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Young children capitalising on their entire language
repertoire for language learning at school
Claudine Kirsch

Faculty of Language and Literature, Humanities, Arts and Education, University of Luxembourg, Esch-sur-
Alzette, Luxembourg

ABSTRACT
While translanguaging has been well researched in bilingual
settings with older pupils and has been found to contribute to
cognitive and personal development, there is little research on
translanguaging of young multilinguals. In trilingual Luxembourg,
at school, children learn Luxembourgish aged 4, German aged 6
and French aged 7, with the majority not speaking Luxembourgish
on school entry. The number of languages to be learned may leave
teachers little space to capitalise on home languages and
encourage translanguaging. Drawing on qualitative methods, this
paper contextualises and examines the practice and purposes of
translanguaging of nursery and primary school children who speak
a language other than Luxembourgish at home, while they
collaboratively produce oral texts on the iPad app iTEO. The data
stem from a longitudinal study using a multi-method approach. The
findings indicate that the children made use of their multilingual
repertoire in order to communicate, construct knowledge and mark
their multilingual identity. Translanguaging was a frequent and
legitimate practice in both classes although the older children drew
less on home languages other than Luxembourgish. The children’s
ability to translanguage and their opportunities for doing so were
influenced by the multilingual learning environment, the curriculum
and the language learning tasks.
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Introduction

School intakes are increasingly heterogeneous in most countries and children of immi-
grant origin are at risk of underperforming. They are under pressure to quickly learn a
country’s language(s) in order to access the curriculum. In trilingual Luxembourg, a
small country bordering France, Belgium and Germany, the pressure on young children
is particularly strong because they must learn the country’s three official languages
from primary school – Luxembourgish, German and French. Most residents make daily
use of several languages and switch languages often. As Fehlen and Heinz (2016) reported,
the most common oral languages used at work are French (68%) and Luxembourgish
(60%), followed by German (34%), English (28%) and Portuguese (14%). Luxembourgers
use Luxembourgish among themselves and mainly French to communicate with non-
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Luxembourgish-speaking residents. On 1 January 2016, 47% of the residents did not have
Luxembourgish citizenship, the majority being Portuguese, French and Italian (MENJE,
2016). Of particular interest to this study is the language use of 4-year-olds who enter
nursery school. Of these, 35% speak Luxembourgish at home, 29% Portuguese and 36%
‘other’ languages such as French, Serbo-Croat or Albanian. Faced with such a high and
steadily increasing number of children who do not speak the national language, the Min-
istry of National Education, Childhood and Youth (MENJE) asked educators to focus on
Luxembourgish in the précoce, a non-compulsory nursery school year, and in the two-
year-long compulsory nursery school.

The present paper investigates the influence of classroom language practices on
nursery and primary school children’s translanguaging and examines the practices and
purposes of their translanguaging in situations where they collaboratively produce oral
texts on the app iTEO. The selected children did not acquire Luxembourgish at home.
Researchers have shown that translanguaging can contribute to the development of
language skills and raise attainment (García & Sylvan, 2011; Williams, 2002). As the majority
of studies in this field were carried out with secondary school and university students in
bilingual settings, Lewis, Jones, and Baker (2012) called for research projects with both
younger children and those in multilingual settings. Drawing on qualitative research
methods, this paper will show that the emergent multilinguals, aged between 4 and 8,
draw on their multilingual repertoire most of the time and that translanguaging enables
them to communicate, construct knowledge, develop their multilingual competence
and mark their multilingual identity. The findings have to be seen in relation to the learn-
ing environment and the digital language learning activities and are of particular rel-
evance to teachers interested in implementing multilingual pedagogies.

Schooling in Luxembourg and the app iTEO

The education system in Luxembourg is trilingual; however, it is underpinned by a mono-
glossic view and language skills are developed in an isolated and compartmentalised
manner (De Korne, 2012). One of the aims of the curriculum of the nursery school is for
children to express themselves in Luxembourgish using simple language when speaking
about familiar topics by the time they enrol in primary school (MENFP, 2011). This is a chal-
lenging task given that 65% of the 4-year-olds do not speak Luxembourgish. Understand-
ingly, teachers focus on this language. The primary school curriculum prescribes that
pupils become literate in German in Year 1, learn oral French from Year 2 and written
French from Year 3. Language instruction, which accounts for 40.5% of all curricular
time, is separated into predefined time slots for each language and largely based on indi-
vidualised and formalised pencil and paper work. As in many other countries, the system
privileges written and decontextualised language and literacy practices (Hornberger &
Link, 2012). The curriculum additionally states that the languages of instruction are Luxem-
bourgish and German, the former in non-academic subjects and the latter in academic
ones. Teachers may reprimand children if they use Luxembourgish or home languages
in maths or science lessons, as these are the ‘wrong’ languages. Language education
has always to be seen within its social and political context, in which it is situated. It advan-
tages some actors while disadvantaging others. In Luxembourg, children of language min-
ority groups frequently have difficulties accessing the curriculum and underachieve.
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Large-scale assessment studies have consistently highlighted a strong correlation
between social-economic status, ethnic minority background and poor achievement
(Martin, Ugen, & Fischbach, 2015).

In order to promote inclusive and innovative methods of language teaching, the Min-
istry of Education encouraged Gretsch and Kirsch, researchers at the University of Luxem-
bourg, to further develop the app iTEO, which draws on Bakhthin’s theory of dialogism and
on social-constructivist language learning theories. The iPad app allows users to record
and edit oral text of any length. The recording appears as a numbered icon on the inter-
face. Users can edit their oral text by rearranging and deleting these icons. They may also
add written text and insert pictures with the iPad camera. They can listen to selected items
or the entire oral production at will. (In what follows, the word ‘text’ will refer to ‘oral text’.)
One of the most important features is the automatic replay. It materialises the language
used, thereby providing opportunities for revision, analysis, negotiation of meanings,
and interpretations of discourse. The opportunity to endlessly transform language pays
tribute to the unpredictability and negotiability of authentic language use.

Translanguaging within multilingual contexts

Many theories of second-language learning are indebted to conservative views of bilingu-
alism that suggest that languages are learned in a linear way and are best taught separ-
ately. It was assumed that a strict separation of languages was the only way to avoid
‘cross-contamination’ (Jacobson & Faltis, 1990). By contrast, an analysis of the language
practices of bilinguals indicates that they use their entire language repertoire in a
dynamic and flexible way (García & Li Wei, 2014).

Multilingual pedagogies are based on a dynamic view of bilingualism and are, accord-
ing to Haukas (2016, p. 2), a ‘set of principles’ used ‘to varying degrees in different
approaches depending on the teaching context, curriculum and learners’. Among these
are language awareness approaches and tertiary language didactics that encourage the
analysis of similarities and differences between languages. In the context of this paper, I
build particularly on the work of, for instance, educators and researchers around García
in the U.S.A. as well as Creese and Blackledge in the U.K. who worked with bilinguals
mainly in mainstream and complementary schools and developed ways of teaching
languages in an inclusive and meaningful way. These pedagogies require practitioners,
first, to provide all learners with equal opportunities to participate and develop multilingu-
alism, and, second, build on social-constructivist theories, which call for quality inter-
actions, dialogue and collaboration (García & Flores, 2011). This approach has been
shown to raise student achievement (García & Sylvan, 2011). Translanguaging is a pillar
of this pedagogy as it allows teachers and learners to make meaning ‘across’ languages.

The term translanguaging was coined by Williams (2002) to denote a pedagogy in
Wales that calls for the systematic switching of languages for reception and production.
García and Li Wei (2014) expanded this definition to combine linguistic, sociolinguistic
and psycholinguistic perspectives. Otheguy, García, and Reid (2015, p. 281) define trans-
languaging as ‘the deployment of a speaker’s full linguistic repertoire without regard for
watchful adherence to the socially and politically defined boundaries of named (and
usually national and state) languages’. The authors maintain that translanguaging offers
an insider’s perspective on the deployment of a speaker’s idiolect, which contrasts with
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an outsider’s perspective that focuses on the named languages used. Li Wei’s (2011) defi-
nition of translanguaging draws on the notion of ‘languaging’ (Pennycook, 2010). The
latter emphasises that people do not have ‘one’ or ‘two’ languages. Rather, they use
‘language’, that is, mobile linguistic resources, to communicate. Li Wei holds that trans-
languaging is a situated holistic performance where individuals draw on and weave
together a range of abilities, experiences, attitudes and ideologies (2011, p. 1222). In so-
called translanguaging spaces, individuals critically and creatively engage with their
own experiences and those of others, which, in turn, can transform individuals, practices
and society (García & Li Wei, 2014). Thus, according to García and Li Wei, language and
translanguaging are social phenomena embedded in particular social, economic and pol-
itical contexts.

Translanguaging as a pedagogy can be transformative because it gives all students
access to the curriculum, promotes dialogic teaching and can raise achievement.
Several scholars have researched the potential of translanguaging for learning. García
(2011) and Esquinca, Araujo, and de la Piedra (2014), who have researched translangua-
ging of emergent bilingual nursery and primary school children in New York and at the
U.S–Mexican border, respectively, reported that children used translanguaging to con-
struct meaning and mediate understanding. Lewis et al. (2012) and Williams (2002)
researched translanguaging in primary schools in Wales and concluded that it contributes
to the development of language skills and overall achievement. Studying nursery and
primary school children’s writing processes in New York, Velasco and García (2014)
wrote that translanguaging enabled children to self-regulate and to express their
‘voice’. Studies carried out with adolescents and adults confirm that translanguaging
helps learners to communicate, construct knowledge, raise achievement and mark their
identities (Canagarajah, 2011; Creese & Blackledge, 2010; García & Li Wei, 2014). It can
also contribute to the development of critical thinking skills and deepen sociopolitical
engagement (García & Li Wei, 2014). While translanguaging, the learners may use multi-
modality, clarify, model, paraphrase and translate (Canagarajah, 2011; Esquinca et al.,
2014; Velasco & García, 2014). Few studies have investigated child-directed translangua-
ging. The children in the present research project have the opportunity to use their
entire repertoire for learning, while producing texts with iTEO outside the classroom.

Fostering collaboration and developing speaking skills through mobile-
assisted language learning

Mobile technologies are now a common feature of language and literacy classes. However,
it is still unclear how they contribute to learning (Hutchison & Beschorner, 2015). Improved
learning outcomes are in general related to student engagement, which, in turn, is influ-
enced by the multimedia content, the opportunity to control the language and the inter-
actions, and the playfulness of the activities (Kervin, 2016). For instance, content-free tools
can engage users and encourage learning (McEwen & Dubé, 2015). In order to study the
impact of interactions for learning, deHaan and Johnson (2012) asked Japanese students
to video-record press conference scenarios and upload them to a wiki. The researchers
reported that the interactions between both the university students and between the stu-
dents and the teacher led the students to reflect about language and enabled them to
improve their speaking skills.
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Of particular relevance to the present article are storytelling apps because they can be
content-free, encourage talk, and promote collaboration and interaction. Storytelling
mobilises linguistic and cultural resources, gives the narrators a ‘voice’ and contributes
to the development of their identity (Cummins, 2006). Digital storytelling may increase
opportunities for language learning because it allows learners to weave together pic-
tures, sounds, movies and narration. In addition, it emphasises the learners’ roles as
author and editor, and enhances their autonomy. It also increases opportunities for collab-
oration, negotiation and sharing (Sadik, 2008). Finally, storytelling contributes to the
development of core social skills and cultural competences needed to become successful
members of today’s participatory culture (Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, Robison, & Weigel,
2006).

Several researchers found that storytelling apps promoted collaboration and enhanced
language learning. Di Blas and Paolini (2013), for example, demonstrated that their large-
scale storytelling initiative PoliCultura enabled the participating children and adolescents
to improve their listening and speaking skills. Similar findings, albeit from smaller studies,
come from Kucirkova, Messer, Sheehy, and Panadero (2014) who investigated the use of
storytelling apps with 4–5-year-old Spanish children. Moreover, Pellerin (2014) reported
language development in her study on the use of the iPod and apps to invent and
record stories and puppet shows. The 6–7-year-olds in the Canadian immersion classes
were motivated to produce texts, reflected on the language used and made multiple
recordings when dissatisfied with the first. In Luxembourg, Gretsch and Kirsch researched
the use of iTEO after the completion of the piloting phase of the app in 2012. Kirsch
and Bes (2017) found that the 6–7-year-olds collaboratively constructed oral texts on
iTEO and provided each other with feedback that led to the learning of new words and
sentence structures. While the above-mentioned studies on storytelling apps indicate
that children collaborated, they did not shed light on the learners’ use of language(s)
while producing stories. The present paper will look at the ways in which children
deploy their entire language repertoire while working on iTEO.

Researching translanguaging at school in Luxembourg

Researchers operating within a sociocultural perspective wish to understand complex edu-
cational practices within their political and sociocultural context. In order to gain detailed
contextualised accounts of practices, they tend to use observation, interviews, documen-
tary evidence and video-recordings. While some focus on recurring patterns, others are
more interested in key moments. Li Wei (2011), for example, suggested focusing on inno-
vative moments and analysing spontaneous interactions. This ‘moment analysis’ investi-
gates possible reasons and consequences of a particular event (Li Wei, p. 1124).

The present paper draws its data from a larger qualitative, longitudinal project (2013–
2017) that studied the use of iTEO in language learning activities in several nursery and
primary school classes. The aims of this article are to contextualise and analyse the trans-
languaging practices of the nursery and primary school children when they work on iTEO
and examine the purposes of translanguaging. The research questions read as follows:

. To what extent do language policies and the teachers’ language use in the classroom
influence the children’s translanguaging practices?
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. Why, in what ways and how frequently do children translanguage in interactions with
peers when they produce oral texts on iTEO?

The data used for the present paper were collected over two academic years in one of
the nursery and one of the primary school classes involved in the project with each teacher
responsible for a two-year cycle. Both teachers were experienced. All focus children grew
up speaking a language other than Luxembourgish at home. Together with the teachers,
we chose children who spoke French, Portuguese, English or other non-national languages
at home. Even though French is an official language, the education system focuses at first
on Luxembourgish and German. French-speaking children may not be allowed to draw on
their knowledge of French until they are in Year 2. Our sample included the focus children
as well as the peers they collaborated with when working with iTEO. Table 1 provides
details of the two classes, the four focus children and one of the peers named Lina.

This small-scale study cannot be representative of the country as a whole but the
sample of the entire project reflects the language diversity typical of Luxembourg. In
addition, the longitudinal perspective offers insights into changes in translanguaging prac-
tices when children move from nursery to primary school. The changing learning context –
more languages, a different curriculum – is likely to impact on the children’s language use.

The research team used observations, video-recordings and interviews to collect data. A
research-assistant spent one day every six weeks in these two classes in order to observe
and make detailed field notes of the language use of the teachers and the children. In
addition, she video-recorded one teacher-directed activity with iTEO and one involving chil-
dren working independently. While the nursery children recorded stories in a chosen
language at any point during the day, the primary school children recorded texts mainly
during the timetabled German or French lessons. The children worked outside the class-
room on most occasions. In addition to the video-recordings, the assistant conversed
every six weeks with the teachers and the children about their language use and the use
of iTEO. Kirsch carried out five semi-structured interviews with each teacher. She asked,
for example, what languages teachers and children used and when and why, what activities
teachers planned for language learning, how they embedded iTEO in their daily practices
and what progress the children made in the target languages. Table 2 provides an overview
of the type and quantity of data collected and used in the present article.

The thematic data analysis was assisted by the Nvivo software. The team members
began by describing and transcribing the video-recordings. Detailed descriptions are
necessary as language use in general, and translanguaging in particular, is multimodal.
Young children express themselves holistically through performing actions, using gestures
and mimes. While the descriptions enabled the team to identify non-verbal means of

Table 1. Overview of the classes and participants.
Nursery school Year 1/ 2

Number of children 18 18
Children speaking Luxembourgish at home 9 16
Languages spoken at home L, P, F, E, I, B, Se L, P, F, I, Sp
Focus children and the languages spoken at home Benjamin (E) Aaron (F, Ewe)

Diego (F and some I) Flavio (P, L)
Peers Lina (Sp, L)

Notes: The following abbreviations are used: L, Luxembourgish; P, Portuguese; F, French; E, English; I, Italian; B, Bosnian; Se,
Serbian; Sp, Spanish.
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communication, the transcriptions revealed moments where teachers and children used
features of several languages.

In order to examine the language use in the classrooms, the researchers identified all
interactions between the focus children and between the teachers and the children, and
coded these according to the language, the speaker and the type of activity (i.e. singing, nar-
rating, practising vocabulary). They combined these findings with those from the teachers’
interviews, which provided further insights into the reasons for using particular languages.
Next, they identified situations where the children translanguaged while working on iTEO
and examined these according to the child, frequency, moment (before, during and after
recording text) and the text genre produced (e.g. song, story, structured exercise). In
order to determine the frequency of translanguaging, the team first determined any ‘obser-
vations with instances of translanguaging’. These are observations where a pupil translan-
guaged at least twice. (It would have been impossible to count each instance of
translanguaging as the childrenmoved flexibly and quickly between the languages.) The fre-
quency was calculated as a percentage, based on the total number of video-recorded obser-
vations and ‘the observations with instances of translanguaging’.

Finally, regarding the purposes of translanguaging, the researchers examined the
instances of translanguaging according to the children’s intention (i.e. communication,
knowledge-construction, identity performance).

The project abided by the ethical principles of the University of Luxembourg. The research-
ers protected the dignity of all participants and asked teachers and parents for informed
consent. They have chosen not to remain anonymous and agreed to our posting of videos
of iTEO practices on our blog https://teonation.lu in order to disseminate the findings.

Multilingual practices in the classrooms

This section will begin with a description of the language routines and the use of iTEO in
order to situate the translanguaging practices in both classes and examine the ways in
which translanguaging is influenced by the classroom practices. The frequency of the chil-
dren’s translanguaging when working with this app will be indicated and the languages
used in each setting will be presented. Finally, two excerpts of the nursery and primary
school children producing texts are discussed in order to provide additional details of
the ways in which they translanguaged.

Language routines in the multilingual classrooms

The use of multiple languages was the norm in the nursery and the primary school class
although there was a clear focus on the target languages German and French in the latter

Table 2. Overview of the data collection.

Nursery school Year 1/2 1

Number of
times

Hours
(approx.)

Number of
times

Hours
(approx.)

Recordings of the focus children working on iTEO 27 10 hours 27 6 hours
Recordings of the teachers interacting with the
children

8 2.5 hours 8 2.5 hours

Interviews with the teachers 5 2.5 hours 5 2.5 hours
Conversations with the children 9 50 minutes 9 50 minutes
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(Kirsch, 2014; Kirsch & Gretsch, 2015). The data analysis revealed that both teachers taught
greetings and songs in several languages. Each morning, the primary school children sang
a greeting in Portuguese, Italian, Albanian, English, Russian, Vietnamese, Chinese or
Kirundi. At times, both teachers addressed native-speakers in their home languages – if
known. They explained in the interviews that they wished to connect at a deeper level
with these children and aimed at developing positive attitudes towards languages and
language learning in all children.

The nursery teacher regularly encouraged the 18 pupils to use their home languages.
She explained that ‘the children felt much freer when they realised that the use of a
language other than Luxembourgish was accepted’ (interview, 4.6.15). The children
mostly spoke Luxembourgish in class but they used home languages either when they
did not know how to express themselves in Luxembourgish or when they felt the need
to support another child. The teacher was a good role model in that she tried to learn
words in languages unknown to her. For example, when speaking about animals, she
asked the children to name them in the home languages and then used these words
herself. She also invited family members to school in order to read in a home language.
As evident in the video-recordings, she ensured that she, the parents and the native-
speaking children scaffolded the understanding of the other children through pictures,
gestures, actions and translations.

While the children in the nursery class had daily opportunities to draw on their
entire language repertoire, the field notes and the video-recordings in the primary
school class indicated that these children rarely used their home languages. On one
occasion, they were asked to produce a text on iTEO at home. For this purpose,
Aaron recorded his mother, who originates from Togo, speaking Ewe to his sister.
Flavio and Lina produced a text in Portuguese and Spanish, respectively. The
purpose of these activities, the multilingual songs and the teacher’s translanguaging
was the development of language awareness. In his words: ‘I use translanguaging
deliberately using dialects and my minimal knowledge of Portuguese (…) and Italian,
in order for the pupils to hear what it sounds like. (…) I like to draw out their language
awareness’ (interview, 9.12.14).

The use of iTEO and translanguaging in the nursery class

Storytelling was a key activity in the nursery class (Kirsch et al., 2014). The teacher
explained that she perceived ‘the culture of storytelling as an intuitive approach for
children’ and ‘as “the” method to help children learn’ because it builds on their resources
and promotes language use (interview 30.1.2014). She regularly read stories and took
down the children’s. The children played, drew, narrated, acted out stories and used
iTEO whenever they wished. Taking responsibility over their learning, they selected a
partner, a language and a genre, and took account of their peer’s needs. The teacher
explained:

We have great storytellers and they speak with appropriate rhythm in order to keep the other
children focused, concentrated. (…) It is fantastic to see how children think and construct
together. Somebody narrates, suddenly looks for a word and another one provides the
word. (Interviews, 13.10.14 and 2.3.15)
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The data analysis of the video-recordings indicated that all activities were child-initiated
and that the genres of the recorded texts encompassed stories, fairy-tales, retellings of
stories, reports of experiences and songs. As for translanguaging, the focus children
were found to draw on their entire repertoire on most occasions, using Luxembourgish,
a home language, and features of other languages picked up from peers. For example,
Diego was observed recording texts in French on nine occasions, once singing in Arabic
and twice in English. When interacting with Benjamin, he translanguaged using features
of English in one observation. Benjamin recorded some French texts with Diego’s help
on three occasions. He also used German in one video-recording and some formulaic Por-
tuguese in another. Table 3 indicates the frequency of translanguaging and Table S1, the
languages used.

The teacher encouraged the children to listen to iTEO stories in languages other than
Luxembourgish. The authors learned to provide contextual clues, paraphrase and trans-
late. The listeners learned to pay attention to cognates and oral clues (e.g. intonation)
and ask for clarification. These skills enabled children to convey and make meaning
while translanguaging.

The use of iTEO and translanguaging in the primary school class

In Year 1 and Year 2, iTEO was used both for unstructured and structured language
learning activities (Kirsch & Gretsch, 2015). For example, the teacher allowed the children
to use the app to sing and record stories in any language. He also designed more struc-
tured activities to teach German and French, particularly so from the end of Year
1. Examples include exercises to develop narrative skills and vocabulary practice. He reg-
ularly involved the French native-speakers in the French lessons in Year 2. He asked
Aaron, for example, to practise vocabulary and sentence structures with his peers. On
these occasions, Aaron moved flexibly between French and Luxembourgish. The
teacher maintained:

I am lucky to have French-speaking children in my class. This is a valuable resource when
we work with iTEO. (…) Aaron is eager to teach his peers. (Interviews on 9.12.14 and 8.3.15)

Of the 27 video-recordings of the children using iTEO, 19 represented child-initiated
activities. The children once recorded a song and a further eight times stories and
reports of experiences. On 10 occasions, they designed exercises to practise French.
In 24 of the 27 video-recordings, they dynamically switched between Luxembourgish
and either German or French. Table 3 documents this high frequency of translangua-
ging for each focus child. Table S1 indicates that Aaron and Flavio used the target

Table 3. Frequency of translanguaging of the nursery children while working on iTEO.
Number of
observations

Number of observations with instances of
translanguaging

Frequency of
translanguaging (%)

Nursery
school

Benjamin 24 12 50

Diego 16 10 63
Primary
school

Aaron 17 16 94

Flavio 20 18 90
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languages German and French most, in addition to Luxembourgish. Aaron used French
during six recordings, of which four happened in Year 2. By contrast, Flavio used Por-
tuguese only once. The children once recorded a song in Korean.

So far, the findings have shown that the teachers’ language use, the multilingual rou-
tines, the curriculum and the variety of activities on iTEO familiarised children with a
range of language practices and influenced the ways in which they translanguaged. The
nursery children came to understand that it was acceptable and desirable to use all fea-
tures of their language repertoire and they translanguaged regularly. The primary
school children learned to value a range of language practices although they realised
that the aim was to learn to communicate accurately in the target languages. They
moved flexibly between Luxembourgish and the target languages and seldom used
home languages except for French and only in Year 2. The following two sections will
detail the processes and purposes of translanguaging.

Translanguaging during a digital storytelling activity in the nursery class:
Benjamin and Diego

The excerpt below focuses on Benjamin and Diego who began to learn Luxembourgish
aged 3 in the précoce. At home, Diego spoke French with his mother and French and
some Italian with his father. Benjamin spoke English at home. He understood some
French because his parents had enrolled him as an infant in a crèche with French-speaking
staff. The excerpt shows how Diego (D) and Benjamin (B), both aged 5, moved between
Luxembourgish and French while recording a story and two songs. In the English trans-
lation, Luxembourgish is presented in normal script and French in italics. The automatic
replay of iTEO is in bold and overlapping text in brackets. The original text can be
found in Table S2.

Translation of Expert 1
1 B I start.
2 D And I…
3 B I can go twice and you go twice.
4 D Once upon a time
5 B A villain… But look. No, in French.
6 D OK.

(using a story-telling voice)
Once upon a time there was a very
[bad boy].

7 B [(looks up)]
8 D He was in a cavern as dark as black. He was bad. He was invisible. And he took all the

odours that smelt nice and then everything smelt like cow poop.
9 iTEO Once upon a time there was a very bad boy.
10 [iTEO] [He was in a cavern as dark as black.]
11 1. [B] [Do it again. ]
12 [iTEO] [… invisible… ]
13 1. [B] [OK, do it again with the garçon. From the beginning, from the beginning.]
14 iTEO … cow poop.
15 B What should I?
16 D (singing)

There was a boy, he was so strong that he
17 B OK. (interrupting)

(singing)
It is the boy. It is stone. The boys. You can do the guitars. The guitars are the boys,
the guitars are the boys.$(smiling)
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This 1.5-minute-long sequence begins with the boys discussing turn taking (lines 1–3).
Diego initiates a story but Benjamin interrupts him suggesting input. He then stops and
asks Diego to continue in French (line 4). Diego takes up the offer (line 5). He repeats
the formulaic beginning in Luxembourgish and then narrates a story in French about a
bad boy who catches pleasant odours (lines 6, 8). When he emphasises the word
garçon, Benjamin looks up and smiles (line 7). During the automatic replay of the story
(lines 9, 10, 12, 14), Benjamin asks Diego three times to play back the word garçon
(lines 11, 13). Diego declines and the boys listen to the end of the story. When it is Benja-
min’s turn to record a text, he asks Diego for a suggestion (line 15). Diego responds by
inventing a French song featuring the word garçon (line 16). Imitating his friend, Benjamin
creates a song in French (line 17).

In this safe and meaningful learning environment, translanguaging happened both by
invitation (e.g. from Benjamin) and by choice (e.g. Diego singing). Benjamin invited his
friend to speak French although he knew that he would not understand everything.
Diego was aware of his friend’s competences and provided comprehension clues
through his multimodal performance. He adopted a storytelling voice, gestured and
mimed. In this way, Benjamin was able to notice key words such as garçon. He repeated
this word and asked for replays. Diego drew on his friend’s interest in French. He used
garçon in the context of a song, which prompted Benjamin to create a song where he
mobilised all the French phrases he knew. He was now able to perform in French
thanks to Diego’s input and feedback, and owing to his repeating, memorising and
using phrases in new ways.

When conversing about storytelling with the research-assistant, the boys indicated a
preference for Luxembourgish. They also explained that they used a home language
because, in Diego’s words, ‘I feel both French and Luxembourgish’. Benjamin and
Diego, like their peers, used their entire repertoire to develop multilingualism and
mark a multilingual identity. For example, Diego referred to Blanche-Neige rather
than Snow-white and his Portuguese-speaking peer Mariana closed her stories with
amigos para sempre. Children who shared a home language, for example, Diego
and another French-speaking child, tended to translanguage for ease of communi-
cation as well. They would, for example, record a text in Luxembourgish and
discuss turn-taking rules or negotiate the genre or content of a text in their home
language.

Translanguaging during digital storytelling in the primary school class: Aaron
and Lina

The following excerpt from May 2015 shows how 7-year-old Aaron and Lina tell a story
in French. Lina, then in Year 2, had been formally learning French for 3 months.
French-native speaker Aaron (A) came to Luxembourg aged 4 and learned Luxem-
bourgish in the nursery school. Lina (L) was born in Luxembourg to Spanish-speaking
parents and communicates in Luxembourgish and Spanish at home. The transcript
follows the same conventions as the previous one. The original text is displayed in
Table S3.
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Translation of Expert 2
1 L What should we narrate, Aaron?
2 A Today
3 L Should I?…
4 A Today, Lili worked
5 L With her boyfriend Paolo.… The friend, he, how do you say is called?
6 A He’s called
7 L He’s called, uh
8 A Mil?
9 L Mil. Lili, he
10 A She
11 L She
12 A She was angry
13 L Was angry and
14 A Because, uh, Paolo is not, was not, uh, his friend, her girlfriend anymore.
15 L No, her boyfriend.
16 A What would you like to say?
17 L Look, Paolo is not the friend of Lili anymore.
18 A Lili did not want, did not want, do you know what that means?
19 L No.
20 A Uh, she did not want in any case, or something like that.…
21 L And now? It is not, uh, Paolo is not nice to Lili anymore.
22 A Paolo is not nice
23 L To Lili. Lili, uh… has another friend. That was Nina.
24 A Look. Paolo and Lili, they, and there is Nina.

(He uses his fingers to position the characters on the desk and to simulate the conversation).
Then Nina talks to Lili and then to Paolo.… It is mine, no mine.

This story is about Lili and Paolo who fall out, possibly because of Lili’s friend Nina. Lili
and Nina both state that Paolo is ‘hers’. While the story is in French, the process of co-con-
structing is bilingual. In lines 1 and 3, Lina asks Aaron in Luxembourgish what they should
narrate and whether she can take a turn. In line 5, she switches to French and completes
the French sentence Aaron began. However, she reverts to Luxembourgish to ask Aaron
for a translation. She continues in French thanks to Aaron who makes suggestions,
offers lexical input (lines 6, 12, 14) and rephrases an inaccurate part (line 10). Lina
accepts the feedback and transforms her text thereby showing evidence of uptake
(lines 7, 9, 11, 13). Next, she carefully listens to Aaron, notices his lexical error (line 14)
and rephrases his French sentence. In Luxembourgish, Aaron asks her to explain what
she means (line 16) possibly because the switch of roles confused him. The ‘novice’ has
corrected the ‘expert’. Lina accepts the request and gives an explanation, thereby demon-
strating her understanding of when to use copain/copine (line 17). Aaron initiates the next
sentence in French but interrupts himself and asks Lina in Luxembourgish if she has under-
stood. He then translates (line 20). In lines 21 and 23, Lina moves back and forth between
the home and the target languages. She asks for a suggestion of how to continue, begins a
sentence in French, stops and volunteers an idea in Luxembourgish. She thereby hints at
her inability to phrase it in French. Aaron translates (line 22) and draws on her idea to
develop the plot (line 24). As this is complex, he reverts to Luxembourgish and uses his
fingers to illustrate the story. The thumb and second fingers of his right hand represent
Lili and Paolo, and the second finger of his left hand Nina. ‘Nina’ moves towards ‘Lili’
and ‘Paolo’ and then between them.

In this excerpt, translanguaging enabled the children to co-construct a story in French.
Although the language use was dynamic, the languages fulfil particular roles. The children
used French to narrate and provide input by translating and rephrasing, and
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Luxembourgish to communicate about turn-taking and the content of the story, clarify a
meaning and demonstrate understanding. Aaron, who had been learning Luxembourgish
for 4 years, also acted in order to express complex ideas.

The video-recordings of this and other language learning activities reveal that the
primary school children translanguaged for three purposes: communication, knowledge
construction and identity performance. First, they used their entire repertoire to negotiate
content, assess a performance, praise and discuss turn-taking. Second, they made
meaning and constructed knowledge through asking for translations, providing lexical
input, explaining, clarifying, rephrasing, demonstrating, understanding and discussing
about a language issues. Finally, translanguaging enabled them to position themselves
as multilinguals. They developed competence in the target languages and, on a few
occasions, recorded texts in Spanish, Portuguese or Korean.

Discussion

This article contextualised translanguaging practices of 4–7-year-olds and explored the
purposes thereof. The findings show that translanguaging was valid, frequent and legiti-
mate in the nursery and primary school class. This particular outcome contrasts with
studies by Creese and Blackledge (2010) and Jonsson (2013) who found that translangua-
ging was uncommon in mainstream and community schools. The findings also indicate, in
line with García and Li Wei (2014) and Velasco and García (2014), that young bilinguals, in
this case emergent multilinguals, are able to translanguage strategically. They drew on fea-
tures of four and more languages rather than two, unlike the children in the above-men-
tioned studies.

As for the purposes of translanguaging, it was shown to first facilitate communication
and contribute to language learning. In line with García and Sylvan (2011) and Wiley and
García (2016), translanguaging will help these young learners develop their multilingual
repertoire. On the one hand, they develop competences in a range of named languages.
For instance, both excerpts presented in this article illustrated how the children used and
learned new words. They analysed languages, suggested corrections and assessed a per-
formance. Such performances will lead to competence (Cazden, 1997). On the other hand,
translanguaging promotes the development of a multilingual competence. Children learn
when and where to select, but also to suppress, particular features of their repertoire, and
how to use languages appropriately in order to meet the demands at hand. For instance,
the children in the primary school class began to understand that using French was valued
and legitimate in Year 2 when French was a curricular language. A final purpose of trans-
languaging identified in the present study, as well as those by, for example, García and
Li Wei (2014) and Creese and Blackledge (2010), is the enactment of the learners’multilin-
gual identities. The children displayed their awareness that it was acceptable for multilin-
guals to move between languages and did so. In sum, the purposes of translanguaging of
these emergent 4–7-year-old multilinguals were similar to those of older pupils, adoles-
cents and adults investigated in the above-mentioned studies. This raises questions of
the relevance of age and experience of using multiple languages in relation to the stra-
tegic use of translanguaging.

As shown in the present paper, the children’ ability to move flexibly between languages
has also to be seen in relation to a particular context, in this case, the everyday practices of
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a multilingual country, the routine language practices at school and the language activities
performed on the app iTEO. In Luxembourg, children have the opportunity to experience
the dynamic use of multiple languages through face-to-face interactions and the media.
By contrast, language teaching at primary school is often formal and compartmentalised
(De Korne, 2012). The curriculum with its focus on three languages impacts on the ‘macro
framework for translanguaging’ (García & Hesson, 2015, p. 227). The primary school chil-
dren investigated were not given many opportunities to draw on home languages
other than Luxembourgish and, in Year 2, French. Looking at the ‘micro framework for
translanguaging’, the findings indicate that both teachers acted as models in that they
used a range of languages in a range of situations with the aim of fostering language
awareness and promoting multilingualism. They offered translanguaging spaces similarly
to the teachers investigated elsewhere (Canagarajah, 2011; Creese & Blackledge, 2010;
García & Hesson, 2015). They also designed language-learning activities that allowed for
peer-grouping and the use of digital technologies.

Storytelling tasks in combination with the benefits of the app iTEO offer spaces where
children can mobilise their entire language repertoire, collaboratively construct texts and
support each other’s language learning. The children described in this article took respon-
sibility: they decided on the languages, the genre, the content and the partner, and
created meaningful texts that expressed their ‘voice’ (Cummins, 2006). They were
engaged and motivated similarly to the children in the studies of Di Blas and Paolini
(2013), Kucirkova et al. (2014) and Pellerin (2014). They listened carefully, asked for help
and assisted each other. They had opportunities to dialogue, repeat, imitate, analyse,
transform and speak about language use. These actions and strategies scaffold learning
as demonstrated in the studies of, for example, Velasco and García (2014) and Angelova,
Gunawardena, and Volk (2006). Both teachers gave collaborative digital storytelling a place
in their classroom, although in different ways and for different reasons. The nursery class
teacher described storytelling as an intuitive way to learning that capitalises on the chil-
dren’s resources. She gave the class daily opportunities to invent, tell, draw and play
stories. The primary teacher valued the development of language awareness and con-
scious reflection on language that came from the children giving each other feedback
on their oral productions. He viewed iTEO as a flexible ‘language learning tool’ (Kirsch &
Bes, 2017; Kirsch & Gretsch, 2015, p. 45).

Concluding remarks

The findings have shown that the emergent multilingual children investigated of this
study translanguaged frequently and that this legitimate practice allowed them to com-
municate, construct knowledge and enact a multilingual identity. The social, linguistic
and identity functions of translanguaging discussed above reinforce the need to
develop translanguaging practices in classrooms elsewhere. As shown in this article,
digital language learning tasks such as those performed on iTEO can offer learners valu-
able opportunities to develop their multilingual repertoire.

One contribution of this article comes from the analysis of translanguaging practices
within its particular context. It highlights the language ideologies and hegemonic forces
in the educational system that prompt professionals, here mainly primary school teachers,
to value particular languages and language practices over others. For example, the
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children’s knowledge of French was legitimised and capitalised on in Year 2 once this
language became a curricular language. Although the multilingual children investigated
translanguaged frequently in primary school, it is noteworthy that they only drew on
some parts of their language repertoire and never produced a translingual text. They
moved strategically between the official languages in order to develop competences in
the target languages. While mastery of languages is certainly an important educational
objective, schools, particularly those in multilingual settings, should also ensure that lear-
ners develop a multilingual competence, thus their ability to use languages appropriately
and effectively according to the demands at hand.

In order to ensure that researchers and teachers develop a fuller understanding of
translanguaging as a leverage for language learning and learning in general, we need
both more research and more outreach work to professionals. Further research could
examine the teachers’ perspectives on translanguaging as these are likely to impact on
their practices. While the nursery teacher in the present study seemed to perceive the iden-
tity function of translanguaging as particularly relevant, the primary teacher valued its affor-
dance for raising language awareness and constructing linguistic knowledge. Further
studies could examine, first, in what ways new technologies can foster translanguaging
practices, and, second, the extent to which translanguaging contributes to language devel-
opment. Although the present study did not measure language competences, the research-
ers noticed development over two years. The focal children in the nursery and the primary
school had little knowledge of the target languages at the beginning of the project and the
continuous input contributed to their developing competences. Translanguaging offered
the children the necessary space and time to learn new languages confidently while
drawing on all available resources. Studies with a pre/ post design may help us improve
our understanding between translanguaging and raising achievement.
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