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The Danish Language Council 



The Danish Language Council 

Founded in 1955 

 in the wake of the Orthography Reform in 1948 

Sprognævnsloven, 1997/2008 (Act of the Danish Language Council) 

 defines the main tasks and the organisation of the council 

Sprognævnsbekendtgørelsen, 1997/2009 
(Legal notice of the Ministry of Culture on the Danish Language Council) 

 defines the principles for Danish orthography, the procedures for changing it, 

and the membership of the council 



The Danish Language Council 

Danish Language Council  (Danish Ministry of Culture) 

 

- monitor the development of the Danish  language 

- provide the orthographic standard for schools and public institutions 

- give advice on language use in private and public institutions 

 

Nordic Language Coordination (Nordic Council of Ministers) 

 

- coordinate research, teaching and information initiatives 

- strengthen the mutual understanding in the Nordic countries via the three 

Scandinavian languages Danish, Norwegian and Swedish 

 

 



Main tasks of the Danish Language Council 

Monitor the development of Danish 

• collect examples of new words and word usages 

• track changes in orthography, morphology, syntax and semantics 

• research projects on new developments in the language  

• contrastive studies with other languages, especially Scandinavian 

languages 

 

Produce the official dictionary of Danish orthography 
 

Give advice and information about the Danish Language 

• answer questions from the public and the authorities about the structure 

and usage of Danish 

• publish writings about Danish (including the council’s home page and other 

sites) 

• provide information on language issues in newspapers, radio and TV 

• cooperate with terminologists, lexicographers, and others 

 

 

http://www.sproget.dk/


Nordic language policy 
 

• the Nordic languages as well as English should be used as languages of 

science 

 • publishing scientific results in one of the Nordic languages should be as 

highly regarded as publishing in English 

• courses in scientific terminology and LSP should be taught both in 

English and in one of the Nordic languages 

• universities and other places of higher education should develop long 

term strategies for the choice of languages, language parallelism 

language training and translation  

• the Nordic terminology institutions must continue to coordinate 

terminology in the emerging domains 

• companies and industrial organisations must be encouraged to develop 
strategies for language parallelism 

• MT-systems and multilingual search engines for the Nordic languages 

must be developed 

 Nordic declaration on language policy (2006) 

 

  



The structure 

Representatives (43) 

Board (7) 

 

Institute 

Research committee (3) 

Ministry of 
culture 

   Users 

Danish Language Council 

Partners 

Director 

Task forces 

• Orthography 

• Publications 

• Language policy 

• Language and media 

• Research projects.... 

 



Orthographic standards 1739 - 2012 



Why standardize? 

Orthographic standards have been developed to 

 

- facilitate reading 

- facilitate writing 

- facilitate teaching of reading and writing skills 

 

- facilitate communication – avoid misunderstandings 

- support the national language 

 

- facilitate communication and information retrieval in electronic media 

 

 

 

 



Development of Danish orthography 

1739: The first official act on Danish orthography (King Christian VI) 

1872: Sven Grundtvig: Dansk Håndordbog. (Guidebook to Danish).      

  The first official spelling dictionary 

 

Orthographical dictionaries by Dansk Sprognævn: 

 

1955: Retskrivningsordbog. The fourth official spelling dictionary (codifying the reform 

of 1948) 

1986: Retskrivningsordbogen, 1. edition. The fifth official spelling dictionary 

1996: Retskrivningsordbogen, 2. edition. 

2001: Retskrivningsordbogen, 3. edition. 

 

New dictionary will be released in November 2012 .(The sixth - not just a 4. edition) 

 

 

 

 



Retskrivningsordbogen 2001 
(The Orthographical Dictionary) 

• Available as a book, on cd, and on the internet 

• Approx. 64.000 words: 

• broad (~full) coverage of common simplex words in the 

standard variety of Danish 

• compounds whose meaning cannot be derived from the 

meaning of the components only if they are very common 

or may cause special problems; similarly derived words 

• common abbreviations 

(special dictionary of recommended abbreviations: 

Rigtigt kort) 

• orthographical guidelines 

 



Retskrivningsordbogen 2012 

• revision of the vocabulary and orthographical guidelines 

(decisions about new words and obsolete words from scratch) 

• extended information about word meanings 

(now almost exclusively for keeping homographs apart) 

• full information about inflexion at the word entry 

(now some information in the guidelines for the use of the 

dictionary, some in the orthographical guidelines, and some at 

the entry) 

• information about word division at the entry 

(now only in the orthographical guidelines) 

 

• no radical changes in the spelling 

 



2001 vs. 2012 

2001 

attakere vb., -ede. 

 

2012 

at·ta·ke·re vb., -r, -de, -t (angribe). 

 

attakerer (pres.) 

attakerede (pret.) 

attakeret (perf.) 

 

 

 

 

 



Principles for Danish orthography 

Two official principles (as laid down in the legal notice): 

 

• The tradition principle 

• The usage principle 

 

Other important principles: 

 

• The phonetic principle, common to all alphabetic writing systems 

• The principle of sign constancy 

  



The tradition principle 

 

Words and word forms are written in accordance with the practice laid down in 

the legal notice on orthography from 1892, and expressed in the dictionaries of 

the Danish Language Council since 1955  

  

This means that 

• the spelling of words is fixed, except for changes that follow from the usage 

principle, i.e. words are to be spelled the way they used to be spelled 

• loan words that have become common in Danish are written in accordance 

with the rules for originally Danish words and older loans (mainly words of 

Greek, Latin and French origin).  

• Words from other languages are usually written as in the language of origin, 

notably English 



The usage principle 

Words and word forms are written in accordance with with the practice followed 

in the written usage of competent language users. 

 

Problem: How does one determine who is a competent language user? 

 

The use of corpora (collections of texts): 

 

• Korpus 2000/Korpus 90 (http://korpus.dsl.dk) - 36.000.000 words each 

• Infomedia – 20 mio. articles from newspapers and magazines; 

since about 1985 

• The Web as a corpus 

• Corpus collection via local initiatives and DK-CLARIN 

http://korpus.dsl.dk/


Other principles 

• The phonetic principle 
• the principle that one letter corresponds to one phoneme (or language sound), 

common to all alphabetic writing systems 

• Danish orthography is quite ”deep” in this respect, due to an increasing discrepancy 
between the orthographical tradition and the development of Danish pronunciation – 
like English and unlike Finnish or Italian 

 

  krage (’crow’), krave (’collar’) 
 noget (’something), nåde (’grace’), nåede (’reached’) 

 

• The principle of sign constancy 
 the principle that a sign is always written in the same way, irrespective of pronunciation 

differences in different contexts: 

 

  flag (’flag’) vs. flagstang (’flag pole’) 

 but: 

  mand (’man’) vs. mænd (’men’) 



Main developments 

1777:  y => i in difthongs - at feye -> at feie, Øye -> øie 

1871:   i => j in difthongs - at feie -> at feje, Øie -> øje 

1871:  i => j before vovels -  Kiærlighed, skiøn -> gjerne, Kjærlighed, skjøn 

1871:  abolishment of doubling of long vovels - heel -> hel, Viin -> vin 

1889:  abolishment of j after g and k and before e, æ og ø 

  gjerne, Kjærlighed, skjøn -> gerne, Kærlighed, skøn 

1889:  adaptation of foreign words –  

  Theater -> Teater, Quarantaine -> Karantæne 

1918: official comma rules  

  (freedom of choice between grammatical comma and pause comma) 

1948: new letter: aa AA => å Å,  small letters for nouns 

1986:  i => j before final e, linie =>linje, vanilje, but olie, familie, konkylie 

  adaptation of foreign words - mayonnaise => majonæse/mayonnaise 

  more alternatives 



Who decides? 

Representatives (40 + 3) 

Board (7) 

 

 

 

 

Minister of culture 

Minister of education 

Danish Language Council 

Task force 

Editors (4) 

Institute 



Changing standards: inflection 

RO1996   

interview -et, -er el. interview, 

bf. pl. interviewe(r)ne. 

 

 

 

”flere interviewer” (30 goo 24.8.08) 

 

RO2001 

interview sb., -et, -s el. interview, bf. 

pl. interviewene. 

 

 

 

”flere interviews” (8.910 goo 24.8.08) 

 



Changing standards: domestication 

1986/2001 

gymnasium 

akvarium 

territorium 

2012 

gymnasie/gymnasium 

akvarie/akvarium 

territorie/territorium 



Majonæse or mayonnaise?   1986 
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Danish in the new media 

 



Development of new media 

One to one Letters              ->  phone, email, msn, sms 

Pros to many Books ,newspapers, magazines ->  webpages 

Everyone to everyone                  ->     chat, blog, Facebook, Twitter 
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New communication tools 



New forms of communication 



Language in sms, chat and computer games 

elsker dig ilm  søde x x x <3  

godmorg1 

øl 

;))           :-(   

:D  

lol, LOL, lllloooollllll  (laughing out loud)   

FASAG (falder af stolen af grin) (falling from the chair laughing) 

  

afk  

(away from keyboard) 

btr  

(back to reality) 

 

OMG 

 

Lots of English 

 



Negotiating language in chat fora 

Question: “Har I os prøvet at miste en person i jeres liv som i var meget tæt på… 

Da jeg ik har familie var jeg meget tæt knuttet til min kæreste og idag .. ja.. 

det er kun 14 dage siden .. gider hun ringe eller skrive eller noget .. ville 

ønske jeg kunne være gode venner med hende  .. for det var en af de eneste 

jeg var så tæt knyttet til og ved bare ik hvordan jeg skal komme vidre .. for 

jeg har ik hendes støtte eller familie hos mig mere .. så har det vildt svært 

med og skulle undvære dem og savner dem dagligt … har du et godt råd .. og 

husk seriøse svare .. “.  

 

Answer 1: “Lær at stav og forsøg så igen.”  (learn how to spell and then try 

again) 

 

Answer 2: “http://sproget.dk/raad-og-

regler/retskrivningsregler_mv/retskrivningsregler/a7-40-60.”  

 

 

http://sproget.dk/raad-og-regler/retskrivningsregler_mv/retskrivningsregler/a7-40-60
http://sproget.dk/raad-og-regler/retskrivningsregler_mv/retskrivningsregler/a7-40-60
http://sproget.dk/raad-og-regler/retskrivningsregler_mv/retskrivningsregler/a7-40-60
http://sproget.dk/raad-og-regler/retskrivningsregler_mv/retskrivningsregler/a7-40-60
http://sproget.dk/raad-og-regler/retskrivningsregler_mv/retskrivningsregler/a7-40-60
http://sproget.dk/raad-og-regler/retskrivningsregler_mv/retskrivningsregler/a7-40-60
http://sproget.dk/raad-og-regler/retskrivningsregler_mv/retskrivningsregler/a7-40-60
http://sproget.dk/raad-og-regler/retskrivningsregler_mv/retskrivningsregler/a7-40-60
http://sproget.dk/raad-og-regler/retskrivningsregler_mv/retskrivningsregler/a7-40-60


Most common spelling problems 

Verb morphology – present tense  

 

ændre  - ændrer  

medføre – medfører 

 

Separation of compound words 

 

brandmand – brand mand (fire man) 

kontaktlinse – kontakt linse (contact lenses) 

Internetadgang – internet adgang (internet access) 

 

 

 



New Media – New Methods 



New methods 

 

• Corpus resources 

• User input 

• Supplementing handcrafted excerpts with data from corpora and statistics 

• Using single sourcing XML for distribution 

• Differentiated genre analysis 

• Nordic cooperation – exchanging knowledge across languages 

 



The way of the words 

Excerpt 
Word 

Collection 

Dictionary 
of new 
words 

Official 
Spelling 

Dictionary 
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Monitoring the development of Danish 

The word collection 

• 1.000.000 file cards with excerpts from 
newspapers, magazines, books etc., in two 
collections: 1955-1986 and 1986-today 

• 270.000 of the excerpts digitalized and recorded 
in a database 

• Excerpts generated by a computer program that 
extracts new words from corpora semi-
automatically (the word-trawler) 

• Word “donations” from everywhere (internet 
form on dsn.dk) 



Corpus resources 

Korpus.dk 

Clarin 

Local collection 

 

 

Corpus statistics  (words) 2011 

Newspapers      364.000.000  

Parliament debates        35.700.000  

Blogs               1.864.487  

Consumer magazines              1.069.500  

Encyclopedia  (Wikipedia)            17.490.906  

Politics                  246.759  

Youth magazines                 570.762  

Popular science                  940.318  

Student essays   

Danish speaches                 843.478  

Total      422.726.210  



Tracking neologisms – the word trawler 

New words  

• Even after 20 months of accumulative filtering the system finds 4-5 new 

words per 1000 words of running text. This amounts to 30.000 new words 

in Danish found in 7 mio. words (newspaper articles) every month. 

• Using lexical signal filtering the word trawler finds 150 out of 250 actual 

new words in general language, e.g. we have at least 1800 - 3000 new 

words per year. 



972.000 Excerpts in the word collection 

44 



The way of the words 

Excerpt 
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Collection 
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of new 
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Verification of Data 

46 
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Forekomster af "mere kant" i infomedia 

kant 

dronning 

arbejde 
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2001 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

exit poll 133 352 508 188 214 352 352 

valgstedsmåling 0 0 0 13 272 265 406 
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Monitoring usage patterns 

 







The way of the words 
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The Spelling dictionary 

• XML database 

• Conversion to web and mobile app 
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The Spelling dictionary 

• XML database 

• Conversion to web and mobile app 



The collection of answers 
 

 

• 10.000 written answers of particular interest 
with documentation - digitized  

• 25.000 answer mails from 1997-2005 - 
documentation of language problems as 
perceived by the population 

• handwritten records of 420.000 phone answers in 
books, partly entered into a database by hand 

• 5000 records of phone answers registered in 
Excel 

 



The collection of answers 
 

 

• 10.000 written answers of particular interest 
with documentation - digitized  

• 25.000 answer mails from 1997-2005 - 
documentation of language problems as 
perceived by the population 

• handwritten records of 420.000 phone answers in 
books, partly entered into a database by hand 

• 5000 records of phone answers registered in 
Excel 

 



The collection of answers 
 

 

• 10.000 written answers of particular interest 
with documentation - digitized  

• 25.000 answer mails from 1997-2005 - 
documentation of language problems as 
perceived by the population 

• handwritten records of 420.000 phone answers in 
books, partly entered into a database by hand 

• 5000 records of phone answers registered in 
Excel 

 



The collection of answers 
 

 

• 10.000 written answers of particular interest 
with documentation - digitized  

• 25.000 answer mails from 1997-2005 - 
documentation of language problems as 
perceived by the population 

• handwritten records of 420.000 phone answers in 
books, partly entered into a database by hand 

• 5000 records of phone answers registered in 
Excel 
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projektmappe ark celle værdi 

jan11_1 17 f46 tjekliste 

jan11_1 31 f11 tjekke ind 

apr11_1 27 f32 Moravia, Tjekkiet 

jun11_1 21 f18 check-in/tjek ind 

jul11_1 5 e27 tjeksproget.dk 

aug11_1 25 f35 tjekke/checke ind 

jan10_2 11 f18 check-in-hallen 

feb10_2 1 f37 tjekliste 

mar10_2 22 f28 tjekke ind 

mar10_2 25 f25 tjekke  

mar10_2 25 f28 tjekke 

juli10_1 8 f18 tjekke 

aug10_1 18 f10 tjekke 

aug10_1 23 f69 tjekke ind 

okt10_2 11 f26 tjek 

oktober 2010 11 f27 tjek 

nov10_1 10 f50 tjekke ind 



The way of the answers 

Question 
Written or 

oral answer 
Answer in 

the database 

Internal 
quality check 

 

Publication 
panel 

Publication 
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The answer collection 



The answer collection 



The answer collection 



Sharing language data across 

languages 
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Towards new standards for standardization 



Ideas for new standards and more 

differentiated standards 

Focus on different genres and media (web, print, social, mobile etc.) 

•  collect genre differentiated corpora 

•  identify genre specific norms 

•    develop genre specific advice 

 

 

Focus on norm conform texts - not on competent users 

• develop a scoring system that assigns a weighted score to texts in 

a corpus according to their degree of conformity to the norm 

• orthographic changes in text that show a high degree of norm 
conformity should be taken more seriously than changes in other 

texts 

 

 



Spreading the word 



73 



Publications 



Publications 



Publications 







Spread the word through advice and 

information 

• The information service 

• Approx. 8-10.000 questions per year, mainly by phone 

• Web presence: sproget.dk, dsn.dk, gang-i-sproget.dk, nyeordidansk.dk... 

• The media 

• Weekly participation in radio programme (in collaboration with DSL) 

• Monthly newspaper columns 

• High media profile (150-200 articles and TV/radio-interviews a year) 

• Facebook-profiles (sproget.dk) 

• Campaigns 

• Test your language age (facebook/web) 

• Story telling and writing competitions 

• Official wordlist for games and spellchecking (scrabble championship, 

subtitles, parliament debates, patient records) 

• Mobile apps (spelling dictionary, Christmas calendar, Wordfeud) 







How to ensure quality and consistency? 

82 

We give advice and establish standards following principles that have explicitly 

been agreed upon, e.g. we want people to improve their understanding of 

differences in language use in different situations, we want people to 

understand that language is not static.  

The language services draw on linguistic knowledge, established references, 

recorded prior decisions and personal estimates based on experience. 

The norm is based on well defined principles the priorities of which however are 

not always clearly stated and can be in conflict. 

Corpus data and statistical investigations are used if they seem reliable and 

representative. They are used carefully as a supplement to the experience 

based personal judgement.  

New research results are always presented in plenary sessions in order to explore 

their consequences for information and standardization activities  

In all contexts quality is ensured through instances of control such as colleagues, 

reviewers and advisory groups. 



Conclusion 

 The development of new media and the new communication situation pose a 

serious challenge to the traditional way orthographic standardization has been 

carried out during the past 50 years. 

 

 Languages change more rapidly than ever before and sub-standards are 

emerging. 

 

 Language institutions have to adapt and collect more genre- and media 

specific data in order to be able to give advice and develop useful standards. 

 

 Traditional ways of spreading the standard like publishing a printed 

dictionaries are no longer sufficient. Standards have to be introduced directly 

into the new media and become a natural part of the new communication 

forms. 

 

 

 

 


