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ABSTRACT

The number of bilingual teacher preparation programs in
Spain continues to increase, making it essential for research
to address this evolving reality from multiple perspectives.
Given that the success or failure of any educational
innovation is closely tied to how it is understood and
perceived, this study aims to analyse the usefulness of
bilingual education from the perspective of one key group of
stakeholders: bilingual pre-service teachers. Specifically,
participants’ levels of self-perceived intercultural and
plurilingual competences were measured in relation to four
variables: gender, involvement in a bilingual track in
primary education, participation in international programs,
and language proficiency. The relationship between
intercultural competence and plurilingual competence was
also examined. Data were collected through a questionnaire
designed by the research team of the national project
PID2021-1270310B-100. The sample comprised 99 students
from four public universities in Spain. Results of the Mann
Whitney U tests indicated that participants’ self-perceived
levels of both competences seem to be linked with their
participation in international programs and their language
proficiency. Participation in bilingual programs in primary
education proved to have a weak impact. No gender
differences were detected. Pearson correlations revealed the
positive correlation between the two dimensions examined.
This study has gathered overall trends among bilingual pre-
service teachers, which can have relevant implications for
initial teacher education and language education in general.

KEYWORDS: bilingual teacher preparation programs; pre-
service teachers’ perceptions; intercultural competence;

plurilingual competence.
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La percepcion de futuros maestros bilingles sobre sus
competencias intercultural y plurilingte

RESUMEN

El niimero de programas de formacién para profesores bilingiies en Espafia sigue
aumentando, haciendo esencial que la investigacién aborde esta realidad en evolucion desde
multiples perspectivas. Dado que el éxito o fracaso de cualquier innovacién educativa esta
estrechamente vinculado a cdmo se entiende y percibe, este estudio tiene como objetivo analizar
la utilidad de la educacion bilingiie desde la perspectiva de un grupo de futuros profesores
bilinglies en formacidn. Especificamente, se midieron los niveles de competencias interculturales
y plurilinglies autopercibidas de los participantes en relaciéon con cuatro variables: género,
participaciéon en un programa bilingiie en educacién primaria, participacién en programas
internacionales y dominio del idioma. También se examind la relacién entre la competencia
intercultural y la competencia plurilingiie. Los datos se recolectaron a través de un cuestionario
disefiado por el equipo de investigacion del proyecto nacional PID2021-1270310B-100. La
muestra comprendid 99 estudiantes de cuatro universidades publicas de Espafia. Los resultados
de las pruebas U de Mann Whitney indicaron que los niveles autopercibidos de ambas
competencias parecen estar vinculados con la participacién en programas internacionales y el
dominio del idioma. La participacién en programas bilingiies en educacién primaria demostré
tener un impacto débil. No se detectaron diferencias de género. Las correlaciones de Pearson
revelaron una correlaciéon positiva entre las dos dimensiones examinadas. Este estudio ha
recopilado tendencias generales entre los futuros profesores bilingiies en formacién, lo que
puede tener implicaciones relevantes para la formacién inicial del profesorado y la educaciéon
lingiiistica en general.

PALABRAS CLAVE: programas de formacidén bilingiie; percepciones del profesorado en
formacién; competencia intercultural; competencia plurilingtie.

Introduction

Following the European Union recommendations to foster and reinforce the
development of multilingualism and interculturality in different domains (European
Commission, 1995, 2005, 2008a, 2008b), an increasing number of Spanish universities
have incorporated undergraduate programs through the medium of English
(Fernandez-Costales, 2017; Fernandez-Costales & Gonzalez-Riafio, 2015; Madrid &
Julius, 2020; Rubio-Alcala et al., 2019). Within this framework, several universities
introduced a bilingual track in their primary education degree programs. This
development presented a direct challenge for researchers, who promptly
acknowledged the need to evaluate the success of these programs from multiple
perspectives (Barrios & Lopez Gutiérrez, 2023; Delicado-Puerto et al., 2022; Cortina-
Pérez & Rodriguez, 2022; Herndndez-Nanclares & Jiménez-Muioz, 2017; Jover et al.,
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2016; Marti & Portolés, 2019; Romero & Zayas, 2017; Segura, 2023). One such
perspective is teacher cognition. According to Borg (2003), teacher cognition includes
“beliefs, knowledge, theories, attitudes, images, assumptions, metaphors, conceptions
and perspectives about teaching, teachers, learning, students, subject matter, curricula,
materials, instructional activities and self” (p. 82). Personality (Donaghue, 2003),
schooling (Pajares, 1992) and past learning experiences (Shulman, 1987), for example,
have been identified as factors determining teacher cognition.

Among the components of teacher cognition, this study will focus specifically on
beliefs. Beliefs play a crucial role in shaping individuals’ understanding of the world as
they affect the perception and acceptance of new information. They provide a
framework for interpreting events (Borg, 2001). As Dalton-Puffer and Smit (2013)
contend, the success and implementation of all educational innovations are deeply
connected to how they are understood and applied. Professionals in the field of
education ought to actively seek to understand how their intended audiences interpret
these initiatives and gauge their perceptions. Students’ views on what it means to be
interculturally competent and the qualities this entails, for instance, often differ from
what a particular design initially established (Diaz & Moore, 2018, p. 92). Therefore, if
beliefs are the lenses through which pre-service teachers view their training, it is
essential for research to uncover these beliefs (Haukas, 2016).

However, research on pre-service teachers’ perceptions is limited, particularly
regarding studies that address both intercultural and plurilingual competences
(henceforth IC and PC, respectively) together. In light of increasing global
interconnectedness and the substantial surge in migration, the development of
educators’ skills in intercultural understanding and multilingual communication has
become essential. This was already highlighted in documents of the Council of Europe
(henceforth CoE) more than a decade ago (Beacco & Byram, 2007, 2016; Candelier et
al, 2012). For these reasons, the current contribution investigates the perception
bilingual pre-service teachers have of the usefulness of their bilingual education. More
specifically, it measures their levels of self-perceived IC and PC. Further on, it explores
which individual factors, such as gender, participation in a bilingual program
(henceforth BP) in primary education, involvement in international programs and
language proficiency (considering only B2 and above) may enhance those levels.

This study is part of a larger research project on bilingual education in Spain. It has
been undertaken within the framework of the national project “Spanish students’
perception of the expected usefulness of bilingual education” (FoBE - Future of
Bilingual Education, reference no. PID2021-1270310B-100), funded by the Spanish
Ministry of Science and Innovation.

Theoretical backdrop

Intercultural competence

The continuous advancement of globalisation requires the development of
students’ skills to effectively engage with diverse cultures. Intercultural competence is

a broad concept that has received various interpretations among experts. However,
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there is a consensus to define it as “the ability to communicate effectively and
appropriately in intercultural situations based on one’s knowledge, skills, and
attitudes” (Deardorff, 2006, p. 247). Additionally, the concept of IC represents a
progressive journey that guides a person from a state of ethnocentrism—where one’s
own culture is seen as the only valid one—to a state of ethnorelativism, where an
individual acknowledges and incorporates numerous cultural perspectives into their
worldview (Bennet, 1993). The elements of IC include an open attitude, critical cultural
awareness towards self and others, knowledge and understanding of a culture, and
skills to listen and observe (Byram, 1997, 2000; Deardorff & Arasaratnam-Smith,
2017). Nowadays, mastering the art of coexistence, communicating effectively with
individuals from different backgrounds, cultivating mutual respect and eradicating
prejudices are the cornerstone of professional success (Sa & Serpa, 2018). Although
the acquisition of intercultural proficiency is increasingly acknowledged as a vital
benchmark for university graduates (Deardorff, 2006; Diaz & Moore, 2018; Gonzalez
Pifieiro et al., 2010; He et al., 2017; Izquierdo, 2015; Lantz-Deaton, 2017; Matei, 2022),
it remains uncertain whether Spanish universities are effectively producing graduates
with intercultural competence (Izquierdo, 2022).

Alarge body of research has concentrated on identifying the factors that contribute
to the development of this competence. One of the factors addressed is participation in
international programs, but the outcomes present inconsistencies. He et al. (2017), for
instance, employed a mixed method design in their study, which included the
Intercultural Development Inventory (Hammer et al., 2003), to measure the IC of 12
in-service teachers from North Carolina who were attending a four-week course in
China. The authors attributed the progress in the intercultural competence levels of
some of the participants to the courses they received previous to their mobility
experience and during the experience. Along this line, after her study with 3.047
Spanish university students who had participated in different international mobility
programs, Izquierdo (2018) commented that what seems to have an impact on IC is the
implementation of intervention programs that invite students to see differences and
reflect on them. The participants in her study, who completed an adapted version of
the Intercultural Development Inventory scale upon arrival from their mobility
experience but did not undergo a training course, were able to identify cultural
similarities, but not differences. A year later, Liu (2019) administered the Intercultural
Sensitivity Scale (Chen & Starosta, 2000) to 67 students from different nationalities
studying in a Chinese university and concluded that participants were “attentive in
intercultural interactions [...] and respected cultural differences when communicating
with people in the Chinese culture” (p. 129). No intervention program had been applied
in this case either.

Gender has also been investigated as an influential factor, and findings again
present inconsistencies. Morales’s (2017) study with 139 Korean high school students
found no significant differences in intercultural sensitivity between male and female
students. Likewise, Yurtseven and Altun’s (2015) research with 220 pre-service
teachers in America did not detect any significant gender difference. In contrast,
Solhaug and Kristensen (2020), who measured the IC of Danish and Norwegian
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secondary school students on four scales, observed that women exhibit higher levels
of IC in terms of perceived empathy, knowledge of diversity and positive attitude
towards others.

A third factor considered as potentially influential on IC is language achievement
(Holubnycha et al., 2021). In their study with 325 Turkish university students, Ciloglan
and Bardake1 (2019) found that the more proficient students obtained significantly
higher scores in intercultural sensitivity, a critical component of intercultural
communication (Tamam, 2010), than the less proficient students. In the same year,
Sobkowiak (2019) examined the IC of 139 Polish university business students with the
Cultural Intelligence Scale (Earley & Ang, 2003) and observed that higher language
proficiency enables students to gain deeper insights into foreign cultures, become
more aware of cultural differences, and reflect more thoughtfully on cultural issues.

Plurilingual competence

Plurilingualism has evolved to encapsulate the intricate linguistic and cultural
activities in which plurilingual individuals participate. It is the repertoire of
interconnected languages individuals possess and “combine with general competences
and various strategies to accomplish tasks” (CoE, 2018, p. 28). From an epistemological
perspective, it has evolved in conjunction with and fed upon other sociolinguistic
theories, including pluriliteracies (Coyle et al., 2018; Meyer et al., 2015), code-
switching and translanguaging (Garcia & Wei, 2015; Levine, 2011). The term
plurilingualism is often used as a synonym for multilingualism to refer to people who
speak several languages. In the context of the current study, each term represents a
distinct concept. Multilingualism refers to the presence of multiple languages within a
society (CoE, 2001, 2018). In contrast, plurilingualism highlights an individual’s
adaptable and ever-changing language skills, emphasising the daily use of various
languages and dialects for different interactions and tasks. The proficiency levels in
these languages can differ, with one language being more dominant based on an
individual’s experiences. This variation is not viewed as a deficiency but rather as a
typical characteristic of plurilingual individuals. Unlike the traditional bi-
/multilingualism approach, plurilingualism conceives languages as forming a unified,
dynamic language repertoire (Cummins, 2021). According to the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) (CoE, 2018), plurilingual individuals
can converse in one language while understanding another, switch between languages
when appropriate, and act as mediators between people who do not share a common
language.

As with IC, research has identified several factors that strengthen this competence.
Engaging directly with individuals from diverse linguistic backgrounds and immersing
oneself in multilingual environments have been shown to significantly improve PC
(Galante & de la Cruz, 2024).

Gender differences have been detected in numerous studies. The results in the
study by Wucherer and Reiterer (2016) with German university students observed
that men outperformed women in aspects related to pronunciation, whereas women
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were better at grammar. The reason for this may lie in women'’s tendency to use
metacognitive learning strategies and their diligence and academic discipline
(Weisberg et al., 2011). Additionally, women tend to capitalise on their mastery of a
specific language and apply it to others in which they are also proficient Along these
lines, Dong et al. (2023) indicate that the functional brain structures of men and women
exhibit specific tendencies for second language acquisition, which implies gender
differences favouring women.

Finally, evidence suggests that plurilingual awareness depends on the number of
languages spoken and the level of those languages (Sia & Dewaele, 2006; Zubrzycki,
2019). The study conducted by Otwinowska (2014) with 98 in-service and 135 pre-
service teachers from Poland demonstrated that both the number of languages spoken
and the level of the third and other languages spoken exert a strong influence on
plurilingual awareness.

Plurilingual competence is especially relevant in the case of educators, who must
first cultivate their own plurilingual awareness to effectively assist students leverage
their prior learning experiences and existing linguistic knowledge (Otwinowska,
2014). In response to the growing complexity of Europe’s sociolinguistic environment,
language educators have recognised the need for teacher training to extend well
beyond conventional methods of second language instruction and acquisition. For
example, Bernaus et al. (2007), the proponents of the Council of Europe’s LEA Project
(Language Educator Awareness), recommended as early as 2007 the creation of new
teacher training programs focused on enhancing teachers’ plurilingual and
intercultural awareness.

Current study

As observed in the studies above, it is essential to comprehend the factors and
experiences that either facilitate or hinder the development of both intercultural and
plurilingual competences. Moreover, review of the current literature shows that
studies conducted in the field from the point of view of bilingual pre-service teachers
are scarce. This paper aims to provide additional insights into bilingual programs
within Spain’s higher education system, specifically those pertaining to the initial
training of teachers. Improving these programs is bound to yield beneficial outcomes
for bilingual education at the primary levels as graduates embark on their teaching
careers across the country.

As stated by Diaz and Moore (2018), “much like students, instructors cross the
classroom threshold with their own repertoire of intercultural capabilities stemming
from their own personal and professional experiences” (p. 87). The influence of
education on society cannot be disregarded. Education is shaped by the dynamics
within schools, a space shared by all citizens at some point. We hold the view that
transformations can only be successful if educators commit to explicit aims, such as
fostering intercultural communication and plurilingualism. Thus, this study extends
the body of literature on bilingual education and broadly contributes to the discourse
on teacher professionalisation. The precise research questions are the following:
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Research question 1 (RQ1): What is the level of self-perceived intercultural and
plurilingual competences among bilingual pre-service teachers? Are there any
differences between men and women?

Research question 2 (RQ2): Is there a statistically significant difference in the levels
of self-perceived intercultural and plurilingual competence between participants who
were in BP during primary education and those who were not?

Research question 3 (RQ3): Is there a statistically significant difference in the levels
of self-perceived intercultural and plurilingual competence between participants who
have participated in international programs and those who have not?

Research question 4 (RQ4): Is there a statistically significant difference in the levels
of self-perceived intercultural and plurilingual competence between participants who
hold a B2 or higher English proficiency certificate and those who do not?

Research question 5 (RQ5): What is the correlation between the two dimensions
being studied?

Method
Participants

A total of N=99 pre-service primary teachers responded to the survey. Ten
participants’ responses were disregarded because some questions were left blank.
Participants were all registered in the bilingual bachelor’s degree in primary education
in four public Spanish universities: Extremadura (13), Principality of Asturias (18),
Andalusia (46), and Community of Madrid (18). In all bilingual tracks, at least 50% of
the curricular content courses are in English. Of the total participants who completed
the survey, 74.49% were female and 25.51% male, reflecting the usual gender
demographics in this type of degree (Durdn-Martinez et al., 2022). Their mean age was
21.12 (SD=3.55).

Instrument

FoBE researchers designed a questionnaire to capture students’ perceptions of the
utility of their bilingual education. Of the five sections in this questionnaire, three will
be used in the current study. The Personal Information section collects socio-
demographic information about students. In this contribution, we focused our
attention on aspects related to gender, participation in BP in primary education,
participation in international programs, and language proficiency. The IC section
assesses students’ understanding and appreciation of cultural diversity and it is
composed of six items. The PC section evaluates students’ confidence in the foreign
language they use in their bilingual degree and is composed of eight items. Responses
are organised using a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 10, facilitating detailed insights
into participants’ perceptions and attitudes.

This self-report questionnaire was piloted by Espejo (in press) with 325
participants across three educational levels: secondary education, baccalaureate, and
university, and its internal validity and reliability were confirmed. Espejo describes in

ISSN 0213-8646 | E-ISSN 2530-3791 * Revista Interuniversitaria de Formacién del Profesorado, 99 (38.3) (2024), 63-84 69



Patricia Arnaiz-Castro, M.a Elena Gémez-Parra and Roberto Espejo

detail the construction of the instrument. In the present study, the Cronbach’s Alpha
values for the two subscales were above 0.9 (1C=0.94044; PC=0.98225), which
indicates high reliability (Tavakol & Dennick, 2018). Furthermore, an exploratory
factor analysis was performed to validate the two dimensions selected, and one item
was excluded from the IC dimension because its statistical reliability was
compromised. The Kaiser-Meyer-0lkin measure verified the sampling adequacy for the
analysis (KM0=0.91). Bartlett’s test of sphericity, xX*=1642.21638, p<.0001, indicated
that the correlations between items were sufficiently large for the exploratory factor
analysis.

The figures in Table 1 show that the two factors are clearly identifiable constructs.
Six items were loaded on the IC dimension, which explained 50.84% of the variance,
with loadings ranging from 0.68 to 0.92 and eight items were loaded on the PC
dimension, which explained 31.45% of the variance, with loadings ranging from 0.86
to 1.00.

Table 1

Exploratory factor analysis

[ believe that my participation in a bilingual Intercultural Plurilingual
programme ... competence competence
will offer me the possibility of feeling a citizen of the 0.83657

world.

will favour my understanding and acceptance of 0.92392

others.

will improve my ability to adapt to different 0.90462

cultural contexts.

will make me willing to live abroad. 0.68308

will improve my knowledge of other cultures. 0.89079

will improve my empathy (to put oneself in 0.81926

somebody else’s shoes).

will improve my oral production (speaking and oral 0.91298
interaction).

will improve my oral comprehension (listening) 0.97772
will improve my written production (writing and 0.94266
written interaction.

will improve my written comprehension (reading). 1.00536
will improve my ability to help others understand a 0.86334
text (mediation).

will improve my vocabulary in different languages. 0.92539
will improve my pronunciation in foreign languages. 0.92829
will improve my ability to use different text types in 0.90431
bilingual lessons.

% of variance 50.84400 31.45852
cumulative % 50.84400 82.30253
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Data collection procedure

To pursue the study’s objectives and address the research questions, we reached
out to four Spanish universities, as described above. We contacted the coordinators
and the teachers of bilingual courses and asked them to share the survey link with their
students. Students from all the universities contacted but one filled in the
questionnaire. Despite having samples from multiple universities, the actual number
of participants in the study fell short of the initial plan. This discrepancy may be
attributed to the fact that, in some cases, the questionnaire link was shared on virtual
platforms with students rather than being presented during class time, which could
have potentially increased participation. The research procedure adhered strictly to
ethical codes of conduct. The preamble of the questionnaire informed participants
about the study’s purpose, confidentiality, and data protection. The ethical committee
of the principal investigators” university issued the necessary documentation to
authorise the research project.

Data analysis

To analyse the results, descriptive statistics (means, medians, SD, percentages)
were used. A one-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov test revealed the distribution was not
normal (p<0.05), so non-parametric tests were run to find potential significant
differences between the subgroups of pre-service teachers involved in the study. The
Welch’s t-test was run to detect the differences between men and women for the two
dimensions. Afterwards, a series of Mann-Whitney U tests were employed. The first
sought to determine whether there were significant differences regarding self-
perceived intercultural and plurilingual competences between participants who had
been enrolled in the bilingual track in primary education and participants who had not;
the second focused on the differences in both dimensions between students who had
participated in international programs and those who had not; and the last aimed to
find out whether there were significant differences regarding self-perceived
intercultural and plurilingual competences between participants who hold a B2 or
higher English proficiency certificate and those who do not. The relationship between
the two dimensions and among the items was investigated through Pearson
correlation.

Results

To determine the general tendency of bilingual pre-service teachers’ intercultural
and plurilingual competences, the total score, mean, and standard deviation of both
subscales were computed for all participants, as well as separately for males and
females. Scores in the intercultural dimension ranged from 6.97753 (SD=2.82432) to
8.20225 (SD=2.32662). The two highest scores in this dimension were found in the
items “[My participation in a bilingual program] will give me access to a variety of
cultural products (e.g., books, films, TV series, music, videos, video games, etc.)” and
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“[My participation in a bilingual program] will improve my knowledge in other cultures
(mean=7.8764, SD=2.4579)". In PC, scores ranged from 7.98913 (SD=2.15598) to
8.43547 (SD=2.280102). In this case, the two highest scores were detected in the items
“[My participation in a bilingual program improves] my oral production” and “[My
participation in a bilingual program improves] my pronunciation” (mean=8.40659,
SD=2.28024). Very close to this item was “[My participation in a bilingual program
improves] my vocabulary” (mean=8.36264, SD=2.23366).

Welch’s t-test indicated no significant differences between men and women in
either the two subscales or the individual items as the p-values were consistently
above 0.01. Gender was considered as a dichotomous variable since no participants
chose the option “other”.

A series of Mann-Whitney U tests were performed. The first detected no statistically
significant differences between participants who had been in the bilingual track during
their primary education and those who had not. However, in each of the subscales,
there was one item that showed a significant difference. For the IC subscale, the
difference was in “[My participation in a bilingual program] will favour my
understanding and acceptance of others” (U=643.00000, p=0.043); for the PC subscale,
the difference was identified in “[I believe that my participation in a bilingual program
improves my] oral comprehension (listening) (U=692.00000, p=0.00227).

Participants who had been involved in international programs at different stages
of their education scored higher in the two dimensions than participants who had not
(Table 2):

Table 2

Differences and Effect Sizes for dimensions (Participation in International programs -1P)

Particip. in an

P N Mean Median §) p
Yes 36 8.07407 8.5000
ic No 51 7.10784 7.5000 618.500 0.0100
Yes 34 8.91912 9.1250
P 18. .037
¢ No 54 7.70370 8.1875 618.500 0.0375

r - Effect size (biserial correlation)

An effect size of 0.3 is considered medium (Cohen, 1988). This suggests that the
difference between the two groups being compared is moderate in magnitude. In
practical terms, this means that there is a noticeable and potentially significant
difference between the two groups, although it is not as large as to be considered a
strong effect. For IC, the two items with the most significant differences are “[I believe
that my participation in a bilingual programme] will improve my knowledge of other
cultures” (U=655.000, p=0.0105) and “[I believe that my participation in a bilingual
programme] will give me access to a variety of cultural products (e.g., books, films, TV
series, music, videos, video games, etc.)” (U=661.500, p=0.0128). For PC, the two items
showing the most significant differences are “[I believe that my participation in a
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bilingual programme improves] my oral production” (U=645.500, p=0.0009) and “[I
believe that my participation in a bilingual programme improves] my oral
comprehension (listening)” (U=669.500, p=0.0017).

As shown in Table 3, the last Mann-Whitney U test revealed that participants whose
level of English had been certified had higher levels of self-perceived intercultural and
plurilingual competences.

Table 3

Differences and Effect Sizes for dimensions (Certified English Level > B2)

Certif. English . Effect
level > B2 N Mean Median v p Size (1)
Yes 34 8.18137 8.66667

IC No 53 7 07547 7 66667 661.000 0.0369 0.26637
Yes 35 9.05000 9.37500

PC No c3 7 59434 8.12500 492.000 0.0002 0.46954

Within the IC subscale, the two most significant differences were identified in “[I
believe that my participation in a bilingual programme] will improve my ability to
adapt to different cultural contexts” (U=602.500, p=0.0043) and “[I believe that my
participation in a bilingual programme] will favour my understanding and acceptance
of others (U=671.500, p=0.0179). In the case of PC, the most significant differences
were found in [I believe that my participation in a bilingual programme improves] my
oral production (U=560.500, p=0.0001) and “[I believe that my participation in a
bilingual programme improves] my oral comprehension” (U=595.000, p=0.0003).

The interrelationship between IC and PC was computed (p < 0.001, r=0.499954),
and the correlation coefficients among items are presented in Table 4. In all cases,
correlation coefficients are statistically significant (p < 0.005). There exist significant
positive correlations across all items.

Table 4

Spearman correlations across items IC and PC items

Oral List. ~ Written Reading Mediat. Vocab. Pronunc.
prod. Comp Prod Comp.
Citizen of the world 37975 24820 .39298 36612 .32929 .30005 .35636
Unders. & accept.

45340 32764 41325 .37292 .36412 .36693 .39801
others

Adapt. Cultural context .58718 .45340 .46898 .48908 .43507 .54180 .54471
Willing to live abroad 55772 41643 .48826 49140 .50470 .56495 .57431
Know. other cultures .61499 43482 46017 .5054 .51521 .58605 .54733
Access to cult. prod. .64419 56973 .54516 .53998 .58945 .62532 .56570
Empathy 47093 41655 46237 .43088 .47033 .40526 .46069
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As observed, the highest correlations are found between the perception that a BP
will give access to more cultural products and the perception that the program will
improve their oral production and vocabulary. In addition, very high correlations are
found between the perception that a BP will improve knowledge of other cultures and,
again the items related to oral production and vocabulary. Similarly, the Spearman
correlations confirmed that the perception that the BP will help them adapt to a wider
variety of contexts correlates significantly with pronunciation and vocabulary.

Discussion and Conclusions

This study set out to investigate the usefulness of bilingual education from the point
of view of bilingual prospective teachers. Significant results were obtained.

Regarding the first research question (RQ1), our findings show that the scores for
IC ranged from 6.97753 (SD=2.82432) to 8.20225 (SD=2.32662), with only one score
over 8: “[My participation in a bilingual program] will give me access to a variety of
cultural products”. While the scores are not exactly low, it was anticipated that there
would be more items with scores above 8. This result may be attributed to insufficient
chances for the reflection and consideration of cultural variances. Appreciation for
cultural differences does not just appear; institutions must implement programs to
fosterit (He etal.,, 2017; Knight & de Wit, 2018). In PC, the highest scores were detected
in the two items related to speaking —oral production and pronunciation— followed
by vocabulary. These results partly coincide with those reported by Barrios and Lopez-
Gutiérrez (2023), whose participants, also bilingual pre-service teachers from Spain,
believed their participation in a BP had helped them to improve, above all, the skills of
speaking and writing. Likewise, the participants in the study by Hernandez-Nanclares
and Jiménez-Munoz (2017), Spanish students of economics and business, reported that
the BP had made the greatest impact on pronunciation and the understanding of
specialised texts.

No significant gender differences were found in any of the dimensions. These
findings differ from those of Solhaug and Kristensen (2020) with upper secondary
students and Izquierdo (2022) with university students, which showed that women
scored significantly higher than men in perceived empathy and intercultural
sensitivity. Similarly, most of previous studies showed that women tend to excel over
men in areas related to language acquisition (Dong et al., 2023; Wucherer & Reiterer,
2016). One possible reason for our results could be the significant imbalance between
the groups.

The impact of bilingual instruction at the primary education level proved to be
scant (RQ2). Only the self-perceived levels of improvement in the understanding and
acceptance of others and in oral comprehension were significantly higher for
participants who had received a bilingual education at that education level. This
implies that prior experience in a BP does not necessarily shape students’ perceptions,
which contrasts with findings from previous literature indicating that greater exposure
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to a foreign language would theoretically benefit both competences (Artieda et al.,
2020; Munoz, 2015). However, the quality of both exposure and instruction plays a
major role in the success of the BP, and that falls out of the scope of this study.

As for the effect of international programs (RQ3), our results show that students
who had participated in international programs perceived themselves as more
interculturally and plurilingually competent than those participants who had not.
These results are congruent with those in the study by Liu (2019) involving Chinese
university students, whose levels of IC also increased after participating in a mobility
program. The results partially align with those in Izquierdo (2018), whose participants,
Spanish university students, improved their ability to see similarities between cultures
but not differences. In this regard, Mittelmeier et al. (2023) note that it is essential to
comprehend the impact of international programs on students, as their effect on
educational results is frequently presumed and overlooked.

Participants with linguistic accreditation above B2 exhibited higher levels of self-
perceived intercultural and plurilingual competences (RQ4). These findings are
consistent with those of the studies by Sia and Dewaele (2006) and Zubrzycki (2019),
each with participants of different profiles. It is true, however, that there might have
been learners with a level higher than B2 and no certification, but that falls outside the
scope of this study.

The concept of plurilingualism as defined by the CEFR extends beyond mere
language proficiency; it includes the dynamic interaction between language and
culture. From this standpoint, the individual is viewed as a social participant,
possessing different levels of proficiency in various languages and diverse cultural
experiences (Coste et al,, 2009). The cross-cultural exposure of plurilinguals can enrich
both their IC (Kharkhurin et al.,, 2023) and their repertoire of linguistic resources
(Beacco etal., 2016). In our study, the plurilingual dimension did not include any item
related to culture; however, the intercultural and the plurilingual dimensions were
correlated (RQ5), with some items exhibiting very strong associations. For example,
those prospective teachers who perceive that their participation in a BP will give them
access to more cultural products also perceive an improvement in their vocabulary in
different languages, which corroborates the idea that culture and language are strongly
interconnected. This aligns with the findings of Eren (2024) in his study with pre-
service and in-service teachers from Turkey, which confirmed a strong and
interconnected relationship between language and cultural awareness. These findings
underscore the intersection of language and culture, especially within educational
settings. Galante (2022) also offered empirical support for the inseparability of
language and culture.

To conclude, research has made significant progress in exploring bilingual
university students’ competences, but further research is required. As the focus of
language education research shifts from monolingualism to bilingualism, it is
necessary to gather data on plurilingual and intercultural trends. Both the intercultural
and the plurilingual competences have been identified as key markers of teachers’
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professional identity (Estaji & Rahimi, 2018; Hanesov4, 2015; Riickl, 2021; Sierens et
al, 2018) as they are the competences needed to work in intricate educational
environments and tackle all forms of diversity and discrimination.

The results obtained in this study’s analysis of prospective teachers’ perceptions
contribute to shaping a vision of bilingual teacher-training degree programs. These
perceptions are determined, to a certain extent, by previous bilingual-related
experiences. Two main ideas should be considered when dealing with perceptions.
First, and as Marti and Portolés (2019, p. 20) pointed out, “student-teacher training is
mediated by student teachers’ beliefs”; and second, it is difficult to modify beliefs (Borg,
2011). Therefore, assuming that teachers with high levels of perceived competences in
both areas are more likely to adopt intercultural and plurilingual pedagogies in their
future classrooms (Sierens et al., 2018), it is hoped that the indicators provided in this
study help authorities, teacher trainers and practitioners recognise the need for
intervention programs that encourage the improvement of these competences.
Reflection can help both pre-service and in-service teachers climb the ladder of their
professional skills (Escobar, 2010). In this regard, and as put forward by Pilotti et al.
(2015), it is also important to consider that the value learners place on their bilingual
education might influence how they maintain or even enhance the benefits derived
from it.

Limitations

Despite the relevant insights provided by the present study, some limitations need
to be highlighted. First, the study did not have an equivalent non-bilingual group, which
would have helped to offer more conclusive results. Additionally, the data were
collected from only four public universities in Spain. Thus, even though there were four
autonomous communities involved, the findings may not generalise to teacher trainees
in other institutions. The third limitation is related to the cross-sectional design
employed. With no measure of the initial level of self-perceived intercultural and
plurilingual competences, it is impossible to know if the observed differences are due
to pre-existing differences or to the degree itself. However, within the framework of
our project, additional participants will be engaged to offer a more expansive view and
to try to better identify learners’ perceptions at different stages of their bilingual
education, which will provide a more precise picture of bilingualism in Spain.
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