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Abstract
One of the effects of the internationalization of Danish higher education is a more mobile and linguistically heterogeneous 
student population aiming at both the national and international labor market. At the same time efforts to increase 
participation in higher education among domestic students have resulted in a more diverse student body in terms of 
social and ethnic background. To some extent the two groups of students overlap, but they are treated very differently 
by the university administration. Whereas students with international experience are counted and categorized as such, 
and are offered language courses before going abroad or when arriving in Denmark, minority students are either part 
of the mainstream or identifi ed as in need of remedial courses. The latter does not correspond very well with the 
general shift towards more learner-centered approaches in higher education, which potentially opens up to a resource 
perspective on multilingual students’ language background. The present paper is a literature review focusing on the 
various labels used when categorizing students according to their linguistic background. The purpose of this is to raise 
awareness about labelling as a sensitive issue and to propose a multilingual pedagogical framework for students to 
benefi t from their full language potential during their academic studies.
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1. Introduction

When Katja Årosin Laursen interviewed students at the School of Pharmaceutical Sciences at 
University of Copenhagen about language issues, one student with Arabic background responded 
that to her the label bilingual means “a person who knows two languages. But here [in the uni-
versity context] it is taken as if you are a foreigner. So being bilingual means being a foreigner” 
(Laursen 2013: 42-43, my translation). The student added that university staff prefers to use the 
term “student with Danish as a second language” to avoid the allegedly negative connotations 
of alternative labels: ‘second generation immigrant’, ‘foreigner’ and ‘bilingual’. The student ex-
emplifi ed both how sensitive labeling of student categories is and how linguistic labels are being 
confl ated with social and ethnic labels. Both issues have been discussed extensively in studies on 
higher education in English-speaking countries (e.g. Spack 1997, Garcia 2009, Hafernik/Wiant 
2012, Preece 2011), and have also been raised as an issue in studies of national language policies 
in primary school in the Nordic countries (e.g. Kristjansdóttir 2011, Sickinghe 2013). However, 
there has been very little focus on linguistic diversity in general among students in Danish higher 
education, despite the fact that there is a growing concern with the role of languages in the ongo-
ing internationalization of universities as well as in the transformation of universities from elite 
institutions to centers of mass education (Gregersen 2012, Tange 2012, Hultgren 2014). 

1 I would like to express my gratitude to the two anonymous reviewers who added valuable input on both the content 
and the structure of this paper.
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The present paper is a literature review focusing on the various labels used when categoriz-
ing students according to their linguistic background. It is motivated by what seems to be a blind 
spot in the development of teaching and learning activities in Danish higher education. On the 
one hand, study programs seem more engaged in developing student-centered and individual-
ized learning activities than earlier (e.g. Ingerslev et al. 2013); on the other hand, programs sel-
dom include the actual linguistic background of students, and even when ascribing to European 
goals of plurilingualism for students this mainly concerns the balance between English and Dan-
ish (Extra/Yagmur 2012). Apparently, this leaves very little room for acknowledging other lan-
guages as learning resources and for developing teaching practices which view all students as e.g. 
‘multilingual subjects’ (Kramsch 2009). Instead other languages than Danish and English are ei-
ther ignored or experienced as features of foreignness and thus of non-belonging as expressed by 
the student in Laursen’s study. This observation is supported by Daryai-Hansen’s empirical study 
on dominant discourses on languages in Denmark; in documents on education and schooling she 
fi nds a consistent four-step language hierarchy with Danish at the top, followed by English, then 
an unspecifi ed group of other “relevant foreign languages” (including the other Scandinavian lan-
guages) and at the bottom immigrant and minority languages, hardly ever called by their name 
(Daryai-Hansen 2010). As the paper will show, this language atmosphere seems to affect the mi-
nority students’ identity as speakers of Danish as a second language and not only as speakers of 
minority languages, and it is underlined that careful labeling is crucial in the universities’ devel-
opment of language policies for a more diverse student body. 

2. Contexts of linguistic diversity in higher education

Before looking into patterns of labeling students according to languages, I approach the question 
through three sets of contextual development which according to the literature covered here have 
an impact on our current way of thinking about languages in higher education: the fi rst is inter-
nationalization of universities which draws our attention to the choice of Danish versus English 
on the one hand and English versus other foreign languages on the other hand; the second con-
text concerns the wider access to higher education in Denmark and, as a consequence, the emer-
gence of more language minority students in university classrooms, and the third context intro-
duces what appears to be a new educational paradigm of multilingualism and translanguaging. 
This more normative context is helpful in shifting the focus from the traditional and often highly 
regulated domains of language use at universities (i.e. the languages of instruction, of research, 
of administration and of external communication plus languages taught as subjects) into the less 
frequently studied fi eld of languages involved in students’ learning and communication practices. 
These students may be seen as multilingual because they draw on more than one language in their 
everyday interactions, in and out of classrooms, engaged in curricular activities or on social me-
dia (Canagarajah 2011). In this paper, the concept of multilingualism will mainly refer to indi-
vidual and group language use, and it will apply to language users irrespective of their language 
background, their level of profi ciency in the languages involved or their ways of integrating lan-
guages (in separating languages, translating between them, code-mixing, crossing, or polylan-
guaging, Blommaert/Rampton 2011). The concept will also apply to language policy at institu-
tional or societal level in so far as this aims at promoting the use of more than one language in a 
given social context.

2.1. Internationalization of universities and higher education: English and other 

foreign languages

During the last 10 years Danish universities have been through major changes due to global 
cooperation and marketization of education and the knowledge economy (Boden/Wright 2010, 
Mortensen/Haberland 2012). The changes are part of a wider transformation of universities and 
higher education, mainly driven by universities in Anglophone countries who are operating on 
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a “Global Higher Education Stage” based on increased transnational mobility among staff, stu-
dents, programs and institutions (Preece 2011). Although from a fairly marginal position, Danish 
universities see themselves as players at this global stage, where market forces have changed the 
institution from being predominantly national to being what Mortensen/Haberland (2012) refer 
to as “post-national” (or international). All Danish universities are still publicly funded, provide 
free tuition and are regulated by rules and regulations set out by the Danish government; how-
ever, an increasing part of research funding is now based on external sources, often acquired in 
cooperation with other European or Nordic partners. When competing for funding and for other 
branding purposes, universities explicitly draw on their strategic alliances with other universities 
and on professional networks among researchers. International experience is now seen as an as-
set in educating new researchers through PhD programs, and research publication practices are 
dominated by English. Many research positions are advertised internationally and the number of 
faculty members with an international background has been growing gradually, now making up 
almost 20 % of all newly recruited researchers (Hultgren 2014). Student mobility is encouraged, 
both in the shape of study exchange programs and as full degree students, but also through intern-
ships in companies, organizations, embassies etc. located outside Denmark. This means more stu-
dents with international experience taking part in teaching and learning activities in the Danish 
context. Some of these have a Danish background to compare with their international experience 
whereas others are new to education in Denmark, but bring in a variety of educational experiences 
and expectations. The composition of students has brought about an increased focus on the mul-
ticultural or the international classroom2, and on different learning styles and preferences, but so 
far very little concern about the role of languages involved, except for the balance between Dan-
ish and English medium instruction. 

However, internationalization of higher education has not only brought about a more diverse 
staff and student population at Danish universities in terms of numbers, but also in terms of lan-
guages used. In her study on international staff at University of Copenhagen, Merike Jürna (2014) 
found that 35 different languages were used by her 150 informants, and that 26 of these reported 
to have English as their fi rst language. All 150 used English in their daily work life at the univer-
sity and 48 also Danish. No studies have ever been carried out of student language repertories at 
University of Copenhagen (but one study at Roskilde University, Haberland/Risager 2008). Since 
1990s, the all-Danish language practice directed to students has been supplemented with the use 
of English for instruction, exams and administrative communication at all Danish universities 
(Hultgren 2013). This is mainly motivated by a wish to attract international full degree students, 
but also to provide teaching for exchange students and to prepare domestic students for the in-
ternational labor market. At the same time there is a widespread concern that Danish will gradu-
ally lose ground as an academic and professional language. This calls for what is often referred 
to as a parallel language strategy. “Parallellingualism” or “parallel language use” was introduced 
in Nordic language policy debates around 2000 and included in the Nordic Language Declaration 
in 2006. It refers to the concurrent u se of two or more languages in a situation where none of the 
languages abolish or replace each other3. In particular, the term refers to the parallel use of Eng-
lish and one of the Nordic majority languages, across social domains and institutions, including 
universities. Parallel language use may take many forms from complete to partial use, depending 
on context, target group and legal status of a given communicative practice (Gregersen ed. 2014). 
One recent example of the way in which the parallel language strategy is implemented vis-à-vis 
students is the decision at faculty of Science at University of Copenhagen to teach all MA cours-
es through English and all BA courses through Danish. Other faculties at the university have de-

2 Four Danish universities take part in an Erasmus project 2012-2015 led by Aarhus University on “Multilingual and 
Multicultural Learning Spaces”, see http://intluni.eu/about-intluni/
3 Despite certain theoretical weaknesses (e.g. Preisler 2010) and lack of systematic knowledge about its implementa-
tion in practice, the term parallel language use has provided a useful platform for discussing language policy in Nordic 
higher education, see e.g. the thematic issue of the journal Nordand (2012) and the recent comprehensive volume edited 
by Gregersen (2014).   
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veloped similar practices, e.g. by identifying specifi c programs taught through English for both 
domestic and international students, but otherwise leaving the language choice to each individual 
teacher and sometimes to groups of students.

The parallel language strategy focuses on the balance between Danish and English. However, 
Roskilde and Copenhagen University have decided to experiment with the use of other languag-
es than Danish and English for non-language students inspired by the recommendations to pro-
mote plurilingual competencies through education put forward by both the European Union and 
the Council of Europe (overview in Extra/Yagmur 2012). The idea behind the French and Ger-
man Language Profi les at Roskilde University and the strategy of More Languages for More Stu-

dents at University of Copenhagen is to improve language skills of students across the universities 
through developing new forms of content-and-language-integrated-learning, academic literacy in 
a foreign language or language courses preparing students for fi eld work or study periods abroad. 
Both the parallel language strategy of Danish and English and the inclusion of a wider repertoire 
of foreign languages mark the break away from the ideology of monolingualism at Danish univer-
sities which had been dominant since the establishment of the university as a national institution 
during the 19th century (but not during earlier periods, Gregersen 2012). According to one defi ni-
tion, monolingual universities assume that the language used for instruction is also the students’ 
fi rst language and the language used during their secondary education and in the labor market they 
target (van Leeuwen 2004). It is obvious that this assumption does not hold any longer in practice.

To sum up, internationalization of universities and higher education has affected the composi-
tion of students in Danish university classrooms through an increasing number of students with 
international experience. This has produced a more heterogeneous student body in terms of lan-
guage background. It has also meant a change of language policy towards a parallel strategy be-
tween Danish and English medium instruction (including exams and administrative communica-
tion with students) and towards attempts to reintroduce more foreign languages into general edu-
cation. 

2.2. Wider access to higher education: Minority students and Danish

For a decade, it has been one of the major goals of Danish educational policy to ensure that 25 % 
of an age group completes higher education. This has meant opening up to wider groups of stu-
dents, motivated by issues of social justice as well as the needs of the industry and the policy of 
growth embedded in neoliberal economy (see e.g. Denmark 2020. Knowledge, growth, wealth, 

welfare). However, during 2013 there has been a growing political concern with the quality and 
effi ciency of the present system. Consequently, the Danish government has appointed a commit-
tee (Committee for quality and relevance of higher education) to come up with analyses of the 
economy and outcome of higher education. In the committee’s fi rst report it is argued that the de-
velopment from elite to mass education has gone too far and there is a concern that wider partici-
pation will not cost-effi ciently produce the highly-skilled workforce the country needs to secure 
its social welfare in the knowledge economy. As a consequence, a number of structural changes 
have been proposed including restricted intake and closing down study programs. The ensuing 
discussion has revealed fundamental differences in what produces educational quality: external 
regulation or internal reform (e.g. in terms of developing curriculum and the teaching and learn-
ing environment) (see, e.g., Magisterbladet 4, 2014). 

It is obvious that the access agenda has already been infl uential in changing the student body 
both in terms of numbers and student backgrounds. This means that today Danish universities in-
clude more domestic students without the traditional academic background in their families, in-
cluding bilingual or multilingual students from minority groups. These will be referred to as mi-
nority students in the present paper (see discussion of terminology preceding table 1 in section 
3 below). To include these students in academic learning activities is a new challenge for higher 
education; to succeed in this, it is crucial to know more about their needs, expectations and aca-
demic aspirations (Ingerslev et al. 2013). 
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Language minority students are of particular interest for the purpose of the present paper. How-
ever, very little information is available about them, their educational situation and their share of 
a year group of students. There are several reasons for this. Minority students do not form an of-
fi cial category within higher education, there are no quotas, and no statistical information availa-
ble on their access to or completion of higher education. From interviews with student councilors 
we know that there is awareness about their participation, but also a widespread hesitancy among 
Danish university administrators in identifying minority students as distinct from majority stu-
dents (Rektorkollegiet 2001, Lund/Berthelsen 2008, Laursen 2013). One study, by Hoff/Demir-
tas (2009), focuses on minority students’ reasons for dropping out from their university studies 
in comparison with a comparable group of students who continue their studies. Like most other 
students, the minority students who have dropped out give reasons related to both content and 
teaching practices in the fi eld of study and a mixture of personal economy and family background. 
However, one result puzzles the authors: the risk of dropping out is considerably higher among 
domestic minority students, i.e. students with Danish citizenship and a Danish entrance exam, 
compared to minority students with foreign citizenship and a foreign entrance exam. Among the 
last group are refugees, spouses of Danish citizens and EU-citizens who have moved to Denmark 
after secondary school and sometimes after starting an academic study in another country. The 
domestic minority students who drop out either do this because they resemble their majority peers 
in ‘zapping’ between different study programs (this is suggested by the authors) or their academic 
development is hampered by a mixture of language and social problems, either experienced dur-
ing their university studies (as suggested by Rektorkollegiet 2001) or following them from pre-
vious schooling (as suggested by Petersen 2006). Unfortunately, Hoff/Demirtas’ study does not 
include language issues among the options which the students can choose from when giving rea-
sons for dropping out. Therefore this study does not provide us with insight into how to unravel 
the role of languages against other factors. 

However, from Danish studies of lower- and upper secondary education we know that minor-
ity students in general underachieve in school (Elsborg et al. 2005, Danish Evaluation Institute 
2006), and that explaining this is a complex issue. PISA-studies point to the students’ cultural and 
linguistic family background (Christensen et al. 2014) whereas Allerup (2004) concludes that the 
difference between majority and minority students in average grades in school leaving exams can-
not be explained by socio-economic differences exclusively. He suggests that the students’ minor-
ity status also plays a role, but does not consider whether the lower grades are caused by the stu-
dents’ insuffi cient mastery of academic Danish or by lack of appropriate school measures to deal 
with this diversity. It may also be a combination of factors infl uencing their educational success 
(see e.g., Holmen 2009). Some of the Danish minority students presumably fi t the following char-
acteristics of what is frequently referred to in the US as “Generation 1.5 students”, i.e. minority 
students who metaphorically fall between the fi rst generation of migrants and following genera-
tions who have to a wider extent adjusted to education in the US:

 Even though Gen 1.5 students indicate they speak a language other than English at home, they may use 
English extensively to communicate outside the family. Gen 1.5 students may not be completely fl uent 
or literate in the language used in the home (variously called the Mother Tongue, Heritage Language, 
Home Language, First Language or Native Language), having been educated mostly in US schools. 
Harklau et al. (1999) note that although they speak English at school, their academic skills may be 
weak. They often do not self-identify with either international students or native English speakers, an-
other instance of feeling “inbetween-ness”. Many Gen 1.5. students have had interrupted educations 
due to their family situations and may have had no ESL instruction from qualifi ed ESL instructors 
(Hafernik/Wiant 2012: 12).

Most likely, Danish minority students make up a mixed group of, on the one hand, students with 
strong academic skills, well-educated parents and a privileged background in another country, on 
the other hand, newcomers in academia, presumably less fortunately equipped with relevant ed-
ucational and cultural capital. This is bound to make a difference for their transition into higher 
education. However, despite socio-economic differences they may also share a cultural identity 
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of being affi liated with another language than Danish (and English) during their childhood and 
of being partly identifi ed by others as speakers of that language or of being multilingual. Often 
they are also identifi ed as second language speakers of Danish and – as we shall see later - met 
with fi rst language norms which over time may produce silent students and students with low self-
esteem. To sum up, wider participation in higher education has brought forward a focus on the 
need for underprivileged students to break the academic code in order to get access to curriculum 
and relevant learning processes (Maton 2004). For many language minority students this is both 
a matter of grasping a specifi c register – a condition which they share with other students from a 
non-academic background - and developing their second language to a higher level. 

2.3. A new educational paradigm of multilingualism: Translanguaging

Three of the key words at the annual conference of the American Association of Applied Linguis-
tics in 2014 were multilingualism, plurilingualism and translanguaging. They frequently appeared 
in plenary addresses and in a number of titles of colloquia and panels on language development, 
language teaching, language assessment and language policy related to all levels of the educa-
tional system, including higher education. Plurilingualism was also the theme for the annual sem-
inar on “TESOL at AAAL” following up on a recent volume of TESOL Quarterly. The three key 
words were often referred to as part of a new paradigm for applied linguistics, developing educa-
tion in its own right, but also infl uencing second language acquisition and testing practices, and 
drawing on Garcia (2009), Canagarajah (2011), Blackledge/Creese (2010), and Shohamy (2006) 
among others. Van der Walt (2013: 18-19) has observed the same change of direction within Af-
rican and European applied linguistics and concludes her book on higher education with a chap-
ter called “From Mono to Multi. New Thinking about Higher Education”. She refers to Jessner 
(2008: 18) when claiming that in Europe “this is a direct result of the European Union’s commit-
ment to multilingualism”. 

Danish universities are also being infl uenced by the international development and by the mul-
tilingual language policy of the European Union and the Council of Europe. They all target an 
increase in student mobility, both outgoing and ingoing and including exchange students as well 
as full degree students. In addition, the Danish government stresses the need to focus not only 
on student mobility to produce internationalization, but also on drawing on the intercultural, lin-
guistic and academic resources already present in the university sites through staff and students 
thus creating an international learning environment as part of what is referred to as “internation-
alization at home” (Enhanced Insight through Global Outlook 2013:19). However, it seems that 
the universities’ orientation towards multilingualism mainly concerns the balance between Dan-
ish and English, only rarely includes other languages and in those cases a very limited number of 
foreign languages (see the language hierarchy described by Daryai-Hansen 2010). This was also 
apparent in a recent survey on Trends in policies and practices for multilingualism in Europe car-
ried out by Extra/Yagmur (2012). Out of 65 participating universities, three were Danish. They 
responded positively to questions about student mobility, use of two languages for instruction 
and, to a certain extent, whether languages were offered to non-language students. They respond-
ed negatively to two other questions. One concerns the provision of additional support in the na-
tional language, which at some of the 65 universities is offered only to international students and 
at other universities to all students irrespective of their background. At Danish universities this 
language need is left to general education (pre-university) or, in case of Danish as a second lan-
guage, to adult education outside university auspices (DMA Research 2005). The other issue con-
cerns the role of minority languages. In the recommendations of the survey, the editors refer to 
these as “the gold mine of immigrant languages” and as valuable linguistic capital at a time when 
“an ever wider range of language skills is needed”. In line with this, 33 out of 65 universities re-
port that they make a conscious effort to recruit not only international students, but also domestic 
students with minority background. No such effort has ever been reported at a Danish university. 
The survey shows that the language policy at Danish universities is concerned with the balance 
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between Danish and English, but does not include the two areas specifi cally related to minority 
students. This impression is confi rmed in Hultberg’s overview of language policies across Dan-
ish universities (2014).

Neither does the new paradigm of translanguaging as a pedagogical approach4 so far seem to 
have made an impact into Danish higher education - although it has been discussed theoretically 
and in relation to students in primary school (Jørgensen 2008) – and although it is fundamentally 
in line with dominant ways of thinking about academic learning as student-centered and facili-
tated by dialogue across relevant contexts (Ingerslev et al. 2013). Garcia defi nes translanguaging 
from the perspective of the users as “multiple discursive practices in which bilinguals engage in 
order to make sense of their bilingual worlds” (2009: 45). Their languages are not used as dis-
crete and separated, but make up a repertoire emerging out of local practices for communicative 
purposes. Canagarajah calls it “a naturally occurring phenomenon” among multilingual students, 
often developed “surreptitiously behind the backs of the teachers in classes which proscribe lan-
guage mixing” (2011: 8). He sees this as a resource perspective on the students’ language back-
ground and a potential for developing new teaching and learning activities; in his case, translan-
guaging is being used as a fruitful instrument in developing a more relevant academic writing 
course for a diverse group of students (including majority students). However, he also cautions 
against a too romanticized view on the scope of bringing translanguaging into higher education. 
He argues that it is important to fi nd a balance between the inherent and often functionally mo-
tivated normativity of academic discourse and any student-centered approach to learning, and to 
develop both teaching and assessment practices accordingly. To introduce an explicit multilingual 
teaching and learning approach in one shape or another into Danish higher education will change 
the learning environment through new practices and a redefi nition of language norms, but also 
through a shift in perspective from language-as-problem to language-as-resource (Ruiz 1984). 
This might eventually also lead to changes in labeling of students (see the title of this paper).

3. Categories of students at Danish universities – different degrees of being 

multilingual?

Few studies on linguistic diversity in Danish higher education focus on the actual language com-
position in classrooms or on linguistic practices of a mixed student body (Pedersen 2006, Laursen 
2013, Odgaard 2014). Instead there is a focus on numbers, especially concerning transnational 
student mobility, and on educational problems for students with a minority background. Interna-
tional students are identifi ed through their background for entering a Danish institution (through 
their way of applying), and divided into a fee-paying and a non-fee-paying group according to na-
tionality5. A substantial proportion of the international students come from one of the other Nor-
dic countries and Nordic self-governing areas (Faroe Islands, Greenland, Åland). This is a special 
group in relation to competence in Danish because they have often either learned some Danish as 
a foreign language in school (Hauksdottir 2012) or are familiar with Danish as a “neighbor lan-
guage6”. Some of the international students are ‘free-movers’ – a term used for students who or-
ganize their own study abroad. In addition, there are international students who apply through the 

4 The term translanguaging was fi rst developed to identify a bilingual pedagogical practice in Welsh schools where 
students alternated between English and Welsh when reading and writing. It was later applied as a multilingual ap-
proach to minority education in primary school (Garcia 2009, Blackledge/Creese 2010). Canagarajah has suggested 
transferring this approach to higher education (2011). Preece (2011) does not use the term, but talks of a similar ap-
proach to higher education when proposing that universities should be seen as “multilingual spaces” where pedagogi-
cal ways are developed which use “linguistic diversity as a bridge into academic studies and a resource in the design, 
delivery and assessment of the curriculum” (p. 141).
5 Students from the Nordic countries and self-governing areas and from the European Union and EØS-countries do 
not pay fees. Students with other backgrounds either get scholarships or pay fees.
6 “Neighbor language” is the Nordic term for the – in principle - mutually comprehensible Scandinavian languages. 
However, recent studies show that many young people do not see the other Scandinavian languages as immediately 
comprehensible (Delsing/Åkesson 2005).
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international offi ces and students on shorter exchange programs. Taken together, the two latter 
groups are sometimes referred to as “foreign students” (DMA Research 2005). The universities 
keep track of numerical changes within these groups (e.g. Mapping of educational internation-

alization, UCPH, 2012), but has no statistical information on Nordic students and free-movers. 

Neither is there statistical information on the linguistic composition of other groups of students 
who have not applied as international students or exchange students. Some of these have Dan-
ish as their fi rst or one of their fi rst languages. For want of a better term, they are called major-

ity students in this paper in order to distinguish them from minority students who are defi ned 
as students who do not include Danish among their fi rst languages. Minority students have either 
learned Danish as a second language during primary and secondary education or they have sup-
plemented their entrance exam from another country with specifi c courses of Academic Danish 
(“GIF”7 or classes leading to “Studieprøven”8). Among the last group are refugees, spouses of 
Danish citizens and free-movers.  

In the following overview different categories of students are organized according to their ex-
posure to Danish and their entrance exam. It includes formal categories recognized by the uni-
versities as well as informal categories: exchange students and international full degree students, 
some of whom have a background in another Nordic country or self-governing area, as well as 
domestic minority and majority students with and without a Danish entrance exam. Taken togeth-
er these make up the student body at Danish universities. However, they may all be seen as multi-
lingual students, a term which in some studies only refer to non-majority students (e.g. Hafernik/
Wiant 2012). In his study of translanguaging practices as a teaching strategy for courses in aca-
demic writing, Canagarajah (2009) includes majority students in his target group. He adds that 
the contrast between ‘multilingual’ and ‘monolingual’ in the literature is too general and questions 
whether monolingualism is at all an ontological reality (see also Garcia 2009, Preece 2011). To 
pursue this line of thinking, majority students are included in the following overview of catego-
ries of multilingual students at Danish universities. Besides that, the overview is based on the two 
sets of formal criteria which are used in most studies about multilingual students at Danish uni-
versities, one being their command of Danish (or rather the context in which they were exposed 
to Danish) and the other their entrance exam. 

 Domestic students with a Danish 

entrance exam for the university 

International students with a 

foreign entrance exam for the 

university 

Students exposed to Danish as 

their first language (or one of 

their first languages) 

Majority students, including 

students from bilingual families 

Free movers and full degree 

international students with Danish 

family background 

Students exposed to Danish as a 

second, foreign or neighbor 

language as part of their 

primary or secondary education 

Minority students Free movers, full degree students 

and exchange students with a 

Nordic background and/or previous 

experience with Danish  

Students exposed to Danish via 

language classes after secondary 

education  

Minority students who have 

supplemented their foreign 

entrance exam with the “GIF” 

course 

Full degree and minority students 

who have passed “Studieprøven” 

Students not exposed to  Danish 

before entering the university 

 Full degree international students in 

English-medium programs 

Free movers 

Exchange students 

�

Table 1. Categories of multilingual students at Danish universities according to their exposure to Danish 
and their entrance exam

7 GIF refers to Gymnasialt Indslusningskursus for Flygtninge og indvandrere, directly translated into Introduction at 
high school level for refugees and immigrants. This is a one year remedial program supplementing a foreign entrance 
exam.
8 Studieprøven is a language profi ciency test at C1 level which is a prerequisite for university students who are not 
full degree international students or exchange students and who have a foreign, non-Nordic, non-GIF entrance exam.
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By distinguishing between domestic and international students according to their entrance exam 
and not – as in the statistical information - their citizenship or ways of applying to get into a Dan-
ish university, the students’ previous learning experience is seen as the most important dimension. 
Part of this is also the students’ command of academic Danish. In general, this is seen as a require-
ment for all students except international students (full degree and exchange students) in Eng-
lish-medium programs. However, only international students with a background outside the Nor-
dic countries have to document their Danish competence, e.g. by passing a Danish test (“Studie-
prøven”). Although the universities take in students with varying degrees of Danish competence, 
there is no tradition for the universities to offer classes in academic Danish. Councilors often refer 
international students to the state-supported adult education of basic Danish or to crash courses 
for exchange students. A survey in 2005 concluded that 9 out of the then 12 Danish universities 
ran courses in Danish, but only two of these had an academic content. Instead they focused on 
media, sports, shopping etc. suitable for newly arrived students on shorter terms, but not catering 
to the academic needs of full degree students in Danish-medium instruction or minority students 
(DMA research 2005). Despite increased focus on internationalization since 2005 (see the two 
governmental reports Enhanced Insight through Global Outloook from 2013 and Denmark. An at-

tractive study destination from 2014) there has been little focus on academic Danish and more on 
initiatives taken to secure English-medium instruction. Apparently Van der Walt’s warning also 
applies to Danish universities that “the danger for HEIs where internationalization is high on the 
institutional agenda could be that concerns about access to HE by minoritised students inside the 
country are overshadowed by discussions about how to increase access for transnationally mobile 
students” (Van der Walt 2013: 36).

4. Categorizing minority students: Mainstream or special needs?

Distinguishing between categories of students is institutionally important when the focus in on 
access to the universities and when measuring internationalization in terms of numbers. One ex-
ample suffi ces: in its recent strategy Denmark. An attractive study destination (April 2014), the 
Danish government sets a target of raising the share of fee paying international students from 12 
% till 20 % of all international students by 2020. This means 80 % international students from the 
Nordic countries and EU, and 20 % from the rest of the world. In the fi rst part of this strategy (En-

hanced Insight through Global Outlook, 2013), the government set up similar targets to promote 
exchange programs between universities in specifi c countries (more students from a European 
background because of Erasmus+, more students from outside English-speaking countries be-
cause of emergent economies). Both plans entail counting incoming students according to nation-
al background. Furthermore, students with different educational and linguistic background and 
different time spans for their stay in Denmark are bound to have different language needs in con-
nection with both Danish-medium and English-medium instruction. This means that when plan-
ning appropriate language teaching for students, it is important to be able to distinguish between 
different groups of students according to their background and needs (Long 2005). 

However, labeling different groups is also a sensitive issue. First of all, background labels do 
not always correspond with student behavior. When the students are present in the classrooms, 
they are there with other professional interests and individual identities than e.g. their nationality 
or time span in Denmark. In other words, their learning potential is more complex than their for-
mal background. Secondly, there is a certain overlap between categories, e.g. in table 1, and indi-
vidual students may even change formal status over time (e.g. exchange students becoming full 
degree students). Thirdly, categories are not always kept apart in the minds of staff and students9. 
This means that exchange students and international full degree students, but sometimes also do-

9 The observation that full degree students, exchange students and domestic minority students are often confused in 
the classrooms is based on a number of interviews with study board members and international coordinators across the 
University of Copenhagen during the fi rst year of the language strategy More Languages for More Students.
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mestic minority students, are brought together into one category which is sometimes referred to as 
‘foreign’, but which may also be seen as predominantly non-majority. What unites these students 
is mainly their affi liation with other languages than Danish or English, but they are also talked 
about in terms of differences in educational culture and learning styles (Rektorkollegiet 2001, 
DMA Research 2005, Pedersen 2006, Hauksdottir 2012).

However, the main problem with labeling minority students is the rejection of the labels from 
the students themselves. Specifi c labeling seems sensitive for all minority students, but it is most 
strongly opposed by domestic minority students with a Danish entrance exam who resist being 
identifi ed as special and outside the mainstream student body. At least this is one way of interpret-
ing the experience reported by the student from the School of Pharmaceutical Sciences in Copen-
hagen who is behind the title of this paper. After saying that “bilingual means foreigner” she adds: 

 But there are many people who know more than one language. Danes also know English; this also ap-
plies to the Swedes who come here. But they are not seen as bilingual. … It is different for the people 
who grew up here. I came when I was 21 so for me it is fi ne to be seen as bilingual. (Laursen 2013: 
42-43, my translation). 

When being bilingual refers to foreignness (and not to language use or competence), domestic 
students with minority background will defy being labelled that way and they will be hesitant to 
sign up for language courses which are specifi cally targeted at their needs for academic Danish10. 
For this reason, Centre of Internationalisation and Parallel Language Use at University of Copen-
hagen has recently changed its strategy concerning Danish classes for students from a specifi c fo-
cus on students with Danish as their second language towards a broader intake of students (ma-
jority and minority). Reports from several Danish universities confi rm that there is a general stig-
ma connected to receiving special treatment because of one’s level of academic Danish and that 
students feel a lack of social prestige in being identifi ed as “speakers of Danish as a second lan-
guage” (Laursen 2003), “bilingual speakers” (Odgaard 2014, Lund/Bertelsen 2008), “foreign lan-
guage speaking students” (Rektorkollegiet 2001) or “students with different ethnic and linguistic 
background” [than Danish] (Pedersen 2006).  

However, language problems which are left unaddressed may be counterproductive in creating 
the active and responsible students which the universities aim at. This was expressed by a minor-
ity student in Aarhus when asked to elaborate on what it means to be kept back in his studies be-
cause of language:

 It means that you do not get the full outcome of a lecture. Language used for lectures differs from the 
everyday language of the street. But it also means that you have problems getting a study group. And 
that complicates everything. You dare not go to the blackboard. The problem is how to communicate. 
Bilingual students are more passive. And then you feel tempted to stay at home and you become less 
dedicated (Pedersen 2006: 53, my translation).

Like the student at the School of Pharmaceutical Sciences in Copenhagen, this student has moved 
to Denmark quite late and has entered the university with a foreign entrance exam and supple-
mentary Danish courses. Maybe that makes him more outspoken and willing to share his situa-
tion with others, despite his report on being silent in class. Pedersen (2006) concludes that minor-
ity students who have arrived later are more prone to developing the language refl ection which is 
crucial for their study-effi ciency than the students who bring in their experience from Danish sec-
ondary education. She bases this on a number of interviews combined with a comparison between 
the two groups in terms of study effi ciency (i.e. number of exams taken). The students who have 
arrived later considerably outperform the students with a Danish school background. Pedersen 
concludes that the study problems which the latter group of students are faced with “could very 
well be a consequence of low self-esteem developed in an educational system which focuses on 

10 During the program Education at its Best in 2011-12, the Centre developed courses in academic Danish as a second 
language at two departments with a high proportion of domestic minority students. After the program ended, the depart-
ments are reluctant to designate specifi c courses to minority students.
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correct Danish” (Pedersen 2006: 79, my translation). She quotes a teacher from secondary school 
who says that “Unfortunately many of our students do not have a lot of school success in their 
background. They have learned to conceal their lack of competence and do not at all want to be 
confronted with this” (2006: 71, my translation). The underachievement of minority students in 
Danish primary and secondary education is well-documented (Holmen 2009, Danish Evaluation 
Institute 2006 and 2007, UNI-C 2009). However, there has been very little focus on the negative 
effect of producing passive and silent students for their post-secondary education.

The relative higher level of tolerance towards the Danish used by students with a non-Danish 
school background is not confi rmed by Hauksdottir (2012) and Lund/Bertelsen (2008) whose in-
formants report on a low linguistic tolerance towards ‘broken Danish’ among both their peer-stu-
dents and teachers. Lund/Bertelsen even quote a former director of the study administration at 
University of Copenhagen for saying that “Danish students feel that life is too short for people 
who cannot express themselves [in Danish] (2008: 205). Maybe both groups of minority students 
experience a low level of linguistic tolerance, but the group with previous school experience in 
Denmark is not as willing to share this with outsiders. In an essay on her personal experience as 
a minority student in a Danish secondary classroom, El Mohbi (2002) confi rms that minority stu-
dents are met with educational measures based on what Pedersen refers to as “correct Danish”. 
Apparently, this is a norm which takes middle class mother tongue profi ciency for granted, with 
little effort to give minority students access to the norm through teaching practices which promote 
their language acquisition. El Mohbi does not suggest that language issues should be reduced in 
priority in secondary education; instead she argues that teaching practices should be informed by 
knowledge about second language use and the school situation for second language users. In her 
critique of main stream education for being blind towards the actual language needs and poten-
tials of a diverse student group, El Mohbi and Pedersen (2006) are in line with the advocates for 
translanguaging or other kinds of multilingual education (Canagarajah 2011, Garcia 2009, Preece 
2011, Hafernik/Wiant 2012).

5. Conclusion: Dilemmas in categorizing students according to language

With increased focus on student mobility there is also a change towards more English-medium 
instruction at Danish universities. This requires development of academic English in both domes-
tic and international students. However, according to the students interviewed in e.g. Sanne Lar-
sen’s study (2013), there are several norms of academic English at play in Danish higher educa-
tion, among them local norms of using English-as-lingua-franca in classrooms characterized by 
student diversity and with students and teachers with varying degrees of English language com-
petence. The students see these classrooms as useful arenas for both content and language learn-
ing. At the same time there are initiatives taken towards establishing both new kinds of specifi c 
language courses and different forms of language-and-content-integrated learning (see pilot pro-
jects under More Languages for More Students at University of Copenhagen). Language plays an 
important role in this development, but without necessarily being followed by a return to native 
speaker norms or other excluding measures. The picture looks somewhat different with Danish-
medium instruction. Here native speaker norms seem to be taken for granted, without the com-
municative pragmatics of the lingua franca atmosphere and without the awareness that there are 
students in the classroom who need to develop language and content simultaneously. Both inter-
national students and domestic minority students mention that this learning environment is prob-
lematic (Hauksdottir 2012, Lund/Bertelsen 2008, Pedersen 2006). They report on being silent in 
class, on withdrawing from group work – or not being invited in – and on not getting the feed-
back that they need in order to further their language competence. As one student said when in-
terviewed by Pedersen (2006: 52): “Sometimes you feel that you are left to your own devices”. 
Apparently, there is very little explicit focus on developing language use and language learning in 
Danish-medium instruction and therefore no guidance in how to approach the norms for academic 
Danish which are being followed anyway. One solution to this dilemma is to lower the standards 
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for academic Danish when assessing minority students in classrooms and for exams. However, 
exercising that kind of repressive tolerance might be counterproductive and result in even more 
stigmatization of minority students during their studies and in the long run in weakening their 
chances at the academic labor market. A better – and more inclusive – solution would be to teach 
the norms of academic Danish which are functionally motivated, and to be explicit about the role 
of language in teaching and learning of any kind of content.  

This paper has argued that the students’ command of Danish is crucial when they are catego-
rized according to their background, but also when they are categorized according to their aca-
demic learning needs. However, it seems that this language need is largely ignored in Danish 
higher education. According to the survey across 65 European universities carried out by Extra/
Yagmur (2012), Danish universities score high on internationalization parameters connected to 
English-medium instruction and student mobility, but they do not follow up by providing ade-
quate language support in Danish. Furthermore, as 50 % of the universities report in the survey, 
they do not make a conscious effort to recruit domestic minority students. It seems that Danish 
universities would profi t from following the examples of some other European universities (e.g. 
the universities in Finland) and develop not only courses with a focus on students’ academic Eng-
lish, but also on their academic Danish. However, as this paper has shown this is also a sensitive 
issue since domestic minority students may not be interested in being identifi ed as a group with 
special language needs or targeted through a special recruitment campaign. It is suggested that 
their resistance towards being singled out stems from the learning environment they have expe-
rienced in secondary education, but it also affects their willingness to take part in classes at the 
university, even when they are offered tailor-made classes of academic Danish, based on what 
seems to be their actual needs. This is one of the dilemmas of categorizing students according to 
language needs.

Of course, the students in question may also have realized that short term remedial classes will 
not make them academically competent users of Danish. Maybe they see through what Hafernik/
Wiant (2012) call “the myth of transience”, i.e. the idea that students’ study problems can be fi xed 
easily through language classes. Hafernik/Wiant argue that a much more complex approach is 
needed in order to transform higher education into more ambitious sites of learning. In their book 
which is directed towards faculty dealing with diverse student groups they go against compart-
mentalized courses and appeal to teachers to integrate language concerns in their general teaching 
and counseling activities. However, when focusing on the Danish situation and on Danish-medi-
um instruction it becomes clear that there are obvious risks of negligence tied to mainstreaming 
minority students without changing the learning environment accordingly. This is a second dilem-
ma connected to labeling – or rather to non-labeling of minority students. 

Alternatively, the alleged new paradigm of multilingualism in higher education might bring 
about new labeling practices. Many students have linguistic resources tied to their competence in 
other languages which are not put actively into use in their academic life at Danish universities. 
To develop every student to his or her full potential through individualized academic learning 
trajectories is one of the more visionary parts of modern university teaching and learning think-
ing. For linguistic minority students this vision would profi t from being combined with a multi-
lingual approach which can draw on the linguistic resources of all students; indeed if Canagara-
jah (2011) is right about his skepticism about the reality of monolingualism, a multilingual ap-
proach to teaching and learning in higher education would be both meaningful and relevant to all 
students. This would entail identifying students not only through their command of Danish, but 
also through other languages. Eventually, it may even lead to a situation where attending Danish 
classes becomes more attractive because there are many other languages around to identify with 
for the students.
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