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‘We Learn Together’—Translanguaging 
within a Holistic Approach 
towards Multilingualism in Education
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Abstract

Within two multilingual education projects in the north of the Netherlands a 
holistic model for multilingualism in education is being tested. This is done 
through design-based interventions in which in- and pre-service teachers, 
teacher trainers and researchers co-develop and evaluate multilingual activi-
ties for different school types. Results show that through experimenting in a 
safe environment teachers gradually embraced their pupils’ multilingualism. 
This contradicts earlier findings on teachers strongly favouring monolingual 
instruction and viewing migrant languages as a deficit.
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1	� Introduction

Since the rise of modern nation-states, dominant monolingual language ideolo-
gies have perpetuated in much of the industrialized world—with Europe being 
no exception. In particular, over the past two decades, academic success for those 
who find themselves speaking a plurality of languages, has been pressured by 
monolingual standards in dominant languages (Pulinx et al. 2017). These ideolo-
gies have failed to comprehend and cater for the rich complexities of human col-
lective existence and thus, at times have been implemented as weapons in ever 
persisting battles for nationalistic control. As the world undergoes processes lead-
ing to superdiversity through the intensification of migration (Vertovec 2007), it 
is unlikely that nation building tactics from the past, such as the continuation of a 
monolingual habitus (Gogolin 2002), will be able to manage the composition of 
modern states. This is already evident across a plethora of institutional platforms, 
where multilingual identities are often denied full participation, contributing to 
the degradation of intercultural existence and equality. One such platform capable 
of moulding shared beliefs, expectations and norms is the school, which behaves 
as a microcosm for its surrounding environment and can provide an insight into 
future societal operations.

Nowadays, pupils from minority language backgrounds face a gap between 
their academic achievement and that of their majority speaking peers (Sam-
son and Lesaux 2015). Typically, in explaining this gap, educators take a defi-
cit approach to multilingualism, where insufficient linguistic capabilities in the 
dominant language of the school are seen as the key cause for poor academic per-
formance (Pulinx et al. 2017; Young 2014). Conversely, those within the scien-
tific community have seen the vast benefits of multilingualism as a resource to 
learners and classrooms, if fostered in an appropriate way by the teaching staff 
(Tolbert and Knox 2016). Currently however, the special linguistic and cognitive 
benefits available to multilinguals are typically allotted mostly to children belong-
ing to a socially privileged background, where the transnational human capi-
tal offered by migration is commonly acknowledged (Fürstenau 2016). Equally, 
students deriving from socially disadvantaged migrant families, often presenting 
multilingual skills in languages low on the linguistic hierarchy, are seen as prob-
lematic or worse—a threat (Angelis 2011; Fürstenau 2016; Pulinx et al. 2017).

The current study is set in the officially bilingual Province of Friesland, in 
the North of the Netherlands. In this region the minority language Frisian and 
the dominant language Dutch are spoken next to other minority and migrant lan-
guages. Friesland has known a growing number of migrants in the last decade 
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(CBS [Central Bureau voor de Statistiek] 2016). Language maintenance of Fri-
sian is of high importance for the region, especially because of the high inter-
ference of Dutch (Gorter et al. 2001). This has led to strict language separation 
in education (Duarte and Günther-van der Meij 2018a). With the arrival of other 
minority and migrant languages, schools are nowadays faced with a new chal-
lenge: incorporating these languages into their everyday practice. This is the 
motivation behind recent multilingual education projects based on a holistic 
model for multilingualism in education (Duarte and Günther-van der Meij 2018b) 
that aims at acknowledging and using both migrant and minority languages of 
pupils in education, next to the majority and foreign languages and is suitable for 
different school types (e.g., trilingual, mainstream, newcomer schools). Official 
or pedagogical translanguaging is one of the approaches of the model (Duarte 
2018).

The aim of the present chapter is to shed light on the potentials of (official) 
translanguaging as a part of a holistic approach for multilingualism in educa-
tion (Duarte 2017; Duarte and Günther-van der Meij 2018b), in which also other 
approaches for the use of multiple languages in education are featured. It looks 
at translanguaging at two levels: classroom practices and professional develop-
ment of pre- and in-service teachers. Further, it wishes to address the following 
research questions:

•	 What interactional functions can translanguaging-based pedagogies fulfil for 
knowledge acquisition?

•	 To what extent can translanguaging-based sequences deploy teachers’ profes-
sional development for multilingualism in education?

2	� Translanguaging (Functions) and the Holistic 
Model

According to Li Wei (2017), “the term translanguaging seems to have captured 
people’s imagination” (p. 9). As such, it has almost shifted from a descrip-
tive label for the flexible use of pupils’ linguistic repertoires to make meaning 
(García 2009) to a prescriptive concept that researchers and practitioners in edu-
cation should be using as a theoretical lens proposing an alternative view of bi- 
and multilingualism (Vogel and García 2017). The term has been widely applied 
to pedagogy, but also to the analysis of everyday social interaction, cross-modal 
communication (Gort 2015), linguistic landscape, visual arts, music, and 
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transgender discourse (MacSwan 2017; Li Wei 2017). García and Kano (2014) 
refer to translanguaging in education as

a process by which students and teachers engage in complex discursive practices 
that include ALL the language practices of ALL students in a class in order to 
develop new language practices and sustain old ones, communicate and appropriate 
knowledge, and give voice to new socio-political realities by interrogating linguistic 
inequality. (p. 261)

In terms of the use of the concept in pedagogical settings, a plethora of studies 
has examined multiple advantages of a translanguaging lens on how teachers 
act multilingually and how learners acquire and use their respective languages 
in classroom settings. Concrete examples of studies looked at how learners use 
two languages in small group activities to support bilingual learning (Childs 
2016; Martin-Beltrán 2009), the co-construction of knowledge in content classes 
(Duarte 2016), interaction of emergent bilinguals in school settings (Gort 2015), 
the general use of two languages in classroom settings (Palmer et al. 2014; 
MacSwan 2017), the effects of using two languages for the teaching of reading 
(Soltero-Gonzalez et al. 2016), within science classrooms (Jørgensen 2008), as a 
means of balancing the power-relations among languages in the classroom (Cana-
garajah 2011), in promoting minority languages (Cenoz 2009), for raising par-
ticipant confidence and motivation (Creese and Blackledge 2010), as a maximiser 
of learning literacy skills (Hornberger and Link 2012), and for general empower-
ment and early language learning (Latisha and Young 2017).

Duarte (2018) described translanguaging spaces, in which various interac-
tion practices serve different functions depending on a) whether the aim of the 
teachers is to acknowledge or actively use the different languages; b) whether the 
teachers are proficient in the languages involved in the translanguaging moment, 
and c) the types of languages involved. Instances of official translanguaging (see 
Tab. 1) with a symbolic function are aimed at recognizing and valorizing migrant 
languages within mainstream education and require no proficiency in those lan-
guages from the teacher. A scaffolding function is achieved when temporary but 
systematic bridges towards other languages are incorporated in everyday teach-
ing attributing equal value to all languages. Teachers require no knowledge 
of migrant languages to do this, as long as pupils are perceived as the experts 
for their own family languages. Similar aims can be reached by scaffolding the 
acknowledgement of various instruction languages present within the teaching 
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Tab. 1  Functions of official translanguaging. (Note. Adapted from Duarte 2018, p. 13.)

model (such as Dutch, Frisian and English). Jones and Lewis (2014) also refer 
to “scaffolded translanguaging” in the context of bilingual education. Finally, 
official translanguaging can likewise fulfil an epistemological function when 
the different languages are actively used to enhance both content- and language 
knowledge. This is appropriate for exploring migrant, minority and foreign lan-
guages in their full potential as learning instruments. However, a teacher profi-
cient in those languages is needed to interact with the pupils.

Criticism to translanguaging pedagogies stresses its lack of empirical verifica-
tion in terms of measurable effects on educational outcomes. In addition, teachers 
often complain that its goal is too philosophical and it lacks a clear definition in 
terms of pedagogical tools (Ticheloven et al. 2019). Conteh (2018) also delivers 
a critical review of translanguaging as pedagogy, claiming that the emphasis of 
research has so far been on understanding processes of interaction rather than on 
exploring its pedagogic potential. Jaspers (2018) states that the implementation of 
translanguaging at school is likely to be less transformative and socially critical 
than implied, as research a) has much in common with the monolingual ideolo-
gies it criticizes, b) trades on causality effects that cannot be taken for granted, c) 
is becoming a dominating rather than a liberating force.

In sum, although enjoying positive echoing in research and, to a certain extent, 
pedagogical practice, the implementation of translanguaging as a pedagogy does 
not yet belong to the pedagogical status quo across schools in Europe. On the one 
side, a translanguaging pedagogy clashes against prevailing monolingual ideolo-
gies often translated into immersion models for language teaching which lead to 
strict language separation. On the other side, ideas of teachers in relation to the 
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value and functions of pupils’ other languages lead translanguaging practices to 
be perceived as ‘illegitimate’ in mainstream education (Kamwangamalu 2010).

For these reasons, in the current study translanguaging was included in a 
wider holistic approach towards multilingualism in education (Duarte 2017; 
Duarte and Günther-van der Meij 2018b). Research on multilingual approaches 
has recently called for the development of such holistic or integrative models 
that “recognize that language learning and teaching is more than the sum of the 
elements of that equation seen as isolated units – language, learning and teach-
ing – and should therefore be seen from a more holistic and ecological per-
spective” (Melo-Pfeifer 2018, p. 193). The model presented here (Duarte 2017; 
Duarte and Günther-van der Meij 2018b) combines five approaches to teaching 
and knowledge along a continuum that oscillates between the acknowledgement 
of different languages and their actual use in instruction. By doing so, teachers 
can choose whether to focus on, for example, language awareness with activi-
ties in which languages and dialects in the classroom and the environment are 
explored, on language comparison in which typologically related and unrelated 
languages are compared or on conveying content-knowledge through a foreign 
language using the CLIL-approach (Content and Language Integrated Learning). 
Finally, the model addresses attitudes, knowledge and skills of both teachers and 
pupils (Herzog-Punzenberger et al. 2017) within a multilingual approach. Lan-
guage awareness, language comparison and receptive multilingualism approaches 
focus more on attitudes whilst CLIL and immersion focus more on knowledge 
and skills in the language(s). As the model shows, translanguaging is a feature 
that appears in each of the five approaches and is mostly manifested in interac-
tion. For more detailed information about the model see Duarte and Günther-van 
der Meij (2018b). The present study looks at the role of translanguaging as a part 
of a wider pedagogical approach for professional development of primary school 
teachers for multilingual education.

3	� Research Design

In general, classroom interaction in most European schools is dominated by 
national languages, with the exception of foreign or, to a lesser extent, regional 
minority languages used in education (Duarte 2016; Duarte et al. 2013). Across 
the literature on professional development (PD) there is a clear correlation 
between multilingual teacher training, exposure and experience, and the degree 
of monolingual ideology permeating teacher beliefs, practices and knowledge. 
Other factors that became clear throughout the studies pertained to practical 
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implications, such as a lack of multilingual resources, time and the demands of 
standardized testing (Haukås 2016; Lee and Oxelson 2006; Young 2014). These 
too, however, could be associated with an absence of appropriate multilingual 
training. In the current study, we look at the role of translanguaging as integrated 
within a holistic approach towards multilingualism in education in the North of 
the Netherlands aiming at addressing the PD needs of primary schools and teach-
ers in our particular setting.

3.1	� The Research Context and General Design

For this chapter we discuss data from two research projects. The 3M-project 
(Meer kansen Met Meertaligheid—More Opportunities with Multilingualism) 
works with 12 schools in order to develop multilingual activities for pupils aged 
8–10, the Languages4all-project (Talen4all) focuses on pupils aged 10–12 in 8 
schools. Despite the fact that each project focuses on different age groups, in both 
projects other age groups were involved as well. Both projects focus on different 
school types such as trilingual Frisian-Dutch-English schools, refugees/newcomer 
schools, schools with a high percentage of migrant language speakers and schools 
with a high percentage of Dutch speakers. In the activities developed, all (home) 
languages that are present at the school are involved. Within both projects a large 
team of teachers and researchers jointly develop the educational experiments, 
following the holistic model for multilingualism in education. A design-based 
approach (McKenney and Reeves 2013) was used to work with teachers in 
order to co-develop the multilingual teaching activities. Design-based research 
acknowledges the complexity of educational contexts by carefully examining the 
different processes, levels and actors involved in carrying out a jointly engineered 
educational experiment (Cobb et al. 2003). Previously assembled theoretical 
knowledge is used together with an iterative cyclic design to improve the original 
experiment. Regular school visits as well as the organisation of workshops for 
the teachers add to their theoretical knowledge and experiences which are useful 
in the development of the activities. During these visits, the implementation of 
teaching activities was captured in video observations.

In both projects, the intervention phase lasted for about 18 months, spreading 
over two school years. Six professional development workshops with key experts 
in the field were conducted, alongside individual feedback sessions during regu-
lar school visits. Student, teacher and principal-questionnaires were conducted 
before and after the intervention. The evaluation of this phase was conducted in a 
final workshop on the basis of data collected in the school visits.
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3.2	� Data Collection: Classroom Interaction

For the current study a total of 29 hours of video observations were recorded in 
three project schools. The recordings were conducted in subject lessons in which 
the language of instruction varied. After careful consideration by the research 
team, two excerpts were selected for the present paper that exemplify the func-
tions of official translanguaging as in the model proposed by Duarte (2018), 
such as different types of interaction patterns and including different languages 
(national, foreign, migrant and regional minority). More examples can be found 
in Duarte and Günther-van der Meij (2018b).

3.3	� Data Collection: Teacher’s Attitudes, Knowledge 
and Skills towards Multilingualism in Education

At the end of the intervention phase of the two projects, an evaluation work-
shop took place, aiming at a reflection on the teaching approaches developed, its 
effects and how participating teachers saw their future role within their schools. 
In order to elicit this information and foster a discussion, we used vignettes 
(Bloor and Wood 2006; Steiner et al. 2016). For the current research, the concept 
of vignettes was redefined to translanguaging-based vignettes, in order to present 
participating teachers with a representative sample of translanguaging interaction 
taken from the implementation of the activities developed throughout the inter-
vention. For the development of the five different translanguaging-vignettes, we 
repeatedly reviewed all video-data and stipulated five different criteria that should 
be as different as possible in the selected video data:

1.	 different ages of the pupils (ranging from 4- to 14-years old);
2.	 different subjects involved;
3.	 translanguaging as embedded in different approaches such as CLIL;
4.	 diverse interactional perspectives (teacher or pupils-led);
5.	 different languages involved (Frisian, English, Dutch, migrant languages).

The discussion on the vignettes was conducted during a PD-workshop in June 
2019 with 30 teachers and 4 preservice teachers, distributed into 7 groups  
(4 to 5 participants per group). All interaction of the participants was recorded 
(N = 164 min) and transcribed (N = 74.127 words). Data was analysed using the 
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MaxQDA-software (release 18.2.0). Transcripts were coded by applying thematic  
analysis (Clarke and Braun 2013), pre-divided into 6 large coding categories: 
attitudes, knowledge, skills, challenges, examples of pedagogic activities and 
changes occurred through project participation. In total 107 codes were applied to 
the transcripts of the vignette discussions, ranging from 45 to 149 words.

4 Results 

4.1  Interactional Functions within  Translanguaging-
Based Pedagogies

 

Below two excerpts are discussed that show examples of the different func-
tions of translanguaging (Duarte 2018). In the first excerpt, the research team’s 
Polish pre-service teacher performed an activity with the class of 3rd graders. 
While explaining the story of the Tower of Babel she involves a group of five 
 Polish-speaking pupils and asks how several words in the story are uttered in 
other languages present in the classroom (Tab. 2).

The teacher asks the pupils to translate different words from the story from 
Dutch to Polish, Arabic and Frisian. All languages are allowed. This interaction 
illustrates both a symbolic and a scaffolding function of translanguaging as the 
teacher acknowledges all languages in the classroom by explicitly involving them 
in her story. In addition, the teacher uses the languages to check comprehension 
of the key-terms of the story. The Dutch language is used as a bridge to the other 
languages.

Tab. 2  Building the Tower of Babel using multiple languages
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Tab. 3   Discussing the role of words in communication

In the second excerpt a grade 5 teacher discusses the theme “communication” 
in a language lesson at a mainstream city school with a high percentage of Dutch 
speakers. The teacher uses English, Frisian and Dutch as languages of instruction 
(Tab. 3).

The teacher switches back and forth between English, Dutch and Frisian. The 
pupil in this excerpt answers in Dutch with the Frisian word for “word”. In this 
excerpt translanguaging has three functions. By including French translanguaging 
has a symbolic function. It also has a scaffolding function as translanguaging is 
used as a bridge between the three languages. Finally, because of the topic of the 
lesson translanguaging also has an epistemological function as the both content 
(about the function of language) and knowledge in the languages are enhanced.

In sum, these two excerpts show how translanguaging can fulfil different peda-
gogical functions. The teachers are consciously using translanguaging to attain 
several communicative aims: to acknowledge different languages, as a lever 
between different languages and to enhance both content and language knowledge.

4.2	� Analysis of Translanguaging Sequences for PD

The recordings of the group discussions on the translanguaging-based vignettes 
were transcribed and then coded. From the six codes applied, the largest amount 
was coded as “skills” (33%), followed by “knowledge” (20%), “examples of 
activities” (15%), “changes through project participation” (14%), “attitudes” 
(9%) and “challenges” (9%). In the following, the categories skills, knowledge 
and attitudes will be discussed.
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4.2.1 � Reported Skills in Translanguaging-Based Approaches
Teachers describe a variety of practical skills that they apply in their teaching 
and that are related to the use of several languages. They often relate these skills 
to different functions they have identified from their use of multilingualism in 
class. Four main functions of translanguaging were coded in the data. The largest 
amount of skills was attributed to the code facilitating content comprehension, 
which contains various accounts of how teachers use the different languages in 
their classes in order to enhance knowledge acquisition and comprehension of 
the pupils. An example of this is presented in the excerpt below. A teacher in a 
school for newly arrived pupils explains how she pauses her class to allow the 
Arabic-speaking pupils to discuss new content, using several dialects, and then 
reach a group conclusion that is translated into Dutch:

Because in Arabic you also have different dialects. At least that’s what they say in 
my class. They go back and forth in their own language. I listen to them, but I don’t 
understand it. Then they come to a conclusion and then we also talk about it in the 
group. I think this is very valuable.

The importance of connecting the home languages to the Dutch language to 
enhance comprehension is often highlighted. One of the teachers for example 
describes how she teaches new concepts by looking them up in the home lan-
guages—e.g., asking parents, other pupils or using Google Translate—and then 
explicitly links them to the Dutch concept.

Next to content comprehension, teachers identify acknowledgment and aware-
ness as one of the main functions deriving from the use of several languages in 
instruction. In the excerpt below, a group of teachers is commenting the interac-
tion in one of the vignettes:

S3   �For which function does the teacher use the different languages?
S1   �Well not so much to learn that language, I think.
S4   �Awareness.
S1   �Yes, awareness that there are multiple languages, more languages.
S3   �And appreciation that someone can speak them

The teachers in this group comment how valorizing the different languages pre-
sent in the class can be just as important as developing activities to learn different 
languages. In terms of the didactic implementation and classroom management of 
the use of several languages to enhance comprehension, teachers report on how 
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they explicitly use peer-mentoring. In the excerpt below, two teachers report on 
the experience of their school with a high percentage of newly arrived pupils:

S1   �The peer-system works nicely at our school. There are often children who 
are already further in their language skills.

S3   �Who already know the language.
S1   �And in this way that they can help each other again. They can then translate 

and enhance comprehension for the new children but also for the teacher. 
And if there are problems, they help translate and understand the problem

In two of the groups there is a discussion on the relevance of developing an own 
micro-language policy when official institutional policies are mainly monolin-
gual:

We speak Dutch every day. We also have different days for English and Frisian. On 
a Dutch day, when a child asks something in Frisian, I answer in Frisian. It facili-
tates reading comprehension. Then a child also learns faster, because he understands 
it better. I would like to use the languages interchangeably much more. Children 
have no problems with that at all, we only think that. In this way you can develop 
your own policy a bit. When the director comes in, I stick to the official language 
policy.

4.2.2 � Reported Knowledge in Translanguaging-Based 
Approaches

The segments coded under the category “knowledge” were sub-divided into six 
thematic categories: language acquisition in multilingual settings, teaching meth-
odologies, role of translation, interconnectedness between languages, advantages 
of a comprehensive approach and parental participation. The majority of the seg-
ments were attributed to the teaching methodologies sub-category. In the fol-
lowing excerpt, for example, the teacher demonstrates knowledge on receptive 
multilingualism:

Sometimes it does not matter what language you speak, as long as you understand 
each other, like with receptive multilingualism. You may not speak a language but 
understand it, like with Frisian and Dutch. Then the point is that you get the mes-
sage even though you speak a different language.
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While commenting on the excerpts in the vignettes, teachers also provided their 
views on the combination of different teaching approaches:

S4   �I ask myself what the goals here are in terms of language. If we look, we 
also see that this segment is done from a CLIL perspective, where you have 
content and language goals. What do you actually want in such an interac-
tion that the children learn?

S1   �Yes, this is also translanguaging.
S3   �But translanguaging and CLIL can work together.
S1   �Yes!

This excerpt clearly shows that teachers are aware of the different teaching 
approaches that can be implemented in order to use several languages in instruc-
tion and how to combine them.

Next to knowledge on specific teaching methodologies, teachers also shared 
their experiences on language acquisition in multilingual settings. In the excerpt 
below, teachers discuss the importance of pupils’ home languages for learning 
new concepts:

S2   �Yes, these are all important principles, that you first have to understand 
something in your own language so that you can then build the other lan-
guage more easily.

S3   �Because then you are learning something useless. You just learn an empty 
word.

S1   �Yes, because you don’t know what it means, and you don’t know how to 
apply it

A teacher in another group provides an account of the skills of pupils with and 
without prior instruction in the home languages:

If a child is eight or ten, and they speak Chinese at home and no one else speaks this 
language in class, it is difficult but possible. They have learned how to learn, they 
know how to sit on a chair at a table, how to pay attention, how to write. Skills like 
that enhance learning of a new language. We also had children from Eritrea who had 
no education at all in their home country. They don’t even know what it is like to sit 
on a chair at a table all day or to write with a pencil. So, they first have to learn the 
motor skills to write.
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This teacher is thus aware of the transfer of skills that pupils with prior school-
ing can accomplish within the Dutch education system and that teaching needs to 
accommodate to this situation. Another teacher discusses phases in the language 
acquisition of multilingual pupils:

You also see that students first have some sort of intermediate phase in that they use 
words in Dutch but sometimes in their own language and that it is very logical for 
them but not always for us.

4.2.3 � Reported Attitudes in Translanguaging-Based 
Approaches

Explicit attitudes are difficult to elicit, in particular in a group discussion. As a 
result, only 9% of the coded segments were attributed to this category. Three main 
sub-categories were distinguished: change in attitudes, awareness and vision devel-
opment and bidirectionality of teaching and learning. In terms of changes in atti-
tudes a teacher in one of the groups reports that the “whole attitude of the staff and 
how we deal with multilingualism” has changed within the school. In another group, 
this is made more concrete in terms of changes in attitudes at different levels:

S1   �Yes, if you talk about the use of multilingualism in the classroom: the social 
aspect, the linguistic, the pedagogical aspect. What comes out of that.

S2   �I think that is great and special because it also implies a change in thinking 
about these aspects.

S1   �Yes, indeed

In one of the groups, teachers reported on the need to develop their own vision on 
multilingualism and to cooperate with other teachers:

 “That is certainly the first big change, awareness, understanding, how do you deal 
with multilingualism, what is your vision, that kind of thing and the other teachers 
help you with this. Awareness and vision development are important.”

Another discussion focused on the need to acknowledge that learning is bidirec-
tional and for this to take place, teachers should be open to pupils’ cultures:

S2   �Okay. So, you refer again to the home situation. Things from the home 
country.

S1   �And that ultimately happens because you are open to your pupils’ cultures.
S2   �That is different than: ‘we will teach you how things are around here’. You 

learn together
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Finally, another group summarizes changes in attitudes within their school in the 
following way: “But you know it is no longer ‘me laughing at you’, but ‘we laugh 
together’. You see what I mean? And I noticed that this change is due to our gen-
eral positive attitude.”

5	� Discussion and Conclusion

In this chapter we set out to outline the potentials of translanguaging-based 
approaches as part of a holistic approach for multilingualism in education (Duarte 
2017). We investigated classroom interaction in three schools participating in a 
two-year intervention for multilingualism in education (see description in Duarte 
and Günther-van der Meij 2018b) in order to pinpoint several functions of trans-
languaging. In addition, we used vignettes as an impulse to elicit teachers’ skills, 
knowledge and attitudes towards translanguaging-based approaches.

Both data sources point towards the relevance of the symbolic function of 
translanguaging (Duarte 2018) for both pupils and teachers. At the interactional 
level, teachers often make bridges towards the pupils’ home languages in order 
to enhance learning. They also emphasise the importance of linking home lan-
guages to the Dutch language. In our sample, we found this to happen mainly at 
a semantic level, i.e., teachers asking for single words in the pupils’ languages. 
The exception was one school for newly arrived pupils that encourages pupils to 
engage in longer interactions in their home languages during official classroom 
talk. Other schools also stimulated interaction in pupils’ languages by using 
peer-coaching during group work. These recurring translanguaging spaces make 
use of “diverse multiple meaning-making systems” (Li Wei 2017, p. 24) and seem 
to occur naturally at the project schools.

At the PD level, teachers in fact reinforced the relevance of acknowledging 
the different languages of the pupils and of linking them to concepts in Dutch. In 
their discussions, several skills were mentioned in order to realize this, such as 
asking the pupils themselves or their parents, using translation or involving peers.

As seen in both interaction excerpts and in several accounts of the teachers, 
the symbolic function of translanguaging—the awareness and acknowledgement 
of different languages—is often perceived to be linked to cognitive aspects of 
learning. Teachers reported that such awareness moments facilitated content com-
prehension and learning in both language and content subjects. This happened 
often without the teachers themselves being proficient in the pupils’ languages 
and being able to check the pupils’ answers in their family languages.
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Another aspect that emerges in both interaction and teacher discussions is 
related to the process of language learning itself. The data shows how both 
explicit language comparisons and making language a topic in class can also 
enhance (meta-)linguistic knowledge of all pupils. In teachers’ accounts of the 
use of translanguaging they reported more often on the benefits of using several 
languages in instruction to enhance knowledge on languages in general but not to 
learn one specific language.

The current study, although based on a small sample of video observations 
and vignette-based discussions, points towards the importance of addressing 
pedagogical skills, knowledge and attitudes of teachers in PD (Fürstenau 2016; 
Pulinx et al. 2017) while developing and implementing programmes for multilin-
gual education. Teachers in our sample gradually embraced and used their pupils’ 
multilingualism through experimenting in class in a small and safe scale, discuss-
ing the results with colleagues and researchers before engaging in another cycle 
of experimenting. The iterative design-based approach (McKenney and Reeves 
2013; Cobb et al. 2003) used to co-develop the multilingual teaching activities 
seemed to provide enough possibilities for teachers to develop their knowledge 
on language development and teaching in multilingual settings, to experiment 
with and implement different pedagogical skills in a translanguaging-based peda-
gogy and to report having developed a positive attitude towards the use of multi-
lingualism in education. As such, our results so far contradict earlier findings on 
teachers perpetuating monolingual myths, (Angelis 2011; Fürstenau 2016; Gkain-
tartzi et al. 2015), on the perception of migrant languages as a deficit (Kaptain 
2007; Pulinx et al. 2017; Tolbert and Knox 2016) and on home languages having 
little value, cognitively or otherwise (Gkaintartzi et al. 2015; Pulinx et al. 2017; 
Vaish 2012; Young 2014).
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