within research, language is not a central issue. The important thing is to pursue top level research in an international scientific community, which is conceived to be English speaking. 

6.4. The international group

The “international” group consisted of a lecturer from English-speaking Canada, a PhD student from French-speaking Canada, a degree student from Denmark and an exchange student from Sweden. This discussion was conducted in English.

The group was quite critical of the university’s functions and services in English: there are problems with both quality and availability. The quality of the English language was said to be questionable on some of the web pages, and the English pages are updated at a slow pace. Consequently, information is often sought from the Finnish pages. However, it was admitted that the most crucial information can be found in English on the university’s intranet. In some faculties there is a lack of Master’s level courses held in English, which results in a vicious circle where a lack of courses leads to a lack of international degree and exchange students. The student participants pointed out that the option of reading selected books in English for exams is not satisfactory; classes are needed for better results and also for a better pace of studies. The participants also had the impression that few teachers are interested in teaching in English. On the other hand, some lecturers’ skills in English are so poor that it is difficult to follow the teaching in English.

The participants had experienced that the university functions practically in one language, i.e. Finnish. It was an annoyance that some services, such as the sports facilities, tend to communicate with their customers only in Finnish. Swedish was felt to have a very low presence at the university; it mainly comes across in the signage. This state of affairs seems to have gone against the expectations of the Scandinavian participants; they use Swedish or, relying on inter-Scandinavian receptive multilingualism (see e.g. Zeevaert 2007), their own Scandinavian languages (Danish, Norwegian) in communication with Swedish-speaking Finns but they have little use for these languages at the university.6

The relative lack of English services affects the opportunities to use the language. Interestingly though, it was pointed out that this situation practically forces the international teachers and students to learn Finnish. Competence in Finnish was understood as a key factor for a person’s integration into Finnish society and for pursuing work or further studies in Finland. The international group showed, indeed, an explicit desire to learn Finnish, like stated in extract (4), although the majority had not yet done much to improve their skills.

(4) Focus group 5 (UHE-FG:5)

01 S2:
a:nd the thing is that in (.) well they g:ave part of my courses (.) in English
02 
(.) and I was surrounded by Finns (.) and I get to know them (.) 

03 
a:nd then they’re all around me and they’re all speaking Finnish
04 
and I don’t get anything
05 S1: 
mhm
06 S2: 
but I I don’t have to take any courses but I want to
07 
because I want to know if like (.) are they talking about me or (.)
08 
(whom they talk) (.) (what’s me) like
However, the participants acknowledged that one can manage daily life at the university and also in society at large with English only. For this reason, learning Finnish ranks low in the priority scale among those international students, researchers and teachers who have prospects of staying for only a few years in Finland (see also Caudery et al. 2008).7 

6.5. Summary of the focus group analyses

When summarizing the focus group analyses and drawing profiles of the different language groups in the investigation, it is useful to apply the analytic COD model, which measures the speakers’ capacity, opportunity and desire to use a language (Grin 2003). All three dimensions should be intact to provide a basis for language use in practice. Table 1 compiles the language groups’ experiences of the use of Finnish, Swedish and English at the university and relates them to the COD dimensions. The groups are identified here as Finnish speakers, Swedish speakers, the international group and the Helsinki university “community” at large. The community group is an abstraction based on the views that were expressed in the two Finnish–Swedish mixed language groups. These two groups gave some insights into language attitudes and practices at a more general university level which are not necessarily tied to one specific language group.

Table 1. Different language groups’ experiences of their desire, capacity and opportunity to use Finnish, Swedish and English at the university

	
	Desire
	Capacity
	Opportunity

	Language
	Fi
	Sw
	En
	Fi
	Sw
	En
	Fi
	Sw
	En

	Finnish group
	+
	(–)
	+
	+
	(+)
	+
	+
	–
	+

	Swedish group
	+
	+
	+
	+
	+
	+
	+
	(+)
	+

	International gr.
	+
	(–)
	+
	(–)
	(–)
	+
	+
	–
	(+)

	Community
	+
	+
	+
	+
	(+)
	(+)
	+
	(+)
	(+)


The Finnish-speaking students had the desire to use their own language, but they also had a positive attitude towards studies in English; they have basically good skills in English or are developing them towards a good level over the course of their studies. The desire to use or learn more Swedish was generally low, but there were some remarkable exceptions among those students who know that they are going to need Swedish in their future professional life. Because the Finnish speakers have had at least six years of education in Swedish in school, they should in principle have a good basic capacity to use the language and develop their competence. It seems though that the university does not provide very apparent opportunities to use Swedish if these are not actively sought after (and they are not if the individual’s basic desire to find them is at a low level).

The Swedish-speaking students were aware of their right to use Swedish, and they also pursue this right fairly actively; moreover, they tend to network with other Swedish speakers, which increases their opportunities to use the language. It is quite alarming however that some teachers are negative towards the use of Swedish and even deny the right to use the language. The Swedish-speaking group was generally very bilingual and even had the desire to use Finnish in order to develop their skills for future professional life, where Finnish is deemed essential. The group was also the most flexible in the use of all three languages (Table 1); moreover, they experienced more variation in the language practices of the academic community than the Finnish and international groups.

The international group seemed to be of two minds about language matters. Basically, they felt that they are able to manage in English even though there are some shortcomings in the English functions and services. However, the group expressed a clear desire to learn and use Finnish because it is felt to be essential for social and professional integration in the long run. Nevertheless, the participants had not yet developed their skills in Finnish very much, in spite of their expressed desire; Finnish, then, does not seem to be essential for basic professional and social functions. As one participant put it (5), there may be a risk that international students and teachers group together and interact only with each other (e.g. in foreign language programmes, see Saarinen, this volume); this then may further lower the motivation to learn Finnish:

(5) Focus group 5 (UHE-FG:5)

01 S2: 
yeah (.) and er this international masters=

02 S4: 
mhm
03 S2: 
=like (.) programs these two years i- it’s just isolating foreigners together
04 S3: 
mhm
05 S4: 
hm
06 S3: 
exactly=

07 S4: 
=mhm=

08 S1: 
=hm
09 S2: 
and and (.) also when you have to take book exams you you just (.)
10 
hang around with foreigners and you don’t
11 S4: 
m
12 S2: 
meet any Finns and then don’t get the desire to learn any Finnish or (.)
13 S3: 
mhm
Such a development would be harmful not only for the individuals involved, who would face problems with integration, but also for the dynamics of the educational and scientific functions and information flow at the university.

The Swedish language seemed to have a very marginal role for the international group, but a notable exception was those with Scandinavian origin, who would be able to use Swedish or rely on inter-Scandinavian receptive multilingualism. But the experience of the group was that there are no relevant opportunities to use Swedish or Scandinavian languages at the university, which is why English is also the Scandinavians’ choice. It seems that the international group has not been able to find the Swedish options for services, functions and networks ― or these have not been pointed out to them ― while this has not been a big problem for the Swedish-speaking students. Here the university may have missed a potential supporting factor for its Finnish–Swedish bilingualism; functions in Swedish may be important for groups other than only Swedish-speaking Finnish citizens.

The focus groups manifested that the university community generally has a positive attitude towards the use of all three languages, but it seems that competences in Swedish and English have an uneven distribution in the community. All the groups stated that Finnish dominates the linguistic environment, while there are shortcomings in the availability or quality of Swedish and English functions. The hegemonic position of Finnish is reflected in the fact that language rights were not raised as an issue in the Finnish group. On the contrary, the Swedish-speaking students were very concerned about the right to use Swedish, although generally they felt safe about the language issue because the policy explicitly ensures their rights. The international group did not pursue any specific language right; indeed, they were somewhat embarrassed about their relatively modest skills in Finnish.

Finally, we may try to relate the focus group analysis to the question of efficiency in the university’s language policies and practices. In fact, the university has two different stands on multilingualism, which can both be motivated by cost-effectiveness factors. As noted in one of the focus groups (cf. Extract 3), the unilingual administration policy is based on the idea that, for the sake of clarity, one language is used for one sphere, administrative business. But because the university is a multilingual community, this unilingual strategy works in an excluding manner; it blocks persons without competence in Finnish from administration and concentrates administrative influence and burdens on Finnish speakers. This policy does not then result in good cost-effectiveness from the perspective of the members of the community, even though the administrative work itself may benefit from the unilingual policy.

The benefit of multilingualism, promoted in research and to some degree in instruction is that it works in an inclusive manner. However, as was pointed out in one focus group, it also requires a transmission strategy so that barriers between different language groups can be avoided and the flow of information secured. This would call for an enhancement of translation, interpretation and other services in specific languages; a complementary solution is the use of a widely accepted lingua franca, which in many cases would be English. From a strategic point of view, bilingualism is a regionally and nationally relevant factor in the competitiveness of UHE; its consequences add to a student’s educational and cultural capital in ways that are not as evidently reached at unilingual Finnish or Swedish universities (cf. Grin and Vaillancourt 1999). Swedish-speaking students may choose to study at UHE because they can train their skills in the other national language.

If effectiveness is measured as the impact of language policies on de facto language practices, i.e. the outcomes of policies, a somewhat disturbing picture emerges (cf. Grin et al. 2003: 5, 77; Grin and Vaillancourt 1999). Evidence from the focus groups suggests that the policy of promoting Swedish in university functions other than those that serve only Swedish speakers has not had any noticeable impact; it is hard to detect any increase in the use of the minority language among the Finnish speakers or among the international members of the community. Likewise, the policy of promoting English has not, again in the light of focus groups, reached very profound results in teaching or in the availability of services. Admittedly, there is a steady increase in the distribution of functions in English, but the question is whether this happens at the expense of Swedish.

7. Conclusion

This study has focused on language policies and practices at the University of Helsinki as an example of a modern European university that must cope with local and international multilingualism. In its explicitly formulated, de jure language policy, the university clearly expresses a desire to operate in three languages in its services, instruction and research. Finnish and Swedish have a special national status in this policy, whereas English bears the key role in internationalization. However, the functions in the three languages do not have an even distribution at the university. Finnish has a hegemonic position as the national majority language, although its importance has begun to diminish in the research in some fields and also in some Master’s level teaching and especially in course literature (cf. the situation of Swedish in Sweden depicted in Gunnarsson 2001).

There are also tensions between unilingual and multilingual practices. Although multilingualism may occur in teaching and research, most of the administrative functions are Finnish only. Administrative policies may have to undergo a revision if the amount of international staff and students considerably increases. Alternatively, promoting the learning of national languages among the international group could remedy this problem, and it would also be a key factor for a successful integration process in the long run.

Generally, a successful language policy is congruent with the observable sociolinguistic reality (Schiffman 1996: 18, 54). We may establish that the language policy of UHE is motivated by its local, national, regional and international language environment, including the legal conditions (cf. Cots et al., Mortensen & Haberland, both this volume). However, the policy has a less good fit with the users’ linguistic competences and observable language practices. The bilingual policy is undermined by a relative lack of a satisfactory command of Swedish within the community and the relative isolation of strong Swedish units. The trilingual policy promoting English has problems of the same kind in the distribution of competences but also in the availability of functions and services. Thus, we can see here some tension between the overtly expressed multilingual de jure policy and the practical outcomes of it as a covert de facto policy. 

The position of English will probably be more stable in the future and thus more congruent with the overt policy since it is widely acknowledged as the language of science and internationalization (cf. Mortensen and Haberland, this volume). The outcome will be more uncertain regarding Swedish; at present, the language seems to be outside of the perceived linguistic reality of the international students and staff. This experience cannot be taken as absolute truth, but it reflects something symptomatic about the sociolinguistic reality. Since the language cannot compete nationally with the hegemonic language Finnish, its functional load and sociolinguistic importance should be more explicitly increased to cover one specific piece of the international market, i.e. Scandinavia, and not narrowly only to serve the national project addressing the needs of the Swedish-speaking Finns. Such a re-evaluation of the market value could be relevant for many other minority languages in a similar position. 

As regards the role of the institution, some fundamental points can be drawn from the analysis of policy outcomes. Firstly, explicitly formulated language policies that acknowledge language rights are essential from a minority’s perspective however symbolic the nature of these policies may turn out to be in practice. Explicit policies signal at least the institution’s desire to create an environment where there are opportunities to use a minority language. Secondly, de facto realizations of a multilingual policy are essential in the institution’s centralized, most official functions, like student services at campus and faculty levels, signage etc. This lends credibility to the institution’s capacity to create opportunities to use a given language. Thirdly, instruments to follow up the realization of explicit multilingual policies are needed to ensure that the policies really are transformed into intended practices (cf. Welsh Language Scheme in Cots et al., this volume). This would involve a continuous monitoring of the institution’s and its members’ desires, capacities and opportunities regarding the use of languages.

Modern European universities find themselves in a conflict between a national project and an internationalization process which the linguistic dimension brings to a head. Policies and practices must be chosen for the survival and development of national and local languages, which are essential for interaction with the surrounding society. But the survival of universities is tied to competition in the international market and their ability to attract talented students and researchers with a multilingual working environment (cf. Mortensen & Haberland, this volume). The question then is whether the university needs different languages in different missions (national and international, respectively) or whether there, nonetheless, is only one mission (scientific research and education) that is carried out in different languages?

Appendix: Transcription symbols

[
a point of overlap onset

=
a single continuous utterance or two “latching” utterances

word
a stressed syllable

wo:rd
a stretching of a sound


*word*
smile voice, possibly accompanied with a laughter

<word>
slower talk or drawl

 (word)
uncertain transcription

wo-
a hearable cut-off

hh
a hearable out-breath

.hh
a hearable in-breath

 (.)
a micro pause, less than 2/10 of a second

(0.4)
a pause measured in tenths of a second

Notes

1DYLAN is an Integrated Project (Contract N° 028702) funded under Framework Programme 6 (FP6) of the European Union. The project embraces 20 research institutions in 12 European countries and will run for five years (2007–2011). For more information, see the DYLAN webpage (http://www.dylan-project.org/Dylan_en/home/home.php).

2The Åland Islands with 27,173 inhabitants are an autonomous part of Finland and constitute a unilingual Swedish territory.

3According to Statistics in Finland: http://tilastokeskus.fi/til/ava/2009/02/ava_2009_02_2010-05-25_tie_001_en.html. (Retrieved February 7, 2010)

4The statistics were retrieved from web pages of the University of Helsinki: http://notes.helsinki.fi/halvi/tilast09.nsf?OpenDatabase. (Retrieved February 3, 2010)

5The focus group work was designed by Jan Lindström and Sofie Henricson. The group discussions were moderated, recorded and transcribed by Sofie Henricson, except for UHE-FG:5, the “international group”, which was transcribed at the University of Vienna courtesy of cooperation within DYLAN.

6In oral communication speakers of Danish, Norwegian and Swedish often rely on receptive multilingualism, or inter-Scandinavian semi-communication as it is also termed. Due to the genetic proximity of the languages and their typological similarity, the interlocutors can speak their own language and at the same time be able to understand the language of their counterpart (Zeevaert 2007: 104–105).

7This state of affairs was formulated by Paola Minoia in the Helsinki University researchers’ trade union journal (vol. 4/2009) in her article F-researchers at HU: feelings, fears and faith. Toward integration in the research community.
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