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Introduction

Catalonia is a region in Spain with a strong national identity. Since the beginning
of the 1980s, it has had an autonomous government with exclusive powers in
areas such as education or health. Historically speaking, the language of the
population was Catalan, but due to the successive migratory waves from other
parts in Spain since the beginning of the 20th century until the mid-1980s, the
family language of the population has changed drastically. A public-opinion poll
of the linguistic usage in Catalonia carried out in 2003 showed that 40.4% of the
population had Catalan as initial language and 53.5% had Spanish. The rest of
the population was either initially bilingual (2.8%) or spoke other languages
(3.3%) (Torres 2005). Both Catalan and Spanish are official languages in
Catalonia.

At the beginning of the 1980s an important movement was initiated in the
educational system to ensure that pupils would have a good knowledge of both
Catalan and Spanish, the two official languages, when finishing compulsory
secondary education. From a sociolinguistic perspective, each language had a
different status. Consequently, the people who had Catalan as initial language
were bilingual Catalan-Spanish, whereas those who had Spanish as initial
language could remain monolingual. That is why one of the educational system’s
aims was to secure that all pupils became bilingual.

Following Lambert (1974), Catalan was incorporated as the main language of
teaching and learning and the educational system was organised on the basis of
two different programmes: programmes of maintenance of the family language
directed at infants who spoke Catalan, and linguistic immersion programmes
directed at infants who spoke Spanish.” Twenty-five years later the results of this
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design have proved to be positive and the proposed objectives have been
achieved for the greater part (Vila 2005a).

However, from the late 1990s onwards things have gradually changed. Due to
migratory processes in the last ten years the immigrant population has increased
so that nowadays there are around one million immigrants® who represent 13%
of the population in Catalonia. In the same way, the characteristics of the pupil
population have modified. Together with Catalan and Spanish other languages
are spoken of which Mandarin, Punjabi, Soninke, Arabic, Amazigh and
Rumanian are the most common. We do not have exact data, but it is estimated
that around 80 000 pupils in compulsory education speak a family language
which is not Catalan or Spanish.

The situation is currently very different to what it was at the beginning of the
1980s when the reorganisation of the educational system in Catalonia was
implemented. Actually, the bilingual organisation of the school system was
introduced according to criteria which guaranteed success. However, the present
situation is different. The linguistic heterogeneity of the pupils as well as the
degree of command of the school language have increased considerably. At the
moment, one can easily find pupils who started school at the age of three and
pupils who have just arrived to the country and do not know the school language
in the same classroom. Besides, a great number of pupils are presently being
schooled in a programme that pertains to the changing of the home and school
language and differs considerably from the linguistic immersion programmes
addressed to native speakers of Spanish. As a matter of fact, these home
languages are completely absent from the school programme (Vila 2005b).

For reasons mentioned above, an ethnographic study was introduced three
years ago with a three-fold objective:

1. to learn how the pupils’ family languages are present within the school
context;

2. to learn about the acquisition process of the school language and the
characteristics of educational practice which make it possible;

3. to carry out educational proposals in order to improve the situation.

In this paper the focus is on the characteristics of language distribution in the school
environment, as well as the development of and the connection between language
and identity as they are perceived and as they function in the school context.

Methodology

The school is a nursery and primary school with two classrooms for each grade.

Each classroom has a tutor teacher and professional teachers for English, music

lessons and physical education. The school also has a linguistic support

classroom where pupils who have started late spend a certain number of hours
182 per week in small groups to learn the Catalan language. The language of
instruction is Catalan and Spanish is taught as a subject from the second grade of
primary school.
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