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Abstract
For the past two decades, a significant number of ethnic minority students from diverse racial, cultural, linguistic, and 
religious backgrounds have entered Chinese language classrooms in Hong Kong for the first time. Simultaneously, Chinese 
language teachers have come under criticism for their lack of understanding of diversity and their failure to integrate ethnic 
minority students academically and socially. However, there is little research on how these teachers can transform their 
educational beliefs, teaching techniques, and attitudes toward diversity and inclusion to respond effectively to the drastic 
changes taking place in their professional work. This study examines how a group of Chinese language teachers employed 
translanguaging as a social justice strategy to address the challenges of teaching minority students in a monolingual and 
assimilative educational setting in Hong Kong. Classroom observations show that teachers enacted a translanguaging stance, 
using students’ familiar semiotic resources to make their teaching more inclusive and equitable for ethnic minority students 
from low socioeconomic and religious backgrounds. Teachers reported becoming more aware of diversity in the classroom as 
well as of the social inequalities and racial discrimination outside of school. The study shows that criticism has been unfairly 
levied on Chinese language teachers in Hong Kong, who should not be held responsible for the social problems hindering 
ethnic minorities’ social mobility. Research should include a decolonial perspective to legitimize translanguaging as a social 
justice strategy for more transformative praxis in the education sector in postcolonial Hong Kong.
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Introduction

The recent influx of ethnic minority students from different 
racial, cultural, linguistic, and religious backgrounds into 
Hong Kong’s mainstream education system has created 
new challenges for both the education system and the teach-
ers in the classrooms (Gu et al., 2017; Gube & Phillipson, 
2019; Loh et al., 2019). Hong Kong has been a Chinese 
society dominated by homogenous populations throughout 
its history. The most recent 2016 Population By-Census 
data (Hong Kong Census & Statistics Department, 2017) 
show that 92% of Hong Kong residents are ethnic Chinese. 
The ethnic minority population in Hong Kong numbered 
584,383 in 2016, or 8% of its total population, representing 
an increase of about 70% over 2006. Among all the ethnic 

minority groups in the territory, the fastest growing is South 
Asian, including Indians, Nepalese, Pakistanis, and Sri Lan-
kans. Furthermore, the 2016 Population By-Census report 
(Hong Kong Census & Statistics Department, 2017) reveals 
that members of ethnic minority communities who were 
born in Hong Kong increased by about 120% in the decade 
from 2006 to 2016, from 38,042 to 81,964, respectively. This 
indicates that more ethnic minorities have settled in Hong 
Kong, with their children being born and raised locally. The 
accelerating rate with which ethnic minority children have 
entered all levels of schooling in Hong Kong has unveiled 
many historical and deep-seated educational inequalities in 
Hong Kong’s educational system (Bhowmik, 2017; Loper, 
2004).

One of the most crucial challenges faced by ethnic minor-
ity students is the language barrier. In Hong Kong, all eth-
nic minority students are expected to learn Cantonese, the 
local vernacular, as the spoken Chinese language, as well as 
traditional Chinese orthography as the written Chinese lan-
guage (Li & Chuk, 2015), although Mandarin and simplified 
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Chinese are taught in most parts of the world to non-Chinese 
learners. Apart from the unique linguistic difficulties, Hong 
Kong lacks a second-language policy for students with dif-
ferent native languages to learn the official language of the 
territory and perform in academic environments (Loh et al., 
2019; Wang, 2019, 2021). Most of Hong Kong’s ethnic 
minorities, especially South Asians in secondary schools, 
are expected to study in a monolingual and assimilative edu-
cational context to expedite their Chinese learning process 
and preparation for the university entrance examination (Gu 
et al., 2019; Shum et al., 2011). Many policymakers have 
observed that an immersive environment has not been con-
ducive to ethnic minority students quickly acquiring Canton-
ese as a second language and learning to speak at a native 
level. Their conclusion was that poor Chinese teaching was 
to blame (Wang, 2019). In the past decade or so, Chinese 
language education, its pedagogy, assessment methods, and 
teachers have been frequently criticized by researchers and 
the news media for the academic failures of Hong Kong’s 
ethnic minority students (Loh & Tam, 2016; Shum et al., 
2011; Tsung & Gao, 2012; Tsung & Lau, 2019). Bhowmik 
and Kennedy (2017) found that it has been “common to 
attribute school failure for ethnic minority students in Hong 
Kong to problems with Chinese language education” (p. 69). 
They concluded, however, that there were various reasons 
why South Asian students did not do well in school, with the 
ability to speak Chinese being just one of many.

The rapid growth of minority students in native Chinese 
language classrooms has brought multilevel challenges to 
Chinese language teachers (Gao, 2012b; Shum et al., 2016). 
Wang and Tsung (2022) conducted a systematic review of 
empirical research on Chinese language teaching to ethnic 
minority students in Hong Kong. They found that exist-
ing studies have examined how Chinese language teachers 
in Hong Kong lack an understanding of diversity and the 
professional competencies to teach the Chinese language 
to ethnic minority students. According to these studies, 
the inability of Chinese language teachers to make minor-
ity students proficient in Chinese was often considered the 
problem. Other studies have found that ethnic minority stu-
dents are taught with the same language acquisition methods 
used for native speakers (Ng et al., 2020; Shum et al., 2016). 
Another group of studies found that Chinese language teach-
ers are impolite to or impatient with South Asian students, 
often ignoring their learning needs and giving them harsher 
punishments (Bhowmik & Kennedy, 2017). Over the years, 
the spotlight has been on Chinese language teachers for not 
being good at their jobs and failing to help ethnic minority 
students learn Chinese, perform better in school, and fit into 
society.

However, there have been few acknowledgments that 
most in-service Chinese language teachers are not profes-
sionally trained to teach non-Chinese-speaking students 

from diverse cultural backgrounds or to help them pass 
standardized assessments and succeed in university admis-
sions. The 5 years of professional training received by lan-
guage teachers have played a central role in shaping their 
professional identity and teaching skills as native language 
teachers. As Chinese language teachers, they believe their 
main goal is to educate their students “by passing on Chinese 
culture and Confucian values” (Gao, 2012a, p. 97). Over the 
past decade, many Chinese language teachers have made tre-
mendous efforts to upskill themselves with new theories and 
strategies for teaching ethnic minority students or even to 
transform their educational beliefs and teaching techniques 
to ensure that ethnic minority students have equal oppor-
tunities as their Chinese peers (Gu et al., 2019). However, 
little has been heard about teachers’ transformative praxis 
as they interact with minority students in the classroom. The 
purpose of this study is to explore how teachers transform 
their professional practices to cope with the challenges of 
teaching students from minority groups whose first language 
is not Chinese in mainstream schools.

A social justice perspective of language 
education

The concept of social justice emphasizes distributing wealth, 
opportunities, and privileges fairly across society, with a 
special focus on advocating for access to justice for the 
racialized, marginalized, and minoritized (Truong et al., 
2014). Although social justice has been widely used as a 
guiding principle in health care, law, and social movements 
in Western countries, it remains an underexplored concept 
in Asian language education in the Asia–Pacific context.

In education research, the concept of social justice has 
been often used as a critical lens for understanding the deep 
issues of equity and justice in teaching underprivileged 
ethnic minority students (e.g., García et al., 2008; Pana-
giotopoulou et al., 2020). In recent years, Western edu-
cational institutions have started to include official state-
ments on their websites to demonstrate their commitment 
to equitable opportunities and resources for students from 
all backgrounds and communities. Focusing on migrants, 
refugees, and asylum-seekers learning second languages 
in their adopted countries, language research scholars 
have warned that the widening social inequalities limit the 
learning opportunities and social mobility of students from 
underprivileged backgrounds with different mother tongues 
(García, 2020; Hurst & Mona, 2017). English language edu-
cation providers in English-speaking countries are advised 
to develop equity-minded and inclusive instruction to ensure 
that all students participate equally in various learning and 
assessment conditions (García et al., 2008, 2017). However, 
concepts related to social justice, such as diversity, equity, 
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and inclusion (DEI), were unknown to Chinese language 
teachers and the Hong Kong education system until the 
Covid-19 pandemic broke out.

One of the earliest studies that specifically draws on 
social justice as a conceptual framework is that by Wang and 
East (2020). Based in New Zealand, they called for Chinese 
language education providers to be more aware of DEI issues 
in their Chinese language teaching programs, particularly in 
terms of making their programs more equitable and acces-
sible during emergency remote teaching. Specifically, they 
suggested that teaching and assessment design should con-
sider students’ socioeconomic situations rather than assume 
all students study in a well-resourced environment. A year 
later, in the United States, Tao et al. (2021) recommended 
that Chinese language education follow international trends 
in promoting DEI principles in teaching and teacher training. 
They called for more professional development to deepen 
teachers’ understanding of DEI to address diversity in the 
classroom more fairly. In a recently published book review, 
inspired by the European language education sector’s com-
mitment to DEI initiatives, Wang and Diao (2021) advo-
cated promoting social justice in the classroom with students 
from diverse backgrounds. They were particularly concerned 
with introducing the DEI concepts into Chinese language 
teacher education to achieve a more profound transforma-
tion in teaching Chinese to second-language learners. All 
the above studies have shown the importance of adopting 
new paradigms to address issues of diversity and equity in 
teaching and learning.

In Hong Kong, the deep-rooted racism against ethnic 
minorities from low socioeconomic backgrounds has created 
long-term racial segregation both institutionally and socially 
(Bhowmik & Kennedy, 2017; Gao & Lai, 2018; Lam et al., 
2019). Like many other parts of the world, Hong Kong has 
seen widening socioeconomic gaps and rising educational 
inequalities in recent decades. Zhou et al. (2016) found 
that Hong Kong has the highest level of social segregation 
in secondary schools compared with other Chinese areas 
such as Macau, Shanghai, and Taipei. Students from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds are often deprived of opportu-
nities to interact with peers from upper-class backgrounds. 
Within low-banding schools, underprivileged South Asian 
students were often isolated by their Chinese peers. Shum 
et al. (2011) included this quote from a South Asian student: 
“Chinese students never spoke to us, and we never spoke to 
them. It was like an invisible separation.” (p. 290). Due to 
racial segregation, ethnic minorities’ exposure to the Chi-
nese language is extremely limited, even though they live in 
a predominantly Chinese-speaking society.

The educational inequalities long suffered by South 
Asians in Hong Kong are well documented. For example, 
Gao (2019) found that ethnic minorities from poorer back-
grounds “are less likely to access, persist, and complete 

university than their Chinese peers, and are thus locked into 
the lower socioeconomic strata and are persistently overrep-
resented in poverty” (p. 136). Thapa and Adamson (2018) 
found that South Asian students face inequities in schools 
due to the mainstreaming of either English or Chinese and 
a lack of opportunities to maintain their own heritage lan-
guage and identity. The drop-out rates of ethnic minority 
children from secondary education in Hong Kong have been 
astonishingly high. Lai et al. (2020) found that social media 
played a crucial role in disseminating misrepresentations 
of South Asian peoples and cultures, resulting in prejudice 
and stereotypical images of the diverse student body both 
inside and outside of mainstream education. It is impossible 
to make Hong Kong a fair and just society without address-
ing the long-term deeply rooted social inequality and racial 
discrimination against ethnic minorities caused by 155 years 
of colonialism.

The earliest settlement of South Asians to Hong Kong 
can be traced back to the expansion of the British Empire in 
the Asia–Pacific region in the early 1800s (Erni & Leung, 
2014). The opium trade led to war between Britain and 
China, which resulted in the Qing Empire ceding Hong 
Kong to the British colonizers. Many South Asians were 
recruited by the British Government to fight for the Brit-
ish Army, and the first major contingent arrived in 1841 to 
guard the Hong Kong colony as a result of the Opium War 
(1839–1842). According to Weiss (1991), during the Opium 
War, it was “defence and security services that the British 
either did not desire or could not find Chinese recruits, and 
they sought to meet this need by bringing in Indians” (later 
Pakistanis and Nepalis) (p. 426). According to Erni and 
Leung (2014), South Asians remained stationed in Hong 
Kong until 1997, when British rule ended. In addition to 
military service, other reasons for South Asian settlements in 
the early history of Hong Kong included labor requirements, 
business, and the need for clerks in the colonial government. 
During the 155 years of British colonial rule, there was lit-
tle sociocultural interaction between South Asians and the 
local Chinese population, a situation that was attributed to 
the British colonial policy of racial and cultural segregation.

Bhowmik and Kennedy (2016) asserted that minority stu-
dents’ school failure was “more than simply a consequence 
of academic failure” (p. 69) or a lack of Chinese language 
skills. Many underprivileged South Asians are limited to 
low-paid service jobs that require them to be proficient in the 
local vernacular to communicate with most working-class 
people in Hong Kong (Lai, 2010). As a minoritized group, 
they are expected to be assimilated into mainstream Chinese 
society by studying Chinese to achieve a social class upgrade 
(Loh & Tam, 2016). In contrast, their wealthier white coun-
terparts have the privilege of thriving in Hong Kong as 
monolingual English speakers who receive elite English-
medium education in fee-paying international schools where 
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Cantonese-speaking is discouraged or even disallowed on 
campus. The unequal educational systems and opportuni-
ties clearly show that the colonial legacy is still shamefully 
evident in Hong Kong.

In teaching migrant students of diverse backgrounds, 
cultural responsiveness has been legitimized as a socially 
just approach to validating students’ prior life experiences 
in learning the language of host countries (Gay, 2010). 
According to Villegas and Lucas (2002), culturally respon-
sive teachers are socioculturally aware, know about the lives 
of their students and see themselves as responsible for and 
capable of bringing about change to make the schools more 
equitable. They are cognizant of students’ diverse back-
grounds and are often proactive in designing instruction 
that builds on what their students already know while help-
ing them stretch beyond the already familiar. In Finland, 
for example, Alisaari et al. (2019) investigated 820 Finn-
ish language teachers about their beliefs and strategies in 
teaching multilingual migrant students and found that most 
teachers were positive about incorporating a linguistically 
and culturally responsive teaching method. Finnish teachers 
believe such a pedagogy helps connect students’ linguistic 
and cultural knowledge to new academic knowledge being 
taught in a new language. In the United States, many studies 
have been conducted over the past two decades (e.g., Agu-
irre & del Rosario Zavala, 2013; Gunn et al., 2021; Snyder 
& Fenner, 2021) to help teachers deepen their pedagogi-
cal content knowledge to meet the needs of an increasingly 
culturally and linguistically diverse student population and 
to highlight social justice as an essential dimension in the 
culturally responsive teaching approach. As can be seen, 
previous studies on such an approach have demonstrated 
that using linguistic and cultural repertoires and students’ 
preferred learning styles can make the learning experience 
of students in the classroom more relevant, meaningful, and 
effective.

Within Hong Kong’s education system, Chinese language 
teachers are one of the first professional groups to have close 
contact with ethnic minority students on a daily basis. Over 
the years, with increased personal and professional contact 
with South Asian students in classrooms and through more 
professional development training in DEI, Chinese language 
teachers have strengthened their awareness of using a lin-
guistically and culturally responsive teaching approach to 
create a more meaningful learning environment for students 
from diverse backgrounds. In a study of Chinese preschool 
teachers in Hong Kong, Ng et al. (2020) found that many 
have successfully integrated a linguistically and culturally 
responsive pedagogy into their classes. In particular, they 
have developed effective methods for incorporating ethnic 
minority students’ first/home language(s) and cultures as 
valuable semiotic repertories to improve classroom interac-
tions and student learning.

Translanguaging as social justice strategy

Translanguaging is a term originally coined by a Welsh 
scholar, Cen Williams, to refer to a pedagogical strategy 
adopted by teachers of using two languages for teaching 
(Lewis et al., 2012). It offers a new perspective on lan-
guage teaching and learning by viewing students’ semiotic 
resources as one repertoire rather than by socially con-
structed boundaries such as L1 or L2 (Li & García, 2022).

Cenoz and Gorter (2021) defined pedagogical translan-
guaging as “a theoretical and instructional approach that 
aims at improving language and content competencies in 
school contexts using resources from the learner’s whole 
linguistic repertoire” (p. 1). The introduction of translan-
guaging in applied linguistics research has fundamentally 
changed the structuralists’ static view of the boundaries of 
languages (Li, 2018; Li & Lin, 2019) and has challenged 
the “monoglossic hegemony” (García, 2020) in language 
teaching. Translanguaging is not only a language ideol-
ogy but also a linguistic reality that respects multilingual 
and superdiverse social conditions, taking multilingual 
practices as the norm, not the exception. Translanguag-
ing takes a multilingual pedagogical stance that accepts 
all semiotic inventions of teachers and students (Cenoz & 
Gorter, 2021).

García and Leiva (2014) argued that translanguaging 
is “a mechanism for social justice, especially when teach-
ing students from language minoritized communities” (p. 
200). In pedagogical translanguaging, teachers are enact-
ing a process of social transformation (García & Leiva, 
2014), liberating ethnic minority students from the con-
straints of the monolingual policies and practices driven 
by colonial-era ideologies, and creating a plurilingual 
space for all learners to make sense of their own learn-
ing experiences. In a world where translanguaging is the 
norm for theorizing languages, monolingualism will even-
tually lose its hegemonic status in maintaining hierarchies 
of named languages and of the peoples who speak these 
languages. Indeed, such linguistic hegemonies are partially 
to blame for the inequalities in today’s world. Canagarajah 
(2022) noted that the notion of translanguaging as an act 
of social justice had been widely accepted in the Global 
North, whereas limited research on this pedagogical pro-
cess has been conducted in other parts of the world.

South Asia is a highly multilingual place in the 
Asia–Pacific region (Adinolfi et al., 2022). In Hong Kong, 
according to Fleming (2015), almost all migrant students 
with South Asian backgrounds can speak at least two 
languages, many even four, for family or religious pur-
poses, including Bengali, Hindi, Nepali, Panjabi, Tamil, 
Urdu, Arabic, and Sanskrit. English is the shared lan-
guage among South Asians. The multilingual reality for 
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South Asian minorities has underscored the importance 
of recognizing and respecting ethnic minority students’ 
prior linguistic and cultural knowledge to engage emer-
gent multilingual learners. Speaking on behalf of Latino 
students in the U.S., García (2009) asserted that minor-
ity students should be regarded as emergent bilinguals 
whose entire linguistic repertoires should be valued (Li 
& García, 2022). However, in government documents and 
previous research, ethnic minority students in Hong Kong 
are referred to as “Non-Chinese Speaking” students for the 
convenience of distinguishing native and nonnative speak-
ers of Chinese in schools. Scholars taking a social justice 
perspective have called for rejecting this deficient and 
pejorative label (Gao et al., 2019; Wang & Diao, 2021). 
They argue that the term reinforces the dichotomy between 
students who can and cannot speak Chinese in educational 
institutions and, as a result, further worsens the sense of 
otherness of ethnic minority students in the mainstream 
environment.

Hong Kong’s mainstream curriculum adopts an assimi-
lative educational model, with ethnic minority students 
studying in Chinese-medium schools as second-language 
speakers alongside their native Chinese-speaking peers. 
However, due to the lack of a second language or bilingual 
education policy in the territory, the teaching of Chinese to 
ethnic minority students has not been normalized as sec-
ond language teaching. The Hong Kong government (Hong 
Kong Education Bureau, 2008) demanded that schools 
“arrange South Asian students in classes with local students 
and provide them with focused remedial teaching outside 
lessons to facilitate their immersion into the Chinese lan-
guage lessons” (p. 19). Previous research has shown that 
ethnic minority students in mainstream schools were demo-
tivated by the “target language only” policy implemented 
in the Chinese classrooms (Bhowmik & Kennedy, 2017). 
Gao and Shum (2010) found that South Asian students had 
become more anxious and stressed as a result of the over-
whelming immersive mandate. Some mainstream schools 
had to employ bilingual teaching assistants who speak the 
students’ home language(s) to provide after-school tutori-
als. As Wang (2021) argued, there has been an unfortunate 
mismatch between the one-size-fits-all monolingual policy 
in mainstream learning contexts and the diverse learning 
needs of ethnic minority students in Hong Kong.

Existing ethnographic research shows that pedagogical 
translanguaging has become the de facto classroom inter-
action strategy (e.g., Cenoz & Gorter, 2021; García et al., 
2008; Wang, 2020). Even in the most explicitly regulated 
environment or bilingual immersion programs, teachers 
often spontaneously enact pedagogical translanguaging, 
using a wide range of semiotic resources to facilitate stu-
dent learning (Tian, 2021). Focusing on translanguaging as 
a co-initiated pedagogy in Hong Kong, Lin and He (2017) 

showed that teachers and students were willing to “learn 
from each other’s linguistic/cultural resources… and are 
learning and expanding their multiple resources for com-
munication” (p. 243). They found that the translanguaging 
pedagogy has carved out a space for more meaningful and 
inclusive learning to take place. In the context of teaching 
Chinese to ethnic minority students, Ng et al. (2020) found 
that Chinese teachers have shown a greater awareness of 
students’ diverse linguistic backgrounds and have changed 
their attitudes toward students who use their first language 
with their peers in class. They have adopted an asset-based 
approach and have come to value students’ linguistic and 
cultural repertoires, using them to enable a transformative 
change to make their teaching more inclusive, equitable, and 
effective.

In Hong Kong, focusing on a beginner Chinese language 
program designed for adult “school leavers” who dropped 
out of school for minimum wage jobs, Wang (2019) found 
that Chinese language teachers had actively explored trans-
languaging approaches to make their teaching more relevant 
to ethnic minority students. Based on a classroom ethnog-
raphy, Wang (2019) identified three major categories of 
pedagogical translanguaging—interpretive translanguaging 
(teacher-led for explaining knowledge), managerial translan-
guaging (teacher-led for giving feedback and building rap-
port), and interactive translanguaging (student-led for multi-
ple learning needs). Additionally, Gu et al. (2019) found that 
Chinese teachers often hold a pluralistic language ideology 
regarding language use, recognizing the positive effect of 
students’ native languages in brokering between heritage 
communities and mainstream society. These studies have 
also shown that teachers are open to flexible classroom lan-
guage policies to help students make sense of their learning 
through meaningful interactions (e.g., García et al., 2017; 
Li, 2018).

Drawing on the concepts of social justice and translan-
guaging, the present study aims to further the discussion 
of how teachers enact pedagogical translanguaging as a 
driver of social justice. It has two research questions: (1) 
How do Chinese language teachers enact translanguaging 
when teaching ethnic minority students? And (2) Why do 
teachers enact translanguaging for ethnic minority students 
in mainstream educational settings?

The study

The study is constructed following the principle of class-
room ethnography. According to Bloome and Beauchemin 
(2018), classroom ethnography “seeks to make visible the 
particular social and cultural practices and processes of eve-
ryday life in classrooms” (p. 1). Based on the construct of 
cultural relativity, classroom ethnography seeks to counter 
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the cultural deficit models of students from nondominant 
communities whose intelligence, culture, and language are 
often considered deficient (e.g., Gao et al., 2019). The pur-
pose of classroom ethnographies is to reveal structural ineq-
uities and provide insights into how classroom participants 
reflect and challenge the social contexts in which they are 
embedded. Using classroom ethnography, this study col-
lected classroom discourses and teacher interview data to 
generate insights into the two research questions.

Research context

This study was part of a large-scale project conducted over 
1.5 years of fieldwork between April 2016 and August 2018 
in a postsecondary education institution. The data collection 
for this project mainly took place in 2017. The project’s pur-
pose was to develop a more holistic understanding of how 
teachers employ pedagogical translanguaging in promoting 
social justice in the classroom. The research site has nine 
campuses, and Chinese language courses were offered to 
ethnic minority students on four of them. Most students were 
South Asians from underprivileged backgrounds, with a 
small number of Thai, Indonesian, Filipino, and other Asian 
ethnicities. Students at this research site receive vocational 
education instead of entering universities.

The Chinese language program involved in the focal pro-
ject was based on a newly developed curriculum for school 
leavers who had dropped out of school before completing 
secondary school with the goal of acquiring basic Chinese 
language skills to enhance their employability. There were 
90 students of South Asian backgrounds enrolled in the 
program. Each class had approximately 10 to 15 students. 
Except for a few students who could use Cantonese for greet-
ings and counting, all students in the program were absolute 
beginners in the Chinese language and all students used Eng-
lish as their common language for communication.

Teacher participants and the researcher

Eleven Chinese language teachers participated in this 
research study. Participant recruitment was conducted 
through purposive sampling. Teachers with ethnic minority 
students in their classes were specifically invited to partici-
pate in the research at the focal research site. Eleven teach-
ers volunteered for this project. Eight of the teachers were 
female, three were male, and their average age was 38. Eight 
of the research participants had completed all their degrees 
at a Hong Kong university, whereas three had obtained a 
postgraduate degree overseas. They had an average teaching 
experience of 7.5 years at the research site, indicating they 
are experienced teachers. All of them are ethnic Chinese and 
speak Cantonese as their mother tongue. Six teachers identi-
fied themselves as predominantly Chinese speakers and five 

as bilingual Chinese and English speakers. English is the 
only shared language between the teachers and the minor-
ity students. Ethical issues, informed consent, and privacy 
rights were discussed before data collection, with confiden-
tiality assured to all participants.

The researcher was a tertiary Chinese language educa-
tor who has experience in curriculum development and 
teacher education in the field of Chinese as a Second Lan-
guage teaching and research. In qualitative research, it is 
recognized that a researcher’s ontological and epistemologi-
cal beliefs influence the research (Lin, 2015). This study 
adopted a reflexive approach to better identify the research-
er’s positionality in the process of designing, conducting, 
and writing about the focal project. The primary motivation 
for the researcher to conduct the project was to understand 
how teachers cope with classroom diversity in the context 
of teaching Chinese to South Asian students.

Data collection

This study employed two major ethnographic tools in data 
collection. First, classroom observation was used to collect 
classroom discourse data to understand how pedagogical 
translanguaging was enacted in the eleven teacher partici-
pants’ classes to empower and engage ethnic minority stu-
dents. Classroom observation also enabled the researcher to 
gain a more holistic view of naturalistic and dynamic lan-
guage practices in the classroom. Every teacher’s class was 
observed 3–5 times during one teaching semester, depend-
ing on the teachers’ availability and willingness to have the 
research team in class. Each lesson lasted about an hour. 
To protect participant identities, only audio recordings were 
made. Follow-up questions about their teaching and activity 
designs during the classroom observations were asked of the 
teachers immediately after they finished teaching.

Semistructured in-depth interviews were conducted with 
individual teacher participants. According to Scanlan (2020), 
in semistructured in-depth interviews, interviewees are encour-
aged to talk freely about specific predetermined topics to 
gather in-depth information around the themes of interest and 
follow-up questions permit gaining greater understanding of 
any particular matter. Each interview lasted about 1.5 h. All 
participants preferred to use Chinese for the interviews. The 
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis. 
The interview questions were developed based on the litera-
ture review and contextualized to fit the Hong Kong case (see 
Appendix 1). The interviews included 20 questions, catego-
rized into five sections. These guiding questions allowed the 
researcher to elicit valuable information from teacher par-
ticipants about (1) their educational, training, and teaching 
backgrounds; (2) their perceptions and rationales for using 
any teaching strategies to cope with classroom diversity; and 
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(3) their suggestions for professional development that they 
desired for improving students’ Chinese learning experiences.

Data analysis

Recordings of classroom interaction and teacher interviews 
were first transcribed into textual transcripts. Thereafter, data 
analysis was performed using a thematic approach. First, in 
analyzing classroom discourse data, the study used Wang 
(2019)’s methods of categorization of the pedagogical func-
tions of translanguaging in teaching ethnic minority students. 
The coding is based on the function of the translanguaged 
sentence in classroom interaction. This study’s classroom tran-
scripts included all three categories of translanguaging. In the 
findings section, quotations of the teacher-student interactions 
were provided to illustrate how translanguaging was enacted 
by teachers in this study. The coding criteria were as follows:

1) Interpretive translanguaging: e.g., L13 “So 姓 is the last 
name, 名 is the first name.”

2) Managerial translanguaging: e.g., L11 “好問題 (Good 
question). Good question.”

3) Interactive translanguaging: e.g., L9 “It is actually the 
first name, isn’t it?”

The interview data were analyzed to gain insight into the 
teachers’ motivations for using translanguaging to support 
ethnic minority students. The thematic analysis emphasizes 
identifying, analyzing, and interpreting patterns of meaning 
within qualitative data to understand experiences, thoughts, 
and behaviors (Kiger & Varpio, 2020). A second coder 
reviewed the content to ensure the validity of the data analy-
sis and to verify that it was performed in a rigorous manner 
to yield meaningful and useful results (Nowell et al., 2017). 
Thematic codes emerged based on repeated words, phrases, 
and statements that the participants often used when answering 
the interview questions. Two main categories were found and 
reported in the second part of the findings section: teachers’ 
awareness of diversity in the classroom and their awareness of 
inequalities outside the classroom. Within the classroom, three 
subcategories were found to be teachers’ primary reasons for 
using translanguaging: (1) to engage students by incorporating 
meaningful linguistic and cultural repertoires; (2) to improve 
the interaction and participation of ethnic minority students 
in the classroom; and (3) to ensure students receive classroom 
instruction and information equally.

Findings

How do teachers enact translanguaging?

All teachers’ classroom discourses have shown a distinct 
translanguaging reality. Even though none of the teachers 
had ever heard of or were familiar with the term translan-
guaging prior to their participation in the research project, 
their classroom discursive practices exhibited a “trans-
languaging reality” (Wang, 2020), in which Cantonese, 
Mandarin, English, and students’ home languages were all 
purposefully drawn on for teaching and learning. Teach-
ers spontaneously developed a translanguaging pedagogy 
to explain the linguistic knowledge of the target language, 
such as pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, and cultural 
concepts, and organized classroom activities to engage all 
students to actively participate in classroom learning. The 
classroom discourse is exemplified as follows.

Excerpt 1 (A snapshot of classroom discourse)

T: L1 How to pronounce this word?

Ss: L2 報名 (to sign up, to apply)
T: L3

L4
L5

Very good
報名
記唔記得 (Do you remember) 

this character?
S1: L6 Name?
T: L7

L8
Yes, name
So 報名 is to fill in a form or 

do something to apply
S2: L9

L10
It is actually the first name, 

isn’t it?
We’ve got 姓 (surname) from 

last week as a surname
T: L11

L12
L13
L14

好問題 (Good question). Good 
question

In Chinese, we have a pair like 
this—姓名 (name), like this

So 姓 (surname) is the last 
name, 名 (first or full name) 
is the first name

But when you 報名, you need 
to give your full name, your 
姓名 together

The above transcript shows that the classroom conversa-
tion data display a clear two-way communication model. 
Both the teacher and students were active in meaningful 
negotiations. Regarding the functions of translanguaging, it 
is not difficult to see that the most frequently used technique 
was “interpretive translanguaging,” in which new words, 
grammar, and knowledge-based concepts were explained 
(e.g., L12, L13, L14). The second group focuses on “mana-
gerial translanguaging,” with which teachers give feedback 
and build relationships with students (e.g., L5, L11). The 
last group was “interactive translanguaging,” initiated by 
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students for clarification or verifying the meaning of words 
(e.g., L9, L10).

The study found that teachers took a translanguaging 
stance in maintaining an interactive classroom discourse to 
ensure that all students were able to understand their instruc-
tional language. Although not all the classroom recordings 
showed such two-way communication, teachers’ language 
practices were similar to L12–L14. The recordings show 
clearly that teachers have developed a greater sense of aware-
ness of student diversity in proficiency levels. They sponta-
neously initiated culturally responsive teaching methods to 
make students feel the learning environment was respectful 
and the learning content relatable. This study has shown that 
translanguaging is used as a social justice strategy to cre-
ate an equitable learning environment for students of South 
Asian backgrounds. The second research question concerns 
teachers’ increased awareness of their roles in addressing 
diversity and educational inequalities.

Why do teachers enact translanguaging?

Awareness of diversity in the classroom

All teachers acknowledged that they have moved beyond a 
state of cultural blindness to one of cultural responsiveness 
since they began teaching Chinese to ethnic minority stu-
dents. In the interviews, most found that their experiences 
of teaching ethnic minority students greatly improved their 
understanding of diversity in the classroom, pushed them 
to initiate transformative teaching, attend more professional 
training opportunities, and develop new teaching techniques 
to engage their students. Based on the shared agreement that 
teachers should maximize classroom input from all students, 
teachers provided three major rationales for enacting trans-
languaging in teaching.

The first rationale was to engage students by incorporat-
ing meaningful linguistic and cultural repertoires of ethnic 
minority students. For example, T5 introduced a set of new 
Chinese lexicons to students with religious backgrounds—
words that many Chinese people do not use daily and are not 
normally included in mainstream textbooks. T5 also men-
tioned that she would prefer to use the English equivalent 
for these words with students whose Chinese proficiency 
remained limited.

Excerpt 2 (Interview with T5)
Our textbook is not designed for them, so I included 
“mosque,” “pray,” “fast,” and “halal food,” words that 
we (most Chinese) do not frequently use. For begin-
ners, I will speak these words in English, otherwise, 
there are too many new words for them.

The second reason for teachers to enact translanguag-
ing was to improve ethnic minority students’ classroom 

participation and better engage them in learning activities. 
T4 said he realized that using the languages that students 
were familiar with could get their attention in class, so he 
learned a few words to speak with his students. He explained 
that,

Excerpt 3 (Interview with T4)
Speaking their home languages can help get their 
attention…. So, I learned a little bit of Urdu with my 
former students. My pronunciation is poor, but it helps 
me get my students’ attention in class.… They laughed 
at me.

T4 showed a remarkable professional transformation in 
his professional development. This finding is inconsistent 
with Gu et al. (2019), who found in their study that teach-
ers were self-distancing from learning and using students’ 
home languages in school contexts. Most teachers felt 
anxious about learning and using an unfamiliar language. 
Another example was provided by T10, who used students’ 
cultural knowledge to motivate them to participate in learn-
ing activities.

Excerpt 4 (Interview with T10)
I used photos of Indian festivals such as Diwali as 
visual stimuli for students to engage in group work. 
So, when they do presentations, I told them they could 
use Hindi or English for things that do not have an 
equivalent in Chinese.

The third reason identified in this study was to ensure 
that students with different Chinese proficiency levels can 
receive instruction and information equally. T1 explained 
that her purpose in employing the translanguaging pedagogy 
was to ensure ethnic minority students were able to follow 
her instructions in class.

Excerpt 5 (Interview with T1)
I don’t want them to be left out in my interaction with 
other Chinese students…. When I look in their eyes, 
they are so lost, and I feel sorry for them…. I was 
embarrassed to speak English in class because my 
English pronunciation was not very good. But I know 
protecting my own feelings will not help my students.

As can be seen, teachers not only used translanguaging 
for cognitive and pedagogical scaffolding but also for nur-
turing translanguaging spaces to support students’ emotions 
and sense of belonging in class. They were aware that minor-
ity students felt disconnected due to language barriers, so 
they developed a translanguaging strategy to make ethnic 
minority students feel that their learning needs were being 
attended to.

Teachers’ interviews showed that they became more 
aware of student diversity and were willing to go the extra 
mile to achieve a transformation in their teaching. Teachers 
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were willing to step outside their comfort zones to help stu-
dents stay engaged, empowered, and informed. Teachers said 
that going to regular professional training sessions, whether 
they were required or not, helped them learn more about the 
home cultures and religions of the ethnic minority students.

Excerpt 6 (Interview with T7)
To be honest, I had never felt there was a need to learn 
about other cultures for doing this job… But since I’ve 
been teaching South Asian students, I’ve realized how 
ignorant I was about their cultures and lives.

Teachers found it important to attend professional devel-
opment programs to learn more about Hong Kong’s ethnic 
minorities, including their languages, cultures, religions, and 
the dos and don’ts of embedding their cultures into class-
room teaching. They believed that the most important expe-
rience they had was through interacting with their students 
and maintaining respectful relationships with them in the 
classroom.

Awareness of social inequalities outside the classroom

It has become increasingly clear to Chinese language teach-
ers that criticism of Chinese language education in Hong 
Kong originates from deep-rooted inequalities outside the 
classroom. With more professional training and closer con-
tact with their ethnic minority students, the teachers revealed 
that they needed to revisit their preconceptions about mar-
ginalized student groups. During the interviews, teachers 
revealed that they used to describe ethnic minority students 
as lazy, disobedient, or naughty compared to ethnic Chinese 
students who attached great importance to Confucian val-
ues such as hard work and respect for teachers. One teacher 
reflected on her past teaching experiences and explained how 
she developed a greater awareness of social justice toward 
ethnic minority students in her Chinese class.

Excerpt 7 (Interview with T6)
When I first started teaching them (in 2006), they did 
not want to study Chinese… I had avoided teaching 
them because I found them to be not hard-working and 
disrespectful. So, if they spoke other languages in my 
class, I’d punish them.… now I realize it was because 
they did not feel accepted by their peers. It is about 
their skin color, not their Chinese language skills.

The teacher pointed out that given the rampant social dis-
crimination against South Asians in the labor market and the 
media (Lai et al., 2020; Thapa & Adamson, 2018), being 
able to speak Cantonese would help them “make a favorable 
impression in front of the Chinese people but may not guar-
antee their acceptance into mainstream society” (T6). This 
also corresponds with Wong’s (2020) study. Students’ low 
opinions about themselves and their Chinese language skills 

have a negative impact on their motivation to learn Chinese, 
their academic performance, and their social integration. 
Teacher interviews confirmed that Chinese language edu-
cation for ethnic minorities is an issue that goes far beyond 
teacher incompetency.

Another teacher shared that students’ motivation for 
learning Chinese has been more exam-driven than integra-
tion-focused. Teachers perceived that students were more 
motivated to learn Chinese in the last decade than in previ-
ous generations, despite the fact that their intrinsic interest 
in the Chinese language and culture remained secondary to 
that of English. The teacher explained,

Excerpt 8 (Interview with T2)
Many of them are not interested in diving deeper into 
the Chinese-speaking world. They desire a lifestyle in 
the CBD, speaking English with bankers and lawyers. 
All I can do is use a language they understand to win 
their hearts and minds and show them that Chinese 
language and culture can be interesting and useful for 
their future careers.

T2 reported that her students viewed Chinese language 
learning as no more than a short-term strategy for meeting 
qualifications and taking examinations, whereas they learn, 
use, and enjoy English because it is their desired Western 
way of life.

As can be seen, the critical opinions of T6 and T2 on 
the unique challenges of teaching ethnic minority students 
are pertinent to neocolonial thinking and inequalities in the 
macro sociopolitical and historical context outside the class-
room in Hong Kong. In particular, T2’s disappointment in 
students because they desired to become monolingual Eng-
lish speakers has a strong link with Hong Kong’s colonial 
legacy, that is, the link between being a monolingual English 
speaker and high income and authority (Loh et al., 2019).

Discussion

By examining how Chinese language teachers adopt a 
translanguaging stance through the lens of social justice, 
this study considers how ground-level transformative praxis 
takes place in the everyday language classroom. Based on 
classroom observation and teacher interviews, the study has 
highlighted how Chinese language teachers in Hong Kong 
enact pedagogical translanguaging in their interactions with 
underprivileged minority students in class and, more signifi-
cantly, why they no longer adhere to a monoglossic ideol-
ogy in the assimilative and monolingual environment. The 
findings demonstrate how Chinese language teachers hold 
a pluralistic language ideology in teaching ethnic minority 
students, which corresponds to what Gu et al. (2019) found 
in Chinese language teachers. The study confirms that Hong 
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Kong’s Chinese language education for ethnic minority stu-
dents is a unique case, which requires new perspectives to 
break away from the deficit-based, neocolonial ideologies 
and epistemologies.

This classroom ethnography demonstrated that in-service 
teachers had initiated pedagogical translanguaging on their 
own, through trial and error, to more effectively engage eth-
nic minority students. Teacher participants demonstrated 
admirable efforts and substantial agency in overcoming the 
challenges of coping with classroom changes. Despite the 
fact that none of the teachers had been trained specifically 
in using a translanguaging pedagogy or had been exposed 
to this concept, many developed grassroots translanguaging 
strategies to make their teaching more inclusive and equita-
ble for their students.

The findings show that Chinese language teachers have 
selflessly invested their time adapting teaching materials and 
attending professional development seminars and workshops 
to create more desirable learning environments for students 
from diverse backgrounds. Although this study was con-
ducted with a small group of teachers, it has challenged the 
prevalent perceptions of Chinese language teachers as inca-
pable of handling diversity in the classroom and, more gen-
erally, of the monolingual hegemony in Chinese language 
education (Wang, 2015). More importantly, the teachers 
had become more conscious of the multilevel social impact 
on Chinese language teaching in Hong Kong (Bhowmik & 
Kennedy, 2017), which demanded that they follow the one-
size-fits-all monolingual principle and, at the same time, 
criticized them for not being flexible or open-minded enough 
to address diversity in the classroom.

Taking a translanguaging perspective, this study suggests 
that the teaching of the Chinese language to ethnic minori-
ties should adopt a repertoire-based approach (Cenoz & 
Gorter, 2021). Policies and pedagogies should not be devel-
oped to force students to ignore or forget the rich semiotic 
resources upon which their entire life experiences have been 
built. Conversely, to achieve more equitable and inclusive 
educational goals, Chinese language educators must aban-
don the previous cultural deficit-based approach. Based on 
the critical review of the literature and the classroom ethnog-
raphy, this study finds it vital to promote translanguaging as 
a social justice strategy to better recognize ethnic minority 
students’ unique linguistic and cultural resources. Integrat-
ing DEI topics into language education is vital for improving 
not only the Chinese learning experiences of ethnic minority 
students but also their life-long engagement with Chinese 
society.

The study highlights that the case of Hong Kong’s Chi-
nese language education is a complex sociopolitical issue 
rather than a pure educational problem that can be “fixed” 
within the classroom alone. This study has provided valu-
able data for researchers to understand the teacher-student 

interactions and teachers’ own analysis of their improved 
understanding of student diversity and the interplay of 
macro-, meso-, and microlevel influences on teachers’ lan-
guage ideologies and adoption of a translanguaging stance. 
Due to the lack of research on translanguaging (Wang & 
Tsung, 2022), teachers’ efforts in adapting their teaching 
approaches and their growing awareness of social inequali-
ties were not valued or legitimized as a progressive mecha-
nism for social justice (García & Leiva, 2014). This is one 
of the first studies to draw on concepts of social justice and 
translanguaging to understand the lived experiences of lan-
guage instructors teaching Chinese to minority students in 
mainstream educational contexts. It has important implica-
tions for Chinese language teaching and language teacher 
education throughout the Asia–Pacific region.

Finally, it suggests that future research on Chinese lan-
guage education and policymaking should take a decolonial 
turn to expose and overcome the legacy of colonialism that 
is still deeply entrenched in Hong Kong today. The study 
calls for a critical examination of the root issues that caused 
and reproduced the inequalities and injustices in our educa-
tion system and societies founded on the colonial experi-
ence. This study’s literature and findings have shown that 
colonialism’s legacy is still predominant in Hong Kong’s 
education system and in the attitudes and understandings of 
researchers (Wang & Tsung, 2022). Hong Kong’s language 
education must enact a socially just approach to actively 
engage in enlightened discussions toward a decolonizing 
approach to teaching minority students. It is time to adopt 
new theoretical tools in research and policymaking that chal-
lenge the cognitive colonialism (Criser & Malakaj, 2020) 
that still governs our lives and reproduces structural inequal-
ities, discrimination, bias, and racism in language education, 
especially for minority and marginalized students.

Conclusion

This study found that a group of in-service Chinese lan-
guage teachers in a postsecondary institution in Hong Kong 
developed a spontaneous translanguaging pedagogy using 
semiotic resources familiar to ethnic minority students to 
engage students in meaningful content learning, maintain 
classroom interaction, and ensure students receive classroom 
instruction equally. Their transformative teaching practices 
were enacted due to their increased awareness of student 
diversity in the classroom and social inequalities outside the 
classroom. Using translanguaging as a social justice strategy, 
the teacher participants in this study created a more inclu-
sive and equitable learning environment for ethnic minority 
students.

Specifically, this study provides insights into how trans-
languaging might prompt pre-and in-service teachers alike 
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to acknowledge the constraints of monolingual language 
pedagogies (Deroo & Ponzio, 2019) and take a bottom-
up approach to explore alternative ways of engaging and 
empowering minoritized students in mainstream education 
contexts (García & Leiva, 2014). Translanguaging not only 
has the potential to challenge inequalities at the systemic and 
institutional levels, but it can also help teachers push back 
against monolingual ideologies and adopt more inclusive 
perspectives of dynamic multilingualism.

This study has several important implications for lan-
guage teaching and teacher education in the Asia–Pacific 
region and beyond. First, translanguaging strategies and 
pedagogies should be formally included in teachers’ profes-
sional training to deal with the increasing student diversity in 
language classrooms worldwide. Li (2018) emphasized that 
“translanguaging empowers both the learner and the teacher, 
transforms the power relations, and focuses the process of 
teaching and learning on making meaning, enhancing expe-
rience, and developing identity” (p. 7). By helping students 
learn, teachers not only enhance their own teaching but also 
contribute to a better society. Second, social justice and DEI 
are new agendas that need to be incorporated into the pro-
fessional standards for teacher certification in Asia–Pacific 
countries. Integrating a social justice framework into teacher 
education is essential for promoting equitable and inclusive 
teaching and is conducive to establishing goals related to 
intercultural competencies that facilitate learning how to bet-
ter interact with people from different backgrounds. Finally, 
it is imperative to adopt a decolonial perspective to legiti-
mize translanguaging as a social justice strategy for more 
transformative praxis throughout the Asia–Pacific region.

Appendix 1: Interview questions (native 
speaker teachers’ ideologies in teaching 
ethnic minority students)

Teaching experience

1. What are your degrees and professional backgrounds?
2. What languages or dialects do you speak, and to what 

levels?
3. How long have you been teaching Chinese to ethnic 

minority students?
4. What proficiency levels have you taught to ethnic minor-

ity students?

Student backgrounds

5. What are your students’ backgrounds (ethnicity, culture, 
religion, gender, age, etc.)?

6. What do you think of your students’ motivation to learn 
Chinese?

7. To your knowledge, what languages do they speak, and 
to what levels?

8. What do you think of the roles of these languages in 
their life experience?

Pedagogical adaptions

 9. In what languages do you communicate with them on 
campus and in your class?

 10. Compared to teaching ethnic Chinese students, what 
are the biggest challenges in teaching ethnic minority 
students?

 11. How do you address these challenges? How different 
are your approaches from teaching native speakers?

Perspectives on language policies

 12. Does your institute have a medium of instruction pol-
icy? Do you have your own?

 13. Do you find it helpful to use students’ first or familiar 
languages in teaching Chinese?

 14. If so, why do you do this, and how will it help ethnic 
minority students?

 15. Do you normally allow students to use their first or 
familiar languages in your class?

 16. How do you feel when students speak a language that 
you don’t know in class?

 17. What do you think of the immersion approach or “tar-
get language only” approach?

 18. Have you attempted a “target language only” approach? 
Why and why not?

Suggestions for solutions

 19. What professional development activities would help 
you teach ethnic minority students more effectively?

 20. What can the institute and the government do to 
improve ethnic minority students’ education and social 
integration?

Funding Open Access funding enabled and organized by CAUL and 
its Member Institutions.

Declarations 

Conflict of interest The authors declare that they have no conflict of 
interest.



484 D. Wang 

1 3

Ethical approval The study is approved by the Vocational Training 
Council in Hong Kong, Human Subjects Ethics Panel on 2 March 2017. 
The reference number is LANG/HSEP/161703.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attri-
bution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, 
provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes 
were made. The images or other third party material in this article are 
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated 
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in 
the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will 
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a 
copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Adinolfi, L., Bhattacharya, U., & Phak, P. (2022). Multilingual edu-
cation in South Asia: At the intersection of policy and practice. 
Routledge.

Aguirre, J. M., & del Rosario Zavala, M. (2013). Making culturally 
responsive mathematics teaching explicit: A lesson analysis tool. 
Pedagogies: an International Journal, 8(2), 163–190. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1080/ 15544 80X. 2013. 768518

Alisaari, J., Heikkola, L. M., Commins, N., & Acquah, E. O. (2019). 
Monolingual ideologies confronting multilingual realities: Finnish 
teachers’ beliefs about linguistic diversity. Teaching and Teacher 
Education, 80, 48–58. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. tate. 2019. 01. 003

Bhowmik, M. K. (2017). Equitable and quality educational opportuni-
ties for Hong Kong’s ethnic minorities: The challenges to achieve 
SDG4. Curriculum Perspectives, 37(2), 191–196. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1007/ s41297- 017- 0030-x

Bhowmik, M. K., & Kennedy, K. J. (2016). “Out of school” ethnic 
minority young people in Hong Kong. Singapore: Springer. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978- 981- 10- 0327-1

Bhowmik, M. K., & Kennedy, K. J. (2017). Caught between cultures: 
Case study of an “out of school” ethnic minority student in Hong 
Kong. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 37(1), 69–85. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 02188 791. 2016. 11699 91

Bloome, D., & Beauchemin, F. (2018). Classroom ethnography. The 
International Encyclopedia of Anthropology. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1002/ 97811 18924 396. wbiea 1705

Canagarajah, S. (2022). Challenges in decolonizing linguistics: The 
politics of enregisterment and the divergent uptakes of translin-
gualism. Educational Linguistics. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1515/ eduli 
ng- 2021- 0005

Cenoz, J., & Gorter, D. (2021). Pedagogical translanguaging. Cam-
bridge Elements.

Criser, R., & Malakaj, E. (Eds.). (2020). Diversity and decolonization 
in German studies. Palgrave Macmillan.

Deroo, M. R., & Ponzio, C. (2019). Confronting ideologies: A dis-
course analysis of in-service teachers’ translanguaging stance 
through an ecological lens. Bilingual Research Journal, 42(2), 
214–231. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 15235 882. 2019. 15896 04

Erni, J., & Leung, L. (2014). Understanding South Asian minorities in 
Hong Kong. Hong Kong University Press.

Fleming, K. (2015). Ideology, identity and linguistic repertoires among 
South Asian students in Hong Kong (Unpublished PhD Disserta-
tion). University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
5353/ th_ b5689 270

Gao, F. (2012a). Imagined community, identity, and Chinese Language 
Teaching in Hong Kong. Journal of Asian Pacific Communication, 
22(1), 140–154. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1075/ japc. 22.1. 08gao

Gao, F. (2012b). Teacher identity, teaching vision, and Chinese lan-
guage education for South Asian students in Hong Kong. Teachers 
and Teaching, 18(1), 89–99. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 13540 602. 
2011. 622558

Gao, F. (2019). Ethnic minority students’ progression to university in 
Hong Kong: Access and equity. Multicultural Education Review, 
11(2), 135–148. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 20056 15x. 2019. 16152 45

Gao, F., & Lai, C. (2018). Biculturalism and segregated schooling in 
Hong Kong. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Develop-
ment, 39(4), 301–312. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 01434 632. 2017. 
13839 95

Gao, F., & Shum, M. S. K. (2010). Investigating the role of bilingual 
teaching assistants in Hong Kong: An exploratory study. Educa-
tional Research, 52(4), 445–456. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 00131 
881. 2010. 524753

Gao, F., Lai, C., & Halse, C. (2019). Belonging beyond the deficit 
label: The experiences of ‘non-Chinese speaking’ minority stu-
dents in Hong Kong. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural 
Development, 40(3), 186–197. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 01434 
632. 2018. 14970 42

García, O. (2009). Emergent bilinguals and TESOL: What’s in a 
Name? TESOL Quarterly, 43(2), 322–326. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
2307/ 27785 009

García, O. (2020). Singularity, complexities and contradictions: A 
commentary about translanguaging, social justice, and educa-
tion. In J. A. Panagiotopoulou, L. Rosen, & J. Strzykala (Eds.), 
Inclusion, education and translanguaging: How to promote 
social justice in (teacher) education? (pp. 11–20). Wiesbaden: 
Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978-3- 658- 28128-1_2

García, O., & Leiva, C. (2014). Theorizing and enacting trans-
languaging for social justice. In A. Blackledge & A. Creese 
(Eds.), Heteroglossia as practice and pedagogy (pp. 199–216). 
Dordrecht: Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978- 94- 007- 7856-
6_ 11

García, O., Kleifgen, J. A., & Falchi, L. (2008). From English language 
learners to emergent bilinguals. Equity Matters: Research Review, 
(1). Retrieved from https:// files. eric. ed. gov/ fullt ext/ ED524 002. 
pdf.

García, O., Johnson, S. I., & Seltzer, K. (2017). The translanguaging 
classroom: Leveraging student bilingualism for learning. Caslon.

Gay, G. (2010). Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, research, and 
practice (2nd ed.). Teachers College Press.

Gu, M., Mak, B., & Qu, X. (2017). Ethnic minority students from 
South Asia in Hong Kong: Language ideologies and discursive 
identity construction. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 37(3), 
360–374. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 02188 791. 2017. 12968 14

Gu, M., Kou, Z., & Guo, X. (2019). Understanding Chinese language 
teachers’ language ideologies in teaching South Asian students 
in Hong Kong. International Journal of Bilingual Education and 
Bilingualism, 22(8), 1030–1047. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 13670 
050. 2017. 13320 00

Gube, J., & Phillipson, S. (2019). Bordering on sociocultural bounda-
ries and diversity: Negotiating Filipino identities in a Hong Kong 
multi-ethnic school. Identities. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 10702 89x. 
2019. 16716 78

Gunn, A. A., Bennett, S. V., Alley, K. M., Barrera, E. S., IV., Cantrell, 
S. C., Moore, L., & Welsh, J. L. (2021). Revisiting culturally 
responsive teaching practices for early childhood preservice 
teachers. Journal of Early Childhood Teacher Education, 42(3), 
265–280. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 10901 027. 2020. 17355 86

Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department. (2017). 2016 population 
by-census—main tables. Retrieved from https:// www. bycen sus20 
16. gov. hk/ en/ bc- mt. html.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1080/1554480X.2013.768518
https://doi.org/10.1080/1554480X.2013.768518
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2019.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41297-017-0030-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41297-017-0030-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-0327-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-0327-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2016.1169991
https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2016.1169991
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118924396.wbiea1705
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118924396.wbiea1705
https://doi.org/10.1515/eduling-2021-0005
https://doi.org/10.1515/eduling-2021-0005
https://doi.org/10.1080/15235882.2019.1589604
https://doi.org/10.5353/th_b5689270
https://doi.org/10.5353/th_b5689270
https://doi.org/10.1075/japc.22.1.08gao
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2011.622558
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2011.622558
https://doi.org/10.1080/2005615x.2019.1615245
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2017.1383995
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2017.1383995
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2010.524753
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2010.524753
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2018.1497042
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2018.1497042
https://doi.org/10.2307/27785009
https://doi.org/10.2307/27785009
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-28128-1_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-7856-6_11
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-7856-6_11
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED524002.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED524002.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2017.1296814
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2017.1332000
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2017.1332000
https://doi.org/10.1080/1070289x.2019.1671678
https://doi.org/10.1080/1070289x.2019.1671678
https://doi.org/10.1080/10901027.2020.1735586
https://www.bycensus2016.gov.hk/en/bc-mt.html
https://www.bycensus2016.gov.hk/en/bc-mt.html


485Translanguaging as a social justice strategy: the case of teaching Chinese to ethnic minority…

1 3

Hong Kong Education Bureau. (2008). Supplementary guide to the 
chinese language curriculum for non-chinese speaking students. 
Retrieved from https:// www. edb. gov. hk/ en/ curri culum- devel 
opment/ kla/ chi- edu/ ncs- curri culum- docum ents. html.

Hurst, E., & Mona, M. (2017). Translanguaging as a socially just peda-
gogy. Education as Change, 21(2), 126–148. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
17159/ 1947- 9417/ 2017/ 2015

Kiger, M., & Varpio, L. (2020). Thematic analysis of qualitative data. 
Medical Teacher. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 01421 59X. 2020. 17550 
30

Lai, M. L. (2010). Social class and language attitudes in Hong Kong. 
International Multilingual Research Journal, 4(2), 83–106. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 19313 15090 35009 45

Lai, C., Gu, M., Gao, F., & Yung, J. W. S. (2020). Motivational mecha-
nisms of ethnic minorities’ social media engagement with main-
stream culture. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Devel-
opment. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 01434 632. 2020. 17384 42

Lam, B., Byun, S., & Lee, M. (2019). Understanding educational 
inequality in Hong Kong: Secondary school segregation in 
changing institutional contexts. British Journal of Sociology 
of Education, 40(8), 1170–1187. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 01425 
692. 2019. 16427 36

Lewis, G., Jones, B., & Baker, C. (2012). Translanguaging: Origins 
and development from school to street and beyond. Educational 
Research and Evaluation, 18(7), 641–654. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1080/ 13803 611. 2012. 718488

Li, W. (2018). Translanguaging as a practical theory of language. 
Applied Linguistics, 39(1), 9–30. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1093/ applin/ 
amx044

Li, D. C. S., & Chuk, J. Y. P. (2015). South Asian students’ needs 
for Cantonese and written Chinese in Hong Kong: A linguistic 
study. International Journal of Multilingualism, 12(2), 210–
224. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 14790 718. 2015. 10093 75

Li, W., & García, O. (2022). Not a first language but one repertoire: 
Translanguaging as a decolonizing project. RELC Journal. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 00336 88222 10928 41

Li, W., & Lin, A. M. (2019). Translanguaging classroom discourse: 
Pushing limits, breaking boundaries. Classroom Discourse, 
10(3–4), 209–215. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 19463 014. 2019. 
16350 32

Lin, A. M. Y. (2015). Researcher positionality. In M. Francis & D. 
C. Johnson (Eds.), Research methods in language policy and 
planning: A practical guide (pp. 21–32). Wiley.

Lin, A. M., & He, P. (2017). Translanguaging as dynamic activ-
ity flows in CLIL classrooms. Journal of Language, Identity & 
Education, 16(4), 228–244. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 15348 458. 
2017. 13282 83

Loh, E., & Tam, L. (2016). Struggling to thrive: The impact of Chi-
nese language assessments on social mobility of Hong Kong 
ethnic minority youth. The Asia-Pacific Education Researcher, 
25(5–6), 763–770. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s40299- 016- 0315-0

Loh, E., Tam, L., & Lau, K. (2019). Moving between language fron-
tiers: The challenges of the medium of instruction policy for 
Chinese as a second language. Language Policy, 18(1), 131–
153. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10993- 018- 9465-7

Loper, K. A. (2004). Race and equality: A study of ethnic minorities 
in Hong Kong’s education system. University of Hong Kong 
Center for Comparative and Public Law, occasional paper. SSRN 
Electronic Journal. https:// doi. org/ 10. 2139/ ssrn. 16012 76

Ng, C. S. M., Chai, W., Fok, H. K., Chan, S. P., Lam, H. C., & 
Chung, K. K. H. (2020). Building preschool teachers’ capac-
ity for teaching Chinese to ethnic minority children in Hong 
Kong: A qualitative study. Journal of Early Childhood Teacher 
Education, 41(3), 284–305. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 10901 027. 
2019. 16388 52

Nowell, L. S., Norris, J. M., White, D. E., & Moules, N. J. (2017). 
Thematic analysis. International Journal of Qualitative Meth-
ods, 16(1), 160940691773384. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 16094 
06917 733847

Panagiotopoulou, J. A., Rosen, L., & Strzykala, J. (2020). Inclusion, 
education and translanguaging: How to promote social jus-
tice in (teacher) education? Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
978-3- 658- 28128-1

Scanlan, C. L. (2020). Preparing for the unanticipated: Challenges 
in conducting semi-structured, in-depth interviews. SAGE Pub-
lications Ltd. https:// doi. org/ 10. 4135/ 97815 29719 208

Shum, M., Gao, F., & Ki, W. W. (2016). School desegregation in 
Hong Kong: Non-Chinese linguistic minority students’ chal-
lenges to learning Chinese in mainstream schools. Asia Pacific 
Journal of Education, 36(4), 533–544. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 
02188 791. 2015. 10050 48

Shum, M. S. K., Gao, F., Tsung, L., & Ki, W.-W. (2011). South Asian 
students’ Chinese language learning in Hong Kong: Motiva-
tions and strategies. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural 
Development, 32(3), 285–297. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 01434 
632. 2010. 539693

Snyder, S., & Fenner, D. S. (2021). Culturally responsive teaching 
for multilingual learners: Tools for equity. Cham: Corwin.

Tao, H., Carter, L., Wen, H., & Zhou, Y. (2021). Inclusive educa-
tion in Chinese as a second/foreign Language: An overview and 
research agenda. International Journal of Chinese Language 
Education, 9, 1–15.

Thapa, C. B., & Adamson, B. (2018). Ethnicity, language-in-educa-
tion policy and linguistic discrimination: Perspectives of Nepali 
students in Hong Kong. Journal of Multilingual and Multicul-
tural Development, 39(4), 329–340. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 
01434 632. 2017. 13899 47

Tian, Z. (2021). Translanguaging design in a third grade Chinese 
language arts class. Applied Linguistics Review. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1515/ appli rev- 2021- 0024

Truong, T. D., Gasper, D., Handmaker, J., & Bergh, S. I. (2014). 
Migration, gender and social justice: Perspectives on human 
insecurity. Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978-3- 642- 28012-2

Tsung, L., & Gao, F. (2012). What accounts for the underachieve-
ment of South Asians in Hong Kong? The voices of Pakistani 
and Nepalese parents. Educational Research, 54(1), 51–63. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 00131 881. 2012. 658199

Tsung, L., & Lau, E. Y. H. (2019). Becoming multilingual in Hong 
Kong: The dilemmas of South Asian Students. Linguistics and 
the Human Sciences, 13(1–2), 1–19. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1558/ 
lhs. 16728

Villegas, A. M., & Lucas, T. (2002). Preparing culturally respon-
sive teachers: Rethinking the curriculum. Journal of Teacher 
Education, 53(1), 20–32. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 00224 87102 
05300 1003

Wang, D. (2015). Medium-of-instruction policy and practices in 
Chinese as a second language classroom in China. In J. Zhang, 
J. Ruan, & C. Leung (Eds.), Chinese Language Education in 
the United States (pp. 83–96). Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
978-3- 319- 21308-8_5

Wang, D. (2019). Multilingualism and translanguaging in Chinese 
language classrooms. Palgrave MacMillan. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1007/ 978-3- 030- 02529-8

Wang, D. (2020). Studying Chinese language in higher education: 
The translanguaging reality through learners’ eyes. System. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. system. 2020. 102394

Wang, D. (2021). Teaching Chinese as a second language for ethnic 
minorities in Hong Kong. In B. Adamson & A. Feng (Eds.), 
Multilingual China: National, Minority, and Foreign Languages 
(pp. 45–58). Routledgem. https:// doi. org/ 10. 4324/ 97804 29286 
056-4

https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/curriculum-development/kla/chi-edu/ncs-curriculum-documents.html
https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/curriculum-development/kla/chi-edu/ncs-curriculum-documents.html
https://doi.org/10.17159/1947-9417/2017/2015
https://doi.org/10.17159/1947-9417/2017/2015
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2020.1755030
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2020.1755030
https://doi.org/10.1080/19313150903500945
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2020.1738442
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2019.1642736
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2019.1642736
https://doi.org/10.1080/13803611.2012.718488
https://doi.org/10.1080/13803611.2012.718488
https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amx044
https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amx044
https://doi.org/10.1080/14790718.2015.1009375
https://doi.org/10.1177/00336882221092841
https://doi.org/10.1080/19463014.2019.1635032
https://doi.org/10.1080/19463014.2019.1635032
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2017.1328283
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2017.1328283
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-016-0315-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10993-018-9465-7
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1601276
https://doi.org/10.1080/10901027.2019.1638852
https://doi.org/10.1080/10901027.2019.1638852
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406917733847
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406917733847
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-28128-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-28128-1
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781529719208
https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2015.1005048
https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2015.1005048
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2010.539693
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2010.539693
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2017.1389947
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2017.1389947
https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2021-0024
https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2021-0024
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-28012-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2012.658199
https://doi.org/10.1558/lhs.16728
https://doi.org/10.1558/lhs.16728
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487102053001003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487102053001003
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-21308-8_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-21308-8_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-02529-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-02529-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102394
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429286056-4
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429286056-4


486 D. Wang 

1 3

Wang, D., & Diao, W. (2021). [Review of the book Diversity and 
decolonization in German studies] International Journal of Chi-
nese Language Education, 9, 179–188. Retrieved from http:// 
ijcle. eduhk. hk/ downl oad/ No.9/ IJCLE_ No.9_ Jun21_ 07. pdf.

Wang, D., & East, M. (2020). Constructing an emergency Chinese 
curriculum during the pandemic: A New Zealand experience. 
International Journal of Chinese Language Teaching, 1(1), 
1–19. https:// doi. org/ 10. 46451/ ijclt. 2020. 06. 01

Wang, D., & Tsung, L. (2022). Teaching Chinese to ethnic minority 
students in Hong Kong: A systematic review. Chinese Journal 
of Applied Linguistics, 45(3), 375–393. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1515/ 
CJAL- 2022- 0304

Weiss, A. M. (1991). South Asian Muslims in Hong Kong: Creation 
of a ‘local boy’ identity. Modern Asian Studies, 25(3), 417–453.

Wong, Y. K. (2020). Effects of language proficiency on L2 moti-
vational selves: A study of young Chinese language learners. 
System. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. system. 2019. 102181

Zhou, Y., Cai, T., & Wang, D. (2016). Social segregation in Hong 
Kong’s schools: 2000–2012. Chinese Sociological Review, 
48(3), 248–270. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 21620 555. 2016. 11663 
40

Publisher's Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to 
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

http://ijcle.eduhk.hk/download/No.9/IJCLE_No.9_Jun21_07.pdf
http://ijcle.eduhk.hk/download/No.9/IJCLE_No.9_Jun21_07.pdf
https://doi.org/10.46451/ijclt.2020.06.01
https://doi.org/10.1515/CJAL-2022-0304
https://doi.org/10.1515/CJAL-2022-0304
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2019.102181
https://doi.org/10.1080/21620555.2016.1166340
https://doi.org/10.1080/21620555.2016.1166340

	Translanguaging as a social justice strategy: the case of teaching Chinese to ethnic minority students in Hong Kong
	Abstract
	Introduction
	A social justice perspective of language education
	Translanguaging as social justice strategy
	The study
	Research context
	Teacher participants and the researcher
	Data collection
	Data analysis

	Findings
	How do teachers enact translanguaging?
	Why do teachers enact translanguaging?
	Awareness of diversity in the classroom
	Awareness of social inequalities outside the classroom


	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Appendix 1: Interview questions (native speaker teachers’ ideologies in teaching ethnic minority students)
	Teaching experience
	Student backgrounds
	Pedagogical adaptions
	Perspectives on language policies
	Suggestions for solutions

	References




