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8.4 WHAT IS TRANSLANGUAGING?

(Interview with Ofelia García)
Many teachers of bilingual children practice translanguaging in the classroom.

But what is it exactly and what are its linguistic and cognitive underpinnings?

In the last ten years or so, a new term has appeared in the field of
bilingualism, most notably in the area of bilingual education – trans-
languaging. One of its most visible proponents is Professor Ofelia
García of the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. In
a 2015 publication with Ricardo Otheguy and Wallis Reid, she defines
translanguaging 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.” Ofelia García has very kindly accepted to answer
a few of our questions and we wish to thank her wholeheartedly.

You are a strong defender of allowing bilingual students in school to use

their entire language repertoire through translanguaging. You write, “. . .

forbidding bilinguals to translanguage, or assessing it negatively, pro-

duces an inaccurate measure of their language proficiency.” Can you

expand on this a bit?

If we are truly interested in knowing what bilingual students know and
what they can do with language, we must separate their ability to use
certain forms of one language or another from their ability to use
language. For example, in schools, students are asked to find the main
idea of a text, to support an argument with text-based evidence, to infer,
to make a convincing oral presentation, to work out a math problem.
Especially emergent bilingual students may not be able to show that they
can do these things if only allowed to use the language legitimized in
school. Only by drawing from their entire language repertoire will bilin-
gual students be able to demonstrate what they know, and especially what
they can do with language. Being able to perform with language-specific
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features legitimized in schools is not the same as having general language
ability or being knowledgeable of content.

Translanguaging in the classroom functions well when the children and

the teacher share the same minority language. But in many other class-

rooms, students come from many different language backgrounds. How

can translanguaging take place then?

Translanguaging pedagogy requires a different type of teacher, a co-
learner. Classrooms are increasingly multilingual in the world. It is
impossible for teachers to know all the languages of students. But it is
possible for teachers to build a classroom ecology where there are books
and signage in multiple languages; where collaborative groupings are
constructed according to home language so that students can deeply
discuss a text in the dominant school language with all their language
resources; where students are allowed to write and speak with whatever
resources they have and not wait until they have the “legitimate” ones to
develop a voice; where all students’ language practices are included so as
to work against the linguistic hierarchies that exist in schools; where
families with different language practices are included. Any teacher,
including a monolingual one, can take up translanguaging to enable
their bilingual students to make deeper meaning and legitimize their
home language practices.

Given that bilingual students, as they grow older, will increasingly find

themselves interacting with monolinguals, especially in their future work-

place, should schools also encourage them to “keep to one language” and

measure their proficiency at doing so?

Translanguaging leverages the fluid language practices of all bilingual
students and communities to learn deeply, while also equipping stu-
dents to recognize when to use what features for what purposes. Of
course schools must develop bilingual students’ critical metalinguistic
awareness, and their ability to suppress some language features from
their repertoire at appropriate times. And schools must give students
affordances to perform with only some of their features at times. And
teachers must assess what students can do using their entire repertoire
of language features, as well as selected ones. Yet, teachers should not
evaluate bilingual children’s performances using only certain of their
language features as being valid performances, and should not com-
pare those performances to those of monolingual children in that
language.
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Turning to the more linguistic and cognitive aspects of translanguaging,

how does the notion that a bilingual is not two monolinguals in one

person – something I stressed as early as 1985 – tie in to translanguaging?

Your notion is essential to the concept of translanguaging. Translanguaging
is based on Grosjean’s idea that bilinguals are not twomonolinguals in one.
That is why their performances in one or another language cannot be
compared to that of monolinguals, since they would then be expected to
draw only from less than half of their entire repertoire. This puts bilinguals
in an unfair position.

In what way is translanguaging different from interacting with other

bilinguals, changing base language freely, translating whenever needed,

and intermingling one’s languages in the form of codeswitching and

borrowing?

There is an epistemological difference between the theoretical position
on language contact that has led to the constructs of borrowing, code-
switching, calques, language interference, etc., and the concept of
translanguaging. Language contact studies start with named languages
as categories, and then look across these named categories. Linguists
often refer to the behavior of bilinguals when they go across these
named language categories as code-switching. It is an external view of
language. But translanguaging takes the internal perspective of
speakers whose own mental grammar has been developed in social
interaction with others. For these bilingual speakers, their language
features are simply their own. Translanguaging is more than going
across languages; it is going beyond named languages and taking the
internal view of the speaker’s language use.

The linguistic phenomena mentioned in the previous question have been

studied by researchers for more than sixty years. What are the benefits of

replacing themwith “translanguaging”when thebehavior is clearly the same?

The behavior may look to be the same from the external social perspec-
tive, from a perspective that doesn’t question why named languages and
language hierarchies exist or the relationship between language and
power. But seen from the internal perspective of the bilingual speaker,
translanguaging behavior is clearly different. Translanguaging legitim-
izes the fluid language practices with which bilinguals operate. It posits
that bilinguals have a much more complex and expanded repertoire
than monolinguals. Bilingual speakers then appropriate all their lin-
guistic features, no matter their social standing, instead of categorizing
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them as belonging to one national group or another to which they may
not belong.

In your 2015 paper with RicardoOtheguy andWallis Reid, you state that we

all have our own idiolect – a collection of individual lexical and structural

features – and that there are large areas of overlap among idiolects so that

we can communicate with one another. People call this sharing a language

(e.g. English), something that is psychologically real for them, and yet you

state that language is only a social and political construct, not a lexical or

structural one. Can you explain?

Linguists can only describe linguistic features, but they cannot say as lin-
guists which features constitute one language or another. The naming of
a language is always a social, political, and economic decision, not
a linguistic one. Thus, it is not true that separate named languages have
linguistic reality. However, it is true that languages are social constructs that
have had very important real and material consequences in the lives of
people, some bad, and some good. This social construction of language also
has an important identity function for groups and individuals that cannot
be denied. But named languages have often been constructed by a process
of standardization that leaves out the practices of minoritized populations.

Bilinguals, according to you, only have one idiolect made up of more

lexical and structural features than monolinguals and a more complex

socio-cultural marking of which features to use and when. What evidence

do you have, cognitive or neurolinguistic, that bilinguals do not have

separate idiolects, one for each of their languages?

I am a sociolinguist who has specialized in the education of bilinguals. My
evidence comes from the classrooms and from listening to bilingual
children. From the bilingual eleven-year-old who once told me:
“Spanish runs through my heart, but English rules my veins,” concretely
expressing that for him there is one language system that cannot be
separated because otherwise it would lead to his death. From the five-
year-old Spanish speaker who was learning English by repeating after the
teacher, “That tree is grander.” From the teacher who tells me that her
young first graders are always talking to themselves in Spanish, even when
working through English. The work of neurolinguists is also beginning to
show that when bilingual speakers perform linguistically, all the features
of their repertoire are activated and available, even though speakers
selectively suppress some features depending on the communicative
situation in which they find themselves.
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8.5 FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING IS LIKE DATING: IT SPURS

ANXIETY

Anxiety and embarrassment are often seen as a detriment to success in foreign

language learning but recent studies hint that small doses of anxiety don’t hurt.

Post written by Aneta Pavlenko.
Learning a foreign language is a bit like dating: your tongue is tied

in knots, as you tiptoe anxiously around the object of your desire,
afraid that the smallest transgression could incur enormous costs. In
affairs of the heart, this anxiety may be helpful, making you bite your
tongue just as you are about to mention the previous love of your life.
But what about speaking a foreign language, where habits of the
tongue are not as easy to control? In her book, Lost in Translation,
Polish–English bilingual Eva Hoffman (see Post 14.10) offers
a compelling description of frustrations and loss of face that accom-
pany such communication:

. . . it takes all my will to impose any control on the words that emerge from me. I have

to form entire sentences before uttering them; otherwise, I too easily get lost in the

middle. My speech, I sense, sounds monotonous, deliberate, heavy – an aural mask

that doesn’t become or express me at all. . . . I don’t try to tell jokes too often, I don’t

know the slang, I have no cool repartee. I love language too much to maul its beats,

and my pride is too quick to risk the incomprehension that greets such forays. I become

a very serious young person . . . I am enraged at the false persona I’m being stuffed

into, as into some clumsy and overblown astronaut suit. (pp. 118–119).

Psychologists studying language learning and use distinguish between
two main types of anxiety – trait and state. Trait anxiety is a personality
attribute exhibited in persistent and sometimes unrealistic worry about
mundane things. This pervasive worry also underpins many excuses we
come up with to avoid foreign language learning and use: “I am not good
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