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Some context: My focus as a researcher

• Exploring what it means to fully acknowledge plurilingualism and 
cross-linguistic experiences as defining aspects of the language 
learning experience

• Illustrating the implications of plurilingualism for the design of 
pedagogic activities that explicitly (rather than implicitly) take into 
account and train students to draw on and work with their full 
linguistic and semiotic repertoires (Candelier, 2016; García & Wei, 
2015).



Relevance of this work

• Contributes to a larger body of work which has underscored the 
challenges and limitations of monolingual paradigms to language 
education and their emphasis on isolating and treating languages 
separately (Van Viegen & Zappa-Hollman, 2020)

• A core belief:
• Language education is stronger when we build on rather than ignore the 

diverse nature of the students we work with and engage their full linguistic 
and semiotic repertoires (Armand, Canderlier, Piccardo, 2013; Piccardo et al., 
2019) to maximize the "cognitive and linguistic benefits of bilingual literacy 
development" (Cummins, 2021, p. 122)



The challenge: Doubts remain

• Language educators continue to report uncertainty about how to 
effectively integrate a plurilingual dimension in their practices.
• Lack of training
• Worries about the confusion that may result from encouraging students to 

use more than one language in the classroom
• Easier to dismiss

• Worries that plurilingual approaches mean reducing the amount of time 
students have to be exposed to and be engaged with the target language, 
especially if it is a minority language which is perceived as being at risk of 
being assimilated by a more dominant language 
• Harder to dismiss

• Sociohistoric context in Canada



A long history of parallel monolingualism in 
Canada (Heller, 2006)
• Policies and politics have long promoted a vision of “bilingualism” as 

valuing the ability to use two languages, but each being kept separate 
and protected from the other in their own separate school boards, 
institutions, classrooms and provinces
• English vs. French provinces (with the exception of New Brunswick)

• English vs. French school boards

• English vs. French colleges and universities 

• Parallel but separate programs for Francophones and Anglophones at the 
University of Ottawa

• French immersion and the Two Solitudes Assumption (Cummins, 2007)



How do we address these fears?

• Part of the answer lies in providing clear, concrete evidence of what 
results when students are given the chance to step out of traditional 
monolingual approaches to language learning 

• Harder to fear something that is understood and which is shown to be 
• Natural
• Unavoidable
• Not automatically destined to result in a limitation or a negative impact for 

students

• Part of a larger effort in favor of language policy and pedagogy based 
on empirical evidence rather than speculation about what will 
happen if we adopt plurilingual approaches



Some of this work already exists….

• Examples amongst others
• The Multiliteracies Project (Cummins, 2019; Cummins & Early, 2011) 
• https://www.elodil.umontreal.ca/ (Armand, Lê, Combes, Saboundjian, & Thamin, 2011; 

Maynard, C., & Armand, F., 2021)
• Représentations by students of plurlingualism (Prasad, 2020)
• Cross-linguistic Pedagogy (Ballinger, Man Chu Lau, & Quevillon Lacasse,  2020) 

• But it is still challenging!  
• Hard to collect data from educational structures which continue to be predominantly 

monolingual in their approaches
• “despite six decades of research on linguistic transfer, research focusing on the teaching practices that 

support transfer remains ‘seriously lacking’” (Ballinger, Man Chu Lau, & Quevillon Lacasse,  2020, p. 265)

• The ideologies promoted remain powerful and shape students and as a result plurilingualism 
often remains hidden and unseen, or worse forbidden and shamed

https://www.elodil.umontreal.ca/


Ex. of socialized hidden plurilingualism

Tommy: Fall 2015  portrait Spring 2017 portrait

The body is now 
clothed with a shirt 
labelled 
"Anglo/Sino” 
symbolizing how he 
is perceived by 
others in the 
context of the 
university and the 
city of Ottawa. 
People see him as 
Chinese and 
English, even 
though underneath 
the surface, 
unacknowledged in 
the gaze of others, 
remains his 
Indonesian identity. 



The irony:

• While our educational structures remain very monolingual, the world 
is marked by mobility, diversity, and technological affordances that 
make it easier than ever to be, become, and engage with the 
plurilingualim that is at the heart of human societies



An authentic example of 
plurilingualism in the home: A 
trilingual food list for our new puppy!!



Ex. Plurilingualism in digital spaces: 
Fansubbing

(Dwyer & Uricaru, 2009



Gathering evidence of plurilingual development in 
higher education – An example from current
research project

• Project focusing on biliteracy development and plurilingual writing 
processes at the University of Ottawa

• A collaboration with Guillaume Gentil from Carleton Univeristy

• Seeking to better understand the development of advanced forms of 
plurilingual literacies in higher education (Mazak & Carroll, 2016; Preece & 
Marshall, 2020) by exploring the writing strategies and processes deployed 
by students in bi/plurilingual programs (Gentil, 2018; Manchón, Roca de 
Larios, & Murphy, 2009).



University of Ottawa as a unique context to 
conduct this work

• Largest bilingual French / English university in the world

• Most disciplinary undergraduate and graduate programs offered 

with both French and English streams

• Credit bearing language programs (English and French)

• French and English immersion streams (Content-based language 

learning designed to help learners acquire their second official 

languages by taking content courses in the target language)

• Multiple extracurricular language learning opportunities on and off 

campus



Guiding questions

• How do students view and experience language(s) and languaging as 

they strive to develop pluri-, cross-, and translingual literacies in the 

context of their undergraduate studies at a Canadian bilingual 

university? 

• How do students respond and adapt to language practices and 

language-regulatory mechanisms in the institutional context given 

their beliefs and goals? 

• In what ways could universities better support plurilingual and 

translingual academic literacies development?



The study

• Longitudinal, multiple case study design (Duff, 2019)
• 8 volunteer multilingual undergraduate and graduate students at large bilingual French 

English university
• All students committed to developing French and English biliteracy throughout their studies by 

taking courses and writing in both English and French 

• Multiple data sources triangulated to generate detailed accounts of each case
• Bi-semestral interviews
• Collection and analysis of textual documents (e.g., course outlines, assignment sheets, 

language policies, course calendar)
• Collection and analysis of writing samples
• Field notes
• Immersion in institutional context
• Screen capture recordings of students’ writing processes (Séror, 2013)



Screen capture videos 
• Powerful means of unobtrusively 

documenting for later analysis what 
have traditionally remained hidden 
sequences of events at the heart of 
language learners’ composition 
processes (Séror, 2013)

• Naturalistic approach (Stapleton, 2010) 
designed to afford a unique glimpse in 
students’ bi/plurilingual writing 
practices

• Over 5 years, over 200 recordings of 
students composing on their 
computers as they complete writing 
assignments in both French and 
English



Data analysis
• Thematic coding of interview transcripts with NVIVO
• Analysis of students’ texts (e.g., CAF measures)
• Single-case and cross-case analysis
• Annotation of video recordings
• Triangulation

Multiple theories

Multiple methods

Multiple Data

Multiple investigators

Data FINDINGS



Data analysis of screen capture videos
• CHALLENGE: Very rich data is labour

and time-intensive analysis

• ANALYTICAL PLATFORM: video 
annotator ELAN (Gilquin & Laporte, in 
press)

• FOCUS ON plurilingual writing 
processes, strategies, and resources

• Two step analytical process

1. General description and coding

2. Followed by detailed analysis and 
coding to explore specific features of 
interest (ex. the use of machine 
translation)



Findings: plurilingual practices commonly
reported by students
• With bilingual friends and family members
• At work
• In everyday literacy practices 

• to address lexical gaps
• processing information in one medium while writing in another (Lewis et al., 

2012)
• “English as the unavoidable international language of science” (Course 

syllabus)

• Less frequently: when working with bilingual texts
• Reading Canadian law documents published bilingually 
• Receiving, composing, and sharing bilingual documents (ex. Sending out 

student association emails)



Plurilingualism of the mind as always present 
and largely unavoidable
• Constant presence of their linguistic repertoires in their mind

Est-ce que quand
tu écris en

anglais, tu penses
uniquement en

anglais? 

• When you write in English, do you think 
only in English? 

A: C'est toujours
les deux. Mon 

accent dans ma 
tête c'est

beaucoup mieux
[RIRE]”

• A: It's always both. My accent in 
my head is much better[Laughter].

J'ai essayé 
d'écrire en 

français 
mais aussi 

je pense 
de de 

(dans) la 
langue 

espagnole

• M: I tried to write in French 
but also I think of (in) the 
Spanish language



Plurilingualism as a source of stress and 
tension
• Early on especially students referred to the desire to keep languages 

separate

• Plurilingualism and cross-linguistic events positioned as potentially 

illegitimate in French content courses

• harmful to language development

M: La majorité de ses diapositives..le
titre de la diapositive était en français, 

mais toute le graphique...était en 
anglais. Ça c'est inacceptable. C'est 

comme la paresse totale… Comme le 
cours est en français, les ressources 

devraient être en français.

• M: Most of his slides...the title of the slide was in French, but the 
whole graph...was in English. That is unacceptable. It's like total 
laziness... Since the course is in French, the resources should be 
in French.

• A: “when I write in French, I have to work only in French 
because without doing that, I won't be able to write…and it is 
impossible to improve without doing it (write everything in 
French)."



Evidence of the lasting effect of socialization
into monolingual regimes
• French only approach strongly imposed in elementary and 

secondary schools
• “students we prefer to maintain the French within the class... because we all 

come from either immersion schools, francophone schools”

• “All I can hear is like my past high school and elementary teachers like yelling 
at me like "you can't use anything in English when you're speaking in French 
no no no"  ”

• Separating languages seen as key to maintaining and protecting 
limited access to French input in minority settings and defending 
against the encroachment of the dominant majority language



Institutional forces also a regime of strict (and 
oversimplified) language separation in higher 
education
• Parallel but separate programs, assessments and even activities

• M:”Yeah, the staff meetings with the coordinator we um so she basically tells us "ok 
this meeting is in French" or "this meeting is in English so I'll speak only"- unless you 
cannot explain yourself in the other language which is fine, you can speak in that 
language”

• Students must align with a single language stream ( anglophone vs. or a francophone 
programs) most often determined by determined by high school’s dominant language 
(rather than students’ actual language repertoires)

• Bilingual courses do not count when students seek to keep their scholarships for 
studying in French

• One participant was rejected from BEd program in another university because she had 
been identified as anglophone and did not have enough FLS courses in her transcript, 
even though she had taken FRE and FRA courses and had included French content 
courses in her program of study



Over time: Evidence of rethinking monolingual 
ideologies as students reflected on the usefulness of 
valuing crosslinguistic events

• Interactions with multilingual friends

• Addressing specific academic problems
• Useful to produce plurilingual notes to capture words “that don’t exist” in one 

language and to deal with technical vocabulary

• Useful to read multiple sources in multiple languages to access wider range of 
disciplinary resources
• A: « DLS, it would be useful because there are good readings in English...I think it would 

be useful to like mix it up a little bit because both languages have resources that are not 
translated, but they are still useful and for those who can read both like why not"»



Plurilingualism to become better writers 
• Transfer of genre knowledge and building on the strengths of the other 

languages

• M: “although Spanish is my 1st language - it was still difficult to learn how to 
read and write….   I had to speak the language, but not knowing a single word 
on how to write it. So that was challenging, but it also helped my other 
abilities in French and in English so it was really good”.

• Anna:  "It was by using the two together that my writing in English 
improved, and, of course, it was better for my French too...it was easier to 
link these two ideas together and put it into action. In English we had learned 
how to do essays, but it was more the content. But in French it was more the 
style and how to use transition sentences and all that”



Documenting plurilingualism in action in the 
videos
• Screen capture videos 

documented the frequently 
unobserved and 
understudied cross linguistic 
strategies and processes at 
the heart of language 
learning and plurilingual 
writing development 

• An opportunity to observe 
the evolution of writing 
processes and biliteracy 
development mediated 
through digital resources
(Chun, Kern, & Smith, 2016; 
Thorne & Black, 2007). 

Learning 
Strategically use one’s entire linguistic 
and semiotic repertoire in mediated 

writing spaces

to



Sophisticated uses of MT as metaphor for the flexible and constant 
activation of languages (Velasco & García, 2014) present in emerging 
bi/plurilinguals

Case62EF (E)

Major: Law & Pol. Sci 

Plurilingual 
upbringing

Fairly balanced 
English-French 



Sophisticated uses of MT as metaphor for the flexible and constant 
activation of languages (Velasco & García, 2014) present in emerging 
bi/plurilinguals

• Careful 
examination of 
options -
“rhetorical 
refining,” Sasaki 
(2002)

• Post editing 
suggests that she is 
the agent making 
final  
grammaticality and 
acceptability 
judgments rather 
than DeepL

• Evidence of 
bidirectional lexical 
transfer while 
aiming for 
intended meaning 
with Deepl’s help



Sophisticated uses of MT as metaphor for the flexible and constant 
activation of languages (Velasco & García, 2014) present in emerging 
bi/plurilinguals

• Careful 
examination of 
options -
“rhetorical 
refining,” Sasaki 
(2002)

• Post editing 
suggests that she is 
the agent making 
final  
grammaticality and 
acceptability 
judgments rather 
than DeepL

• Evidence of 
bidirectional lexical 
transfer while 
aiming for 
intended meaning 
with Deepl’s help

Writing with DeepL…rather than 
DeepL writing for her



Interesting to note the variation amongst 
students regarding these types of practices
• Case 2: A - learned about Deepl in a translation course but was 

reluctant to use it for assignments echoing her initial resistance to 
writing across languages



Using DeepL differently as a result of 
one’s stance

• Participant A did use DeepL as a 
dictionary but at the cost of its 
effectiveness, likely due to a lack 
of context

• DeepL remained however, a 
resource that allowed her to 
support her writing while 
generating moments of deep 
processing, especially when used 
in combination with other tools 
(e.g., Linguee, multilingual drafts)

VS

Not of great help



Implications
• Value of reflecting explicitly on students natural and likely 

unavoidable use of plurilingual resources in the classroom

• Guidance required to move plurilingualism beyond informal and 
personal realms to academic realms
• Students presently lack preparation, exposure to resources, strategies, and 

institutional pathways that support and facilitate language 
shuttling/translation/transfers



Pedagogy

• Important to design tasks that explicitly address strategies such as the 
effective use of machine translation, maximizing the chance that 
these practices are effectively deployed to scaffold language learning
• Emphasizing the conscious strategic use of best practices including post 

editing, the selection and evaluation of plurilingual resources, as well as 
logging what has been learned and questions that emerge (Chon, Shin, & Kim, 
2021; Chung & Ahn, 2021)

• Encouraging a critical reflection on the impact of language learning ideologies 
that have emphasize decontextualized and monolingual forms approaches 
and that may  need to be defused if bi/plurilingual students are effectively 
use these strategies



By documenting real life example of 
plurilingualism we demonstrate and model….

• The flexible and constant activation of languages present in emerging bi/plurilinguals (Velasco & 
García, 2014) 

• How learning a new language is also about learning to strategically use one’s entire repertoire to 
communicate in that new language

• That each case will be different and unique suggesting that it is foolish to simply try to 
oversimplify the results of plurilingual events and the fact that these will always be linked to a 
constellation of factors including
• Students’ language proficiency levels and degree of bi/plurilingualism 
• Initial socialization (or not) into ideologies that promote monolingual approaches to language learning
• Possible socialization (or not) into new ideologies that promote plurilingual approaches to language learning
• Students’ personal learning goals, motivations, and orientations: 

• e.g., focus on writing to learn L2, content/genre knowledge, or desire to quickly produce accurate texts...

• The structures put into place to help guide the complexity that is inherent to plurilingual spaces



The good news

• Does not take much to get students and instructors to reflect and 
acknowledge the value of ‘context-appropriate crosslinguistic pedagogy’ 
(Ballinger et al., 2017) and raise awareness of practices and ideologies that 
can best fit their unique needs, abilities and language situations



A students’ growing awareness that repressing a language may 
neither be possible nor desirable, although this is easier to 
imagine in a non scholarly context

“Sometimes I think it’s a shame...in situations where for example I have an oral 
exam in French with a teacher and I'm a little nervous...English as my first 
language. It’s always there and I can’t turn it off, I can’t repress it, saying no no, 
it’s French now I need my French, go away.... I think in real life when you’re out 
and about, walking and talking with other people in non-formal situations, not 
related to exams or anything like that − that’s what enriches languages. Like if 
I’m speaking in English there may be expressions that I use that are unique to 
the French that I’ve learned, or, a few turns of phrase...and those turns of 
phrase come from the Irish language itself...so it enriches it a bit”



Demonstrating the power of plurilingualism 
to educators
• A full video of the genesis of a short text can illustrate that a 

plurilingual first draft can allow students to focus on generating ideas 
and arguments first, before focusing on the mechanics of the 
language forms and structures that will help convey these in the 
ultimate final monolingual draft

• A powerful way to allay fears and show that there is a great deal of 
potential to activities that draw on the “multiple dynamic 
interrelationships between the languages of” students that the 
evidence points to the value of “synergy, rather than separation” in 
language programs (Genesee, 2022, p. 7)



Questions for further research

• What resources (including digitally mediated ones) can best activate 
and scaffold students use of their full linguistic repertoires? 

• How can we better document the impact of these resources and 
plurilingual activities on learning and the quality of the texts 
produced by the students? How can we take these insights back into 
pedagogy? 

• What types of crosslinguistic work occur under what circumstances 
and with what frequency 
• Comparing more openly supervised forms of literacies (such as classroom 

activities) vs unsupervised forms of literacies (fansubbing)  
• What is lost when there is too much of a gap between the two?



Thank you!   MERCI!

• Jérémie Séror

• jseror@uottawa.ca

This presentation draws on research supported by the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council.
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