Thursday 16 October

Go English? What language for higher education in 21st century Europe?"

at the Universitaire Stichting/Fondation Universitaire,

11 rue d'Egmontstraat, 1000 Brussels

BACKGROUND
In an ever growing number of fields, English has become the unchallenged language of scientific publication throughout the world. Teaching at all levels, including higher education, by contrast, keeps operating overwhelmingly in the various vernacular languages. But for how long? As the transnational mobility of students increases, especially within Europe, as competence in English spreads, as the improvement of one's English gains in importance, as the proportion of the teaching material in English grows, the pressure to organise more and more university courses in English builds up throughout continental Europe, whether at the postdoctoral, postgraduate and even undergraduate levels. Indeed, for some courses, it is a matter of life or death.

The aim of this second Ethical Forum of the University Foundation is to assess the present situation and the underlying trends as regards the language regime in European higher education, and to reflect on the values at stake and how they should guide policy in this area, whether at the level of departments, universities, governments or the European Union.

In the first half of the afternoon, we shall first put the issue in a historical and comparative perspective, by following the process through which the academic lingua franca of the Middle Ages was gradually replaced by the national vernaculars and by looking at the lost massive case of a higher education sytem in which English is used instead the vernacular: India.

Next we shall turn to recent trends in Europe in general and in the European country whose higher educational system has turned to English in the most resolute way, Finland: What proportion of the courses, of the programmes, of the students (foreign and local) have turned to English? At what levels, in what subjects, in what sort of institutions? To what extent is this trend driven by the need to accommodate foreign students, or rather by the concern to equip local students for a globalised economy, or again by the unavoidability of using English-language teaching material? Does the level of linguistic competence of the students or the teachers present a serious problem? Is there a perceived threat to the survival of the national language as a lively scientific/intellectual language?

In the second half of the afternoon, after the presentation of a survey on competence in English and attitudes towards the use of English as a medium of teaching among students and lecturers in a Belgian university, we shall hear some contrasting views about what needs to be done, we shall have a general discussion on the subject.
