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This report summarizes the main findings of a survey on language and internationalisation 

conducted during the Spring semester of 2021 by the Doctoral Board (Doktorandnämnden, 

DN) of Uppsala University. This initiative is a consequence of the 2019 Uppsala University 

Doctoral Education Survey (https://uudoctoralboard.se/docs/the-uppsala-university-doctoral-

education-survey-2019/) conducted by DN, which identified language issues as highly 

significant for PhD students at the University. In order to take a closer look at these issues, 

DN conducted this new survey focuses on language practices at work, language barriers and 

opportunities for language education. The purpose of the presented report is to examine the 

situation regarding language and internationalisation for doctoral students, presenting 

common and general problems in these areas and suggesting potential measures.  

 

As part of the working group responsible for the survey, DN has assigned the members 

Angelika Drigo (Vice-Chair), Antonia Degen (SDR representative), Rosita Kneiszl (FDR 

representative), Fabiola Stein (UDR representative), Mudar Shakra (TDR representative) and 

Achyut Ram Vyakaranam (MDR representative). The survey was conducted from April to June 

2021 among PhD students at Uppsala University. The invite to participate has been sent out 

via e-mail to all PhD students at Uppsala University and advertised on the DN’s Facebook 

account. The total number of responses was 506, including 101 incomplete responses. The 

overall response rate was 23%, which is higher than in previous DN’s surveys (compared to, 

for example, 15% in the 2019 Uppsala University Doctoral Education Survey). This can be an 

indicator that the topic is highly relevant. The report was presented at the DN meeting on 

June 22, 2021, and is owned by the Doctoral Board, which is a part of Uppsala Student Unions. 

 

The survey was implemented in LimeSurvey, on a web server that was available to Haro de 

Grauw (Vice Chair). LimeSurvey is a web-based free software questionnaire tool that allows 

considerable flexibility in question design and produces surveys that can be accessed both on 

desktop and mobile browsers. The questions of the survey were of types such as “multiple 

choice,” “Likert scale” and “open ended questions.” The questions were related specifically 

to working conditions and life of PhD students at the university.  

The working group would like to express its gratitude to all those who contributed to the 

preparation of this report. We are particularly grateful to Haro de Grauw for his technical 

assistance. We are also grateful for comments and feedback at various stages from members 

of the Doctoral Board. 

Content should be attributed to the Doctoral Board (Doktorandnämnden, DN) of Uppsala 

University, and any derivative works should include a link to the website 

(https://uudoctoralboard.se). 

https://uudoctoralboard.se/docs/the-uppsala-university-doctoral-education-survey-2019/
https://uudoctoralboard.se/docs/the-uppsala-university-doctoral-education-survey-2019/
https://uudoctoralboard.se/
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TERMINOLOGY  

Swedish native speakers - refers to those who have learned Swedish as a child, regardless of 

their place of birth or ethnicity. We acknowledge the problematic nature of the term "native 

speaker", but we use it for the convenience of readers to distinguish those who are not at the 

same level of proficiency.  

Non-native speakers of Swedish – all those who have learned Swedish as an adult or are still 

learning it. The authors of this report, with the exception of one person, are not native 

Swedish speakers themselves, so we would like to stress that we recognise the problematic 

use of this term.  

International PhD students are, in this report, all those for whom Swedish is not their native 

language, regardless of their citizenship and time of residence in Sweden. We recognise that 

there is a significant difference between those who have come to Sweden to study and those 

who have lived here for other reasons before starting their studies. 

Swedish PhD students/Swedish students are the native speakers of Swedish. This report uses 

the term for the reader's convenience. Nevertheless, we recognise that all students at 

Swedish universities are Swedish students despite of their origin. However, it is only for the 

purposes of this report that we use this term. 

HumSam Disciplinary Domain of Humanities and Social Sciences.  

UU Uppsala University.  

SCB Statistiska centralbyrån Statistics Sweden. 

The working group is diverse in terms of gender, language, and country of origin and covers 

several parts of the world. It consists of people representing three groups of PhD students 

according to the SCB classification: Swedish origin (Svensk bakgrund), foreign origin 

(Utländsk bakgrund) and internationals (Utländska doktorander).  

 

The drafters of the survey and the authors of this report do not express their personal 

opinions, but as representatives of PhD students and as a democratic body, consider it 

necessary to include all sorts of comments to illustrate all the opinions expressed by various 

PhD students at our university in this survey, both expressed by the majority and even very 

few people. 
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LIMITATIONS 

We did not directly ask in the survey whether graduate students, both Swedish-speaking and 

non-Swedish-speaking, plan to seek employment in Sweden after the completion of their PhD 

studies. We did however ask if future plans have an impact on the decision to learn Swedish 

or English. We also see that it would have been helpful to ask questions about the sense of 

belonging and feeling welcomed and included at Uppsala University in more detail. Also, we 

did not specifically ask questions about bilingual documents, but judging from the comments 

and criticisms, we see that such a problem exists. Another limitation pointed out by a 

respondent in the comment section, was the fact that the survey was only available in English. 

According to this person, we should have also published the survey in Swedish. Due to time 

and language limitations, this would not have been possible. Finally, because of the enormous 

number of comments, we could not include even half of them, but we have tried to 

summarise them. We have tried to retain the original grammar and spelling of the quotations 

included in the text.  

RELIABILITY OF THE SAMPLE  

As mentioned in the introduction, 506 (23%) of the approximately 2228 PhD students 

currently working at Uppsala University participated in the survey, which is a representative 

sample. However, it should be noted that more than two-thirds of the respondents are of 

non-Swedish origin, which is probably not representative of the entire population of PhD 

students at the university. Naturally, the topic of internationalisation interests more 

international PhD students, which explains their more active participation. Nevertheless, we 

do not have exact information about the composition of the student body of PhD students in 

terms of nationality, ethnicity, and language skills. We can, however, assume that more than 

half of the PhD students at Uppsala University are indeed of Swedish origin. The SCB (Statistics 

Sweden) published a report for Universitetskanslersämbetet (Swedish Higher Education 

Authority) in 2020 with the title “Swedish and foreign background for students and doctoral 

students” (https://www.scb.se/contentassets/4ea5b508880c4086bb12fdd190a1 

e364/uf0211_2018l19_sm_uf19sm2001.pdf). According to this document (Ibid), Uppsala 

University had 29% of new accepted international PhD students in the academic year 

2018/19. This figure does not include those considered by SCB to be of ''foreign origin'' 

(Utländsk bakgrund), which includes people who have lived in Sweden for more than 6 years, 

and those born of parents who have come from abroad. It can thus be assumed that at least 

30% of current PhD students at Uppsala University are not native Swedish speakers, i.e.  about 

one in three. Based on this data, the composition of participants of the present survey might 

not necessarily be representative of the entire population of PhD students at Uppsala 

University. Still, the sample of the survey is representative of the majority of PhD students at 

the university who are non-native speakers of Swedish.   

https://www.scb.se/contentassets/4ea5b508880c4086bb12fdd190a1e364/uf0211_2018l19_sm_uf19sm2001.pdf
https://www.scb.se/contentassets/4ea5b508880c4086bb12fdd190a1e364/uf0211_2018l19_sm_uf19sm2001.pdf
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A SUMMARY OF LAWS AND REGULATIONS ON 

LANGUAGE USE AT THE UNIVERSITY 

Several laws, regulations, and policies in Sweden have ruled and organized the usage of 

Swedish language and other languages mainly English in ordinary as well as academic life. A 

very important instrument in the context of this survey is the Language policy for Uppsala 

University (UU) that was adopted in December 2018. This policy emphasises UU’s aspiration 

to be a world-leading University through a clear, correct, and well-formed communication 

among staff, students, also contact with other higher education institutions all over the world. 

This aspiration indicates the crucial position of English within the academic world as this 

instrument states.  

The presented overall objectives of Uppsala University’s language policy in this instrument 

are linguistic awareness, parallel language use, multilingualism, and plain language. The 

objective of parallel language use means that Swedish and English are the main languages 

used side by side at all the institutions in Uppsala University and the extent of their usage is 

left to each institution in order to determine what is most appropriate. Making documents 

available in Swedish and English is an example for the parallel language use in light of this 

instrument. This parallel language use eventually pours into the stream of the other objective 

“plain language” in using cultivated, simple, and comprehensible language in order to 

enhance quality, efficacy and legal certainty.  

One can read in the report that “(…) communications among staff and students, and contacts 

with other higher education institutions all over the world, often need to be in a language 

other than Swedish, generally English.”. The overall objectives of this policy are given on page 

3 and involve “linguistic awareness, parallel language use, multilingualism and plain 

language.”. Linguistic awareness highlights the significance of language for gender equality, 

equal treatment and inclusion. Parallel language use considers that Swedish and English are 

the main languages used in activities at the university. The choice of which language should 

be used is governed by which one is more appropriate in each situation, as, for example, by 

using both languages side by side or by making documents available in both languages. The 

parallel use of Swedish and English aims to prepare for an international career but also to 

enable those with non-Swedish backgrounds to prepare for work in the Swedish labour 

market, and to give people from other cultures a heightened sense of belonging at Uppsala 

University, as their workplace, and in the Swedish society. 

Not only Swedish and English should be encouraged to be used in the university, 

multilingualism means that the presence of languages other than the aforementioned is a 

“natural and welcome aspect of life at Uppsala University,” a “resource and a quality factor.” 

The policy also states that linguistic diversity is a key factor in internationalization and 

widening participation, and intercultural skills an important goal of education.  
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Uppsala University wants to pursue world-class research and to recruit the best researchers 

and students in international competition. Here the policy document states that “the main 

principle for the choice of language must take account of the purpose and target audience of 

the specific communication. This also applies to the choice of language at the public defence 

of a doctoral thesis, and in national and international research cooperation.”. It is also stated 

that “researchers and third-cycle students at Uppsala University must therefore be able to 

present and discuss their research in high-quality English, both in writing and orally, for the 

sake of international dissemination and cooperation. Uppsala University will provide 

continuous support for in-service training for all researchers and third-cycle students to 

help them develop such proficiency. To increase their visibility and accessibility in Sweden 

and internationally, theses must include summaries in both Swedish and English, at least, 

whatever language has been chosen for the thesis.” 

While recognizing that English is the dominant academic language in several fields, this policy 

emphasises also on the importance the university’s researchers to develop high quality 

academic writing and speaking skills in Swedish. This instrument cites the Language Act 

(2009:600) which is an important  legislation in this regard in order to shed a light on the 

importance of making the balance between Swedish and English. According to this act 

“government agencies have a special responsibility for ensuring that Swedish terminology in 

their various areas of expertise is accessible and that it is used and developed” (section 12). 

In fact, the instrument of Uppsala University’s language policy explains how Uppsala 

University will create an attractive and world-class research environment, where suitable 

conditions can enable international researchers and third cycle students to stay and pursue a 

career in Sweden either in or outside academia. Mainly, in this policy document, the 

conditions and incentive for these researchers to integrate into the job market and the 

Swedish society are related to learning and improving their Swedish. 

Furthermore, according to this policy, “meetings, working groups and faculty bodies must 

be inclusive and involve all participants, whether staff or students, on equal terms. This 

applies not least in terms of language, for one reason so that internationally recruited staff 

and students can fully contribute the benefit of their experience and knowledge. This 

instrument also instructs that meeting, in general, are to be held in Swedish. This, however, 

should “not prevent participants from using other languages, as long as everyone 

participating in the meeting understands what is said and can make themselves understood 

in their language.” Finally, the policy document recommends “to start a meeting by 

discussing which language or languages will be used, so that all participants are aware of the 

rules.” The minutes of meetings must always be written in Swedish, but if necessary, also be 

translated into English.  

Moreover, the matter of language usage in the higher education level is relevant to the 

concepts of discrimination, equality, and accessibility. Sweden had an important Act (2001: 

1286) on equal treatment of students in higher education. This act aimed to promote equal 

rights for students and applicants in the higher education area and to counteract 
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discrimination on the grounds of gender, ethnicity, religion or other belief, sexual orientation 

and disability. This act, however, was replaced in 2009 with the Discrimination Act (2008:567),  

which forbids any kind of discrimination by any person running any activities or program 

within the field of education against children or any pupil or student or applicant to any 

education. This act stipulates also that “employees and contractors in the business shall be 

equated with the training provider when they act within the framework of the employment 

or assignment (section 5).” 
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SURVEY REPORT 

KEY FINDINGS 

Profile of the respondents  

The majority of participants were women. The average age was 30 to 39 years old, followed 

by 20-29 years old. Most of those who responded to the survey were PhD students from 

Science and Technology (39%) and Medical Sciences (18%). The rest represented Social 

Sciences (12%), Humanities (9%), and other departments. Most are in their first year of PhD 

studies (32%), followed by the third year (23%).  

Language Background 

The majority (65%) have a native language other than Swedish. Most have lived in Sweden 

for 3 to 4 years (37%), followed by those who have lived more than 5 years (22%). More than 

half of the participants (53%) have not previously attended a Swedish university. Almost half 

of the participants (22% and 22%) either do not speak Swedish or have a beginner's level of 

proficiency, while others have achieved elementary level (16%) or intermediate level (16%). 

An equal number of participants have either taken Swedish courses at SFI (Swedish for 

immigrants) (24%) or at Uppsala University (Swedish for academics) (24%). Most participants 

do not speak Swedish at home (80%). 

Language at Work and in PhD Activities 

Most of the respondents use English in their work and the majority are also comfortable with 

that. However, a minority of the respondents use Swedish in their work, and a majority are 

not comfortable with using Swedish in their work. This is not surprising when looking at the 

number of respondents that are Swedish native speakers and the number of respondents that 

are non-Swedish native speakers (see Language background). In the Language policy for 

Uppsala University – guidance and advice on language choice and use (UFV 2016/520) that 

was adopted December 5, 2018, one objective is the Parallel language use that means that 

Swedish and English are the main languages used in activities at the university, and that the 

choice of which to be applied is governed by which of the two that is more appropriate in 

each situation, and for example, by using both languages side by side by making documents 

available in both languages. The result should be interpreted in light of the fact that the 

majority of the respondents are not Swedish native speakers (see Language background 

section).  
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Language Barriers 

“There is discrimination against non-Swedish speakers, portrayed by exclusion from 

important discussions (which by chance are always in Swedish).” 

Most non-Swedish speaking PhD students cannot fully understand or access regulations, 

minutes and emails, and have difficulties participating in faculty/institute board meetings and 

participating in conversations at social gatherings (e.g., lunch, fika, events) and teaching. In 

addition, participants mentioned obstacles to participating in academic meetings/higher 

seminars and taking relevant courses. Participants mentioned feelings of isolation at different 

levels. Several times language was mentioned as a “tool for mobbing the international 

students.” The lack of perspectives for finding a job in Sweden after graduation, and unequal 

work experience opportunities for Swedish and non-Swedish PhD students were also 

frequently mentioned. Finally, the situation with internationalisation at the university has 

been described by many as "situational" - where internationalisation is granted when it 

benefits the university but not the international staff. 

Language Education Opportunities 

“I speak 3 other acquired languages, in addition to English. I have been told by Swedish 

colleagues that I am lazy for not learning Swedish, but the required level to participate in 

Administrative meetings, etc requires several years of study, so I think this simply displays an 

attitude of xenophobia and unwillingness to see foreigners as assets in Sweden.” 

More than half of the participants of the survey chose not to respond or have answered “not 

applicable” to the questions regarding opportunities to learn English, which is expected 

considering the high level of English that most PhD students reported to have when starting 

their studies. Among the ones that have answered questions in this section, 44% agree that 

they would somehow get more out of the doctoral education if their English proficiency was 

better. Considering the total number of responses to the survey (n=505), that means that 19% 

of the respondents agree that having a better level of English would be beneficial for their 

doctoral studies.  

Most non-native Swedish speaking PhD students are highly motivated to learn Swedish. 

However, the lack of time, opportunity and accessibility to Swedish language courses are a 

major obstacle to learn Swedish according to the results of this survey. A solution for these 

problems would be the diversification and extension of the Swedish language courses, which 

is identified as most beneficial by the respondents. Receiving ECTS credits for those courses 

or prolongation seem to be considered not as beneficial. A better outlook on staying in 

Sweden after the PhD studies, however, would be highly beneficial and motivational for the 

respondents as well. In the words of one of the respondents: “Prioritize Swedish learning. By 

doing so, you are giving PhD students the tools needed to function at their full capacity in 

society, and also empowering them to maximise opportunities during and after their studies. 
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Internationalisation  

“Internationalisation is very uneven at Uppsala University. […] Particularly in Humanities and 

Social Sciences, are not only not making an effort to internationalize […] but have a critical 

mass of faculty and higher-level administrators who do everything possible to prevent 

internationalisation. Not only that, but they go out of their way to create a hostile working 

environment for international students, […] and even the postdocs (we have had several 

instances of mobbing of postdocs).” 

Most participants would like to see more efforts and specifically designed policies to achieve 

better internationalisation in the near future. In light of the comments, some suggestions can 

be made, e.g., to provide more training in this respect to administration staff and to 

encourage all Uppsala University faculties to take the same steps to improve 

internationalisation.  

Suggestions and criticism from participants 

A Critique of Current Internationalisation Processes in the UU 

“The university performs, as it does with every issue, long studies following the work of 

groups who write up reports that no one reads. I think there are plenty of efforts already made 

to inform university leadership about what the situation is how happy/unhappy people are, 

but there are no actions. Instead, we often get surveys like this one which just aren't beneficial 

or reassuring.” 

“Why should some departments pretend to internationalize at all then? I think 

internationalization can be a bit of a fake facade - especially in areas of study that may have 

a strong domestic focus. At the moment we make it seem like we internationalize, but in reality 

most international staff leave the department after some years of employment.” 

“I am severely disadvantaged in the local workplace (despite holding several degrees from 

top institutions, speaking multiple languages, professional experience, etc) for the simple fact 

that I don't speak fluent Swedish.” 

In general, this section echoes the results and comments throughout the survey. People 

criticize the current situation where they have limited access to documents, meetings, 

teaching, research seminars, and committees. Difficulties in enrolling in Swedish for 

Academics courses and a general desire to improve their quality were mentioned. 

Some participants even encountered mobbing and xenophobic comments. This problem is 

also recognized by native Swedish speakers. The fact that job advertisements do not require 

knowledge of the Swedish language came as a surprise to many from day one.  A sense of 

isolation at social gatherings (e.g., dinners, fika) and social events (parties) is emphasized. 
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There is unequal treatment of PhD students, for whom Swedish is their native language, as 

opposed to international ones. Nevertheless, even within the latter category there is a 

division into those who speak a little Swedish and those who do not. Cases of favouritism and 

segregation were mentioned. Some noted that they see some consistency in the new 

university rankings, in which UU ranks lower than before. Finally, some participants do not 

believe the university will take this issue seriously and action will be taken. 

Suggestions from the Participants 

“Departments should assess realistically their goals and possibilities when it comes to 

international PhD students. If they are not ready/willing or able to provide equal 

opportunities for their staff at the moment, they have to be transparent about it when they 

offer the positions.” 

 

“Make it clear that UU should be an international environment. Give courses to the Swedish 

staff to train them in social protocols related to such an environment. Provide an English 

translation of everything and add "if there are any discrepancies between the English and 

Swedish texts, the Swedish version applies".” 

Suggestions from participants were divided into five categories: 1) English as a second 

working language; 2) Anti-internationalisation; 3) Assistance in integration of international 

PhD students; 4) Language courses related; 5) Teaching related and 6) General issues. 

The respondents suggest that language courses relevant to the study should be counted as 

part of their PhD workload and be included in the ISP (Individual study plan). Regarding the 

courses offered by the university, such as Swedish for Academics, they suggest more flexible 

schedules, more course places, online courses, and summer courses.  

Most participants suggested having more information, communication channels, 

documents, meetings, research seminars, courses, and teaching in English. They also call for 

having faculty websites in both languages (Swedish and English). There is, however, a minority 

of participants who would like to see the university predominantly Swedish instead of going 

down the road of further internationalisation. Among such comments is the fear of 

"Americanisation". Non-Swedish-speaking PhD students ask for help in providing more 

opportunities to socialise, learn the language and find work in Sweden. More international 

cooperation is suggested. 

Finally, the ambivalence of the internationalisation of the university at home, where there 

is a need to recruit and attract international PhD students, but little effort to make them feel 

welcome and included, is repeatedly mentioned. Non-Swedish speakers suggest giving them 

more equal opportunities to enrich their CVs through experiences such as teaching and 

administrative duties as their Swedish-speaking colleagues do. 
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PROFILE OF THE RESPONDENTS 

The majority of the participants are female with a ratio of 10:7: 

 

 
Figure 1. Gender of participants  

The average age of the participants ranges from 30 – 39 followed closely by 25 – 29: 

 
Figure 2. Age of participants  
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Most participants belong to the faculty of Science and Technology (39%): 

 

Figure 3. Faculty affiliation 

Most participants are in their first year of studies (32%), followed by students in their third 

year (23%): 

 
Figure 4. Year of PhD Studies  
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Most participants (64%) live for more than 3 years in Sweden and 20% live less than a year. 

 
Figure 5. Years living in Sweden  

 

More than half of the participants had not previously studied at a Swedish university. One-

third earned a master's degree in Sweden, and 11% participated in an exchange program with 

a Swedish university before studying for a PhD.  

 

 

 
Figure 6. Previous studies in Sweden  
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LANGUAGE BACKGROUND 

Sixty-five percent (65%) of the respondents has a native language other than Swedish, and 

the rest of participants are Swedish-native speakers (35%): 

 
Figure 7. Native language of participants  

 

An equal number of participants at 22% either do not speak Swedish or are beginners (A1 

level). An equal number of participants of 16% each have achieved elementary or 

intermediate level. Advanced level is reached by 8%, and professional (C2) by only 5%.  

 
Figure 8. Level of Swedish of participants  
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Prior to the PhD, 32% responded that they had not had the opportunity to learn Swedish, 28% 

of participants said that they had studied Swedish, and 14% were not motivated to learn the 

language.

 

Figure 9. Percentage of participants who have studied Swedish before  

 

SFI (Swedish for Immigrants/KomVux) and Swedish for Academics at UU were chosen by 34% 

and 33%, respectively, as sources of Swedish language learning in Sweden, and 30% of 

students were self-taught. 

 

Figure 10. Percentage of participants who have studied/study Swedish in Sweden  
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Most participants (80%) do not speak Swedish at home, and only 12% speak it occasionally. 

 

 
Figure11. Percentage of participants speaking Swedish at home  
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PROFICIENCY LEVELS OF ENGLISH AND SWEDISH 

Fourteen per cent (14%) of the respondents say they are native English speakers and 32% say 

they are Swedish speakers. Aside from native speakers, most PhD students started their 

studies with an advanced level of English (70%, C1 and C2). Only 15% answered having started 

their studies with intermediate level (B1 and B2) and 4% basic level (A1 and A2) of English.  

Only 6% of the respondents started their PhD studies with an advanced level of Swedish (C1 

and C2) and 10% with an intermediate level (B1 and B2). Considering that the survey was 

proportionally answered by more non-native speakers of Swedish (see section on 

“background information”), it is not surprising that 52% of the respondents answered having 

started their studies with no knowledge or only the basic levels (A1 or A2) of Swedish. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 12. Level of English when starting PhD studies   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13. Level of Swedish when starting PhD studies   
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Most respondents (77%) answered that they aim for an advanced level in English by the end 

of the PhD studies. Considering that 70% have answered before to already be in this level, it 

is a small number of doctoral students that seem to plan to improve their English. 

For Swedish, 29% aim to reach an advanced level and 27% an intermediate level. In this 

case, it is possible to affirm that most PhD students plan to improve their level of proficiency 

in Swedish throughout their studies. Only 6% aim for a basic level and 7% for no knowledge 

at all of Swedish.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14. Level of English aiming at the end of PhD studies Figure  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15. Level of Swedish aiming at the end of PhD studies 

 



 

19 

 

LANGUAGE AT WORK AND IN PHD ACTIVITIES 

The use of English in the research at work 

English is used very often in their research by 87% of respondents. The majority (78 %) were 

very comfortable with the use of English in their research, and 5 % were somewhat 

comfortable, and one (1) respondent (0.23%) was not comfortable at all. 

 

 

 
Figure 16. Percentage of participants using English in research 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17. Percentage of participants who are comfortable to use English in research 
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The use of Swedish in the research work 

Close to half of the respondents (45 %) do not use Swedish at all in their research, and 37 % 

are not comfortable at all with using Swedish in their research. Meanwhile 18% use Swedish 

very much in their research and 32 % are very comfortable using Swedish in their research. 

Here, a higher percentage of non-respondents was observed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18. Percentage of participants using Swedish for doing research work. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19. Percentage of participants who are comfortable to use Swedish in research 
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The use of English for teaching and/or administrative duties 

Slightly more than 9 % do not use English at all during teaching and/or administrative duties. 

Approximately 60 % use English very much, and 8 % chose not to answer this question. Two 

(2) respondents in total are not comfortable at all with using English for teaching and/or 

administrative duties, meanwhile 9 % (40 respondents) gave no answer. Almost 71 % are very 

much comfortable using English, and 5% are somewhat comfortable. 

 

 
Figure 20. Percentage of respondents using English for teaching and/or administrative duties. 

 

 

Figure 21. Percentage of respondents that are comfortable with using English for teaching and/or 

administrative duties.  
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The use of Swedish for teaching and/or administrative duties 

Almost a third (32 %) of the respondents do not use Swedish at all for teaching and/or 

administrative duties, and 36% are not comfortable at all with using Swedish for teaching 

and/or administrative duties.  Slightly more than 13% use Swedish somewhat and 7% are 

somewhat comfortable with it. Slightly more than a fourth (27%) use Swedish very much, and 

33% are very comfortable. Still, 10% did not answer whether they use Swedish and 11% did 

not answer how comfortable they were with it. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22. Percentage of respondents using Swedish for teaching and/or administrative duties. 

 
 

 
Figure 23. Percentage of respondents that are comfortable with using Swedish for teaching and/or 

administrative duties.  
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The use of English for social interactions at work 

Only 2 % do not use English at all for social interactions at work, and three (3) respondents 

are not comfortable at all with using English for social interactions at work. Somewhat 

comfortable are 3 % and 4 % who use it somewhat. As many as 71 % use it very much and 79 

% are very comfortable with using English. Here, 2 % did not answer if they use English for 

social interactions at work, and 3 % did not answer how comfortable they were using the 

language. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 24. Percentage of respondents that use English in social interactions at work. 

 
Figure 25. Percentage of respondents that are comfortable with using English in social interactions at work. 
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The use of Swedish for social interactions at work 

As many as 30 % do not use Swedish at all for social interactions at work. 10 % use it somewhat 

and 26 % use it very much, and 3 % preferred not to answer. As many as 29 % are not 

comfortable at all with using Swedish for social interactions at work, 10 % somewhat and 39 

% are very comfortable, while 5 % did not answer. 

 

 
Figure 26. Percentage of respondents that use Swedish in social interactions at work. 

 
Figure 27. Percentage of respondents that are comfortable with using Swedish in social interactions at work. 
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The use of English for speaking and listening 

Of all respondents, everyone uses English for speaking and listening, 6 % use it somewhat, 

and 78% use it very much, and 2 % did not respond. Two respondents (0.5 %) were not 

comfortable at all with using English for speaking and listening. Four percent are somewhat 

comfortable, and 79% are very comfortable. Only 3 % did not answer. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 28. Percentage of respondents that use English when speaking and listening. 

 
Figure 29. Percentage of respondents that are comfortable using English when speaking and listening. 
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The use of Swedish for speaking and listening 

Of all respondents, 23 % do not use Swedish for speaking and listening at all, 16 % use it 

somewhat, and 31 % use it very much. As many as almost a third (29 %) were not comfortable 

at all with using Swedish for speaking and listening and 10 % were somewhat comfortable, 

and 38 % were very comfortable, 5 % of the respondents did not answer. 

 
Figure 30. Percentage of respondents that use Swedish when speaking and listening. 

 
Figure 31. Percentage of respondents that are comfortable with using Swedish when speaking and listening. 
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The use of English for reading and writing  

All of the respondents, except for 2 % who did not answer, use English for reading and writing, 

and one (1) respondent is not comfortable at all with it. Three percent (3%) did not answer 

how comfortable they were with it. Two percent (2%) use it somewhat and 4 % are somewhat 

comfortable with using English for reading and writing. Finally, 90 % use English for reading 

and writing, and 81 % claim to be very comfortable with the language. 

 
Figure 32. Percentage of respondents that use English for reading and writing. 

 
Figure 33. Percentage of respondents that are comfortable with using English when reading and writing. 
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The use of Swedish for reading and writing 

Every fifth (22 %) participant do not use Swedish at all for reading and writing at work, while 

24 % use it somewhat and 20 % use it very much. The 26% are not comfortable at all with the 

language, and 12 % are somewhat comfortable, and a third (33 %) are very comfortable with 

using Swedish for reading and writing. Five percent (5%) did not answer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 34. Percentage of respondents that use Swedish for reading and writing. 

 
Figure 35. Percentage of respondents that are comfortable with using Swedish for reading and writing. 
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LANGUAGE BARRIERS 

Being prevented from participating in activities 

Language barriers were indicated by 37% of the participants preventing them from fully 

understanding or access to regulations, minutes, and emails. Almost an equal number (29% 

and 28%) indicated difficulties in participating in Departmental/Institutional board meetings 

and taking part in conversations in social gatherings (e.g., lunch, fika, events). Nearly a quarter 

(23,45%) were prevented from teaching. From research meetings (e.g., higher seminars) 18% 

and 15% were prevented from taking courses. Over 6% chose the answer “other” where PhD 

students gave open answers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 36. Percentage of participants whose Swedish/English skills did not enable them to participate in work 

activities 

Among the written answers, eleven people noted that they do not have language barriers, so 

they were not prevented. It is not clear whether Swedish is the first language of those 

participants or not. Yet, two additional participants emphasized that the language barrier has 

reduced when they improved their Swedish “though this has taken much time and energy out 

of my work and personal time.” 

Some PhD students indicated that language barriers prevent them from understanding the 

Swedish “job market/social system/healthcare/etc.,” and emphasized the fact that emails 
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about events and organizational matters are in Swedish. One PhD student emphasized that 

“even important safety information is in Swedish.”  

English language barriers seem not to be so frequent. In fact, the written comments further 

indicate that PhD students experience language barriers when their first language is not 

Swedish. Basic information at work such as emails, regulations and minutes from meetings 

seem to be not fully accessible to more than one third of all participants.  

Those PhD students who reached a particular level of Swedish or who have Swedish as a first 

language, seem to have more opportunities to teach and actively participate in board and 

institutional meetings. Non-Swedish speaking PhD students or those with lower levels of 

Swedish cannot get the same experience and enrich their CV during their PhD studies. Thus 

they a priori have unequal chances to apply to the same positions after graduation. In 

addition, the lack of access to regulations and emails do not provide all PhD students the same 

rights. Finally, every third indicated that they are prevented from social gatherings due to 

their language skills. 

Feelings of disadvantage 

In the survey question about the feeling of being disadvantaged by a lack of (English or 

Swedish) language proficiency, half of the respondents (52%) answered that this is not a 

personal problem. Yet many of the respondents emphasized that they recognize this problem 

at their departments. Only 12% did not answer the question. The others provided open 

answers to this question, where they briefly but in detail indicated their issues. Below is a 

summary of those replies. 

The replies were divided into several thematic groups: staff meetings, social gatherings, and 

lunches, feeling of exclusion, emails, documents, and communication, conducting research, 

research seminars, teaching, learning Swedish, lack of English proficiency, other languages, 

job opportunities, time and energy, and other replies. The report includes some vivid replies 

from open questions related to the topic. The punctuation and grammar are mainly 

maintained however some quotes had to be altered to grant anonymity to the respondent.  

Staff/board meetings 

Most of the participants emphasized that most of the department meetings and board 

meetings are in Swedish, as a consequence, they feel “totally disconnected from what is 

happening in my department,” “excluded participation” or they feel prevented from applying 

to the boards in the first place. Negative comments by the heads of departments also occur: 

“for why not speaking Swedish yet.” Many admit that they could not participate in many 

meetings and raise their voice. Further meeting minutes are mostly in Swedish and a summary 

in English is not provided. Several participants stress that there were many times when 

meetings were advertised in English but changed to Swedish. 
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Social gatherings and lunches 

Social gatherings such as Fika or lunch are often associated with the feeling of exclusion for 

many participants: “Not knowing Swedish means you don’t even socially interact with 

Swedes.” Lunches become a stressful time for some PhD students: “at lunch break all 

colleagues continue speaking in Swedish even with me present (it happened more than once 

that they asked if I understood, when I said in English that I don´t speak fluent Swedish they 

just summarized to me what they were talking about and then shifted back speaking all in 

Swedish!)”. Social events are therefore a tense time for some: “It limits me, as I am afraid of 

embarrassing myself.” 

Departmental celebrations are also an issue: “I feel excluded especially from social events. 

E.g., we had this departmental new year dinner event (just before the pandemic), and it 

boggled me when the head of the department "only" spoke Swedish, in a setting where 

everyone understands English and at least half of the people are international researchers 

who either do not know any Swedish or understand very little. There were also some faculty 

events which were advertised in English with no information about the language, then it 

turned out to be in Swedish and I needed to sit through the whole thing without understanding 

anything.” 

Feeling of exclusion 

A significant number of respondents have a feeling of exclusion due to the lack of Swedish 

language. Here participants emphasize different activities and social interaction: “I feel 

excluded by certain colleagues that insist on interacting in Swedish; some courses, talks and 

meetings are too high-level Swedish for me to understand; it takes much more time to digest 

information sent to me in Swedish and to answer emails in Swedish”; “All activities at my 

department are in Swedish by default. I often feel at a disadvantage at some point in most 

activities at the department.” 

Several PhD students note that they do not have a full understanding of the information 

available. One respondent mentioned feeling mobbed: “Yes, but mostly because faculty and 

administrators use it as a means of excluding international students and putting them at a 

disadvantage - for example, changing the language of events and seminars from English to 

Swedish after said seminars and events have already begun. Language is an issue because 

people in power at the department have chosen to make it a problem and employ it as a tool 

for mobbing the international students.” 

Many feel lost at their workplace: “No Understanding what's going on!” 

Some consider the situation as an expression of nationalism to prevent competition: 

“Swedish nationalism has intensified at my department and at the university, as well as in 

universities throughout Sweden” with raising barriers “to prevent competition” in contrast to 
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Swedish corporations which have more inclusive politics “because they want the best 

employees”.  

The situation is considered as an expression of discrimination by some participants: “There is 

discrimination against non-Swedish speakers, portrayed by exclusion from important 

discussions (which by chance are always in Swedish).” 

Emails, documents, and communication: 

Many participants indicate the issue of correspondence in Swedish, such as official documents 

and regulations, protocols, advertisements, and emails. It takes more time and effort for PhD 

students to read such correspondence: “emails are often sent out only in Swedish. Without 

translating, it is impossible to know if this is relevant to me, or not. I have to check; however, 

vital information is often only transmitted in Swedish.” The issue of deep understanding was 

indicated: “Important email conversations forwarded to me in Swedish where precise wording 

can be important.” Also, the official documents which PhD students shall sign or read are in 

Swedish which makes it difficult for them to understand. Some indicated a sense that 

“information is second hand.”  

Conducting research 

For several people, the lack of Swedish prevented them from doing fieldwork, interviews, 

writing ethical proposals and patient information. Also, working in research projects creates 

a feeling of isolation for some: “I was the only non-native Swedish speaker in my research 

group for several years, so there was nothing I could participate in for a long time. It was very 

isolating.” Several mentioned that they ask their Swedish speaking colleagues to proofread 

presentations, emails, and documents they are writing in Swedish. Which is very time 

consuming for the Non-native Swedish speaker as well as the Swedish Native speaker. 

Research seminars and courses for PhD students 

Several are prevented from attending research seminars, conferences, and defences. When 

attending research seminars in Swedish, several participants feel insecure: “Much harder to 

follow what is being discussed in higher seminars and there is a high barrier to contributing 

to such meetings (uncertainty whether hearing everything correctly makes you disinclined to 

contribute yourself, after all, what if someone already said it?).” 

Many relevant courses are in Swedish which prevent PhD students with limited knowledge of 

Swedish from taking them. One respondent mentioned the situation where they felt excluded 

when taking a course: “a teacher was speaking Swedish ignoring my presence.” Many 

mentioned that even when manuscripts or research papers are written in English, they are 
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often discussed in Swedish. Some could not attend any PhD defences since the start of their 

studies since the defences were always in Swedish. 

Teaching  

Many participants do not have the same access to teaching compared to their colleagues with 

Swedish as a first language. Some consider it as an “excuse” made by their department to not 

provide them access to teaching. One PhD student admitted that it is not an issue for them, 

but they recognize a problem for their colleagues: “Not for me, but I think the non-Swedish 

speakers are not getting the same opportunities in regards to teaching and taking part in 

some meetings.” Unequal access to teaching is mentioned many times: “Swedish speaking 

PhD students teach a lot more compared to non-swedes.” More than that, those PhD 

students who cannot have access to teaching do not get any prolongation: “Prolongations 

because of teaching tend to go to Swedish students, because they can teach in more classes.” 

In addition, those who teach in English at the bachelor level meet struggles in communication 

with Swedish speaking students. Learning the functions of “Studium” is a problem for some 

participants, since the introduction courses on how it works are offered in Swedish only: 

“Studium is something I do not grasp and it is only offered in Swedish” and “Studium- 

seriously, please translate that!”  

Those PhD students who reached the level of Swedish to be able to teach in it, are taking 

much longer time for teaching and presentations still. 

Learning Swedish 

According to many respondents, Swedish for Academics courses are hard to access due to a 

high competition. In addition, several participants expressed their dissatisfaction with the 

Swedish for Academics courses, where they mentioned that other courses, they took are 

higher quality but require more time. The lack of time to take courses and no credits provided 

is another issue: “I wish PhD students could get credit for the Swedish for Academics courses, 

as they do take a lot of our time and then to also take other courses on top of that while still 

having time for our doctoral research is hard.” 

Lack of English proficiency 

Several respondents mentioned that they have not sufficient level of written academic English 

and their supervisors’ English is on the similar level so they cannot help. They indicate an 

interest in the seminars/training/courses to improve English or professional courses in the 

STEM field in Swedish. Some mentioned that they need to improve both Swedish and English. 
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Other languages 

Several PhD students mentioned that they need to learn other languages for their research, 

and they believe that the credits should be available for such courses. 

Job opportunities 

Several PhD students do not see a perspective to find a job at Swedish universities after their 

graduation since “most teaching positions are for Swedish speakers.” 

Many do not feel optimistic about an access to the job market in Sweden or getting grants. 

The opportunities for gaining job experience for PhD students with native/advanced level of 

Swedish during their PhD studies are much higher and broader both in terms of research, 

teaching and administrative duties. 

Time and energy 

It takes a longer time for PhD students with limited or no knowledge of Swedish to teach, do 

research which includes Swedish, read documents and emails, etc. Taking Swedish courses in 

free time becomes an extra burden for many. Such PhD students take more time on their 

working duties and education in comparison to their Swedish speaking peers. It increases the 

stress level and pressure. 

Other replies 

One respondent argues that low level of Swedish or English of some colleagues influences the 

working conditions for everyone at the department: “Some students do not have adequate 

Swedish or English skills to function as part of the department, and thus create a difficult 

working environment for others.” 

There is an observation by some respondents that internationalisation is situational at the 

university “because of the reasons above, also things are "international" when its beneficial 

for the university, but some basic documents and processes are not "international" enough 

considering the global academic context. (Not excluding Swedish but including English in day-

to-day life of university more).” 

Among the reasons for the lack of attention to the problem some see a lack of people with 

international background on the higher positions: “I also feel that the management level at 

the departments mostly (maybe all?) consists of Swedish (maybe 90%) and/or Swedish-

speaking people. I don't have any issues with the composition, we are in Sweden after all, but 

maybe this is why they are less sensitive to this topic.”  
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Concluding remarks on language barriers 

In the Uppsala University Language Policy, one of the overall objectives is the Linguistic 

awareness which highlights the significance of language for gender equality, equal treatment, 

and inclusion. Yet, from many respondents, it is visible that language barriers influence not 

only the professional life of PhD students, but also their social life and contact with colleagues 

at the university. Thus, it affects not only working conditions, where there are no equal 

opportunities for everyone, which leads to stress and feeling of exclusion. According to 

Uppsala University’s occupational health service Previa “injustice at work can make us sick” 

and “Good organizational and social work environment provides better physical and mental 

health, better well-being, lower staff turnover, fewer sick leave and more commitment and 

better performance” (https://www.previa.se/en/What-we-do/). Thus, the situation where 

PhD students are under constant pressure, stress, feeling of social isolation and/or exclusion 

may have long-term effects, not only on the quality of the performed work, but also on their 

health (both physical and mental). Working conditions become unequal for PhD students at 

different departments and especially for those with limited knowledge of Swedish. Several 

participants identify it as discrimination and/or mobbing. According to Discriminerings 

ombudsmannen (https://www.do.se/other-languages/english/what-is-discrimination/) 

discrimination is “when a person is treated disavowable or when a person's dignity is 

violated.” However, among the seven grounds of discrimination (sex, transgender identity or 

expression, ethnicity, religion or other belief, disability, sexual orientation, and age) there is 

nothing about the language. Yet, from the data of the survey it can be suggested that a 

significant number of PhD students at Uppsala University feel they are/were discriminated 

against on the ground of the language. If the language does not directly imply ethnicity, there 

is always room for discrimination. In most cases, English is a foreign language for most PhD 

students, both Swedish-speakers and non-Swedish speakers. Nevertheless, English becomes 

a tool for dividing "us" and "others". This is particularly noticeable in the division between the 

group of international PhD students and PhD students of "foreign origin", as the SCB states, 

where the latter often have a higher level of proficiency in Swedish and are better integrated. 

Swedish thus becomes one of the visible markers of Swedish identity, while English becomes 

the marker of all “others” in the university. 

Not only Swedish and English should be encouraged to be used in the university, according to 

Uppsala University’s languages policy, multilingualism means that the presence of languages 

other than the aforementioned is a “natural and welcome aspect of life at Uppsala 

University”, and that this is a “resource and a quality factor.” The policy also states that 

linguistic diversity is a key factor in internationalisation and widening participation, and 

intercultural skills an important goal of education. Plain language means that the language to 

be used, both internally and externally, is cultivated, simple and comprehensible, leading to 

a high quality, efficacy, and legal certainty. In the same language policy, it is stated that the 

University’s activities are built upon the Language Act, the Administrative Procedure Act and 

the Act on National Minorities, The Language Act establishes that the language of public 

authorities in Sweden is Swedish. This means that everyone has the right to use Swedish in 

https://www.previa.se/en/What-we-do/
https://www.do.se/other-languages/english/what-is-discrimination/
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their communications with the University and that the University must be able to 

communicate in Swedish. It also means that the University has an important role in preserving 

and developing Swedish as the principal language in Sweden. The Language Act also requires 

public authorities to use language that is cultivated, simple and comprehensible. Further, the 

Administrative Procedure Act requires the University, as a public authority, to use interpreters 

and have documents translated if this is necessary to enable individuals who do not have a 

command of Swedish to assert their rights in contacts with the University. Hence, it is 

important to not only think of preserving the Swedish language and developing it, it is also 

important to include staff to the highest possible degree, and one way could be to conduct 

the meetings and discussions in English and then have the minutes both in Swedish and in 

English. Further, as the policy states “(...) linguistic diversity is a key factor in 

internationalisation and widening participation (...)”, the University should be able to speak 

Swedish, however, if not all do, then the appropriate language for the meeting and 

discussions should be determined before the meeting starts, which is also stated in the policy, 

in order to include everyone attending, and everyone being able to attend the meeting. 

Otherwise, this would be opposed to the parallel language use objective covered in the 

University’s language policy. By refusing to conduct meetings in English, by claiming that 

Swedish must be used, would be a way of excluding nearly half of the personnel, and 

interested and motivated people that want to, for instance, hold a position in a board, but 

cannot as they cannot manage the Swedish language properly. Learning the language of the 

country one is in is a key to integration, however, it can only be even more harmful to exclude 

foreign personnel not speaking Swedish by not letting them take part in meetings that could 

be partly or as a whole, conducted in English.  

Even though that half of the participants mentioned that it is not a problem for them, they 

recognize the issue and admit that there is a problem at their departments: “It is a problem 

at my department if your Swedish is not sufficient, but it has not affected me personally,” “So, 

I have never myself felt that I’ve been disadvantaged but that is not to say I do not consider 

it a problem at the department,” “It is a problem at my department if your Swedish is not 

sufficient, but it has not affected me personally,” “Not personally, but I know colleagues have 

felt that.” However, it is a personal problem for the other half of the participants.  

In addition, it is vital to emphasize that almost all participants in open answers mentioned 

two and more issues related to the topic. It allows us to suggest that PhD students with limited 

knowledge of Swedish feel disadvantaged on several/many levels at their education and 

work. 

To demonstrate it, we provide three examples among the many we received: “Miss out on 

social interactions, feel limited in what I'm able to achieve in this country career-wise, miss 

out on funding opportunities, miss out on taking up certain positions, the list goes on...” 

“Job applications in Swedish (limited access), grants (limited access), First study plans (created 

stress), Info about my employment and regulations in Swedish (limited access), NY party in 

Swedish (disappointed, like I am not part of the department)” 
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“Not able to take higher positions in doctoral students’ boards; no access to teaching; poor 

participation in board meetings; the lack of perspectives for future career here, etc.” 

Additionally, the lack of opportunity to teach or to do administrative duties, excludes the 

opportunity to get prolongation for many PhD students with limited level of Swedish. 

Such working conditions unintentionally create segregation at some departments, where PhD 

students with limited knowledge of Swedish have limited access to teaching, board meetings, 

positions, research seminars, documents, social events, and career development. According 

to Oxford dictionary (https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english 

/segregation) “segregation is the act of separating people or things from a larger group.” Even 

when technically, they may not be prohibited from participating (e.g., social gatherings, 

documents, research seminars, board meetings), in fact they cannot fully participate and even 

understand the nuances of the happening. However, often, they are technically prohibited 

from being able to apply to higher positions at the boards or being able to teach in contrast 

to their Swedish speaking colleagues. It leads to the feeling of exclusion, unequal treatment 

and even discrimination or mobbing as several participants indicated. Finally, the unequal 

opportunities to gain teaching, administrative and research experience lead to unequal 

opportunities for Swedish and non-Swedish speaking PhD students to enter the job market 

(whether in academia or in industry) even where Swedish is not required (both in Sweden 

and in other countries).  

However, according to the Language policy for Uppsala University – Guidance and Advice on 

Language Choice and Use (UFV 2016/520) that was adopted December 5, 2018, “The parallel 

use of Swedish and English aims to prepare for an international career but also to enable 

those with non-Swedish backgrounds to prepare for work in the Swedish labour market, and 

to give people from other cultures a heightened sense of belonging at Uppsala University, as 

their workplace, and in the Swedish society.” 

Furthermore, according to the same policy (Ibid), it is clearly stated that “meetings, working 

groups and faculty bodies must be inclusive and involve all participants, whether staff or 

students, on equal terms. This applies not least in terms of language, for one reason so that 

internationally recruited staff and students can fully contribute the benefit of their experience 

and knowledge. In general, meetings will be held in Swedish. However, this need not prevent 

participants from using other languages, as long as everyone participating in the meeting 

understands what is said and can make themselves understood in their language. It is 

appropriate to start a meeting by discussing which language or languages will be used, so 

that all participants are aware of the rules. Minutes of meetings must always be written in 

Swedish. If necessary, the chair can decide that the minutes will also be translated into 

English. In many connections, even an English summary outlining important decisions can 

offer participants who do not have a command of Swedish a better chance of being fully 

involved in the activities of the department/equivalent.” 

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english%20/segregation
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english%20/segregation
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR LANGUAGE EDUCATION 

In a multiple-choice question about opportunities for language education, 180 of the 

respondents (44% of the answers) agreed with the statement “If I want to take language 

courses, I have to do that in my free time”. Considering the possibility of taking language 

courses during “working hours”, 115 respondents (28%) acknowledged that if they do so, they  

“have to work extra to compensate for the "lost" time, for example by staying later in the 

evenings”.  

In relation to the support of supervisors or guidelines from the department, 73 respondents 

(18% of the answers) say that they agree with the statement that says: “My supervisor / 

department lets me take language courses during paid working hours, even if they don't give 

ECTS credits”. The 38 respondents (9%) agreed with the same statement but only in the case 

that “the courses give ECTS credits”. A total of 34 respondents (8%) agreed with the statement 

regarding the possibility of doing homework for language courses during paid working.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 37. Opportunities for language education 

There were 156 respondents who answered that none of the statements applied for them or 

selected “Other”.  

In written responses, a great number of respondents reported not knowing about 

opportunities for language education. Some explained not having discussed the issue directly 

with their supervisors or not knowing about official guidelines from their departments.  
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There was also a significant number of respondents who answered that they take language 

courses in their free time considering reasons such as the workload being too high or work 

being more important than learning a language at the moment. One respondent reported 

only being able to attend SFI during parental leave, which was crucial for improving their 

Swedish. There were several reports that pointed out that, even though supervisors 

encourage taking language courses or doing homework during working hours, they still need 

to compensate/make it up for the time in order to keep up with their work. This led one of 

the respondents to take a leave (reducing work hours) for studying Swedish. There were also 

respondents that mentioned not having time for taking language courses considering family 

and workload: “Between time for family with small children and work priorities it is difficult 

to schedule Swedish courses even when offered.” 

 

One respondent reported that there was different treatment depending on the language: 

“For English learning, I was encouraged to take courses during paid working hours, no 

matter whether or not I will get ECTS credits. But for Swedish learning, I have to do that in 

my free time.” 

 

There were respondents who complained about the lack of opportunities to take courses, 

especially the lack of spots on the course Swedish for Academics, offered by the university. 

For the ones that got a spot in these courses, there seem to still be a problem with the level 

of the courses: 

- “For the Swedish for Academics course, supervisor/department allows this. But this 

course in its own is not enough, so one must study either outside or on their own, which 

I would have to do on my own time.” 

- “I have taken the course Swedish for Academics 4, so at present there aren't further 

Swedish courses available.” 

There were reports that focused on the lack of efficiency or support from the department: 

- “The department has been absolutely unhelpful in terms of accommodating language 

instruction as part of professional training. There is an expectation that we should 

speak it, but no help in getting there. I would gladly take language courses if I were 

given credits/extra time to do so, but this has never been an option.” 

- “My supervisor did not allow me to take Swedish for Academics and the course is 

also not well advertised in my department.” 

Only one respondent questioned explicitly the relevance of language education as part of the 

PhD education: “I don't think it is suitable that PhD students are being paid by taxpayers’ 

money to improve their language abilities, this is more a sign of an inadequate employment 

of the PhD student in the first place, both relating to the PhD student as well as the employer.” 



 

40 

 

English language education 

The 2019 Uppsala University Doctoral Education Survey showed that the use of English and 

Swedish for daily work and research activities varied considerably from faculty to faculty. 

More importantly, in disciplinary domains like HumSam, for example, 42% of the doctoral 

students who responded to that survey agreed with the statement "I would get more out of 

my doctoral education if my English was better". The number was even higher for respondents 

from the Faculty of Education (50%). Considering that, the present survey inquired generally 

about the interest and necessity of English language courses.   

A great number of respondents chose not to answer or considered that the questions about 

this matter were “not applicable” to their situation. This might indicate that most doctoral 

students do not consider it relevant to engage in any form of language education in relation 

to English. In the following part of the report, we focus on the answers and excluded “no 

answer” and “not applicable” from the results. In the right upper corner, the total number of 

responses is given. 

Level of the courses 

The Unit for Professional English within the university’s Department of English regularly offers 

courses open to employees, including doctoral students. In the survey, when asked about 

these and other possible English courses available, most respondents (strongly) disagreed 

(45%) that the level of the courses is not appropriate; while 27% neither agreed or disagreed 

with the statement and 28% agreed or strongly agreed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 38. Evaluation of English language courses at UU  
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Time 

Most respondents (56%) agree that they do not have the time or opportunity for taking 

English courses. 31% do not agree and 13% neither agree or disagree with this statement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 39. Opportunity to attend English language courses 

Time spent in language learning 

When asked to estimate how many hours they spent learning languages per week, most PhD 

students reported dedicating no time to English.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 40. Hours per week on learning English 
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ECTS credits 

Most respondents, 46%, disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement “I would only 

take these courses if I get ECTS credits for them”, while 37% agreed or strongly agreed. The 

number of indecisive respondents was 17%.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 41. ECTS credits for taking courses  

Supervisor’s support 

Most respondents disagree with the statement that says, “My supervisor is uncooperative / 

hostile to me spending time on this”. Therefore, lack of cooperation from supervisors does 

not seem to be a significant problem. However, considering the written answers presented 

before and the number of “not applicable” answers (27%, not shown in graph), it might also 

be the case that many PhD students actually have not yet discussed the possibility of taking 

language courses with their supervisors.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 42. Supervisor’s support 
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Relevance of English 

A total of 44% (n=96) agree that they would somehow get more out of their doctoral 

education if their English proficiency was better. At the same time, 38% disagree (n=83) and 

18% (n=39) do not agree or disagree with the statement, which is expected considering the 

high level of English that most PhD students reported to have when starting their studies.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 43. Relevance of English proficiency  
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Motivation 

English seems to be, in fact, a relevant language for life after the completion of the PhD 

studies considering that 72% disagree with the statement of lack of motivation to study 

English based on that.  

 

Figure 44. Motivation to learn English  

 

Solutions for English education 

The survey asked about a series of possible ways of increasing the motivation and viability for 

language education. In relation to the possibility of receiving prolongation based on time 

spent studying English, most PhD students consider that this would be somehow beneficial 

(74% in total). The same seems to be the case for receiving ECTS credits for language courses 

as part of the PhD education. Having the opportunity of taking language courses within 

“working hours”, having that planned in the individual study plan, was indicated as even more 

beneficial (82% in total). Also,75% agreed that receiving funding or having courses free-of-

charge would be somehow beneficial, as also would better conditions for taking the courses, 

such as the time of the classes and the format/medium. The prospect of more job 

opportunities is a motivator for 80% of the respondents to invest in improving their English. 
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Figure 45. Prolongation for language education  

 

 

Figure 46. ECTS credits for language education  
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Figure 47. Language education inclusion in working hours  

 

 

Figure 48. Request for free-of-charge courses  
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Figure 49. Better conditions   

 

 

Figure 50. More job opportunities   
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Swedish language education 

Most non-Swedish speaking PhD students are highly motivated to learn Swedish. However, 

the lack of time, opportunity and accessibility to Swedish language courses are identifies as a 

major obstacle to learn Swedish. 

Swedish courses are offered by different institutions, partly private, others funded by the 

government. In addition to these courses, the Department of Nordic languages offers the 

course “Swedish for Academics”. Usually, these courses are available for different levels of 

language proficiency. This is the reason why we asked the survey respondents to agree or 

disagree with multiple statements: “There are various opportunities to study Swedish during 

your PhD, including: SFI / KomVux, SWAC (Swedish for Academics) and more. Please select 

how much you agree with the following statements about Swedish courses. You may skip this 

question if it is not relevant for you.” Native Swedish Speakers were asked to skip the 

question. Therefore, only the information given by Non-native Swedish Speakers are included 

in the results.  

As a first statement, we formulated “these courses are not the right level for me”, to identify 

if proficiency or the measurement of language skill is an issue. However, most respondents 

either strongly disagree or disagreed (63%) with this statement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 51. Level of Swedish language courses  

Very different results of agreement come from the statement “I don't think I have the time 

or opportunity to do this”. Here one quarter of the respondents strongly agree and another 

36% agree with the statement, these results show that finding time and having the 
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opportunity for a language course is a major issue among non-Swedish speaking PhD 

students. This topic also brought up frequently in the suggestion part of this survey:  

“I took SFI until it was too hard to combine with the program. I registered twice for Swedish 

for academics, but they won't let you know the schedule until assigning you to a time, and I 

had other required courses so I couldn't join. Many don't even have a spot in the course. It 

would be amazing to just do an intensive course during the summer, but the department won't 

sponsor it because the free options are technically available (though in reality, as pointed out- 

they mostly aren't).” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 52. Time to take courses  

The next statement we asked the respondents to agree with was “I would only take these 

courses if I get ECTS credits for them”. More than half of the respondents disagreed or 

disagreed strongly with this statement. Only less than a quarter (strongly) agreed with the 

statement.   
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Figure 53. ECTS credits for taking Swedish language courses  

With the next statement “My supervisor is uncooperative/hostile to me spending time on 

this”, we wanted to gain insight about the role of supervisors. In addition to 47% respondents 

that strongly disagree with the statement, another 21% disagree. Only 19% (strongly) agreed 

with the statement. This shows that uncooperative or even hostile behaviour of supervisors 

in this context, is an uncommon phenomenon. Even though these 33 cases are 33 to many. 

The behaviour of these specific supervisors is not correct and those affected should consider 

asking for support/help among their fellow PhD students, the Director of studies or the head 

of department. In serious cases also other external personnel can be contacted. Luckily, most 

supervisors are supportive and open minded towards Swedish language education of their 

PhD students, which is great to hear.  
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Figure 54. Supervisor’s support  

With the next statement we asked about the relevance of the Swedish language for the PhD 

education. The vast majority, 62%, (strongly) agree with the statement “I would get more out 

of my doctoral education if my Swedish was better”. The result was shocking. It shows that 

non-Swedish speakers are still frequently excluded from activities. This shows the necessity 

of better embedded internationalisation policies at Uppsala University. The 7% and 12% of 

respondents, respectively, that disagreed with the statement, show that some departments 

or faculties seem to already have a successful integration of internationalisation policies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 55. Benefits of Swedish language proficiency   
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The statement “lack of motivation/not relevant for my life after completion of my PhD” 

yielded a 64% ratio of (strongly) disagreement. Most respondents are therefore highly 

motivated to learn Swedish and find a Swedish proficiency to be an asset for the future. The 

motivation for learning a new language is of course highly linked with future life plans. If a 

PhD student is planning to stay in Sweden after the completion of their PhD, and have a 

reasonable chance to find a suitable position here, the motivation of learning Swedish is much 

higher than for PhD students that do not see their future in Sweden. The 22% of respondents 

that disagreed with the statement are therefore most likely not seeing themselves staying in 

Sweden in the future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 56. Lack of motivation 

Time spent in language learning 

About one half of respondents currently practice Swedish between one to 20 hours a week. 

The other half does not learn or practice Swedish at all. The respondents had the opportunity 

to comment on the question and it became clear that the question raised some confusion 

when it came to learning “actively” (course, textbooks etc) or “passively” (supermarket, fika 

with colleagues etc.).  
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Figure 57. Time spent on Swedish learning    

 

Solutions for Swedish education 

Diversifying the time, frequency and medium of the Swedish language course programme can 

be identified as most beneficial by the respondents. ECTS or prolongation only play a less 

important role.  A better outlook on staying in Sweden after the PhD however, would be highly 

beneficial and motivational for the respondents. 

To identify the solutions on how to include Swedish learning during employment as a PhD 

student, different possibilities were presented to the survey respondents by asking: “How 

beneficial would the following be to improve your chances to learn Swedish?”.  

The first suggestion would be the introduction of Prolongation to compensate for the time 

and effort learning Swedish takes up. Over 53% identify prolongation as very beneficial and 

further 11% as beneficial. Only 18% think prolongation would not be a beneficial tool to 

compensate for taking Swedish language courses. 
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Figure 58. Prolongation for taking Swedish courses  

In contrast to the low agreement rate the statement “I would only take these courses if I get 

ECTS credits for them”, the introduction of the ECTS credit point system for language courses 

is regarded as very beneficial.  Most respondents (59%) think it would be beneficial if Swedish 

course could be used to collect ECTS for the PhD courses. Nonetheless some identify the 

solution as non-beneficial (21%) , One reason might be that Swedish native speakers would 

be disadvantaged. Another aspect to consider is the fact that courses should help PhD 

students to become better scientists and researchers, learning Swedish would only partly fall 

into these categories. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 
Figure 59. ECTS credits for taking Swedish courses  
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The idea of having language education included in the working hours and in the individual 

study plan seems to be the most prominent solution so far, 71% of respondents find this 

approach (strongly) beneficial. This solution would help non-Swedish speakers to integrate 

better in the workplace but also in the new country. It guarantees that non-Swedish speakers 

gain access to courses and have dedicated time to learn and practice Swedish.   

 

Figure 60. Swedish courses including in working hours  

Generally granting more accessibility to Swedish courses is regarded as most beneficial. More 

free-of-charge courses, or funding for taking courses (72% of respondents regard this as 

(strongly) beneficial), as well as offer better conditions (of time, location and medium) for 

taking courses (73% find this (strongly) beneficial). The positive resonance shows again that 

the motivation among PhD students to learn Swedish is high but that practicalities seem to 

be the major issue. Accessibility due to either financially or time and space factors are keeping 

willing PhD-students from learning Swedish. ECTS and prolongation would sure help but 

mainly because these tools would compensate for “lost time” due to course scheduling issues 

etc. 
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Figure 61. Swedish courses – better conditions  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 62. Request for more free of charge Swedish language courses 



 

57 

 

The survey participants agree with the fact that it would be beneficial that a more reliable 

outlook and a stronger connection to the Swedish job market would help to learn Swedish 

(76%). This solution can also be linked to the statement in the previous section on making a 

future in Sweden after the PhD is a motivator for the willingness of learning Swedish. 

 

Figure 63. More job opportunities   

 

Format of Swedish language courses 

We asked the survey participants how they would prefer to take Swedish language courses. 

Multiple answers were allowed. The on-campus option was the most popular option (about 

195 answers), location wise. In terms of time, weekdays are preferred over weekends.  And 

evening and afternoon courses would be preferred over morning or lunch courses. But also, 

the option of taking online courses was considered by many.  And even intensive summer 

courses would be interesting to ca. 130 respondents. Diversifying the current course 

programme would therefore be most desirable. There were some written comments in this 

matter. One respondent pointed out that in the evenings, “the energy is then very low, and it 

is easier for the supervisor to stuff the day with work”. Another one pointed out that 

commuting people or parents might have problems attending courses in the morning. It 

becomes clear that time flexibility is important for the respondents. 
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Figure 64. Preference of taking Swedish language courses  

Other languages 

We also asked the respondents if and how much time they spend on learning other languages 

despite from Swedish and/or English.  

 

Figure 65. Learning other languages   
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Most respondents seem not to spend time on learning an additional language. However, 

somewhat 50 respondents do spend time on it. In the comment section the topic of language 

courses was taken up a few times: “More easy access to language courses in general, that 

includes languages like German, French or Italian. We all can benefit from this; it is a quality 

stamp for the whole university.” For some PhD-Students, other languages important for their 

research and it would be therefore desirable to offer language courses for those in need.  
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INTERNATIONALISATION:  

Evaluation of Uppsala University’s work on 

Internationalisation 

The majority of the respondents (over 31%) would like to see more work of the university on 

internationalisation. Yet, 25% are satisfied with the current situation on internationalisation. 

However, 12% claim that University does not do enough.  

 

Figure 66. Evaluation of Uppsala University’s internationalisation work 

It is significant to emphasize that the survey did not specify what was meant by 

internationalisation, but from the open answers it is possible to notice that PhD students 

mostly understand internationalisation at home – within Uppsala University. 

Several claim that the situation varies from department to department where Humanities and 

Social Sciences are seen more negative in reference to internationalisation in comparison to 

other domains: “internationalisation is very uneven at Uppsala University. Some 

departments have no problem with it or have mostly international staff and students, so it is 

not a problem. Other departments, particularly in Humanities and Social Sciences, are not only 

not making an effort to internationalize (for example, translating key documents about our 

employment into English), but have a critical mass of faculty and higher-level administrators 

who do everything possible to prevent internationalisation. Not only that, but they go out of 

their way to create a hostile working environment for international students, students of 

"foreign background", and even the postdocs (we have had several instances of mobbing of 

postdocs)” or “Depends on the department. Mine could definitely do more.” 
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Others compare the situation in Sweden with the situation at the university: “UU is a Swedish 

institution with international people sprinkled in, as opposed to an international environment 

in Sweden. Any criticism of this is met with: we have to do it in Swedish according to the 

regulations.” 

The issue of integration is also mentioned as a part: “Focus on integration between local and 

international students.” 

In conclusion, it seems that the majority of the participants would like to see more efforts and 

tailored policies in the near future to achieve better internationalisation. Some suggestions 

can be concluded in light of the comments such as providing more training in this regard for 

the staff in administration and encouraging all departments at Uppsala university to take 

equal steps in order to improve internationalisation. 
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SUGGESTIONS AND CRITICISM FROM PARTICIPANTS 

The last question of the survey asked for suggestions on how the situation at Uppsala 

University could be improved. The answers therefore were divided as follow into two 

sections: Criticism and Suggestions. 

A critique of current internationalisation processes in the UU 

Criticism mainly relates to the limited availability of information in both languages, with much 

of the information presented exclusively in Swedish. Lack of translations of important 

documents, including contracts and regulations. Communication in most faculties is 

exclusively in Swedish. Even the new “Studium” learning platform is in Swedish, which creates 

difficulties for those international staff who have not had the time/opportunity to learn 

Swedish. 

Another problem is the difficulty of accessing Swedish courses, as places are scarce. 

Furthermore, learning Swedish is time-consuming for international PhD students, and they 

are not compensated in any way or given the opportunity to study during working hours. 

Moreover, some PhD students are expected to learn Swedish quickly and are publicly asked 

about their progress. As one participant noted: “I took SFI until it was too hard to combine 

with the program. I registered twice for Swedish for academics, but they won't let you know 

the schedule until assigning you to a time, and I had other required courses so I couldn't join. 

Many don't even have a spot in the course. It would be amazing to just do an intensive course 

during the summer, but the department won't sponsor it because the free options are 

technically available (though in reality, as pointed out - they mostly aren't). I even tried to hire 

a private teacher together with the other international researchers at the department that 

had the same experience of wanting to learn Swedish but not having a fitting opportunity to 

do so.” 

Interestingly, criticism was also expressed by native Swedish-speaking PhD students. One 

example: “I think the central internationalisation goal and the unwillingness at the 

department level to use English as the language of communication is noteworthy. I think it is 

hypocritical and not at all welcoming to the international colleagues at the department. 

English is the research language for so many and if the University have this strong 

international profile, it should be possible to come and work here without being excluded from 

everything from seminars to meetings to admin and "förtroendeuppdag", and the social life. 

If you don't want to use English for all aspects of work, then don't call it an international 

workplace. It is false marketing.” 

Another similar argument: “I think the general idea is to produce PhDs for the domestic 

market. This is fine in my opinion, but makes me think why should some departments pretend 

to internationalise at all then? I think internationalisation can be a bit of a fake facade - 

especially in areas of study that may have a strong domestic focus. At the moment we make 
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it seem like we internationalise, but in reality, most international staff leave the department 

after some years of employment.” 

Another participant wrote: “University needs to have a clear policy regarding language in 

seminar and PhD courses. I hear from other departments that some senior staff refuse to 

speak English in these contexts even if the PhD candidate presenting does not speak any 

Swedish. Employing more foreign researchers requires a clear policy on the matter, consistent 

with internationalisation efforts.” 

The fact is that Swedish is often not a requirement for PhD students, but international PhD 

students are drowning in communication in Swedish from day one, and some faculties even 

offer only introductory courses in Swedish. Participants suggest that a minimum requirement 

for Swedish, or the need to learn it during the PhD programme, should be specified. This came 

as a surprise to many: “It is pretty harsh that Swedish is suddenly a requirement when it is 

not even in the initial advertisement of the position. PhD studies and language studies should 

remain two things. It is definitely beneficial for learning Swedish for better working as a PhD 

and working in Sweden. Therefore, this should become a mandatory learning from the 

beginning of the studies. This needs to be made clear to both PhD students and to all 

supervisors. Of course, this would mean more time is needed than currently.” 

In addition, participants highlight cases of favouritism and unequal treatment of local PhD 

students and internationals. Nevertheless, even within the latter group there is a division, 

where those who have lived in Sweden longer or have Swedish-speaking partners are treated 

and integrated better than others. 

Besides, English is also a foreign language for most international PhD students, but as it is a 

common language in research, participants emphasise that “To communicate in English is a 

fundamental requirement for internationalisation. I feel that my opportunities to fully 

develop as a researcher are being denied when seminars and classes are held in Swedish, even 

when the text under discussion has been written in English.” 

Unequal treatment of international PhD students is one of the main criticisms of the 

participants. Participants point out that although UU needs more international students, it 

does not treat them equally and does not provide the same opportunities. Many international 

PhD students feel left out of all kinds of activities. Furthermore, international PhD students 

cannot learn Swedish that quickly, which leads to discrimination and unequal opportunities 

in terms of gaining merit and asserting influence by participating in committees. 

Consequently, they have fewer job opportunities in Sweden and are forced to leave after 

graduation. 

Finally, several participants compare Uppsala University with universities in other non-English 

speaking countries where they have studied and mention that were English was used more 

broadly than in Uppsala University, e.g., mentioning signage, advertisements, websites, 

emails. 
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Some claim that the university administration is aware of the situation, but takes no action: 

“The university performs, as it does with every issue, long studies following the work of 

groups who write up reports that no one reads. I think there are plenty of efforts already 

made to inform university leadership about what the situation is and how happy/unhappy 

people are, but there are no actions. Instead, we often get surveys like this one which just 

aren't beneficial or reassuring.” 

Nevertheless, number of participants urge the university administration to look more closely 

at the situation at faculty level and "ensure that basic internationalisation measures are 

respected". They point out that some faculties do not even have their own web pages in 

English. 

One quote in particular summarizes several issues of concern: “When I joined Uppsala 

(recruited while I was living abroad), I sought help from the international office about 

transitional issues and getting settled in Sweden. I actually met someone from that office who 

offered some information about moving to Sweden and administrative tips. She also added 

that when I went to Migrationsveket, I could expect to stand in line with a lot of “poor, foreign 

people” and she laughed. I guess because I am white, she thought that I was different from 

the "poor, foreign" people of colour in the line, but in reality, we are exactly the same. I 

mention this because the Swedish state treats me like a number, just like everyone else, while 

Uppsala University looks at me as a white male and expects that I can simply learn Swedish 

and get all of the benefits offered to all Swedes. This is not the case at all, the reality is that I 

am actually a poor, foreign person who is not able to access most of the things that Swedes 

can, and I am severely disadvantaged in the local workplace (despite holding several degrees 

from top institutions, speaking multiple languages, professional experience, etc) for the simple 

fact that I don't speak fluent Swedish.”  

Suggestions from the participants 

The suggestions are organized into the following themes: 

1.    English as a second working language 

2.    Anti-internationalisation  

3.    Assistance in integration of international PhD students 

4.    Language courses related 

5.    Teaching related 

6.    General issues 

  

The topics are arranged thematically without taking into account the number of comments 

on each topic. Notably, the vast majority of participants favour greater internationalisation 

and, as a consequence, greater use of English, there are a few voices who oppose this and 
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prefer the university to be more locally and nationally oriented rather than becoming more 

international. 

1. English is a second working language 

One suggestion from the many responses on this topic is that respondents wish to have more 

information, communication channels, documents, meetings, research seminars, courses and 

teaching in English. 

The suggestion is that faculty websites should be in both languages (Swedish and English). 

Currently, some websites are only in Swedish.  

As far as teaching is concerned, the situation is different among faculty and departments. In 

the field of science and technology, as is often mentioned, most literature is in English. 

However, this is not always the case at HumSam, where some departments are almost 

entirely 'Swedish': “More teaching [should be] held in English, also at bachelor level. [This 

would be] both good for international students and teachers/PhD-students. The books are 

already in English for 99% of all scientific and technology courses, so the demand that all 

teachers must be fluent in Swedish is a bit hypocritical. And it also results in an imbalance in 

workload.” 

Participants emphasise that greater use of English would further internationalise the 

university and create a more inclusive environment.  

Faculty and council meetings, a number of academic seminars and papers are often reserved 

exclusively for Swedish-speaking PhD students. In addition, the social aspect and integration 

of non-Swedish-speaking PhD students will be easier, and it will reduce the hostile 

atmosphere in which some even face bullying in the workplace. As one of the participants 

emphasised: “It's difficult to get into a new crowd even in your own language, it gets more 

difficult in any other language. Even more so if you feel that others are speaking a secret 

language "over you". I think this is one of the major reasons foreign students group amongst 

themselves, and I think that is a waste of potential.” 

Therefore, according to the majority of answers, using more English would mean integration 

for all, since English is a second language for most PhD students (both Swedish and non-

Swedish speakers). English as an international research language is also a tool for integration 

and a tool to provide equal opportunities for all. It is an unavoidable tool for realising a 

university's aspiration to be called international and to be attractive to international students 

and staff. 

2. Anti-internationalisation 

A handful of survey respondents took a very different stance on the internationalisation 

practices of Uppsala University. These individuals point out that, since Uppsala University is a 
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Swedish University, Swedish should be the primary language, and that English should only 

play a subordinate role.  

We publish such comments here, preserving original spelling and grammar:  

“Please don't stop using Swedish. Uppsala University is located in Sweden and there is no 

good reason for not using Swedish. Using Swedish in e-mails or surveys like this, doesn't mean 

that you can't be inclusive and use English as well. I am not very happy with having to answer 

a survey in English that could have been done in Swedish as well. Neither do I approve that the 

doctoral board sends e-mails exclusively in English. [...]”.  

“Honestly? beyond workplace integration of Swedish (and perhaps promoting bonding 

activities) there's not much to be done. People don't come to Sweden because they want 

USA”. 

Even though these opinions and perceptions are rare, they show how some people lack the 

understanding of being a non-Swedish speaker at Uppsala University. Some of these 

commentators present the notion that English is not an important language in some 

departments, but Russian, German etc. are used instead and that therefore English should 

not be a second language at UU either. Furthermore, these people seem to feel excluded and 

have a vague fear of “Americanisation” and an abolishment of Swedish altogether. Another 

point of view is that non-Swedish speakers are not suitable for a position at a Swedish 

university: 

“If the language level is inadequate, this is a sign [...] that the PhD-student has not the right 

qualities for the position.” 

This particular respondent further elaborated:  

“[...] There seems to be a belief that citizens [...] are excluded from the non-paid labour-

requirements of what a functioning democracy requires, including the perceived self-need to 

work hard themselves. [...] I would plan for, and soon after arriving in the country, do my best 

to learn the native language there. And if the language education there is already given for 

free, I really see no problems for me to learn the language if I want to, though I may have to 

learn it in my spare time. But maybe the education is just so bad, well that is a problem, but it 

solely relates to the language education I take in my spare time, not to the employer where I 

spend my working time.” 

This comment seems to imply that non-Swedish speakers do not work hard enough or are 

willing enough to learn Swedish, and that the employer should not be "burdened" with any 

language-related issues. Consequently, a person that does not speak Swedish should not be 

employed at the university, and if a non-Swedish speaker does manage to get a position, they 

are required to learn Swedish in their free time. This comment also justifies several citations 

of non-Swedish PhD students being called "lazy" for not speaking Swedish quickly, as well as 

what some see as a manifestation of nationalist attitudes. Consequently, if this suggestion is 
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followed, Uppsala University should abandon the idea of internationalisation and strive to be 

a local university for local needs instead. 

 

We, as well as survey constructors and authors of this report, want to emphasize that we do 

not share the views of these specific survey respondents but feel the need to address these 

comments to show what false misconception exist among some local PhD students at our 

university.  

3. Assistance in integration of international PhD students 

Participants point to the need for more assistance to international PhD students. They suggest 

the creation of a special unit/department/division for international staff to provide help with 

academic activities and general advice on "how-to live-in Sweden". In addition, they propose 

integration assistance for families of international graduate students. They also propose more 

social activities for socialising and/or practising/learning/improving Swedish (e.g., Språk Café, 

tandem programmes, etc.). More sources for learning Swedish are offered (e.g., useful books 

or other sources for self-study). 

Survey participants are concerned about the employment problems of international PhD 

students, so they suggest organising partnerships and opportunities with industries that are 

open to non-Swedish speakers. In general, more internationalisation activities in the form of 

seminars/meetings would be welcome. 

Participants underlined that they had different experiences related to the language issue in 

other universities. Some mentioned SU (e.g., Swedish language assistance) and other 

European universities (without elaboration) related to signage on campuses and 

communication. 

4. Language courses related 

Most participants suggest that language courses in Swedish as well as academic English or 

other languages relevant to the research should be counted and included in the ISP. 

Participants call on the university to allow them to be attended during working hours as part 

of their work and to be compensated for this. 

One such comment: “As a native English and Swedish speaker, I would be interested in any 

opportunities to increase my knowledge in languages such as French and Spanish, which 

would be of use for me given my doctoral project.” 

Many comments noted their dissatisfaction with the quality of the Swedish language courses 

for academics offered by the Nordic languages department. In addition, it is suggested that 

the course schedule should be made more flexible and moved from early morning to late 

evening to accommodate commuters and teaching/departmental and other activities that 

often take place in the morning and which PhD students are otherwise forced to miss. Many 
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suggest offering more courses, including online courses and summer intensive courses. There 

is also a suggestion to inform new PhD students about course opportunities and to give 

instructions on how to apply. In addition, some respondents suggest providing more 

opportunities to learn Swedish (e.g., asking faculties to organise private lessons or to get 

funding for courses outside the university, etc.). 

One of the participants explains the motivation for claiming compensation for the Swedish 

language course: “Learning Swedish I believe should be part of our PhD education. Most of 

us are paid from the University, which is a governmental institution and therefore supported 

a lot by the taxes of the Swedish people. So, I believe that by learning Swedish as part of our 

education will give us more options to find a job here in Sweden once we finish and "pay 

back" to society all the knowledge we got during our PhD education.” 

The most suggested introduction of compensation for attending Swedish courses was that it 

should be better integrated into PhD studies and rewarded with ECTS, extension or offered 

during working hours. This is also in line with the results presented in section XX of this report. 

As the author put it very well in their comment: “When we non-Swedish speaking PhD 

students graduate, it would be great to be able to participate in the Swedish labour market.” 

And it would avoid cases like the following respondent described: “Compensate in working 

hours for Swedish learning, during PhD education (or similar) and make it mandatory for the 

departments to OFFER Swedish education courses to employees and students. (All of our 

international people in the division, which is above 60-70% of the division, have minimum 

knowledge in Swedish and although great scientists, struggle to find work in the industry. We 

have a professor that has been in Sweden for almost 20 years and does not know how to 

communicate in Swedish)”. 

There are also voices to provide more specific courses: “Also creating courses that are similar 

to more English for Work course, so Professional Swedish courses that focus on helping 

students transition from "Swedish-to-get-by/socialise" to using Swedish for teaching, holding 

presentations, hosting conferences, workshops, administration. etc.” 

5. Teaching related 

Most participants note the lack of teaching opportunities in English and the consequent lack 

of teaching experience for non-Swedish-speaking PhD students: “Bureaucracy and teaching 

are largely in Swedish. There should be more opportunities for language exchanges and more 

seminars in English. This would one the one hand improve international participation to the 

University activities and reduce overwork.” 

The Swedish-speaking participants also recognise this problem and suggest that more 

opportunities to learn Swedish be offered to their non-Swedish-speaking colleagues: 

“When I started in our department, I think most of the teaching related material was in 

English. We had a big push to translate material to English and since then it has improved a 
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lot. Also, internal communication is mostly bilingual these days. There's still a problem with a 

lot of teaching being mandatory in Swedish (as required by law). This is not very easy to solve, 

but since the distribution of PhD students are immigrants and since PhD students do a large 

part of the teaching, this can risk putting a lot of pressure on the Swedish speaking PhD 

students. Furthermore, the PhD students who don't speak Swedish risk missing out on 

teaching experience. Therefore, it would be in everyone's best interest if new PhD students 

were given the best possible opportunities to learn Swedish. Unfortunately, it takes a lot of 

time to learn a new language, especially if it is very different from your own. That English is 

the normative language in most groups (probably) doesn't help either.” 

The imbalance of courses in Swedish and English also leads to an imbalance in the workload 

for Swedish- and non-Swedish-speaking PhD students, where the former may be overworked 

and the latter hardly teach at all: “More teaching held in English, also at bachelor level. Both 

good for international students and teachers/PhD-students. The books are already in English 

for 99% of all scientific and technology courses, so the demand that all teachers must be fluent 

in Swedish is a bit hypocritical. And it also results in an imbalance in workload.” 

Some departments refuse to introduce courses in English, and so their non-Swedish-speaking 

PhD students may never get the chance to teach: “I know that my department is very hostile 

to put anything official about the possibility of teaching in English for example, and I wish that 

it could receive some pressure from the faculty or university level to be clearer and more 

transparent on this issue.” 

As can be seen from the above, international PhD students often find themselves helpless in 

their dialogue with faculties. Therefore, clarity on the issue and a more active involvement of 

higher management is seen by many as a solution to the problem. 

Finally, those non-Swedish-speaking PhD students who have managed to reach a certain level 

of Swedish to be able to teach, spend much more time on preparation and teaching than their 

colleagues with a native level of Swedish. PhD students are asking for help: “Help PhD 

students prepare their teaching in Swedish if they are not native speakers and lack certain 

proficiency.” 

6. Other comments on internationalisation 

Some people emphasise that it is very difficult to have a dialogue on this issue at departmental 

level: “To switch to English has been something that I feel like we constantly need to fight for 

in our department.” 

The issue of discrimination and equality was mentioned several more times, such as one of 

the examples: “This is also an equality issue. Those that are more vulnerable to exploitation, 

discrimination, marginalisation etc. are those that have limited language skills and therefore 

can't access information on how to protect themselves, what the expectations and their 
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rights are etc” or a suggestion to assure “that international PhD students have equal 

opportunities-PhD experience.” 

Others reflect on the international staff situation and the university's challenges in providing 

high-quality research and education: 

“The University's hiring optimizes the comfort of current instructors (who are generally no 

longer researchers) over the purpose of the university: Solving problems by striving to learn 

the truth (research) and teaching students in the spirit of preparing future researchers (as 

practiced by leading universities worldwide). Typically, departments and faculties would like 

to hire non-inbred faculty who would be better researchers and teachers, but not when the 

senior staff's comfort would be threatened. The university should not be planned like an 

episode of Så ska det låta, with all participants joining in to sing songs that everybody's 

advisors used to sing. No wonder the ranking of Uppsala University has plummeted, while 

other universities are striving to hire the best researchers in the world. […] Swedish universities 

and Uppsala University have a lot to learn from Swedish corporations, which are much more 

welcoming of international employees. The solution is to embrace the university's purpose, 

which is research and attendant teaching, and strive to hire the best staff (including doctoral 

students) to do research that matters, rather than publish 4 weak papers in write-only 

journals.” 

There is a sense of ambivalence about the internationalisation of the university at home, 

where there is a need to recruit and attract international PhD students, but little effort to 

make them feel welcomed and included: 

“If you want to be international as you say, then be consistent with that and switch research 

activities to English. Research in other languages is often irrelevant. Plus, at our department 

most higher seminars and workshops are in Swedish, while most PhDs are foreign. Either stop 

hosting those in Swedish or hiring foreign people. All administrative communications and 

meetings are conducted in Swedish, which again impede the involvement of foreign people in 

those. Finally, due to all that, at our department we always struggle electing the PhD 

association representative, with all non-Swedish speakers cut off and most Swedes not willing 

to take up the role.”  

It is clear that most problems are common across departments and faculties, but although 

some faculties have more international staff and others less, most problems are common but 

vary in proportion.  
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SUGGESTED MEASURES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

University: 

• Provide more courses of 
Swedish language, flexible in 
format and schedule, with 
more emphasis on 
professional use 

Faculty: 

• Provide compensation options 
(e.g., Course credits, prolongation) 
for taking any language courses, 
especially Swedish courses, useful 
for research 

Department:  

• Provide opportunities for non-Swedish speaking PhD students to participate in 
teaching, committee work, and other professional activities  

• Provide an inclusive atmosphere for non-Swedish-speaking PhD students in 
the social life of the department 

In general: 

• Compose e-mails in English and Swedish 
• Acknowledge that the problem of discrimination exists and take measures to 

prevent it 
• Provide a healthy and inclusive work environment for everyone 
• Initiate work on translating important documents and regulations so that PhD 

students who do not speak Swedish can have equal access to information and 
know their rights  



 

72 

 

 

REFERENCES 

 

  
Arbetsmarknadsdepartementet MRB (2008): Diskrimineringslagen (SFS 2008:567) [online]. 

Retrieved from https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-

forfattningssamling/diskrimineringslag-2008567_sfs-2008-567 

 

Diskrimineringsombusmannen (n.d.) What is discrimination? [online]. Retrieved 

from https://www.do.se/choose-language/english/what-is-discrimination 

 

Doctoral Board (Doktorandnämnden, DN) of Uppsala University (2019) Uppsala University 

Doctoral Education Survey [online]. Retrieved from https://uudoctoralboard.se/docs/the-

uppsala-university-doctoral-education-survey-2019/  

  

Integrations- och Jämställdhetsdepartementet DISK (2009): Lag (SFS 2001: 1286) om 

Likabehandling av Studenter i Högskolan [online]. Retrieved 

from https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-

forfattningssamling/lag-20011286-om-likabehandling-av-studenter-i_sfs-2001-1286 

 

Kulturdepartmentet (2009): Språklag (SFS 2009:600) [online]. Retrieved 

from https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-

forfattningssamling/spraklag-2009600_sfs-2009-600 

 

Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary (n.d.): Segregation [online]. Retrieved 

from https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/segregation 

 

Previa (2021): What we do [online]. Retrieved from https://www.previa.se/en/What-we-do/ 

 

SCB på uppdrag av Universitetskanslerämbetet (2020): Universitet och högskolor Svensk och 

utländsk bakgrund för studenter och doktorander 2018/19 [online]. Retrieved 

from  https://www.scb.se/contentassets/4ea5b508880c4086bb12fdd190a1 

e364/uf0211_2018l19_sm_uf19sm2001.pdf 

 

Uppsala University (2018) Language policy for Uppsala University – guidance and advice on 

language choice and use, UVF 2016/520 

 

 

https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/diskrimineringslag-2008567_sfs-2008-567
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/diskrimineringslag-2008567_sfs-2008-567
https://www.do.se/choose-language/english/what-is-discrimination
https://uudoctoralboard.se/docs/the-uppsala-university-doctoral-education-survey-2019/
https://uudoctoralboard.se/docs/the-uppsala-university-doctoral-education-survey-2019/
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/lag-20011286-om-likabehandling-av-studenter-i_sfs-2001-1286
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/lag-20011286-om-likabehandling-av-studenter-i_sfs-2001-1286
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/spraklag-2009600_sfs-2009-600
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/spraklag-2009600_sfs-2009-600
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/segregation
https://www.previa.se/en/What-we-do/
https://www.scb.se/contentassets/4ea5b508880c4086bb12fdd190a1e364/uf0211_2018l19_sm_uf19sm2001.pdf
https://www.scb.se/contentassets/4ea5b508880c4086bb12fdd190a1e364/uf0211_2018l19_sm_uf19sm2001.pdf

