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The Multilingual University: The impact of linguistic diversity in higher education in 
English-dominant and English Medium Instructional contexts ESRC seminar series. 

 
Seminar 4: Multilingualism in Practice in the University 

Friday 13th November 2015 
 
This report presents the main themes that emerged from the fourth seminar in The 
Multilingual University ESRC seminar series. The aim of this seminar was to discuss the 
available linguistic resources in the multilingual university with a focus on research, teaching 
and learning. Such discussions appear to be very important in today’s multilingual 
environment in higher education and need further investigation. 
 
 
The fourth seminar was introduced by Siân Preece and Angela Creese. Preece outlined 
three HE agendas that have driven increasing linguistic diversity in the sector: 
internationalisation, language revitalisation and widening participation. Creese drew 
participants’ attention to the fact that the seminar brought together work funded by two 
research councils: the ESRC (the seminar series) and the AHRC (Translating Cultures large 
grant).  
 
Three talks were presented in the morning session from the AHRC Translating Cultures 
large grant teams under the topic of Working multilingually in research practice: Challenges 
and opportunities. The topic for the afternoon session was Working multilingually in the 
academy: Challenges and opportunities. The afternoon comprised of a keynote, a panel talk 
and observations on the day’s proceedings by two discussants.  
 
Morning sessions (Session Chair: Adrian Blackledge) 
 

1) Universities as sites of multilingualism-exploring our experiences on a multilingual, 
multidisciplinary research project.    
 

The first talk came from one of the AHRC large grant teams (Researching multilingually at 
the borders of language, the body, law and the state). Jane Andrews, Mariam Attia, Richard 
Fay and Prue Holmes presented their research to date on the AHRC project in relation to the 
seminar theme in three areas: 1) Doctoral supervisors’ experiences, 2) Research Ethics 
Practices and 3) Space and Places for multilingualism. With regard to doctoral supervisors’ 
experiences, the team presented their investigations with eight PhD supervisors from 
different nationalities that work in UK institutions (5 men, 3 women). Key themes emerging 
from the data related to doctoral supervision in UK universities were a) researching 
multilingually is the norm, b) it was a pleasure for these supervisors to work with multilingual 
students, c) increasing the awareness of the complexity of supervising bi/multilingual 
students was something that needed further investigation. Regarding ethics practices, the 
team talked about the diversity of practices they came across within the universities and 
discussed how universities deal with ethical procedures regarding multilingualism. Finally the 
team talked about spaces and places for multilingualism and questioned to what extent 
multilingualism was visible within HE institutions in ED and EMI settings. The team 
presented a video from the international university of Gaza as a model of an inclusive 
multilingual university. The team suggested that the notion of ‘linguistic hospitality’ (Phipps 
2012) would be a helpful way of exploring policies and practices regarding linguistic diversity 
in HE institutions.  
 
 

2) Working globally through multilingualism and translation 
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The next talk came from the second AHRC Translating Cultures large project team 
(Transnationalizing Modern Languages: Mobility, Identity and Translation in Modern Italian 
cultures). Loredana Polezzi and Naomi Wells discussed the importance of  
mobility for understanding the phenomenon of multilingualism in higher education. Polezzi 
referred to the different forms of human mobility, commenting that while they were 
understood as separate entities, in today’s world, boundaries between different forms of 
mobility were shifting. She argued that migration, translation and other multilingual practices 
could be seen as connected phenomena which can be studied inside university campuses. 
Polezzi also underlined the fact that if we focus on linguistic practices in the context of 
mobility, translation and multilingualism can be viewed as the norm and not as a problem. 
Wells went on to challenge the problematic concept of the native speaker. She referred to 
her own research practices as a doctoral student researching in the multilingual context of a 
migrant community in Bolognia, Italy. Wells commented on how she had found it necessary 
to draw on diverse multilingual and multimodal resources to collect her data and argued for 
the need for collaborative research teams in multilingual environments. Polezzi concluded 
the presentation referring to the translation of fabric within the university campuses, which 
sees multilingualism as a resource of language practices, and interactions that could be 
available for all learners.  
 

3) Bilingual researchers as intermediaries of translation in a research team 
 

The last talk of the morning came from the third AHRC Translating Cultures large project 
team (Translation and translanguaging: Investigation and cultural transformations in 
superdiverse wards in four UK cities). Caroline Tagg outlined the aim of the research project, 
which is to address how people communicate in four everyday settings in increasingly 
diverse cities in the UK: London, Leeds, Cardiff and Birmingham. She talked about the 
important role of bi/multilingual research fellows who can help research teams with 
translation and highlighted the fact that multilingual members of a research team can offer 
research teams valuable linguistic resources when it comes to researching linguistic and 
communicative practices in city contexts. Tagg also commented on team translation as a 
social practice that generates new meanings within the academic research process.   
Next, Hu presented some practical examples of how translations are produced within a 
research team based on her own experience as a bilingual research fellow at the University 
of Birmingham. She talked about the translation drafts that the team produced and 
emphasised the fact that first hand experience of working with the participants in a research 
project impacts on translation as this experience is brought to bear during the translation 
process. At the end, Hu talked about the importance of coming to a team understanding of 
translation. As a final comment, Tagg, called for implications for policy making as there is a 
need for recognition in research, for translation to be seen as an important factor to the 
meaning making procedure in a research process. 
 
 
Morning group discussions 
 
Following the three talks, the participants were invited to discuss the themes that emerged 
from the presentations and report them to the whole group. The following key themes 
emerged from the group discussions: 

- The importance of team work in projects investigating multilingualism was underlined 
- Drawing on diverse linguistic and cultural tools for the interpretation of data was 

emphasised  
- There is a need for universities to consider how multilingualism is of benefit for the 

institution  
- There is a need for universities to stop promoting themselves implicitly as 

monolingual spaces  
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Afternoon sessions (Session Chair: Siân Preece) 
 

1) Shifting Monolingual ideology in Teacher Education in France: Translingual Writers 
and Creativity in Bilingual Pedagogy. 
 

The keynote was given by Christine Hélot, who talked about language education policies in 
France. Hélot argued that French language education policies are still marked by a 
monolingual ideology that views languages as separate bounded entities.  Hélot referred to 
the fact that there are not enough bilingual French teachers in the education system, which 
has negative consequences for both children and teachers. She illustrated her talk with 
creative materials that could be used in order to promote bilingualism and bilingual 
interactions in schools along with ways in which multilingual writers have broken traditional 
boundaries between languages. Hélot commented on the importance of developing 
understanding in educational settings of languages in contact and drawing on translingual 
resources for development.  
 

2) Panellist perspectives on multilingualism as a resource: A disciplinary perspective 
 

Following the keynote, a panel of university staff from different disciplinary perspectives gave 
5-minute presentations on how their own multilingualism was a resource. First, Mbulungeni 
Madiba from the University of Cape Town talked about his recent project in Higher Education 
Development that showed how translanguaging was an important resource for developing 
academic knowledge. Second, Sergey Shpectorov a maths professor from the University of 
Birmingham, focused on his personal experiences with his daughters. He talked about how 
they grew up in a multilingual environment and how this had helped them to be able to learn 
new languages and to adjust to different linguistic environments. Third, Zoe Pikramenou, a 
chemistry professor from the University of Birmingham, talked about her own experiences as 
a multilingual member of academic staff. She referred to some teaching examples where 
she uses Greek in order to teach the chemical elements to her students. E.g lithium comes 
from the Greek λίθος- lithos, stone. She also referred to some Greek symbols that helped 
her teach chemistry. Fourth, Li Wei from UCL Institute of Education, talked from an applied 
linguistics perspective on how to make a good use of the multilingual resources in 
universities and to take multilingualism as the norm in the mainstream education. Last, 
Xavien Rodde, from Research Innovation Services from the University of Birmingham, talked 
about his childhood experience with English and referred to the fact that he wasn’t ‘able’ 
enough to learn new languages but as soon as he was ‘forced’ to expose himself in a 
multilingual professional environment he found ways to communicate the message with his 
team. He also underlined the fact that many of his colleagues come from a different linguistic 
background but they still find ways to communicate. 
 
 
Afternoon group discussions 
 
Following the panellist perspectives on multilingualism, the participants were invited once 
again to discuss the main points from the afternoon session. The main points were reported 
to be the following: 
 

- There is a need in universities to create more ‘official’ space for more multilingual 
interactions 

- There is a need for a bottom up approach in which linguistic diversity is investigated 
in various HE settings and findings from studies are used to inform policy 
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- The role of the linguistic activist was discussed. Linguistic activists are people that 
could promote multilingual practices in HE. 

 
 
Discussants 

 
In reaction to the morning and afternoon sessions, Marion Bowl and Josep-Maria Cots 
raised some important issues. First, Bowl, referred to Paulo Freire and used the process of 
‘reading the world before reading the word’ to explain that educators must first prepare their 
students to accept the ‘multilingual university’ and to build multilingual practices. Bowl also 
discussed the fact that multilingualism brings different fields together and that is something 
that we must not neglect. Then, Cots questioned the notion of the multilingual university and 
raised some critical questions such as ‘what political issues are involved in the rise of 
multilingualism’, ‘is it to engage international students in UK universities’ or ‘is it a response 
to a social demand’. At the end Cots also suggested more work was needed on promoting  
multilingual practices in universities. 
 
 
In sum, the fourth seminar in The Multilingual University series, was full of rich discussions 
and thoughts. Each of the participants had something crucial to add to further the awareness 
of what constitutes a multilingual university and suggested useful recommendations based 
on their research to promote multilingual practices for the establishment of multilingualism as 
a resource in higher education. 
 
 
Alexandra Georgiou (PhD student) UCL-Institute of Education 


