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Translanguaging Strategies for Teaching
Literature in a Multicultural Setting

Maria Teresa Martinez-Garcia and Patricia Arnold

Abstract

In a multicultural context like the one that can be found in Dallas (Texas),
foreign language teachers must be prepared to deal with an ever-growing
group of multicultural, multilingual students. This chapter discusses the
work done in a university MA classroom that teaches Spanish-as-a-foreign-
language school, high-school, and university instructors how to improve
their teaching methods by including real literature examples in their class-
rooms. As the class included a particularly diverse multicultural group, the
authors provide concrete examples on how to approach such a classroom. By
outlining the different methodologies used by the main professor and some
of the techniques employed by the students themselves, this chapter explores
some of the major strategies that can be used in a multilingual classroom.

Keywords: T in5languaging; strategies; multicultural context; Spanish-as-
a-foreign language; technology-enhanced learning

Introduction

Multicultural societies such as the melting pot that can be found in Dallas, Texas,
create a clear need for foreign language teachers to be prepared for an ever-growing
multicultural, multilingual student population. Taking into consideration these
emergent needs, both teachers and students need to be trained to better exploit
certain mechanisms or methodologies that could promote success in their labor
(White-Clark, 2005). For example, when classrooms were more homogeneous
(in terms of language proficiency and cultural background), instructors did not
need to consider factors such as how to approach a diverse array of proficiencies
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in their classrooms. More recently, however, this has become one of the many
factors that instructors need to consider when preparing for their lectures.

Among many of the strategies that can be employed by instructors in these
contexts, two of them deserve further attention: technology-enhanced learning
and translanguaging (see Garcia & Wei, 2013, for an overview of other strategies
available to instructors). Technology-enhanced learning (TEL) refers to the inclu-
sion of technology, both analog and digital, to enhance students’ learning experi-
ence, while investigating how its use can foster learning and teaching (see Conole &
Oliver, 2002; Issroff & Scanlon, 2002; for a review). Most of the research in this
area explores how TEL has transformed and enhanced education and educa-
tional institutions, by providing learners with the infrastructures to adjust their
own learning at their own pace (e.g., Levy, 2017), while providing more resources
to the instructors and creating a more hands-on learning experience (e.g., Spring,
Graham, & Hadlock, 2016). However, while pointing out some strategies related
to TEL, the current chapter focuses on strategies related to translanguaging.

The term “translanguaging” was first coined by Cen Williams in 1996 (“traw-
sieithu” in Welsh) to refer to the systematic switch between English and Welsh
in classroom activities (as described in Andrews, Fay, & White, 2018). Thus,
translanguaging strategies are those that promote the purposeful use of different
languages and cultural resources in order to enrich instruction by incorporating
students’ own personal perspectives and experiences (e.g., Lubliner & Grisham,
2017; Yuvayapan, 2019). For example, including translations into the vernacu-
lar language of traditional stories of the students’ home countries (or, whenever
possible, texts written in the native language) will help them relate more to the
content taught, thus enhancing their learning experience. Such an example is
a reality-based process which allows students to shift seamlessly between their
native language (L1) and second language (L2), helping them bridge languages
and cultures (Lubliner & Grisham, 2017). Among many advantages, translan-
guaging ensures a deeper understanding of content, as well as enhances learners’
weaker language by allowing them to scaffold the information with their domi-
nant language (e.g., Baker, 2011; Garcia & Wei, 2014).

While this methodology provides clear benefits, the principles under which
instructors can develop it are not as clear. Rowe (2018) proposed several points
for consideration when facing the challenge of preparing a lecture for the mul-
ticultural classroom. Among them, points such as teachers’ need to value their
students’ languages and cultures by including activities that either model differ-
ent languages or focus on aspects of different cultures and languages should be
particularly emphasized. In sum, the underlying philosophy of this method is that
multiple languages and cultures can complement each other and lead to deep-
ening students’ understanding of the content and their own bilingual identity
(Yuvayapan, 2019).

This chapter provides a literature review focusing on the translanguaging
mechanisms that can be employed by both instructors and students, while provid-
ing real examples of how this can be accomplished. The examples discuss the work
done in a university Master’s degree (MA) classroom that taught Spanish-as-a-
foreign-language elementary, high school, and university teachers how to improve
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their teaching methods by including real literature examples in their lessons. This
class consisted of 17 students completing their MA in Teaching Spanish as a Sec-
ond Language at Texas A&M University-Commerce (Texas, USA). The class-
room setting was very diverse and multicultural. Among the students, there were
native speakers of English, Spanish, and Portuguese primarily, all of whom had
(some) knowledge of the other languages. Moreover, native speakers of other lan-
guages were also present. The vernacular language of the classroom was Spanish,
although the level of Spanish of students varied from native to heritage speakers,
advanced and high-intermediate learners. While most of the students were teach-
ers in real life, they varied in their length of experience, from students who had just
started teaching to others who had more than ten years of experience Thus, their
knowledge of the terminology related to education/methodologies varied greatly.
This chapter outlines the mechanisms employed in this specific classroom
by providing real examples of how the strategies discussed in the literature can
be implemented in a real setting. For example, it discusses how students can be
divided into groups to present one of the readings required for the week, so that
they can explain the concepts with their own words, making the concepts more
accessible to everyone. The chapter concludes by providing a summary of some of
the main ideas outlined in the chapter, as well as other ideas that instructors and
students could use in their multilingual classrooms. In the Appendix, fragments
of a real example of a lesson plan proposed by a non-native speaker of Spanish is
presented, in which she applies the knowledge gained in the classroom to her own
university-level Spanish classes (translated into English by the authors).

Translanguaging Strategies for Instructors

Translanguaging highlights the importance of understanding students’ language
and cultural backgrounds as a mechanism to help them better grasp the content
of the classroom (Rowe, 2018). Thus, it is important that the instructor gather the
necessary information early in the semester to determine the students’ language
backgrounds (including their native languages, the languages they have studied,
and at least an estimation of their proficiency in each one of them). Gathering
this information during the first week of the semester will allow the instructor to
determine the best materials to present to the class (e.g., Baker, 2011; Garcia &
Wei, 2014; Rowe, 2018).

For example, in the classroom described in the introduction, the materials pre-
sented and discussed were distributed among students based on language profi-
ciency and general language ability. That is, in the classroom, techniques on how
to introduce authentic pieces of literature into the L2 classroom were discussed.
Then, students were divided into small groups and asked to experience these
techniques themselves by “pretending to be real students in a second language
classroom.” Two main strategies were employed by the instructor to ensure that
students could benefit the most from these demonstrations, both of which were
related to their language background and abilities.

On the one hand, not all pieces of literature were presented in Spanish (the ver-
nacular language of the classroom), but examples in the other languages spoken/

AQ2


zidan
Sticky Note
Added in the reference list


42  Maria Teresa Martinez-Garcia and Patricia Arnold

known by the students were also included. On the other hand, the length and com-
plexity of the texts chosen was divided among the groups based on the proficiency/
competence of that given group in the language of the text. Whenever a group
included at least one participant who functioned on the lower end of the ability
levels in the class, that group was given a slightly shorter, simpler article to scan
and to work with (e.g., keep in mind that, while this group worked with a simpler
text in Spanish, another day they would receive a more complex task in English).
However, whenever a group had multiple native or heritage speakers, they were
given a longer and more complex text to analyze and present. Matching the mate-
rials to the abilities of the students ensured that everybody had enough time to go
through the materials and use their stronger language to understand the concepts
discussed, while experiencing first-hand the concepts discussed in the class.

While these strategies successfully worked to engage all students with the
materials discussed in class, they also support other evidence of the benefits of
the flexible use of languages in language learning educational settings and by
following different approaches (e.g., Creese & Blackledge, 2015; Duarte, 2019;
Hornberger & Link, 2012; Mwinda & Van der Walt, 2015; Portoles & Marti,
2017; Velasco & Garcia, 2014). Mereover; researcl yports the idea that learning
that is not differentiated leads to meaningful expericuces only for high-achieving
(and in this case, mostly native and heritage speaking) students (McGill-Franzen,
Zmach, Solic, & Zeig, 2006; Schumm, Moody, & Vaughn, 2000). Thus, differen-
tiating materials based on students’ needs and abilities could be a mechanism for
the successful creation of meaningful experiences for all students. This MA class
presents another example of how these strategies also can be beneficial for adult
learners in a classroom not specifically focused on learning an L2.

However, preparing materials based on students’ linguistic abilities is not the
only strategy that instructors can use to help students in their learning experience.
Another strategy that has been proposed in the literature is for the instructor to
understand the needs of students in order to gear the classroom toward reaching
those needs (e.g., Ebanks, 2010; White-Clarke, 2005). At this point, we need to
be careful with the implications of “making use of students’ needs in the learn-
ing process.” In a general sense, this idea can be interpreted as gearing a class-
room toward teaching those specific points that will be useful for students’ futures
(broadly speaking). However, in the field of translanguaging, this concept should
be interpreted as “making sure that students approach each new topic by think-
ing how to apply it to their own future needs.” It is not the role of the instructor
to create materials and lectures based on their students’ needs, but to make sure
students realize how they can use the same concepts in different ways to match
their own needs.

In the class described in this chapter, students greatly varied in terms of their
work experience and why they wanted to take the class and even in their reasons
and motivations for pursuing a Master’s Degree. While some students wanted to
know how to include literature extracts in their university classes, others wanted
to do the same with elementary-school children. Thus, while the concept of the
class was the same, the needs for approaching this challenge were different among
students. One of the ways in which the instructor tried to face this challenge was
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by making sure that, at the end of each lecture, each student had the chance to
brainstorm ideas on how to use what they had learned in class with their own stu-
dents in mind. For example, after discussing how to introduce a real poem during
the lecture and going through an example in class, the instructor asked different
groups (divided based on their own personal needs) to modify the example in
such a way that they could reflect how they would go through the same poem with
their own students and what modifications they would need to apply to make it
work with different student populations (see the Appendix for an example).

This class then presents another example to support the research showing how
learner-centered instruction is useful in improving student performance (e.g.,
Ebanks, 2010; White-Clarke, 2005), as this teaching approach has been shown to
encourage students’ responsibility for learning (Ysseldyke, Betts, Thill, & Han-
nigan, 2004), to raise student achievement, to promote democratic classrooms,
complex thinking, and joint production, and to meet student communication
goals (Cummins, 2007), including with culturally diverse student populations
(White-Clarke, 2005).

Once again, translanguaging is not limited to understanding students’ linguis-
tic abilities; it also means understanding and integrating students’ personal expe-
riences and cultural background (e.g., Rowe, 2018; Yuvayapan, 2019). For this
reason, creating a diverse, culturally engaging environment should be the ideal
scenario in a multicultural setting, which, in the classroom described in this book
chapter, was accomplished by means of using real examples during the lectures,
not just lecturing. These real examples included materials presented in different
formats (e.g., copies of book chapters or video presentations), in different lan-
guages (e.g., English, Spanish, and Portuguese), from different countries (e.g., not
only literature written in Spain, but from other Spanish-speaking countries) and
both original texts as well as translations into Spanish.

These translations deserve more attention as an example of translanguaging
strategies in the classroom. While reading a text in their L2 may be challenging
for students, havir = 5t me previous cultural background may facilitate their read-
ing comprehensiol " anslanguaging emphasizes the importance of implement-
ing scaffolding strategies, which is not only limited to translating the materials
into learners’ L1 (Ebe & Chapman-Santiago, 2016). If students recognize a text
they have previously read in their L1, they can make use of this previous experi-
ence to successfully comprehend it in their L2. They would not need to focus
on understanding the words of the text, but on how it specifically matches the
content discussed in the literature. Thus, using these types of texts improves the
scaffolding process, by making use of previously acquired knowledge in students’
L1 (see Oliva & Gomez, Chapter 5, this volume).

However, one specific aspect that deserves attention, but which has received
little attention in the literature, is the fact that instructors’ role is also one of
guiding the students toward understanding how to use their own translanguaging
mechanisms to learn more about the content of the class. Previous studies have
discussed the perceptions of students in higher education on translanguaging.
For example, Carstens (2016) and Kim and Petraki (2009) showed how students
were aware of the scaffolding benefits and how these strategies helped them better
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understand the concepts by simplifying them and giving them an overall picture
in which they could link the different concepts of the classroom. However, Rivera
and Mazak (2017) highlighted students’ indifference toward this pedagogy. One
of the main differences between these studies seems to be the way the instructors
approached and emphasized the importance of translanguaging strategies with
their students and how often this pedagogy was used. It is important, then, that
the instructor emphasizes how this specific approach can help students under-
stand the concept of the classroom and how they can successfully learn to scaf-
fold the information in their L1 for their own benefit.

Thus, understanding students’ linguistic abilities, their needs, including real
materials in the classroom and in different formats and working toward learning
how to teach students to use their own translanguaging strategies are just some of
the strategies that instructors can apply to foster their student’s learning process,
not only in second language classrooms, but also in theory-oriented classes like
the one described in this chapter as a case scenario. However, as the next section
will discuss, these are not the only strategies that can help improve this learning
process, as students also have certain translanguaging strategies that they should
try to further enhance in order to be more successful learners.

Translanguaging Strategies for Students

Students in courses with multiple ability levels sometimes face anxiety-producing
interactions, not only with the instructor (who may, in fact, be altering speech to
account for differences in ability) but also with peers in group settings or during
presentations. Although listening comprehension has not always been perceived
as a task that might provoke anxiety, some students experience frustration for
not understanding every word that they believe they should be able to under-
stand (Bekleyen, 2004) or that they believe is critical to overall comprehension
of the lesson.

For example, when one of the native speakers presented on her topic in the
class discussed in this chapter, she spoke much faster than most of the other stu-
dents or the professor. One non-native speaker mentioned that she tried to take
notes, but she was also panicked by the speed with which the other student spoke.
She used self-talk to reduce anxiety during that presentation — “That’s so fast.
Oh, wait, I understood all of that. Oh my goodness. She’s talking so fast! Wait.
I understood that ....” She did that for the entire presentation. By the end, she was
both exhausted and proud of herself for having survived and for having under-
stood everything that her classmate said. Students in these situations might be
encouraged overtly to use self-calming strategies in order to be able to adjust to
the differences in speed or dialect. Young (1991) recommends not only self-talk
but also relaxation exercises, tutors, and supplemental groups as ways to reduce
this anxiety Young,199H. Additionally, Tasnimi (2009) reminds instructors to
be aware of student self-assessments and personal expectations in order to assist
them in reducing stress. Tasnimi (2009) also recommends specific teacher behav-
iors that can reduce stress, such as not calling on individuals. In the course dis-
cussed here, the student who had elevated anxiety was comforted to know that the
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material being presented by the student who spoke quickly would not be assessed
immediately for complete comprehension, but rather would be utilized practically
in an activity designed by the professor.

Challenged by the varied abilities of a diverse classroom, the course instructor
faced the task of providing meaningful input and opportunities for level-appropriate
output for various learners and did so by making a clear differentiation of the tasks
and readings. This differentiation made tasks meaningful for learners of all ability
levels, as it allowed everybody to contribute unique information to discussions. Stu-
dents were aware of this differentiation, so they knew the expectations the instructor
had and how they should be addressing each task. Thus, the students with lower
proficiency levels in both reading and speaking became valuable contributors to the
learning process. Seifert, Schwab, and Gasteiger-Klicpera (2016) support this prac-
tice when they say that learners of all levels benefit from postreading discussions
when the texts are differentiated. Moreover, using texts in different languages and
from different backgrounds helped students te use their own L1 linguistic and cul-
tural knowledge to participate meaningfully in the educational process (Lubliner &
Grisham, 2017). Students need to feel they are in a setting that increases their trust
and promotes the sharing of their own personal experiences (Duarte, 2019). Using
this technique, the professor in this course created such an environment.

In translanguaging situations, students see themselves as capable contributors,
while at the same time they advance their own skills by listening to others use the
L2 forms and vocabulary necessary to communicate the information they have
“zarned in L1. Students need to be aware of this double-input and how it can

oster their own learning process. Utilizing groups in the L2 classroom increases
the use and comprehension of the L2. Moreover, working in cooperative groups
increases student accountability and reduces dependence on the authority figure,
specifically the instructor, as students hold one another accountable to perform
certain tasks within the context of the group (B—W-Johnson & Johnson, 2009).
Furthermore, anxiety is decreased by the presence of and support of classmates,
which in turn increases motivation and participation. Rehearsed answers increase
confidence, thus increasing students’ use of L2. lents who work in groups are
more motivated to use the target language as they are held accountable by their
peers (Zhang, 2010). However, students need to be made aware of all these ben-
efits, while understanding that their peers are not their competitors.

Students in this graduate course self-selected the groups according to their
personal preferences and comfort levels. In most cases, the groups were relatively
homogenous, with students of closely balanced proficiency levels choosing to
work together. As groups presented their findings to the class in general, they had
already spoken together about their presentations, so they were more confident
as they presented.

However, marginalization should be avoided at all costs (Leki, 2001). In the class
described in this chapter, at least one student chose to work alone, since grouping
was optional. However, she implemented her own strategies to reduce her workload
and transfer it to the in-class setting. For example, she utilized the existing group
structure to provide readings at differentiated levels so that the individuals in the
groups were neither overly challenged nor bored. By letting students form their own
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groups, students were less inclined to exclude certain students because groups were
formed based on common interests or previous knowledge of the person. The non-
native English-speaking students in Leki’s (2001) study did experience marginaliza-
tion, which led to negative feelings that inhibited the learning experience. However,
while it is true that in certain contexts, it is preferable for group work to be highly
structured and for the roles to be clearly defined by the instructor, so as to avoid
some of the negative consequences associated with group work (Leki, 2001), giving
students the chance to form their own groups can provide lasting benefits.

Thus, students themselves also can be making use of different strategies to
take a more personal approach to their own learning process.

Conclusion

Within the context of the L2 classroom, teacher strategies are critical as translan-
guaging increases in usage. However, these strategies cannot be limited solely to
the instructors’ work. While high awareness of student competencies and profi-
ciency levels will inform the strategies for maximum effectiveness’ of the instruc-
tors’ lectures, the students themselves also benefit from self-awareness of their
competencies and future needs, so that they can see themselves as valuable con-
tributors to the learning process.

Teachers who are aware of the benefits of these strategies will capitalize on
student language and cultural backgrounds as well as their personal experiences
in order to tailor lessons to the present and future needs of students. However,
tailoring the lectures does not mean making them more geared toward matching
their students’ needs, but giving the students the tools necessary to understand
how each lecture may have a direct impact in their own lives. In that context,
anxiety reduction, group participation, and willingness to work with differenti-
ated materials are all strategies that instructors and students may use to make
translanguaging effective in their own experiences.

Noteworthy in the context of this chapter is the fact that translanguaging in
this setting was not in an L2 language classroom but rather in a setting with
relatively proficient learners who utilized multiple languages with which they had
experience in order to maximize their learning. Strategies utilized by the profes-
sor brought into the setting a flexible learning situation that allowed learners to
make practical applications relevant to their own future needs of the materials,
one of the main points discussed in recent translanguaging research (for a
complete review, see Yuvayapan, 2019).
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Appendix: Lesson Plan Proposed by a Non-native Speaker of
Spanish for Her Intermediate University Students of Spanish

Lesson Plan II (Poetry in the Form of a Song)
In Class, Day 1
Activity 1 (20 minutes): Reading and Listening to the Song

Purpose: Students will listen to the song “A Dios le Pido” by Juanes, as an
example of poetry. They will get familiarized with the vocabulary to under-
stand the song.

(1) Give to the students the lyrics of “A Dios le Pido” by Juanes (1 minute).

(2) Students will be asked to identify new vocabulary (4 minutes).

(3) In pairs, they will look for the meaning of the new vocabulary (4 minutes).
(4) Listen to the song and discuss as a class the meaning of the song (11 minutes).

Activity 2 (13 minutes ). Identifying the Forms of the Subjunctive and Their Use

Purpose: Identify the forms of the subjunctive in the song and review what
they learned about the motivations for using the subjunctive in Spanish.

(1) Individually, students look for the forms of the subjunctive in the text (5
minutes).

(2) Share their work with a classmate and discuss discrepancies (3 minutes).

(3) With a classmate, identify the motivations for using the subjunctive in each
case (5 minutes).

Activity 3 (17 minutes).: Using the Subjunctive

Purpose: Use of the subjunctive orally.

(1) In groups, they will prepare a mini-theater in which they make wishes (as
Juanes wishes to God in his song) to someone in a power position in their
lives, being careful about the vocabulary and the grammar used.

(2) Prepare to present it to the class the following day (they will receive extra
points if they present it in the form of a poem, song, or rap).
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