
Making the most of linguistic 
diversity: the views and practices of 
bi/multilingual postgraduate 
students 

Siân Preece, Arnaldo Bernabe Griffin, Claire (Yu) Hao & Gozzal 
Utemuratova. UCL ChangeMakers project team, UCL Institute of 
Education  



Project aims 

¨  To document linguistic diversity in the student 
population in higher education (HE) in an 
Anglophone setting 

¨  To investigate how bi/multilingual students make use 
of linguistic diversity in an HE context 

¨  To foster the idea of linguistic diversity as resource 
not problem for the HE community 

¨  To inform HE practices with regard to teaching 
¨  To promote a view of HE in Anglophone settings as 

a site of multilingualism 



Data collection 

¨  Online survey 
¨  Reflective journals 
¨  Observation on 

campus 

¨  ‘how I drew on linguistic 
diversity to prepare for the 
module session(s), during the 
module session(s) and to 
follow up the module session(s) 
this week’ 

¨  ‘in what ways linguistic 
diversity is playing a role in 
my dissertation' 

¨  ‘anything that struck me about 
my own/ other people’s 
linguistic diversity this week’  

Data collection tools Journal prompts 



Linguistic diversity as resource 

academic 
facilitator 

social 
stimulator 



Linguistic diversity from an SCT perspective 

ü  Private speech 
ü  Peer scaffolding 
ü  Collaborative dialogue 

Academic faciliator  Lev Vygotsky  



Private speech 

¨  Private speech occurs 
when we ask ourselves 
questions, answer those 
questions or tell 
ourselves to interrupt a 
particular activity, i.e. it 
is a speech addressed 
to ourselves and helps to 
organise our own 
thinking by talking out 
loud (Swain, Kinnear & 
Steinman 2015 [2010]).  

¨  ‘While I was reading the 
paper, I took notes and wrote 
down the key points I would 
like to discuss in my paper 
(both in English and Chinese). 
When I thought and analysed 
in Chinese, I found it easier to 
be more logical and 
systematic. Sometimes, I had 
private speech to see if I 
could be convinced by 
myself’ (Suzi). 

¨  ‘I cannot make a summary in 
English, so I use Japanese 
instead to control my 
thinking’ (Taro). 



(Peer) scaffolding 

¨  ‘More often than not, 
[tutoring] involves a kind of 
"scaffolding" process that 
enables a child or novice to 
solve a problem, carry out a 
task or achieve a goal which 
would be beyond [their] 
unassisted efforts. This 
scaffolding consists essentially 
of the adult "controlling" those 
elements of the task that are 
initially beyond the learner's 
capacity, thus permitting 
[them] to concentrate upon 
and complete only those 
elements that are within [their] 
range of competence’ (Wood, 
Bruner & Ross 1976: 90). 

¨  ‘One week before [my friend and I] 
discussed on how different the critical 
thinking and academic attitude in this 
country compared to our country. She 
was excellent at explaining the 
theory relevant to our nation's 
context. As we always discuss using 
Bahasa Indonesia, she helps me to 
understand the whole meaning of 
some theoretical concept. The similar 
meaning or analogy to our [native] 
language always be efficient in 
understanding the theory which uses 
the foreign language’ (Brody). 

¨  Peer scaffolding is a process in which 
students assist each other while co-
constructing knowledge, i.e. it is a 
“mutually constructed” peer 
interaction (Donato 1994).  



Collaborative dialogue 

¨  Collaborative dialogue occurs when speakers engage jointly in problem-solving 
and knowledge building. It is both cognitive and social activity (Swain 2000). 

¨  ‘Sometimes I use Chinese and refer to my Chinese/EFL learning experiences to 
[contribute] to the group discussion. [Our discussion] with other Chinese speaking 
course mates involves code-switching’ (Fei). 

¨  ‘During a class I was taking at the IOE a question arose about the grammar 
differences between Korean, Spanish and English.  After the class a group of 
postgraduate students including myself sat in the IOE lobby and began 
discussing the differences between the two languages.  It was a great 
opportunity to learn and share with my classmates as we began applying the 
different concepts and theories we had learned in our Second Language 
Acquisition course to see if they were applicable to other languages.  I learned 
that in some languages such as Mandarin there are no verb transformations.  
Although I do not speak any of the other languages my classmates were using 
as examples, and neither one of them spoke my second language, Spanish, it 
helped us to widen our understanding of language in itself’ (Esther). 



Intercultural perspectives 

¨  Language as inherited knowledge (Crystal 2000). 

¨  Inherited knowledge is connected to the idea that 
“cultures are transmitted through languages and 

languages also reflect the history of the people who 
have used them” (Krauss 1992). 



Intercultural perspectives 

Language and 
intercultural 
perspectives 

“access to the library of 
humanity’s knowledge is 

gained through languages, 
and each language is the 

expression of the intangible 
cultural heritage of 

people” (Skutnabb-Kangas, 
Maffi & Harmon 2003). 

“Language diversity, 
like a gene pool , is 

essential for our species 
to thrive… If we are to 
prosper, we need the 
cross-fertilisation of 

thought that 
multilingualism gives 
us” (Pogson 1998). 

“Human language is testimony to 
human intellectual 

achievement” (Trudgill 2000). 

“Any reduction in language 
diversity diminishes the 

adaptational strength of our 
species because it lowers the pool 
of knowledge from which we can 

draw” (Labillos 1996). 



Translanguaging   

¨  Translanguaging is based on the idea that emergent 
bilinguals regularly and naturally use all of their 
languages to make meaning in the world.  These 

languages are part of one linguistic system that an 
individual strategically accesses depending on the 

context (García & Kleifgen, 2010). 
 
Biodiversity     

Linguistic diversity 



Linguistic diversity as resource 

¨  Cummins (2005) has argued that leveraging… students’ bilingualism can 
promote their academic, cognitive, and social achievement 

 

¨  Reyes (2012) argues that leveraging all of students’ linguistic resources 
suports their classroom achievement… [and] that educators must take an 
active stance in welcoming and developing all of a students’ linguistic 
resources. 

 
 
 
 

Sustainable Languaging (Garcia 2011).  



Student Diaries  

 

¨  ‘The Word “education” is a wide concept in English just as it is 
in Croatian. So understanding it in some philosophy classes isn't 
a problem’ (Calvin). 

 
¨  ‘Seeing large buildings or mansions being named “houses,” like 

UCL’s Frances Gardner House, which is quite too large to be 
considered just a ‘house’ was really a novelty to me. Now I 
pretty much “feel” the notion, and it doesn't feel “not rightly 
named” anymore. The background story is: in the other two 
languages I speak and use the “house” is seen as a building in 
which only one family lives’ (Calvin). 



Student Diaries  

¨  ‘I then translated [the Arabic) into English to inform the other students. I thought this 
was quite striking, as I never thought my Arabic language skills would be utilized in 
such ways or that I could access the language instantaneously’ (Esther). 

¨  ‘While I was constructing interview questions, the questions are in English and I share 
many common grounds as my research participants, which enables me to think from 
their perspective and avoid misunderstandings.  I was also able to use both 
languages and chat with students with similar background to broaden the 
perspectives and understandings in conducting my research' (Fei). 

‘a person who speaks multiple languages has a stereoscopic 
vision of the world from two or more perspectives, enabling 
them to be more flexible in their thinking… Multilinguals, 
therefore, are not restricted to a single world-view, but also 
have a better understanding that other outlooks are possible. 
Indeed, this has always been seen as one of the main 
educational advantages of language teaching’ (Cook 2001). 



Practical implications   

How would you in a classroom setting promote the use 
of your students’ linguistic diversity to further 
knowledge building, ideas and perspectives? 



Social Stimulator:  
Linguistics diversity as “social capital” (Putnam 2000) 

 
¨  Bonding capital: communicative tool for developing & 

maintaining social networks & social interaction for 
those with same L1 & similar cultural and social 
backgrounds (Putnam 2000; Woolcock 2001). 

¨  Bridging capital: communicative tool for developing 
& maintaining intercultural social networks and space 
among those with different L1s & nationalities who 
use English as a lingua franca (ibid.). 

 



Bonding & Bridging Capital 

¨  Bonding capital is good for under-girding specific 
reciprocity and mobilizing solidarity… Bridging 
networks, by contrast, are better for linkage to 
external assets and for information diffusion…. 
Moreover, bridging social capital can generate 
broader identities and reciprocity, whereas bonding 
social capital bolsters our narrower selves…. Bonding 
social capital constitutes a kind of sociological 
superglue, whereas bridging social capital provides a 
sociological WD-40 (Putnam 2000: 22-23). 



‘Bonding capital’ (1) 

¨  ‘In the evening, I went to IOE Library for printing 
some documents required for the visa application. 
Unintendedly, I heard two people spoke Bahasa 
Indonesia. They were discussing developing Bahasa 
Indonesia curriculum in the UK. I approached them 
and introduced myself to them using Bahasa 
Indonesia, so they could easily accept me get 
involved in the discussion’ (Brody). 



‘Bonding capital’ (2) 

¨  ‘By sheer coincidence was I in the IoE’s International office at the same 
time as one PhD student, who is a teacher at the New Delhi University. 
She was there inquiring about the possibilities of financing her 
conference trip to, she said, “Croatia.” At that moment I thought I must 
have misheard her destination, and only after the second time she 
repeated “Croatia,” did I confirm it my head that she really is looking 
to go to my home country. So we introduced ourselves to each other. 
Went towards the IoE’s Costa and had a lovely chat. Of course, she had 
numerous questions about the place she is to go to, and I was happy to 
help. We even learnt some Croatian words together, although one 
would need to have a memory like an elephant to use them later. 
However, she did note a few words that would be of importance when 
in Croatia, like “Sveuciliste”, which stands for “University.” I helped her 
in search for the accommodation there, some must-see sights, as well as 
travelling tips. We met several times after that day. I learnt about India 
too! We probably will stay in contact’ (Calvin). 



‘Bridging capital’ (1) 

¨  ‘Then, our Korean and Japanese [friends] joined 
us. We talked about their similarities as East Asian 
countries. They revealed that Japanese, Chinese, 
and Korean had some similarities. My Chinese 
friend also added that she could easily recognise 
Japanese characters and read it even though she 
could not understand. Korean friends also 
admitted that they shared some similarities to 
Japanese and Chinese characters’ (Brody). 



¨  ‘Although I do not speak any of the other languages 
my classmates were using as examples, and neither 
one of them spoke my second language, Spanish, it 
helped us to widen our understanding of language in 
itself.  I really am enjoying taking classes with 
multilingual students.  It enables me to see and 
experience the world in a way that would not be 
available to me if I did not have my classmates as 
translators’  (Esther). 

‘Bridging capital’ (2) 



Concluding thoughts 

¨  Linguistic diversity as 
resource not deficit 

¨  Academic facilitator 
¤  Scaffolding 
¤ Collaborative dialogue 
¤  Private speech 
¤  Intercultural perspectives 
¤  Translanguaging 

¨  Social stimulator 
¤  Bonding capital 
¤  Bridging capital 

¨  ‘Finally, what would 
you like to tell UCL 
about the importance 
of studying in a 
linguistically diverse 
setting?’ 



Students speak … 

¨  ‘It feels stifling for UCL to be monolingual. If we are an 
international university we should bolster and enable the 
languages we have here. We have lots of French students 
for example. Why are there not more events in French?’. 

¨  ‘I find it inspiring. It’s encouraging to one’s own language 
learning to be with so many people who are competently 
using a language that is not their mother tongue!’. 

¨  ‘Being surrounded by linguistic diversity is mentally 
stimulating.  It is also an easy conversation piece, which has 
allowed me to forge new friendships with people from 
different cultures who have been willing enough to share 
their linguistic resource’. 


