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THEORIZING TRANSLANGUAGING FOR EDUCATORS*  
 

Ofelia García 

 

 
This guide offers you practical assistance on how to use translanguaging to help facilitate more effective learning of 

content and language by bilingual students. But you might not have heard of translanguaging before, or you might not 

understand what it means, and how it differs from other pedagogical approaches for teaching bilingual students. This 

introduction to translanguaging will help you see that: 

 

1. Translanguaging challenges monolingual assumptions that permeate current language education policy and 

instead treats bilingual discourse as the norm. 

 

2. Translanguaging refers to pedagogical practices that use bilingualism as resource, rather than ignore it or perceive 

it as a problem. 

 

3. Translanguaging goes beyond traditional notions of bilingualism and second language teaching and learning. 

 

4. Translanguaging describes the practices of all students and educators who use bilingualism as a resource. 

 

The introduction ends by giving you other sources to expand your theoretical understanding of translanguaging.  

 

 

1.  TRANSLANGUAGING AS NORMAL BILINGUAL DISCOURSE  

 

What is translanguaging? 

 

Translanguaging refers to the language practices of bilingual people. If youôve ever been present in the home of a 

bilingual family, you will notice that many language practices are used. Sometimes the children are speaking one 

language, and the parents another, even to each other! Often both languages are used to include friends and family 

members who may not speak one language or the other, and to engage all. If a question is asked, and someone gets up to 

consult Google for the answer, family members write in the search box items in one or another language, and often in 

both, to compare answers from different sites. In an English-Spanish bilingual home the television might be tuned into an 

English-language channel, while the radio may be blasting a Spanish-language show. But if you listen closely to the radio 

program, you will notice that the call-ins are not always in Spanish. Sometimes theyôre in English only, with the radio 

announcer negotiating the English for the Spanish-speaking audience. But many times, the radio announcer also reflects 

the language practices of a bilingual speaker, with features of Spanish and English fluidly used to narrate an event, explain 

a process, inform listeners, or sell a product.  Indeed what is taking place in this bilingual family, their flexible use of their 

linguistic resources to make meaning of their lives and their complex worlds, is what we call translanguaging.  

 

But isnôt translanguaging what others call ñcode-switchingò? 

 

Absolutely not! Notice that translanguaging is not simply going from one language code to another. The notion of code-

switching assumes that the two languages of bilinguals are two separate monolingual codes that could be used without 

reference to each other. Instead, translanguaging posits that bilinguals have one linguistic repertoire from which they 

select features strategically to communicate effectively. That is, translanguaging takes as it starting point the language 

practices of bilingual people as the norm, and not the language of monolinguals, as described by traditional usage books 

and grammars. 

 

What is the relationship of translanguaging to language?  

 

Translanguaging takes the position that language is action and practice, and not a simple system of structures and discreet 

sets of skills. Thatôs why translanguaging uses an ïing form, emphasizing the action and practice of languaging 

bilingually.  
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Isnôt translanguaging a temporary discourse practice out of which people transition when theyôre fully bilingual?  

 

Absolutely not. There are no balanced bilinguals that use their languages in exactly the same ways. Rather bilinguals 

adapt their language practices to the particular communicative situation in which they find themselves in order to optimize 

communication and understanding. As with the family at the beginning of this Question/Answer section, translanguaging 

is the norm in bilingual families. And bilingual families do not stop translanguaging.  

 

Is translanguaging a valid discursive practice? 

 

Indeed. The most important language practice of bilinguals now and especially in the future is their ability to use language 

fluidly, to translanguage in order to make meaning beyond one or two languages. Translanguaging builds the flexibility in 

language practices that would make students want to try out other language practices, increasing the possibilities of 

becoming multilingual. 

 

Translanguaging is not something that those who do not know do. It does not connote ignorance, or alien status, or 

foreignness. On the contrary. translanguaging is a language practice of the many bilingual American students in our 

classrooms.  

  
 

2. TRANSLANGUAGING AS PEDAGOGICAL STRATEGIES THAT USE BILINGUALISM AS RESOURCE  

 

But if translanguaging refers to the discourse practices of bilinguals, how is it that this guide uses translanguaging 

as a pedagogical strategy? 

 

This guide both leverages translanguaging as the discourse practices of bilinguals, as well as develops translanguaging 

pedagogical strategies that use the entire linguistic repertoire of bilingual students flexibly in order to teach both rigorous 

content and language for academic use.  

 

How does translanguaging help students develop language for academic purposes?  

 

All teaching uses language to communicate concepts and to develop academic uses of language. Usually the language of 

instruction is similar to that of the studentsô home, and although differences exist, there is some continuity. But in the case 

of bilingual students, the language used in either monolingual or bilingual programs breaks abruptly with their range of 

language practices. For bilingual students to develop the language practices used in academic contexts they must practice 

those uses, regardless of whether they can use the form required in school. Translanguaging affords the opportunity to use 

home language practices, different as they may be from those of school, to practice the language of school, and thus to 

eventually also use the appropriate form of language.  

 

Just as a Major League baseball pitcher develops his expert pitching form through practice, language users must develop 

their forms through practice. Translanguaging strategies enable bilinguals to incorporate the language practices of school 

into their own linguistic repertoire.  If students cannot appropriate the language practices of academic work as their own, 

they cannot possibly develop fitting language for this work. 

 

In what ways does translanguaging offer teachers ways to teach rigorous content to bilingual students?  

 

All learners must ñtake upò the concepts taught, as well as the language used in school. If students do not understand the 

language in which theyôre taught, they cannot possibly understand the content and learn. Translanguaging provides a way 

to make rigorous content instruction comprehensible. Translanguaging as a pedagogical strategy offers more direct ways 

to teach rigorous content, at the same time that academic uses of language are developed.  

 

By using collaborative group work and multilingual partners, translanguaging extends and deepens the thinking of 

students. The expansion of available multilingual resources for teaching opens up worlds, experiences, and possibilities. 

And the ability to read and write multilingual texts enables students to gain different perspectives. Translanguaging  

simply has the potential to expand thinking and understanding. 
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Isnôt it better to teach any language solely through that language? Shouldnôt English only be used to teach 

English? Shouldnôt Spanish only be used when teaching Spanish?  

 

For many years this was the assumption. And this assumption has been the basis of many bilingual education and English 

as a second language programs. But in the last two decades, international research has conclusively established that new 

language practices only emerge in interrelationship with old language practices. Thus, bilingual education programs, as 

well as English as a second language programs, are creating opportunities for students to use their entire linguistic 

repertoire and not just part of it to develop bilingualism and/or develop language practices that conform to the academic 

uses of language in school, as well as to learn rigorous content. 

 

How does translanguaging as a pedagogical tool affirm the identities of bilingual students?  

 

A bilingual person is not two monolinguals in one, with each language linked to a separate culture. Instead a bilingual 

person is one person with complex language and cultural practices that are fluid and changing depending on the particular 

situation and the local practice. Translanguaging supports the ability of bilingual students to have multiple identities that 

are not exactly like those constructed in monolingual contexts or in other contexts. It actually buttresses the multiple and 

fluid identities of bilingual students.  

 

Why is translanguaging particularly effective with bilingual students? 

 

Bilingual studentsô language practices, in English or their home languages, are often stigmatized. For example, many US 

Latino students are told that they speak ñSpanglish,ò connoting poor command of the language, when the features that US 

Latinos display may have more to do with normal contact with English. Translanguaging permits studentsô and teachersô 

to acknowledge and use the full range of linguistic practices of bilinguals, and to use these practices for improved 

teaching and learning. 

 

How does translanguaging help students develop metalinguistic awareness? 

 

Putting language practices alongside each other makes possible for students to explicitly notice language features, an 

awareness needed to develop linguistic abilities.  

 

Is translanguaging as a pedagogical practice a simple scaffold that should be removed once students become 

bilingual? 

 

Absolutely not. As the many strategies shown in this guide, translanguaging is a pedagogical strategy that should be used 

to build on bilingual studentsô strengths, to help them use language and literacy in more academic ways, to pose 

challenging material, to notice differences in language, and to develop bilingual voices.    

 

How can translanguaging alleviate some of the inequities that bilingual students face in monolingual education 

systems and even in some bilingual education programs? 

 

In most bilingual situations, one language group is more powerful than the other. Keeping the two languages separate at 

all times creates a linguistic hierarchy with one language considered the powerful majority language, and the other 

minoritized. But by making use of flexible language practices, translanguaging releases ways of speaking that are often 

very much controlled and silenced.  When new voices are released, histories of subjugation are brought forth, building a 

future of equity and social justice.  

 

How does translanguaging fit with the Common Core State Standards? 

 

Translanguaging provides a way of ensuring that emergent bilingual students receive the rigorous education that will 

allow them to meet Common Core State Standards, even when their English language is not fully developed. In fact, this 

guide indexes the Common Core State Standards that go with each strategy in the side-bar. In addition, the theory of 

translanguaging fits well with the theory of language as action that is contained in the Common Core State Standards.  

Translanguaging offers bilingual students the possibility of being able to gather, comprehend, evaluate, synthesize and 
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report on information and ideas using text-based evidence; engage with complex texts, not only literary but informational; 

and write to persuade, explain and convey real or imaginary experience, even as their English is developing.  

 

 

3.  TRANSLANGUAGING BEYOND TRADITIONAL BILINGUALISM AND SECOND LANGUAGE 

TEACHING AND LEARNING  

 

How is translanguaging different from additive bilingualism?  

 

In the 20
th
 century, bilingualism was seen as ñadditive,ò as the simple sum of two languages. But additive bilingualism 

doesnôt capture the complexity of a bilingualôs linguistic repertoire. As we said before, a bilingualôs language repertoire is 

not made up of two distinct and separate languages that are linearly and separately acquired and used. Bilinguals are not 

two monolinguals in one, and bilingualism is not simply the sum of one language and the other. Ofelia García speaks of 

dynamic bilingualism in describing the complex language practices of bilinguals, shedding the notion of additive 

bilingualism, and recognizing translanguaging as a bilingual discursive norm.  

 

How does dynamic bilingualism relate to translanguaging? 

  

In the 1980s Jim Cummins posited that there was an interdependence, a Common Underlying Proficiency, among the 

languages of bilinguals. Cummins and other scholars view bilingual competence from a cognitive perspective. But the 

concept of dynamic bilingualism refers to a bilingual competence that is not based on cognitive differences, but on the 

different practices of bilinguals. Dynamic bilingualism refers to the repertoire of bilingual language practices that can only 

emerge and expand in interrelationship with each other and through practice and socialization. Dynamic bilingualism is 

enacted precisely through translanguaging.  

 

Dynamic bilingualism values the complexity of the language practices of bilinguals, as it recognizes the ability of 

bilinguals to adapt to the communicative situation of the particular moment. Translanguaging is the enactment of this 

dynamic bilingualism. 

 

How can translanguaging help in sustaining a minoritized language? 

 

Translanguaging recognizes and values the language diversity and multilingualism of the community, while enabling 

students to practice their home languages and literacies. Actually translanguaging, more than any other practice or 

pedagogy, sustains home language practices. Notice that weôre here speaking of sustainability of language practices, and 

not of simple language maintenance. Because we view language as practice, we believe that minoritized languages in 

bilingual communities must be practiced in interaction with their plural social, economic and political contexts. It is not 

enough to maintain the static languages of the past. It is important to bring these practices into a bilingual future.  

 

How does translanguaging disrupt the idea of second languages and first or native languages? 

 

The academic literature often refers to second language teaching, second language learning, second language learners, 

second language acquisition. These students are told they have ñfirst languagesò and ñnative languages.ò Translanguaging 

disrupts all these concepts. First, by insisting that there is one linguistic repertoire, students are seen as being positioned in 

different points of a bilingual continuum and not as possessors of a ñnativeò or ñfirstò language, acquiring a ñsecondò one. 

Second, by focusing on the linguistic continuum to which bilinguals have access, translanguaging goes beyond categories 

of language, whether English, French or others, and first or second. Third, by insisting that the bilingual practices of 

translanguaging are what bilinguals do with language, translanguaging disrupts the hierarchy that place ñnativeò English 

speakers as having English, and thus superior to those who are acquiring English as a ñsecondò language. 

Translanguaging permits bilinguals to appropriate all language practices as their very own, including those in English, and 

those for academic purposes.  

 

How does translanguaging disrupt the idea of ñheritageò languages? 

 

By placing dynamic bilingualism at the center of language use, translanguaging disrupts the idea that the minoritized 

language is only a ñheritageò language that is static in form, as used in the past. As part of a bilingual repertoire, speakers 
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select features that are socially assigned to one language or the other, bringing all language practices into a bilingual 

future.  Translanguaging permits speakers to appropriate all language practices as their very own, and use them in 

bilingual contexts, including the language other than English that now becomes part of a bilingual repertoire and is not 

simply assigned to the category of ñheritage,ò taught only in heritage language classes. Instead, these practices in the 

language other than English are used in interaction with English throughout the childôs education.  

 

4. STUDENTS AND EDUCATORS AND TRANSLANGUAGING AS RESOURCE 

 

Which students would benefit from translanguaging as a pedagogical strategy?   

 

All students would benefit from the translanguaging instructional contexts and strategies offered in this guide. For 

students who speak but one language at home, these translanguaging strategies would ñawakenò them to language 

diversity, and would build the linguistic tolerance the world needs, and the linguistic flexibility that would enable them to 

learn additional languages throughout their lives. For students who speak languages other than English, besides English, at 

home, these translanguaging strategies would validate their home language practices, even when there is no instruction in 

their home languages. For those who are developing an additional language like English, those we call emergent 

bilinguals, these translanguaging strategies may be the only way to teach rigorous academic content, as well as developing 

language.  

 

What is the difference between referring to students who are developing English as emergent bilinguals, rather 

than English language learners?  

 

Our conceptualization of language as practice and of translanguaging as languaging bilingually makes us understand that 

it is impossible to simply be a learner of any language, without incorporating features of the new language into one 

linguistic repertoire. Thus, language learners are not simply ñaddingò a ñsecondò language. Instead, new language 

practices are emerging as students become bilingual. Speaking about emergent bilinguals reminds us that by developing 

the new language features that make up English, students who are learning English are indeed becoming bilingual. 

Understanding this simple fact would mean that all educators, and not just bilingual ones, would need to understand 

bilingualism and leverage translanguaging in instruction.  

 

When do students stop being emergent bilinguals? 

 

According to our view of language as action, a speaker never ñhasò a language, never stops learning how to use it, 

especially as life experiences change. That is why college students take English as a subject since their use of English 

becomes more complex. A speaker only uses or performs a language according to the opportunities or affordances he or 

she is given. Thus, weôre all emergent bilinguals in certain situations, at certain times.  

 

Why is translanguaging particularly important in the education of emergent bilinguals?  

 

Emergent bilinguals are at the initial points of the continuum of bilingualism. Thus, they are unable to understand 

instruction in another language. Translanguaging facilitates comprehension and allows emergent bilinguals to tackle 

challenging academic tasks in a language they are yet developing.  

Which types of educators are able to enact translanguaging? 

 

Just as translanguaging strategies would be beneficial for all students, translanguaging strategies can be carried out by all 

educators, although their use might differ as strategies are adapted to the types of students they teach and their own 

strengths. Both bilingual and monolingual teachers can carry out translanguaging strategies if they consider the 

bilingualism of their students a resource for teaching and learning. All that is needed is a bit of good will, a willingness to 

let go of total teacher control, and the taking up of the position of learner, rather than of teacher. The beauty of 

translanguaging strategies is that they can be carried out by different teachers in many different classroom contexts ïï 

monolingual general education classrooms, bilingual classrooms, English as a second language classrooms, even foreign 

language classrooms! 

 

 

MORE ABOUT TRANSLANGUAGING  
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Where can I read more about translanguaging? 

 

The term translanguaging was first used in Welsh by Cen Williams to refer to a pedagogical practice where students 

alternate languages for the purposes of reading and writing or for receptive or productive use. Ofelia García used the term 

and expanded it in her book, Bilingual Education in the 21
st
 century: A global perspective (2009). Malden, MA and 

Oxford: Wiley/Blackwell. The theoretical underpinnings of translanguaging are further developed in her other work that 

can be found in www.ofeliagarcia.org. Many authors are now using translanguaging as a conceptual tool to better 

understand the language practices of bilinguals and the teaching strategies that must accompany those practices. In 

particular, we refer the reader to the work of Adrian Blackledge, Suresh Canagarajah, Angela Creese, Jim Cummins, 

Nancy Hornberger, Li Wei and Peter Sayer. Following are some of the essential readings to expand on your 

understandings of translanguaging from a more theoretical perspective.  

 

Blackledge, Adrian and Creese, Angela. 2010. Multilingualism. London: Continuum. 

Canagarajah, Suresh. 2011. Codemeshing in academic writing: Identifying teachable strategies of translanguaging. The 

Modern Language Journal 95(iii): 401-417.  

Creese, Adrian and Blackledge, Adrian. 2010. Translanguaging in the bilingual classroom: A pedagogy for learning and 

teaching? Modern Language Journal 94 (i), 103-115. 

Cummins, Jim. 2007. Rethinking monolingual instructional strategies in multilingual classrooms. Canadian Journal of 

Applied Linguistics, 10 (2): 221-240. 

García, Ofelia. 2009. Bilingual education in the 21
st
 century: A global perspective. Malden, MA and Oxford: 

Blackwell/Wiley. 

García, Ofelia. 2011 (with Makar, C., Starcevic, M. & Terry, A.).Translanguaging of Latino kindergarteners. In Bilingual 

youth: Spanish in English speaking societies, eds., K. Potowski and J. Rothman, J., 33-55. Amsterdam: John 

Benjamins. 

García, Ofelia. 2011. From language garden to sustainable languaging: Bilingual education in a global world. Perspective. 

A publication of the National Association for Bilingual Education, Sept/Oct 2011, pp. 5 ï 10.  

García, Ofelia. 2013. Theorizing and enacting translanguaging for social justice. In Heteroglossia as practice and 

pedagogy, eds., A. Blackledge and A. Creese. New York: Springer.  

Hornberger, Nancy and H. Link. 2012. Translanguaging and transnational literacies in multilingual classrooms: A 

bilingual lens. International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism 15(3): 261-278.  

Li Wei. 2010. Moment analyses and translanguaging space: Discursive construction of identities by multilingual Chinese 

youth in Britain. Journal of Pragmatics 43(5): 1222-1235. 

Sayer, Peter. Forthcoming. Translanguaging, TexMex, and bilingual pedagogy: Emergent bilinguals learning through the 

vernacular. TESOL Quarterly. 

 

 

   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Iôm grateful to Nelson Flores for his comments on an earlier draft, as well as for his graceful and generous help in 

making this guide a reality.  
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HOW TO USE THIS TRANSLANGUAGING GUIDE:  

THE COLLABORATIVE DESCRIPTIVE INQUIRY PROCESS  
 

Ofelia García 

and  

Laura Ascenzi-Moreno 

 

 
How do I use this guide? 

 

This guide is meant to be read neither in isolation nor from beginning to end in linear fashion.  Just as translanguaging 

itself goes beyond linear conceptualizations of additive bilingualism of individuals, this guide is meant to be used in 

socially dynamic ways. What do we mean by that? We mean that it is intended to be used with others and for the unique 

needs and purposes you identify in your schools.  The first step in using this guide is to decide, in collaboration with your 

other colleagues, school leaders, and parents, what your students and teachersô needs are and which translanguaging 

strategies would best help move your school towards meeting those goals.  The second step is to select some strategies 

from this guide to use either during your common prep time or other consistent professional development time established 

throughout the year for a process of teacher inquiry we call collaborative descriptive inquiry.  

 

What is collaborative descriptive inquiry and how can it support school change? 

 

Collaborative descriptive inquiry is a disciplined process of inquiry derived from the work of Patricia Carini in the 

Prospect Center for Education and Research in the 1980s (also known as Prospect Descriptive Process) and continued to 

this day by many educators, most notably by Cecilia Traugh. The core of the process of collaborative descriptive inquiry 

is the valuing of human capacity to teach and to learn. Through disciplined description of the process of teaching and 

learning, a group can collaboratively make the complexity of the classroom reality more visible, and enlarge 

understandings that can generate ideas for collective action.  

 

Collaborative descriptive inquiry supports school change in two major ways.  One is that through this process a supportive 

and collegial environment is established and maintained.  This type of environment is crucial to making school changes 

that are long-lasting and consistent throughout the school.  Secondly, collaborative descriptive inquiry provides you with a 

forum to try out these translanguaging strategies, to improve them, and to reflect on how they support the learning of your 

bilingual students. By putting the studentsô learning at the center, a collaborative descriptive inquiry process combines the 

teaching strategies which are delineated in this guide with the learning of the bilingual child.  

 

What is description?  Why is it important to the collaborative descriptive inquiry process? 

 

Description is at the heart of the collaborative inquiry.  Description allows us to examine teacher practices, student work, 

students, etc. from a perspective steeped in openness and curiosity.  As teachers we are often asked to evaluate.  

Therefore, it is important to understand the difference between description and evaluation.  Statements which are 

embedded with judgmental words and/or not specific can be considered evaluative, rather than descriptive.  For example, 

consider the following evaluative sentences and their descriptive alternatives: 

 

Evaluative: 

¶ Maria is always willing to spend time with new teachers (Use of always is not specific). 

Descriptive: 

¶ Maria stays afterschool until 5 once a week with Janet, a new teacher.  

 

 

Evaluative: 

¶ Henry is a very aggressive boy (Aggressive is evaluative, not descriptive). 

Descriptive: 

¶ When told to put the blocks away, Henry knocked down everyoneôs work.  
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Being descriptive of things, events, and people is very hard work.  The work of the each and every member of the 

collaborative descriptive team is to strive towards description, so that member can consider a particular piece of teacher 

practice, work, or child, with an open mind and consider a range of possibilities in addressing the teaching and learning of 

students.   

 

The sections that follow delineate the steps you must take to build and sustain a collaborative teacher inquiry group. They 

give you step-by-step guidelines of how to launch your collaborative descriptive inquiry at your school. 

 

How do I form the groups and design meeting times? 

 

Á Select the members of a group 

The constitution of the inquiry group should be done strategically according to your needs. In some cases, the 

group would be constituted only of teachers who specialize in the education of emergent bilinguals; that is, 

bilingual and ESL teachers. In other cases, the group would be constituted of different types of teachers at the 

same grade level or grade band. In yet others, the group would consist of teachers of the same subject. And in 

yet others, the group would also include administrators, staff and parents.  

 

Á Establish the size of the group and the parameters of the meeting design 

The group should not consist of more than 8 participants and should not last less than forty-five minutes. It is 

also possible to have more participants in the collaborative descriptive inquiry group if you extend the time. If 

the group is larger than 14, then it is easier to have a ñfish-bowlò setting, with a rotating inner circle of active 

participants, and an outer circle of active listeners. 

 

Á Select a facilitator 

Each group needs a facilitator. The facilitator could rotate on a weekly, bi-weekly or monthly schedule (for 

more information see the section entitled, ñWhat is the role of the facilitator?ò) 

 

Á Define the frequency of meetings 

The inquiry group should meet on a weekly or bi-monthly basis throughout the entire academic year.  

 

Á Decide on types of group needed at your school and membersô participation 

It is possible to have many collaborative descriptive inquiry groups for different functions in one school. 

When schools constitute groups according to different criteria, it is possible for group members to alternate 

attendance to one or the other group.  

 

What is the role of the facilitator? 

 

The facilitator should rotate among members in a group.  Like a conductor, the facilitatorôs role is not to play an 

instrument, but to direct, by paying close attention without interrupting. The facilitatorôs role is to: 

 

Á Remind the group to describe carefully, and others to listen attentively and take notes for clarifying questions. 

Á State the focusing question at the beginning. 

Á Listen attentively and take summarizing notes. 

Á Pull the threads at the end of the description, and mid-way if it is a large group. 

Á Remind participants gently, if needed, that the task is to describe translanguaging strategies for teaching and 

learning. 

Á Direct the clarification questions and answers, and the recommendations. 

Á Thank the participants at the end. 

Á The facilitator also writes and disseminates the notes of the inquiry sessions so as to provide a historical 

record of the movement in the group and of the body of knowledge they have developed over time. Because 

of the burden of this task, this could be a simple log as the one that appears below with the date of the inquiry 

session, the strategy described, the person doing the description & the focusing question, a list of the 

recommendations generated, and any insight about children, teaching and learning that emerges from the 

session. 
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Date Strategy described Person 

describing  

& focusing 

question 

Recommendations Insights 

 

 

What are the steps of the collaborative descriptive inquiry process? 

  

The collaborative descriptive inquiry process consists of three main parts:  description, clarifying questions, and planning 

for the next meeting.  These parts are described in detail below.   

 

I.  Description 

Á Educators would have tried out one agreed-upon strategy for at least a week (for more information, see the 

section entitled, ñHow do I select a strategy to use during collaborative descriptive inquiry?ò  

Á At the time of the meeting, educators sit in a circle.  

Á The facilitator begins the meeting by stating the focus question.   

Á Each week one of the educator-participants is asked to do a full description of of the strategy that they 

selected the prior week. The description should be geared to answering the focusing question. Although the 

focusing question could change according to the groupôs needs, the basic question for the inquiry is:  

Describe in detail how you used this particular translanguaging strategy this week. Be specific. 

Select work from two children in your class with different characteristics done through the 

translanguaging strategy. Bring the studentsô artifacts (oral, written or text) produced through 

translanguaging strategies and describe them fully. Describe what you and the children grappled 

with in translanguaging. 

Á There are no interruptions or questions while the description is taking place. The other participants listen 

carefully and take notes so that they can ask questions when all individuals in the group have taken a turn. 

 (This part should take approximately 1/3 of the inquiry time) 

 

II.   Clarifying questions, the threads, and recommendations 

Á Each participant has a turn asking a clarifying question. The turns are taken in the order in which the group 

members sit. There is no ñskipping around.ò It is possible for a group member to simply ñPass.ò  

Á The educator doing the description listens carefully to the clarifying questions and responds to them at the 

end of the round. This process of posing questions, having a person answering them, and hearing collective 

responses enlarges all the educatorsô own individual understandings. 

Á The facilitator who has been listening attentively and taking notes now summarizes the threads that have 

come up during the description. 

Á Each participant now has a turn making recommendations to the presenter, based on what they have heard, 

and what they themselves have done in their classrooms. Again, the turns are taken in the order in which the 

group members sit; there is no skipping around; and it is possible for a group member to ñPass.ò 

    (This part should take almost 2/3 of the inquiry time, minus 5    

 minutes). 

 

III.  Selecting the next strategy 

Á Members of the group then agree on the strategy that they will try out with their students during the up-

coming week, as well as agree on the facilitator and the person who will do the description and answer the 

focusing question. 

 (This part should take 5 minutes of the inquiry time). 

 

How do I select a strategy to use during collaborative descriptive inquiry? 

 

In order to select a strategy, it is important to choose the type of strategy that the group has interest in pursuing.  For this 

purpose the guide is divided into three parts: 

Part 1: The Translanguaging Classroom 
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Part 2: Content and Literacy Development 

Part 3: Language Development 

 

Á To start, select a strategy from Part 1, another one from Part 2, and another one from Part 3, according to your 

needs. This would help you familiarize yourself with the contents of the guide. 

Á Then select the strategy for your first collaborative descriptive inquiry group.  Please begin with choosing a 

strategy from Part 1. 

Á Communicate to group members the strategy selected. 

 

What meanings emerge from collaborative descriptive inquiry? 

 

Collaborative descriptive inquiry is a disciplined process that seems mechanistic at simple glance, but has deep meanings. 

A collaborative descriptive inquiry process helps a school community take an inquiry stance to their work. Its core is 

composed of collaboration, description, and inquiry.  

 

I. Collaboration 

 

Because collaborative descriptive inquiry is a collaborative process, it calls into question all expert knowledge, 

ensuring that teachers, school leaders including the principal, parents and other staff members participate as equals. 

All voices are included and put alongside each other, ensuring that everyone has a ñsafe spaceò from which to speak, 

without being questioned or interrupted. Through disciplined collaboration, collaborative descriptive inquiry enlarges 

individual understandings, and generates questions and ideas for collaborative action.  

 

II. Description 

 

In addition, collaborative descriptive inquiry uses language descriptively. Description, as we said before, means that 

there is no judgmental or evaluative language used. Instead, the participant describes from her experience, her vantage 

point, being respectful being respectful of the children whose work they describe as makers of their work. Description 

also allows participants to be respectful of each other as educators, makers of their own teaching work.  

 

Being descriptive creates a generous space that enables the group to more easily trust. Being descriptive also helps 

participants focus on what is important ïï the integrity and richness of the work of the teacher who is doing the 

description, as well as that of the student whose work is being described. Looking at work descriptively helps us ask 

the crucial questions: 

 

Á How can educators of bilingual students use translanguaging in order to produce what they are so capable of?  

Á How can bilingual students use translanguaging in order to produce what they are so capable of? 

 

III. Inquiry   
 

Finally the inquiry itself points to a process of grappling with the rough edges of work that characterizes all human 

work. Rather than ñshow and tell,ò this process allows educators to raise questions, to show doubt. In addition, 

collaborative descriptive inquiry values long-looking and listening, as well as being patient, important traits in all 

inquiry and research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



11 

 

ABOUT THIS GUIDE  
 

The scope of this resource: Parts 1, 2, and 3  

This guide is divided into three parts. Part 1 sets the stage and the context for translanguaging work ïï the development 

of a multilingual ecology in the school, the design of instruction and of collaborative work, and the use of multilingual 

resources. Part 2 focuses on using translanguaging strategies for the learning of rigorous academic content and the 

development of advanced literacy practices. Finally Part 3 gives attention to how translanguaging can assist with specific 

aspects of language development.  

We urge users of this guide to use Part 3 alongside Part 2. Although we have included a section on language development 

to reflect the language strand of the Common Core State Standards (Part 3), for us language is more than a system of 

structures. Language is action and practice, and its development depends on the relationship of students with other people 

and texts, as well as their relationship with the learning ecology in the classroom. Educators must provide all students, 

including emergent bilinguals, with the opportunities and affordances to construct new knowledge and understandings, 

and so co-develop the complex language practices which students must perform in school. The power of translanguaging 

strategies lies precisely in its ability to provide students with these opportunities to grapple with challenging academic 

content. At the same time translanguaging can play an important role in helping students notice their language practices 

and develop their bilingual identities. 

Overall Structure 
 

Each strategy is set up as follows: 

- The ñWhat is it?ò section gives an overview of the strategy itselfðwhat does this strategy help students to 

do/understand? In what context is it used? What research supports the use of this strategy? This section also 

outlines how you could add the strategy to your existing teaching. 

 

- The ñTranslanguaging How-toò section explains the step-by-step process of putting this strategy into practice. It 

includes questions to consider, templates and examples of the strategy, and resources you will need to use this 

strategy in your classroom. 

 

- The ñIdeas for Implementationò section is broken down into Elementary and Middle/Secondary grades. Here 

we include examples of how real teachers have used this strategy in their classes. We indicate both the specific 

grade level and the program (bilingual, ESL, NLA, or general education) to provide a context for how this 

strategy was implemented. 

 

Color Coding: 
At the top of each strategy, you will see colored boxes that say Elementary, Middle, and Secondary. When you see those 

boxes, it means that the strategy you are about to read can be applied to those grade levels. Most strategies have all three 

levels, but several (ñMultilingual Listening Center,ò ñTranslanguaging with Interactive Writing, ñVocabulary Inquiry 

across Languageò) are either Elementary/Middle or Middle/Secondary. That said, we encourage you to read the strategies 

that interest youðweôve found that some strategies that are traditionally seen at one grade level can be used in other grade 

levels with modification. 

 

Essential questions: 

Each of the three parts of the Guide has two to three ñessential questions.ò These are the broad questions that can guide 

and help frame your thinking as you read the various sections of the Guide. These questions could be used as you and 

your colleagues begin the collaborative descriptive inquiry process (see ñHow to use this translanguaging guideò for more 

on this process). We hope that the strategies within each section, as well as your work in your own classrooms, will help 

you ñanswerò the essential questions weôve posed. 

The Sidebar: 

Each individual strategy has a sidebar. Within the sidebar youôll find: 

- The Common Core State Standards: 
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Because of the growing emphasis on the CCSS in schools, we have aligned each strategy to a number of specific 

English Language Arts standards. In red, you will find the strand (reading, writing, speaking and listening, or 

language), the broad category within the strand (i.e.: ñKey Ideas and Detailsò under the Reading strand), and the 

more specific anchor standard, denoted by its number. For example: 

 

Language: Conventions of Standard English: Standard 1 
 

Underneath, we provide the general CCSS description of the anchor standard. You can look at the standard for the 

grade level(s) you teach for more specific information about what students are expected to know and do from 

grades K-12.  In italics, we provide further explanation of the standard itself and/or how it connects to the specific 

translanguaging strategy. 

   

- Resources: 

Most strategies have a ñResourcesò sidebar that provides additional information about how you can access 

materials you may need to successfully implement this strategy.  

 

- Emergent Bilinguals: 

Many of the strategies in this Guide can be applied to all bilingual students. However, there are some strategies or 

modifications to strategies that are more relevant to students who have low literacy in both English and their 

home languages. This includes both SIFE and LTEL students. The modifications in this sidebar section can be 

applied to any learners who struggle with literacy across their languages. 

 

- Other relevant information related to the strategy: 

In addition to ñResourcesò and ñEmergent Bilinguals,ò you will find sections of the sidebar that contain 

information relevant to that particular translanguaging strategy. These sections outline any information that is 

related, but not necessarily essential, to that strategy. 

 

 

Acronyms 
 

The following acronyms are referred to within the guide: 

 

- EBL(s) ï  Emergent bilingual learner(s) 

- ESL ï  English as a Second Language 

- CCSS ï  Common Core State Standards  

- LTEL ï  Long-term English Learner  

- NLA ï  Native Language Arts 

- SIFE ï   Students with Interrupted Formal Education  
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ELEMENTARY  MIDDLE  SECONDARY 

 A Culturally R elevant Learning Environment 

 
Essential Questions 
¶ How can we create a 

classroom and school 

environment that 

celebrates studentsô home 

languages and cultures? 

 

¶ How can we raise ALL 

studentsô awareness of the 

different languages and 

scripts in their 

communities? 

 

 

 

Alignment with Common 

Core State Standards: 
Research shows that when you 

have students read culturally 

relevant texts, their reading 

proficiency is greater.  With 

this stronger comprehension, 

bilingual students are 

positioned to develop the 

reading skills outlined in the 

anchor Reading standards in all 

three areas:  

¶ Key Ideas and Details 

¶ Craft and Structure 

¶ Integration of 

Knowledge and Ideas 

 

In the content areas, including 

multiple cultural perspectives 

for a topic gives all students a 

deeper understanding of the 

content.  This is an important 

way to help EBLs meet the 

standards in social studies, 

science, and math. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is it? 
ñCulturally relevant teachingò is a phrase coined by Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994) to 

describe ña pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and 

politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes.ò This means 

that teachers use studentsô own backgrounds and knowledge to build bridges to content 

understandings. To do this, we must create a learning environment where emergent 

bilinguals feel represented and valued, bringing their cultures into the classroom in a 

meaningful way.  Creating a ñculturally relevantò learning environment isnôt just a benefit 

for emergent bilinguals.  Many students come from diverse cultural backgrounds, and all 

students benefit from understanding how their learning relates to different cultures.  This 

means doing more than just celebrating a few multicultural holidays throughout the year!  

Instead, this strategy shares four powerful ways you can make your classroom and 

instruction more culturally relevant to students.  These strategies can also allow for 

exploration into social justice issues that are relevant to students from diverse backgrounds.   

¶ Expand the content-area curriculum to include other cultures 

o Social Studies 

The social studies curriculum is full of opportunities to make connections to 

the geography, history, traditions, and governments of other cultures.  You 

can take any learning objective in the social studies curriculum, and expand 

it to include connections to other cultures.  

 

o Science and Math 

Science and math are more universal subjects across cultures.  However, for 

the science or math concepts you are teaching, you can try to give a real-

world application that is culturally relevant to your bilingual students. The 

most powerful way to do this is to connect the math concepts to a 

multicultural social studies or science unit you are teaching at the same 

time.  You can also explore social justice issues related to science and math.  

For example, www.radicalmath.org has examples of math used for social 

justice issues relevant to students with diverse backgrounds.   

 

¶ Choose culturally relevant texts 

Research shows that when bilingual students read texts they can connect to ï texts 

that are culturally relevant to them ï their reading proficiency is greater and they 

are more engaged (Ebe, 2010; 2011; 2012).  Culturally relevant texts are ones that 

connect directly to studentsô particular backgrounds and experiences.   

 

Incorporating culturally relevant texts in your teaching helps your bilingual students 

draw upon their background knowledge, or schema, to comprehend what they are 

reading.  These texts are also a powerful way to validate and celebrate the cultural 

experiences of the students in your class, while improving their literacy skills. 

 

You can use a ñcultural relevance rubricò (Figures 3 and 4) to determine which 

books your bilingual students identify with the most.  Keep in mind that the more 

relevant the books are, the greater your bilingual studentsô reading comprehension 

and engagement will be.  

 

¶ Write identity texts 

This pedagogical strategy, described in detail by Cummins, has bilingual students 
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Integrated Instruction  
Many elementary teachers feel 

they donôt have enough time to 

teach social studies and science, 

given the large focus now on 

literacy and Math with the state 

tests.  Look at the strategy 

Integrated Instruction for how 

to combine content-area 

instruction with literacy 

instruction to develop deep 

content-area knowledge with 

your students.  This will help 

you implement the 

multicultural content-area 

curriculum discussed here.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

create a bilingual text in English and their home language as a way to share their 

cultural and linguistic identities and experiences. As Cummins explains: ñStudents 

invest their identities in the creation of these texts which can be written, spoken, 

visual, musical, dramatic, or combinations in multimodal form. The identity text 

then holds a mirror up to students in which their identities are reflected back in a 

positive light. When students share identity texts with multiple audiences (peers, 

teachers, parents, grandparents, sister classes, the media, etc.) they are likely to 

receive positive feedback and affirmation of self in interaction with these 

audiencesò (Cummins, 2005).  

 

To create bilingual identity texts, students begin by creating initial drafts in 

whichever language they choose, typically the language in which they have a 

stronger writing ability.  This allows them to more freely express their ideas and 

their identities.  Then, they work with a peer or an adult to create a translation of the 

text into the other language.  Examples of identity texts in different languages and 

at different grade levels can be found at: thornwood.peelschools.org/Dual/. You 

can even have students create digital identity texts by using digital audio recorders 

and cameras. For more on creating digital identity texts, see 
http://www.nwemahub.net/course/view.php?id=26.  

 

¶ Include multiculturalism in classroom or school displays  
o When you create a display, think about how you can visually represent the 

multicultural lens students have been using to learn about a content-area 

topic.   

o You can also create a display that shows the multiculturalism present in 

your classroom.  This can be done at a school-wide level as well.   

 

Translanguaging How-To 
1. Look at your curriculum through a multicultural lens  

Consider:  

o Is there a way to connect this content-area topic to my studentsô cultures? 

o Will I need to include different texts or resources to represent this 

multicultural perspective?  

o What cultural ñfunds of knowledgeò are present in the community that I can 
draw upon?  Could I have a bilingual studentôs family member come in to 

talk with the class? 

 

Social Studies Examples 

o When studying a period of time in American History, make connections to 

how this is similar or different to what other cultures have experienced.  Or, 

highlight how other cultures were involved in that part of American history.  

For example, when students study Native American groups from the New 

York area in 4
th
 grade, you can compare and contrast these groups with 

other indigenous groups around the world.   When students in 11
th
 grade 

study the causes and effects of American Revolution, help them compare 

this to revolutions other countries have experienced.   

 

o When students study communities in the primary grades, you can 

emphasize the different cultures that make up our New York City 

communities.  Look on a world map ï where do these cultures originally 

come from?   

 

o When students study families in the primary grades, include a deeper focus 

on how families are similar and different across cultures, drawing from 
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Bilingual Students as 

Experts 
Draw upon the knowledge your 

bilingual students have about 

their culture when teaching 

your content-area units from a 

multicultural perspective, and 

when reading multicultural 

literature.  This positions them 

as members of the classroom 

community who possess expert 

knowledge, instead of viewing 

them as students who have a 

deficit because they do not have 

as much English proficiency.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Getting Families Involved 
When you plan ways to make 

multicultural connections with 

your content-area curriculum, 

talk with your EBLsô families 

to see if they would like to 

come in and talk with students 

about their cultureôs perspective 

or their home countryôs 

experiences.   

 

Many families are hesitant to 

do this, but you can set it up in 

a non-threatening way.  Try 

having students ask questions 

instead of expecting the family 

member to give a ñlecture.ò  Or, 

have a few photographs or 

images ready that the family 

member can share with students 

to talk about their culture.  If 

students have read a text about 

the topic already, they can 

simply talk with the family 

member about what theyôve 

learned to have a new audience.   

 

your own studentsô experiences.  

 

o 9
th
 and 10

th
 grade Global History provides many opportunities for cultural 

relevance. For example, when students study various belief systems, they 

can explain the role of certain religions in their home countries and current 

communities. When studying ancient civilizations, there is already a focus 

on different areas of the world. Depending on your studentsô backgrounds, 

you can supplement the curriculum with readings, media, and artifacts that 

are relevant to studentsô cultures. 

 

Science Examples 

o When students study ecosystems, have them compare and contrast a local 

ecosystem with one found in your EBLsô home countries.  

 

o In studying Chemistry, discuss how scientists from different countries have 

conducted experiments to make advances in the field. 

 

o When learning about human impact on the environment, compare the issues 

facing different countries. 

 

Math Examples 

o During a 4
th
 grade place value unit, the teacher was also teaching a unit on 

Native Americans.  She had students examine the place value of the 

numbers of people who belong to modern-day indigenous groups in the 

countries her students were from.  As students practiced reading, writing, 

and ordering large numbers, they were also able to discuss these diverse 

indigenous populations and why some groups are larger than others.     

 

o In a 10
th
 grade math class, the teacher brought in examples of real people 

from her studentsô lives using the current mathematics they were learning. 

She talked to and got relevant examples from community members and 

studentsô family members so that students could see the math they were 

learning ñin action.ò Some examples were construction workers using 

geometry, restaurant owners using budgeting and percentages, and families 

using measurements in cooking meals. 

 

o During a 1
st
 grade unit on addition and subtraction, the teacher was also 

teaching a unit on Families.  She posed addition and subtraction story 

problems that involved counting objects related to the things her students 

encountered at home and in their communities.   

 

2. Choose culturally relevant texts for your different units of study 

You can use the English and Spanish versions of the cultural relevance rubric 

(Figures 2 and 3) with your bilingual students to see if the texts you currently use in 

your units of study are ones that your students can identify with.  If you find that the 

cultural relevance is minimal with certain texts, you can look for ones your EBLs 

would be able to connect with that target the same genre, topic, or theme.   

 

3. Find places in your curriculum for writing ñidentity textsò 

When you have students create a piece of writing as part of the curriculum, 

determine if it would be possible for them to create a bilingual version of that 

writing.  Have them begin by writing this bilingual ñidentity textò it in the language 

they are most comfortable with, and then translate it to the other language.  This 

translation can be done independently, or with the help of another person. 
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Getting Families Involved 

ï Cultural Differences 

with Math  
Even though math is considered 

a ñuniversal subject,ò there are 

some cultural differences.  For 

example, different countries use 

different procedures to 

calculate operations like 

subtraction and division.  Also, 

some cultures switch the use of 

decimal points and commas to 

mark place value.   

 

You can occasionally invite 

family members to come in and 

teach students the way they 

learned how to do certain math 

operations in their home 

countries. Many students even 

find these ways easier to 

understand!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ideas for Implementation Across Grade Levels 

Elementary Grades 
¶ A 4

th
 grade Spanish/English bilingual teacher included a ñgetting to know youò 

activity on the first day of school that was designed to get students talking about 

their cultural backgrounds.  She displayed a world map, and had students indicate 

where they were born, and where their families were originally from. The teacher 

labeled the map with studentsô names and photographs.  Many of her bilingual 

students were actually born in the United States, but their families were from 

Mexico.  Other students were born in another country, and later moved to the 

United States.  This activity was a way to involve all students in talking about their 

backgrounds and how they identify with different cultures.  As new EBLs arrived 

throughout the year, the teacher added their names and photos to the display.   

 

¶ During a unit of study on explorers, the state curriculum indicated that students 

were to learn about explorers who came to what is now the New York area.  

However, since most of the students in the class were from Mexico, Central 

America and South America, the teacher broadened the focus to compare the 

experiences of explorers going to the New York area with explorers going to Latin 

America and Canada during that same general time period.  The teacher created a 

display with students to show this multicultural focus (Figure 1).  They mapped out 

which European countries sent explorers to which parts of the ñNew World.ò  

Students later wrote historical fiction pieces from the perspective of one of the 

explorers or from one of the indigenous groups.   

 

            Figure 1 

 

           
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ñCulture of Powerò 
Part of creating a culturally 

relevant learning environment 

is introducing your students to 

cultural norms within the US. 

Delpit (1995) coined the term 

ñculture of power,ò which she 

defines as ñcodes or rules for 

participating in powerò (25). 

Adelman Reyes and Kleyn 

(2010) discuss how critical it is 

for bilingual students and EBLs 

to learn these codes and rules, 

which are often those that refer 

to white, middle-class cultural 

norms. Explicitly teaching them 

how to recognize and ñplay byò 

these rules helps to ñarm 

students with the dominant 

cultural knowledge that they 

will need in the futureðwhere 

they may be judged for either 

having or lacking such 

attributesò (29). Students can 

then question and challenge the 

culture of power, thinking 

about who created these codes 

and rules and why. 

Encouraging students to 

examine norms in the United 

States and compare them to 

norms in their home countries 

and cultures creates a truly 

critical, multicultural learning 

environment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 
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A Sampling of Culturally 

Relevant Texts 

(Ebe, 2011) 

 

Ackerman, K. (1999). By 

the dawnôs early light. New 

York: Simon & Shuster 

Childrenôs Publishing. 

 

Choi, Y. (2001). The name 

jar. New York, NY: Knopf 

Books for Young Readers. 

 

Cisneros, S. (1991). The 

house on Mango Street. 

New York, NY: Vintage. 

 

Contreras, K. (2009). 

Braids/ Trencitas. 

Lyndhurst, NJ: Lectorum 

Publications. 

 

Dorros, A. (1997). Abuela. 

New York, NY: Puffin 

Books. 

 

Dumas Lachtman, O. 

(1995). Pepita talks twice. 

Houston, TX: Pinata Books. 

 

Elya, S. M. (2002). Home at 

last. New York: Lee & Low 

Books Inc. 

 

Figueredo, D. H. (1999). 

When this world was new. 

New York, NY: Lee & Low 

Books. 

 

Gershator, D., & Gershator, 

P. (1998). Bread is for 

eating. New York, NY: 

Henry Holt and Co. 

 

 

A new (2012) Scholastic 

chapter book series, 

Bordertown, for older 

students: 

www.malinalegria.com 

 

 

Figure 3 
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Middle/Secondary Grades 
¶ A 10

th
 grade ELA teacher planned a semester in which students would explore the 

common topic of coming of age through literature. Instead of sticking to classics 

like Catcher in the Rye, she included texts that helped students to see the important 

role of culture in individualsô coming of age experiences. When planning, the 

teacher took note of all the various cultures represented in her classroom. Most 

students were Dominican, but others were from Mexico, Central America, the West 

Indies, and Pakistan. Some students were recent immigrants while othersô families 

had been in the United States for generations. The teacher found texts that told 

coming of age stories through the lens of each of her studentsô cultures, as well as 

othersðfrom poetry to music to full-length novels. Throughout the unit, students 

read about, discussed, debated, compared and contrasted the influence of culture on 

the coming of age experience. The semester culminated with students writing 

papers and giving presentations to the class about their own cultureôs influence on 

their adolescence and coming of age process. 

 

Some texts used in the Multicultural Coming of Age Unit: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Novel: Shabanu: Daughter of the Wind ï Suzanne Fisher 

Staples (Pakistan) 

 

Poem: ñGirlò by Jamaica Kincaid (Caribbean; Antigua) 

 

Novel: The Secret Life of Sonia Rodriguez ï Alan 

Lawrence Sitomer (United States; Mexico)  

 

Anthology: Coming of Age Around the World: A 

Multicultural Anthology ï ed. Faith Adiele and Mary 

Frosch (various countries) 

 

Short Stories: Drown ï Junot Diaz (United States; 

Dominican Republic)  
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ELEMENTARY  MIDDLE  SECONDARY 

A Multilingual L earning Environment 

 
Essential Questions 
¶ How can we create a 

classroom and school 

environment that 

celebrates studentsô home 

languages and cultures? 

 

¶ How can we raise ALL 

studentsô awareness of the 

different languages and 

scripts in their 

communities? 

 

 

 

Alignment with Common 

Core State Standards: 
 

Language: Knowledge of 

Language: Standard 3 
Apply knowledge of language to 

understand how language functions 
in different contexts, to make 

effective 

choices for meaning or style, and to 
comprehend more fully when 

reading or listening. 
 

When you create a classroom 

or school landscape that 

reflects studentsô diverse 

linguistic backgrounds, you can 

discuss how languages function 

in different contexts.   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is it? 
Itôs important to create classroom and school environments that represent, respect, and value 

all of your students ï including your bilingual students.  Setting up your learning 

environment to include studentsô home languages side-by-side with English recognizes the 

linguistic diversity they bring to school, and helps all students become more aware of what 

languages and scripts co-exist with English in their communities.  

 

Translanguaging How-To 
1. Think: What parts of my classroom environment could I make multilingual? 

Consider how you can make your bilingual studentsô languages visible in the 

classroom, in a way that is manageable for you. You might think about: 

o Oral English: When do I use English orally for community building, or for 

the nuts and bolts of running the classroom?  Would it be possible to use 

home language signals, transitions, songs, or greetings in addition to or 

instead of English? 

o Written English : Where do I have English written in the classroom?  Of 

those places, where would it make sense to create multilingual labels or 

displays?  

 

Some ways to make the classroom environment multilingual: 

¶ Greetings 

Have bilingual students teach their classmates a greeting in their home 

language, practicing over several days until the class is able to use these 

multilingual greetings when entering the classroom. 

   

¶ Songs 

If you use music during instruction (to transition from one activity to another, 

during a morning routine, to connect to a content topic, at the end of the day, 

etc.) you can incorporate songs that have multilingual versions. You can also 

substitute some of your English songs with home language songs that arenôt 

translated in English. Have your bilingual students help the class learn the home 

language version of whatever songs you choose.  

  

¶ Transitions 

Think about the signals you use with students to transition between activities.  

Do you use some sort of verbal signal?  If so, talk with your bilingual students 

to see if they can help you say something similar in their home language, or use 

Google Translate (see sidebar).  

 

¶ Table names 

Many classrooms give names to each table or group.  These names can be 

multilingual, and bilingual students can be a part of the process of teaching their 

classmates how to say the table name in their home language.  This is a good 

community building activity at the beginning of the year.  

 

¶ Rules and Routines charts 

Many teachers display charts outlining class rules, or explaining step-by-step 

ELEMENTARY  MIDDLE  SECONDARY 
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Resources 

Google Translate 
You can use Google Translate 

to help create a multilingual 

environment. If you need to 

hear what the translation 

sounds like (to help you say 

those words as part of a class 

greeting, as part of a song, or as 

a transition signal), you can 

click on the sound icon below 

the translation box.  The quality 

of the audio translation is very 

good, and you can listen as 

many times as you need to. 

 

You can also use the App 

Jibbigo, which is a speech-to-

speech voice translator between 

English and 9 other languages.  

When you say something in 

English, it says aloud the 

translation in the other 

language.  You can make it 

interactive by having students 

say something in response in 

the home language, and hear it 

translated into English.   

 

 

 

                                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

routines.  You can easily translate these by typing the text into Google 

Translate, and copying the translation into a document.  Enlarge the text, print it 

out, and you can post the home language translation along with the English.   

 

¶ Labels 

You can label things in the classroom in English as well as your studentsô home 

languages.  Write each language in a different color to help distinguish them.  If 

your bilingual students are literate in their home language, they can help write 

the translation on the labels.  You can create multilingual labels for: 

¶ Classroom library book baskets 

¶ Common things in the classroom (elementary grades) 

¶ Supplies  

¶ Math manipulatives 

 

2. Start a school-wide initiative to have the school environment represent 

studentsô languages 

Start a conversation with teachers and administrators about how the school 

landscape can make bilingual studentsô languages visible to the school community, 

and build all studentsô awareness of the languages their classmates speak. 

 

Some ways to make the school environment multilingual: 

¶ Display signs translated into all studentsô languages 

Bilingual members of the school community can help with this, or you can use 

a website like Google Translate.   You can also enlist the help of EBLs literate 

in their home languages to create these multilingual signs. 

 

¶ Morning Announcements 
You can include morning announcement greetings in different languages, 

highlighting certain ones each day on a rotating basis.  Also, think about what 

important topic you share with the school during the announcements.  You can 

have bilingual students come down to the office to share over the intercom how 

to say that topic in their home language. 

   

¶ School staff using multilingual greetings 
Have the principal, assistant principal, and other staff learn greetings in the 

different languages represented at the school, and use them to greet any student 

(explaining which language it is). 

 

Ideas for Implementation Across Grade Levels 

Elementary Grades 
¶ As part of a morning routine, a 1

st
 grade teacher used interactive writing to have her 

students help her write different labels for important things in the classroom.  Each 

day they created several new labels for the classroom.  For each word, the teacher 

orally asked her Spanish-speaking and Arabic-speaking EBLs if they knew what the 

word was in their home language.  Often they were able to provide a translation.  

Some things they didnôt know how to express, so the teacher looked those words up 

on Google Translate.  Using the translations she saw on the website, she wrote the 

words in Spanish.  For Arabic, she printed out the script, since she didnôt feel 

comfortable replicating that herself.  Seeing the words side-by-side on the labels, 

the teacher was able to help students see similarities and differences between the 

languages.  With Spanish, students were able to see that many sounds are 

represented with the same letters in English and Spanish.  With Arabic, students 

were able to see how the script reads from right to left.  This raised awareness for 

all students about how different languages work. 
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Getting Families to Help 
Songs: If youôre not sure where 

to start, reach out to your 

EBLsô families to ask them 

what songs in their home 

language would be appropriate 

for your studentsô age group.  

They can give you song titles, 

or may have CDs of childrenôs 

music in their home language.  

You can invite them into the 

classroom to help teach 

students a particular song as 

well.  In teaching the home 

language song, you can help 

students make connections to 

what those words mean in 

English, if you translate the 

song lyrics ahead of time using 

a website like Google 

Translate.     

 

Labeling: In elementary 

classrooms, you can invite an 

EBLôs family member to come 

in to help students label the 

classroom.  As the class labels 

different things in the room in 

English, the family member can 

teach students what those words 

are in their home language, and 

write them on labels.  If there 

are multiple home languages in 

your classroom, try to get a 

family member to represent 

each language.  This is a 

wonderful beginning of the year 

activity, and helps build home-

school connections. 

 

 

Bilingual Students as 

Experts 
To help the class practice the 

new multilingual aspect of the 

routine, enlist the expert 

knowledge of your bilingual 

students.  They can be the ones 

to teach their language to the 

class, and help the class 

practice saying (and possibly 

reading) the words.  For 

languages that use other scripts, 

like Arabic or Korean, this is a 

fantastic opportunity for other 

students to see how those 

scripts work (Arabic reads right 

to left; Korean has characters 

that represent ideas, etc.). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

¶ In a 3
rd
 grade team, all of the teachers labeled the studentsô tables with the names of 

the continents, since this was the focus of the 3
rd
 grade social studies curriculum.  

One French/English bilingual teacher decided to make those table names 

multilingual, writing the continent name in English as well as French.  To refer to 

the table names, the teacher often said them in either language. 

 

¶ At a K-5 elementary school with a bilingual program and an ESL program, the 

principal decided to learn several different ways to greet his Spanish-speaking 

students and their families, since they were a large presence in the school.  He made 

an effort to greet families and students at drop-off time each morning, and he 

always did it in Spanish.  Families appreciated this effort, and he asked the students 

to teach him more phrases to use.  Teaching the principal their own language put 

students in the important position of being the expert. 

¶  

¶ Middle/Secondary Grades 
¶ A 9

th
 grade Living Environment teacher realized that her labs would be easier for 

EBLs if the lab itself were more multilingual. She took her students into the lab, 

where she had already labeled the important equipment, tools, and areas. Students 

then traveled around the room, noting which words they knew the home language 

translations for and which they did not. For those words that students knew, the 

teacher had them add their translations beneath the English word on the label. For 

the words that students did not know, the class looked up translations on Google 

Translate and either copied them onto the label or, if the word was in a different 

script, printed it out and taped it to the existing label. 

 

¶ A grade level team of teachers who taught 9
th
 and 10

th
 grade EBLs decided to learn 

new ways of complimenting their French and Fulani-speaking students on their 

work. The math teacher started this learning by asking students to brainstorm 

various ways of giving academic compliments in their home languages (i.e.: Good 

job, Nice work, Well done, etc.). After recording these phrases in the home 

languages, and learning how to say each one, the math teacher shared the phrases 

with the other teachers on the team. Each teacher created a display that showed the 

various ways (both written and phonetically) that both teachers and students could 

use to compliment one another on a job well done. The teachers used these new 

phrases orally in class, and also when commenting on studentsô work. 

 

¶ A middle school administration decided to re-work their Parent-Teacher 

Conferences to make them more inviting for parents and students. One way they 

decided to do so was to decorate the school with displays that illustrated student 

learning in different languages. The administration asked teachers and students to 

design hallway bulletin boards that were multilingual and illustrated work within 

different content areas. With the help of students, bilingual staff members, and 

Google Translate, teachers and administrators were able to invite parents into the 

academic conversation by showing them what their children were doing in their 

classes in their home languages. 
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ELEMENTARY  MIDDLE  SECONDARY 

Language Portfolio 

 
Essential Questions 
¶ How can we create a 

classroom and school 

environment that 

celebrates studentsô home 

languages and cultures? 

 

¶ How can we raise ALL 

studentsô awareness of the 

different languages and 

scripts in their 

communities? 

 

 

 

Alignment with Common 

Core State Standards: 
A language portfolio is a way 

for students to demonstrate 

their ability to use different 

languages to meet the standards 

in ELA, math, science, and 

social studies.   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is it? 
A language portfolio is a way for students to record and celebrate their language learning 

and cultural experiences over time.  It has been developed in Europe over the past ten years, 

with each country creating its own versions, accredited by the Council of Europe.  The 

language portfolio includes several different sections, and is something that students keep 

with them as they progress through the grades.  There are also adult versions that graduating 

students can use as a way to officially demonstrate their competency in different languages 

as well as their multicultural awareness. The three components of the language portfolio are 

a: 
o Language Biography  

This is a place for students to describe their experiences in different languages 

and with different cultures .  ANY student could create a language biography ï 

even if they currently only know one language ï because it is a place where 

they can record their language learning goals as well as their current language 

abilities.  It is also a place where all students can record their intercultural 

understandings.  See ñIdeas for Implementationò for examples of what the 

language biography can look like at different grade levels.   
 

o Language Passport  
This includes different types of rubrics and charts for students to record and 

describe their competencies in different languages: what they know and can do 

in each language.  See ñIdeas for Implementationò for examples of what the 

language passport can look like at different grade levels.   
 

o Language Dossier  
This is a place for students to compile examples of their work in different 

languages, celebrating their linguistic accomplishments.  While this is most 

powerful for emergent bilinguals to showcase their multilingual abilities, 

students who only speak one language can also include examples of their work 

in that language.  They can set future goals for what language(s) they would 

like to begin learning.  See ñIdeas for Implementationò for examples of what 

the Dossier can look like at different grade levels.   
   

Different European countries have developed their own Language Portfolio templates for 

teachers to download and use with students.  Below are two examples from English-

speaking countries that you can refer to: one for elementary grades from the United 

Kingdom, and one for middle & secondary grades from Ireland.  You may want to use some 

of the pages ñas isò from these portfolios, or you can use them as a basis for developing 

your own language portfolio.  This is an excellent school-wide initiative, so that all students 

in the school use the same language portfolio, which can travel with them from grade to 

grade.  Each year, they can record how their proficiency in each language is developing, 

how their cultural understandings are developing, and add new examples of their work in 

each language.   

¶ Example of an Elementary Grade Language Portfolio from the United 

Kingdom: 
http://www.primarylanguages.org.uk/resources/assessment_and_recording 
/european_language_portfolio.aspx 
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Bilingual Students 

Keep in mind that there are 

many students in general 

education classes who speak 

other languages at home.  Their 

bilingualism (or 

multilingualism) is rarely 

acknowledged or celebrated.  

Having all students in general 

education classes keep a 

language portfolio recognizes 

these bilingual studentsô 

linguistic repertoire, and 

positions it as a strength to the 

rest of the class.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

¶ Example of a Middle & Secondary Level Language Portfolio from Ireland 
http://www.ncca.ie/uploadedfiles/Curriculum/inclusion/Pp_ELP.pdf 

 

Translanguaging How-To 
1. Decide which programs could incorporate a language portfolio 

¶ Elementary Grades  
Since all students benefit from creating a language portfolio, even if they 

currently only speak one language, you can consider incorporating a language 

portfolio in all general education, bilingual, and ESL classrooms.   A language 

portfolio fits in naturally with literacy instruction as students record their 

developing ability to read, write, speak, and listen in each of their languages.  

The components where students record new cultural understandings could be a 

part of literacy or social studies instruction.     
   

¶ Middle/Secondary Grades 
Since all students benefit from creating a language portfolio, even if they 

currently only speak one language, you can consider incorporating a language 

portfolio in all ELA, NLA, and ESL classes.  Having students across programs 

use the same portfolio sends a powerful message about the importance of 

developing proficiency in multiple languages and developing an understanding 

of other cultures.  

 

2. Identify times when students will fill in the language portfolio 
We often begin the school year with grand plans for what we will implement, and as 

the months go by we begin to let go of things due to time constraints.  To make a 

language portfolio manageable, and to ensure its success from September to June, 

identify when students will update each component of the portfolio.  You could 

introduce the language portfolio during the first days of school as an excellent 

ñgetting to know youò activity, and to build your class community.  This gives you 

a September baseline for the language portfolio.  Then, you could have students 

update the portfolio at each marking period.   If you teach in trimesters, then 

students would update the portfolio in November, March, and June.  If you have six 

marking periods divided between two semesters, you may want to have students 

update the portfolio at the conclusion of each semester.   
 
Another option is to add to it when a major piece of writing or a major content-area 

project is completed.  Students could include some of their work from that unit as 

examples for their language portfolio.  If you already have portfolios where you 

keep student work and reflections, the language portfolio could be one component 

of your existing portfolio.  

 

Ideas for Implementation Across Grade Levels 

Elementary Grades 
¶ Language Biography ï Sample Pages 

 
Figure 1 shows a page where students write down their current language use, and 

future goals for language learning and traveling. 
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Learning a Foreign Language 

As students reach middle 

school and secondary school 

grades, many of them begin to 

learn a foreign language.  

English speakers may not 

realize that this makes them 

bilingual (even if they are in the 

early stages of learning another 

language).  Keeping a language 

portfolio helps these students 

become more aware of their 

bilingualism, and helps them 

keep track of their progress in 

the new language.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1 
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Figure 2 is a page where students reflect on what they have noticed about language 

and culture.  This is a great way for ALL students ï bilingual students and students 

who only speak English ï to think about their experiences with language and 

culture in their communities and other places they have visited.   
 

Figure 2 
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Figure 3 has bubbles for students to color in when they have attained certain 

intercultural understandings.  For example, some of the bubbles state, ñI can name 

several different languages,ò and, ñI have listened to a story from a different 

country.ò 

 

Figure 3 
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Making the portfolio 

culturally relevant  
If  you decide to implement this 

strategy in your classroom or as 

a whole school, you will 

inevitably hear comments like, 

ñbut I donôt speak another 

language!ò or ñI only speak 

English!ò For students who 

only speak English, it might be 

difficult to see the point of this 

kind of language portfolio. 

However, since this portfolio is 

meant to help all students be 

more linguistically and 

culturally aware, you need to 

inform these students that they 

are, in fact, speakers of many 

different Englishes! 

 

Students are not used to 

thinking about language as a 

nuanced, multi-modal, and 

ever-changing thing. We can 

show students that what they 

think of as ñspeaking Englishò 

is actually speaking different 

forms of a language. For many 

students, especially those in 

rural or urban areas, learning 

ñschool Englishò (or Standard 

English) is very much like 

learning a new languageðit 

looks, sounds, and works 

differently than other Englishes 

they speak. Making these 

differences transparent, and 

honoring studentsô various 

Englishes (informed by their 

cultural and regional 

backgrounds, their family 

history, etc.) is crucial if we are 

to foster a truly multicultural 

and multilingual environment. 

You can have your students fill 

out language portfolios for the 

many different Englishes they 

speak, focusing on when, 

where, and why they use each 

one and how using different 

forms of English makes them 

more culturally and 

linguistically aware. 

 

For more on multiple 

Englishes, you can look at the 

work of: 

- Lisa Delpit 

- Braj Kachru 

- Shondel Nero 

- John Rickford 

- Geneva Smitherman 

- Water Wolfram 

 

 

 

 

 

¶ Language Passport ï Sample Pages  
 

Figure 4 is the first page of the language passport from this example from the 

United Kingdom.  Students record the language(s) they are learning at school and 

the language(s) they speak at home.  ANY student can create a language passport, 

even if they currently only speak one language.   
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Figure 5 is a checklist where students can monitor their progress in each language 

in the areas of listening, speaking, reading, and writing.  There is also a space for 

the teacher to make comments.   
 
Figure 5 
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Figure 6 shows an example of the type of assessment rubrics included in this 

particular Language Passport, based on the language proficiency levels developed 

by the Council of Europe.  You can alter the rubrics to reflect the language 

proficiency levels and standards used in your school.   
 
Figure 6 
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Figure 7 is a three-column chart where students record and describe different 

contacts or experiences theyôve had with other cultures.  While this chart is 

designed for experiences with other countries, you could create the same chart for 

intercultural contacts and experiences students have in their own communities.  This 

is a great way for students to explore the cultural richness of their own area, as well 

as experiences theyôve had in other places.  For more on this idea, see Environment: 

Community Study. 
 
Figure 7 
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¶ Language Dossier ï Sample Page 

 
Figure 8 shows a cover page for the Language Dossier. It details what type of work 

students can include as a way to demonstrate their abilities with language and their 

understanding of other cultures.  Any student can create a language dossier -- they 

simply include work for whatever language(s) they speak, and what experiences 

they have had with other cultures.   

 
Figure 8 
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Middle/Secondary Grades 
¶ Language Biography ï Sample Pages 

 
Figure 9 is a page where students reflect on their different experiences with 

language and culture. This example is set up for students to reflect on experiences 

theyôve had with other countries, but it could easily be adapted to include linguistic 

and cultural experiences students have had within their own community.  This is a 

great way for ALL students ï emergent bilinguals and students who only speak 

English ï to reflect on cultural similarities and differences in their communities and 

in other places theyôve been.   
 

Figure 9 
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Figure 10 shows an example of the type of chart included in the language 

biography for each subject area; this one is for mathematics.  The charts give 

students a place to reflect on their experiences with languages in each subject area.  
 

Figure 10 
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¶ Language Passport ï Sample Pages 
 
Figure 11 is a chart where students self-assess their linguistic abilities in each of 

their languages.   
 

Figure 11 
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They use the rubric in Figure 12 to determine what level of proficiency they have 

in each area.  This rubric is based on the language proficiency levels developed by 

the Council of Europe.  You can alter this rubric to reflect the language proficiency 

levels and standards used in your school.   
 

Figure 12 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


