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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

An  impact  of globalisation  on  higher  education  has been  an  increase  in  diversity  in  the  stu-
dent  population  in  universities  in English  dominant  settings.  The  increasing  diversification
has  impacted  on  the  linguistic  ecology  of higher  education,  resulting  in  a  wide  range  of  lin-
guistic  repertoires  among  the  student  body.  In some  institutions,  particularly  those  situated
in urban  areas,  the  multilingual  classroom  may  well  be  the  norm.  Bi/multilingual  university
students  form  a heterogeneous  group,  encompassing  temporary  sojourners  and members
of linguistic  minority  communities  resident  in  the  host  country.  These  students’  linguistic,
cultural,  ethnic  and social  class  backgrounds  impact  on their  knowledge  and  experience  of
using academic  language  in higher  education.  In this  article,  I examine  academic  language
in  relation  to  a group  of  working  class  undergraduate  university  students  from  linguis-
tic  minority  communities  in  the UK.  I  focus  on the ‘socio-symbolic  functions’  (Morek  and
Heller, this  issue)  of  academic  language  for the  participants  in the context  of  an academic
writing  programme.  I  consider  their  ascribed  institutional  identity,  as  remedial  users  of
academic language,  and  their  inhabited  identities  as bi-dialectal  users  of English,  native
speakers  of  English  and  as multilingual  subjects.  I  discuss  how  the  participants’  ascribed
institutional  identity  erased  their  bidialectal  and  multilingual  capital  and  argue  that  higher
education  needs  to attend  to the  inhabited  identities  of  working  class  linguistic  minority
students  in  efforts  to foster  the development  of their  relationship  to academic  language.

©  2014  Elsevier  Inc.  All  rights  reserved.

Introduction

In this article, I examine the ‘socio-symbolic functions’ (Morek & Heller, 2015) of academic language. The socio-symbolic is
concerned with the relationship between language and identity and the identity positions that are afforded by an individual’s
linguistic repertoire within a particular context. In this case of this article, I am concerned with examining the socio-symbolic
functions of academic language in the context of higher education with undergraduate student participants from linguistic
minority working class backgrounds who had been referred to an academic writing programme. Morek and Heller point
out that there are a variety of terms for referring to the language(s) used for teaching and learning in educational settings
(see Introduction this issue) and use academic language (hereafter AL) to refer to the academic discourse practices that
are ‘assumed to be functional for the purposes of learning, knowledge construction and education’ (page). In this article AL
refers to the standardised and prestige varieties of English and literacy practices (both oral and written) that are used in
higher education in English-dominant settings (taken to be the UK, Ireland, the USA, Australia, Anglophone Canada and New
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Zealand) for the purposes of knowledge transmission and knowledge construction. Undergraduate university students need
to develop a relationship to AL that enables them to engage in ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991)
in their disciplinary community of practice and to be ascribed the identity of ‘legitimate speaker’ (Bourdieu, 1977) in the
academic community.

AL in higher education settings has received attention in the literature on English for Academic Purposes (e.g. Bruce,
2011; Hyland, 2006; Swales, 1990) and academic literacies (e.g. Lea & Street, 2000; Lillis & Scott, 2007). This literature has
focused primarily on AL in relation to the needs of temporary sojourners in English-dominant settings rather than the needs
of domestic university students, particularly those from working class and/or linguistic minority communities. Additionally,
as Morek and Heller (2015) make clear, the socio-symbolic functions of AL have not merited much attention to date; this
is particularly the case with regard to higher education (but see Preece, 2009b, 2010; Ivanic, 1997; Marshall, 2010; Martin,
2010; Simpson & Cooke, 2010).

In this article, I focus on the socio-symbolic functions of AL for a group of working class undergraduate university students
from linguistic minority communities in a university in London. All had been referred to an academic writing programme
on the basis of a diagnostic academic literacy screening administered to first year undergraduate students on entry to the
institution. The participants had grown up in a bi/multilingual environment using English and one or more of the 350
languages documented as in use in the homes of London’s school children (Eversley et al., 2010). The participants brought a
diverse array of languages into higher education including languages and dialects from the Indian sub-continent (e.g. Tamil,
Punjabi, Urdu, Gujarati), Africa (e.g. Swahili), the Caribbean (e.g. Jamaican Creole) and the Middle East (e.g. Arabic). The
participants were also bi-dialectal users of English in that they routinely used AL and London English1 (LE) (Harris, 2006),
the vernacular variety of English in use in the Thames Estuary in the UK.

Bourdieu, Passeron, and de Saint Martin ([1965] 1994) make the point that AL is an elite code that has been socially
constructed within the realms of academia and science for the purposes of furthering abstract and theoretical scholarly ideas.
This is in stark contrast to LE, which is a non-elite vernacular code that has emerged from the working class communities
of the East End of London. LE encompasses features of Cockney (the dialect of English associated with traditional white
working class East Enders) and items from the linguistic repertoires of working class migrant communities who reside in
the East End of London, particularly those from the Caribbean and South Asia (Cheshire, Kerswill, Fox, & Torgersen, 2011;
Harris, 2006). Documented features of LE include:

• T-glottalling in which glottal stops/�/replace/t/
e.g. be[�]er instead of be[t]er

•  TH fronting with/f/used to replace/�/and/v/to replace/�/
e.g. [f]ing instead of [�]ing and bo[v]ered instead of bo[�]ered

•  past participle to replace some irregular past simple tenses
e.g. he [done] it instead of he [did] it

•  ain’t to replace negative present simple use of the verb ‘be’
e.g.  he [ain’t] coming instead of he [isn’t] coming

•  double negatives in an utterance
e.g. it doesn’t do [nothing] instead of it doesn’t do [anything]

•  innit to replace standard tag questions
e.g. it’s difficult, [innit]? Instead of it’s difficult, [isn’t it]? (Harris, 2006).

Research among London school students indicates that they are well aware of the differential status of AL and LE in UK
society, which they characterise as a “posh-slang” binary (Harris, 2006; Rampton, 2006). As we will see, this binary is also
in use among university students and mediates their relationship to AL.

The following sections start with an account of identity, AL and social class that inform the data analysis. I then outline
the methodology for the study on which this paper is based along with the research context, Millennium University, a
pseudonym for a ‘new’ university (i.e. granted university status in 1992) in London. I note how Millennium established an
academic writing programme in response to concerns in the sector about the poor retention of undergraduate students
entering university from non traditional university backgrounds. I examine the dominant institutional ethos that informed
the programme and argue that this ascribed an identity as remedial users of AL to those on the programme. Extracts of data
are presented to illustrate how the participants reproduce their ascribed identities and negotiate it by inhabiting identities
that offer more powerful positions from which to speak, namely: the bidialectal user of English, the native speaker of English,
and the multilingual subject. I conclude with a discussion of how these identity positions enabled, or not, the participants’
relationship to AL.

1 There are a variety of terms for referring to the non-standard variety of English in use in London, including ‘London English’ (Harris, 2006), ‘Multicultural
London English’ (Cheshire et al., 2011) and ‘post-estuary English vernacular’ (Block, 2014). For the purposes of this article, I shall use London English.
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