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Recent studies have demonstrated how teachers can draw on students’
multilingual resources in teaching English writing, even in monolin-
gually oriented policy settings. However, limited research has been con-
ducted outside of countries where English is the majority language or
in classes where few students share a language background. This article
reports on a linguistic ethnography of English writing instruction in
two introductory classes for newly arrived students in Norway (Grades
8–10, N = 22), where students and teachers negotiated the role of stu-
dents’ diverse language backgrounds and emerging Norwegian. Data
reflect 3 months of participant observation, including classroom video
recording, recording of students’ computer screens, text collection,
and creation of language portraits, followed by stimulated recall inter-
views. The teachers and students drew on multilingual resources in var-
ious ways during writing instruction, most extensively in receptive and
oral uses. However, Norwegian assumed a privileged position among
the language resources of the class while students sidelined their less
formal or prestigious literacy resources. The study demonstrates teach-
ers’ and students’ ability to reshape English writing instruction as a
multilingual space but also concludes that multilingual literacy must be
promoted as more than an instrumental resource in the service of Eng-
lish writing development.

doi: 10.1002/tesq.535

L iteracy develops in an uneven world, where different language
resources carry unequal prestige (Hornberger & Skilton-Sylvester,

2000). Recent research on writing instruction in English as an addi-
tional language has accordingly expanded from more text-focused
studies to investigate the writing of multilingual students as socially sit-
uated practice (Canagarajah, 2013; Leung & Street, 2012). These stud-
ies have revealed the complex ways that multilingual students invest
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their identities in writing (Cummins & Early, 2011) and make flexible
use of their full linguistic repertoires (Canagarajah, 2013; Garc�ıa &
Kano, 2014). Sociolinguistic research has illustrated how teachers can
draw on multilingual resources in teaching English writing, even in
monolingually oriented policy settings (Ebe, 2016). Nonetheless,
monolingual approaches still dominate much English teaching (Illman
& Pietil€a, 2018; Young, 2014), and examples of multilingual pedagogi-
cal practices most often draw on researcher implementation,
researcher–teacher collaboration (Canagarajah, 2013; Cummins &
Early, 2011; Ebe, 2016; Garc�ıa & Kano, 2014; Stille & Cummins, 2013),
or insights from complementary education or out-of-school writing
(Blackledge & Creese, 2010; Dewilde, 2017). Fewer studies (e.g., Lucas
& Katz, 1994) have found evidence of multilingual practices in com-
pulsory English writing instruction in the absence of researcher collab-
oration. Even less research has been conducted outside of countries
where English is the majority language or in classes where few students
share a language background. In much of Western Europe, both of
the latter classroom contexts are common (Gogolin, 2011). The
prominent status of English as a school subject in these places has
given rise to calls for a better understanding of how English teachers
can build on students’ diverse linguistic backgrounds in situations tra-
ditionally framed as teaching English as a foreign language (Dahl &
Krulatz, 2016; Illman & Pietil€a, 2018).

This article adds to existing literature by investigating the local
implementation and ideological limitations of multilingual practices in
two linguistically diverse lower secondary classes for newly arrived
immigrants to Norway, where the teachers have articulated an orienta-
tion toward multilingualism as a resource (see Ru�ız, 1984). Specifically,
the study aims to examine teachers’ and students’ use and positioning
of multilingual resources in English writing instruction in this context.
I review selected studies of teachers’ or students’ use of multilingual
resources in English writing instruction before presenting the study’s
analytical lenses. I argue that the teachers’ and students’ practices pro-
vide models for drawing on multilingual resources in English writing
instruction in linguistically diverse classes. Nonetheless, language ide-
ologies and hierarchies in the students’ current and previous educa-
tional contexts limit how different language resources are used.

CREATING SPACE FOR MULTILINGUAL RESOURCES IN
ENGLISH WRITING INSTRUCTION

Both educators and students can create space for holistic multilin-
gual literacy development, whether their official policy contexts and
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dominant ideologies constrain or encourage this goal (Hornberger,
2005). Lucas and Katz (1994) presented findings from nine programs
for linguistically diverse English language learners in the United
States, where language policies ranged from English-only to laissez-
faire to overt acknowledgment of students’ first languages (L1s1) as
instructional resources. Teachers at schools that explicitly promoted
students’ L1s displayed more systematic multilingual classroom prac-
tices. However, teachers across all the schools drew on students’ L1s in
various ways, grouping students by language background to scaffold
each other’s writing, encouraging the use of bilingual dictionaries, or
allowing them to write in their L1 at initial or even final stages,
depending on their developing English proficiency. More recently,
researchers and teachers have used multilingual identity texts to incor-
porate students’ linguistic repertoires and life experiences in English
writing instruction in a variety of international contexts (Cummins &
Early, 2011; Stille & Cummins, 2013). Moreover, Ebe (2016) reported
how a teacher in New York City systematically reshaped a monolingual
English literacy curriculum to facilitate translanguaging, or integrated
use of resources identified with different languages, in her multilin-
gual class. The class first studied literary translanguaging before stu-
dents practiced this in their own writing, which Ebe (2016) framed as
both a scaffold for learning and a way to challenge monolingual
norms. Rather than waiting for top-down policy changes, these teach-
ers opened up “ideological and implementational spaces” (Horn-
berger, 2005, p. 606) from the bottom up to foster biliteracy
development.

Furthermore, students can bring their multilingual resources into
their writing practices, at their own initiative or in cooperation with
their teachers. Canagarajah (2013) described multilingual writers’
choices to sometimes deviate from and sometimes imitate monolingual
English norms, in line with their development of voice and commu-
nicative aims. In Garc�ıa and Kano’s (2014) study, emerging bilingual
students used their bilingual repertoires supportively, for instance,
constructing and organizing ideas in Japanese before writing in Eng-
lish, seeking information in Japanese and models of usage in English,
or annotating their English notes in Japanese. More experienced bilin-
gual students used their full linguistic repertoires simply to enhance
their writing and language learning, for example, finding information
in both English and Japanese or translating English input into Japa-
nese for personal bilingual development (Garc�ıa & Kano, 2014).

1 Alternatives include mother tongue and native language. I refer to L1 to describe research
and policy documents. However, I sometimes use mother tongue in the results in line with
participants’ usages, to highlight emic perspectives (see Copland & Creese, 2015).
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Similarly, Stille and Cummins (2013) reported that emerging bilingual
and multilingual elementary school students in Canada used their
diverse linguistic repertoires to write notes, drafts, and final texts as
part of English writing instruction. Students also used shared lan-
guages to support each other during writing, and one student orally
presented a text partly in a home language he could not write. In
Dewilde’s (2017) study, a newly arrived teenager in Norway drew on
transnational literacy experiences and literary forms from various oral
and written traditions in her Norwegian and English writing. These
studies have highlighted the complex ways that multilingual students
can draw on their full linguistic repertoires in English writing.

ANALYZING MULTILINGUAL WRITING PRACTICES IN
LIGHT OF LINGUISTIC HIERARCHIES

Hornberger’s (2003) continua of biliteracy locate individual devel-
opment of multilingual literacy in the interrelated dimensions of con-
texts, content, and media. Hornberger (2003) defined biliteracy as
“the use of two or more languages in or around writing” (p. xii) and
identified 12 continua along which biliteracy can occur. Figure 1 pre-
sents these continua, with elements that traditionally entail less power
in society placed at the left side of each continuum.

As illustrated in Figure 1, contexts of biliteracy can occur along con-
tinua of micro to macro scales, characterized by more oral or written
language use and by multiple languages or only monolingual
resources—or anywhere in between. The development of biliteracy is simi-
lar: It can be well developed for oral or written, receptive or produc-
tive use—or all of the above—and it can draw on L1 and L2 (second
language) proficiency. Content of biliteracy refers to meanings communi-
cated through biliteracy, whether vernacular or literary topics, associ-
ated with minority or majority populations, in language that is
meaningfully contextualized to varying degrees. Finally, media of biliter-
acy refer to the languages involved in biliteracy, which can be taught
and learned simultaneously or successively, be structurally dissimilar or
similar, and be written in divergent or convergent scripts (Hornberger,
2003; Hornberger & Skilton-Sylvester, 2000). The model does not treat
the distinction between bilingualism and multilingualism as analytically
salient. Instead, it emphasizes the unequal power relations in each
continuum. If students are to draw upon the full range of the contin-
ua, local actors “need to contest the traditional power weighting of the
continua by paying attention to and granting agency and voice to
actors and practices at what have traditionally been the less powerful
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ends of the continua” (Hornberger & Skilton-Sylvester, 2000, p. 99).
The model adopts Ru�ız’s (1984) view of multilingualism as a resource
(Hornberger, 2003) and suggests that “the more students’ contexts of
language and literacy use allow them to draw from across the whole of
each and every continuum, the greater are the chances for their full
language and literacy development and expression” (Hornberger &
Link, 2012, p. 243). By investigating the space available for all dimen-
sions of biliteracy in the English writing classroom, one can thus iden-
tify potential directions for expanding students’ writing practices.

Since the continua of biliteracy were formulated, translanguaging has
gained currency as a term to describe language practices that trans-
gress perceived language boundaries (Blackledge & Creese, 2010;
Garc�ıa, 2009; Garc�ıa & Li Wei, 2014; Hornberger & Link, 2012). Horn-
berger and Link (2012) defined translanguaging as “how bilingual stu-
dents communicate and make meaning by drawing on and
intermingling linguistic features from different languages” (p. 240),
and they argued that translanguaging can make space for all points
along the continua of biliteracy. The notion of translanguaging use-
fully expands the continua of biliteracy because it more fully accom-
modates the multiple features of a multilingual repertoire, whose
integrated use surpasses L1–L2 transfer (see Hornberger & Skilton-

traditionally less powerful < > traditionally more powerful

Contexts of biliteracy
micro < > macro
oral < > literate

bi(multi)lingual < > monolingual

Development of biliteracy
reception < > production

oral < > written
L1 < > L2

Content of biliteracy
minority < > majority
vernacular < > literary

contextualized < > decontextualized

Media of biliteracy
simultaneous exposure < > successive exposure

dissimilar structures < > similar structures
divergent scripts < > convergent scripts

FIGURE 1. Power relations in the continua of biliteracy (Hornberger & Skilton-Sylvester,
2000). Reprinted by permission of Taylor & Francis, www.tandfonline.com.
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Sylvester, 2000). Translanguaging has also been defined as a pedagogi-
cal approach:

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
sociopolitical realities by interrogating linguistic inequality. (Garc�ıa &
Li Wei, 2014, p. 66)

This definition of translanguaging recalls the emphasis in the con-
tinua model on mobilizing the totality of students’ literacy resources.
It also suggests that translanguaging challenges linguistic inequality,
notably by countering the monolingual and monoglossic ideologies
that dominate much language teaching (Garc�ıa, 2009). Whereas
monolingual ideologies privilege a single language, monoglossic ide-
ologies insist on clear separation between languages for teaching and
learning (Garc�ıa, 2009). Both ideologies privilege students who can
perform as monolingual in majoritized languages. However, Jaspers
(2018) cautioned against automatically linking translanguaging to per-
sonal and social transformation, because this is not borne out in every
context and risks underestimating economic factors that contribute to
students’ marginalization. An insistence on conspicuously hybrid lan-
guage practices may also disadvantage students perceived as monolin-
gual and, ironically, reinforce a focus on the formal characteristics of
students’ written products rather than the underlying values of affirm-
ing student voice and promoting social justice (Canagarajah, 2013; Jas-
pers, 2018).

Jaspers’s (2018) concerns also raise the analytical challenge of inter-
preting classroom language practices as expressions of personal agency
or as reproduction of linguistic hierarchies. Miller (2012) proposed
that individual agency is a “relational and mediated capacity to act in
conjunction with the agency of spaces,” which in turn “refers to the
constitutive effects of space in legitimizing some linguistic acts but
delegitimizing others” (pp. 441–442) as individuals move across and
reconfigure spaces. Miller further suggested that one can analyze how
ideological spaces are constituted and themselves contribute to consti-
tuting meaning through the linguistic acts that the individuals in these
spaces treat as “legitimate, desirable, and possible” or, conversely, “out-
side the domain of ‘common sense’” (p. 447). In this article, I analyze
how students and teachers constitute or limit “ideological and imple-
mentational spaces” (Hornberger, 2005, p. 606) in English writing
instruction along the dimensions of the continua of biliteracy (Horn-
berger & Skilton-Sylvester, 2000) by legitimizing or setting aside vari-
ous language practices and resources.

TESOL QUARTERLY6



STUDY CONTEXT: ENGLISH TEACHING IN NORWAY’S
LINGUISTICALLY DIVERSE CLASSROOMS

As in many Western countries, linguistic diversity in Norwegian
schools has increased through recent international migration. From
2008 to 2016, the percentage of compulsory school students (ages 6–15)
considered immigrants or children of two immigrants nearly doubled
from 9% to 16% (Steinkellner, 2017). However, at some schools in the
capital city of Oslo, more than 90% of students have registered an L1
other than Norwegian, which may span dozens of different languages at
any given school (Øzerk & Kerchner, 2014). Norwegian educational pol-
icy has incorporated this linguistic diversity to only a limited extent.
Although indigenous S�ami students and the Kven National Minority
have a right to developmental instruction in their respective languages,
newer linguistic minorities can receive only transitional mother tongue
and bilingual subject instruction “if necessary,” in addition to monolin-
gual supportive Norwegian instruction, to ensure a transition to Norwe-
gian-medium education (Ministry of Education and Research, 1998, § 2–
8, § 3–12). This conditional right applies to all grade levels, without
restrictions in time or by specific language. However, it is up to each
municipality to assess students’ need for mother tongue or bilingual
instruction, and municipalities are increasingly opting to offer monolin-
gual supportive Norwegian instruction without mother tongue or bilin-
gual instruction (Steinkellner, 2017).

The national English curriculum implicitly acknowledges linguistic
diversity among students through competence aims to compare Eng-
lish to one’s L1, rather than assuming this to be Norwegian (Norwe-
gian Directorate for Education and Training, 2013). Research on
English teaching in Norway has generally concluded that, in practice,
existing multilingualism among students is neither used nor refer-
enced (e.g., Dahl & Krulatz, 2016; Krulatz & Torgersen, 2016), even in
sheltered classes for newly arrived students (Burner & Carlsen, 2017).
In one study, researchers collaborated with English and Norwegian
teachers to implement an identity text project, encouraging teachers
and students to draw broadly on students’ diverse L1s, but only Norwe-
gian and English featured in the final student texts (Krulatz, Steen-
Olsen, & Torgersen, 2018). However, the processes of constructing or
limiting multilingual practices in English writing instruction remain
largely unexplored. Studies have also produced few findings on what
multilingual approaches to teaching English writing might look like in
this context. The present study therefore investigates how teachers
and students draw on and position students’ multilingual resources in
English writing instruction in two linguistically diverse classes for newly
arrived students.
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METHODOLOGY

I use linguistic ethnography as an overarching methodological and
interpretive approach, “which studies the local and immediate actions
of actors from their point of view and considers how these interactions
are embedded in wider social contexts and structures” (Copland &
Creese, 2015, p. 13). Linguistic ethnography combines open partici-
pant observation with a variety of methods, such as video and audio
recordings and interviews, that reveal contextual discourses and partic-
ipant perspectives. It derives analytical rigor from systematically review-
ing field notes and other data sources and connecting themes that
emerge in the data to theory, building the validity of the analysis by
considering various data sources in light of each other (Copland &
Creese, 2015).

I chose an urban lower secondary school as a telling case (Mitchell,
1984) for multilingual classroom practices through a multistage selec-
tion process. Through an extended professional network, I contacted
70 teachers and school administrators throughout Norway. I then
interviewed 23 and observed 13 English teachers who had multilingual
students and were willing to discuss their teaching practices. The two
teachers who participated in the current study were among those who
described and displayed the most extensive efforts to draw on their
students’ multilingual repertoires. Erik2 and Tobias both taught Eng-
lish in sheltered classes for newly arrived immigrants, referred to as
introductory classes. They were both L1 speakers of Norwegian who
also spoke English fluently and had studied German in secondary
school. Tobias also had qualifications to teach Spanish and had begun
personal study of Arabic. Erik had learned some Zulu as a volunteer
in South Africa. Tobias’s class consisted of 13 eighth- to tenth-grade
students (ages 13–16), 10 of whom participated in the study. In Erik’s
tenth-grade class (ages 15–16), all 12 students consented to partici-
pate. The 22 participating students came from many countries and
reported proficiency in at least three languages each, spanning 24 lan-
guages altogether: Albanian, Arabic, Cantonese, Cebuano, English,
French, German, Greek, Hindi, Italian, Japanese, Mandarin, Norwe-
gian, Romanian, Russian, Serbian, Somali, Spanish, Swahili, Tagalog,
Thai, Turkish, Urdu, and Vietnamese. The students’ relationship to
these languages is problematized in the Results section.

Introductory classes are a transitional arrangement for newly arrived
students to receive intensive Norwegian instruction so that they can be
integrated into Norwegian-medium mainstream classes. Introductory
programs may also offer English, which is a core school subject in

2 All participant names are pseudonyms. In Norway, teachers are addressed by first name.
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Norway from first grade on. Introductory classes loosely follow the gen-
eral national English curriculum, but students are exempted from
national exams. At the study site, students had two hours of English
per week, compared to nine hours of Norwegian, in addition to other
subjects like math and social studies. Tobias’s and Erik’s classes were
part of an accelerated track for learning Norwegian, in which students’
schooling background was considered commensurate with that in Nor-
way. Accordingly, most students had experience with formal writing
instruction, although familiarity with specific genres varied. Several stu-
dents also commented that they were not used to writing as long texts
in English as in their current class. Furthermore, because students
were in introductory classes based on Norwegian rather than English
proficiency, their English proficiency varied substantially. At one
extreme were students who had previously attended English-medium
schools. More often, students had studied English for several years but
found the Norwegian English curriculum to be more advanced than at
their previous schools.

In a welcome brochure for newly arrived students, the school
described “multilingualism as a resource,” presenting the importance
of recognizing, highlighting, and building on students’ existing lan-
guage competence. A school administrator explained that the leader-
ship had taken inspiration from research on multilingual students
(e.g., Dahl & Krulatz, 2016) and the Ontario (Canada) Ministry of
Education in adopting this stance. She added that the introductory
program deliberately offered English alongside Norwegian with the
rationale that language learning can be mutually reinforcing across
languages. Nonetheless, the physical space of the introductory pro-
gram displayed potentially competing ideologies. Alongside posters on
the walls that presented phrases in several languages, laminated signs
reminded the students to speak Norwegian (e.g., “We speak Norwe-
gian during recess”) with relevant Norwegian vocabulary for doing so.
One student-produced sign was more categorical: “You have to speak
Norwegian. Only Norwegian.” Another student sign added, “Don’t
speak English,”3 a language that was often heard outside of class.
These potential contextual oppositions informed the analytical focus
on how teachers and students negotiated the role of multilingual
resources in English class.

For three months in the spring of 2017, I conducted participant
observation in the two English classes, focusing on lessons that
included writing instruction. I wrote field notes and recorded class-
room observations through video of teachers, audio of selected

3 The signs are translated from Norwegian. I performed all translations from Norwegian.
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conversations between students, and screen recordings of students’
laptops. I also took photographs at the school and collected student
texts, teacher feedback, writing tasks, and school policy documents. I
then conducted stimulated recall interviews (Gass & Mackey,
2017) with the students and teachers, based on the aforementioned
data sources, and recorded the interviews. Students created language
portraits (Busch, 2012), which they described in their interviews.
Table 1 summarizes the forms of data collection, data sources, and
participants.

The number of students varies for the categories in Table 1 because
students chose their forms of participation, for example, whether to
have their laptop screens recorded or to be videotaped for all or part
of an interview. A few students wished not to be videotaped in class,
which affected the research design in two ways: Only the teachers were
videotaped and wore microphones during classroom instruction, and
students’ laptop screens were recorded using software to capture indi-
vidual screens only.

The study received prior approval from the Norwegian Centre for
Research Data. Nonetheless, I made particular attempts to ensure
informed and voluntary consent from participants, who were both
minors and recent immigrants (Boddy, 2014) being studied in a com-
pulsory setting. An initial measure was to translate the project informa-
tion letter and consent form into every language that the teachers

TABLE 1

Data Sources

Method Data Participants Quantity

Observation Field notes Teachers (n = 2) 66,741 words
Students (n = 22)

Video of classroom instruction Teachers (n = 2) 11 hrs., 15 mins.
Studentsa (n = 20)

Audio recordings (conversations) Students (n = 10) 3 hrs., 53 mins.
Screen recordings Students (n = 18) 50 hrs., 49 mins.
Photographs (school) None 49

Document
collection

Students texts
(some with written feedback)

Students (n = 21) 163
Teachers (n = 2)

Feedback videos Teacher (n = 1) 1 hr.
Tasks Teachers (n = 2) 4
Language portraits Students (n = 21) 21
School policy documents N/A 3

Interview Video recordings Students (n = 8) 2 hrs., 16 mins.
Audio recordings Students (n = 18) 10 hrs., 19 mins.

Teachers (n = 2) 2 hrs., 28 mins.
Interview notes Students (n = 2) 1,509 words

Teachers (n = 2) 1,761 words

aThe camera faced the board. Students were captured only on the audio track.
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specified as students’ mother tongue. I also described the project to
students in English and Norwegian and offered consent forms in mul-
tiple languages because students and parents might prefer different
languages. I noted students’ language choices, which did not always
match the reported mother tongue, and reflected on such ethically
important moments (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004) in my field notes as a
way of monitoring ongoing ethical considerations.

Data analysis occurred in three stages, indicated by the numbers 1–
3 in Figure 2. In the figure, data collection stages are indicated to the
left. Data sources follow in boxes immediately to the right. Representa-
tions of data, including transcripts and content logs, are indicated in
italics.

As illustrated in Figure 2, analysis began through weekly writing of
conceptual memos consisting of thematic summaries of field notes
(Heath & Street, 2008). I also wrote content logs of recorded and doc-
umentary data on a running basis. In preparation for stimulated recall
interviews, I reviewed all field notes, conceptual memos, and content
logs to identify examples where participants used or commented on
multilingual resources. I transcribed the teacher interviews and created
content logs of student interviews. Finally, I coded all field notes, con-
tent logs, and transcripts through repeated readings to identify pat-
terns of use and positioning of multilingual resources and key
incidents (Emerson, 2004) that broke with patterns. I identified both
representative and unusual examples that I transcribed for closer anal-
ysis. Recorded segments that were not in English or Norwegian were
transcribed and translated to English by contracted translators for this
purpose. I then analyzed all data sources in light of each other and
relevant theory (Copland & Creese, 2015), referring in particular to
the dimensions of the continua of biliteracy (Hornberger & Skilton-
Sylvester, 2000). At this stage, I identified recurring multilingual prac-
tices connected to writing as well as two categories of language
resources that stood out as exceptional: Norwegian, which was more
prominent, and less formally developed literacy resources, which were
relatively absent.

RESULTS

Multilingual Resources for Supportive Transfer and
Translanguaging

Although English was the main language of communication and tar-
get of the classes, it quickly became clear that Erik, Tobias, and many
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students leveraged multilingual resources for developing English writ-
ing proficiency. On my first day of observation, Erik asked his student
Lea if she wanted to prewrite in Polish “like last time” when she had a
hard time getting started on a short essay (field note). In a subsequent
class, I captured a similar conversation between Erik and his student
Jennifer, who was working on an essay about ways to welcome newcom-
ers:

Theory

(2) Selec�ons for s�mulated recall

(1) Conceptual memos

(3) 
Integrated

analysis

In
te

rv
ie

w
s

Video (students) Content logs / 
selec�ve transcripts

Audio (teachers) Transcripts

Audio (students) Content logs / 
selec�ve transcripts

Interview notes

O
bs

er
va

�o
n 

/ d
oc

um
en

t c
ol

le
c�

on

Field notes

Classroom video / 
audio

Content logs / 
selec�ve transcripts

Screen recordings Content logs / 
selec�ve transcripts

Photographs Content logs

Students texts Content logs

Teacher feedback Content logs

Tasks

Language portraits

Policy documents

FIGURE 2. Processing of data and stages of data analysis.

TESOL QUARTERLY12



Extract 1. Erik encourages multilingual prewriting4 (classroom audio).

1 Erik: how about you, Jennifer, is it difficult?
2 Jennifer: I don’t know, I mean, I have ideas, but I don’t know how to make the
3 text longer [ . . . ]
4 Erik: what you could do is start writing, and don’t think about how you
5 write it, just get it down there, and then you can go over
6 afterwards and checking the English [ . . . ] try to do that, use five
7 minutes and just get everything down there, write Italian words,
8 write Romanian words if you want to do that, and then you can go
9 over it afterwards and figure it out, ok? try that

In Extract 1, Erik suggested that Jennifer write a draft in any lan-
guages that would allow her to express her ideas best. This episode
began to elucidate how Erik constructed a space for multilingualism.
His encouragement to Jennifer occurred at an early stage of writing,
in response to an emergent challenge. He legitimized written translan-
guaging (Hornberger & Link, 2012) as a drafting strategy, referring to
both Italian, her primary previous language of schooling, and Roma-
nian, which she spoke with family and some friends. However, implicit
in the encouragement was the assumption that the process would end
in a monolingual English product, which she could “figure out” later.
Erik thus positioned Jennifer’s multilingual repertoire as a strategic
supportive resource, to be activated at the early stages of the writing
process.

After this interaction, Jennifer expanded the “implementational
space” for using Italian but left the “ideological space” (Hornberger,
2005, p. 606) unchallenged in other ways. Erik suggested that she use
words in Italian or Romanian, and Jennifer shifted to composing
entirely in Italian. She turned in an English version the next day,
which she described as a reformulation rather than a direct translation
of her Italian draft. For example, the submitted version added an
evocative phrase (“innermost secrets”) to a more plain descriptor
(“problems”) of what newcomers might want to share with longer
established residents once they had developed a trusting relationship.
Jennifer stated that this process allowed her to express herself with a
more extensive vocabulary before reformulating her ideas in English,
an experience echoed by two classmates who included Thai and Pol-
ish, respectively, in their early drafts. Like the students in Garc�ıa and
Kano’s (2014) study, Jennifer leveraged her expanded linguistic reper-
toire to produce a more complex text in English. Her practices posi-
tioned Italian as a valuable supportive resource but also reproduced
the normative position of English as the sole language of the final

4 Transcription conventions are provided in the Appendix.
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draft to a greater extent than in some previous studies (cf. Cummins
& Early, 2011; Lucas & Katz, 1994; Stille & Cummins, 2013). In addi-
tion, she chose not to visibly activate Romanian, a point to which I
return below.

A writing assignment in Tobias’s class illustrated less spontaneous
incorporation of multilingual resources as well as a more typical alloca-
tion toward receptive use. To write a literary analysis, students could
analyze a story written in a language of their choice. Tobias explained
in his interview that he hoped students would choose a story in their
mother tongue so they would understand the story better and so he
could show that he valued their linguistic and cultural backgrounds.
Here Tobias highlighted the value of both building on students’ previ-
ous understandings (Garc�ıa & Li Wei, 2014) and affirming student
identities by making visible their multilingual resources (Cummins &
Early, 2011), priorities that he also attributed to the school leadership.
Still, like Erik, he positioned students’ mother tongues as primarily
supportive resources without fundamentally destabilizing the notion of
a final written product in English. The assignment legitimized using
minoritized language resources in less prestigious receptive uses, while
more prestigious productive uses were reserved for English (see Horn-
berger & Skilton-Sylvester, 2000).

This receptive biliteracy space was nonetheless one that students
embraced not only as “possible” but as “desirable” (Miller, 2012, p.
447). All of the students who came prepared chose a story in a previ-
ous language of schooling. When asked about their language choices,
some students stated that it was easier to find a familiar story, but
many expressed that this gave them the opportunity to write about a
story they liked and, in some cases, had already analyzed at their previ-
ous schools. The students thus pointed to affective investment in the
task and the value of building on existing understandings. One stu-
dent, Vladimir, also included an untranslated Serbian quote in his lit-
erary analysis, which was the only visible sign of multilingualism in a
submitted text. Vladimir thus incrementally shifted minority language
contents from purely receptive toward productive use (see Hornberger
& Skilton-Sylvester, 2000). Vladimir’s reconfiguration of multilingual
space also prompted a commensurate expansion on Tobias’s part.
Tobias’s written feedback on the text only requested greater contextu-
alization, not translation: “What does this show us?” This feedback
implicitly recognized the legitimacy of visible translanguaging in an
English text, albeit in a limited form. In his interview, Tobias said he
had told the class that untranslated words and sentences could serve
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as a literary device. However, Vladimir reported that he had simply for-
gotten to include a translation, reproducing a stricter expectation than
Tobias that a text should be fully transparent to a monolingual reader
(see Canagarajah, 2013). In this instance, Tobias affirmed visible
translanguaging to a greater extent than his student.

Nevertheless, the most frequent and widespread biliteracy practices
were in fact student initiated. These included translanguaging orally
with peers, annotating English source texts with translations, translat-
ing to generate words and phrases for writing, and researching topics
for writing online in multiple languages. Students explained that find-
ing sources in English provided good models for vocabulary and
usage, and finding information and discussing in their mother tongue
helped them understand more fully what they were writing about (cf.
Garc�ıa & Kano, 2014). The teachers generally allowed these uses of
minoritized language resources, and Tobias sometimes even paired
students by like language background so students could communicate
easily with each other (cf. Lucas & Katz, 1994; Stille & Cummins,
2013). Translated recordings of students speaking Greek, Serbian, and
Vietnamese during prewriting tasks showed that the students commu-
nicated mainly about class work. These normalized translanguaging
practices were treated as unremarkable by both students and teachers
and provided the most extensive evidence of how minoritized lan-
guage resources were positioned in classroom use. Minoritized
resources were mostly used orally or receptively, in personal or peer
interactions—or in micro contexts of biliteracy (see Hornberger &
Skilton-Sylvester, 2000).

The Prominence of Norwegian: Typologically Similar, Shared,
and Prioritized

Tobias and Erik regularly incorporated Norwegian in writing
instruction, in particular to explain grammar and vocabulary. Students
also drew on Norwegian in oral translanguaging and, to some extent,
for research and translation. However, Norwegian was positioned dif-
ferently from other language resources in at least three ways: (a) Nor-
wegian was seen as more useful for structural transfer than many other
languages, based on its typological similarity to English; (b) it was a
shared language for the whole class; and (c) it was an educational tar-
get. Extract 2, where Tobias gave Vladimir feedback on a draft, illus-
trates the first two of these distinctions.
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Extract 2. Using Norwegian to give feedback on text (classroom audio
and screen recording).

1 Tobias: is a, mm, ubestemt [indefinite], mm, a very old Serbian
2 fairytale, and we don’t know who wrote the text ((Tobias reads
3 aloud from Vladimir’s text; Vladimir inserts the articles)) [ . . . ]
4 Tobias: mm, første gang du introduserer det, s�a bruker du ubestemt [the
5 first time you introduce it, you use indefinite], a very old
6 fairytale, og s�a neste gang s�a er det [and then the next time it is]
7 the text, bestemt form, s�ann som vi snakket om i norsk [definite
8 form, like we talked about in Norwegian]
9 Vladimir: hvorfor du snakker norsk p�a engelsktimen [why are you
10 speaking Norwegian in English class]?
11 Tobias: fordi jeg forklarer norsk grammatikk i //engelskteksten din
12 [because I am explaining Norwegian grammar in //your English
13 text] ((laughter))
14 Vladimir: //((laughter)) ok
15 Tobias: som er det samme p�a engelsk og norsk [which is the same in
16 English and Norwegian], mm

In Extract 2, Tobias referenced the Norwegian article system to give
Vladimir corrective feedback. Tobias spoke in Norwegian to mediate this
transfer, repeating the grammatical terms bestemt (“definite”) and ubes-
temt (“indefinite”), while reading aloud from the English text. Vladimir
flagged this use of Norwegian as anomalous for English class (line 9),
indexing a monoglossic ideology (Garc�ıa, 2009). In response, Tobias
pointed to the transferability of grammatical knowledge from Norwegian
to English, based on structural similarity (lines 11–16). This ideology of
linguistic similarity positioned Norwegian as a more useful resource for
developing accuracy in English writing, recalling the more powerful posi-
tion of structurally similar languages (see Hornberger & Skilton-Sylve-
ster, 2000). In a similar interaction with his student Duc, Erik
reproduced this stance, commenting that the Norwegian–English com-
parison was necessary because of the typological dissimilarity between
English and Duc’s mother tongue, Thai. Tobias provided a similar ratio-
nale with respect to Vladimir, based on his Slavic language background.

The second way in which Norwegian was positioned exceptionally was
as a shared resource for the class. In Extract 2, Tobias referenced a previ-
ous Norwegian lesson in which he had explained the distinction between
definite and indefinite articles (line 7). Tobias and Erik also routinely
presented English terms they considered crucial to understanding writ-
ing tasks, such as the words in a prompt (e.g., “eyewitness account”) or
the elements of a literary analysis (e.g., setting, point of view). They then
presented or assigned translation of the terms to Norwegian and
assigned translation to “mother tongue” (Erik) or “your language”
(Tobias). In practical terms, the teachers commented that references to
Norwegian capitalized on the greater number of instructional hours in
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Norwegian than English. Such references also indexed Norwegian as a
resource used at the larger scales of the whole class and school, or fur-
ther toward the more powerful macro end of biliteracy contexts (see
Hornberger & Skilton-Sylvester, 2000).

This multilingual vocabulary previewing routine also illustrated Nor-
wegian’s third distinction, its status as a developmental target. Both
teachers explained that they assigned translations to facilitate compre-
hension of the writing tasks through conceptual transfer from previous
instruction in Norwegian and schooling abroad. However, they also
assigned translation of terms that students had not first learned about in
Norwegian. Erik explained this with reference to students’ overarching
learning goal: Including Norwegian terms was “first and foremost to
teach them Norwegian” (interview audio, translated). In contrast, Tobias
noted that he had students present translations in minoritized languages
to instill “pride in one’s own mother tongue and the fact that the school
also values the language” (interview audio, translated). Whereas minori-
tized languages were positioned primarily as supportive and affective
resources, Norwegian was legitimized as a developmental target even
during English lessons. In effect, the teachers’ use of Norwegian did not
primarily index the school’s discourse of “multilingualism as a resource,”
but rather the visible reminders everywhere to speak Norwegian. The
majoritized status of Norwegian and English was reflected in their place
as school subjects, and the teachers understandably considered these
institutional priorities in their instructional choices.

Latent Multilingualism: The Relative Absence of Less Formal
Literacy Resources

Certain multilingual resources nevertheless remained largely invisi-
ble, relegated to “those acts that are not performed and remain outside
the domain of ‘common sense’” (Miller, 2012, p. 447). Despite both
teachers’ frequent references to mother tongue, which might suggest
languages in use in the family, the students generally privileged presti-
gious literacy resources developed through formal schooling, even in
their private and spontaneous multilingual practices. For instance, when
Erik encouraged Jennifer to prewrite multilingually (see Extract 1), she
wrote only in Italian, not Romanian. Asked about this choice, Jennifer
laughed and replied, “Actually I just speak Romanian, but I don’t write
it. I don’t write in Romanian because I am not good first, and it’s diffi-
cult because there are also signs [diacritics]” (interview audio). In her
mind, Romanian appeared firmly anchored in oral use because she
lacked formally developed writing skills in the language, even before
moving to Norway. She admitted to writing to friends in Romanian on
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social media, noting, “Even if I just write a lot of things in a wrong way,
they can understand me” (interview audio). However, using the minori-
tized language for personal written communication did not fundamen-
tally destabilize her conception of Romanian as an oral language,
perhaps because its use on social media aligned with lower prestige ver-
nacular content (see Hornberger & Skilton-Sylvester, 2000). Nonethe-
less, students like Jennifer occasionally showed their broader linguistic
repertoires in class in the less normative domains of peer conversations
and spontaneous rather than assigned translation.

Furthermore, a few students, who had attended English-medium
schools before coming to Norway, made little visible use of anything
other than English—or the occasional Norwegian—during the writing
process. These students, such as Dylan, appeared to set aside even pre-
viously majoritized literacy resources like Swahili. This apparent near-

FIGURE 3. Dylan’s language portrait.
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monolingualism stood in sharp contrast to the multilingual repertoire
evident in Dylan’s language portrait (see Figure 3).

In Figure 3, Dylan named eight languages in his linguistic reper-
toire: English, Swahili, Italian, Hindi, Urdu, Norwegian (“norsk”), Ara-
bic, and Somali. He problematized the term mother tongue by
explaining that his was considered to be Somali, a language he barely
understood. Instead, he regularly used Swahili and English with family.
Dylan developed formal literacy in Swahili, English, and Arabic
through school in Kenya, Norwegian literacy in Norway, and profi-
ciency in Urdu and Hindi on his own. In Extract 3, he pointed to a
functional division between English and Swahili to explain his primary
reliance on English in his current writing practices.

Extract 3. Dylan describes uses of Swahili and English (interview
audio).

1 Dylan: those like social words, like let’s say if you want to say
2 government and all that, it’s kind of hard for me, like in
3 Swahili, because sometimes I know the words in English, all of
4 them in English, but I don’t know any single of them in
5 Swahili, yeah but then when I read it, I’m just like, oh yeah it’s
6 familiar, but then like I’ll never use it, even though it’s
7 familiar, I know- I know this word, but I’ll never use it if,
8 when I’m speaking Swahili, I just use it in English, or I can
9 think of somehow to explain it, but then I can never say it in
10 Swahili
11 Interviewer: uh-huh
12 Dylan: yeah
13 Interviewer: um, and do you think that’s because you sort of use Swahili for
14 certain things in your life //but not for others?
15 Dylan: //yeah, yeah
16 yeah, like Swahili most of the time, when I’m storytelling with
17 my brothers and sisters, yeah, yeah, and most of the time when
18 I’m talking at home I use Swahili all the time, yeah and also
19 when I’m talking to my brothers and sisters I use English and
20 Swahili, but with my mom and dad, I use Swahili all the time,
21 ’cause like I find I don’t want to use English in front of them

In this extract, Dylan described English as his best developed lan-
guage for “social words” (line 1), exemplified by “government” (line
2). Thus, he appeared to already have developed an association
between English and the vocabulary of societal issues. These were in
fact the types of topics he was assigned to write about in his current
English class, in the form of argumentative and persuasive essays. In
contrast, Dylan exemplified a typical writing assignment in Swahili in
Kenya as being to elaborate on a proverb, a form of imaginative
response connected to personal experience and oral traditions that
was mostly absent from his current English class. Instead, the
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vocabulary and genre knowledge called for in the English class seemed
to draw on textual experiences of English more so than his other lan-
guages. Indeed, Dylan made visible use of Swahili on only one occa-
sion, to translate three English words he did not understand in
postwriting grammar tasks. Currently, he associated Swahili with oral
use in the family, in particular with storytelling to siblings (lines 16–
21). Of the languages that Dylan had previously used at school, only
English continued to be used for school-based writing after the move
to Norway. While Swahili became a language for vernacular content in
oral contexts, English literacy maintained its formal literary uses in the
“literate” context of school (Hornberger & Skilton-Sylvester, 2000, p.
99). In English writing instruction, the result was that most of his mul-
tilingual repertoire remained unused.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The participants in this study took advantage of “ideological and
implementational spaces” (Hornberger, 2005, p. 606) provided by the
school’s choice to affirm multilingualism as a resource (see Ru�ız,
1984). This stated orientation toward multilingualism likely accounts
in part for the more overt incorporation of students’ multilingual
resources in English teaching in this study than what has previously
been attested in the same national context (cf. Burner & Carlsen,
2017; Krulatz et al., 2018; Krulatz & Torgersen, 2016). In addition, it is
important to acknowledge the contribution made by these teachers’
willingness to give up a measure of control by “granting agency and
voice” (Hornberger & Skilton-Sylvester, 2000, p. 99) to students to
develop multilingual writing practices that the students themselves
found effective and meaningful. Earlier studies have demonstrated
similar possibilities for multilingual approaches to English writing
instruction (e.g., Ebe, 2016; Garc�ıa & Kano, 2014; Lucas & Katz, 1994;
Stille & Cummins, 2013). However, this particular context was also
shaped by the dominance of the national majority language Norwe-
gian as an overarching educational target for the newly arrived stu-
dents. In such a context, the question becomes not primarily how to
contest an English-only ideology (e.g., Cummins, 2007), but how to
address the place of minoritized language and literacy resources in
English writing instruction.

Of course, the currently minoritized status of particular language
resources provides limited information about the literacy experiences
and development behind the label. Beyond English and Norwegian,
students drew primarily on formerly majoritized resources, developed
through schooling in national majority languages. Miller (2012)
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suggested that the agency of spaces can be seen “as individuals move
from one space to another” (p. 442). Students’ choices about how to
use various multilingual resources point to the cumulative effects of
linguistic hierarchies in both previous and current school spaces that
students have moved across. The incremental status differences that
resulted among English, Norwegian, former languages of schooling,
and other languages were reflected through alignment with several
continua of biliteracy. Positioning further toward the minority end of
biliteracy content also tended to correspond with greater allocation
toward the less powerful ends of other continua: oral and receptive
use, for vernacular communication, in oral contexts (see Hornberger
& Skilton-Sylvester, 2000). Status and power differences among lan-
guages are perhaps inevitable in situations involving migration, but it
is important for educators to be aware that they and their students
may reproduce these hierarchies in the classroom, even if students are
working multilingually.

In response, teachers can see linguistic inequalities as opportunities
to draw more fully on students’ biliteracy repertoires (Hornberger,
2003). For example, by recognizing a tendency toward oral and recep-
tive allocation of multilingual resources, teachers can encourage more
extensive productive written uses (e.g., Cummins & Early, 2011; Ebe,
2016; Stille & Cummins, 2013). Tobias offered such an opening by
acknowledging translanguaging as a literary device, which could be
more fully developed by intentionally studying and practicing translan-
guaging for rhetorical effect in writing (see Canagarajah, 2013; Ebe,
2016). More broadly, if students themselves treat less prestigious or for-
mally developed literacy resources as residing “outside the domain of
‘common sense’” (Miller, 2012, p. 447) of English writing, teachers
may need to explicitly highlight the relevance of out-of-school lan-
guage practices to in-school writing development. Here it may be help-
ful to introduce ways that other students have meaningfully
recontextualized out-of-school biliteracy resources in school (e.g.,
Cummins & Early, 2011; Dewilde, 2017) while recognizing that stu-
dents may still show resistance based on “continuing inequalities, pre-
dominant discourses, local circumstances, and personal
considerations” (Jaspers, 2018, p. 7).

In conclusion, the persistence of linguistic hierarchies in a multilin-
gual space suggests the need to probe the complexities within a stated
orientation toward multilingualism as a resource (see Ru�ız, 1984). In
this vein, Hult and Hornberger (2016) posed a series of questions to
elaborate on Ru�ız’s (1984) concept of language as a resource, includ-
ing two that are closely related: For what and for whom are which lan-
guages resources (p. 41)? In these two classes, minoritized languages
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represented individual resources for identity investment, knowledge
transfer, and written expression in English. They also served as collec-
tive resources for rapport and communication. Nonetheless, they
remained supportive resources in the service of developing English—
and Norwegian—proficiency. In educational systems that tend to privi-
lege formal majority literacies, students’ agency to draw broadly on
their biliteracy repertoires would likely be strengthened by institutional
goals that treat holistic multilingual development for all children not
only as a means to an end, such as improved English writing, but as a
matter of social justice (Jaspers, 2018). Indeed, if educators want stu-
dents to be able to draw broadly on multilingual resources in the
future as well, schools need to create more robust multilingual spaces
that aim to develop English writing proficiency as one among many.
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APPENDIX

TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS

Italics translation into English
Underline stressed word
- false start
? rising intonation
, micropause
(( )) explanation
[ . . . ] ellipsis
[ ] insertion
// overlapping speech
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