
Language & Culture
Center of Excellence

Utilizing Translanguaging 
Pedagogy to Bridge 
Multilingual Programs 
in Districts with Small 
Multilingual Populations
By Gretchen Lettau, Senior Director for the CESA 2 Curriculum and Coaching 
Center of Excellence; Fran Veguilla, Dual Language Development 
Consultant for the CESA 2 Language and Culture Center of Excellence; 
Kaycee Rogers, CESA 2 CLASS Program Coordinator; and Katherine Worple, 
Multilingual Program Coordinator for the Belleville School District



2

Districts in rural or suburban areas are experiencing 
growth in their multilingual populations and, 
faced with limited resources and multiple program 
models, are searching for effective ways to support 
their Multilingual Learners (MLs). By fostering an 
environment of translanguaging, schools can better 
meet the needs of this complex and diverse group of 
students. 

In districts with small but growing multilingual 
populations, schools face the challenge of supporting 
English language development while also affirming 
students’ home languages and identities. This 
practitioner guide is designed for educators and 
leaders in small or rural districts who want to create 
inclusive, asset-based learning environments where 
all students can thrive. Translanguaging draws on 
students’ full linguistic repertoires, promoting deeper 
content understanding, cognitive engagement, and 
equitable access to academic success.

Introduction
It is a powerful, research-based approach that 
supports language acquisition, metacognitive 
development, and cross-linguistic transfer. By 
allowing students to use their L1 (home language) 
to access and process new content, teachers help 
students build a bridge to L2 (English)—deepening 
comprehension, improving academic confidence, 
and encouraging reflection on how language 
works. Importantly, translanguaging also aligns 
with students’ civil rights to meaningful access to 
education. According to the Wisconsin Department 
of Public Instruction (2021), “ELs are entitled to 
age-appropriate core curricula at all levels of English 
proficiency. ELs must not only have access to but 
must be able to meaningfully and equally participate 
in all aspects of schooling. This includes the core and 
non-core curriculum and extracurricular activities.” 
For more information on the legal rights and 
responsibilities of educating multilingual learners, see 
Chapter 14 of the DPI’s Multilingual Learner Program 
Handbook.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Gy-4bTOVj-L7lVNtSV2vtHUBSxjb_SX8DwFsai-rDvk/edit?usp=sharing
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Many bilingual students have ample opportunities to 
develop their oral language abilities by speaking with 
family or friends in one language and with peers or 
teachers in another. But how often do they have the 
opportunity to develop their literacy skills outside of 
the classroom?

While the state of Wisconsin strives to support 
bicultural and bilingual students, it should also be a 
goal to develop biliterate students. Translanguaging 
pedagogy offers one of the most effective ways to 
do this. García (2014) explains that all people have a 
“linguistic repertoire”—an integrated language system 
through which they transfer skills and knowledge 
between languages and use them to acquire new 
languages. Translanguaging encourages the use of this 
entire repertoire as students fluidly and dynamically 
navigate their experiences, memories, knowledge, and 
language (García, 2020).

Translanguaging not only enables students to express 
themselves authentically, but also enhances their 
cognitive and academic development. Wright (2019) 
emphasizes that translanguaging allows multilingual 
learners (MLs) to grasp new concepts that may have 
been previously inaccessible when taught exclusively 
in the target language.

It also supports metacognition, a student’s ability to 
think about their own thinking and learning. When 
learners reflect on how they are making sense of 
content in both their home language and English, 
they gain awareness of their strategies, deepen their 
understanding of language structures, and strengthen 
their identity as capable thinkers and communicators.

Translanguaging is a way to honor bilingualism and 
biculturalism, as it allows students to participate more 
authentically in school. In the mainstream classroom, 
it positions multilingualism and multiculturalism as 
assets, not obstacles. When students are supported 
in using, developing, and maintaining their native 

Why Translanguaging?

Part 1: Translanguaging Pedagogy

language alongside their new language, they benefit 
from an additive learning environment. In such 
positive spaces, Cross-Linguistic Transfer (CLT) is more 
likely to occur (Cummins, 1979).

A pillar of CLT is the Developmental Interdependence 
Hypothesis is the idea that proficiency in a second 
language (L2) depends, in part, on a student’s 
development in their first language (L1). Once 
students reach equivalent levels of skill in L1 and L2, 
they may experience a plateau unless both continue 
to grow. Therefore, intentionally developing students’ 
skills and knowledge in both L1 and L2 through 
translanguaging is essential for long-term literacy 
success.

Another useful framework for understanding the 
value of translanguaging is Systemic Functional 
Linguistics (SFL). SFL views language not as a set of 
static rules but as a meaning-making resource. It 
highlights how language choices vary depending on 
purpose, audience, and context. Through this lens, 
students learn how to use language strategically—to 
describe, explain, argue, and recount—in ways that 
align with academic demands. Translanguaging within 
an SFL framework enables students to develop genre 
awareness and metalinguistic control as they shift 
between languages to meet specific communicative 
goals (Derewianka & Jones, 2016).



4

Although the term “translanguaging” has become 
increasingly familiar among multilingual teachers and 
language professionals, it may be a new concept for 
many educators, especially in rural or suburban areas 
where multilingual populations are newly established 
or growing. Some common misconceptions can 
hinder effective implementation. The examples 
below are drawn directly from our work with 
teachers and schools across Wisconsin.

Misconceptions of 
Translanguaging

Misconception: Translanguaging is 
just translating content.

Misconception: Translanguaging is 
an advanced strategy for later—
we’re not there yet.

Misconception: We only have 
a few multilingual students—it 
would feel “weird” to include 
other languages.

Reality: Translanguaging is not the same as 
translation. While translation can serve as one 
supportive tool within a translanguaging classroom, 
it does not define the approach. As Wright (2019) 
clarifies, translanguaging is a pedagogical stance that 
goes far beyond translation. It involves intentionally 
integrating students’ linguistic knowledge through 
strategies such as preview/review, metalinguistic 
awareness activities, and multilingual texts.

When students receive full translations of content, 
whether through technology or a bilingual 
educational support professional, they are accessing 
information, but not necessarily engaging their full 
linguistic repertoire to make meaning.

Instead, when students are invited to work with 
both English language content and their existing 
knowledge and skills in their home language, they are 
more likely to activate cognitive flexibility, background 
knowledge, and cross-linguistic connections, which 
are all hallmarks of a translanguaging approach.

Reality: Translanguaging can be implemented 
at any stage of a multilingual program or plan of 
service. It is not a capstone or advanced move—it’s a 
foundational mindset.

It’s important to remember that multilingual 
service models, such as pull-out, push-in, sheltered 
instruction, and bilingual education, are not on 
a hierarchy from worst to best. Rather, they are 
different models with different structural features 
and constraints. Translanguaging is not exclusive to 
any one of them. It can and should play a central role 
across all program types and developmental stages.

Reality: All students, monolingual and multilingual, 
have a linguistic repertoire. By creating a linguistically 
fluid and inclusive environment, every student 
benefits.

Not all multilingual students are enrolled in an English 
Language Development (ELD) program. Some may 
have exited services, while others may have never 
qualified. Regardless, they bring diverse language 
resources to the classroom. When educators adopt 
linguistically expansive practices, they not only 
support MLs, but also help monolingual students 
develop language awareness and empathy (Machado 
& Hartman, 2020).

When students of all backgrounds see languages 
used authentically in the classroom, it becomes 
a space where multilingualism is normalized, not 
exceptionalized.
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Misconception: Only language 
professionals (ESL/EL/ESOL/
ML teachers) can support 
translanguaging.
Reality: Every teacher, regardless of which languages 
they speak, can take a translanguaging stance (Cole, 
2019). It does not require fluency in a student’s home 
language. It requires a commitment to honoring 
student identity and making intentional space for 
multiple languages in instruction.

This guide will show how translanguaging can be 
embedded across disciplines, levels, and roles. 
See “Part 2” for strategies to create and sustain a 
translanguaging ecology, with real classroom examples 
from Wisconsin schools.

Why This Matters
Translanguaging is a powerful and deeply humanizing 
practice. It is flexible, dynamic, and personal. There 
are countless ways to interpret what translanguaging 
is and how it can be used. Your approach will, and 
should, look different based on your context, students, 
and goals.

The key takeaway is this: translanguaging belongs in all 
learning contexts, regardless of the size of the district 
or the number of multilingual students served.

English Learners
Utilizing Translanguaging 

to connect to L1 and 
grow L2

Heritage 
Language/

Dual Language 
Programs Utilizing 

tanslanguaging to grow 
skills and/or knowledge in 

both languages
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Part 2: How to Create and Sustain a 
Translanguaging Ecology

Creating a translanguaging ecology starts with the 
willingness to allow students to use their full linguistic 
repertoire to communicate at school. But sustaining 
that ecology requires intentional planning and 
systemic support.

The following strategies reflect real practices from teachers 
across Wisconsin and illustrate how a translanguaging 
stance can be embedded into daily routines.

Practical Translanguaging 
Strategies That Teachers Can 
Implement Include:

Facilitate Opportunities for Students 
to Leverage Their Full Linguistic 
Repertoire

•	Preview/Review: Activate students’ prior 
knowledge and experience in their home 
language before a lesson, then return to 
those key concepts at the end to consolidate 
understanding.

•	Multilingual Environment: Label classroom 
spaces in multiple languages, create bilingual 
anchor charts, and use multilingual wall displays 
to reinforce academic language.

•	Read-Alouds and Storytelling: Offer texts 
in students’ home languages and encourage 
students to share stories or personal 
reflections using their full linguistic repertoire 
(Translanguaging Strategies, 2019).

One of the most powerful shifts you can make is to 
signal that other languages belong in your classroom.

You can bring other languages into the school 
environment in subtle but powerful ways:

•	Multilingual read-alouds
•	Songs or brain breaks in other languages
•	Subtitles on videos
•	Background music in various languages
•	Visual signage that reflects the school’s linguistic 

diversity

When the school culture is accepting and 
linguistically inclusive, multilingual students are more 
likely to use their languages openly. Monolingual 
students benefit too, as they gain an appreciation for 
linguistic diversity and see multilingualism in action.

Classroom Vignette: Kindergarten
In many cases, 4K or Kindergarten is the first sustained 
exposure that young multilingual students have to 
the English language. Chris Meier, a monolingual 
Kindergarten teacher at Belleville Elementary School, 
understands this and creates space for students to use 
their native language freely throughout the school day.

To support this, Chris uses technology and built-in 
routines. She uses Google Translate to aid in 
conversations and comprehension during whole-
group instruction. One of her most intentional 
translanguaging practices occurs during the morning 
calendar routine. Here, all students, regardless of 
home language, practice the days of the week, months 
of the year, and counting in both English and Spanish 
regularly.

Impact: This practice has benefitted all students in her 
class—everyone is acquiring foundational calendar 
concepts in both languages, including Chris herself!
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Classroom Vignette: Fifth Grade 
Writing
While multilingual students at Belleville Elementary 
School primarily engage with curriculum and 
writing tasks in English, many teachers intentionally 
allow students at ELP levels 1–2 to use their home 
language, especially during writing.

Meaghan Evans Belknap, a fifth-grade teacher who 
speaks Spanish, allows her students to write in the 
language in which they can best express themselves. 
As a bilingual teacher, she can read students’ Spanish 
writing and provide feedback.

When needed, she and her colleagues use:
•	Google Docs with translation features
•	The camera feature in the Google Translate app

This makes it easy to read and understand student 
writing that may be in Spanish, whether it’s a phrase, 
a few sentences, or an entire paragraph.

Classroom Vignette: Sixth Grade
Amanda Nemec and Kim Allen, both sixth-grade 
teachers at Belleville, use the same tools to read 
student work in Spanish. Their multilingual students 
type responses in Google Docs, which are then 
translated into English. For handwritten work, they use 
the Google Translate camera feature to instantly read 
short responses.

This practice is especially beneficial for students in 
the ELP 1–2 range, who often understand the content 
but are not yet confident producing written or spoken 
responses in English.

This image shows the prompt and the student’s (ELP 1) response in Spanish, which the teacher then translated 
with Google Translate. This allowed the student to answer the prompt independently.
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This image shows that the student’s initial response did not accurately answer the question in the first round. 
When redone with the ML teacher, the student (ELP 1) used several supports, such as a bilingual word wall and 
sentence starters, to more accurately answer the prompt. The student was able to provide evidence more easily 
in Spanish, which the multilingual teacher translated in the comments for the homeroom teacher.

Classroom Vignettes: Wittenberg-
Birnamwood School District
The Wittenberg-Birnamwood School District in rural northern Wisconsin offers a powerful example of how 
translanguaging can be woven into daily instructional practice, even in districts with a small number of 
multilingual learners. Educators in the district, lead by Multilingual Learner Teacher Jodi Mallak, have embraced 
translanguaging not only as a pedagogy, but as a mindset: creating space for students’ full linguistic repertoires 
across content areas and grade levels.

Elementary Literacy and Language Visibility
At Wittenberg Elementary, second-grade teacher Britney Brauer supports student identity and linguistic 
development by incorporating bilingual signage, family storytelling nights, and activities like quilt-making that 
celebrate students’ cultures. These strategies promote belonging while reinforcing literacy across languages. 
Visual language supports are intentionally embedded throughout classroom and school spaces, ensuring that 
students’ home languages are not just accepted, but also visible and valued.
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Fifth Grade Word of the Week
In a culturally sustaining initiative led by the school 
principal Nicholas Firari, students from various 
linguistic backgrounds, including Ukrainian, Spanish, 
and Ho-Chunk, take turns teaching the “Word of 
the Week” to the entire school during morning 
announcements. A Ukrainian fifth grader created a 
slideshow to teach his peers basic vocabulary and 
pronunciation, helping foster curiosity, empathy, and 
respect for linguistic diversity among all students.

Bilingual Texts and Student Writing
At the high school level, English teacher Katie 
Stegeman supports students in producing 
multilingual texts, including poetry that blends 
English and Spanish. One student expressed that 
he couldn’t fully describe his emotions in English 
alone, choosing to use Spanish for certain lines in his 
poem to better capture the depth of his experience. 
This act of linguistic agency is at the heart of 
translanguaging pedagogy.
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Teachers also extend translanguaging practices beyond the classroom. In Ashley Hedtke’s 5th grade classroom, 
students are encouraged to contribute family recipes written in home languages to create bilingual class 
cookbooks, strengthening home-school partnerships and affirming linguistic identity. In addition, teachers are 
increasing the number of multicultural and multilingual books available in classroom libraries and read-aloud 
rotations, ensuring students see themselves reflected in the texts they encounter.

Multilingual Curriculum and Family Connections
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Across the district, educators are intentionally grouping language peers together to deepen content access. This 
includes pairing students for writing activities where one student may be monolingual and the other bilingual, 
enabling reciprocal support in constructing bilingual texts and building confidence.

The Wittenberg-Birnamwood School District demonstrates that with a commitment to inclusive practices, 
small districts can create dynamic, multilingual ecologies. Their translanguaging efforts—from morning 
announcements to high school poetry—showcase what’s possible when educators affirm student identity and 
provide consistent opportunities for language choice.

Strategic Grouping and Peer Scaffolds
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Grouping students with similar language 
backgrounds, when instructionally appropriate, can 
offer powerful opportunities for translanguaging. 
These groups can draw on shared linguistic resources 
to deepen content understanding.

Example: Science and Social Studies in 5th Grade
Jack Poppitz, a fifth-grade teacher at Belleville 
Elementary School, regularly groups Spanish-speaking 
students together to discuss content-area concepts in 
their home language.

During one observation, five Spanish-speaking 
students were grouped together for science and 
social studies. Within this small group:

•	Two students had exited the ELD program but 
used both English and Spanish with their peers.

•	Two others had lower Spanish proficiency and 
were exposed to new vocabulary in their L1.

•	One student had lower English proficiency and 
relied on peers for support in Spanish.

Takeaway: This multilingual learning environment 
supported all students, regardless of language 
proficiency level, by allowing them to teach and learn 
from each other.

The number of curricular resources available in 
Spanish and other languages has grown substantially. 
While not every curriculum includes multilingual 
options, especially beyond Spanish, technology offers 
a way to bridge that gap.

Create and Translate Instructional Materials
Thanks to AI and online tools, teachers and support 
staff can now create and adapt materials with greater 
speed and precision than ever before.

Common tools include:
•	ChatGPT
•	Canva
•	Diffit
•	Magic School

These platforms can be prompted to generate 
multilingual content at different grade levels and 
reading levels.

Group Students Intentionally Utilize Tools and Technology



15

This exercise was created using Chat GPT to accompany a fourth-grade grammar lesson from the writing 
curriculum, which is only available in English.
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This resource was created using Chat GPT to accompany a fourth-grade research lesson from the writing 
curriculum, which is only available in English.
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Support Oral Communication with 
Translation Devices
Translation tools are also helping to eliminate 
communication barriers. The following tools can be 
used for oral conversations, small-group work, and 
whole-class interactions:

•	Google Translate app (especially the mobile 
version)

•	Pocketalk
•	Time Kettle translating devices

These tools empower students and teachers alike to 
communicate socially, academically, and organically 
across languages in real time.

Tip: Some of these devices require practice or 
training for optimal use. Be sure to offer support for 
both staff and students in using them effectively.

Make Content Accessible for Students Who 
Cannot Yet Read in Their L1
Some students speak a home language fluently but 
do not yet read or write in it. These students can still 
benefit from multilingual print materials when paired 
with read-aloud technology.

For example:
•	Translating pens or tools that read printed text 

aloud
•	Google Translate camera feature (for image-to-

text-to-speech translation)
•	Text-to-speech tools built into devices 

These tools are especially helpful for newcomers, 
but they’re also effective for any student learning to 
make cross-linguistic connections.

Engaging with curriculum in a student’s home 
language helps activate background knowledge, 
strengthens conceptual links, and builds confidence in 
new content.

This image shows that just by having curricular materials available, students may opt to use the Spanish resources 
and, along with leveraging their own linguistic repertoires, can make connections between the language AND content.
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One fourth-grade teacher used the camera feature 
on the Google Translate app to translate her English 
anchor chart, which helped her recreate the anchor 
chart into Spanish.

The scaffolds teachers provide often determine 
what language students choose to use. Even when 
we explicitly give students freedom to choose their 
language, they frequently follow the modeled example 
or the language used in the scaffold.

This is where translanguaging becomes a matter not 
just of permission, but of design.

Example: Language of the Scaffold Determines 
Language of Student Response

During a translanguaging unit developed for a 
curriculum project, Katie Worple, a Multilingual Teacher 
at Belleville Elementary School, noticed a clear pattern:

•	When she wrote in English and provided sentence 
frames in English, her students wrote in English.

•	When she modeled in Spanish or offered Spanish 
sentence frames, her students wrote in Spanish, 
even when she told them they could choose.

This illustrates how students tend to follow the linguistic 
cues provided by the teacher.

Takeaway: The language of the model matters. If we 
want to encourage flexible, cross-linguistic meaning-
making, we must provide multilingual scaffolds that 
reflect those choices.

Example: Bilingual Anchor Charts as Affirmation Tools
Corinna Anderson, a former fourth-grade teacher at 
Belleville Elementary School, noticed a similar pattern. 
In a classroom where the default expectation was 
English, students rarely used their home language, 
unless explicitly invited to do so.
To address this, Corinna used the camera feature in the 
Google Translate app along with support from other 
Spanish speakers in the building to create bilingual 
anchor charts. These visual aids allowed students to 
revisit key concepts and feel affirmed in their language 
choice just by looking around the classroom.

Corinna’s bilingual anchor charts became not just 
tools for content review, but symbols of belonging and 
invitations to use students’ full linguistic repertoires.

Intentional Scaffolding and Modeling
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Example: Visual Expression as a Linguistic Bridge
In one case, a first-grade multilingual learner didn’t 
want to diverge from the model provided by her 
teacher, who had written only in English.

The student still wanted to include her native 
language of Spanish, so she incorporated Spanish 
words and ideas into her illustration instead of her 
written text.

Insight: Even when language production feels risky, 
students will find ways to bring their full identities 
into their work, especially if we create multiple 
modes for expression.

These examples demonstrate that translanguaging 
pedagogy isn’t just about “letting” students use their 
languages. It’s about how we design instruction that 
invites, values, and sustains that use.

Research suggests that multilingual students are 
more likely to achieve academic success when their 
linguistic resources are valued and incorporated into 
instruction (Wright, 2019). Translanguaging is not just 
a strategy. It’s a transformative pedagogical approach 
that enhances comprehension, engagement, and 
student confidence across all content areas. 

Katie Worple challenges educators with a powerful 
reflection:
“Is it important that kids know it—or is it important 
that kids know it in English?”

This question is central to equity in education. Once 
we commit to creating truly multilingual learning 
environments, we must also commit to capitalizing 
on the growing number of tools and strategies that 
sustain them. Every educator has the capacity to 
contribute, regardless of program model or language 
background.

Our students deserve learning spaces where their 
languages are not only allowed, but expected, 
celebrated, and leveraged as assets.

Conclusion

This first-grade ML student did not want to stray from 
the example provided by her teacher. The student 
wanted to include her native language of Spanish and 
chose to do so in her illustration in lieu of her writing.
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Whether you’re just beginning or looking to grow your translanguaging practices, here are five actionable steps 
to support implementation in your school or district:

Conduct a Staff Audit
Reflect on current beliefs and practices around language use. Ask:

•	Are students encouraged to use all their languages to learn?
•	Do our materials and classroom environments reflect linguistic diversity?

Provide Professional Development
Offer training on:

•	Translanguaging strategies and the translanguaging stance
•	Systemic Functional Linguistics and metalinguistic awareness
•	The role of language in content-area learning

Equip Classrooms with Multilingual Texts and Anchor Materials
Ensure teachers have access to:

•	Books and instructional materials in students’ home languages
•	Translation tools and multilingual displays
•	Sentence stems and scaffolds in multiple languages

Normalize Translanguaging Across Content Areas
Support all teachers in:

•	Embedding translanguaging in math, science, social studies, and ELA
•	Using student languages to support concept development and discourse
•	Modeling language flexibility and multilingual thinking

Include Families in Culturally and Linguistically Inclusive Activities
Partner with families to:

•	Celebrate cultural and linguistic assets through classroom events
•	Translate school communications
•	Invite multilingual participation in storytelling, celebrations, and curriculum

Next Steps for Districts

1

2

3

4

5
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