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There is a consensus in Flanders that the Dutch mother tongue should be maintained as a fully recognised language of education, science, professional work and culture. There is also a consensus that the use of the English language is one of the means, but one, to bolster the international development of the institutions of higher education and their students. But how to optimise both objectives?  How to balance optimally the use of the mother tongue and the use of the English language? In other words, what is the limit to the use of the respective languages in our system of higher education?  We submit that, from an ethical perspective, the line must be drawn between the second and third cycle of higher education.

 An English lingua franca in science, research and increasingly international economic, political and business life, is a valuable asset. The command of that vehicle is essential for graduates.  Companies, either local or multinational, need executive staff members who, in addition to their mother tongue, are able to operate internationally in English. Currently companies find them and I don't see a problem in the future.  In many cases the knowledge of other languages, e.g. French, German, Spanish, is needed or is an invaluable additional asset. The foundation of the knowledge of English and the other languages needs to be laid in the secondary schools and they should be further developed during higher education and the entire professional life.

There is no doubt that one must participate in the international environment of higher education, research and business.

As far as the third cycle of higher education (postgraduate and doctoral work, ...) is concerned, a more extensive use of English or another foreign language may be indicated, in addition to the mother tongue. For extra training and refresher courses, specific courses for foreigners, international educational activities, contacts and meetings, as well as scientific post doctoral research, in the case of visiting professors, and so on and so forth, it is obvious that the institutes of higher education can and should optimise dynamically the use of foreign languages on a case by case basis. Nevertheless there should be a clear limit . It must remain possible to express the results of the research in Dutch. The higher education of the first and second cycle, the so-called initial bachelor and master education, owe their academic status to scientific research. This link should be very tight. As far as the initial bachelor and master courses are concerned, they have in any case to be maintained in Dutch. 

Indeed, since bachelor and master programmes are already difficult to be pursued successfully in their own right, the total quality and efficiency of teaching and learning is best, both for lecturers and students, when conducted in the mother tongue.  Talents are woken up by the enthusiasm, the subtle approaches and the more refined analysis teachers can develop and convey when expressing their vision, on “the how” and “the why” of scientific issues.  They reach that esteemed level of excellence at the most in their native tongue. 

The initial cycles of bachelor and master train the doctors of medicine, engineers, managers, teachers, lawyers, etc., which our Dutch-speaking society needs and who predominantly communicate with patients, workers, assistants, pupils, customers, etc. in Dutch. Thinking, speaking and acting is easier, more effective and successful when the basic knowledge is anchored in the mother tongue. Knowledge well anchored in the mother tongue constitutes the most sustainable platform from which to personally develop (in long life learning), and to participate internationally in exchange and further development, either in English or in other languages, and to find inspiration for innovation to be introduced in the companies.  

Relations between employers and employees in companies, either with or without a commercial or industrial objective, and which are located in the Dutch speaking region of Belgium, must be conducted in Dutch (Flemish decree of 19 July 1973; an analogue situation exists in the French linguistic region pursuant to the decree of 30 June 1982;  the situation in bilingual Brussels is regulated by the law of 18 July 1966). The success of companies is, to a large extent, based on that effective communication in Dutch, both oral and in writing. Therefore companies will also in future need bachelors and masters who can assume successfully responsible positions in this context. Here again these graduates will have the best starting conditions to be successful if their valuable scientific and professional knowledge is tied up in their mother tongue. This matter is important for social and human relations and for managing and co-ordinating tasks. The development and introduction of new findings, knowledge-systems, technologies, methods and processes within a company are invariably based on teamwork in which assistants and workers of different levels participate. The experience learns that the dynamic creativity and success of such innovating scientific and technical activities are maximised when carried out in the native tongue, and through the use a common scientific and technical terminology. This terminology is acquired during the initial education and particularly during the master cycle. Providing for a standardised scientific and technological terminology in the mother tongue is a common task for the universities as a part of their mission to service the society.

All these aspects have an ethical dimension. An example in point for this is the issue of safety, generally and in an industrial context in particular. It aims at the health and the physical and mental integrity of people. It is a matter of unambiguous communication in the native tongue by and for everybody. 

Safety of employees in complex mills/industries and advanced processes require an  unequivocal identification of installations, parts of equipment, functions, technological and process risks, procedures, mutual agreements and consignments, which is understandable to all involved. Moreover all these elements must be established in writing.

Currently, all the tasks I mentioned are correctly fulfilled by people who studied in Dutch, and speak other languages.  But you can't take that for granted. If for example certain master curricula will only be available in English, one should ask how, in the long run, these vital tasks in our society will be fulfilled. Surely Flemish universities should not provide in the future in certain areas only  "expatriates in their own country".

The optimal balance between the use of the mother tongue and the use of English is neither clear-cut nor fixed. It should not be prohibited that in the initial bachelor and master cycles, which are organised in the Dutch language, some courses or study materials are in English or another foreign language.   The study activities in English could partially coincide with the master curricula in English which may be organised in parallel to attract foreign students. Thus the own students could benefit from additional contacts with foreign co-students.  If, for the sake of attracting students from abroad, some master curricula would be offered in English, the equivalent Dutch curriculum should always be maintained. Also the majority of the members of the CAWET- working group, on The Use of Languages in Education and Science, insisted to uphold that principle.   

In order to prepare for internationalisation, to enhance the knowledge of a foreign language, and to participate in the European environment of higher education, the best method remains in my view to reside and study for some time at a university abroad.

Let me conclude. The choice of the language for higher education has important consequences for society. When analysing the issue, we must consider all dimensions. Finally one should remember that the Bologna Declaration pleads for maintaining the democratic values and the diversity of cultures and languages. 

It was a pleasure to have had the opportunity to submit some of them to you and we hope these thoughts will stimulate the debate.   

I thank you for your kind attention.

