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The multilingual university: widening 

participation ‘here’ and ‘there’ 
 … widening participation students, that is groups of home students 

who have traditionally been underrepresented in HE in ED settings 
but who have been encouraged to enter the sector through 
government policies.  
… this has resulted in increasing numbers of bi/ multilingual 
university students from working class migrant communities.  
Most are bi/multilingual in that they routinely experience their 
lives in the heritage language(s) of their families and English.  
Generally speaking, these students have received little formal 
schooling in their heritage language(s) and normally have much 
higher proficiency in English than their heritage language(s).  
These factors mean that there are now many more bi/multilingual 
users of English in the sector than was previously the case. 
(Preece, 2014) 



 

 

Immigration in Spain and Catalonia: 

Accelerated diversity   

 

 YEAR FOREIGNERS IN 
CENSUS 

% TOTAL 
POPULATION 

1981    198,042 0.52% 
1991    360,655 0.91% 
2001 1,370,657 3.33% 
2005 3,730,610 8.46% 
2007 4,519,554 10.0% 
2009 5,598,691 12.0% 
2010 5,747,734 12.2% 
2012 5,711,040 12.1% 
2014 5,000,028 10.7% 
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Source area Population % total Main (% total) 
Latin America 
 1,500,785 36.21% Ecuador (11.13%). 

Colombia (6.40%)  
Western Europe 

872,694 21.06% 
United Kingdom (6.63%). 
Germany (3.63%)  

Eastern Europe 
735,506 17.75% 

Romania (9.82%). 
Bulgaria (2.45%)  

North Africa 
 614,436 14.83% 

Morocco (13.59%). 
Algeria (1.14%) 
 

Sub-Saharan 
Africa 170,843 4.12% Senegal (0.85%). Nigeria 

(0.76%)  
East Asia 132,474 2.72% China (2.53%)  
South Asia  69,006 1.46% Pakistan (1.02%)  
North America 27,292 0.66% EE. UU. (0.59%) 



Catalonia, 2013: 1.16/7.55 million (15.3%)  

COUNTRY POPULATION % TOTAL 

Morocco 236,090 20.38 
Romania 103,815 8.96 
Ecuador 51,003 4.40 
Italy 49,904 4.31 
China 49,626 4.28 
Bolivia 47,525 4.10 
Pakistan 46,423 4.01 
Colombia 38,318 3.31 
Francia 33,914 2.93 
Peru 28,293 2.44 
Argentina 23,838 2.06 
Dominican R.  23,354 2.02 
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Higher education in Spain 

HE participation in Spain is average in comparison to 
other EU countries. (OECD, Eurostat) 
BUT: In 2014, 23.5% of 18-24-year-olds left school at 16 
or earlier (in Catalonia the figure is slightly higher); over 
40% among some minority ethnic communities.  
Portugal = 19.2%; UK = 12.4% ; Czech Republic = 5.4% 
(Eurostat, 2015)   
In Catalonia over 20% of secondary school students are 
from immigrant  backgrounds, while only about 5% of 
the university undergraduates are from immigrant 
backgrounds.   
Widening participation has not been a particular 
concern.  

 



 

Factors shaping entry into higher education 

and degree programme chosen 
 Social and personal aspirations 
Study disposition 
Direct and indirect costs 
Income (of parents)  
Opportunities (options)  
Capabilities 
Difficulty and duration of studies 
The current economic crisis as factor 
    (Elias & Daza, 2014; Troiano, 2014) 
 
Class issues + minority ethnic issues  
The role of Catalan 



The role of Catalan 

The children of immigrants may come to embrace Catalan 
by expertise and/or by affiliation (Rampton, 1990) 
Correlating factors (Alarcón & Parella, 2013): 
• early arrival age  
• long-term, uninterrupted residence 
• growing up in a two-parent family 
• at least one parent is a Spanish/Western European citizen 
• parents with higher education credentials and 

professional status  
• high educational expectations in the household 
• achieving good grades in school  



 
 
Identity 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Identity ‘is perhaps best 
understood as a limited and 
temporary fixing for the 
individual of a particular 
mode of subjectivity as 
apparently what one is’ 
(Weedon, 2004: 19). 
 
 
 
Class as ‘constellation of 
dimensions’:  economic 
resources, sociocultural 
resources, behaviour, life 
conditions, spatial conditions 
(Block, 2014, 2015, 2016). 

 

Dimensions: race, ethnicity, 
nationality, gender, religious, 
sexual, language ……  
social class 
 

Intersectionality: any 
exploration of identity must 
include attention to how 
dimensions interrelate 
(Block & Corona, 2014). 



Critical experiences as ‘periods of time during which 
prolonged contact with an L2 and a new and different 
cultural setting causes irreversible destabilization of the 
individual’s sense of self’ (Block, 2002: 5).  
 
Mudes as ‘the specific biographical junctures where 
individuals enact significant changes in their linguistic 
repertoire’ (Pujolar & Gonzàlez, 2013: 139). 
 

A middle-class home habitus is associated with 

immigrant child’s effective assimilation into Catalan 
language and culture, which in turn is the predominant 

profile for university students in Catalonia.   

 



Exploring the issue … 

Life story interviews as ‘the story a person chooses to tell 
about the life he or she has lived, told as completely and 
honestly as possible, what is remembered of it, and what 
the teller wants others to know of it’ (Atkinson, 1998: 3). 
Thematic analysis: ‘primarily a focus on the content of what 
is said, leaving to the side other aspects of narrative such as 
how it is produced’ (Block, 2010: 340). 
Plausibility: ‘What is actually said and how it is said may be 
classified as plausible or reasonable within … [a] particular 
discursive field. It is, therefore, a particular voice which a 
particular speaker has adopted momentarily with a view to 
projecting a particular subjectivity’ (Block, 2006: 69). 
 



Participants 
Aminata Omar Ioana 

Mixed race: 
Sengalese/Catalan 

North-African: Moroccan Eastern European: 
Romanian 

Born in Lleida (24) Arrival age 4 (19) Arrival age 14 (24) 

2 one-month visits to 
Senegal  

Summers in Morocco 1 one-week visit to Romania 

Dysfunctional Family Two-parent family Two-parent family 

Mother cleaner  
Father ???   

Father construction 
worker; unemployed 

Mother works in restaurant; 
Father in farm maintenance 

Low educational 
expectations 
 

High educational 
expectations 
 

High educational 
expectations 
 

English studies (Y4) Business Admin. (Y2) English studies (PG1) 



Multilingual repertoires 

• Languages in general 
• Heritage Language 
• Catalan and Spanish  

 



Languages in general 

• Means 

¾ Intercultural communication (Omar + Aminata + Ioana)  
¾ Job mobility (Omar + Aminata + Ioana) 

• English 

¾ Permanently: emotional attachment (Ioana) 

“English has always been my salvation” 
¾ Provisionally: after university plans to move abroad to 

increase economic power (Aminata) and gain experience 
(Omar) 



 
I wanted to use English as a passport to any country in 

Europe/where the minimum salary is much higher 

than the Spanish one/[cough]/it can be the UK or 
Switzerland / or any of these countries/a:nd/once I’ve 
made some money/I can just go to Africa and remain 

there 

English as something provisional: Aminata 



Heritage language(s) 

• Still necessary: maintenance 
¾Businesses back ‘home’ (Aminata + Omar) 
¾Connection with home culture (Aminata + Omar + 

Ioana) 
• HL as a resource for gaining access to HE 
¾Catalan (Alarcón and Parella, 2013)  

� Typological similarity (Ioana) 
� Facilitating pronunciation  (Omar) 

¾Father’s polyglotism as a push factor to study 
languages (Aminata) 

• Wolof + French (Aminata) 

• Romanian (Ioana) 

• Arabic (Omar) 



 
 

 
well regarding Arabic/I say thank God I know arabic/ 

because ... it makes it easier to speak other languages ... 

for instance (.) if I’m Chinese ... they struggle to say ‘erre’ 
[ř] ... they can’t say ‘erre’/they say ‘ele’ (.) just a few can 
say ‘erre’ [ř]/because they were born here ... If I come from 
China/I will never be able to say ‘erre’ [ř] ... If I come from 
France/the same/ (0.5) then in Arabic/you say all the 
letters … whatever they are like/I say them/and I like it/I 
like it ... 

HL as resource: Omar 



 
 
basically/mainly for my dad/ because well/ I had a very 

good relationship with him when I was little/when I was 
around seven years/old my parents split up/but of 
course/I have always loved my dad more/and he 

influenced me much more/a:nd it is true that he was a 

foreigner/bu:t he spoke perfect French and English 

apart from the his language of origin/and other African 

languages/and he spoke Spanish and Catalan very well 

(.) and of course/ I always said when I’m older/I want 
to be like him/and I want to speak as many languages 

as him 

Father’s polyglotism as a push factor: 

Aminata 



Spanish and Catalan 

Expertise Affiliation 

Aminata Native-like --/-- 
• Absence of the two languages 
• Low economic potential of 

Catalan abroad 

Omar Native-like +/+ 
• The more, the better 

Ioana Native-like +/ -- 
• Catalan offers opportunities - 

struggle 
• no mention of Spanish 



I am … very satisfied with knowing the languages 
here/which are two … here I know Spanish and 

Catalan/and this helps me to open my mind and learn 

other languages 

Catalan and Spanish, the more the better: Omar 

when I started (to speak) Catalan/ of course/many doors 

opened up when I started to speak it/and I saw the 

importance it had … 

Catalan as opening up oportunities: Ioana 

then I said (.) Catalan/no/I will starve because outside 
Catalonia: [laughs] 

Low economic power of Catalan  

internationally: Aminata 



Conclusions 


