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Summary 

The new KTH development plan acknowledges that many KTH environments are no longer bilingual, 
and that efforts must be made to strengthen the position of Swedish. Unfortunately, it appears that 
many KTH leaders underestimate the time and resources necessary for most adults to learn a second 
language to the high proficiency level necessary for teaching or for academic leadership. 

An examination of job advertisements found that it is at present a common practice across northern 
Europe to specify that applicants to faculty positions be prepared to learn the local language well 
enough to use it for teaching within two years. The language expectations placed on newly hired KTH 
faculty hired to tenure-track positions were investigated to find out what extent this is true at KTH. Of 
49 non-Swedish speakers who answered a survey, eight were met with the teaching-within-two-year 
expectation when hired, and 14 are meeting the expectation at present. The Swedish learning is to take 
place mostly in one’s free time, and little progress toward adequate proficiency is being made among 
the faculty. These findings are discussed in light of what is known about the time it takes for adults to 
learn a second language to a high level of professional proficiency.  

If departments seriously expect transnational faculty to teach in Swedish within two years, they should 
allow the individual the equivalent of six months of full-time study of the language. A more reasonable 
timeframe for learning high-proficiency Swedish would be five or six years. Language-learning plans 
should be written for all new hires to tenure-track positions, and followed up at regular intervals. 

 

 

 

 

This report is the work of Rebecca Hincks, Director, KTH Language and Communication, in 
cooperation with Charlotte Hurdelbrink, Lecturer in Swedish and responsible for our program for staff 
training in Swedish.   
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1 Introduction  

The academic job market is becoming increasingly globalized. Outside the Anglophone countries, any 
requirement that a successful candidate should already be proficient in the local language would be a 
significant obstacle in faculty recruitment. Therefore, a common solution is to hire the most highly 
ranked candidate and then hope that a few years living in the country, in combination with some 
language courses, should be sufficient to learn the local language well enough to use it professionally. 
This may have been true in the past, when a typical department had only a few foreign employees or 
guests. In these contexts, a transnational was surrounded by the language and had clear reasons to 
learn it. However, the more transnationals are hired, the more these local-language-speaking 
environments disappear. At KTH, English has become the working language in many environments, 
and transnationals can no longer rely on natural exposure to Swedish to help their learning process. 
Furthermore, for many possible reasons, some faculty may make conscious decisions not to spend time 
and effort learning the language.    

KTH has reached a point where departments are not able to staff courses that should be given in 
Swedish. A further problem is that the pool of faculty who can take on leadership positions is constantly 
shrinking. It has been perceived as a solution to set a time period within which the transnational should 
be able to perform functions, for example teach, in the local language. Often that time period is two 
years. From a language teacher’s perspective, this seems like an unreasonably high expectation, 
especially given that these faculty are likely to be in the phase of life where they are building both their 
research careers and their families. They have in fact little or no free time, and yet it is in their free time 
that they are to find the hundreds of hours necessary to develop their Swedish to an advanced level.  

One reason offered by departments and KTH leadership for allowing a two-year window within which 
to learn Swedish is that this is how it is done in the rest of Europe.  With the aim of contributing to the 
development of university policy locally and potentially internationally (via publication), I conducted a 
study in the spring of 2018 to answer these questions:  

1. In a northern European context, how widespread is the expectation that new faculty should be 
able to teach in the local language after two years?  

2. What proportion of newly-hired KTH faculty does not speak Swedish?  
3. Of these, how many are expected to learn Swedish after a stipulated period of time, and for 

what purposes? 
4. Evaluation of the self-reported progress toward learning Swedish by KTH transnational faculty  

a. What kind of institutional support are they receiving? 
b. How many CEFR levels have they advanced? 
c. Are there potentially any correlates for achievement?  
d. What are their attitudes toward learning Swedish? 
e. Do they have adequate opportunities to use Swedish? 

The results of the study are discussed in light of what is known about the time it takes for adults to 
learn a second language to the advanced level required to use it for teaching.  

2 Methods  

I conducted two surveys. The first was an exploration of online job advertisements for tenure-track 
positions at the top ten Nordic universities and the top three Dutch universities1 . I made one visit (in 
April or May of 2018) to the English-language job posting sites of these universities, and read the 

                                                             
1 Based an aggregated ranking from THE, QS, ARWU and US NEWS used by Study.EU < https://www.study.eu> 4-10-18.  
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advertisements for assistant, associate and full professor to see if a) any mention was made of 
expectations of learning Swedish, Finnish, Danish, Norwegian or Dutch, b) whether it was stated that 
the candidates would be expected to teach in these languages, and if so, c) within what period of time.   

The other survey was conducted in April 2018 by contacting via email 128 current tenured and tenure-
track faculty members at KTH who had been hired between 2013 and the beginning of 2018. They were 
asked to answer questions about language use in an online questionnaire delivered by the KTH survey 
tool.  The response rate for the survey was just under 60%, for 76 responses.  

3 Results  

The first survey was conducted to answer the first research question: whether it is a widespread 
European practice to expect new faculty to learn the local language for teaching purposes within a 
relatively short period of time. Table 1 shows which university’s job sites were examined and what 
could be discerned about language-learning expectations. The table indicates that there is indeed a 
fairly widespread expectation that new faculty hires learn the local language within two years.  Some of 
the toughest formulations came from Uppsala University, where there seemed to be a standard 
expectation along the lines of “The holder is expected to be able to teach in Swedish within two years” 
(for a position in immunology).  The University of Oslo also expected all candidates to be able to 
perform all functions in Norwegian after two years. Stockholm University does not mention learning 
Swedish in postings for assistant professor, but requires associate professors to demonstrate knowledge 
of Swedish to be promoted to full professor.  Lund allows more time, three years, and the University of 
Copenhagen (like KTH?) ducked the issue by not mentioning language at all.  The Dutch want 
appointees to learn Dutch, but perhaps not use it for teaching since that was not mentioned.  

Table 1. Results from survey of online job postings for tenure track positions at 13 northern European 
universities  

University Type Conclusion based on what could be seen that day (April ’18) 

Karolinska Institute Medical Not all job ads posted in both languages. No requirement for learning Swedish 
mentioned, but some jobs advertised only in Swedish. 

University of Helsinki All faculties but 
engineering 

Complicated because the country is already bilingual. Foreigners are expected 
to acquire moderate proficiency in one of the languages after a reasonable 
period of time.  

Uppsala University Comprehensive All postings require ability to teach in Swedish after two years  

University of 
Copenhagen 

All faculties but 
engineering No mention of expectations of learning Danish  

Lund University Comprehensive Varied formulations, including mastering Swedish well enough for teaching 
after three years.  

Aarhus University Comprehensive Mixed, where hard sciences do not require Danish but the social sciences 
require it after two years.  

University of Oslo Comprehensive Generally, learn Norwegian well enough for all functions in two years  

Stockholm University All faculties but 
engineering 

Two years to learn Swedish is a requirement for the associate professor and 
full professor levels but is not mentioned in the job ads for asst. prof level.  

KTH Royal Institute 
of Technology Technical Only one out of six jobs mentions teaching in Swedish after two years; others 

no mention (and in the template there is no space for it)  

Technical University 
of Denmark Technical Candidates expected largely to learn Danish in the first two or three years   

University of 
Amsterdam 

All faculties but 
engineering 

Mixture. Either no mention of learning Dutch, learning a basic level in two 
years.  
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Utrecht University All faculties but 
engineering 

Expect candidates to have learned Dutch at different levels within two or three 
years; no mention of teaching in Dutch.  

Delft University of 
Technology Technical Either no mention of Dutch or ‘candidates willing to learn Dutch’.  

 
The remaining research questions were answered via the second survey sent to KTH faculty. 
Respondents were asked about their level of Swedish at the time of being hired for the tenure track. Of 
the 76 respondents, 26 answered that their Swedish was at the B2 (advanced intermediate) level or 
better when hired.  So if results from the 60% response rate can be extrapolated to the rest of the KTH 
faculty, it would seem that only one third of new academic hires are proficient in the official language of 
the university when hired.  

The second research question was whether the 50 non-Swedish-speaking respondents had been met 
with a timeframe at the time of hire in which they were to learn Swedish.  Responses are shown in 
Table 2.  

Table 2. Expectations about timeframe for learning Swedish at time of hiring.  
Prompt N=49 
Not expected to learn Swedish  26 

Learn Swedish within two years 8 

Learn Swedish eventually 6 

Learn Swedish within 4-5 years 4 

Already spoke some Swedish (B1) 3 

Unclear expectations  2 

 
As can be seen, about half of the transnational faculty were not expected at the time of hiring (or did 
not believe they were expected) to learn Swedish.  The second most common answer, however, is that 
the newly hired faculty had two years in which to learn the language.  These eight respondents 
represent 16% of the group.  

Another question concerned current expectations regarding job functions to be performed in Swedish. 
For this question, the 49 respondents could choose as many prompts as applied.  Responses are shown 
in Table 3.  

Table 3. Functions to be performed in Swedish (respondents could choose more than one prompt) 

Prompt   

My department does not expect me to learn Swedish  21 

I am expected to learn Swedish fluently enough to teach undergraduate courses in Swedish 14 

I am expected to learn enough Swedish to read university communication and follow discussions in 
Swedish, but it’s acceptable for me to always make my contributions in writing or speech in English  11 

I am expected to learn enough Swedish so that I can use it to take part in general university life, but I will 
not be expected to teach in Swedish 8 

I am expected to learn Swedish fluently enough to take on academic leadership  5 

I am expected to demonstrate fluency in Swedish as a condition for promotion 3 

 
Note that though 26 respondents had said that they were not expected to learn Swedish at the time of 
hire, only 21 respondents say that such expectations were currently true. In other words, five 
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respondents had been met by shifting expectations. Fourteen respondents (29%) are now expected to 
be able to teach in Swedish at some point. Other expectations include being able to take on academic 
leadership in Swedish, and demonstrating fluency in Swedish as a condition for promotion.  

The remainder of questions in the survey attempted to get a picture of the eventual progress toward 
mastering Swedish among the transnational faculty. One question asked the somewhat provocative 
question of how much of their paid workweeks respondents could spend studying Swedish.  Results are 
shown in Table 4.  

Table 4.  Amount of workweek acceptable for faculty to spend learning Swedish  

Prompt  N=49 

Don’t know 34 

No worktime   9 

1-3 hours per week  4 

4-7 hours per week  2 

 
As can be seen, although 14 respondents had been met with high-stakes expectations of learning 
Swedish (Table 3), only 6 (and not necessarily from among the 14) were allowed any working time to do 
so.  The large majority of respondents did not know whether it would be acceptable for them to study 
Swedish during their work week.  

In order to gauge whether faculty were learning Swedish, the survey asked respondents to report their 
knowledge level of Swedish at time of employment and their current knowledge. They were to use the 
Council of Europe’s Framework of Reference to self-estimate their knowledge level. This system 
(A1,A2,B1,B2,C1,C2) is widely known and used, and a link was provided in the survey if the respondent 
wanted a further explanation of the level descriptors.  Though most respondents started with no 
knowledge of Swedish, some had some knowledge. Table 5 shows the difference in self-reported levels 
from time of hire to the present. Respondents had been employed for up to five years, and though they 
were asked the year and month of their hire, many chose not to answer that question. It is therefore 
difficult to determine any average rate of progress.  

Table 5. Number of CEFR levels progressed since hire.  

Progression N=49 

No progress 20 

One level    19 

Two levels   8 

Three levels   2 

 
As can be seen, only 10 respondents had progressed two or more levels.  The two respondents who had 
progressed three levels were both native speakers of German who had been at KTH for more than three 
years and had been met with expectations of learning Swedish.  No particular pattern could be 
discerned among the eight respondents who had progressed two levels in terms of their first language 
or the expectations they had been met with. However, their attitude toward learning Swedish could be 
part of the reason they made progress.  The survey asked them to choose some adjectives that reflected 
their attitudes toward learning Swedish.  The most common choices for the full group of 49 were 
challenging, important, and time-consuming, while the most common choice for the group of 10 who 
had progressed two or more levels was fun.  The answers are summarized in Table 6.  
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Table 6.  Attitudes toward learning Swedish (respondents could choose as many as applied)  

Prompt Entire group  10 achievers  

Challenging 24 3 

Important    22 3 

Time-consuming   21 3 

Fun   15 5 

Difficult 14 1 

Stressful 13 0 

Engaging 9 1 

Tiresome 7 0 

Stimulating 6 2 

Easy 3 1 

Unnecessary 3 0 

Boring  1 0 

Impossible 0 0 

 
Finally, respondents were asked whether they felt they had adequate opportunities to practice speaking 
Swedish.  The large majority (34 of 47 answering) felt they had limited opportunities to develop their 
Swedish, and only four answered that their opportunities were plentiful.   

The survey closed with an open question asking for any comments regarding learning Swedish at KTH 
(see appendix). Many respondents took the opportunity to suggest ways in which the KTH language 
courses could better suit their needs, but six respondents wrote comments that seemed to be more 
directed toward KTH leadership. They are included in the appendix to this report.  

4 Discussion  

These points sum up what was found in the study:  
1. Across the Nordic region there is a widespread expectation that newly hired faculty should be 

able to teach in the local language after two years  
2. A minority of new faculty at KTH speak Swedish  
3. Most transnational KTH hires were not hired with expectations that they learn Swedish in a 

short period of time…  
4. … but at present, a quarter of them are expected to learn Swedish to a high level 
5. They are largely expected to do their learning in their free time  
6. Only 20% of transnational faculty had progressed more than one CEFR level  
7. They see learning Swedish as challenging, important and time-consuming  
8. They have few opportunities to speak the language  

I would first like to discuss the question of what research says about whether two years is enough time 
for adults to learn a second language in their free time. One group of professional adults who need to 
master a second language to a fairly high level of proficiency are diplomats. The United States Foreign 
Service Institute School of Language Studies2 has 70 years of experience with which to determine 

                                                             
2< https://www.state.gov/m/fsi/sls/c78549.htm>, 10-17-18. I am not using the CEFR here because there is little data relating 
CEFR levels to time of study. “Professional Working Proficiency” can translate to B1-B2 on the CEFR.  
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average lengths required for adults to reach what they call “Professional Working Proficiency.” For an 
English speaker (as are all KTH hires, though most with English as a second language), Swedish is 
categorized as among the easiest languages to learn.  Reaching working proficiency in Swedish requires 
on average 24 weeks of fulltime studies, comprising 600 classroom hours plus homework.  This is 
almost six months of fulltime studies.  The courses KTH Language and Communication offers are only 
28 hours long,  so reaching the 600 classroom hour quantity would require 20 courses or so, instead of 
the two or three that most faculty take with us.  If the equivalent of six months of fulltime studies is to 
be apportioned out a few hours a week in one’s free time, then five or six years would be a more 
appropriate time span in which to reach professional working proficiency. Reaching 800 hours of 
language training in two years would require a full day’s work every week, 50 weeks a year.  

For departments desperate to put faculty to work teaching first-level courses in Swedish (for example, 
the KTH Math Department), this sobering picture can be completed by questioning whether 
“Professional Working Proficiency” is even good enough to be able to successfully participate in the 
linguistically demanding situation presented by teaching.  It is only the third level of five used by the 
Foreign Institute, and corresponds therefore to the midpoint B1/B2 on the CEFR.  According to the 
School of Language Study’s descriptors3, it should be adequate to make a start in the classroom, but the 
teacher will be operating under a heavy cognitive load that will leave its traces on the pedagogical 
effectiveness.  Further frustration will be felt by students who themselves are fluent in English and 
might feel that it would be easier if the teacher just switched to English.  

Many faculty members have of course succeeded in learning Swedish well, sometimes within a period 
of only two years. Often these individuals are native speakers of German or Dutch, two languages so 
closely related to Swedish that a skilled and motivated language learner can master Swedish quickly. 
The Germanic language family also includes English, but many English natives have little experience 
with learning second languages, and also find that many people in Sweden want to use their own 
English with them. My own Swedish took many years to develop, despite my Swedish husband and 
relatives, and despite the fact that I moved to Sweden in the pre-digital era and had access only to 
Swedish media. Transnational faculty can now move in an English-speaking bubble at work, at home, 
and in Stockholm if they so choose.  The point is that time to learn a new local language will vary with 
some predictability among individuals, and that comparisons with Germans who have successfully 
mastered Swedish are unfair to native speakers of other languages. Beyond one’s native language, other 
factors that affect time to master a second or third language include age, personality and motivation.  

Becoming proficient in Swedish benefits both KTH as an employer and the individual who is making a 
home here. Respondents to the survey generally seemed to agree that it was important (though three 
found it ‘unnecessary’). Setting a two-year expectation on an employee and then not giving them a 
reasonable chance to meet that expectation risks wounding any initial motivation that the employee 
may have had. Furthermore, why should assistant professors who do not yet have tenure invest in 
learning Swedish until they know they can stay at KTH? And what if the time they spend learning 
Swedish is itself a potential reason for them not getting tenure, since they have not met their research 
production goals due to the time they have invested in learning the language?  A number of comments 
in the free responses expressed frustration with what respondents experience as altered expectations 
for learning Swedish.  

Many respondents took the opportunity to comment on their experience with the KTH Swedish courses 
for staff. Respondents desired more intensive courses, special courses for faculty, evening courses, 
courses at different locations, courses that were not cancelled, and private lessons.  A challenge for 

                                                             
3 <http://casemed.case.edu/registrar/pdfs/Scale_ILR.pdf> 10-17-18.  
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Language and Communication would be to fill (with at least 10 students) classes that met all these 
individual desires. The pool of motivated faculty able to study Swedish at any given time at any given 
level is not really as big as some departments might believe.  We are, however, pleased to now offer a 
program for private lessons in Swedish, and are now running language cafés for staff in three locations.  
We would be happy to consult with any department that would like to start writing individual language 
learning plans for faculty.  

5 Recommendations  

This is an unsolicited report, so it is perhaps presumptuous to offer recommendations. However, if 
KTH leadership were to ask KTH Language and Communication for our opinion on how to handle 
local-language issues, we would offer these points: 

1. Job advertisements should clearly state whether the successful candidate is expected to learn 
Swedish or not and for what purposes. If high-proficiency Swedish is a necessity, then a 
reasonable time period to specify would be 3-5 years. If it is not a necessity, then there should 
likewise be a formulation that reveals to candidates that they are expected to achieve some 
passive level of Swedish without having to use it actively.  

2. If the candidate is to teach in Swedish as soon as possible, hiring committees need to discuss 
language learning with the candidates in the interviewing process. They need to be sensitive to 
the first language of the candidate and the candidate’s general language proficiency in making 
an assessment of the likelihood the candidate will succeed in learning the language. They need 
not only to be aware of the risk that a candidate will not learn Swedish, but also that there will 
be costs associated with a candidate who needs to put hundreds of hours into learning the 
language.  Candidates who are expected to learn Swedish in their free time should be warned of 
the commitment that requires.  

3. New hires who are to learn Swedish should not waste any time before they start to learn the 
language. They can begin an online course before they come to Stockholm and use digital 
media for exposure to the language. Once here they should combine regular classes with 
private lessons in Swedish. They need to be active and self-motivated to, for example, read in 
Swedish even when it means they need to look up the meanings of many words. They need to 
look for opportunities to use their spoken Swedish, for example by finding language partners 
and attending language cafés. Learning a language well is not just a question of going to class 
and doing the homework.  

4. Departments need budgets for language learning, not only for paying for instruction, but also 
to fund some of the time the learner needs to spend learning. 

5. The time to proficiency will vary by individual, but experience has shown that an adult requires 
about 800 hours of language study to reach moderate proficiency.  Departments need to have 
open discussions about from where this time is coming.   

6. The best motivation is intrinsic, and the best learners are those who find it fun to learn a new 
language.  However, if there is a need to establish extrinsic motivators for learning Swedish, 
then there should be some creative discussion about just what those motivators could be. The 
classic immigrant language-learning motivator is to get a better job, but in our case the 
transnationals already have good jobs.  
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Appendix: Open question comments that are in response to KTH language 
policy  

1.  “Few suggestions/comments 
- I think you should clarify your expectations on Swedish language proficiency on the job 
advertisements (e.g., you can write that the candidates need to be proficient in Swedish within 
3 years). So that, one get to know what it is expected before they accept the job offer. 
- The main challenge I face now is to create free time to learn Swedish. If learning Swedish 
counts as working hours, this would be a great news for me! 
- I believe that learning Swedish will improve my both personal and professional life. So, I will 
be really really happy if you can support me on this more!  
- Great initiative that you run this survey. But I also hope to see more initiatives on 
"internalization of faculty". Leading universities such ETH Zurich or EPFL regularly publish 
their statistics on "internalization of faculty" (which are impressive). Can KTH do the same? Is 
KTH ambitious to have an international faculty?”    

2. “There should be free resources for newly hired faculty to learn Swedish.” 

3. “Although I fully agree that I should learn Swedish, the current language policy of KTH is not 
in line with being an international research and teaching environment. There are many 
categories of people at KTH (exchange students, PhD students, short-term post-docs) that 
really have no need to learn Swedish. To me it is bizarre that a lot of essential documentation 
and news is ONLY available in Swedish. The international standard for academic institutions 
with international ambition is that all legal, policy and information is/should be available in 
BOTH the local language and at least in English.” 

4. “I do not prioritize learning Swedish. I focus on research, teaching and acquiring funding. This 
is how I contribute to KTH's Vision 2027. Being able to work in both Swedish and English may 
be desirable, but should not be a strategic priority of a technical university. I welcome the 
reorganization of the language education. However I put a question mark to the above strategic 
priority of the Rektor.”  

5. “I would really like to learn Swedish, but: Time is an incredibly valuable resource. Tenure track 
comes with a lot of responsibility and challenges on its own. If I have a choice to work on my 
Swedish or on my research, supervising my students, building an international renome, 
designing high-quality courses, or outreach to public, I choose the latter. For us, the 
immigrants, tenure track period comes also with additional challenges, such as settling in a 
new culture or not having family around, who could, e.g., babysit. If I ever decide to pick up on 
studying Swedish again, I will definitely go with the most time-efficient solution, i.e.  private 
sessions.” 

6. “If learning Swedish had been a precondition of my employment or promotion at KTH it would 
have negatively affected my decision to accept the offer.” 
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