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Abstract:  
 
        This paper is focused on English language teachers' utilization of learners L1, or mother 
tongue, in the ESL classroom and discusses some ways in which teachers can incorporate 
translanguaging into their curriculums. As ESL and EFL curriculums have changed greatly over 
time, teaching practices have fluctuated in their willingness to incorporate learners' multilingual 
backgrounds in the classroom and learning process. In a review of the Second Language 
Acquisition research on this topic, both qualitative and quantitative data points to the 
overwhelming benefits of using students’ L1, even going so far as to show the detrimental effects 
of when home languages are purposefully left out or banned by the teacher or curriculum. This 
project seeks out not only potential effective pedagogical materials, but situates the concept 
alongside greater sociolinguistic inequities in the United States such as the English Only 
movement. The classroom activities analyzed in this paper were gathered for 2 language learning 
contexts 1.) a college or university composition course and 2.) a high school newcomer 
classroom. Observations and informal interviews were also conducted with teachers from the 
two contexts to gain additional information. The information gathered aligns with the research 
from leading scholars on the topic of translanguaging, and reinforces how theories can easily be 
applied in the real-world of the classroom. The suggested classroom activities are not a 
curriculum proposal, rather they are meant to serve as inspiration to teachers to begin to think 
about ways that translanguaging as a learning tool can be applied to their own unique teaching 
contexts in order to more fully appreciate learners’ rich and talented multilingual identities and 
abilities.  
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Introduction: 
  
        Within the field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) there has been an ongoing 

discussion regarding the appropriateness of using learners’ L1, or mother tongue, in the English 

language classroom. Within the past two decades, many scholars (Canagarajah, Cummins, 

Garcia 2011, Velasco & Garcia 2014) have begun to argue that the L1 is an effective and truly 

necessary tool to be utilized by teachers in the language learning process. Historically, educators 

and school administrators taking a more traditional approach have argued against its inclusion, 

claiming that such restrictions allow space for the maximum usage of the target language 

(English) in the classroom.  

         This topic is of great relevance to me as a future TESOL practitioner. My own attitudes 

towards the ideas of total language immersion versus use of the L1 in the classroom have 

changed over time and by the different contexts in which I was myself either a learner or a 

teacher of language. When I was studying beginning level Arabic my junior year of college I 

believed that I would only progress in this foreign language if I was given a pure immersive 

environment. However, almost a decade later I look back at myself and my English speaking 

peers in that classroom and see how much our learning benefited from having grammatical, 

lexical and cultural concepts explained to us in our L1, English. Furthermore, a handful of other 

critical factors additionally influenced my classmates and my learning that were not on my mind 

at the time. For example, we were all literate in English, had many years of formal education in 

English allowing us to feel comfortable navigating a classroom and an education system, and had 

all studied other languages in our lives. How would it have felt for us to be learning to read in 



Arabic if we weren’t literate in our L1? How would we have felt being expected to perform for 

perhaps the first time in our lives what the teacher assumed were standard classroom procedures 

if English was banned and we couldn’t ask our peers for help? The criticality of revisiting and 

questioning one’s own language learning and literacy experiences has fundamentally altered the 

ways in which I examine my own approaches to teaching, and thus led me to engage with the 

topic of translanguaging as a theoretically grounded learning tool.  

Section One 
Literature Review: 

 
        This literature review seeks to examine the relationship between language learning and the 

broader, complex social world that it is situated in. Because both time and space influence the 

context in which learners encounter and engage with language, it has been organized in a way to 

emphasize aspects of U.S. history and politics that I believe are critical for English teachers to 

consider when creating curriculums, materials, activities, classroom rules and in interacting with 

students. This is by no means a curriculum proposal, instead, by the end of this paper I hope that 

my reader and fellow English language teachers are better able to understand the need to 

reevaluate language teaching to be more inclusive of students' multilingual abilities and 

linguistic repertoires and to be inspired by the sample translanguaging activities covered in the 

second section.  

 
        The term translanguaging entered the lexicon of Second Language Acquisition scholars in 

order to more accurately describe the meaning-making processes that emergent bilinguals and 

multilingual speakers use in their daily lives to understand and communicate with others. While 

code switching has been extensively studied and does indeed share many similarities with 



translanguaging, translanguaging goes a step farther and reconceptualizes the very classification 

of languages themselves. It views the languages in a speaker’s repertoire as not belonging to 

separate systems like Greek or Malay or Farsi, but instead sees them all united as one dynamic 

whole from which the speaker can employ many different sounds and structures to make 

meaning. Grosjean effectively explains it when he stated that “bilinguals are not the sum of two 

complete or incomplete monolinguals; rather, they have a unique and specific linguistic 

configuration. The coexistence and constant interaction of the two or more languages in 

bilinguals has produced a different but complete language system.” (2012, July 27). Furthermore, 

translanguaging conceives of speakers’ linguistic repertoires not as static, but rather being open 

to change as the learner/speaker acquires new meaning-laden sounds. (Bean et al. 2003, Garcia 

2017, Canagarajah 2011, Cummins 1979, Sayer 2013).  

        Because translanguaging takes into account all the linguistic meaning-making resources that 

a speaker has, there has been a movement among researchers, language teachers and bilingual 

educators to refer to English language learners as emergent bilinguals. The term emergent 

bilingual emphasizes the positive attributes of language learners. It portrays them as 

linguistically resourceful instead of emphasizing deficiency in their English language abilities. 

This seemingly small renaming of a single term is an excellent example of how the disciplines of 

Second Language Acquisition and TESOL have applied Critical Theory to examine their own 

basic assumptions. Critical Theory, as applied within the field of education, takes into account 

the unequal relations of power that exist within the larger society and investigates how inequities 

manifest themselves in existing educational institutions and curriculums, and what teachers and 



students can do to challenge some of these inequities. The relabeling of the term English 

language learner or second language learner to emergent bilingual is one such example.  

        The simple renaming of a term may seem like a minor change. However, when we trace the 

history of education in the United States the small step takes on a significantly larger  meaning. 

Scholars such as Auerbach (1993), Garcia (2017), and Phillipson (1988) discuss how language 

has been intricately tied to national ideologies and how it continues to be used to exclude 

speakers of other languages and dialects from access to resources, wealth, and employment 

opportunities. In an effort to trace the historical roots of the seemingly benign stance of ESL 

teachers to exclude languages other than English from the classroom, Auerbach connects it 

explicitly with the English-only movement. The English-only movement, which has its origins in 

periods of intense anti-immigrant and anti-foreign propaganda (such as World Wars I & II and 

the Cold War) seeks to implement “native-speaker” English as the official language of the 

United States. Unlike countries such as France, the United States does not officially state one 

language as its national language. It is apparent that there are other motives at play behind the 

English-only movement - motives with strong underlying racist and cultural biases.  Language, 

as in many other cases as well, is used as a cover for discrimination against race, culture, and 

religion. A historical example of this phenomenon from as early as the 1800’s would be the 

systematic forced separation by white colonialists/settlers of Native American children from 

their parents and placement in English-only boarding schools around the country. In such 

boarding schools children would be subjected to violent physical punishment if they spoke to 

their peers in their tribal language. Such efforts were claimed to be preparing Native American 

youth to be able to integrate into white settler society. However, integration simply meant the 



possibility of finding work as servants or laborers. What actually resulted from this was a 

generation of Native American youth being cut-off from family support systems, and in cases 

where they were able to return home to family members they were oftentimes not able to 

communicate properly in their tribal language and did not have the knowledge of important tribal 

customs. In such cases, the underlying motives of education were not about teaching the English 

language but about separating families and denying children the right to being able to form the 

necessary bonds with their parents and relatives. It is with this example that we can clearly see 

that a movement which hides under the cover of being about language is actually focused on 

denying people the right to practice their religion and culture and is able to get away with racism. 

In other words, the English-only movement is only loosely about English. It is instead a way for 

the white, middle and upper-classes to maintain power in society.  

         It is important at this point to properly compare translanguaging with bilingual education. 

If translanguaging is about utilizing all of a learners’ linguistic resources in the learning process 

and bilingual education is meant to formally develop bilingual competency, are they not 

fundamentally very similar? Many scholars included in this review (Canagarajah 2011, Garcia & 

Sylvan 2011, Sayer 2013, Velasco & Garcia 2014) stress that the key goals of bilingual 

education and ESL are the same, but that current K - 12 state mandated curriculums and 

standardized tests inhibit teachers from truly enacting them in the classroom. Analysis of both 

ESL and bilingual programs (Auerbach 1993, Garcia 2017, Nykiel-Herbert 2010, Valdes 2018), 

has shown that the tendency to ban or severely minimize the use of mother tongues in the ESL 

classroom and the transitional nature of many bilingual programs are instead producing 

monolingual English-dominant speakers. 



        Bilingual education for school-aged children, as originally intended by psychologist and 

sociolinguist Wallace Lambert in the 1960’s Canadian context, was meant to introduce a second 

language early in a child’s education and simultaneously develop it in an academic context 

alongside the study of their home language. However, Garcia & Sylvan (2011) point out that 

bilingual education in the United States since 1978, when the Bilingual Education Act of 1967 

was considerably altered from what it was originally conceived as during the Civil Rights 

Movement, now aims at quickly transitioning young non-English dominant children away from 

studying both their home language and English to only studying English by second or third grade 

(p. 386). While at first glance this may not seem problematic, several research studies have 

shown that students who have a strong control over the academic register and grade-level 

appropriate content-related knowledge in their L1 score consistently higher in state standardized 

exams in English compared to students whose L1 is also a non-English language but did not have 

access to bilingual education. This point is stressed not because this is an examination of 

Bilingual Education in the U.S., but because this fact highlights the importance of utilizing 

translanguaging in any classroom with multilingual and emergent bilingual learners.  

        The examples above demonstrate how scholars and educators who selectively employ the 

term emergent bilingual are approaching language through a critical lense. Language is not a 

neutral force after all, but is subject to the time and place in which it is situated and manipulated. 

A high school newcomer student from Guatemala already fluent in K’iche’, Spanish and 

additionally speaks some Mam is truly rich in linguistic resources. Yes, she will need to learn 

English in order to navigate her school, her neighborhood, transit systems, and future 

employment in San Francisco. But if her teacher approaches the learning of English through a 



translanguaging perspective, research has shown that she will be able to learn content-area 

material quicker (Garcia & Sylvan 2011), score higher on standardized exams (Valdes 2018) 

approach literature from a critical perspective (Canagarajah 2017), be more creative and playful 

with language (Dagenais et al. 2017, Stewart & Hansen-Thomas 2018) and have her identity 

more fully acknowledged in the classroom (Sayer 2013, Semple-Mcbean 2007). Jim Cummins 

(1979) demonstrates how knowledge and abilities that a learner already possesses in an L1 are 

already present for transferring or further developing in an L2, or that there is a common 

underlying proficiency in all language learners. In addition to the cognitive benefits of drawing 

from and continuously developing both an L1 and an L2,  Cummins shows that use of the L1 

further serves to strengthen learners affective connection to the classroom as a space that 

recognizes their multicultural identities and multilingual abilities as traits to be proud of and that 

such positive self-image reinforcement is “likely to promote comfortable participation in both 

cultures and high levels of L1 and L2 skills” (p. 78). Therefore, use of the L1 in the ESL 

classroom is vital to language learning and for socio-emotional reasons as well. The results of 

approaching language teaching through a translanguaging perspective are not only 

overwhelmingly beneficial to the individual student themself, but as Nelson & Flores (2014) 

argue the pedagogical choices of the educator create “implementational spaces” in the real world 

of the classroom for teachers to begin to dismantle dominant ideologies about language (p. 455). 

Dominant ideologies will continue to perpetuate themselves unless our approaches to language in 

educational settings changes.  

 

Section two 
Intro to Pedagogical Implications and Suggested Materials:  

 



        In the following section I will propose classroom activities for incorporating 

translanguaging for 2 different classroom contexts. These activities will be targeted towards the 

pedagogical area of writing and literacy development which is one of the central areas of 

pedagogy within English language teaching. As cited earlier in the literature review, some of the 

benefits of allowing students to translanguage or develop their bilingual competencies is the 

ability to learn content faster, score higher on standardized tests, approach literature from a 

critical perspective, participate in creative language play, and have their cultural and linguistic 

identities acknowledged in the curriculum. The suggested translanguaging activities for writing 

and literacy development come from the ELL contexts of an intensive pre academic language 

school/university and a highschool ELL classroom for newcomer students. I chose to focus on 

these two contexts because they are the teaching contexts which I am most familiar with. 

However by comparing and contrasting them, it has made me curious to investigate in the future 

other common teaching contexts and how the specific needs of the students will change the ways 

that translanguaging is used as a tool to support the specific linguistic needs of the students. The 

following materials serve as inspiration for myself and my peers to utilize in our future 

classrooms and to more fully understand the complexities and richness of the language learning 

process.  

Methods:   

         The suggested materials and pedagogical choices were gathered in a combination from 

existing TESOL scholarly articles, informal conversations with a fellow MA TESOL classmate 

who teaches at the American Language Institute at SF State, and from my own observations and 

conversations with my mentor teacher during my teaching placement in a 9th grade English 



Language Arts classroom designed specifically for newcomer students in the Oakland Unified 

School District.  

 
 Sample Translanguaging Materials for Writing and Literacy Development  

For a High School ELL Context: 
 

        As just mentioned, my student teaching placement this semester was in a 9th grade ELL 

classroom at Oakland International High School, a public high school within the Oakland 

Unified School District that is designated specifically for newcomer students who have 

immigrated to the United States within the past three years. It is an interesting context because of 

its linguistic diversity (Spanish, Mam, K’iche, Dari, Arabic, Amharic, Nepali and Karen are all 

spoken as L1’s) as well as its mixture of literacy levels and students’ educational experiences in 

their home countries. At the start of this semester my mentor teacher was teaching a unit on the 

graphic novel The Best We Could Do in her English Language Arts class.  The story is about the 

author, Thi Bui’s, childhood during the Vietnam war, experiences living in a refugee camp in 

Malaysia and then finally immigrating to the United States. Here is an excerpt of the book from 

page 104: 

 



 
        For each chapter of the book my mentor teacher provided the students with an 

accompanying worksheet tailored to either a beginning or intermediate reading level. This 

leveling was necessary as students’ previous exposure to reading and writing with the Roman 

alphabet varied greatly. Most students had previous literacy training in their L1, however some 

of these literacies were in Arabic, Dari, or Amharic which have a drastically different writing 



system and expectations for composition than does English. Furthermore, because of interrupted 

formal educations, a few students were at the “pre-literate” or “emerging” level in both their L1 

and English. After working with these students more at a one-on-one level at their table groups it 

was clear that they were much better supported by the simplified worksheets. 

        For each worksheet the teacher selected between four to eight vocabulary words that were 

critical to understanding the main idea or theme of the chapter. Before even starting to read the 

chapter, the teacher would ask the students to translate the vocabulary words into their L1. They 

were allowed to use google translate on their phone or one of the many language dictionaries on 

the shelves. The words were additionally supplemented by a simple picture. Here is an example 

of one of the worksheets: 

 



 
 
        At first glance it may seem unusual to choose a graphic novel for a unit in a high school 

classroom. However, upon closer inspection it is easy to see how this choice of text along with 

the worksheets and class discussions created by my mentor teacher invite students to use 

translanguaging as a learning tool and provide them with a richer learning experience than if she 

had tried to enforce english only as an immersion tactic. Three big reasons why stand out 

strongly to me.  



        First, the book is picture heavy so it does not overwhelm low level literacy students with 

impossible-to-decipher dense text, advanced vocabulary or complex grammatical structures. It 

matches their reading comprehension level while also being appropriate for their developmental 

and maturity level. Yes, while some of the students score at the reading level of Amelia Bedelia 

or Frog and Toad on lexile tests, those books would fail to provide a high school aged student 

with the thematically mature content that they want to engage with and that would allow them to 

grow academically.  

        Second, The Best We Could Do is a story about immigrating to the United States.  Because 

all of the students have gone through this process in their lives, it makes the text relevant to 

students’ lived experiences in some way.  



 
 

Not only does it reinforce aspects of their identity or possible experiences they have had 

themselves by representing them in the curriculum, in combination with the worksheet it also 

allows language learners to translanguage by inviting them to think about these more abstract 

words from the worksheet in their L1 before needing to engage with them in English. After 

students complete the worksheet, they discuss their answers with their table group. My mentor 



teacher explained to me that she had purposefully seated students with a peer that speaks the 

same L1 as them, and that they are welcome to speak in that language during the 5 minute 

pair-share after they are done with the worksheet. As I walked from table to table during pair 

sharing time I was able to overhear bits of conversation amongst the Spanish speakers. It was 

clear that the students had complex understandings of the vocabulary words “persistence,” 

“courge,” “hope,” and “responsibility” with plenty of personal examples of when they had seen 

these abstract words in their own lives. Later on in the unit they will need to write a short essay 

about recurring themes throughout the book, so these guided reading activities are very much 

supporting the interconnectedness of reading and writing by guiding students to notice important 

concepts before they even need to compose. Because reading and writing are by nature silent 

activities, an observer is not able to see how a learner is using their entire linguistic repertoire to 

make sense of something. However, by supplementing the teaching of literacy with space for 

short discussions in a language or dialect other than English, much more can be observed. If the 

students, especially the lower-level literacy ones, had been required to only use English to 

grapple with these abstract words and concepts, much of their deeper level of thinking and 

personal examples would have been lost.  

        Finally, while the graphic novel might appear simple compared to other works of literature 

9th graders read in language arts class throughout California, the story still provides ample 

thematic content for analysis. Learners practice important skills that they will need to use in 

essay writing throughout their educations. They compare and contrast experiences of the 

characters to their own lives, they make predictions about what will happen next in the plot, and 

they make claims by providing supporting evidence from the text to those claims. This type of 



analysis is strikingly similar to what other students are doing with more “linguistically complex” 

novels such as Huck Finn and a Tale of Two Cities. The graphic novel fits the needs of this 

classroom perfectly by providing different leveled literacy students the opportunity to work on 

the same book. Even for the few students who entered the classroom at the pre-literate level, 

when given the chance to work with an L1 sharing peer they can still practice making predictions 

and gathering evidence from the pictures. They are still developing key literacy skills needed to 

be able to write in Academic English. Because pre-literate and low-level literacy students also 

attend a pull-out reading support class where they work on phonics instruction, the English 

Language Arts teacher knows that they will develop English skills over time. But the learning of 

content, composition and critical thinking skills should not be sacrificed in the meantime. This 

graphic novel is a wonderful solution.  

  
 Sample Translanguaging Activities for Writing and Literacy Development  

at the College or University level: 
 

          An example of integrating translanguaging in a classroom for a college setting was 

inspired directly from the article by Bean et al., (2003) titled “Should we invite students to write 

in home languages? Complicating the yes/no debate.” This article is a must-read for all ELL 

teachers of composition looking to incorporate translanguaging into their classrooms. The 

authors firmly agree that L1’s should be a part of the learning and writing process, although they 

acknowledge the fact that it makes more sense to do so for some types of writing over others (p. 

29). For example, journal free-writes, reflective writing, and first drafts of essays easily lend 

themselves up for  students to take the chance to write in an L1, or simply to use L1 words or 

phrases when desired. Subsequent drafts and final research essays or argumentative essays would 



of course always be handed in to the teacher completely in Academic English, as that is what we 

are preparing our students to be able to do at this level after all. However, the authors point out 

that a finished product featuring a student’s command of academic vocabulary and grammatical 

structures in English is not all that we are looking for as composition teachers (p. 33). A deep 

and oftentimes critical engagement with the content being written about is also what students 

will need to be able to do. And if this deeper level of thinking is first done in a language other 

than English, that’s ok. The authors define two unique understandings of fluency. Grammatical 

and lexile fluency takes place more at the sentence level. On the other hand, cognitive fluency (p. 

33) is when students are critiquing or reflecting on something, and when students are able to do 

this it is apparent not just at the sentence level in writing, but in the bigger picture of the essay as 

a whole where organization and flow are key.  

        To give a hypothetical example of this, imagine that you were studying in Egypt and were 

an L2 learner of Arabic in a freshman writing course. You struggle greatly with grammatical 

accuracy and appropriate vocabulary usage. You are supposed to write an essay discussing what 

you believed to be three major causes of global warming. Much of the relevant vocabulary such 

as ozone layer, atmosphere, radiation, or fossil fuels you do not know in Arabic. However, you 

completed a large project on global warming at your high school in the U.S., and have 

volunteered for an environmental protection agency. When you start to write the first draft of 

your essay it would be a waste for you to only write what you are able to in Arabic. Because 

your common underlying proficiency (Cummins 1979) is so rich regarding this topic, despite the 

fact that your academic Arabic skills are still rather low, you should be able to use what you 

know to help you in the writing process.  

~ ~ ~  



     One of my classmates, James, teaches a low intermediate Academic Reading & Writing 

course at the American Language Institute (ALI) at SF State which prepares students to 

matriculate into a 4-year university. In a casual conversation with him I wanted to know if he 

applied any translanguaging in his classroom. James is a bilingual Mandarin/English speaker 

who grew up in Taiwan. He informed me that despite receiving his own English language 

education from a strictly “English Only” classroom in Taiwan, James says that he feels at ease 

using translanguaging in his ALI classroom, and views it as a valuable tool.  

         One way in which James applies his bilingual skills is through using Mandarin to translate 

new vocabulary words when he is working with limited time left in class and doesn’t want to 

waste a lot of energy explaining a new word in English. If he does use Mandarin however, he 

asks that the other students in the class (Korean, Japanese, Mongolian and a French speaker use a 

quick google translate for that same word and then share the word in their language with the 

class. Even though his class is a majority of Mandarin speakers, he doesn’t want the speakers of 

other languages to feel excluded.  

        One idea that I found particularly intriguing when talking with James was something he 

mentioned about feedback on student’s writing. He said that he has used students L1’s to write 

comments in the margins of their essays. Because he knows that most students don’t actually 

take the time to read his comments and “it’s not really even their fault - I do it myself too when I 

get something handed back to me from a professor. Sometimes the handwriting of the professor 

is hard to read or I just feel done with the essay - like I check my grade and that is it.” But, as a 

teacher, James actually really wants his students to take the time to read his comments so they 

can use it in the crafting process of their next essays. So he started to make it personalized by 



writing short  constructive comments in the student’s L1. “For Mandarin of course it's easy for 

me, but for Mongolian, Japanese, Korean and French I use google translate and literally just copy 

the writing even if it's in an alphabet I don’t understand.” He says the students are surprised that 

he tried to write in their language so they take the time to read the comments.  

        While this is not in any way an example that I am suggesting all composition teachers to 

take up, I still think it's very interesting to see how other teachers play with the boundaries 

between languages and learning in their classrooms. It shows how we can easily create dialogues 

with other teachers, especially bilingual teachers and non-native speakers of English, about 

language learning. Monolingual and/or native speaking English teachers lack the experience of 

learning to write in another language, so the more conversations that can be had the better we 

will all be.  

Conclusion 

        In conclusion, I hope that by reading this capstone paper you have been inspired to view 

English language teaching in a much more critical manner and to see how it is very much 

situated within time and space, as well as to to value the knowledge that learners possess in their 

complex linguistic repertoires. I have only been able to investigate two common teaching 

contexts within the U.S. In the future I hope to learn more about how translanguaging can be 

used in adult schools, in primary schools, and in how teaching English abroad differs from 

teaching domestically. Additionally, I have only looked at translanguaging or L1 use to aid 

literacy development. How might it also be used in listening & speaking classrooms or for 

classroom management strategies? Regardless of the fact that I have only begun to scratch the 



surface, I know that I will continue to base my future teaching and interactions with students 

based on my respect for multilingual experiences and language as an inherently social practice.  

 

~ ~ ~ 

Special thanks to my mentor teacher Ms. Anna Kaplan at Oakland International High School 
who guided me in my teaching practice and encouraged me to observe other content area 
classrooms for ELL students at the school site. The worksheet analyzed as an example in this 
paper is her own original work.  
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