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Educators’ orientation to linguistic diversity in Canadian schools has gone through several stages 

over the past 50 years. In the case of multilingual students from immigrant backgrounds, 

monolingual assumptions dominated instructional practice until the 1980s. It was common for 

teachers to discourage students from immigrant-backgrounds (henceforth, ‘multilingual 

students’) to use only English (or French in Quebec) in school. Teachers and other school 

personnel (e.g., psychologists) frequently advised parents to switch to the school language (SL) 

in their interactions with children at home.  

 

 As research emerged highlighting the benefits of bi/multilingualism for children’s 

academic and cognitive development (e.g., Baker, 2001) and the destructive influence of 

language loss for children’s communication with parents and grandparents in the home (e.g., 

Wong Fillmore, 1992), this practice gradually faded and teachers became more tolerant of 

students’ occasional use of their home language in school. Most teachers no longer suggested to 

parents that they should switch to English or French in the home.  However, teaching in school 

remained monolingual – only English or French was used in mainstream instruction partly 

because there seemed to be no way that students’ home languages (HLs) could be integrated into 

the classroom since teachers did not speak these languages. 

 

 However, this orientation, which I have labelled ‘benign neglect’ began to change in the 

late 1990s when educators and university-based researchers working in collaboration began to 

explore the possibilities of bringing students’ HLs and the dominant school language (SL) into 

productive contact. A wide range of projects carried out across Canada have documented the 

feasibility and effectiveness of crosslinguistic pedagogy in multilingual classroom contexts 

where the teacher does not speak the languages of most of her/his students.  
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 With respect to knowledge mobilization—the translation of research into instructional 

practice--the logic underlying the documented feasibility and credibility of the instructional 

initiatives summarized in this paper can be expressed as actuality implies possibility. Educational 

initiatives that have been successfully implemented or actualized in one context can, in principle, 

be implemented elsewhere. Context is clearly important in the sense that initiatives implemented 

in one context are likely to require modification in other contexts. But the projects summarized 

in the next section demonstrate that it is no longer possible to claim that multilingual students’ 

HLs cannot be integrated productively into classroom instruction.  

 

Canadian Multilingual Pedagogy Projects in Mainstream Classrooms 2000 – 2019 

The Dual Language Showcase 

The Dual Language Showcase emerged from a collaborative project (Schecter & Cummins, 

2003) initiated in 1998 in which university researchers (Schecter and Cummins) worked 

collaboratively with educators in two highly diverse elementary schools (Thornwood and 

Floradale) in the Peel Board of Education near Toronto. The goal was to explore effective 

pedagogical practices in multilingual and multicultural contexts. The Dual Language Showcase 

project was initiated by Thornwood grade 1 teacher Patricia Chow as a way of engaging students 

actively in literacy activities that involved their HL as well as English. An additional impact of 

the project was the active involvement of parents in helping their children craft stories in the HL 

and, in some cases, to translate between the HL and English.  

 

 Over the course of 15 years, Thornwood students in grades Kindergarten through 5 have 

created dual language texts in multiple languages that were posted on the school’s website 

(Figure 1). [1] In some cases, newcomer students or those who had developed HL literacy skills 

wrote initially in the HL but more frequently students drafted their stories in English and then 

worked with parents (and sometimes teachers who spoke their HL) to create their HL version.  

 The Dual Language Showcase exerted a very significant impact on both Ontario Ministry 

of Education and school district policy-makers and educators in demonstrating that teachers 

could expand the instructional space beyond simply an English-only zone to include students’ 

and parents’ multilingual and multimodal repertories even when they themselves didn’t speak the 

multiple languages represented in their classrooms. It also opened up pedagogical possibilities 

for many of the subsequent multilingual pedagogy projects that are described below. 
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Figure 1. The Dual Language Showcase created by Thornwood Public School teacher Patricia 

Chow 

 

The Multiliteracies project 

This cross-Canada project (2002-2007) (www.multiliteracies.ca) involved educators and 

university researchers working together to explore pedagogies that prepare students for the 

literacy challenges of a globalized, networked, culturally and linguistically diverse world. 

Drawing on the construct of multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996), the projects focused on 

expanding conceptions of literacy within schools both with respect to modality and language. 

Many of these projects involved multiple languages rather than just the dominant school 

language and demonstrated the impact of literacy activities that include multiple modalities and 

extend beyond simply reading and writing (Cummins et al., 2005; Cummins & Early, 2011; 

Giampapa, 2010).  

 

http://www.multiliteracies.ca/
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 The following example illustrates the instructional possibilities that emerge when 

students are enabled to utilize their background knowledge and multilingual repertoires as 

resources for learning. Shortly after her arrival in Canada from Pakistan, grade 7 student, Madiha 

Bajwa, authored with two of her friends, Kanta Khalid and Sulmana Hanif, a bilingual Urdu-

English book entitled The New Country. The 20-page book “describes how hard it was to leave 

our country and come to a new country”. Both Kanta and Sulmana had arrived in Toronto in 

grade 4 and were fluent in English but Madiha was in the very early stages of English 

acquisition.  

 

 The three girls collaborated in writing The New Country in their grade 7/8 classroom in 

the context of a unit on the theme of migration that integrated social studies with a focus on 

reinforcing students’ knowledge of academic language. They researched and wrote the story over 

several weeks, sharing their experiences and language skills. Madiha’s English was minimal, but 

her Urdu was fluent, Sulmana and Kanta were fluent and reasonably literate in both Urdu and 

English. In composing the story, the three girls discussed their ideas primarily in Urdu but wrote 

the initial draft in English with feedback and support from their teacher (Lisa Leoni). When the 

English draft was finalized, they translated it into Urdu.   

 

 In a typical grade 7 classroom, Madiha’s ability to understand instruction and participate 

academically would have been severely limited by her minimal knowledge of English. She 

certainly would not have been in a position to write extensively in English about her experiences, 

ideas, and insights. However, when the social structure of the classroom was changed to 

encourage collaboration among peers and use of students’ home languages as well as English, 

Madiha was enabled to contribute her ideas and experiences to the story, participate in 

discussions about how to translate vocabulary and expressions from Urdu to English and from 

English to Urdu, and share in the affirmation that all three students experienced with the 

publication of their story as a (hard copy) book and on the Internet 

(http://www.multiliteracies.ca/index.php/folio/viewGalleryBook/8/42/0). The fact that 

instruction was conducted in English and the teacher did not know Urdu or the other home 

languages of students in her multilingual classroom was not an impediment to the 

implementation of crosslingual instructional strategies. 

 

 The fusion of affective, cognitive, and linguistic processes in the creation of dual 

language texts is reflected in the label identity texts that we have used to refer to students’ 

bilingual writing (Cummins & Early, 2011). This term describes the products of students’ 

creative work or performances carried out within the pedagogical space orchestrated by the 

classroom teacher. Students invest their identities in the creation of these texts which can be 

written, spoken, visual, musical, dramatic, or combinations in multimodal form. The identity text 

then holds a mirror up to students in which their identities are reflected back in a positive light. 

When students share identity texts with multiple audiences (peers, teachers, parents, 



5 

 

grandparents, sister classes, the media, etc.) they are likely to receive positive feedback and 

affirmation of self in interaction with these audiences.  This, in turn, fuels further literacy 

engagement. 

 

Linguistically Appropriate Practice (LAP)  

LAP is an approach to working with immigrant-background children in preschool and primary 

grades pioneered by Dr. Roma Chumak-Horbatsch (2012, 2019) at Ryerson University in 

Toronto. LAP consists of both an educational philosophy and a set of concrete instructional 

activities that build on children’s home language and literacy experiences in order to encourage 

them to use their home languages in the classroom, take pride in their bilingualism, and continue 

to develop their home language as they are acquiring fluency and literacy in the dominant 

language of instruction. LAP has been extensively piloted both in Canada and internationally 

(see https://www.ryerson.ca/mylanguage/lap/). 

 

The ÉLODiL project (Éveil au langage et ouverture à la diversité linguistique) 

This project was initiated both in Montreal (Dr. Françoise Armand, Université de Montréal) and 

Vancouver (Dr. Diane Dagenais, Simon Fraser University) (Armand & Dagenais, 2012; Armand, 

Sirois & Ababou, 2008; Dagenais, Armand, Maraillet, & Walsh, 2007), with the intention of 

promoting students’ awareness of language and appreciation of linguistic diversity 

(http://www.elodil.com/). The project developed a variety of classroom activities to increase 

students’ awareness of similarities and differences between languages and the ways in which 

linguistic diversity is infused in our social lives. For example, in one project, students in 

Montreal and Vancouver explored the languages that were present in their neighborhoods and 

they created videos or posters to share their observations and insights. The project led students to 

reflect on the origins of cultural and linguistic diversity in their communities (e.g., presence of 

Indigenous languages and historical patterns of immigration).   

 

The Multiliteracies Pedagogy project  

This project was initiated in 2003 by Dr. Heather Lotherington of York University in Toronto 

and involved a range of collaborations between educators in a highly multilingual primary school 

and researchers at York University to explore how the concept of plurilingualism could be 

translated into pedagogical design. The professional learning community at Joyce Public School 

worked with students on a variety of multilingual and multimodal projects including rewriting 

traditional stories from a critical perspective using their multilingual linguistic repertoires 

(Lotherington, 2011; Lotherington & Paige, 2017). Another project entitled Coming to Canada: 

Immigration Stories involved students interviewing family members about the reasons they came 

to Canada and their experiences in moving their lives from one country to another. Students then 

selected one vignette from each of these accounts and created a graphic novel based on this 

vignette using a variety of technological tools to illustrate the story and organize it in an 

engaging way (see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=04VsndXbULw). 

http://www.elodil.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=04VsndXbULw


6 

 

The Dual Language Reading project 

This project was initiated by Dr. Rahat Naqvi of the University of Calgary and colleagues in the 

Calgary Board of Education. It documented the impact of teachers and community members 

reading dual language books to students both in linguistically diverse schools and in the Calgary 

Board of Education’s Spanish-English bilingual program (see www.rahatnaqvi.ca and Naqvi et 

al., 2012). The goal of the project was to explore how the presence of multiple languages in a 

class could serve as a bridge, rather than a barrier, between different cultures and ethnicities. The 

dual language books typically have English on one page and the other language on the facing 

page. The teacher reads the English text to the students and a guest reader proficient in the other 

language then reads the same page in the second language. Guest readers can be parents, 

grandparents, community volunteers, older students, or graduate students. The use of dual 

language books positioned multilingualism as a normal and positive reality within the school and 

challenged the implicit assumptions of students, parents and teachers that the school is an 

‘English-only zone’.  Additionally, the quantitative research outcomes indicated that the use of 

dual language books significantly improved the English language and literacy development of 

students who spoke the languages targeted in these books while not in any way hindering the 

literacy development of students who spoke only English (Naqvi et al., 2012).  

 

 I am plurilingual! Je suis plurilingue! 

This resource was created by Dr. Gail Prasad as a companion to her 2015 doctoral dissertation on 

children's plurilingualism in English and French schools. In addition to a description of the 

research and its outcomes, the site (www.iamplurilingual.com) showcases an extensive sampling 

of the plurilingual multimodal texts created by students and teachers in schools in Toronto 

(Canada), Montpellier (France) and Sète (France). The study examined what teaching might look 

like if it were based on a plurilingual rather than a monolingual paradigm and it identified five 

key elements as foundational to a plurilingual pedagogical approach:  

 

 1) a vision of all students as ever-evolving plurilingual learners; 2) a purposeful inclusion 

 of the full range of students’ communicative repertoires; 3) collaboration among teachers, 

 students, families and the wider community, often supported by technology; 4) valuing 

 creativity by building time, space for the creative expression of academic work; 5) 

 adopting an inquiry-based approach to language and literacy learning. 

 (https://www.iamplurilingual.com/abstract.html) 

 

The Family Treasures and Grandma’s Soup dual language book project  

This project was initiated by Dr. Hetty Roessingh at the University of Calgary in collaboration 

the Almadina Language Charter Academy. Its goal was to enable Kindergarten and grade 1 

students to create dual language books in Arabic and English to enhance their early literacy 

progress (see http://www.duallanguageproject.com/ and Roessingh, 2011).  

 

http://www.rahatnaqvi.ca/
http://www.iamplurilingual.com/
https://www.iamplurilingual.com/abstract.html
http://www.duallanguageproject.com/
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Scribjab 

At Simon Fraser University, Dr. Diane Dagenais and Dr. Kelleen Toohey have collaborated for 

many years with educators in the implementation of projects focused on developing students’ 

awareness of language and promoting their multilingual and multiliteracy skills (see, for 

example, Marshall and Toohey, 2012). This work has resulted in the website ScribJab 

(www.scribjab.com), which is described on the website as follows: “ScribJab is a web site and 

iPad application for children (age 10 – 13) to read and create digital stories (text, illustrations and 

audio recordings) in multiple languages (English, French and other non-official languages). 

ScribJab creates a space for children to communicate about their stories, and come to an 

enhanced appreciation of their own multilingual resources.”  Dagenais et al. (2017) provide a 

detailed account of the origins and impact of Scribjab. 

 

The Storybooks Canada project  

This project is described as follows on its website 

(http://www.storybookscanada.ca/about.html):  

 

 Storybooks Canada is a website for teachers, parents, and community members that aims 

 to promote bilingualism and multilingualism in Canada. It makes 40 stories [derived from 

 Africa] available in the major immigrant and refugee languages of Canada, in addition to 

 the official languages of English and French. A story that is read in English or French at 

 school can be read in the mother tongue by parents and children at home. In this way, 

 Storybooks Canada helps children to maintain the mother tongue in both oral and print 

 form, while learning one of Canada’s official languages. Similarly, the audio versions of 

 the stories can  help beginning readers and language learners make the important 

 connection between speech and text. Students can also compose stories using the images 

 on the Storybooks Canada site. 

 

 Additional Canadian projects involving translanguaging and crosslinguistic pedagogy 

include Cummins & Persad (2014); Dagenais et al. (2017); Marshall & Toohey (2012); 

Ntelioglou et al. 2014; Roessingh, 2011; Stille & Prasad (2015), and Van Viegen Stille et al. 

(2016). 

 

 In summary, until about 20 years ago, most Canadian educators (and students) have 

assumed that only the dominant language is appropriate for use in schools serving multilingual 

students. In opposition to this assumption, an increasing number of educators have begun to 

explore ways in which students’ HLs can contribute to their learning and ease their adjustment to 

schooling in a new country. Their instruction has consciously positioned students from 

linguistically diverse, low-socioeconomic status, and marginalized communities as powerful 

learners, capable of generating knowledge and insights, rather than as passive recipients of 

http://www.scribjab.com/
http://www.storybookscanada.ca/about.html
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instruction.  In the next section, some additional possibilities for ‘teaching through a multilingual 

lens’ are described. 

 

Teaching through a Multilingual Lens: Additional Instructional Possibilities 

 

Four categories of teaching through a multilingual lens can be distinguished (Cummins, 2014). 

These range from the very simple to the more elaborate and can be implemented in both primary 

and secondary schools across the grade levels:  

• Simple everyday practices to make students’ languages visible and audible within the 

school; 

• Encouraging students to use their home languages for reading, research, note-taking etc.; 

• Using technology in creative ways to build awareness of language, geography, and 

intercultural realities;  

• Dual language project work. 

 

Simple everyday practices to make students’ languages visible and audible within the 

school 

Although the activities listed below are very simple to implement, their symbolic value for 

students should not be underestimated. They illustrate how teachers can build powerful 

relationships with their students by implementing policies and practices that explicitly 

acknowledge students’ languages and cultures within the school.  

1. Each day, one or two students bring a word or phrase from their languages into the 

classroom and explain why they chose that word/phrase and what it means. All students 

and the teacher learn the word or phrase and its equivalent in the school language. The 

multilingual words and translations into the school language that the class has learned can 

be displayed in a ‘multilingual corner’ in the classroom. The words can also be included 

into a computer file that can be printed out or displayed on a smartboard on a regular 

basis for review by students and teachers. 

2. All students including the teacher learn simple greetings (hello, thank you, etc.) in the 

languages of the classroom. Students who speak these languages are the ‘teachers’. The 

‘teachers’ can also show their peers and teacher how to write a few simple expressions in 

different scripts (e.g., Arabic, Chinese, Greek, etc.). 

3. During the morning announcements or school assemblies, students give greetings and say 

a few words in different languages (with follow-up translation in the school language). 

4. At school assemblies, teachers who speak additional languages say a few words in a 

language other than the SL and a student also gives greetings in a language other than the 

SL. 

5. Examples of students’ work in both the SL and HL are prominently displayed in school 

corridors and at the entrance to the school in order to reinforce the message to parents and 
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students that students’ linguistic talents are seen as educational and personal assets within 

the school. 

6. School signs (e.g., for the main office) are displayed not only in the SL but also in 

languages of the community. Students could also be invited to construct and display 

multilingual versions of other signs in the school (e.g. Exit signs). 

 

 These simple activities have the potential to sensitize students to the sounds and writing 

systems of different languages and counteract the ambivalence and even shame that many 

students develop in relation to their languages. The acceptance of students’ languages within the 

classroom can also be linked to other curricular content. For example, if a Syrian student has 

brought an Arabic word to share with the teacher and her classmates, this could be extended to 

demonstrating where Syria is on a map of the world and explaining some salient aspects of its 

culture and history. These kinds of activities contribute directly to building students’ (and 

teachers’) awareness of language.  

  

Figure 1: Multilingual sign for the school office in Crescent Town Public 

School, Toronto District School Board 
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Figure 1: Example of student work in Spanish displayed on corridor wall in Crescent Town 

Public School, Toronto District School Board 

 

Students use their HLs for reading, research, note-taking, and other academic work  

7. Encourage newcomer and bilingual students to use the Internet to access HL resources 

relevant to their schoolwork. This might involve activating and expanding their background 

knowledge of content (e.g. researching the concept of photosynthesis in HL). Building up this 

HL knowledge will make SL content and texts more comprehensible and promote two-way 

transfer across languages. 

8. Encourage newcomer and bilingual students to use HL (or both HL and SL) for group 

planning of projects which will be presented to the wider class in the school language. In 

these cases, students’ limited knowledge of the SL does not prevent them from using 

their full cognitive capacities in carrying out the project.  

9. Encourage newcomer students to read and/or tell stories in HL in the home both as a 

means of expanding HL knowledge into literate spheres and also expanding their 

knowledge of the world. 

10. Ensure that the school library has a good collection of HL and dual language books for 

students to check out and read. Dual language books written by students in the school can 

also be included in the school or classroom library (see Chow & Cummins, 2003). The 

school could also work with parents to set up a home language book exchange in the 

school library where parents could donate HL books that their children have finished 
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reading or have grown out of. Parents could then borrow these books to read at home 

with their children. The advantage of this kind of initiative goes beyond just providing 

children with reading materials in their HL; it also promotes genuine collaboration 

between parents and the school, communicates to parents the importance of both reading 

with children and actively developing their children’s HL abilities. 

11. Invite community members to come to class to read and/or share their stories (e.g. about 

coming to the new country) in the SL or community languages. If the visitor uses a 

community language, translation can be provided by bilingual community members (e.g. 

home language teacher). Naqvi and colleagues (2012) have reported that this kind of 

classroom exposure to multiple languages results in stronger linguistic growth. 

12. In social studies at upper primary or high school levels, encourage students to research 

issues and current affairs using Internet sources in their HLs. Parents may be able to 

assist in this process.  Students then bring this information back to class and differences 

in perspectives across different languages, cultures, and ideologies can be discussed. 

13. In Science, encourage multilingual students to use their HL in project work. For example, 

if students were working in groups to create posters of the various bodily systems (e.g. 

respiratory system, digestive system, etc.), students could label the various organs and 

parts of the body in their home languages as well as in the SL. 

 

Figure 2: Library books in multiple languages, Crescent Town Public School, Toronto District 

School Board 
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Use technology in creative ways to build awareness of language, geography, and 

intercultural realities 

14. Encourage students to use Google Translate (www.translate.google.com) for a wide 

variety of purposes. For example, to assist newcomer students in creating dual language 

books or projects. For example, students write in HL and then use Google translate to 

generate a rough version in the SL. This rough version is usually sufficient to enable the 

teacher and other students to understand what the student is trying to express. The teacher 

and/or other students can then help the newcomer student edit this rough version into 

coherent text in the SL. 

15. Google Earth can be used to ‘zoom into’ the towns and regions of students’ countries of 

origin. Students can adopt a comparative approach to compare aspects of their countries 

of origin to the social, geographical, and climate realities of their new country. For 

example, in the study of history, students from particular language groups could work 

together to create a timeline showing what was happening in their countries of origin at 

particular stages of history. In science, students could investigate what the effects of 

climate change are likely to be in their countries of origin in comparison to their new 

country. 

16. Students’ languages can be integrated in creative ways into a variety of content 

instruction (e.g., language surveys in a data management unit in mathematics, probability 

of students in a class speaking particular languages etc.).  

 

Figure 3: Slides from PowerPoint presentation by grade 5 teacher Tobin Zikmanis documenting 

language survey project in Thornwood Public School, Peel District Board of Education. 

 

 

Dual language project work 

17. Students can write and web-publish dual language books or publish curriculum-related 

project work using programs such as PowerPoint. Students can also create videos using 
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iPads or similar technologies. For example, in Floradale Public School near Toronto, 

teacher-librarian Padma Sastri worked with students  to create short dual language books, 

which can be viewed at http://multiliteracies.ca/index.php/folio/viewProject/5. 

18. Students can express their ideas and insights through poetry in both the HL and SL. 

Poetry allows the author to express profound meanings in relatively few words. Students 

could write first either in the SL or the HL, depending on their comfort level in each 

language. Then they could translate from one language to another, possibly working with 

other students from the same language background. Examples of multiple themes for 

stimulating student (and parent and teacher) writing can be found at 

http://authorsintheclassroom.com/examples-of-books-index/. These themes include: I am 

books, Where I’m from books, I can books, as well as themes focusing on A person in my 

life, My name, Understanding the past, creating the future (Ada & Campoy, 2003). 

19. Students can collaborate with partner classes in distant locations (across the world or 

across the city) to carry out a variety of projects involving dual or multiple languages. 

These projects could focus on social justice issues (e.g., environmental policies, climate 

change, income disparities, etc. in different countries), language awareness, or other 

substantive curriculum-relevant content. 

Conclusion 

The instructional initiatives and possibilities described above collectively demonstrate that 

teachers can incorporate multilingual students’ HLs into classroom instruction in ways that 

credibly increase students’ awareness of language, their learning of the school language, and 

their sense of academic competence and confidence. These projects illustrate the educational 

benefits that result when schools construct student diversity as a resource rather than a barrier or 

threat. 
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