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Critical Multilingual Language Awareness Among Migrant 
Students: Cultivating Curiosity and a Linguistics of Participation
Christina Hedman a and Linda Fisher b

aStockholm University; bUniversity of Cambridge

ABSTRACT
This paper draws from a collaborative project in which we piloted a Critical 
Multilingual Language Awareness approach (CMLA) in a preparatory class for 
recently arrived secondary school students in Sweden. We adapted material on 
Language Awareness from We Are Multilingual (https://www.wamcam.org). 
This adapted approach followed the five principles of educational design for 
multilingual learners, which also relate to cognitive, performative, affective, 
social and power domains of Language Awareness. Data consist of audio- and 
video-recorded interactions from classroom observations, student/teacher 
interviews, and teaching/student-produced material. With a process-oriented 
focus, we discuss student participation in this co-learning design as contingent 
upon practices of curiosity. A focus is also on the co-learning process through 
reflection on activity, and how cultivating new ways of listening, involving 
multilingual study mentoring, may spur linguistic participation.
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Introduction

Among scholars with long-term experience of researching Multilingual Language Awareness in 
schools, it has been stated that “one of the criteria used to judge the equity of a country’s education 
system concerns its capacity to respond to the challenges posed by an increasingly linguistically and 
culturally diverse post-modern society” (Mary & Young, 2018, p. 275). Prasad and Lory (2020) point 
out that a viable response is neither that each “single teacher will be able to speak every student’s home 
language” (p. 798), nor that “the equity gap between minoritized language learners and dominant 
language speakers [is] bridged simply by minoritized language learners acquiring the dominant 
language” (p. 799). We frame these challenges not only as a practical question, but also as an issue 
not yet resolved despite the extensive research in sociolinguistics and language education that 
repeatedly has revealed unfair systems of education based on nation-state monolingual regimes (see 
Prasad & Lory, 2020; also Kramsch, 2021).

Responses to such inequalities are, however, not lacking. In multilingualism research, there is a long 
tradition of exploring how teachers may approach linguistic diversity via participatory and translin
gual pedagogies that aim to “activate a critical multilingual awareness” (García & Kleifgen, 2019, p. 14; 
see Prasad & Lory, 2020, for an overview). According to García (2017), a Critical Multilingual 
Awareness (CMLA) approach implies the development of students’ “consciousness of language as 
social practice and a voicing of their own multilingual experiences” (pp. 268–269), with the goal to 
initiate “not only a new order of discourse, but also a new praxis” (p. 269).

García (2017, p. 267) points out that projects on multilingual awareness have been particularly recurrent 
in Europe (cf. Council of Europe, 2003) and Hélot et al. (2018) provide an overview of some Language 
Awareness (LA) approaches for minority language speakers, involving Belgium (Flanders), France, Ireland, 
and Spain (Galicia). A main point with an LA approach is to challenge “discourses of deficiency regarding 
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minoritized language speakers” and to give their multilingual practices value and legitimacy in schools 
(Hélot et al., 2018, p. 10). Evaluating and comparing this vast and disparate field of research is, however, not 
without its difficulties, which Sierens et al. (2018) address by delimiting the strands of LA to five domains: 
performance, cognitive, affective, social and power (James & Garrett, 1992; see further below). By drawing on 
Cummins’s work, Hélot et al. (2018) state that LA approaches for minority language speakers “can mean 
the difference between academic success and failure” (p. 9), as students do not need to “feel insecure 
linguistically or submersed in a language they are in the process of acquiring.” Instead, teachers have to 
“relent on an assimilationist ideology of language pedagogy” (p. 9) and develop collaborative relationships 
with their students, not least, since they do not know all languages spoken in class (Cummins, 2000; Hélot 
et al., 2018). At the same time, Frijns et al. (2018) conclude that no projects to date have paid due attention 
to the power domain, although that may not have been part of their initial conceptualization and design 
(Hélot et al., 2018, p. 15). In the same vein, García (2017) finds that students in the European context “are 
rarely confronted with the histories of oppression and social inequalities” (p. 268), which she contrasts to 
educational contexts in the Americas, Asia and Africa, where colonization and oppression may be more 
explicitly addressed. In Prasad and Lory’s (2020) case study in the U.S., for example, power was put “at the 
center of discussions about bi/multilingualism” (p. 809). At the same time, García (2017) notes, such 
histories may often be considered without offering students an opportunity to “acquire awareness of the 
rich multilingualism in their classroom, beyond the languages sanctioned by schools” (p. 268).

In the current study a CMLA approach was introduced in a Preparatory Class (PC) with recently 
arrived migrant secondary school students. As PC and other types of introductory settings and 
programs for migrant students are relatively common in Sweden—and many other countries—these 
need to be attended to in relation to CMLA. In Sweden, introductory settings form a space where 
students’ translingual practices tend to be more visible and legitimized compared to mainstream 
education, notwithstanding that learning (and learning through) Swedish, the language of schooling, is 
the main objective (cf. Hedman & Magnusson, 2021). PC is thus a space that allows for work on the 
rich multilingualism in the classroom (García, 2017). At the same time, PC is framed as a transitional 
space where students’ language practices and learning in the language of schooling may be associated 
with problems (see Ruíz, 1984, and notions of multilingualism as a problem, asset and resource). As 
such, reinforcing multilingual awareness and processes of empowerment either before or just as the 
recently arrived students enter mainstream classes makes the PC a suitable context for CMLA.

Further rationale for the use of CMLA in the Swedish PC is the provision of multilingual study 
mentors to scaffold recently arrived students’ subject learning in Swedish over a transitional period (cf. 
transitional programs in the United States, García & Otheguy, 2020). Moreover, the PC represents 
a more flexible educational space, as it is not governed by a specific syllabus, which facilitates the 
implementation of CMLA. PC may also represent a more “emotionally safe learning environment” for 
migrant students (Hélot et al., 2018).

Finally, PCs are suitable for implementing CMLA, since the teachers qualified in Swedish as 
a second language, who teach in PCs, have a relevant teacher education, as this academic subject 
includes educational, functional and critical perspectives on multilingualism (cf. Nieto, 2017; see also 
Frinjs et al., 2018, on the importance of relevant teacher competences). Hence, the teachers in this 
study did not receive a specific training, apart from an introduction to the relevant teaching materials 
on Language Awareness (see below). Notwithstanding the affordances of appropriate professional 
training, teachers may still need collaborative research-based guidance to address, implement and 
critically reflect upon a CMLA approach in linguistically diverse settings.

A critical multilingual language approach

We developed an educational theme on Multilingualism, framed as an CMLA approach, where 
primarily one teacher in Swedish as a second language adapted teaching materials on Language 
Awareness, originally aimed at foreign language secondary classrooms in the UK from the We Are 
Multilingual (https://www.wamcam.org) strand of the Multilingualism: Empowering Individuals, 
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Transforming Societies project (http://www.meits.org). This approach has been found to enable foreign 
language-learning students to (re)negotiate their multilingual identity in ways that enhance invest
ment in language learning (Fisher et al., 2020, p. 448; Forbes et al., 2021). Although this material had to 
be adopted to a new context, we found the focus on multilingual identity constructions (Fisher et al., 
2020) to be a useful frame to build upon. This initial adaptation indicates how a (C)MLA approach 
needs to be context-sensitive, yet, involves aspects that are relevant across contexts.

In this paper, the aim is to explore the students’ participation in this CMLA approach as a co- 
learning process, particularly with respect to the significance of practices of curiosity (see below). In 
doing so, some of the processes involved when implementing this CMLA design and its underpinning 
components are also highlighted from a teacher perspective.

The overall purpose of this paper is to shed further light on co-learning processes within a CMLA 
approach implemented in this type of setting and language ecology, how this approach may be 
followed-up in further work on CMLA, and what other contexts may learn from this pilot case-study.

Importantly, we do not expect teachers to promptly transform power inequalities as if they were 
detached from wider sociopolitical and educational power-systems (see Prasad & Lory, 2020, p. 799). 
We share, however, Prasad and Lory’s (2020) view on teachers “as professionals who are uniquely 
positioned to lead transformation by designing instruction in ways that resist coercive power rela
tions” (p. 799), here, through a process-oriented focus. This implies that we focus on possible small- 
scale pedagogical adjustments, which may still have “powerful consequences” (van Lier, 2014, p. 189).

Theoretical points of departure

Building on response-able and translingual pedagogies

Implementing a CMLA approach involves, we argue, a linguistics of participation (McDermott, 1988, 
p. 40), where teachers and students engage in “new ways of listening” (McDermott, 1988, p. 44) through 
a co-learning process acknowledging non-dominant language speakers’ ways of knowing (see also Vogel 
& García, 2017). This participatory approach is in line with a “response-able pedagogy” (Bozalek & 
Zembylas, 2017, see Barad, 2007) in which all are rendered capable in terms of “responding to the other” 
in ways that “enlarge the competency of all” (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017, p. 68). We focus, in particular, 
on Bozalek and Zembylas’ (2017) notion of attentiveness as an openness to “being affected by another— 
whether that other is another human, an animal, an artefact, a text or a space” (p. 66, see also Massumi, 
2015)—and to “multiple needs.” Such attentiveness or “mutual engagement” (van Lier, 2014, p. 195), 
forms a prerequisite for “becoming-with the other” (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017, p. 66), here, in the 
classroom as a relational space, as well as for developing “practices of curiosity” (p. 68). Such practices 
may involve “making way for the possibility to be surprised and intrigued through unanticipated 
encounters” (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017, p. 68; see also van Lier, 2014, p. 91, on the role of curiosity 
for learning). Furthermore, this critical pedagogy builds on a responsibility vis-à-vis inequalities from 
which educators cannot shy away (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017, p. 68).

A response-able pedagogy is also in line with pedagogies that engage with multiple discursive 
practices (cf. the notions of translanguaging or translingual pedagogies), which not only aim to 
scaffold comprehension of advanced texts in educational contexts by drawing on the whole linguistic 
repertoire of students, but also to open space for experiences and knowledge of speakers of non- 
dominant languages, and to support their socioemotional development and multilingual identities 
(García et al., 2017; Vogel & García, 2017, pp. 10–11). Such a pedagogy may shift traditional power 
relations in the classroom (García & Kleifgen, 2019; Jacobs et al., 2016), as speakers of non-dominant 
languages will be afforded opportunities to engage in “multiple discursive practices” for making 
meaning (García, 2009, p. 45). This approach implies an acknowledgement of a dynamic view on 
language use as hybrid and flexible (cf. translanguaging and translingual practices), although we find, 
in line with García and Otheguy (2020), that “from a social perspective, multilinguals may be correctly 
said to use many different named languages” (p. 25).
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In sum, the CMLA approach adopted in this study builds on response-able pedagogies, with 
a specific focus on practices of curiosity, as well as translingual pedagogies. The opportunities to 
draw on the students’ various multilingual repertoires were facilitated by the support from the 
multilingual study mentors. More specifically, the approach is in line with Prasad and Lory’s (2020) 
five principles of an educational design that draws on the students’ multilingual resources (p. 806):

(1) “Teachers and students purposefully draw on the diverse language ecology of their school 
community,” here, the preparatory class.

(2) “Community members,” in terms of multilingual study mentors, are part of the current 
approach “to contribute their language and cultural expertise to help students’ bridge diverse 
home, school, and community language and literacy practices.”

(3) Students of different language, cultural, and social backgrounds work collaboratively on multi
lingual activities . . . while developing receptive and productive language and literacy skills.

(4) “Teachers explicitly support students’ metalinguistic awareness and critical multilingual lan
guage awareness by actively engaging students in comparing different languages, how 
language(s) function, and identifying patterns for cross-linguistic transfer.”

(5) Students work with “collaborative, critical, and creative multilingual inquiry-based projects for 
authentic audiences.”

These principles further encompass the five domains of Language Awareness identified by 
James and Garrett (1992): performance, cognitive, affective, social and power, which underpin the 
data analyses. Prasad and Lory (2020, p. 809) outline these domains as follows: cognitive: 
“metalinguistic and metacognitive aspects of language learning: how languages work and how 
we learn them”; affective: “socio-emotional feelings associated with languages, language learning 
and language users”; social: for example, “linguistic and cultural identity/ies,” “building relation
ships with diverse language users”; performance: for example, “flexibility, translanguaging”; 
power: an overarching domain which affects all the other, and may include “critical reflection 
about power relations associated with languages, language learners and language users.”

Reflection-on-action and reflection-in-action

Furthermore, the approach applied in this project challenges the notion of the teacher “as an autono
mous, unitary, largely disembodied, rational and self-transparent subject” (Smith, 1999), and teaching 
practices as a mere “technical-rational activity” in which expert knowledge is applied (McCaw, 2021, 
p. 4). Instead, we foreground teachers’ professional practice as relational and the significance of teacher 
reflection (see McCaw, 2021). Building on Schön (1983), McCaw (2021, p. 4) makes the distinction 
between reflection-on-action, when “professional practice can be enhanced through the analysis of 
experiences, situations, successes and failures after the fact,” and reflection-in-action, implying an “on- 
the-spot framing and re-framing of the problem, and experimentation with the situation at-hand” 
(McCaw, 2021, p. 4; Schön, 1983). In line with van Lier (2014), we acknowledge the need for a balance 
between educational activities that are “tightly planned [and] wholly improvised” (p. 200).

Methodology: Implementing the CMLA framework

The current collaborative project, drawing from design-based methodology (cf. Prasad & Lory, 2020), 
was implemented in a PC at Sessile Oak,1 a school comprising primary and secondary levels, located in 
a relatively socioeconomically stable suburban area (although the students may arrive from less 
socioeconomically stable areas). The project was initiated by the first author in collaboration with 
a teacher in Swedish as a second language, Amanda, and the second author.
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The first author had previously visited the PCs at Sessile Oak, and she already knew Amanda, 
a teacher with long-term experiences of teaching migrant students. The first author is also in the 
academic field of the teaching and learning of Swedish as a second language and multilingualism. The 
relatively well-resourced PC at Sessile Oak was, in addition, a reason for implementing the project in 
this school.

The PC comprised 10 secondary school students (ages 13–15 years), who had recently arrived from 
countries in the Middle East, Eastern Europe, Latin America and Africa (time in Swedish school 
ranged from 3–6 months). Most of the students spoke two or more languages, or were emergent 
multilinguals as language learners of Swedish (and English). Half of the students had schooling 
backgrounds, while the other half had no or interrupted schooling. Each student belonged to 
a mainstream class, into which they started to integrate gradually (as according to national regulations 
they are not allowed to stay in a PC for more than two years).

The PC was taught by Amanda and Lena, two qualified and experienced teachers in Swedish as 
a second language, and another subject-teacher, Oliver. Moreover, six multilingual study mentors 
were involved in the project. For 1–2 lessons per week per student, the study mentors’ role was to 
support the recently arrived students in their “strongest language” to promote learning (Swedish 
National Agency for Education, 2019). The mentors were employed by a special unit, and several of 
them also worked as mother tongue teachers, a non-mandatory subject aimed at speakers of minor
itized languages.

In this project, all six multilingual study mentors took part in the lessons, at the same time. This 
required careful planning as the mentors had their individual schedules and usually only one or two 
would be present, with others offering individual study guidance. In addition, the students followed 
bespoke schedules and had to leave the PCs for various subjects in their mainstream classes at various 
times, requiring additional attention to the scheduling of these sessions.

The first author took part in all the lessons during the first term, and she also visited the class before 
the start of the project (see above). For the first visit, all the multilingual study mentors were present. 
During the project, the first author arrived before the lessons, when the teachers met to plan for 
the day, and she also took part in regular class routines.

The PC classroom was located in one of the main buildings, which contained, besides a white 
board/smart board and benches, also a shielded corner with a sofa and book shelves. Adjacent to the 
classroom was a staff kitchen, where some students were taught domestic science, and smaller studios, 
which were shared with other classes. During the lessons, the first author was mostly located at the 
back of the classroom, where a video camera was placed.

Collected data consist of audio-/video-recordings and observational fieldnotes from the lessons, 
and some student activities (video-recordings) from outside the classroom, as well as audio-recordings 
from artefact-mediated student interviews (individually or in pairs, triads), involving their thoughts 
on the various tasks, building on their collected texts from the CMLA lessons. Data also comprise 
teaching material and student produced material (text and images). The multilingual study mentors 
participated in the student interviews, carried out by the first author. The intention was to include the 
mentors in the conversation, that is, not only as interpreters. The first author also conducted an audio- 
recorded group interview with Amanda, Lena and Oliver (in Swedish; the transcribed excerpts are 
translated into English), when they reflected upon the implemented approach. The teachers were 
asked about what had caught their own and the students’ interest, the significance of this type of 
project, as well as how this approach could be improved and followed up.

Audio-recordings of the interactions during student group-work, and most of the student inter
views, were transcribed and translated into Swedish or English. In line with Fisher et al. (2020), the 
whole theme on multilingualism was planned to comprise an initial set of ca. 10 lessons (during 
a period of two months). This design was not static, and activities could be re-framed during the 
course of the project. The design comprised both small-group work and teacher-led whole class 
instructions and discussions. After these initial lessons, the students followed up on their work during 
the subsequent term, including the preparation of an exhibition.
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The school management was positive about the implementation of this educational 
approach. An ethical vetting was undertaken and approved by the Swedish Ethical Review 
Authority. Informed consents were collected from all participants prior to their participation in 
the classroom activities and the collection of data as described above. Researcher and teacher 
contacts remain in place to enable joint follow-up analyses, publication permissions and return 
of research results.

The analyses were based on multiple readings of the collected material, and by relating data 
(processes/interactions/responses; products/written material/images) to the aim and underpin
ning theories of the instructional sub-themes in an abductive process. A focus was on the 
students’ and teachers’ participation in the various sub-themes and the relation to the five 
domains of Language Awareness (see above), as evident in, for example, the participants’ 
reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action (McCaw, 2021). A focus was also on possible 
tensions in interactions (cf. Emerson, 2004).

The analysis resulted in five themes that capture recurring features in the collected 
material, which were related to the five domains of Language Awareness: (a) Being multi
lingual together emerged from the coding of the participants’ explorations of their joint 
language repertoires and language use as social practice (involving family, peers, class) in 
the initial lessons, as a significant starting point for subsequent interactions; (b) Metalinguistic 
awareness (involving different linguistic levels such as words and phrases) formed both a sub- 
theme and a domain, and coding was based in the participants’ exchanges of linguistic 
knowledge; (c) Multilingual learning and practices—pleasure and duty consists of three 
coded parts: (i) metatalk about language learning (incidental and planned, cf. the cognitive 
domain), (ii) metatalk about translingual practices as affective and social, (iii) metatalk and 
writings relating to interpreting as a tension-filled social practice; (d) Multilingualism and 
hardships emerged from the coding of conversations and writings around the provided 
literature and poetry, reflecting emotional and social aspects; and, finally (e) Visibilizing 
linguistic diversity emanated from the coding of material relating to the preparation of an 
exhibition, focusing student explorations in terms of initiatives and discovery, as a way of 
approaching the power domain.

In the following section, findings are discussed under headings that represent these five themes.

Findings

Being multilingual together

The initial sub-theme involved, among other things, taking stock of both students’ and 
teachers’ experiences of language, in which the onto-epistemological underpinnings (being 
and becoming with–knowing with, Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017, p. 69) were visible in 
a relational focus involving the social domain. Conversations about the students’ own multi
lingualism took place in small groups, in the whole class setting, as well as via digital tools. 
They produced, for example, digital visualization representing their many languages, for 
example, Spanish, Arabic, Turkish, English, Dari, Persian, Russian, French, sign language 
and some languages spoken in Sudan and South Sudan and Eastern Europe. These language 
resources were found to be more extensive than the initial information given from the school 
about the students’ language competencies. The students’ visualization indexed their “full 
histories of people and of places, not just institutionally genred ‘origins’” (Blommaert, 2009, 
p. 416), and displayed how during their migration experience the adolescents had added the 
languages of peers and others to their repertoires.
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Mobilizing the group’s multilingualism as a resource, was a way to—from the start—counteract 
perceptions of “language as problem” (cf. Ruíz, 1984), which may dominate general perceptions of PC, 
as pointed out by teacher Lena: “So much around language is difficult when you [students in PC] come 
to school” (interview). Attending to the students’ multilingual repertoires in more detail thus formed 
part of initiated processes of empowerment (cf. Cummins, 2000).

The meanings of being “multilingual” were further explored in this first sub-theme, including the 
meaning of “a multilingual family.” The classroom interaction between teacher Amanda and a student, 
Emin (excerpt 1), illustrates how multilingual does not relate solely to language competences, starting 
with Amanda’s question if Emin’s family is multilingual.

Excerpt 1. Interaction between teacher Amanda, student Emin and multilingual mentor Abia (MM).

At the end of excerpt 1, the multilingual study mentor, Abia, engages in the conversation. Through 
her multilingual support, it is later clarified that Emin does not consider his family to be multilingual 
since they communicate in a Turkic language, regardless of their (many) competences in other 
languages. Subsequently, in another activity, the role of language histories and power relations in 
the construction of language identities comes to the fore when Emin writes that he usually “mixes” 
languages, which is not considered “good” in his family. Excerpt 1 thus provides some initial insights 
into how he navigates his social worlds in terms of language use, depending on what is considered 
“good” or not. In this sense, Emin implicitly challenges the myth of neutrality: that languages would be 
inherently neutral (e.g., Rutten, 2016). Rather, individual histories, based in language ideologies, 
formed Emin’s—and other students’—social worlds, meaning that language competencies as such 
may not be the main reason for drawing on various language resources, as evident in excerpt 1. At the 
same time, the multilingual resources in Emin’s family are visibilized here and reinforced in class 
through Amanda’s and later the multilingual study mentor’s reflection-in-action or “experimentation 
with the situation at-hand” (McCaw, 2021, p. 4), building on practices of curiosity (Bozalek & 
Zembylas, 2017).

Teacher: Emin, är din familj flerspråkig? <Emin, is your family multilingual?>
Emin: nej, bara en <no, just one>
Teacher: bara ett språk? <just one language?>
Emin: ja pratar [ett turkiskt språk] <yes speaks [a Turkic language]>
Teacher: […] mamma kan inga andra språk? < mom knows no other languages?>
Emin: hon kan ryska <she can [speak] Russian>
Teacher: och? <and?> 
Emin: ja ryska bara <yes only Russian>
Teacher: nähä hon kan turkiska också <no no she can [speak] Turkish too>
Emin: ja <yes>
Teacher: och lite engelska <and some English>
Emin: ja <yes>
Teacher: och lite svenska? <and some Swedish?>
Emin: nej <no> [smiles]
Teacher: jo <yes>

[… ]
Teacher: men din familj är inte flerspråkig? <but your family isn’t multilingual?>
Emin: nej <no>
Teacher: du säger så här … de kan så många språk <you say this… they know so many

languages>
[laughter]

MM: [smiles and translates into a Turkic language] <you know so many 
languages, and then you say that>
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Histories of personal language trajectories were also told by the teachers as part of a co-learning 
process and mutual engagement. Oliver’s histories, in particular, attracted everybody’s attention, for 
example, when he recounted how as a boy he spoke English and various local languages from his country 
of origin, depending on which peer/s he was communicating with. Amanda referred to Oliver as “a 
language role model” (interview) who opened up practices of curiosity among the students. Contributing 
individual histories requires, however, that the narrators themselves decide, through reflection-in-action 
(McCaw, 2021), what to tell and when. Oliver, for example, did not tell everybody in class about the 
punishment of students who spoke local languages other than English, which he related in the teacher 
interview. This is indicative of how a linguistics of participation (McDermott, 1988) involves affective 
aspects, such as negative lived/embodied experiences of multilingual practices, which need to be taken 
into account (cf. Hélot et al., 2018, see further on the affective domain below). Such emotional 
dimensions also form part of new ways of listening, in this case to teacher Oliver.

Metalinguistic awareness

In line with the principles of this instructional design, there was also explicit work on the students’ 
metalinguistic awareness via language comparisons and identification of cross-linguistic transfer (Prasad 
& Lory, 2020, p. 806, involving the cognitive domain) that built further upon practices of curiosity. When 
Adriana, one of the students, was exploring Spanish, Swedish and Quechua, together with her peer Jennie, it 
was clear that none of the students nor the teachers knew about the Quechua language, which Adriana was 
asked to explain: “no, es que en los Incas, es su idioma de los Incas” <no it’s that in the Incas, it’s the language 
of the Incas>. Later in this activity they found out that the word “puncho” (poncho) in Swedish derives from 
Quechua.

Hence, the cross-linguistic knowledge here emerged from the students, indicating the role that peer– 
peer learning can play in developing metalinguistic awareness in situations where students hold as much 
or more expertise than the teachers, in line with a response-able pedagogy (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017).

In another activity, the role of prepositions in Kurdish and Swedish was highlighted in a TV episode 
with a Kurdish-Swedish-speaking host (from the Swedish Education Broadcasting Company/UR). One 
of the examples was further explored by Abia, the multilingual study mentor, who asks (in a Turkic 
language) if Emin has understood how “le” in Kurdish is used instead of “in” and “on” in Swedish. As 
a response, Emin turns to Mustafa who speaks some Kurdish, Turkish and Arabic (excerpt 2).

Excerpt 2. Interaction between the multilingual mentor Abia (MM), and the students Emin and 
Mustafa.

Through the use of translingual practices, the example from Kurdish is further explored by Emin and the 
mentor, hereby cultivating practices of curiosity, as evident in Emin’s questions to Mustafa. This work on 
metalinguistic awareness, as exemplified in excerpt 2 and above, thus illustrates how the students are 
rendered capable (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017, p. 69) on the basis of their linguistic and cultural knowledge.

Emin: [turns to Mustafa and asks in Turkish] Mustafa, sen de mi öyle şey yapıyorsun
<Mustafa, do you do like that too?> [...]

Mustafa: [in Turkish] ne? <what?>
Emin: [in Turkish] le mi diyorsunuz siz? <do you also say le?> [...]
MM: [in a Turkic language] <it’s the same as in Turkish>
Emin: [in Turkish] kürtce? <in Kurdish?>
Mustafa: [in Turkish] yok, o benim anladığım kürtce değil <no, this Kurdish I don’t 

understand> 
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The initial focus on being multilingual was found to further spur practices of curiosity, as students asked 
for more information about languages, and they continued to work with facts on languages represented in 
class as well as other languages (see Figure 1 from the final exhibition). This reflects a connection between 
practices of curiosity and student participation that may “enlarge the competency of all” (Bozalek & 
Zembylas, 2017, p. 68).

Multilingual learning and practices—Pleasure and duty

As the project proceeded, additional tasks also highlighted metacognitive aspects of language-learning 
practices. In excerpt 3, Adriana, Jennie, and the multilingual study mentor, Valentina, discuss language 
learning, here in relation to a boy who speaks many languages.

Excerpt 3. Interaction between multilingual mentor Valentina and students Adriana and Jennie. 

Figure 1. “Friends” in the languages of Sessile Oak; the linguistic resources of Sessile Oak and the world.

Multilingual mentor: yo creo que yo creo mi opinión es que uno aprende muchísimo cuando uno 
va de viaje, a lo mejor ha vivido allí unos paises, a lo mejor, ha tenido 
amigos de otros países <I think that, I believe, my opinion is that you learn 
a lot when you travel, maybe he has lived in some countries, maybe he has 
had friends from other countries>

Adriana: tu … puede ser, otambién por sus papas o porque, la clase de español, lo 
pudo haber en la escuela, porque aquí te dan extra de español, inglés
<you … it could be, or also because of their parents or because, the Spanish 
class, could have learned it at school, because here [in Sweden] they give 
you extra Spanish, English>

Multilingual mentor: sí pero para hablarlo a lo mejor no, yo pienso que a lo mejor ha vivido o ha 
viajado mucho porque así como se aprenden muchos idiomas <yes but 
maybe not so that you can speak [the language] I think he may have lived 
or travelled a lot because that’s how you learn many languages>

Jennie: aunque un idioma se puede aprender de cualquier forma por ejemplo
nosotros estamos aprendiendo otros idiomas que sin querer los escuchamos
<although a language can be learned in any way, for example we are 
learning other languages that we hear unintentionally>

Multilingual mentor: también <also>
/…/

Adriana: cuando veo anime me puedo en japonés por ejemplo yo escucho yo yo 
entiendo pues yo entiendo <when I watch anime I can do it in  
Japanese for example I listen I understand well I understand>
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Jennie challenges the others’ suggestions about learning languages merely via travelling or 
language education, by pointing out that languages may be learned in whatever way, also 
“unintentionally,” which could happen in the PC (see Blommaert, 2009). Adriana seems 
affected by Jennie’s experience-based view (cf. Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017, on attentiveness) 
and adds her own practical knowledge of non-instrumental online language learning, illustrat
ing how a space has opened up for student experiences of “how languages work and how we 
learn them” (Prasad & Lory, 2020, p. 809).

The role of language for sheer pleasure and creativity also came up in various reflections 
on linguistic and cultural identities (cf. the social dimension, Prasad & Lory, 2020, p. 809). In 
one lesson, the students discussed an episode from the aforementioned educational TV series 
in which adolescents with various language and cultural backgrounds talked about how they 
use language in playful and creative ways with friends and family. In excerpt 4, Adriana and 
Jennie, together with the multilingual study mentor Valentina, talked about some of their own 
creative language practices with family and friends.

Excerpt 4. Multilingual mentor Valentina and students Adriana and Jennie.

Jennie’s and Adriana’s play with words seems to involve elements from both Swedish and 
Spanish (cf. “fuktor,” as possibly influenced by förstår=understand in Swedish). Such playful 
language practices were found to be part of many of the students’ everyday life (indicative of 
a performance domain). In a subsequent text, Jennie pointed out that she usually mixes Spanish 
and Swedish when talking with or “joking with friends or with my family,” although she found 
that such creative translingual language practices belonged to the family realm, and she had 
never previously discussed these language practices in class. For Jennie and Adriana—and 
many other students—this theme thus involved a recognition of their everyday language 
practices through “new ways of listening” (McDermott, 1988, p. 44). Importantly, the possi
bility of drawing on shared multilingual resources enabled the students’ participation (cf. 
García, 2017, p. 269).

The students’ creative use of language contrasted with other types of multilingual language 
practices, which oriented more towards a sense of duty. For example, the students were, in 
some situations, asked to translate various pieces of information from Swedish into the 
spoken language/s of their parent/s/caregiver/s. This issue was found relevant and was 

Jennie: pero también cuando hablo con mis amigos hacemos una especie de lenguaje
<but also when I talk to my friends we make a kind of language>yo inventé 
una, mi amiga y yo una en vez de perfecto, ferpesto <I invented one, my friend
and I, once, instead of perfecto [perfect], ferpesto>

Adriana: [laughing] wow.
Jennie: nosotros entonces hemos mezclado con mi mama nos hemos inventado una 

palabra que dice fuktor <then we have mixed with my mother we have 
invented a word that says fuktor>

Multilingual mentor: cuál? <which?>
Jennie: fuktor 
Multilingual mentor: y ese cuál es? <and that is?>
Jennie: det [det=Swedish for “it”] dice förstår <ahh it means understand>
Multilingual mentor: aa förstår <aa understand>

[everybody laughs]
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discussed in class, since most students could relate to such situations. A point of departure 
for these discussions, was, again, an episode of the educational TV series, illustrating a young 
girl interpreting what the teacher was saying to her parents (involving some rephrasing from 
negative to positive information). Excerpt 5 shows Emin’s and Ali’s written reflections on this 
issue, in which they considered both possible positive and negative aspects.

Excerpt 5: Students’ written reflections on the role as interpreter.

In excerpt 5, Emin and Ali highlight drawbacks, such as the risk that the child does not 
translate information accurately (possibly also intentionally). These written student texts were 
preceded by oral group discussions—scaffolded by the multilingual study mentors—which 
disclosed how language competences may also involve a sense of obligation towards family 
members and friends. Amanda and Lena clarified later in class that the school’s policy was to 
arrange for authorized interpreters when communicating with parents/caregivers, and that 
they were not allowed to use the students for such purposes.

Nevertheless, Ali (as well as other students), commented in class that they found it 
reasonable to also help their parents in this way, and that taking on the role of interpreter 
could, in addition, afford them opportunities to learn the minoritized language (like Dari, in 
excerpt 5). Such foregrounding and bridging of language practices of relevance to the students 
(as in excerpts 3–5), afforded them additional opportunities to contribute their ways of 
knowing (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017) based on their language and cultural expertise (Prasad 
& Lory, 2020, p. 805).

Multilingualism and hardships

Language learning experiences that involve pain and hardship were also addressed, primarily 
via the reading of literature, for example, The Diary (Drewsen, 2020), a novel published in an 
easy-to-read format in Swedish and translated into the languages represented in the group. 
They also read poetry, such as the poem My New Language (Cerú, 1993), topicalizing every
day experiences of getting by in a new language. The teachers found, in their reflection-on- 
action, these texts to be particularly useful for highlighting difficult experiences, emphasizing 
the affective domain, as evident in the students’ written reflections (see excerpt 6). 

Emin: Jag tycker det är dåligt att barn översätter till föräldrar för att barn kan ibland översätta fel. 
När barn översätter fel då kan föräldrar inte få riktig information. Dessutom lär sig barn ljuga eller 
fuska. <I think it is bad that children translate to parents because children can sometimes 
translate incorrectly. When children translate incorrectly then parents can’t get the right 
information. In addition, children learn to lie or cheat.>
Ali: Är det bra eller dåligt att få översätta till föräldrarna? Det är bra för att eftersom jag kan 
hjälpa min mamma mer och jag lär mig mer på dari. Det är dåligt för att barnet kanske ljuger. <Is 
it good or bad to be able to translate for the parents? It's good because I can help my mother more 
and I learn more in Dari. It’s bad because the child might be lying.>
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Excerpt 6. Students’ written reflections on Cerú’s poem.

The three students relate the poem to their previous experiences of being approached in derogatory 
ways in school, and to be viewed as uneducated or “stupid,” because “we learn a new language” 
(Jennie), and when it may be difficult to express feelings (Adriana). Jennie points out, however, that 
rather than knowing less, “it’s the opposite,” thus rendering herself and her peers capable (Bozalek & 
Zembylas, 2017) by re-positioning the imagined language learner as linguistically competent.

In the interviews, the students expressed how they also appreciated the novel, The Diary, in which 
they recognized some of the experiences of the main character Tareq, a newcomer student in the 
Swedish school. In one task, the students worked with metaphorical similes as a way of verbalizing 
emotions, like Tareq, who said that “to write in Swedish is like walking without legs.” The students 
came up with similar similes: “to write in Swedish is like playing football without a ball”; “ . . . is like 
living with depression”; “ . . . is like living without heart”; “ . . . is like boxing without boxing gloves”; 
and “ . . . is like eating without a mouth,” as a form of student reflection-in-action (McCaw, 2021). In 
their interview, teachers Amanda and Lena found that more time could have been spent on this novel, 
and on literature and language arts.

Thematic work that brings experiences of distress to the fore, highlights the need for an emotionally 
safe learning context (cf. Hélot et al., 2018). Several students found that the PC was such a safe space, 
where they dared to express themselves without being laughed at, and where they shared language 
learning experiences with their peers (student interviews). For example, Irina expressed (in English) that 
“[preparatory class] is nice, for me, I’m not really confident to speak Swedish in my normal class, 
because they [other PC students] don’t also know Swedish.” As stated, this safe space allows for student 
participation and is one of the reasons for implementing a CMLA approach in this educational setting

Jennie: När jag läser dikten känns det som att det var jag eftersom det ibland kan vara mycket 
svårt att kommunicera med människor när den pratar ett annat språk, allt i början när vi lär oss ett 
nytt språk kan … vara svårt …, vissa människor tenderar vara grym o ch tro att de andra vet inte 
någonting när de inte kan tala, men det är tvärtom. Vi är alla människor och ibland känner vi att vi 
kan för mycket men det är svår beskriva det eller berätta känslor för andra.
<When I read the poem, it feels like it was me because it can sometimes be very difficult to 
communicate with people when speaking another language, everything in the beginning when we 
learn a new language can …  be difficult …  Some people tend to be cruel and think that others 
don’t know anything when they can’t speak, but it’s the opposite. We are all human and 
sometimes we feel we know too much but it’s difficult to describe it or tell feelings to others.>
Adriana: När jag läser dikten tänker jag på när jag kunde inte prata svenska och jag hade många 
känslor. I min förra skola tyckte [de] jag var dum och de tog inte hänsyn till mig eftersom jag inte 
talade svenska och inte heller lärarna. Flickor gjorde narr av mig som jag kunde inte svara på, men 
det funkar som en upplevelse att inte låta någon missbruka mig och det är därför jag tror att något 
liknande hända mig, för jag kunde inte säga vad jag kände.  
<When I read the poem, I think about when I could not speak Swedish and I had many feelings. In 
my previous school, [they] thought I was stupid and they did not take me into account because I 
did not speak Swedish and neither did the teachers. Girls made fun of me whom I could not 
answer, but it works as an experience, not to let anyone abuse me and that is why I think 
something similar happened to me, because I could not say what I felt.>
Ali: Jag tycker att dikten handlar om en pojke som är lätsen för att han kan inte prata den nya 
språket. Han vill att alla tänker bra om honom. När jag [läser] dikten känner jag mig arg och 
lätsen för att jag känner samma. Om jag säger fel på svenska, alla skrattar. 
<I think the poem is about a boy who is sad because he can’t speak the new language. He wants 
everyone to think well of him. When I [read] the poem, I feel angry and sad because I feel the 
same. If I say [something] wrong in Swedish, everyone laughs.>
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Visibilizing linguistic diversity

The final theme centered around language variation and language diversity via opportunities to 
discuss the role of minoritized languages at the school, also Swedish non-standard language varieties, 
and how to make the multilingual resources in the PC and at Sessile Oak more visible. The students 
conducted video-recorded interviews with teachers and the school’s principal, and they were surprised 
to hear about the teachers’ wish to learn more languages, including some that were part of their own 
linguistic repertoires, and also to learn about the teachers’ knowledge about some of the many spoken 
languages at the school (classroom-recordings; see excerpt 7).

Excerpt 7: Whole class interaction with teacher Amanda after the students’ interviews with 
teachers at Sissle Oak.

Here we see that these student explorations beyond the PC, as practices of curiosity, opened up new 
ways of listening in a co-learning process. The “unanticipated encounters” (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017, 
p. 68), as evident in excerpt 7, spurred the students to arrange an exhibition to display the multilingual 
resources at Sessile Oak in more depth (see examples from the exhibition in Figure 1). Initiating this 
exhibition approaches the power domain as it builds on “collaborative, critical, and creative multi
lingual inquiry-based projects for authentic audiences” (Prasad & Lory, 2020, p. 806) within this 
participatory learning frame.

In the teachers’ reflection-on-action (McCaw, 2021), Amanda found that the power domain had 
the potential to be further emphasized in a follow-up project, possibly in the mainstream class/es. 
Then, the students would have spent more time in the new country and the Swedish school. In such 
a follow-up project, Amanda would not hesitate to engage the caregivers/parents: “I would like the 
students to take these questions home and interview their parents or interview relatives about which 
languages you learned and why and well this, have you been forbidden to speak languages?” (inter
view). She chose not to engage with the families at this stage, given the students’ and their families’ 
recent trajectories of vulnerability (interview). Such teacher considerations need to be taken into 
account when implementing a CMLA approach.

Concluding discussion

The examples from this pilot project, implemented in a Preparatory Class for migrant secondary 
school students, illustrate, in various ways, the cognitive, social, performative, affective, and power 
aspects of this CMLA approach (James & Garrett, 1992; Prasad & Lory, 2020), based on teacher-led as 

Amanda: Mustafa, du hade ju ett exempel som du tyckte var intressant
<Mustafa, you had an example that you thought was interesting>

Mustafa: jag tycker det var intressant att många lärare vill lära sig turkiska
<I think it was interesting that many teachers want to learn Turkish>

Amanda: blev du förvånad? <were you surprised?>
Mustafa: ja <yes>
Amanda: vad betyder förvånad? <what does surprised mean?>

[the multilingual study mentors translate]
Nasser, har du något annat då? <Nasser, do you have anything else then?>

Nasser: att några lärare förstår arabiska <that some teachers understand Arabic>
Amanda: förvånade det dig eller tyckte du det var intressant? <did it surprise you or 

did you find it interesting?> 
Nasser: förvånade mig <surprised me>
Amanda: du blev förvånad över det <you were surprised by it> 
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well as student-initiated tasks. As opposed to regular classes, the PC represents an introductory setting 
where all students share experiences of multilingualism, language learning and migration, and which 
offers a safe and flexible space for exploring a CMLA approach with competent teachers. As opposed 
to regular classes, students and teachers in a PC may recognize the ordinariness of multilingual 
language use, which is both an advantage and a challenge for CMLA. It was necessary to move beyond 
an “awareness of the rich multilingualism” in class (García, 2017), and, via co-learning, generate new 
knowledge and discussions on multilingualism and multilingual use in more depth. This endeavour 
posed fewer challenges due to the support from the multilingual study mentors in line with 
a translingual pedagogy. Discussions on everyday language experiences as well as explorations beyond 
the preparatory class, as new ways of listening (McDermott, 1988), created opportunities “to be 
surprised and intrigued through unanticipated encounters” (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017, p. 68).

Importantly, this participatory approach draws from onto-epistemological principles rather than a fixed 
method (cf. van Lier, 2014), engaging in processes of empowerment through an attentiveness towards the 
students’ multilingual repertoires and ways of knowing (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017; McDermott, 1988; 
Vogel & García, 2017). We find that such processes are contingent upon practices of curiosity (Bozalek & 
Zembylas, 2017). The main finding is thus how students as well as teachers, through the various tasks and 
sub-themes, engaged in practices of curiosity, which were cultivated through translingual interactions as 
a linguistics of participation (McDermott, 1988). These practices of curiosity were also found to spur 
participatory actions in line with a response-able pedagogy (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017).

Needless to say, such cultivating of practice takes time. From the teachers’ reflection-on-action 
(McCaw, 2021), it was clear that the power dimension would need to be further emphasized in 
a follow-up theme, relying more on literature and language arts, as well as input from the students’ 
families (cf. García, 2017). We find the adapted material from the We Are Multilingual project to be 
a specific and useful starting point, which does not exclude an openness to the worlds of, and 
initiatives from, the students. Here, we also find the teachers’ qualifications and experiences to be 
important for their flexible stance and readiness to engage in new ways of listening.

We believe that teachers in many introductory settings across the globe could find it feasible to try 
out a similar theme, manageable in size (see van Lier, 2014, p. 188), meaning that small-scale 
pedagogical adjustments that open space for conversations on multilingualism through translingual 
practices, as in this approach, may still hold a potential to impact on student (and teacher) empower
ment and resilience. This does not exclude the benefits of a similar approach in regular classes that, 
preferably, involves all teachers (García, 2017). It is hoped that these findings will provide both 
theoretical and practical perspectives and insights about CMLA as a critical pedagogy building on 
a responsibility vis-à-vis inequalities (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017, p. 68). We find, in line with Prasad 
and Lory (2020), that the “practical question of how schools engage with diversity [is still] at the heart 
of educational research problematics” (p. 798).
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