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Abstract 
As a consequence of the global phenomenon of the internationalization of higher education, the 
University of A Coruña offers several multilingual degrees as many Spanish universities do. Specifically, 
in the Faculty of Science the degree in Biology can be studied in the official languages (Spanish and 
Galician) and in English. Among the subjects offered in English is Physics, which is a first-year subject. 
The students of Physics are divided into eight small groups, one of which is the English-taught group. 
This group is composed of approximately a dozen students, most of them domestic students. As said, 
it seems unquestionable the multitude of advantages of studying at an internationalised university, 
however on this occasion we wish to explore a different side of this phenomenon. The aim of this work 
is to examine whether to study the subject of Physics in a non-native language is a serious handicap for 
the student. Therefore, in this communication a comparative study of the academic performance in the 
subject of Physics between the group formed by domestic students enrolled in the English-taught degree 
in Biology and the group of students who have preferred to study in their own mother tongue is 
presented. For this purpose, the average grades obtained by students of both groups who passed the 
subject throughout the four academic years of implementation of the multilingual degree have been 
computed and compared. 

Taking into account that the learning aims, contents, planning, methodologies and assessments were 
the same, the overall comparison carried out indicates that the grades obtained by both groups do not 
present significant differences. Thus, using a 10-point grading scale, the average grades computed were 
6.6 (English-taught group) and 6.5 (Spanish-taught group). However, the percentage of students who 
passed the subject has turned out to be significantly different in both groups, being 79% and 54% 
respectively. 

In conclusion, the results obtained in this comparative study seem to indicate that for Spanish students 
of the University of A Coruña: a) studying Physics in a foreign language does not represent an important 
handicap and b) the domestic students who enrol in the English-taught degree in Biology are students 
with better academic performance than the average. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
In recent years, the internationalization of higher education has become a global phenomenon [1-2]. 
Universities around the world have been developing international programmes, partnerships and 
opportunities for their staff and students. Far beyond recruiting students that can help subsidize the 
universities, being international provides benefits such as the chance to learn foreign languages and to 
gain multicultural experiences to be tolerant and able to collaborate with team members from other 
cultures [3]. 

In this context, as many Spanish universities do, the University of A Coruña offers several multilingual 
degrees, having at least 40% English content. Specifically, in the Faculty of Science the Bachelor’s 
Degree in Biology can be studied in the official languages (Spanish and Galician) and in English. Among 
the subjects offered in English is Physics, which is a first-year subject held in second semester. As 
shown in Table 1, throughout the four years of implementation of the multilingual degree, the number of 
students enrolled in Physics has been kept constant and mainly composed by Spaniards. 

As mentioned, it seems unquestionable the multitude of advantages of studying at an internationalised 
university, however on this occasion we wish to explore a different side of this phenomenon The aim of 
this work is to examine whether or not to study the subject of Physics in a non-native language is a 
serious handicap for the student. 
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Table 1. Number of students enrolled in the Bachelor's Degree in Biology at University of A Coruña per 
academic year distributed as a function of the language spoken in class. 

Academic 
year Language spoken Number of students 

enrolled 
Number of foreign 

students 

2014-15 
Spanish 119  
English 12 1 

2015-16 
Spanish 120  
English 7 0 

2016-17 
Spanish 107  
English 9 2 

2017-18 
Spanish 85  

English 17 0 

Therefore, in this communication a comparative study of the academic performance in the subject of 
Physics between the group formed by domestic students enrolled in the English-taught degree in Biology 
(EG) and the group of students who have decided to study in their own language (SG) is presented. In 
order to achieve consistency, the comparison was performed for groups with the same learning aims, 
contents, planning, methodologies and assessments. With this in mind, the average grades obtained by 
students of both groups who passed the subject throughout the four academic years of full 
implementation of the multilingual degree (from 2014-15 to 2017-2018) have been computed and 
compared. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
Before explaining in detail the methodology followed in this study, it is necessary to state the teaching 
methodologies, types of assessments and the distribution of the students in order to understand the 
results presented in next section. Thus, as shown in Table 2, the students of Physics, whatever the 
teaching language, were divided into different groups depending on the teaching methodology. 

Table 2. Average distribution of students by teaching methodology throughout 
 the period studied as function of the teaching language. 

 
 
GROUP 

Lecture Seminar Laboratory 

Number of 
groups 

Average number 
of students per 

group 

Average 
number of 

groups 

Average number 
of students per 

group 
Number of 

groups 

Average number 
of students per 

group 

SG 2 54 7 15 7 15 
EG 1 11 1 11 1 11 

SG: students enrolled in the Spanish-taught degree. EG: students enrolled in the English-taught degree. 

As said, several types of assessments were carried out and all of them were common for both groups, 
EG and SG. Table 3 presents the types of assessment used in Physics attached to the corresponding 
weighting. 

Once known how the subject is structured and how the groups of students are distributed, we proceed 
to explain the methodology used in this work. To achieve our goal, it was carried out a statistical analysis 
based on the average grades (arithmetic mean) obtained by the students in their assessments and on 
the average global grade (as a result of weighting all the assessment methodologies) over four academic 
years. Finally, the results were compared for both groups. 
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Table 3. Types of assessments and weighted scale. 

 
GROUP 

Weighting (%) 

Exams Class 
participation 

Laboratory 
assignments Homework 

SG 
70 5 15 10 

EG 
SG: students enrolled in the Spanish-taught degree.  
EG: students enrolled in the English-taught degree. 

3 RESULTS 
The arithmetic means obtained for this study are presented in two parts, corresponding to partial and 
global grades. Note that the results reported in both parts corresponds to average grades obtained by 
the students who passed the subject. 

3.1 Average grades disaggregated 
Using a 10-point grading scale, Table 4 reports the average grades obtained by the students of SG and 
EG disaggregated in each type of assessment and academic year. As observed, the differences 
between both groups do not exceed 10%, save for the grades corresponding to laboratory assignments 
and homework in 2016-17 though with a negligible relevance in the average. 

Table 4. Average grades obtained by the students who passed the subject disaggregated 
 in types of assessments and academic years. 

Academic 
Year GROUP 

Grade disaggregated (10-point grading scale) 

Exams 
(70%) 

Class participation 
(5%) 

Laboratory assignments 
(15%) 

Homework 
(10%) 

2014-15 
SG 3,93 0,47 1,16 0,83 

EG 4,37 0,50 1,28 0,83 

2015-16 
SG 4,26 0,47 1,21 0,74 

EG 3,73 0,49 1,15 0,83 

2016-17 
SG 4,01 0,48 1,23 0,70 

EG 4,12 0,46 1,06 0,91 

2017-18 
SG 4,34 0,47 1,20 0,69 

EG 4,51 0,50 1,21 0,81 
SG: students enrolled in the Spanish-taught degree. EG: students enrolled in the English-taught degree. 

3.2 Average global grades 
Table 5 shows the average global grade obtained by the students of SG and EG who passed the Physics 
computed weighting all the assessment methodologies throughout the academic years 2014-15, 2015-
16, 2016-17 and 2017-18. 

In addition to the average global grades, Table 5 reports the percentage of students who finally passed 
the subject. The results obtained showed that there are no significant differences between the average 
global grades obtained by the students of SG and EG suggesting that the teaching language does not 
appear to be an inconvenience for taking Physics. On the other hand, the percentage of students who 
passed Physics has presented an important difference suggesting that the domestic students who enrol 
in the English-taught degree in Biology are students with better academic performance than the average. 
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Table 5. Average global grade obtained by the students who passed the subject throughout four 
academic years and percentage of students who passed the subject. 

GROUP Average global grade 
(10-point grading scale) 

Percentage of students 
who passed the subject 

(%) 

SG 6,55 54 

EG 6,63 79 
SG: students enrolled in the Spanish-taught degree. EG: students enrolled in the English-taught degree. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
A basic statistical study was carried out to examine whether to study the subject of Physics in a non-
native language is a serious handicap for the students enrolled in the degree in Biology offered in the 
University of A Coruña. 

Taking into account that the learning aims, contents, planning, methodologies and assessments were 
the same, the overall comparison carried out indicates that the grades obtained by both groups do not 
present significant differences. Thus, using a 10-point grading scale, the average grades computed were 
6.6 (English-taught group) and 6.5 (Spanish-taught group). However, the percentage of students who 
passed the subject has turned out to be significantly different in both groups, being 79% and 54% 
respectively. 

In conclusion, the results obtained in this comparative study seem to indicate that for Spanish students 
of the University of A Coruña: a) studying Physics in English does not represent an important handicap 
and b) the domestic students who enrol in the English-taught degree in Biology are students with better 
academic performance than the average. 
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