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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Viewed through the monolingual English-only lens characteristic of ~ Received 10 November 2023
many Australian schools, plurilingual students are often positioned as Accepted 18 April 2024
being in deficit as language and literacy learners and struggle to find KEYWORDS

their way into a writer's identity. The importance of creating a translan- Arts; multilingual writer
guaging space to support plurilingual learners is well established in the identity; resourcefulness;
literature. In the current case study involving a class of Year 4 students transformation;

from a Melbourne school who took part in a six-week arts-rich book translanguaging space
making experience, we addressed a gap in the literature by making

visible how elements of the‘translanguaging space’interact to support

students to come to see themselves as resourceful multilingual writers.

Using Activity Theory, we found that the elements that supported the

development of students’ multilingual writers’ identities consisted of

the creation of a translanguaging space, the use of arts experiences to

lead language interactions, the explicit introduction of translanguaging

in a multimodal arts-rich space, and opportunities to apply translan-

guaging as multilingual writers. We argue that the playful multimodal

opportunities for meaning making facilitated by arts experiences can

support students to build identities as multilingual writers by providing

a variety of multimodal entry points to that identity.

Introduction

The cultural and linguistic superdiversity of Australia’s students is often acknowledged
in curriculum and policy as a societal ‘asset’ (Cross et al. 2022, p. 342) that should be
celebrated. However, as Cross et al. (2022) highlight, ‘recognition of this diversity—and
its advantages—dissipates when policy pivots to literacy education, especially for what it
means to become and be literate in the context of contemporary Australian school systems’
(p. 342). Viewed through the monolingual English-only lens characteristic of many
Australian schools, plurilingual students from language backgrounds other than English
(otherwise known as English as an Additional Language or Dialect (EAL/D) students in
the Australian educational context), are often positioned as being in deficit as language and
literacy learners (Ollerhead 2019). Such positioning and disregard for the functionality of
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students’ full language repertoires in the school context not only undermines their language
and literacy development but attacks their very identities (Cummins and Swain 1986). This,
we believe, can have long-term and harmful consequences for students’ cognitive, socio-emo-
tional and identity development.

In seeking to work towards dismantling such deficit positionings, in collaboration with
non-profit community organization, Kids’ Own Publishing (KO), we designed an arts-rich
bookmaking project for Year 4 EAL/D students in a Melbourne primary school that cul-
minated in the co-creation of a professionally published picture book. The project placed
students’ identities and what they could actually do with their meaning making resources
at the centre of language and literacy activities. This study extends our findings from a
previous study that showed how arts-rich experiences afford the creation of a ‘translan-
guaging space’ (Li 2018), which plays a key role in enabling and sustaining multilingual
children’s meaning making flows and authorial voices (Choi et al. 2023). In the current
study, we address a gap in the literature around translanguaging spaces through the following
research question: What are the elements of the translanguaging space that interact to support
students to come to see themselves as resourceful multilingual writers?

Using Activity Theory as our analytical tool, we came to see the importance of designing
language and literacy learning opportunities with an explicit ‘translanguaging pedagogy’
framework (Garcia et al. 2017) to develop students’ multilingual writers’ identities. While
our work mainly involves EAL/D students, a translanguaging pedagogy is relevant for all
teachers and learners regardless of language backgrounds because it ‘does not focus on
language per se ... Translanguaging is a tool to understand and express epistemologies,
histories and cultural practices that have been excluded from traditional multilingual school-
ing’ (Phyak et al. 2023, p. 233). This paper illustrates a fine-grained analysis of the elements
of a translanguaging space that provide multimodal entry points for developing a multilin-
gual writer identity.

Literature review
Resourceful meaning makers

To challenge the pervasive ‘monolingual “English-only” habitus’ in English-dominant school
contexts, Ollerhead (2019, p. 147), Pennycook (2012) and other experts in the field argue
for the importance of supporting students to perceive their own linguistic and multimodal
resourcefulness as meaning makers who draw upon one integrated and holistic semiotic
repertoire (Canagarajah 2011; Choi and Najar 2017; Choi and Slaughter 2020; Choi and Liu
2021). Scholars including MacSwan (2017) and Cummins (2021) contend ‘languages ... are
... social constructions that have permeable boundaries but which also have undeniable
social and experiential reality’ (p. 17). Their understandings resonate with the Australian
educational context in which this study was undertaken. In acknowledging this reality, we
also ‘reject rigid instructional separation of languages, and ... the frequent devaluation of
the linguistic practices that many minoritized students bring to school’ (p. 10). There is
general consensus in the field that languages are socially constructed. For example,
Pennycook (2012) defines being a ‘resourceful speaker’ as ‘both having available language
resources and being good at shifting between styles, discourses and genres’ (p. 99), finding
‘a strategic fit with the participants and purpose of a context’ (p. 99; see also Otsuji and
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Pennycook 2018 on ‘Metrolingual Student Repertoires’). Kress (1997) considers language
as no longer the carrier of all meaning but in relationship with other semiotic resources for
meaning making. Drawing on this seminal work, Mavers (2007) argues that children are
naturally resourceful communicators who draw on all available semiotic resources, often
in playful ways, agentively and purposefully selecting and combining resources, to create
meaning. Grapin (2019) further argues for the importance of harnessing this natural ten-
dency by supporting students, especially EAL/D learners, to draw upon multiple modes
strategically to help them engage in learning across discipline areas.

Translanguaging: spaces, orchestration and meaning making flows

The practice of translanguaging provides an avenue for plurilingual learners to draw resource-
fully on their full semiotic repertoires to make meaning. Translanguaging can be understood
both as a pedagogical practice as well as simply what plurilingual individuals ‘do’ with lan-
guage (Garcia 2023). Translanguaging recognises speakers of multiple languages as carrying
multiple knowledges in those languages as one integrated and connected repertoire and
facilitates the application of this holistic repertoire to support meaning making (Garcia 2009;
French 2019; Ollerhead 2019). Extending the definition of translanguaging beyond the use
of linguistic resources alone, Ollerhead (2019) and Li (2018) advocate for the use of all ‘cog-
nitive, semiotic and modal resources’ (Li 2018, p. 18) in meaning making. Garcia (2023)
emphasises the importance of the translanguaging space, emphasising that ‘you have to be
able to open up these spaces so that bilinguals can really use all the resources that they have
at their disposal to make meaning... Li (2018) defines ‘translanguaging spaces’ as:

a social space for the language user ... bringing together different dimensions of their personal
history, experience, and environment; their attitude, belief, and ideology; their cognitive and
physical capacity, into one coordinated and meaningful performance (Li 2011: 1223). (p. 23)

Within translanguaging spaces diverse meaning making resources interact in non-hierar-
chical ways. To facilitate this interaction, Li (2018) conceptualises the ‘orchestration’ (p. 17)
of one’s diverse semiotic resources as central to translanguaging. The concept of orchestration
finds alignment with other key meaning making theoretical frameworks: semiotic assemblages
(Pennycook 2017; Gurney and Demuro 2019) and meaning making flows (Lin 2019) or
‘translanguaging corriente’ (Garcia et al. 2017, p. 210). The concepts of meaning making flows
or ‘translanguaging corriente’ encapsulate the continuous and fluid stream of meaning making
achieved by drawing upon one’s holistic semiotic repertoire. In the context of these meaning
making flows, semiotic assemblages centre the interconnectedness of the diverse semiotic
resources that individuals mobilise to make meaning. Assemblages also highlight the trans-
formational ways in which these resources interact (Gurney and Demuro 2019) with ‘people,
artefacts and space’ (Pennycook 2017, p. 789) to facilitate meaning making flows.

Creating translanguaging spaces through arts-rich experiences

Translanguaging spaces provide multiple multimodal entry points to learning and facilitate
children’s engagement in meaning making flows as discussed in detail in a previous paper by
two of the authors (Choi et al. 2023). Eisner (2002) argues that ‘education can learn from the
Arts that the limits of language are not the limits of cognition’ (p. 5), clearly aligning arts-rich
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pedagogies with the conceptualization of translanguaging in which individuals draw upon
their full semiotic repertoires to create meaning. Each art form, as a distinct discipline, provides
its own way of making meaning (Ewing 2019). Arts-rich pedagogies facilitate children to learn
in and through the arts across curriculum areas by providing these diverse opportunities for
meaning making (Ewing 2019) and have been shown to be powerful tools for creating translan-
guaging spaces in a growing body of literature. Arts-rich experiences create translanguaging
spaces that encourage individuals and communities to draw on their full meaning making
repertoires in playful ways (Eisazadeh and Stooke 2013; Bradley et al. 2018; Hirsu et al. 2021;
Yoon-Ramirez 2021). Arts experiences also find alignment with translanguaging in the oppor-
tunities they provide to draw together diverse elements into a cohesive and meaningful whole
(Leung 2019; Prasad 2020) that can provide teachers with important insights into their stu-
dents’ funds of knowledge and identity (Arreguin-Anderson et al. 2018; Dutton and Rushton
2022; Moll et al. 1989). Finally, the engaging nature of arts experiences can also encourage
translanguaging as children are motivated to draw on all available meaning making resources
to prolong the enjoyable experience (Arreguin-Anderson et al. 2018).

Translanguaging provides multimodal entry points into a multilingual writer’s
identity

While translanguaging spaces can support students to engage in meaning making flows in
a multiplicity of settings, as language and literacy educators, our focus in this project was
on the development of students’ identity as multilingual writers. Cope and Kalantzis (2009)
argue that: ‘Learning to write is about forming an identity; some learners can comfortably
work their way into that identity and others cannot, and the difference has to do with social
class and community background’ (p. 33). They emphasize that a back-to-basics approach
is not the way to address this and posit that:

Perhaps these learners may have been able to extend their repertoires into the mode of writing
and its cultures if the starting point had been other modes, and the entry points to literacy had
been activities of synaesthesia that were more intellectually stimulating and motivating than
sound-letter correspondences? Perhaps a pedagogy that built on the multifarious subjectivi-
ties of learners might work better than drilling to distraction the ones who do not immediately
“get” the culture of writing? (p. 33)

The importance of creating a translanguaging space to support plurilingual learners is
well established in the literature, however, our contribution is to make visible the complex
interrelationships between people, spaces, artifacts, and embodied arts experiences that
constituted the meaning making assemblage in our research setting as these elements can
feel quite abstract and difficult to imagine in practice. In doing so, we are asking educators
to rethink how we can invite children into the culture of writing, to create meaning making
flows, by harnessing their multilingual, multimodal, and multisensorial lifeworlds and
experiences in an interconnected way.

Background to the context

This study is part of KOs program called Kids" Own Languages (KOL) which aims to, as
noted on their website, ‘support children’s confidence, creativity and connection through
co-creating books that reflect children’s own specific words and worlds’. From May to July
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2023, we worked with 20 Year 4 EAL/D students (ages 9-10), their two teachers, an artist,
and from time-to-time various other community artists, mothers and youth facilitators
who were present over six two-hour workshops during the school day in Melbourne,
Australia. Council services in the area have identified the ‘middle years’ (Years 5-8) as
critical with increases in school refusal, absenteeism, and diminishing engagement. With
such concerns in mind, teachers of this Year 4 class approached a popular community hub
for youths, adjacent to the school, and ensconced within a block of social housing apart-
ments where students were residents, to support the school in engaging these young people
in their learning.

The children’s ethnicities consist of Vietnamese, South Sudanese, Ethiopian, Kenyan,
Turkish, Nepalese, American and Australian backgrounds. Some students were born in
Australia, or they may have come when they were three or four, they may have parents who
arrived here as refugees or migrants, some may still have parents in their parents’ home
countries, some go back every year to visit family, and some have never been outside
Melbourne. Students identify English as their dominant language, but they also expressed
great pride in being able to speak (and in some cases write) in Oromo, Dinka, Arabic,
Vietnamese and Turkish.

The teachers hoped their students’ involvement in the multilingual bookmaking project
would enable them to explore and connect with their culture, have pride in themselves,
their ideas, and their story.

Methodology

Building on our findings from a previous study of the importance of creating a ‘translan-
guaging space’ to bring about primary-level students’ meaning making flows and express
their unique authorial voices (Choi et al. 2023), in this study, we aimed to answer the
research question: What are the elements of the translanguaging space that interact to support
students to come to see themselves as resourceful multilingual writers? Using Activity Theory
as our analytical framework, we systematically teased out the complexity involved in the
assemblage of actors, context, histories, artefacts, and social norms that were brought
together in the workshops. In doing so, we also gained important insights into the rich
possibilities of arts experiences leading language interactions and providing multimodal
entry points into identity as a multilingual writer. These explorations into the affordances
of translanguaging spaces have given us a deep appreciation of what is involved in such
meaningful work for multilingual students, particularly in relation to our context where
‘plurilingualisn’ is encouraged (Department of Education and Victoria 2023) but not well
understood in terms of implementation on the ground for language and literacy development.

Workshop schedule & resources

KO workshops generally consist of six to eight workshops where children engage in various
arts-rich activities that come together to form one collaborative picture book. As a collab-
oration between us (university educators) and KO, our initial plans for this project were
driven by our objectives to help children to understand language is more than a system of
sounds, words and grammar - a tool for communication. We wanted students to understand
language carries cultural knowledge, histories and traditions and has the power to shape a
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sense of who we are. Our planning of the workshops was guided by a ‘translanguaging
pedagogy’ (Garcia etal. 2017). We began with our articulated translanguaging ‘stance’ which
influenced the ‘design’ of each workshop as well as our moment-to-moment ‘shifts” in the
flow of meaning making with the students during the workshops.

As multilingual language users we use language in different ways for different situations.
With such perspectives in mind, our objectives were to help children:

1. Articulate what ‘language’ is,

2. Articulate the value of all our linguistic resources,

3. Understand how languages are viewed in society in contrast to how they are actually
used,

4. Understand how people use their multilingual and multimodal resources to under-
stand the world, learn and communicate with others.

To facilitate this learning, we used the picture book Littlelight (LL) by Kelly Canby.
Littlelight is the story of a town struggling to embrace difference and this story provided a
context for us to engage the students in drama, visual art and dance experiences that
explored the valuing of difference. Drawing on KOs workshop model, the researchers
planned a series of arts experiences to take place over six workshops. This initial plan was
discussed and revised in consultation with the KO artist and implemented with the students,
primarily by the artist with support from the researchers.

Table 1 outlines the activities that were carried out in each workshop. While the activities
did not change in any significant way from our initial planning, there were many ‘shifts’
(Garcia et al. 2017) in the way we implemented the activities as we learned more about the
students’ interests, knowledges, and abilities.

Data sources

We used a range of data sources for analysis (Ethics approval ID 2021-151H). These include
researchers’ reflective journal entries, photographs of students and their works, a student’s
Instagram post, video and audio recording of classroom interactions, and students’ survey
feedback. The survey questions included: ‘How did it [the bookmaking experience] change
how you feel about writing? Why did it make sense for us to use translanguaging in our
book?” Classroom interactions consist of utterances that took place while engaging with
activities and short conversations between university educators and individual students
during the process of carrying out their work to capture their thoughts and/or elicit their
interests and multilingual histories/knowledge. Such conversations resemble the style of
interviewing experts; in our project, the students were positioned as authors and artists.

Analytical frame - Activity Theory

To systematically explain and analyse the intricate interplay among university educators,
artists, schoolteachers, and multilingual learners that underpins the implementation of this
project, we drew on second generation activity theory as an analytical framework (Engestrém
1999). It enabled us to construct an activity system comprised of subject, object, mediational
tools, rule, community, and division of labour (Figure 1) (Engestrom 1999). Using this as
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Table 1. Workshop schedule and activities.

Workshop #

Summary of Activities & Workshop Images

1

Introducing the concept of ‘ways of making meaning’ Using the Littlelight book to
help students engage in the meaning making modes through drama-based
activities. Learning about students’ multilingual knowledge of words by focusing on
key words from the book. Opportunity to make their own‘meaning’ through 8-page
books using collage materials on a topic of their choice.

Continuing to read the book focusing on the theme of ‘difference’ Learning about
students’ understandings of the term ‘different’ through mind maps and offering
alternative, more positive, ways of thinking about the term. Creating collaged
self-portraits thinking about what makes us unique. Writing ‘artists’ statements’
about what their portraits mean.

Providing more time for students to finish life portraits and 8-page books. Creating
an‘art gallery’ space for students to exhibit their portraits. Asking students to tell
viewers about their portraits (which helped elicit their multilingual knowledges and
lifeworlds). Students begin negotiating ideas about theme and characters for the
collaborative picture book.

Inspired by the ‘celebration’ ending in the Littlelight book, artists, cultural dancers,
and teachers helping to create a space for a festival where costume wearing,
dancing, and food making could take place.

Introducing students to the concept of translanguaging and its purposes; students
applying the concept on paper showing their unique multilingual resources and
language usage as a way of contributing their multilingual knowledges to the
festival.

Making more progress on the book: discussing ideas from the previous workshop (a
fiction adventure story with some facts); discussing and developing characters as a
group; Writing elements of the story — each group gets to write part of the story.

(Continued)
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Table 1. Continued.
Workshop # Summary of Activities & Workshop Images

5 Pulling together all the illustrations and parts of the story written in previous week
(presented on strips of paper), and discussing themes introduced: difference,
language, culture, translanguaging as a whole group. Students (and teachers)
working in small groups to 1. sequence the strips of text into a coherent story and 2.
create additional illustrations and written text relevant to the story.

(Continued)
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Table 1. Continued.
Workshop # Summary of Activities & Workshop Images

6 Making final decisions on the title, storyline, characters, and sequence of events in
the book by presenting students with a layout book design page by page so they are
as hands on with the design process as possible. Students reading the whole story
and considering inserting/translating multilingual text as they see fit.

Proofreading session at school Presenting students with proofs of the book. Artist reading the book, asking
questions about aspects of language - inconsistencies, checking, and editing in small
groups. Preparing for the book launch.

Book launch Students participating in reading the book to the audience of parents, teachers,
principals, and other community members. After listening to speeches by
professional soccer player Jason Geria and Australian writer Elizabeth Honey on
students’ achievement as authors, students eating cake and engaging in book
signing and photo opportunities.
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Figure 1. The structure of a complex collective form of activity system (adapted from Engestrém
1999, p. 31).

a unit of analysis, we identified the activity system as the observable teaching practices of
the subjects in relation to mobilising learners’ multilingual resources.

As illustrated in the figure below, the subjects - i.e. the collective actors (Engestrom
1999), including the university educators, artists, classroom teachers — provide the perspec-
tives through which we interpret the activity system in relation to their object-directed
actions mediated by socially and culturally available physical (e.g. books and arts equipment)
and/or psychological/symbolic (e.g. translanguaging space, arts-rich pedagogy) tools to
realize the desired outcome (Engestrom 1999). The object in the activity system relates to
the subjects’ perception on the multilingual learners’ needs - i.e. their limited understanding
of their own linguistic resourcefulness — rather than students themselves. The subjects’
actions are influenced or regulated by the explicit and implicit rules, such as school norms
and social expectations, the relevant communities (e.g. parents, migrant community groups),
and the division of labour in terms of the work and power relationships and distributions
among all the stakeholders within the activity system (Engestrom 1999).

We analysed the data based on the process of coding and developing thematic categories
described by Creswell and Guetterman (2019). Coding our data against these constituents
of the activity system enabled us to see contradictions - ‘historically accumulating structural
tensions within... activity systems” (Engestrom 2001, p. 137) - that ‘constitute the origin
and the source of energy for the continuous change and expansion’ (Nicolini 2012,
pp- 113-114). Specifically, we illustrate below how the existence of contradiction was driving
the subjects’ goal directed actions and various teaching and learning practices derived from
such actions had a significant impact on transforming how multilingual learners saw their
cultural and linguistic repertoires and used them resourcefully.

Findings

We present our data analysis through a series of significant moments represented
through vignettes or excerpts from conversations that exemplify the key strands of
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the translanguaging space that contributed to the students’ developing their identities
as resourceful multilingual writers. The conversations or vignettes allow us to provide
rich and thick descriptions (Merriam 2009) of moments where key mediational tools
were mobilised as part of an assemblage of artifacts, people, spaces, and experiences
to create the translanguaging space within the multifaceted arts-rich book experience.

Learning about students’ multilingual repertoires

As a way of ensuring students understood the meaning of key words in the Littlelight
book and to learn about the linguistic repertoires of the students in this cohort, in
the first workshop, we created a multilingual word wall on the white board (see image
in Table 1 Workshop 1). In focusing on the word ‘suspect, which appeared in the
book, we asked students if they knew the word in their home languages. Students
immediately called out the words but when asked to write the words on the board we
learned:

o Turkish language background students, who went to Saturday schools, had knowledge
and confidence in writing their languages on the board.

« Arabic language backgrounds students were not able to write in Arabic.

o Students with African (e.g. Oromo, Somali, Dinka) and Vietnamese language back-
grounds which use the Roman alphabet, were not used to writing in those languages
and worried about the spelling and diacritics.

Suggestions to write the words temporarily in English so that we could all learn to say
the words seemed to be an unfamiliar idea but was not met with resistance and students
were willing to try. Teachers offered to help look up words through Google Translate for
some students.

After a variety of reading, miming, contributing to the multilingual word wall, and
writing activities, the artist (Ailsa) brought the children together to close the session. It was
in this gathering that we gained a glimpse into the students’ capacities to respond critically
to questions around multilingual language usage.

Ailsa: What languages do you speak at home?

Students: (responded with many different languages)

Ailsa: Do you only speak that language at home?

Minh: Yes, we ONLY speak Vietnamese.

Coco: Well, it depends on whether the other person can speak another language.
Tim: I used to speak Oromo with my cousin, but he moved away.

In our second workshop, we reviewed the words from the previous week’s word wall and
elicited more conversation to learn about the languages students speak, including but not
limited to Arabic, Vietnamese, Oromo, Somali, Dinka, Turkish, French, Italian, Mandarin,
Nepalese, and Russian. In doing so, we came to also see what students perhaps have not
thought about what it means to ‘speak’ a language.

Zara: I speak Spanish.
Researcher 1 (R1): You speak Spanish? Can you say something?
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Zara: Ola. I don'’t speak Spanish. I just know some words.

Ailsa: What counts as having a language? If I know how to say, ‘Excuse me, can I
please go to the toilet?” Does that count as speaking a language?

RI: That’s a really great question. So, Sam (one of their teachers who was present
in the room) said he had a little bit of Italian, does that count as having, speak-
ing a language? So, what’s your definition?

Everyone: (silence for 30 seconds)

R1: So, with Spanish, if you can say some words, do you see yourself as a Spanish
speaker?

Zara: No.

RI: So, what would allow you to be a Spanish speaker?

Everyone: (silence)

Students manage to carry on such pauses by making playful contributions suggesting
they can speak ‘gibberish’ and ‘old man’s language’ (possibly referring to their teachers’ use
of language).

Overall, while most students were not confident in reading and writing in their home
languages, as shown in the dialog below where R1 is asking about the meaning of some
Oromo words to the author of the 8-page book I Love Ethiopia, students are not shy to speak
as experts when asked for translations of words in their home languages.

RI: Does ‘yanta’ mean ‘wood’?
Farah: In which language?
R1: I think Oromo.

Farah: No...  Because if you go there and say ‘hey, can I buy that yanta?” and they’ll be like
‘excuse me, we sell food here. We don’t sell wood..

[note: most online dictionaries spell food’ as ‘nyaata’ in Oromo]

Despite these multilingual learners’ ability to use their home languages to varying degrees,
this suggests the existence of a contradiction between the tool (i.e. the use of translanguag-
ing) and the object (i.e. students’ limited understanding of their own linguistic resource-
fulness), which is represented as the dotted line in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2. A contradiction between tool and object in the activity system in focus.
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Resolving the contradiction: working towards a multilingual writer’s
identity

Given the tool-object contradiction in the activity system in focus, achieving our aim of
enabling learners to see themselves as resourceful multilinguals and develop multilingual
writer identities required the introduction of different mediational tools into the system.
These included establishing a translanguaging space, using arts-rich pedagogy, explicit
instruction on translanguaging, and using translanguaging in writing.

Marking out a translanguaging space

Our first act in creating a translanguaging space was to mark out a space in which all ways
of making meaning were encouraged. We aimed to expand students’ understanding of
‘language’ and work towards explicitly introducing the practice of translanguaging. Early
in Workshop One, we started by exploring a visual that we (the researchers) had created
which presented multimodal forms of expression with linguistic resources as just one of
many ‘Ways of Making Meaning’ (Figure 3). We engaged students in embodied activities
to reinforce their understandings, for example, using gesture to share how they liked to eat
their favourite foods, space to show the difference between close friends and people they
did not know and clapping to show how we can communicate approval through sound. We
brought these elements together in an embodied drama activity responding to the picture
book, Littlelight. The story begins with a town surrounded by high walls that block out all
that is different. The mayor and townspeople begin to ‘suspect’ a thief when bricks from
the walls started to go missing. We began by creating a multilingual word wall around this
key word ‘suspected, an approach we would use in two subsequent workshops.

Vignette 1

Researcher 2 (R2) breaks down the word into its meaningful parts, highlighting its Latin root,
‘specere’ meaning ‘to look’ and showing connections with other words in the same family
(Figure 4). R2 then adds the French word ‘soupgonner’ meaning ‘to suspect’ to the whiteboard

Figure 3. ‘Ways of Making Meaning'visual.
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Figure 4. Word study slide.

and asks the students if they know any similar words in their languages. Ailsa records the
students’ ideas, adding words relating to ‘suspecting’ or ‘looking’ in Vietnamese, Arabic,
Turkish and Dinka before students use the gestural (bodies), spatial (space) and audio
(sounds) modes to explore the meaning of ‘suspect’ and ‘suspicious’ through Mime. Half the
group act as ‘suspicious’ townspeople who ‘suspect’ the other half of the group who are in role
as the brick thieves. The students use body language (crossed arms, brisk walking, hunched
posture), facial expressions (narrowed eyes, frowns), space (the thieves keep their distance)
and respond to the mood of the music to communicate the word’s meaning. We finish with a
verbal reflection on how these modes contributed to creating a sense of ‘suspicion.

This reflective discussion highlighted the students’ strong grasp of how different modes
can be used to communicate meaning, providing a rich starting point to build their under-
standing of their semiotic resourcefulness.

Using arts experiences to lead language interactions

On multiple occasions throughout the workshops, arts experiences lead language inter-
actions. One particularly significant arts experience occurred during Workshop Two
and Three when students created life-size collage self-portraits. These portraits were
eventually scanned to form part of the published picture book, ensuring all students
were represented in the illustrations. Making links to Littlelight and its theme of fear
and celebration of difference and building on a second multilingual word wall discus-
sion around ‘difference’ (Figures 5 and 6), we encouraged students to create a portrait
that reflected what made them different or unique which might include their languages.
Students were provided with a large piece of butcher’s paper and worked with a partner
to create an outline of their bodies as a starting point for the portrait. We instructed
them to think about how they could use collage materials to reflect these elements of
their identity through their choices in the visual mode. Later, we asked the students to
create a written reflection on their portraits in the form of an artist statement, focusing
on the things that made them different and how they had chosen to represent these
visually in their portraits. However, we found that verbally ‘interviewing’ students about
their portraits yielded deeper insights and provided the opportunity for some students
to share important elements of their life experiences.
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Figure 5. Word study slide.

Figure 6. Multilingual word wall: ‘suspected’ and different’.

Vignette 2

R1 approaches, a student, Coco, to interview her about her portrait (Figure 7). Coco indicates
the moustache she has added (Figure 8): “This moustache reminds me of my real dad’ who
moved to Sudan after her parents divorced and from whom she has been separated without
contact for an extended period. She is ‘worried for him’ as he is still living in Sudan where
there is ‘a big war’ Discovering that Coco was born in Sudan, R1 asks her if she can write in
Arabic. In response to Coco’s uncertain, ‘T only know how to write one) R1 puts herself in the
role of the learner, positioning Coco as someone with valuable knowledge, saying ‘Oh, okay,
so teach me’. After Coco records a greeting, R1 and Coco read it together.

Coco & RI: Salaam aleikum.

Coco: You're not supposed to say aleikum. You just say salaam, ‘cause it’s a
kind way to say hi back, you don’t say salaam aleikum also. Or
Marhaba.

R1: Okay. Marhaba. Oh, I learned something today.

Coco: Yeah, yes ... two ways to say hi. This is a kind way to say hi back.
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Figure 7. Coco's self-portrait.

Figure 8. Coco's self-portrait: Moustache detail.
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In this instance, Coco’s visual repertoire lead the sharing of her life experience. Language
was used here initially to ‘complement’” her powerful visual choice of including her father’s
moustache as a key element of her portrait. However, the extended interaction with an
interested adult about her artwork opened the space for Coco to also share her language
resources, as she taught R1 the differences between types of greetings in Arabic.

Introducing translanguaging (explicit teaching) in the multimodal arts-rich space

In Workshop Four, having marked out a space for multimodal meaning making and used
arts experiences to lead language interactions, we explicitly introduced the concept of
translanguaging to the students. After reading the end of Littlelight where the townspeo-
ple came to embrace the different communities that had previously lived outside the city
walls, we invited the students to join the ‘Storytelling Festival of Littlelight’ in which
differences were celebrated. The celebrations began with a lesson from Tim’s mother and
aunt in South Sudanese dancing. Another local artist, Michael, had prepared an array of
costume items from which students could create outfits for the festival. Draped in wigs,
astronaut helmets, glittering top hats and cloaks, the students danced and created collaged
plates of ‘food’ for the festival. It was at this point that we explicitly introduced the con-
cept of translanguaging to the students in the context of the arts-rich experience of the
festival.

Vignette 3

Students gather adorned in their costumes for the festival. R2 explains that as part of the
Storytelling Festival of Littelight, the townspeople decide to share their stories and cultures
with each other through a practice called ‘translanguaging. R2 projects the word ‘translan-
guaging’ onto the Youth Hub’s screen (Figures 9 and 10). It is broken down into its meaningful
parts in the same way that the word ‘suspected” and ‘difference’ were in Workshop One and
Two (Figures 4 and 5). R1 asks if anyone knows what the word means. Emre suggests: ‘it’s like
multiple languages. R1 affirms Emre’s idea and says:

Figure 9. Explicitly introducing ‘translanguaging’to students.
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Figure 10. ‘Translanguaging’ word study slide.

R1:

R2:

R1:
Students:
R1:
R2 & R1:
R1:

Let’s break it down. All right, so we got the word trans, which means across or
beyond, to go beyond or across something. That’s why we have words like
transport, it takes us somewhere right? Or transfer, or translate, right? Then
we have the middle word in green language. So language, you know, right? It
could be English, it could be any of our other languages...

Sign language, language of music, of dance, how we communicate in different
ways.

And then we have the 7 ‘n’ ‘g) what does that signify?

A verb.

A verb. Like something that we're doing.

Running. Jumping. Eating. Drinking. Dancing. Exactly.

So when we put these words together, right, trans-languag-ing, what we’re

talking about is what we’re doing with the language. How we're using all our
languages to express ourselves. Does that make sense?

R1 and R2 introduce examples of how authors and artists have used translanguaging in their
work (Figures 11 and 12). Students suggest that these authors might use translanguaging to
share their ‘culture, ‘to inform, ‘to make us interested’ R1 and R2 share their own examples of
translanguaging (Figure 13). The students then select a piece of decorative paper to create
their own story to share at the festival. They are invited to use translanguaging to help them
share what makes them unique with the community of Littlelight. Multiple students choose
to use translanguaging in creating their contributions to the festival (Figure 14).

Vignette 4

R1 works closely with Minh who models her recipe for Pho on R1’s Kimchi example. Their
exchange is extended, with gentle questioning and support from R1, including the use of
Google Translate as a digital tool to support Minh’s thinking even when R1 does not share her
language resources.

Minh:
R1:
Minh:

Coco & R1:

R1:

I don’t know what to write.

We can think of some ideas.

Maybe our traditional food.

Salaam aleikum.

Cool. Yes, that sounds good, something you could contribute to the festival.
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Figure 11. Translanguaing example: ‘Wilam, a Birrarung Story’ (Murphy et al. 2019).

Figure 12. Translanguaing example:‘a is for Bee’ (Heck 2022).

Figure 13. Translanguaing examples: R1 and R2.
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Figure 14. Student translanguaging examples.

Figure 15. The translanguaging space: children bring to bear their full meaning making repertories in
the arts-rich context with the support of enabling adults.

Minh: I only know ‘b0’ for the cow, the beef.

RI: Yeah, okay, let’s put that down.

R1: Spring onion? How do you say that in Vietnamese?

Minh: I don’t know, I forgot.

RI: Okay, I might try look it up. Okay, spring onion. Is that it?
Minh: ‘Hanh la.

This exchange was one of many around the room, in which children worked individually,
or sat together and received one on one support where necessary from enabling adults
(Figure 15). The importance of the translanguaging stance taken on by the teacher or other
enabling adult in working closely with students to support their use of translanguaging
emerged strongly in this workshop as an important accompaniment to the explicit teaching
of the practice of translanguaging.
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Applying translanguaging as multilingual writers

Having explicitly introduced the concept of translanguaging to the students, we worked
with the facilitating artist, Ailsa, to provide opportunities for students to use their languages
in resourceful ways in drafting their co-created picture book. In this Workshop Four, we
again saw the importance of the translanguaging stance taken on by the teacher or other
enabling adult in working closely with students to support their use of translanguaging.

Vignette 5

Emre and R1 are working together on a part of the story where the main character, a monster
called Yjaaz, who tries to steal the talents and languages of children around the world, is plan-
ning to start an earthquake in Turkiye. R1 sees an opportunity for Emre to draw on his Turkish
language resources. She asks Emre if he knows how to say the dramatic line: ‘May the world
be prepared for Yjaaz in Turkish.

RI: I think you need like a really like strong tone, like may the world be prepared
for Yjaaz. Like find that tone.

Emre: Can I cross this out?

R1: Yeah, that’s okay.

Emre: ‘Dunya Yjaaza hasir olsun’

This question provides an opportunity for Emre to draw on his Turkish in a resourceful
way to add weight to this moment of the story (Figure 16). Throughout the drafting and
editing process, these one-on-one interactions with an enabling adult who explicitly encour-
ages and supports students’ translanguaging prove vital in enabling students to recognise
their resources and draw upon them resourcefully in making meaning in the creation of
their picture book.

Figure 16. Emre draws resourcefully on his Turkish language resources.



2 J.CHOIET AL.

Outcomes from resolving contradictions: transforming teachers’ perceptions
and students’ identities as multilingual writers

The introduction of alternative mediational tools discussed above had significant influences
on the multilingual learners and their family members, enabling them to transform their
perceptions of what they can do when their multilingual repertoires are mobilised resource-
fully within a constructive translanguaging space. Specifically, from the student survey, it
was evident how these learners were willing to embrace differences to work towards the
common goal (i.e. writing and publishing a book using translanguaging):

anyone could make a story together even if we all dont like the same things
because we are from diffrent countries, diffrent culture and diffrent backgrounds

In turn, the survey responses also indicated how they felt proud of themselves and val-
idated who they were as resourceful multilingual writers:

it made feel anyone can write
it made me feel happy sharing my language

im actually pretty happy that i wrote some of the book in my language. im proud of this
because kids speaking that language we wrote in can read at least some of the book

iam very proud that i can speak different languages
im proud to have languages and show people about it

At the book launch event (Figure 17), these students stood in front of many audiences,
including their family members, classroom teachers, artists, university educators, and special

Figure 17. Multilingual writers reading the book at the launch.
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guests — a distinguished writer and a soccer player - to read aloud their own book confi-
dently, demonstrating the sense of ownership and pride in what they have achieved through
this project. Such a positive feeling seemed to have had a lasting influence on the learners
as one of the classroom teachers explained in his email: amazing feeling here, all the authors
are standing a little taller this week’.

Furthermore, during the launch, we saw many family members who showed their happiness,
excitement and sense of pride in these multilingual writers. Indeed, the following correspondence
from one of the classroom teachers provides evidence for this: A lot of the kids older siblings
came in place of their parents. It was beautiful to hear them say Tm proud of you’ to their brother/
sister’. Moreover, such a positive affective response was evident from the speech made by a special
guest — Jason, a professional soccer player (Figure 18) — who recognised these multilingual
learners as authors’who are ‘more than capable of* achieving different dreams in the future.

A final interview with one of the participant teachers, Theo, demonstrated the ongoing
implications for his approach to language and literacy pedagogy, in particular writing.
In the following quote from his interview, we see reflected the key elements of the
translanguaging space that contributed to building students’ multilingual writer’s iden-
tities. We see the impact of marking out the translanguaging space in his repeated use
of the word ‘broadened’ in describing the transformation of his understanding of the
multiple ways students can enter into writing which include languages, ways of thinking
and doing, and visual cues. His statement that ‘we can rely on those to be valuable’
demonstrates that the workshop experience and explicit teaching of translanguaging
provided him with concrete evidence of the power creating such a space for writers. He
shares a new approach to planning writing that foregrounds the visual demonstrating
his appreciation for the power of arts experience to lead language interactions. In dis-
cussing their work in this planning stage, Theo explains that he aims to ‘utilize’ students’
‘languages and the ways of thinking and doing that they have’ to support their writing.

It’s certainly broadened the idea that ... we can rely on the kids and the languages and the ways
of thinking and doing that they have, in our, narrative planning processes. And I think if we can
rely on those to be valuable ... Because a lot of the time, I think we're kind of taught as educators
in English that this is how the kid should plan. Where, you know, visual cues are universal. We
could be using them solely in many ways. You know, great histories of oral storytelling.
Everything else. Just knowing that we can rely on those as educators and utilize them ... I think
we're in a better position. That’s certainly broadened that for us ... it makes so much sense.

Figure 18. Students celebrate the launch with a visit from a professional soccer player and an Yjaaz-
themed cake.
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Discussion

We found that the elements that supported the development of students’ multilingual writers’
identities consisted of the creation of a translanguaging space, the use of arts experiences
to lead language interactions, the explicit introduction of translanguaging in a multimodal
arts-rich space, and opportunities to apply translanguaging as multilingual writers. The
analysis of different actions (i.e. observable teaching practices of the subjects in relation to
mobilising learners’ multilingual resources) taken by the collective subjects — university
educators, artists, and classroom teachers — reveal the affordances of creating a translan-
guaging space to enable multilingual learners to develop their multilingual writer identities.

What was needed for these students was an entry point (Cope and Kalantzis 2009) where
they were supported pedagogically (Garcia et al. 2017) to feel safe and comfortable with
orchestrating their resources playfully at different moments, leading to the resolution of a
historical tension evident in the activity system in focus (see Figure 1). The use of multi-
modal forms of expression as an entry point for the multilingual learners to start experi-
menting with translanguaging practices enabled us to establish a generative environment
where they were able to ‘make mistakes, and support each other to do what they do not
know how to do’ (Lobman 2007, p. 605) collaboratively drawing on their funds of knowledge
(Moje et al. 2004; Dutton and Rushton 2022).

These multilingual writers would not have been able to embrace translanguaging practices
by simply being in such a space. This is because, as Canagarajah (2011, p. 402) argues, it is vital
to teach learners about orchestrating their meaning-making resources — both cultural and lin-
guistic - resourcefully rather than ‘romanticis[ing]” multilingual practices as innate to all speakers
of multiple languages. As we demonstrated, there was a concerted effort from the university
educators, artists, and classroom teachers in helping the multilingual learners understand the
concept of translanguaging and gain skill in using it intentionally to work towards the desired
outcome — developing their sense of multilingual writer identities.

In this way, we created an assemblage of people, artefacts, spaces, and embodied arts
experiences providing possibilities for children who were disengaged with reading and
writing to explore and express their multilingual lifeworlds. This enabled them to become
what Holzman (2010, p. 27) describes as ‘a head taller) having worked through co-creating
a multilingual published picture book that was a step ahead of what they could do inde-
pendently. As a result, they were able to begin to develop their identities not only as writers,
but for some also as ‘multilingual writers’ who were proud to, in the words of one student,
‘speak different languages and show people about it. Another student excitedly claimed his
book on Instagram, commenting on KO’s book launch post - ‘Let’s goo that’s my book’ Our
findings build on the rich body of literature around the importance of translanguaging
spaces for plurilingual learners and how arts-rich experiences can support the development
of such spaces. We have shown that the playful multimodal opportunities for meaning
making facilitated by arts experiences in combination with explicit teaching of translan-
guaging as a practice and opportunities to apply this practice in writing can support students
to build their identities as writers by providing a variety of multimodal entry points to that
identity. The transformation of students’ identities was evident in their reflections on the
process of creating the book: ‘T don't like it [books] but I made it. That’s why I like it

Reflecting on the possibilities we saw in learners’ engagement in literacy practices, we see the
use of the arts-rich translanguaging space as an example of “Transformative Pedagogy’ (Cummins
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2000): a productive/resourceful starting point for helping EAL/D students who have come to
dislike or feel excluded from the world of writing. In this model, learners’ identities, and literacy
activities, that is what learners can actually do with language, are placed at the centre of the
meaning making process, before the genre of the text. In practice, doing so requires a radical
shift away from dominant top-down approaches to literacy teaching. Transformative pedagogies
like translanguaging require educators to think more deeply about how we can invite children
into the ‘culture of writing) to create meaning making flows by harnessing their multilingual,
multimodal, and multisensorial lifeworlds and experiences in an interconnected way.

Conclusion

This study offered an understanding of the complexity involved in enabling plurilingual learn-
ers to see themselves as resourceful multilingual writers. As we have demonstrated, realising
such outcomes required transforming the existing monolingual English-only-oriented ped-
agogy, that still dominates in many Australian classrooms by creating a translanguaging space
for these learners. This would not have been possible without the collaborative work among
the classroom teachers who understood the needs of these learners, the artists from the exter-
nal organisation who fostered students’ creativity, and us (university educators) who promoted
a translanguaging pedagogy for supporting plurilingual learners.

Teachers can take an agentive stance around translanguaging in their individual class-
rooms and as we have shown, collaborative work is necessary between a range of stake-
holders, including classroom teachers who understand the needs of learners, artists from
external organisations who foster students’ creativity, and teacher educators who seek to
promote a translanguaging pedagogy for supporting plurilingual learners. However, this
demands a great deal from individual teachers. Transformative pedagogies cannot be
fully enacted without being embedded in institutional policies that support teachers’
creative initiatives.

To conclude, what we have presented in this paper illuminates some key elements that
contributed to the translanguaging space and pedagogy that led to achieving the desired
outcome of the activity in focus — observable teaching practices of the subjects in relation
to mobilising learners’ multilingual resources. These elements included: the creation of a
translanguaging space, the use of arts experiences to lead language interactions, the explicit
introduction of translanguaging in a multimodal arts-rich space, and opportunities to apply
translanguaging as multilingual writers. Future contributions to knowledge flowing from
this research will have a pedagogic focus, aiming to bring our learning from this out of
school space into the literacy classroom and to reinforce the importance of harnessing
children’s organic literacies while continuing to develop their school literacies.
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