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Multilingual access

scholarly communication

Language hegemony and the need for discoverability

in multiple languages

It is widely accepted that English is the
current lingua franca, especially in the
scientific community.! With approximately
527 million native speakers globally, English
ranks as the third most-spoken language (af-
ter Chinese and Hindu-Urdu), but there are
also an estimated 1.5 billion English-language
learners in the world. %3

The preeminence of English reflects the
political power of the English-speaking
world,* carrying privileges for those who
can speak, write, and read in English, and
disadvantages to those who cannot. This is
also the case in scholarly communication.
Linguist Nicholas Subtirelu identifies three
privileges for native English speakers: 1)
easier access to social, political, and edu-
cational institutions; 2) access to additional
forms of capital; and 3) avoiding negative
opinions of one’s speech.’

For example, we were both born into
families that speak American English at
home, we were surrounded by English
books and media growing up, and our en-
tire education was in English. Even defining
who counts as a “native” speaker can be
refracted through other social identities.
As college-educated white Americans, our
English is never questioned, but the same
is not true for many equally fluent people
around the world.

A highly cited study in the European
Journal of Epidemiology found that the
variation of publication output between Or-
ganisation for Economic Co-operation and
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Development nations could be explained
by differences in research spending and
English proficiency.® And, although non-
native writers are often at a disadvantage
and have spent significant time, effort, and
money learning the language, they may
still hold privileges when compared to
other learners, because they had access to
technologies (such as high-speed Internet),
conversation partners, and media.

Subtirelu notes, “Thanks to the global
dominance of English-speaking academia,
‘international’ is more or less a euphemism
for journals published in English.”” Aca-
demic librarians who support the broadest
access to scholarship and research should
acknowledge the hegemony of English
and find ways both to problematize and
destabilize that dominance, even through
seemingly small steps.

This article is a call to action, outlining
the limitations of machine translation, a
suite of options for multilingual access,
and specific actions that journals, scholars,
and librarians can take. While the options
we describe may seem piecemeal, grass-
roots, or even haphazard, we believe that
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every action to address English-language
dominance can contribute to broader last-
ing change.

Google Translate is not enough

To understand how cumbersome the pro-
cess is, if you are a monolingual English
speaker, we encourage you to find a re-
search article about a specific topic in an-
other language, then read and summarize
it using Google Translate.

A 2014 study found Google Translate ac-
curately translated key medical phrases just
over half of the time, with African languages
having the worst accuracy—only 10% of
Swahili phrases were correctly translated.®
If Google Translate is inadequate for dis-
cussing medical issues with patients, we
question its capacity to capture the nuance
of research findings.

A recent article in PLOS Biology is one of
the few studies that explores the difficulty of
using Google Scholar for researchers who
do not know English. The authors searched
for articles published in 2014 in the field of
biodiversity conservation in 16 languages:
64.4% were in English, 12.6% of those were
in Spanish, 10.3% in Portuguese, 0% in sim-
plified Chinese, and 3% in French.

In addition, the authors found that ar-
ticles written in other languages were often
not found when searching in English, even
when the article had an English title or
abstract. The authors point out that scien-
tists in the field may be less likely to know
English, creating a gap between researchers
and practitioners. As they note, “leaving
this problem unresolved is untenable if we
consider that areas experiencing a rapid loss
of biodiversity and thus in the greatest need
of information, education, and conservation
practices are often places where English is
not spoken widely.”

Approaches to multilingual access

Multilingual access addresses language
barriers to information access in numerous
ways.! For example, Archivaria, the jour-

nal of the Association of Canadian Archi-
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vists, invites articles in French or English,
Canada’s official languages.' Because Can-
ada is a bilingual country, there are com-
mon expectations and practices around
translation, but the concrete examples still
provide a model we can consider from
the United States. Archivaria also models
another common form of multilingual ac-
cess: the translation of abstracts into more
than one language. All abstracts in the
journal are translated into the other offi-
cial language, providing discoverability in
both French and English. Even in coun-
tries without multiple official languages,
journals may choose to provide English-
language titles and abstracts to increase
discoverability.

The practice of providing abstracts and
titles in more than one language was recent-
ly encouraged in an editorial in the Lancet
Global Health on behalf of the Healthcare
Information for All Working Group on
Multilingualism.'? Neil Pakenham-Walsh
writes that journals should make at “least
the abstract available in the main language
or languages of the country in which the
research was done. This requirement could
be stipulated condition of publication on
the basis of research ethics grounds, to be
done by the authors themselves.”??

In the case of intentionally multilingual
journals like Archivaria, abstracts are
always provided in multiple languages.
Most, if not all, journal publishing platforms
and institutional repository software have
the capacity to include fields in multiple
languages. When publishing in a typically
monolingual journal, scholars can ask if a
translated abstract can be included. While
hardly a systematic solution, this is one small
way that authors can increase multilingual
access to their work.

Librarians can also do this for their own
research. For example, for an article that we
published in In the Library with the Lead
Pipe about our experience leading study
abroad courses, we wanted to provide the
abstract not only in English, but in the lan-
guages spoken in the cities we had visited
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with our students. The journal’s editors
included the Catalan, Italian, and Spanish
translations we provided, which were also
picked up when the article was indexed by
the database Library, Information Science, and
Technology Abstracts.!* While an interested
Italian-only speaker would still need to find a
way to translate the full-text, the abstract in-
creases discoverability of the research overall.

Translated abstracts can offer increased
access on both sides of the English language
divide. As the authors of the aforementioned
PLOS Biology article suggest, those who
assume that all scholarship is published in
English cut themselves off from research that
is not published in English.”> As mentioned
earlier, in their study, more than a third of
the scientific documents on biodiversity
searchable through Google Scholar were in
languages other than English. Overemphasiz-
ing the ubiquity of English in scholarship cuts
out the potential for communication across
languages. Mohsen Rezaeian invites schol-
ars to work with native English speakers to
get themselves greater access to published
research and to publishing opportunities,
and this practice can also give monolingual
English speakers greater access to research
produced in other languages.'®

Actions toward multilingual access

The dominance of English in scholarly pub-
lishing is unlikely to change quickly. How-
ever, there are actions that English-speaking
scholars and librarians can take, as individu-
als and within organizations, to bridge access
to information across languages. While it is
appealing to imagine how to assign respon-
sibility for translations to journals or granting
agencies, a pragmatic approach recognizes
that there are opportunities throughout the
scholarly publishing process for advocacy
and solidarity.

Many universities have funds for open ac-
cess article publication charges."” Universities
should similarly consider setting aside funds
to pay for translations into other languages.
Guidelines for disbursing those funds can
invite researchers to consider the languages
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spoken in their field locations, among other
criteria. Universities where translation pro-
grams exist can set up opportunities for
experiential learning, collaborating with the
research office or library.

English-language journals and conferences
can also explicitly encourage collaboration
between authors who write in different lan-
guages, for example by including this in calls
for participation (CFP), and by purposefully
sharing translated CFPs to communities where
English is not the primary language. For ex-
ample, the CFP and much of the website for
Digital Humanities 2018, held in Mexico, was
translated fully into Spanish, and included
an explicit invitation to submit in either of
those languages, as well as others where an
adequate group of reviewers was available.'®

Rezaeian suggests that medical journals
regularly feature “well-conducted research
that highlights relevant local and national
health problems in the developing world.”"
Journals could similarly implement practices
to publish articles from authors outside of
English-majority countries. Author guidelines
can explicitly invite titles and abstracts in
multiple languages. Policies for peer review
can also provide guidelines for reviewing
articles by less fluent writers, to reduce bias
based on style rather than content. Finally,
editorial boards can consider their capac-
ity for publishing submissions in multiple
languages.

Individual scholars can include translated
abstracts for their own work and seek out
opportunities to collaborate across language.
Researchers can include translation as part
of their dissemination plan as they write
grants. They can also request translations of
important works, by advocating to journals,
colleagues, or professional associations.

Libraries can review their IRs for studies
that have been conducted on behalf of their
universities in locations where English is
not spoken widely, and pursue funding to
translate the titles and abstracts, and even the
articles, into local languages.

Librarians can do all of the above in their
capacities as researchers and contributors to

619 C&RL News



journals. In addition, they can help spread the
word, adding documentation to publications
and repositories for multilingual abstracts,
keywords, and full-text, encouraging gradu-
ate students and faculty to consider whether
speakers of other languages would benefit
from access to their research, and addressing
language and discoverability in instruction.
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