
KEY IMPLICATIONS
• Students are making meaning in multiple modes, 

languages/dialects in places and spaces that we are 
rarely aware of or make space for in schools

• It is important to use students’ home language 
knowledge and skill as a starting point for learning 

• Student engagement and learning can be enhanced 
when young people are asked to reflect on their own 
practices and experiences

• Engaging with young peoples’ full linguistic 
repertoires can promote student achievement and 
engage families and the school community

• Exploring young people’ linguistic repertoires 
enhances teacher learning and increases teachers’ 
expectations of students

• Engaging with young peoples’ full linguistic 
repertoires can generate complex and engaging tasks 
that address across curriculum outcomes

PROJECT OVERVIEW
Increasing linguistic, cultural, socioeconomic and religious 
diversity prompted by changing patterns of immigration, 
and the global flow of people around the world, has 
significantly influenced global educational policy and 
practice. Cultural diversity, intercultural dialogue and a 
broad international commitment to multilingualism and 
linguistic diversity are currently informing educational 
policy and practice globally (UNESCO, 2018). Driven 
by the provision of equal educational opportunity for 
all students, global educators are calling for innovative 
approaches and pedagogies for working with culturally 
and linguistically diverse communities in mainstream 
elementary and secondary classrooms. This research was 
undertaken in partnership with the NSW Department of 
Education. The key goals of this research were to facilitate 
opportunities for teachers and students to learn more 
about students’ language and literacy practices and 
experiences and to consider how this could be used to 
engage students, invigorate the curriculum and support 
student learning and achievement of outcomes. In this 
research, student and community linguistic knowledge 
and skill were the starting point for learning and teachers 
and students learned about and with each other.
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BACKGROUND 
In Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
have been joined by people from countries around the 
world. Recent Australian census data reveals that 49% 
of Australians were either born overseas or have at 
least one overseas born parent (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2016). Australia’s 120 surviving Indigenous 
languages (Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Studies 2018) are joined by more than 200 
languages spoken by 21% of Australians who speak a 
language other than English at home. Like many nations 
around the world, Australian classrooms commonly 
comprise young people who draw on multiple ways of 
learning and understanding. Many young people speak 
multiple languages and dialects and connect to and 
interact with diverse cultures and traditions across time 
and space. These young people make meaning in multiple 
languages, multiple modes and media, and often engage 
in transcultural negotiations and linguistic invention.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This study was underpinned by the following three 
research questions:
1. What happens when young people are positioned 

as researchers of their own practices – studying 
the ways they read, write, talk, listen, view, and 
communicate in one or more modes, languages and 
dialects inside and outside of school?

2. What types of curriculum and potential learning can 
this practice generate?

3. What can teachers and students learn from 
each other?

RESEARCH DESIGN
This study included four cycles of research 2013-2018 that 
involved teachers and students in classes from Years 1–8 
in studying their own languages and literacies practices 
as part of their regular classroom learning. The research 
design combined linguistic ethnography and design 
research and involved close to 1000 students and their 
teachers in classrooms in Western and South Western 
Sydney. School communities comprised between 76–99% 
of students from ‘Language Backgrounds Other English 
and between nine and seventeen languages were spoken 
by students in each classroom. A significant proportion 
of students were identified as ‘English as an Additional 
Language/Dialect learners. Data included Interviews and 
focus groups (students, teachers, parents, community), 
classroom observations, language maps (visual artefacts), 
lessons and activities, multimodal, multilingual, embodied, 
work and texts.

Students and community members began learning 
about and with each other by being introduced to 
research methods and with teacher support, participants 
developed a series of research questions. These included 
questions about languages spoken; when, where, and with 
whom they were spoken or learned; translating for family 
and friends; and in what ways they were communicating, 
reading, and viewing in a range of settings and on line 
environments and engaging in embodied practices. 
For young people still learning English, support was 
provided by advanced same language partners, older 
students, community and parent volunteers or bilingual 
teacher’s aides. Teachers kept observational diaries and 
in small groups, students used audio recording devices 
to interview one another, scaffolding was dependent on 
the ages of students. With teacher support each class 
group collected, collated and presented their own group 
data (e.g., using graphs, tables, wordless, audio-visual 
presentations and posters). Data were combined to 
create whole class data sets that became the catalyst 
for discussion.
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Language mapping is a research and pedagogical tool 
that engaged students in creating visual representations 
of their individual practices and experiences. Using 
A4 paper and a range of colouring materials, students 
depicted their linguistic lifeworlds. Maps offered 
opportunities for students to communicate, to analyse 
and present to themselves, to each other, and to their 
teachers a vast range of complex cultural and linguistic 
skills not easily revealed within school. Maps were taken 
home and shared with parents, compared and analysed 
by teachers and students. Teachers’ analysis revealed that 
maps offered new information about the ways students 
were navigating the worlds of home and school. Maps 
deepened teachers’ and students’ knowledge of students’ 
practices and skills and facilitated explicit connections 
between home and school and language and literacies 
learning. Multimodal learning tasks from this combined 
work included, oral language activities, discussions, role 
plays, performances, multilingual reading and writing 
tasks and project work across subject areas.

KEY FINDINGS
Ongoing findings revealed increased teacher expectations 
of student capacities and an increase in the complexity 
of teacher assigned tasks. Findings revealed an increase 
in student confidence and engagement, a willingness 
to share feelings about belonging and identity and 
evidence of increased English achievement, metalinguistic 
awareness and understandings of register dimensions 
across classrooms. Translanguaging strategies and 
multilingual materials were used and teachers reported 
increased knowledge about students and how they 
learn, and how to build on home languages for learning 
that met curriculum outcomes. Class and community 
relationships and intercultural understandings improved. 
Students came to see their plurilingual capacity as a 
strength and consider how it could support their in 
school learning. Community and family engagement and 
active participation in classrooms increased. Enrolment in 
community language programs also increased.

SIGNIFICANCE OF FINDINGS: 
Significance lies in improved understandings of the 
relationship between language and identity and the rich 
plurilingual capacity of students and their communities, 
understandings that are rarely on view in schools. Findings 
reveal teachers do not need to speak the home languages 
of their students and community to work with and build 
on students’ home language skills, and use them in service 
of learning. This research offers sustainable pedagogical 
practices that can make a small but significant 
contribution to a more equitable education system 
that recognises both the strengths and needs of young 
people and their communities, and supports meaningful 
languages learning.
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