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As the world moves to a post-COVID stage and movement of goods and people across borders
resumes, we need to rethink how we communicate and educate students about communication in
a superdiverse world with increased presence of minoritized languages and varieties. The growing
evidence of translanguaging practices among plurilingual speakers in multilingual societies and
linguistic minority communities across the globe (e.g., Cenoz & Gorter, 2017; Oliver et al., 2020;
Seals & Olsen-Reeder, 2020; Straszer et al., 2022) has prompted greater attention to equity and
linguistic social justice issues in language education. Pedagogical translanguaging has been put
forward as an “all encompassing” (Li, 2018, p. 9) practice to address linguistic inequities and
injustices in the classroom. While it is a step forward in countering monolingual ideology and the
dominant-language-exclusive policy and sanction, I draw attention to the “selective” nature of
much of the current pedagogical translanguaging approach and argue for “inclusive
translanguaging” that capitalizes on all of the languages, cultures, and identities of plurilingual
speakers who have historically received marginalization, including their non-dominant dialects or
mother tongues.
The goal of pedagogical translanguaging is to develop flexible, plurilingual spaces in the
classroom where learners’ full linguistic repertoires can be leveraged as a resource in meaningmaking or communication (García, 2009; Vallejo & Dooly, 2020). With this transformative
promise, all of the students’ languages should be considered assets for meaning making. Studies
on teachers’ translanguaging practices, however, have indicated that translanguaging practices
have been highly “selective” in endorsing either the standard forms of English and/or dominant
minority language (or variety) while excluding non-standardized Englishes and/or minority
languages or varieties. Therefore, this selective translanguaging has served to exclude speakers’
linguistic repertoire in non-dominant languages or varieties and in turn, perpetuate entrenched
linguistic hierarchies and reproduce deficit ideologies toward these languages and varieties.
In the North American context, pedagogical translanguaging has attended to the bilingual
repertoire of speakers of English and minority languages (e.g., English-Spanish, English-Korean,
English-Chinese). However, such progressive practices can also be limiting and cause harm due
to the exclusive attention to the standard varieties of minority languages. For example, since most
Spanish-English dual language bilingual education programs in the U.S. require standard Spanish
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with strict language separation policies, translanguaging is therefore mostly restricted to students’
resources in standard American English and Standard Spanish; and other vernacular forms of
Spanish are excluded from instruction and pedagogical translanguaging (Friere & Feinauer, 2020).
Similarly, studies of English-Chinese translanguaging have focused on English and Mandarin (the
official language) with little attention to other Chinese varieties (or “Chineses”) such as Cantonese,
Fujianese, and Hakka (Li et al., in press). Lack of attention to these non-dominant L1 languages
can cause educational and psychological harm. Wu and colleagues (2014) found that neglecting
Chinese 7th and 8th graders’ non-dominant forms of true L1 varieties by imposing institutionalized
surrogate heritage language (Mandarin) in instruction led to increasing frustration and alienation
among these students in the classroom, causing them to gradually lose interest in learning
Mandarin because of the hegemony of Mandarin over their heritage language varieties and
irrelevance to their own imagined identities and desires.
Similarly, outside North America, numerous studies have documented a similar selective approach
of valuing dominant languages or varieties over minority languages in English language teaching
with few exceptions. In English medium classes in Nepalese schools where students often speak
mother tongues (e.g., Bhojpuri) other than the official language, Nepali, it has been found that
teachers often exclusively enact or encourage translanguaging in English and Nepali while
neglecting or forbidding students’ use of mother tongues in formal classroom instruction, which
further widens the educational and linguistic inequities among these marginalized students (Sah &
Li, 2020). In their study of translanguaging in EFL classes in Indonesia, Rasman (2018) found that
while translanguaging is helpful for students’ English learning, the statuses of English, Indonesian
(the national language) and Javanese (a local language) are constructed differently with Javanese
being least valued and used in the classroom and therefore, the translingual pedagogical practices
failed to maximize students’ linguistic potential. As well, in their studies of Swedish-Kurdish
translanguaging spaces in a Swedish elementary school, Straszer et al. (2022) revealed that even
though the Kurdish classroom was perceived as a safe space for using a variety of languages,
Kurdish was the preferred one even when varied linguistic resources were visible and audible both
inside and outside the classroom. Further, there were no translanguaging or representation of
students’ diverse languages outside the Kurdish classroom, demonstrating very concrete and
visible language hierarchies. In sum, this body of research suggests that selective translanguaging
that aligns with a prevalent linguistic hierarchy that devalues plurilingual learners’ non-dominant
languages and identities serves as a “threat” to these students’ educational advancement and
wellbeing (Cenoz & Gorter, 2017) and is a violation of their “linguistic human rights” (SkutnabbKangas, 1994).
Moving forward, to ensure more inclusive, rather than selective and exclusive, translanguaging,
there is a need for intentional teacher development in awareness-raising and strategy learning and
adoption (e.g., those in Cenoz & Santoz, 2020) as teachers are policy and pedagogy enactors in
the frontline. Efforts must be made to understand teachers’ beliefs and values toward
plurilingualism and raise their critical awareness of the monolingual and one-language-only
ideologies that are still prevalent in many schools and societies. As well, teachers need sustained
professional support in understanding translanguaging as pedagogy and in exploring ways to
successfully utilize it in the English (and/or content) classroom as few teacher-education or
professional-development programs provide specific courses or strategies on this topic. Most such
adaptation in instruction is often left to individual teachers. Therefore, there is a need for more
connected or whole school/program approach (Oliver et al., 2021) to promoting inclusive
translanguaging practices.
TESL-EJ 26.3, November 2022

Li

2

About the Author
Guofang Li is a Professor and Tier 1 Canada Research Chair in Transnational/Global Perspectives
of Language and Literacy Education of Children and Youth at the University of British Columbia,
Canada. Her research focuses on bi/multilingualism, language teacher education, and language
education policy and practice in globalized contexts. ORCID ID: 0000-0002-5523-6892
To Cite this Article
Li, Guofang (2022). Toward inclusive translanguaging in multilingual classrooms. Teaching
English as a Second Language Electronic Journal (TESL-EJ), 26 (3).
https://doi.org/10.55593/ej.26103a23
References
Cenoz, J., & Gorter, D. (2017). Minority languages and sustainable translanguaging: threat or
opportunity? Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 38(10), 901-912.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2017.1284855
Cenoz, J., & Santos, A, (2020). Implementing pedagogical translanguaging in trilingual schools,
System, 92. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102273
Freire, J. A., & Feinauer, E. (2022). Vernacular Spanish as a promoter of critical consciousness
in dual language bilingual education classrooms. International Journal of Bilingual
Education and Bilingualism, 25(4), 1516-1529.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2020.1775778
García, O. (2009). Bilingual education in the 21st century: A global perspective. Wiley.
Li, G., Tian, Z., & Hong, H. (in press). Language education of Asian migrants in North America.
A. Luke (Ed.), Oxford encyclopedia of race and education. Oxford University Press.
Li, W. (2018). Translanguaging as a practical theory of language. Applied Linguistics, 39(1), 9–
30. https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amx039
Oliver, R., Wigglesworth, G., Angelo, D., & Steele, C. (2021). Translating translanguaging into
our classrooms: Possibilities and challenges. Language Teaching Research. 25(1),134-150.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362168820938822
Rasman. (2018). To translanguage or not to translanguage? The multilingual practice in an
Indonesian EFL classroom. Indonesian Journal of Applied Linguistics, 7(3), 687-694.
https://doi.org/10.17509/ijal.v7i3.9819
Sah, P. K., & Li, G. (2020). Translanguaging or unequal languaging? Unfolding the plurilingual
discourse of English medium instruction policy in Nepal’s public schools. International
Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism. 25(6), 2075-2094.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2020.1849011
Seals, C. A., & Olsen-Reeder, V. (2020). Translanguaging in conjunction with language
revitalization. System, 92. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102277.
Skutnabb-Kangas, T. (1994). Mother tongue maintenance: The debate. Linguistic human rights
and minority education. TESOL Quarterly, 28(3), 625-628. https://doi.org/10.2307/3587314

TESL-EJ 26.3, November 2022

Li

3

Straszer, B., Rosén, J., & Wedin, A. (2022) Spaces for translanguaging in mother tongue tuition,
Education Inquiry, 13(1), 37-55. https://doi.org/10.1080/20004508.2020.1838068
Vallejo, C., & Dooly, M. (2020). Plurilingualism and translanguaging: Emergent approaches and
shared concerns. Introduction to the special issue, International Journal of Bilingual
Education and Bilingualism, 23(1), 1-16. https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2019.1600469
Copyright of articles rests with the authors. Please cite TESL-EJ appropriately.

TESL-EJ 26.3, November 2022

Li

4

