
The Use of English at University 

 

When it comes to studying at university in Sweden, many people are of the opinion that advanced 

degree programs should be taught in English. In universities, few people question the tendency to 

use English instead of Swedish, and as a result, English is advancing towards becoming the primary 

language in a large number of subjects. The main reason for this is that students need to take part of 

research done in other countries and to share their research with others. Sharing one's research is a 

vital part of the academic world. Nevertheless, this essay will put forward several reasons why 

speaking exclusively English at university might not always be positive. 

 

It is commonly thought that the more a person practises a language, the better she understands it. 

Therefore one might say that it is beneficial for someone who studies a language to be taught in that 

language. If the student is studying something else, however, it will not be as beneficial, because 

then she will have to understand the foreign language, as well as the other subject. Moreover, a 

person has, according to most linguists, the best understanding in her mother tongue. I agree that it 

is beneficial for students to have a high level of English. But if the language barrier hinders students 

from learning their main subject, it hinders the quality of the research. 

 

Regarding the main reason for using English, I would agree that it is beneficial to be part of a larger 

academic circle, not only in Sweden. Contact across borders is an important factor when deciding 

which language should be used. In addition, it is easier to find good literature when having more 

languages to choose from. However, writing in Swedish does not make it impossible to share with 

other universities in other parts of the world. Firstly, it is always possible to translate. Secondly, 

students can always use English in addition to Swedish. The students will not become as skilled in 

English, but the main focus should be the research, not the language. Weaknesses in language is a 

problem if one can not share important results, which only proves the importance of good 

translators. Because even if the research only takes place in English, the students will never become 

as good in English as a native speaker. Moreover, there are surely other counties that do not use 

English as the first language in their universities, and much like them, Sweden will also continue to 

be regarded as a prominent place to do research. 

 

Another issue with using English as the sole language in higher degree programs, is that it can result 

in domain loss. This is a possible scenario, which may transpire, if the people working in an area of 

expertise can not express their research results in the Swedish language. That is why, only working 

in English is disadvantageous for the student. Following domain loss, the student would not be able 



to discuss the research with the general public, inform the media about important results, or share 

ideas with students in other academic areas. To speak English under such circumstances would be 

considered strange. Between two people from the same country, speaking in one's mother tongue is 

most certainly to be preferred. 

 

There is also a larger concern regarding domain loss. When a language starts to lose some of its 

register, there is always the chance of losing another one, and then another. This is especially 

important to consider because the parties involved are part of the upper and middle class. People 

will eventually start considering English to be the better, more elegant language. Differences 

between uneducated and highly educated people would grow immensely, because people with a 

higher degree would have English as their work language. Others who did not have the skills or the 

opportunity to learn the more prestigious language at such a high level, would then be regarded as 

less intelligent. Following such events, the Swedish language could become secondary, and 

eventually meet the fate of so many languages before, extinction.  

 

In conclusion, neither the research nor the students would benefit from using only English.  

Moreover, we need to have a language that works at all levels in society and in all registers. A living 

language enables us to have a living cultural heritage. Swedish is far from extinction, since it is a 

well documented language with millions of speakers. But that is no reason to give away parts of it 

in favor of English.  

  


