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Abs t r act
This paper considers the importance of home languages in the classrooms of today and
tomorrow. In an increasingly multilingual world, especially in a city with 43% of the
population born overseas (Mackay 2018), it is not possible to assume that a student’s first
language is English. Acknowledging the place of home languages in the classroom and
leveraging it to enhance understanding is supportive of student learning and student
wellbeing. This article was inspired by work conducted in the History classroom to make
source material more accessible to EAL/D students at the same time as working to develop
their understanding of academic English in the context of a history classroom.

Key terms
EALD students
English as an additional language or dialect students are those whose first language is a language
or dialect other than English and who require additional support to assist them to develop
proficiency in English.
ELL students
English Language Learners are students who are unable to communicate fluently or learn
effectively in English, who often come from non-English-speaking homes and backgrounds, and
who typically require specialied or modified instruction in both the English language and in their
academic courses
Home Language
Also can be referred to as Mother Tongue, Parent Tongue or Mother Language, Home Language
refers to a first language, native tongue, or native language to which a person has been exposed
to from birth or within what linguistics refer to as the critical period of language acquisition.
Interlingualism
An approach where all school languages and cultures are constantly present and respected.
Home languages or mother tongues are learnt in the classroom interchangeably with other
classroom languages.
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Translanguaging
The interaction between two languages to communicate ideas, information and concepts. This
term implies that both languages are of equal status and contribute equally to meaning making
using the learner's full language repertoire.

Body

I nt r oduct i on
Nobody spoke like I did.
When I went out, it was like standing under a waterfall of strange sounds. The waterfall was
cold. It made me feel alone. I felt like I wasn’t me any more. (Kobald and Blackwood 2014,
‘My Two Blankets’, p. 5-6).
In the children’s story, ‘My Two Blankets’, the central character, called Cartwheel, flees her country
with her aunt due to a civil war. She moves to a place that is strange to her. She no longer feels
like herself, disconnected from language and culture. Throughout the story the reader sees
Cartwheel wrap herself in two blankets, metaphors for different levels of comfort with the old
and the new. The first she calls her old blanket, symbolic of her home culture and language. The
second blanket is gradually created as she increasingly interacts with a girl she meets regularly in
the park. By the end of the story, Cartwheel has two blankets, both of which are as comfortable
as each other.
The story stands as an extended metaphor of the transition that children make when they must
make cultural and linguistic changes. It illustrates the importance of culture and language as
anchor points for a child’s identity. For an educator, it serves as a reminder of how confronting
learning in a culture or a language that is not one’s own can be, and, conversely, how comforting
learning in a student’s home language may be.
‘My Two Blankets’ serves as a good starting point to consider the importance of home languages
in the classroom of today and into the future, regardless of whether the learner is an EAL/D or
ELL student. According to the Barker College Teaching and Learning Framework:
At the centre of the Teaching and Learning Framework is the learner. Barker seeks to
develop the learner by creating a learning ENVIRONMENT that is inclusive and based on
mutually respectful relationships between students and teachers. (p. 4)
If a framework has the learner and learning environment central to its purpose, then the place of
home languages in that environment must be considered. Furthermore, if we accept that the
acquisition and application of knowledge is important in what is experienced by learners in the
classroom, as described in the Barker framework, then the position of home languages becomes
even more important. Deep knowledge that allows learners to be problem solvers, to think
critically and to communicate with confidence may not be readily obtained without the active
leveraging of home languages in the learning process.

A gl obal expect at i on
There exists a global expectation for educators and educational institutions to honour home
languages in the classroom, reflecting the multilingual context of the world beyond the classroom.
This broader context helps educators and educational institutions understand the significance
placed on acknowledging home languages in the classroom. The Incheon Declaration, a
statement on education adopted at the World Education Forum in Incheon, South Korea, in May
2015 as a continuation of the Millennium Goals on Education, presented a vision of education
that ensured inclusivity and equitability and the promotion of lifelong learning opportunities for
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all (UNESCO 2015c, p. 7). As a part of the proposed strategies for achieving such a goal, the
Incheon Declaration (UNESCO 2015c, p. 27) states:
In multilingual contexts, where possible and taking into account differing national and
subnational realities, capacities and policies, teaching and learning in the first or home
language should be encouraged.
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) is another example of global
expectations being set for educators and educational institutions in relation to home languages.
Articles 29 and 30 affirm the right of children to enjoy their own culture and use their own
language. This is not at the expense of the national values of the country in which the child lives
or from which the child originates. Rather, both the Incheon Declaration and the CRC position
the classroom to provide authentic learning tasks that support student learning and wellbeing.
Arguably there is more work to be done to position classrooms in a way as to meet such global
expectations. Five international academies in December 2020 for the first time in their history
released a joint statement in support of further investment in language education (British
Academy et. al 2020). Their observation was that Anglophonic communities are deficient in
producing enough speakers of languages other than English to meet 21st-century needs.
Important for the considerations of this article, the statement went on to say that these
communities were not doing enough to preserve, maintain or invigorate the other linguistic
communities with whom they lived. The joint statement challenged the assumption made by many
Anglophonic communities that English should be the lingua franca. It affirmed that the use of
home languages in the classroom can contribute to stronger levels of English literacy, promote
equality of access to education, and support the creation of multilingual societies and meaningful
cross-cultural communication (British Academy et. al 2020, p. 2).

S t u d e n t L e a r n i n g a n d We l l b e i n g
Using home languages contributes to supporting a student’s learning. It is a way that teachers
can strengthen the learning power of students (cf. Claxton 2018, p. 17). Lifelong learning is at the
centre of many learning frameworks, and teaching and learning philosophies. However, language
is a significant challenge for the development of lifelong learners despite the multilingual reality
of the world. Garcia and Wei (2014, p. 47) explain one reason for this is the persistence of
monolingual ‘academic standard’ practices. This might be even when the education system
concerned is bilingual (cf. British Academy et. al 2020). UNESCO (2015a p. 23) describes the
impact this scenario has on lifelong learning in this way:
…the way in which language is used and, more specifically, how critical literacy is affected
by the dominance of the English language and how this influences non-English speakers’
access to information.
The dominance of the English language in the classroom can have an adverse impact on student
learning, particularly in critical literacy. The ability to learn and connect complex knowledge and
concepts, at the same time as possessing strong disciplinary knowledge or navigating
opportunities to apply knowledge to new situations, is reduced.
Niehaus and Adelson (2013) bring a student wellbeing dimension to the discussion. Their study
of social and emotional learning with EAL/D or ELL students indicated a susceptibility amongst
EAL/D or ELL students to stressors that would have an adverse impact on their learning. One of
the identified stressors was learning English while being in an academic environment where the
language of instruction was English (Niehaus & Adelson 2013, p. 236; Adams & Richie 2017, p. 82).
Rader (2015) takes this further and explains that such a scenario for some students results in some
students being hesitant to speak their home language at school because ‘they mistakenly think it
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will hinder their English or additional language development’ (Rader 2015, p. 45). The very thing
that informs their cultural identity is not provided space to develop or acknowledged as
something that might actively contribute to their learning (cf. Zins and Elias 2007, p. 45).

Wa y s o f u s i n g h o me l a n g u a g e i n t h e c l a s s r o o m
Translanguaging
Translanguaging is one way that home languages can be leveraged for the benefit of student
learning and student wellbeing, encouraging the interaction of a student’s home language with
the language of instruction. The student is no longer in a situation where content and concepts
fundamental to his or her understanding of a topic is rendered solely in a non-home language.
The additional benefit is that such an approach encompasses working in the language of
instruction and helping the student develop competency in what might be his or her second, or
even third, language. This can play out in different ways. For example, a student might read a
text in their home language but write about that text in English (Rader 2015, p. 43). Similarly, an
assessment task might be planned in their home language but completed and submitted in
English. Teachers need not speak or teach the home language; the willingness to integrate
pedagogy with home language use can contribute positively to student learning and wellbeing.

Translanguaging was the method adopted in the history classroom by this author to communicate
historical content and concepts to EAL/D students whose proficiency in an environment where
the language of instruction was English was low. Figure 1 provides an example of how this looked
with historical material being provided in both Mandarin and English. The expectation of the
students was that answers should be provided in English, but the conceptual ‘working out’ could
be conducted in the home language. This had not always been the approach undertaken but
when the strategy was adopted the change in student attitudes was immediate: ‘Thank you for
this! I can now understand what is happening!’.

Figure 1: English-Mandarin example
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Interlingualism
Promoting interlingualism is to take the notion of translanguaging one step further. Gallagher
(2008) coined the term interlingual teaching and learning to reflect how a student’s home
language is a right, a fact and a resource. In the interlingual classroom, the student does not only
learn about their home language but about every language that is in the classroom. Home
languages are incorporated into the very fabric of the teaching and learning at the school. As
Gallagher (2008, p. 93) states:

Children can see their own language and culture highlighted and taught as a regular school
subject, whilst at the same time, extending their knowledge on other languages and cultures.
The interlingual classroom enables the student to take the perspective of and empathise with
others, including those from diverse backgrounds and cultures (cf. CASEL 2017). This might be
supported through key words or concepts, and accompanying definitions, being rendered into
the home languages of the classroom, exhibiting the range of languages in the classroom and
how they connect to different areas of the curriculum. NESA command terms, for example,
provided in the home languages of the classroom, in addition to English, can assist students to
understand more closely the expectations associated with concepts such as ‘assess’ or ‘evaluate’
or ‘describe’, particularly in the context of a specific disciple. The expectations for ‘evaluate’, for
example, might be different in History to that of Economics.
One of the main results of supporting interlingualism in this manner is the promotion of the
inclusivity that many teaching and learning frameworks seek to espouse. In the interlingual
classroom cultural knowledge experiences and home languages are viewed as precious resources
for furthering academic growth and participation in learning (Gallagher 2008, p. 93 cf. Rader 2015,
p. 44). Students feel valued and known by their teachers, can be more actively engaged in their
learning and have their voice heard and valued in an authentic manner.
Use of identity or dual writing texts
Another option that empowers academic growth and student wellbeing is the practice of writing
dual language texts (cf. Cummins & Early 2011). This also helps to promote students’ identity and
support their own language development (Rader 2015, p. 44). For example, a Year 7 History
assignment on Ancient China could be submitted by a Chinese student in both English and
Mandarin, providing the student with an opportunity to learn about Ancient China in both
languages.

Concl us i on
At first my new blanket was thin and small. But every day I added new words to it. The
blanket grew and grew. I forgot about the cold and lonely waterfall.
Now, my new blanket is just as warm and soft and comfortable as my old blanket.
And now, no matter which blanket I use,
I will always be me.
(Kobald and Blackwood 2014, p. 24-26)
At the beginning of this article, we were introduced to Cartwheel, a war refugee whose life had
been completely uprooted. Everything that was familiar to her, everything that contributed to her
sense of self no longer made sense. By the end of ‘My Two Blankets’, Cartwheel had created a
second blanket, symbolic of her adopted culture and language. While it took time, Cartwheel’s
story finished with her being comfortable with her old blanket and her new one. Her home
language as much as her adopted language informed her sense of wellbeing and identity.
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Acknowledging and using home languages in classrooms, regardless as to whether the learner is
an EAL/D or ELL student, is an important part of looking after the academic development and
the overall wellbeing of the students for whom teachers care each and every day. While there
are international frameworks that set global expectations regarding the place of home languages
in classrooms, research clearly indicates that student learning and student wellbeing both benefit
from using home languages to support understanding. This can be achieved in different ways.
Three options briefly explored in this article were translanguaging, interlingualism and the use of
identity or dual language texts. If teachers are to help students develop the mental structures to
think deeply and creatively or to assist students to foster the means to make ethical decisions
and communicate ideas with certainty and confidence, then facilitating understanding at a
fundamental level will be required. This will mean recognising the multilingual reality of the world
today, and into the future, as well as acknowledging the place of home languages in supporting
student learning and wellbeing. That way, students can feel the same as Cartwheel did by the
end of ‘My Two Blankets’: being able to make sense of the world around them at the same time
as feeling sure in their sense of self.
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