
Towards lingual equity: 
the language of open knowledge

Jako Olivier
North-West University

Open Access Week – 21 October 2019



OA Week Context
• Nick Shockey (2019):

• Whose interests are being prioritized in the actions we take 
and in the platforms that we support? 

• Whose voices are excluded? 
• Are underrepresented groups included as full partners from 

the beginning? 
• Are we supporting not only open access but also equitable 

participation in research communication?
http://www.openaccessweek.org/profiles/blogs/theme-of-2019-
international-open-access-week-to-be-open-for-whom-



Aim
• In this presentation the nature of language as a barrier 

for open access content is explored.
• As the theme of 2019 International Open Access Week 

is “Open for Whom? Equity in Open Knowledge” and as 
it is UNESCO's Year of Indigenous Languages, it is 
essential to consider the nature of academic 
language one the one hand the hegemony of 
English in science on the other hand. 



Two issues
•Could true open access be 
supported by:
• increased use in scientific 
publication in languages other 
than English and

• provision of content from scientific 
publications in plain language?



" The ubiquity of English as the language of science and 
academia is indisputable" (Hultgren, 2019)

"English is obviously the language that currently dominates 
global scientific activities as a lingua franca" (Amano et al., 
2016)

"…from the limited universe of around 27,000 journals 
included in the Web of Science (WoS) indexes -- most 
prominently, the Science Citation Index -- most of which 
publish in English. However, more than 9,000 peer-
reviewed scholarly journals are being published in other 
languages, with French (3,500), German (2,700), Spanish 
(2,300) and Chinese (1400) contributing the highest numbers. 
Most of these journals are excluded from prestigious journal 
indexes, thus perpetuating the ideology that English is the 
global academic lingua franca." (Curry & Lillis, 2018)



"…the nesting of English in many of the metrics used to 
evaluate the work of academics, including the citation 
indexes and top-ranked journals published by Elsevier, 
Springer and other European and North American publishers, 
removes questions of linguistic medium from the conversation 
-- English becomes a presumed requirement" (Curry & Lillis, 
2018)

Meneghini and Packer (2007) note:
"Of the past 25 winners of the Nobel Prize in Literature, only 
9 wrote their masterpieces in English; the remaining 16 
laureates wrote in other native languages."
However, "[m]ost Nobel laureates in Physics, Chemistry, 
and Physiology or Medicine do not face the challenge of 
translating their works into another language before gaining 
recognition. Many speak English as their first language and 
even non-native English speakers usually publish their 
discoveries in English".



Van Weijen (2012):
"…roughly 80% of all the journals indexed in Scopus are 
published in English."

(Van Weijen, 2012)



Van Weijen (2012):
"The results indicate that researchers publishing in English, Chinese or Russian tend to 
publish most in fields related to the ‘harder’ Physical and Life Sciences, such as Physics, 
Engineering and Materials Science. On the other hand, researchers who choose to publish in 
Dutch, French, Italian, Portuguese or Spanish tend to publish their work most in fields 
related to the ‘softer’ sciences, such as the Health Sciences, Social Sciences, Psychology and 
Arts and Humanities. "

(Van Weijen, 2012)
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South African situation
• English is prominent in all levels of education, 

despite differing levels of proficiency and language 
being a barrier (Desai, 2016).

• Already in 2005 to Mouton indicated that:
• 89,9% of academic articles between 1990 and 2002 

were in English followed by 8,2% in Afrikaans and 2,2% 
in other languages.

• In addition, a steady decline in Afrikaans articles was 
observed: 14% in 1990 down to 5% in 2002.

• Afrikaans publications were specifically "promoted" by 
certain journals.

• Bangani et al. (2018) also observe a disconnect 
between language policy and library collections 
and also notes the position of English as academic 
language.



Notitia linguarum est prima 
porta sapientiae
•Latin > English
•Clarify and scientific terminology
•Language standardisation
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Linguistic imperialism
• Phillipson (1992:47) defines English language 

imperialism as: “the dominance of English is 
asserted and maintained by the establishment 
and continuous reconstitution of structural and 
cultural inequalities between English and other 
languages”. 

• Phillipson (1992:47) is also of the opinion that 
such language imperialism is an example of 
linguicism that can be described as ideologies, 
structures and practices that are used to create 
and legitimize unequal power and resource 
distribution between groups in terms of language 
distribution



Access issue
• What about research not published in 
English?

• Amano et al. (2018): 
" Language barriers can cause gaps in 
information availability during the global 
compilation of scientific knowledge, as 
scientific information is available not only in 
English but also in many other languages."



However



However



Plain language
• Movement to make legal and 
functional texts accessible

• 1960s and 1970s – US and UK
• Plain Writing Act of 2010 (US)
• Recent trend in South Africa 
(Cornelius, 2015)

• Research digests/abridgements



(Shailes, 2017)



Readability
• Top 5 most influential papers for 2019 on Google Scholar 

(average readability grade in the second column)
Deep Residual Learning for Image Recognition (2016) 13 

(18-19 year)
Deep learning (2015) 18 

(23-24 year)
Going Deeper with Convolutions (2015) 16 

(21-22 year)
Fully Convolutional Networks for Semantic Segmentation 
(2015)

15 
(20-21 year)

Prevalence of Childhood and Adult Obesity in the United 
States, 2011-2012 (2014)

16 
(21-22 year)

https://www.webfx.com/tools/read-able/check.php



Readability

https://contently.com/2015/01/28/this-surprising-reading-level-analysis-will-change-the-way-you-write/



Rodgers (2017):
"But if we want to take the open agenda to its logical 
conclusion we must do more. It is not enough to give 
everyone access to every research paper and leave it at 
that: we have to make research open in other ways. We 
have to make an effort to communicate with 
readers outside the research community; we have 
to speak to pupils and teachers, to healthcare 
professionals and patients (and their families), to anyone 
and everyone who is interested in science and research. 
And we have to speak to them in their language, in 
the language of the news media and Wikipedia. We have 
to speak to them in plain language, not in the formal 
and formulaic prose found in most research papers; and 
we have to use verbs, not nouns, and to avoid words like 
characterization and facilitation that – while much loved 
and used by scientists – can stop a sentence or article 
dead in its tracks. "



Recommendations
• Developing terminologies and translating key texts 

in educational contexts (Desai, 2016).
• Reconsider dual publication ban (Curry & Lillis, 

2018).
• Journals encouraging translated versions of articles 

(Meneghini & Packer, 2007).
• Multilingual researchers collaborating (Solli & 

Ødemark, 2019).
• Provide plain-language digests or summaries of 

research (Rodgers, 2017).
• Citation indexes and rankings should encourage 

multilingual content.
• Incentivize individual and community-based 

language planning efforts and activism.



Conclusion
• Towards open access the nature of language 

and languages in science needs to be 
interrogated.

• The role of English needs to be acknowledged. 
But how about additive multilingual publication 
practice?

• The complex language situation in South Africa 
also prompts further promotion of African 
languages.

• Authors and publishers can draw on 
affordances from the Plain Language 
Movement and readability tests.
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Thank you – Ke a leboga – Dankie

Jako Olivier
E-mail: jako.olivier@nwu.ac.za

Twitter: @jakoli4
Website: http://www.jako.nom.za



NWU OER Events
• Prof. Tel Amiel

UNESCO Chair in Distance Education, University of Brasília, Brazil
• 11 November 2019, Vanderbijlpark: “A brief introduction to OER and 

its origins” 
• 12 November 2019, Potchefstroom: “OER in Brazil and Latin America: 

recent developments”
• 13 November 2019, Mafikeng: “The role of Open Educational 

Resources in teaching, policy and technology, with recent development 
from Latin America”

• Prof. Daniel Burgos
Vice-chancellor for Research & Technology & UNESCO Chair on 
eLearning, International University of La Rioja, Spain

• Wednesday 20 November 2019 – “MOOCs and OERs do not work: 
Challenges for an effective implementation”

• Open Education Week 2-6 March 2020
• Prof. Rory McGreal

UNESCO & ICDE Chair on OER, Athabasca University, Canada
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