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Abstract: This study diagnoses how the plurilingual repertoires of mature students (MS) in higher
education (HE) are constructed throughout their lives. It addresses the main characteristics of
MS; the contexts in which they move throughout their lives, and the situations they contact with
languages. Data were collected by means of a questionnaire, mostly comprising open-ended questions.
The questionnaire was emailed to 485 MS and was filled in by 195 (40.2%). The results highlight
the intrinsic relationship between the MS’ life histories and the construction of their plurilingual
repertoires. The findings reinforce the relevance of considering the MS’ plurilingual repertoires and
life histories in the development of educational linguistic policies in HE.
Keywords: plurilingual repertoires; mature students; higher education; language biographies

1. Introduction
The purpose of this study is to diagnose the plurilingual repertoires of mature students (MS) in
higher education (HE). This diagnosis is developed by analyzing the way the plurilingual repertoires
are constructed throughout the students’ lives.
Plurilingual repertoires can be understood as a set of verbal and nonverbal resources that the
subject, as a social actor, has at his/her disposal to communicate, to interact, to address communicative
needs and desires, and/or to find local solutions to practical problems [1–8]. Considering that language
learning is not a cumulative or segmented process, but a growing one, that follows the subject’s
life path [1], plurilingual repertoires are strongly grounded on a biographical dimension, presenting
themselves as a reflection of the lived experiences of languages [6] that the subject experiences
throughout his/her life.
A careful comparative analysis of studies on non-traditional students, namely mature students
(MS) [9,10], and on the development of plurilingual repertoires [1,2] reveals important common features
between both research areas, largely based on the fact that a biographical perspective is followed in
each case [11,12]. In fact, understanding MS by means of the analysis of the development of their
plurilingual repertoires contributes to a better awareness of their life journeys, namely the contexts
in which they move until the moment they reach higher education (HE). At the same time, it also
enhances a better understanding of their career as HE students. Similarly, to analyze the construction
of plurilingual repertoires throughout the life path of MS is to reinforce its biographical character,
inseparable from the contexts in which the subjects move, the people with whom they live, and the
choices they make throughout their life path.
The study intends to identify (i) the contexts and the situations in which MS move throughout
their lives and (ii) which languages they contact with. In order to achieve these goals, the data were
collected by means of a questionnaire, which allowed access to the MS’ language biographies.
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In this paper, we will begin by addressing the concept of a plurilingual repertoire, focusing on its
biographical dimension and on the multiple contexts in which it develops (Section 2.1). Then, we will
focus on the main characteristics of MS (Section 2.2). In the second part of the paper, we will present the
study’s methodological design, namely the data collection instrument used (Section 3). Subsequently,
we will present and discuss the main research results (Section 4). Lastly, following a summary of the
study’s main results, we will discuss the relevance of considering the MS’ voices within the framework
of educational language policy development in higher education (Section 5).
2. Literature Review
2.1. The Plurilingual Repertoire and Its Contexts of Development
The plurilingual repertoire can be understood as a set of resources, verbal and nonverbal,
that the subject, as a social actor, has at his/her disposal to communicate, to interact, to address
communicative needs and desires and/or to find local solutions to practical problems [1–8]. Presented
as a patchwork [1,3] or a bricolage [13] of resources, the plurilingual repertoire is perceived as a kind of
“tool-boxes for tinkerers” [2] (p. 9) and it is never completed, since “there are always resources that we
do not possess” [14] (p. 105). Considering that language learning is not a cumulative or segmented
process but a growing one that follows the subject’s life path [3], the plurilingual repertoire appears
to be fundamentally open [6], meaning that resources are not stable sets of language variants and
varieties, and, therefore, subjects have different levels of proficiency in different languages [3].
Each of the life trajectories, unique in each subject, contributes to the plurilingual repertoire with
linguistic resources, but also contributes with ‘material’ to form social roles, to create identities, to be
seen in a certain perspective by the Other, making the plurilingual repertoire “a unique reflex of a
unique biography” [1] (p. 29), by reflecting in great detail the life path of the subject [1,3,4].
Consequently, the biographical dimension of the plurilingual repertoire emerges as something
unavoidable to its definition. In other words, the plurilingual repertoire, also understood as an
“indexical biography” [1], depends on the subjects’ biography [4]. This biographical dimension
illustrates which languages are learned/contacted at different ages and in multiple situations and
contexts throughout the subject’s life [15].
Regarding these multiples contexts, it seems clear that the plurilingual repertoire is the result of
polycentric learning contexts [3,16,17], in which one “developed explosively in some phases of life and
gradually in some others” [1] (p. 15). Four main contexts can emerge in the analysis of the plurilingual
repertoires’ development: personal, academic, professional, and mobility.
Regarding the personal context, it is clear that family is, undoubtedly, an important sociolinguistic
environment in which the development of plurilingual repertoire is concerned [18,19]. Moreover,
several studies highlight the role of family and of the group of friends in informal language learning as
well as the role of activities of leisure, such as travel/tourism [4,7,20–22].
Regarding the educational path, the academic context, divided into pre-HE and HE, can be
highlighted. Considering pre-HE and despite that the increased visibility of linguistic (super)diversity
may not be reflected deeply in classroom practices [23], several studies suggest that it is possible and
required to mobilize all languages in students’ plurilingual repertoires in order to create inclusive
classroom spaces and to foster learners’ plurilingual identities [4,7,17,24–27]. Concerning HE, the
development of plurilingual repertoires seems to be intrinsically linked to the construction of knowledge,
since the subject has access to more contacts with foreign languages, namely through new readings,
new lectures, new social interactions, new findings, and, therefore, more new knowledge [28–33].
In this super diverse society [1], namely, in a professional context, people with different languages
are required to work together, which leads to various forms of communication between colleagues who
are more or less plurilingual [34]. Therefore, a plurilingual repertoire appears to be a resource for the
construction, transmission, and application of knowledge within professional contexts [35]. Studies
suggest that professional context is one of the most dynamic regarding the development of plurilingual
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repertoire [36], highlighting how subjects mobilize and develop it in multiple professional settings,
such as multinational companies [25,37], multilingual educational institutions [38,39], diplomatic
institutions, such as the United Nations [40] or the European Union institutions, [41] or within
physician-patient interaction [2,42].
Regarding the mobility context, which is a transversal one, many studies suggest that the plurilingual
repertoire is expanding with situations of mobility, particularly migration [27,36,43]. These studies
highlight, in particular, new language practices linked to new situations of interaction and contact
of subjects’ languages, whether in relation to their heritage languages, the languages of the host
country, or others. Those situations of contact with new languages influence the linguistic dynamics of
families [18,19] and the formal educational contexts [4,44], as well as the everyday communicative
practices [45] of communities and of social networks [42]. Also, the professional dynamics and career
paths appear to be profusely influenced by mobility trajectories [27,37,43]. The plurilingual repertoires
also expand, in particular, mobility situations, as is the specific case of international students [46,47] or
refugees [48,49].
To sum up, plurilingual repertoires reflect the subjects’ life experiences with languages [6], which
occur within a great variety of contexts/situations. Our study’s results, as we will show, reflect the
great diversity of contexts/situations by which the mature students’ (MS) plurilingual repertoires are
constructed. In fact, these repertoires in a large manner embody their lived experiences of languages
since their birth until they enroll in HE.
2.2. Mature Students: Who Are They?
It is possible to find, in the specialized literature on this matter, a number of different terms to
describe the MS in HE, ranging from “non-traditional students” [9] and “working students” [14,50]
to “new publics in HE” [51,52]. The diversity of terms, often apprehended, quite simplistically,
as synonyms, is indicative of the diversity of theoretical references associated with adult education in
HE [10].
As stated by Fragoso [9], the concept of non-traditional students can be defined in accordance
to two major criteria: (i) diversity of all the different groups of students who constitute a minority
in HE [53], or (ii) students whose participation and academic success is constrained by structural
factors [54,55].
However, the existence of a designation under which adult students seeking access to HE are
grouped can hide the fact that this is not a homogeneous group, since each subject has his/ her own life
history, motivations, and expectations, which influence his/her process of transition to this level of
education [9,10,56]. Furthermore, the term non-traditional students is so wide-ranging that it could
refer to diversified groups, for instance, those with special educational needs, women, the first of
their families to come to HE, working-class students, immigrants or members of cultural minorities,
and others [9,57].
Despite this natural heterogeneity of an increasingly diverse student population, there are some
characteristics that are pointed out in the literature as being largely shared among these non-traditional
students. Some of these characteristics are related, for instance, with age, gender, learning career,
and/or professional status. In relation to age, it is perceived that non-traditional students are 25 years
or older HE students [9,58] whereas the traditional ungraduated students are aged between 18 and
21. It should be noted that in some countries, like Portugal, the designation non-traditional is used
to students who are over 23 years old [59]. Regarding the students’ gender, several studies [60–62]
highlight that the majority of non-traditional students are male, stressing the persistence of some degree
of inequality in this context, in which female students are still a minority. As far as a learning career
is concerned, studies indicate that non-traditional students are likely to have had more varied and
fragmented learning careers and have taken time off before returning to school [9,63–65]. The multiple
and complex character of these students’ learning careers is due to the influence of several factors,
namely external factors (regional, state, and European policies; local and community environment;
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family environment) and internal factors (institutional cultures of universities, teaching, and learning
processes; everyday educational practices) but also to the dynamics of the self, both psychological
and social [66]. Concerning non-traditional students’ professional status, according to the literature,
the majority of these students come from the working class or from more disadvantaged social classes
and work at least a part-time if not a full-time job in addition to attending HE [9,67].
As said, in comparison to traditional-aged students, non-traditional have a higher probability
of belonging to more disadvantaged social classes, and they are more likely to have had diverse
and fragmented learning careers before their admission to HE. Meanwhile, in that period, they lived
other experiences in multiple contexts, having many roles associated with familiar, professional,
and economic responsibilities [68–71]. Due to these multiple responsibilities, and as stated by
Kasworm [72], these students show a higher maturity level and developmental complexity acquired
through life. However, those different roles are not always easy to conciliate with academic life [57,73],
and non-traditional students do not have the possibility to devote themselves full time to university
and to studies. In this sense, it is clear that HE (academic context) is not the central feature of their
lives, but just one of the multiple activities in which they are daily engaged [74]. Consequently,
the majority of the non-traditional students show a great sense of responsibility with which they
face their academic tasks. For this reason, some authors advocate the term ‘Mature Students’ (MS),
enhancing their specific relation towards HE [70,72,75,76]. MacCune et al. [69] go further and argue
that MS could also be organized into two sub-groups: younger MS, those between the ages of 21 and
30, and older MS, those aged 31 and over, since even these two groups have differences in terms of
caring responsibilities, lifestyle, and reasons for study, such as career progression, future professional
projects, or personal enrichment.
The multiple responsibilities that MS take on have repercussions in the learning process in HE.
Balancing all the full-time commitments appears not to be easy; otherwise, there would not be such a
high level of setbacks along their HE pathway [77]. According to Swain and Hammond [78], the most
significant learning constraints are related to young children, high-pressure jobs, unsupportive partners,
personal and family health problems, and difficulties with languages.
Regarding this last constraint, MS may (or may not) have plurilingual experiences in different
contexts and, consequently, have different degrees of interaction with languages. These plurilingual
experiences are embodied in their plurilingual repertoires [1], mirroring the various ways individuals
interact with languages in multiples contexts, namely, in HE, as we will explain below.
3. Method
In this article, we intend to understand how the plurilingual repertoires of MS are constructed
throughout life. More specifically, we intend to identify and discuss (i) the contexts in which MS
attending the University of Aveiro, Portugal, move throughout their lives, and (ii) the situations within
these contexts they contact with languages and which languages MS contact with.
As mentioned previously, the plurilingual repertoire can be understood as a set of biographically
organized resources [1], reflecting the subject’s life history and biographical trajectories [12] that are
constructed in plural social interactions. Therefore, we use a biographical approach [11,12] as the
research method to access the plurilingual repertoire. The language biography appears as a privileged
tool since it allows us “to understand how and why the relationship to languages is developed and
modified during the course of life on a subject related to mobility and migration, while reworking
its linguistic, cultural and identity repertoire” [35] (p. 147). On the one hand, this approach allows
the learning subject to value his/ her plurilingual repertoire and the multiple contexts in which it is
developed; on the other hand, the biographical approach also underlines the linguistic and cultural
learning carried out in the interaction with the Other [12].
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Data Collection Instrument
In order to access MS’ language biography, the data was collected by means of a questionnaire,
with mostly open-ended questions. The questionnaire had, besides the socio-economic characterization
section, four other sections: (i) MS’ mother tongue(s), (ii) foreign languages learned in formal and
non-formal contexts, (iii) contacts with foreign languages, and (iv) foreign languages learned or meant
to be learned in the future and why.
After a pre-test conducted with a group of similar students in order to validate the questionnaire,
its final version was emailed to the 485 MS that were attending the University of Aveiro and was filled
in by 195 MS (40.2%).
The data collected were analysed through the use of the software NVivo (open-ended questions)
and the software SPSS, version 25 (closed questions).
4. Results Presentation and Discussion
Firstly, we will address the study’s findings regarding the MS’ general features (Section 4.1) and
then, in accordance to our research questions (see Section 3—Method), we will describe the contexts and
situations in which MS contact with foreign languages, identifying these same languages (Section 4.2).
4.1. Mature Students: Who Are They?
The analysis of the results shows that the sample consisted of 105 men (53.8%) and 90 women
(46.2%), aged between 23 and 79 years old, most of them in between 26 and 40 years old (n = 136,
69.7%), as shown in Table 1.
Table 1. Mature students’ gender and age.

23–25
26–30
31–35
36–40
41–45
46–50
51–55
79

Age

Total

F

M

Total

4
27
18
13
19
8
1
0

11
34
26
18
12
3
2
1

15
61
44
31
31
11
3
1

90

105

195

The average age of the MS is 34.5 years old. Using the MacCune et al. [69] definition of MS, the
results show that most of the subjects are older MS, as they are aged between 31 and 66 (n = 119, 61%).
This conclusion is reinforced by the analysis of the average age per year of the degree MS are currently
attending, since it is always above 33 years old (see Table 2).
Table 2. Mature students’ average age by year of degree.
Year of the Degree MS Are
Currently Attending

Average Age

N

1st Year
2nd Year
3rd Year
2nd Cycle—Integrated Master’s
Degree

33.6
33.2
35.4

92
35
61

36.7

7

Total

34.5

195
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Regarding gender, the majority of MS are men (n= 105, 53, 8%), as in the studies considered in the
literature review. However, in this case, contrary to what was presented by Merrill [61] and Quinn [62],
women are also a minority, but they represent 46.2% (n = 90) of all MS in the study. In fact, the results
show that in the first year, there are six more women than men attending HE degrees, and in the third
year, the number of females is very similar to the number of males.
Concerning MS’ learning career, the results indicate that before their current HE attendance
(Academic Context Pre-HE), the vast majority have secondary education attendance from 10th to 12th
grade: the majority of MS (n = 107, 54.9%) have the 12th grade, 45 MS have the 9th grade (23.1%),
and 21 respondents have the 11th grade (10.6%). The option of 12th grade incomplete was indicated by
12 MS (6.2%. The Vocational Education and Training courses (VET) was marked by ten subjects (5.2%)).
For instance, focusing only on the 82 MS attending the first year of their degree, the majority (n = 70,
85.3%) have secondary education attendance.
In order to estimate how long these 70 MS have been away from formal education, the average age
of secondary school students, 17 years old, will be taken as the starting point. The results indicate that
the average number of years that these MS were away from formal education is 21 years. The lowest
number is seven years away from formal education, and the highest value is 36 (see Table 3).
Table 3. Mature students’ average number of years away from formal education.
Formal Education

1st
Year

Age

23–25
26–30
31–35
36–40
41–45
46–50
51–55

Total

Average
Age

9th
Grade

10th
11th
12th
Grade Grade Grade

11th Grade
Incomplete

24
28
33
38
43
48
53

0
1
2
2
1
0
0

0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
3
0
2
0
10
0

5
18
12
5
10
4
1

0
1
0
0
0
0
0

6

0

16

55

1

VET

Total
MS

Average
Number
of Years
away from
Formal
Education

1
2
2
2
1
0
0

2
3
1
0
0
0
0

9
28
17
11
12
4
1

7
11
16
21
26
31
36

8

6

92

21.1

12th
Grade
Incomplete

These results also unveil the fragmentation of these students’ educational paths, as stated,
for instance, by Fragoso [9], Kasworm [64], and Williams and Seary [65].
As far as the HE attendance is concerned, most of the MS (n = 92, 47.2%) are attending the first
year, 34 of the respondents attending the second year (17.4%), while 62 are in the third year (31.8%).
The current frequency of the second cycle—integrated master’s degree—was marked by seven of the
MS (3.6%). As indicated in Table 2, 18 MS that are in the first year have two or more enrolments in that
year. Regarding the second year, 13 MS are attending the second year for the second time or more.
Twenty MS are repeating the third year for the second time or more. Regarding the master, three MS
are in their second enrolment or more (see Table 4). It should be noted that these are full-time and not
part-time enrolments.
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Table 4. Number of Enrolments.

Year of
the
Degree
MS Are
Currently
Attending

1st Year
2nd Year
3rd Year
2nd
Cycle—Integrated
Master’s
Degree
Total

1st
Enrolment

2nd
Enrolment

3rd
Enrolment

4th
Enrolment

5th
Enrolment

6th or
More
Enrolment

Total

64
0
0

16
23
0

10
7
41

1
4
14

0
1
5

1
0
1

92
35
61

0

0

0

4

2

1

7

64

39

58

23

8

3

195

Analyzing the data in Table 5, it could be concluded that around 30% of these MS (n = 63, 32.3%)
have, at least, one more enrolment than was supposed, considering the year they are attending.
Still concerning HE attendance and according to the results, most MS attend degrees in the
scientific area of the Social Sciences and Humanities (n = 131, 66.8%). In this scientific area, the
degrees with ten or more MS attendance are Public Administration (n = 27), Languages and Business
Relations (n = 16), Basic Education (n = 13), Design (n = 12), and Office Administration Studies (n = 10).
The second most chosen scientific area is Exact Sciences and Engineering (n = 47, 24.7%), from which
two degrees with more than ten students stand out: Information Technologies (n = 14, 7.2%) and New
Communication Technologies (n = 12, 6.7%). The scientific area of Life and Health Sciences, chosen
by 16 MS (8.2%), does not have any degree with ten or more students enrolled. However, we can
highlight Biology and Nursing degrees with seven MS each. The Natural and Environmental Sciences
area, namely a Meteorology, Oceanography, and Geophysics degree, was the choice of one MS.
Regarding the main reasons to choose a HE degree, 122 MS (62.5%) stated that their degree is
related to their current professional activity (n = 68), future professional projects (n = 41), and personal
enrichment (n = 13). In the area of Life and Health Sciences, the degree choice is mostly related to
future professional projects, while in the areas of Social Sciences and Humanities and Exact Sciences
and Engineering, there seems to be a strong connection with the MS’ current professional activity.
In more detail, in the area of Social Sciences and Humanities current professional activity,
for instance in Public Administration, Accounting, Design, and Office Administration Studies degrees,
several MS indicate the connection between their current job and the area of the degree as the reason to
attend the HE degree. Concerning the Exact Sciences and Engineering area, the current professional
activity is the strongest reason for MS to choose the HE degree, as for example, in the degree of Industrial
Engineering and Management and Information Technologies. It is also important to note that in the
area of Social Sciences and Humanities, there is some considerable relation with future professional
projects, mainly in Languages and Business Relations, Basic Education, Marketing, and Design (see
Figure 1).
In sum, back to the initial question, ‘Mature Students: Who Are They?’, and taking into account the
results, in this study, MS are slightly more men than women with 34.5 years old as the average age.
Most of these students have the 12th grade or secondary school attendance, and the average number
of years away from formal education, before applying to HE, is 21. Regarding the HE attendance,
most of the MS are attending the 1st year, and around 30% of them have, at least, one more enrolment
than it was supposed, considering the year they are attending. In relation to the reasons for the choice
of the degrees attended, the professional context (current and future) emerged as the main reason.
More specifically, in the area of Life and Health Sciences, the degree choice is mostly related to future
professional projects, while in the areas of Social Sciences and Humanities and Exact Sciences and
Engineering, there seems to be a strong connection with the MS’ current professional activity.
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As seen in Figure 2, the results indicate the personal context, namely family, as an important
setting in the development of plurilingual repertoires [18,19]. However, our results also underline the
development of MS repertoires as a result of interactions in personal context with different social actors,
specifically close friends and extended family. These findings highlight the biographical dimension
of the plurilingual repertoires since subjects have different friends throughout life, with different
characteristics and important influences.
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far as HE is concerned, 105 MS (53.9%) attend HE degrees with foreign role
language
courses
in
In
spite
of
the
fact
that
European
language
education
policies
have
been
underlining
the
need
for
Higher
their curricula (see Table 5).
Education Instituitions (HEI) to develop plurilingual policies, namely by providing the possibility of
language learning, the truth is thatTable
HEI 5.
throughout
Europe have
been tending towards monolingual
Attended language
courses.
education policies [31].
Number of MS’
Percentage of MS’
Foreign Languages Courses in the
Degree
Accordingly,
in our previous study
[79], findingsAttendance
indicate (%)
that the inclusionCurricula
of formal language
Attendance
learning in HE,
through
language
courses,
is
more
valued
by
MS
than
by
institutional
Accounting
4
2.1
Englishactors even if
Archiving
3 consider it important
1.5
mostDocumentation
students alsoand
value
only English and
to be included in English
the curricula.
Electrotechnical Engineering
Finance
Information Technologies

4
3
14

2.1
1.5
7.2

Languages and Business Relations

16

8.2

Languages and Publishing
Languages, Literatures and Cultures
Marketing
Public Administration
Public Sector and Local Government
Management
Retail Management
Legal Technician Studies

1
4
7
26

0.5
2.1
3.6
13.3

English
English
English
Arabic, Chinese, English, French,
German, Spanish
English, French, German, Spanish
English, French, German, Spanish
English
English

6

3.1

English

4
1

2.1
0.5

Office Administration Studies

10

5.1

English
English
English, French, German, and
Spanish
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Table 5. Attended language courses.
Number of MS’
Attendance

Percentage of MS’
Attendance (%)

Foreign Languages
Courses in the
Curricula

4

2.1

English

3

1.5

English

4

2.1

English

3

1.5

English

14

7.2

English

16

8.2

1

0.5

4

2.1

7
26

3.6
13.3

Arabic, Chinese, English,
French, German, Spanish
English, French, German,
Spanish
English, French, German,
Spanish
English
English

6

3.1

English

4
1

2.1
0.5

10

5.1

Translation

2

1.0

English
English
English, French, German,
and Spanish
English, French, German.
and Spanish

Total

105

53.9

Degree
Accounting
Documentation and
Archiving
Electrotechnical
Engineering
Finance
Information
Technologies
Languages and Business
Relations
Languages and
Publishing
Languages, Literatures
and Cultures
Marketing
Public Administration
Public Sector and Local
Government
Management
Retail Management
Legal Technician Studies
Office Administration
Studies

-

The results also indicate that the HE attendance is seen by the majority of MS (n = 140, 71.8%) as a
positive influence in the development of their plurilingual repertoires. Accordingly, MS underline the
fact that the academic life, in multiple ways and levels, allows students to have contact with different
languages and peoples (the translation of MS’ voices is the responsibility of the authors of this paper):
No matter the degree, with or without languages, either in terms of programmatic content or even in
the level of research carried out by students in any other language, this [the HE attendance] will
contribute to their [MS] development in the knowledge of other languages (MS26/195).
Contact with students and Professors from other countries leads to an opening to and development of
languages (MS129/195).
Thus, MS emphasize the role of languages in social interactions in academia, arguing that:
As the student universe is filled with the most diverse nationalities, we have contact with several
languages (MS16/195).
During the day, we meet and communicate with people from other countries and we do it in different
languages (MS37/195).
When we meet people from Erasmus programs, if we want to communicate, we must strive to
understand each other (MS187/195).
In addition to social interactions, MS consider that academic tasks are an opportunity to promote
the development of their plurilingual repertoire. Particularly, MS referrer to bibliographic reading:
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We always have to read books that are in other languages and that forces us to learn (MS9/195).
And along with that task, they also mention the importance of attending conferences:
We have to attend several conferences with foreign speakers and we have a lot of bibliographies also in
foreign languages (MS2/195).
We can attend lectures presented in other languages, work with programs and manuals in other
languages (MS41/195).
The development of plurilingual repertoire within the research was also underline by a mature
student that states that:
At the research level, is all [tasks] in foreign languages (MS85/195).
MS also stress the importance of the development of their plurilingual repertoire during HE
attendance in order to access new knowledge:
By accessing foreign language manuals and resources, it enables access to new knowledge (MS36/195).
It [the foreign language knowledge] prepares us to obtain and understand, more efficiently,
information that does not exist in Portuguese (MS101/195).
In the learning path, it is necessary to understand some subjects [in foreign language] that are not
available in my mother tongue (MS63/195).
However, it is stressed that English is the predominant language in the academic context as it is
argued that
Much of the necessary bibliography is in English (MS40/195).
Most of the information search is done on English sites (MS53/195).
Even if this predominance seems to be felt as an imposition (MS189):
We find ourselves “obligated” to read a lot in English (MS189/195).
Nevertheless, the use of another language enhances new connections with knowledge by requiring
other ways of saying things, as mentioned by this MS:
The daily contact with diverse literature, as well as the need to write in English, force me to rethink the
way I express myself and make myself understood in a language other than Portuguese (MS3/195).
In a nutshell, these last findings reinforce the role of the social interactions with foreign actors in
academic contexts, namely Erasmus students, in the expansion of the plurilingual repertoire [46]. These
contacts embody one of the main goals of HE: to develop transversal skills in students that enhance
their mobility and their ability to live in culturally diverse societies [32]. The findings also underline
the relation between the accomplishment of academic tasks of diverse nature and the development of
plurilingual repertoires [28,29] since most students (n = 140, 71.8%) consider that the HE attendance
and its inherent tasks promote the development of their plurilingual repertoire, namely the construction
of knowledge. In addition to the highlighted English predominance, it is also clear to these MS that
being able to work in several languages could be important, and it is considered as an advantage, but
it is simultaneously very demanding [38].
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4.2.3. Professional Context
A total of 138 MS (70.8%, n = 195) state that they have contact with foreign languages in a
professional context. Most of the subject have contacts with English (n = 58) or English with other
languages (n = 65), such as Spanish (n = 16) or French (n = 15) or both (n = 20). French was indicated
by two subjects and Spanish by six. Table 6 specifies the languages mobilized in this context as well as
the situations that specify the languages mobilized in various situations in this context.
As stated by several authors [35–37], this study also suggests that the professional context is one
of the most dynamic regarding the development of a plurilingual repertoire. Similarly to the academic
context, there is a dominance of the English language in the professional settings (n = 58), but most
subjects (n = 65) contact simultaneously with other languages, such as French, Spanish, or German.
Considering the situations of contact with languages mentioned above, oral interactions
(face-to-face or at a distance) in assistance tasks are those with more linguistic diversity (English, Spanish,
French, German, and Italian in different combinations). Accordingly, 34 MS have contact with suppliers
and/or customers in multiple languages, mainly English, Spanish, and French. The plurilingual
repertoires of these subjects are also mobilized when they need to read documents (n = 20), mainly
in English but also in French, Spanish, German, or Italian. Working in a global labor market means
to have meetings with different actors, which have different plurilingual repertoires. In this sense,
subjects (n = 14) refer that they have meetings in English, Spanish, French, and Italian (with different
combinations). These findings indicate that plurilingual repertoire and its mobilization during
social/professional interactions are central to the individual’s employability and careers.
We conclude this section with the voice of one mature student who highlights this close relationship
between the academic context (HE) and the professional one regarding the dynamics of plurilingual
repertoire, stating,
Much of our literature review is in foreign language, so we always increase our [languages] knowledge,
and also, in the work context, we have to deal with people who speak other languages, which will also
increase our [languages] knowledge (MS53/195).
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Table 6. Contact with languages in the professional context.
Foreign Languages

Situations

Costumer service
Telephone contacts with
suppliers and/or
customers
Contacts with colleagues
through electronic mail
Training events
Meetings
Documents reading
Internet use
Translation of documents
International
markets/fairs attendance
Foreign language as
official language at the
workplace
Total

English,
French
Spanish

English,
Spanish
Italian

English,
French,
Spanish,
German

English,
French,
Spanish,
German
Italian

French

Spanish

Total

9

-

1

4

-

3

38

1

5

1

1

2

-

-

34

-

-

-

1

2

-

1

-

6

1
3
-

1

-

3
–
-

1
-

-

1
3
-

1
-

3
-

6
14
20
10
2

-

-

-

-

3

1

-

-

-

-

6

1

-

1

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

2

58

15

16

2

1

20

4

4

10

2

6

138

English

English
French

English
Spanish

English
German

12

4

5

-

14

3

6

1

2

-

-

7
9
10
1

3
3
2
-

2

English
Italian
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5. Final Considerations
The analysis of the MS’ lifepaths unveils the “fragmentation” of these students’ learning
careers [9,64]. The diverse and disjointed character of their learning careers provided them experiences
in multiple contexts, promoting the development and enlargement of their plurilingual repertoires.
Our study points out three main contexts that significantly contribute to the development of
plurilingual repertoires: personal, academic, and professional contexts.
In the personal context, it is highlighted, for instance, the contribution to the development of
the plurilingual repertoire of the subjects’ interactions with extended family and friends, namely,
in English, Spanish, and French.
Regarding the academic context, our data show that in pre-HE, most of the mature students
had language courses in their school curricula, namely English and French. In HE, only 39% of MS
have language courses in their curricula. However, all the study’s subjects indicate that they research
bibliographies in one or more foreign languages, namely English and Spanish. In our perspective, this
result highlights the strong interconnectedness between the development of plurilingual repertoires
and the construction of knowledge [28,29]. The interactions with foreign colleagues—which is indicated
by 34 subjects—also stand out as an important factor in the development of the MS’ plurilingual
repertoire [46].
Our study also shows that, as stated by several authors, such Hewitt [36] or Lüdi, Höchle Meier
and Yanaprasart [37], the professional context is one of the most dynamic when it comes to the
development of plurilingual repertoires. According to our results, 64% of the study’s subjects have
contact with foreign languages in their working contexts, such as English, Spanish, French, Italian,
and German.
The findings show that the majority of MS already work in a globalized labor market, some
have experience in mobility, and all of them have been acquiring and developing their plurilingual
repertoire by coming into contact with different languages throughout their lives. The results also
indicate that, on the one hand, MS mobilize their prior language knowledge to accomplish multiple
academic tasks in HE. On the other hand, although asserting that learning and using several languages
in their professional activities can be considered as an advantage to their careers, they simultaneously
have language difficulties in the use of foreign languages, considering their learning and usage
very demanding.
These pieces of evidence lead us to underscore the importance of studying the MS’ lifepaths in
order to better understand the development of plurilingual repertoires. This is particularly relevant in
the HE setting, where institutions should be led to “hear” the MS’ “voices”, in order to be able to meet
their specific educational and training needs, as well as help them to better integrate and develop they
studies in the HE context. Additionally, by considering these MS’ voices, HE Institutions will have
access to privileged information regarding the labor market dynamics and the skills needed to succeed
in this dimension, namely, in terms of language skills levels. HE Institutions have an important role
in developing a kind of transversal skills that are capable of enhancing the students’ mobility, their
ability to live in linguistic and culturally diverse societies, and their integration into a globalized labor
market [30–33]. This necessarily implies taking into account the students’ life histories as well as their
practical needs and aspirations. In our perspective, the MS’ particular training needs have been largely
disregarded in the development of educational language policies in higher education. Recent research
in the context of HE has shown that language education policies cannot be carried out independently
of social actors and that students’ voices and life and educational paths should not be undervalued in
institutional language policy and educational planning [80]. However, although we can find some
studies that give voice to students in matters related to educational language policies [81], the same
cannot be said to studies focusing on MS and their pathways. Hence, by aiming at giving voice to those
students by addressing the contexts in which they move throughout their lives and the situations of
language contact, this study also intends to open up a line of research that has been largely overlooked.
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In conclusion, this study allowed us to diagnose the plurilingual repertoire that MS develop
throughout their lives and that they mobilize or can mobilize in the context of HE. In a second moment,
it also allowed us to identify the training needs felt by these students, with regard to language education
in general and to educational language pol53icies in particular.
As long as prevailing educational language policies do not consider all voices, namely those of
MS, it is always up to the subject to develop his/her plurilingual repertoire by embracing incidental
and/or contingent personal or professional language needs and desires and never forget that a rolling
stone gathers no moss.
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