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ABSTRACT
This paper reports on a comparative case study of the multilingual
practices of eight secondary teachers of English from across India, all
identified as experts of their contexts using multiple criteria. Both
qualitative and quantitative data from classroom observations,
interviews and other sources were collected, analysed and compared
across cases. It finds that, while there was noticeable variation among
the participants, all engaged in complex translingual practices that were
inclusive of their learners’ languages, invariably prioritising learner
participation over language choice. It also finds that, in each context,
learners invariably mirrored the varied translingual practices of their
teachers, and that the practices of the classroom community were
found to be reflective of practices in wider Indian society, enabling
learners both to meet the normative requirements of monolingual
written exams while also learning to integrate English more flexibly in
their spoken repertoires. Given these findings, two recommendations
are offered for educational policy and practice, both in India and
comparable multilingual contexts across the Global South: for policy-
makers and institutions to avoid the unqualified endorsement of
monolingual target language (e.g. ‘English-only’) practices in language
instruction, and for teachers to prioritise learner inclusion in classroom
discourse and activities over maximal target language use.
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Introduction

While the translanguaging literature continues to expand rapidly, including numerous studies on
pedagogic practices in diverse fields including bilingual, immersion and content-based instruction
(Li 2018), it is notable that there are, to date, comparatively few studies of translanguaging in
countries in the Global South (Heugh 2021), including India (Anderson and Lightfoot 2021; Light-
foot et al. 2021), despite it today constituting the largest educational ‘ecosystem’ in the world, invol-
ving numerous curricular authorities and languages (Anderson and Lightfoot 2019). This paper
aims to fill this gap by offering the first detailed account of the multilingual practices of teachers
identified as experts from any context around the world. It reports on a subset of data from a com-
parative case study investigating the practices, cognition and professionalism of eight expert tea-
chers of English working in government-sponsored secondary education in three different states
(Maharashtra, Telangana, West Bengal) across India. It focuses specifically on the languaging prac-
tices observed in their classrooms – both of the teachers and their learners – to offer a more holistic
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account of multilingual practice than the many studies on ‘L1 use’ in FL/SL teaching have typically
done (see Shin, Dixon, and Choi 2020).

The findings of this study are likely to be useful to researchers, policy makers and teacher
educators working, both in India, and in other comparable (e.g. low-resource) multilingual con-
texts across the Global South, to inform the development of language policy, curricula and tea-
cher education initiatives in such contexts. It also contributes to filling an important gap in the
teacher expertise literature, concerning the practices of expert teachers working in multilingual
contexts.

Theoretical framework: exploring translanguaging perspectives

Over the last decade, interest in translanguaging, both as a social phenomenon and pedagogic prac-
tice has increased rapidly, and both theoretical works on translanguaging (e.g. García and Li 2014;
Leung and Valdés 2019) and research into specific translingual practices (e.g. Canagarajah 2011,
2018; Creese and Blackledge 2010; Li 2011) abound in the literature on multilingual education
(Li 2018). Earlier theories of multilingual language use (e.g. code-switching and codemixing; Matras
2009) viewed the resources of multilinguals (e.g. lexical, grammatical, multimodal) as belonging to
separate languages between which they sometimes ‘switched’ depending on situation and interlo-
cutor. In contrast to this, translanguaging theory seeks to understand multilingualism more holisti-
cally, both how such resources exist within our cognition as a ‘repertoire’, and how we make use of
them in practice, including in teaching and learning, ‘in order to maximise communicative poten-
tial’ (García 2009, 140; also Li 2018). Translanguaging is typically defined as the fluid, dynamic use
of multiple resources from different named languages and dialects within a single integrated system
(e.g. Canagarajah 2011; García and Lin 2017). As such, it enables us to better describe and under-
stand practices previously characterised as codeswitching and codemixing. The ‘trans’ within the
term can be understood to refer to a multilingual’s ability to transcend the traditional divides
between named language systems (Anderson 2018; Li 2018).

Within this broad agreement in the translanguaging literature, differences are appearing. García
and Lin (2017) note the emergence of two, competing versions of translanguaging: a stronger ver-
sion, which poses ‘that bilingual people do not speak languages but rather, use their repertoire of
linguistic features selectively’, and a weaker version, which recognises the sociopolitical reality of
‘national and state language boundaries and yet calls for softening these boundaries’, recognising
that such languages have ‘real and material consequences’ in educational settings (126). Given
the context of this study (Indian secondary education), this paper leans towards the weaker version,
without abandoning the metacognitive aspirations of the stronger version. It recognises both the
normative pressure on teachers and learners to ‘teach’ and ‘study’ named languages, and the exist-
ence of needs and conventions that often transcend and subvert language boundaries, leading to
multiple, complex practices, both purposeful and instinctual, within the classroom. While some
authors (e.g. Canagarajah 2013) make a distinction between translanguaging and translingual prac-
tice, they are treated as broadly synonymous here; ‘translanguaging’ is used to describe specific acts,
and ‘translingual practice’ the social activity of engaging in translanguaging.

Despite a long, well-documented history of research into multilingual practices in the Global
South (e.g. Heugh, 2015; Probyn, 2009), it is notable that there has been relatively little research
on translanguaging in Southern classrooms (Heugh 2021). Addressing this issue, Heugh discusses
the danger of assuming north–south transferability of practices in this area, suggesting an alterna-
tive relationship:

… contemporary debates and responses to newly found northern multilingualism(s) are not necessarily
superior to or transferable to educational settings in the Global South. Instead, there are sound arguments
about why southern educators and scholars have considerable expertise of multilingualisms in education
that can inform and enrich northern understandings of these phenomena. (38)
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As such, there is much to be gained from studying the multilingual practices of expert teachers in
the Global South. Recent studies, particularly in South Africa, indicate both positive impacts of
translanguaging on learners’ receptive vocabulary pool and reasoning powers (Makalela 2015) as
well as evidence of richer classroom dialogue and deeper understandings of content knowledge
when translanguaging is encouraged (Probyn 2019). Makalela argues that the construct of trans-
languaging is compatible with the plural sense of shared being (an ubuntu identity) found across
users of South Africa’s many language varieties and peoples, and both Makalela (2015) and Probyn
(2019) argue that translanguaging may play a useful role in the move away frommonolingual ideol-
ogies in post-colonial education.

Literature review

Languages and multilingualism in English language teaching in India

With over 400 named languages (Eberhard, Simons, and Fennig 2021) – possibly many more –
India has a rich, well-documented history of multilingualism (Agnihotri 2014), and of complex,
integrated language use practices ‘marked by fluidity’ (364). While these practices were previously
discussed mainly as code-switching and codemeshing (e.g. Kachru 1978), they clearly fall under the
wider umbrella of translanguaging, as adopted in this paper.

Due to its colonial past, English has played some role in India’s multilingual history. It is often
described as a second language in India, due primarily to its role as a co-official language in national
policy (see Anderson and Lightfoot 2019), although it is also used in certain discourse communities
(often translingually – so-called ‘Hinglish’) within India’s small, but increasing middle class. How-
ever, for the majority of Indians, including school learners, English is ‘a completely foreign
language’, which plays little role in their daily life outside of education (Mukherjee 2018, 126;
also Rao 2013). As Annamalai argues (2005, 35), ‘the ESL method is not best suited for teaching
English to them; it must be combined with the principles of teaching English as a foreign language’.
In education, policies differ between states and institutions; English is used as a school-wide med-
ium of instruction only in some schools (most often in the private sector; Central Square Foun-
dation 2020b), and in others, for selected subjects only (so-called ‘semi-English medium’) at
secondary level, although English-medium instruction is increasing across the country at ever-ear-
lier ages (Central Square Foundation 2020a).

The teaching of English as a subject at secondary level typically includes the teaching of basic
literacy and language skills (mainly reading and writing) alongside literature studies (e.g. canonical
‘seen texts’ for exams, and a focus on literary features, such as metaphor, rhyme scheme, etc.; e.g.
CBSE 2020). Despite often having little exposure to English outside the classroom, secondary lear-
ners across India are expected to answer exam questions on complex, schematically-unfamiliar texts
and language. In the face of such challenges many teachers resort to rote learning practices to ensure
their learners pass high-stakes exams at grades 10 and 12 (e.g. Bhattacharya 2013; Mody 2013).

Prior research indicates that multilingual practices are widespread in Indian English language
classrooms, although these have not, until very recently, been viewed through a translanguaging
lens (Anderson and Lightfoot 2021). Rahman’s (2013) and Chimirala’s (2017) quantitative categor-
isations of different L1 uses both find evidence of teachers using other languages to explain lesson
content and concepts, translate lexis and scaffold learning. Durairajan’s (2017) review of 19 prior
studies in India reports clear benefits from multilingual practices, including the increased empow-
erment and self-confidence of learners, increased metalinguistic awareness and vocabulary recall.
More recent research that adopts a translanguaging lens includes Anderson and Lightfoot’s
(2021) survey indicating that translingual practices are common in English classrooms across the
country, and Mukhopadhyay’s (2020) small scale study in primary classrooms documenting the
use of translanguaging for classroom management, translation and contrastive analysis. Sathuvalli
and Chimirala (2017) provide evidence of secondary learners’ awareness of the affordances of
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translanguaging during collaborative learning, including to scaffold collaborative thought and to
facilitate English text production. Despite support for these multilingual practices in some for-
ward-thinking policy documents in India (e.g. NCERT 2006), there is also evidence of negative atti-
tudes towards multilingual pedagogy (Rao 2013). Anderson and Lightfoot document what they call
‘guilty translanguaging’ (2021, 1225) and 18% of their respondents reported being told to teach in
English only (1229).

With regard to appropriate terminology to describe the multilingual practices documented
in Indian English language teaching (ELT), Durairajan (2017, 309) prefers the term ‘more
enabled language’ (MEL) to ‘L1’ to describe the alternative to a ‘target language’ such as Eng-
lish, given that most school communities in India typically include learners with a diverse
range of first languages. This MEL is typically the main school (or section) medium of instruc-
tion, also often used among learners in the wider school environment. This paper proposes an
additional term, ‘less enabled language’ (LEL), to refer to the additional language as object of
instruction (English in this paper). This is preferred to ‘L2’ or ‘target language’, as the former
overlooks learners who have prior multilingual repertoires and the latter misrepresents the
most appropriate outcome of multilingual (including FL/SL) education, where the ‘target’ is
multi/translingual competence. In this sense, MEL and LEL avoid the ‘two solitudes assump-
tion’ (Cummins 2007, 223), striking a balance between the aim of FL/SL instruction and an
appropriate outcome for multilingual education. They are contingently used in this paper,
deemed consistent with the weak translanguaging perspective adopted, in which named
languages are recognised as socially valued, while also being regularly transcended and sub-
verted in practice (García and Lin 2017).

A lack of focus on multilingual or translingual practices in expert teacher research

An extensive body of research on teacher expertise offers numerous insights into aspects of expert
teacher (ET) practice and cognition, dating back to the 1980s (Berliner 2004; Sternberg and Horvath
1995). Research designs have typically involved identifying ETs and studying aspects of their prac-
tice or cognition to build detailed understandings of these. Such studies have drawn upon varied
criteria in their selection of participants, from the nomination of school principals (e.g. Toraskar
2015), to receipt of teacher awards (e.g. Yuan and Zhang 2019), measures of learner exam achieve-
ment or teacher achievement on formal programmes (e.g. Tsui 2003). These varied, sometimes
haphazard, sampling strategies are discussed critically by Palmer et al. (2005), who recommend a
two-stage approach to participant recruitment for ET studies, involving the use of multiple criteria
to identify participants reliably.

A notable gap in this extensive literature is a lack of studies on multilingual practices, even
among expert language teachers. While Tsui’s (2003) well-known study in Hong Kong docu-
ments English-only practices in the classrooms of her ET, these may have been influenced by
the English-only national policy in place at the time (255). Other ET studies in FL/SL contexts
(e.g. Li and Zou 2017; Yuan and Zhang 2019) do not focus on classroom practices. The only
prior study that sheds some light in this area is Toraskar’s PhD case study (2015) of three
expert secondary teachers of English in India, all of whom are reported to consciously simplify
their English and make regular use of ‘code-switching’ (288) to translate lexis, explain concepts
and text content, while also allowing their learners to use their L1 if they are unable to
respond in English. However, as multilingual practices were not the primary focus of Toras-
kar’s study, she offers no data from lesson extracts in her findings, nor systematic discussion
of these practices in relation to recent (including translanguaging) literature, thus offering only
limited insights in this area.

This paucity of research into how expert teachers working in FL/SL (or any) contexts make use of
multiple languages in their classroom justifies the current study. This justification is further
strengthened by the comparative lack of studies on translanguaging in Indian education. As
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Lightfoot et al. (2021, 18) observe of Indian classrooms, ‘ … there is a need for greater exploration of
the specific translingual practices that are employed by the teacher and learners and how these
impact on the development of relevant knowledge and language skills’.

Methodology

Research approach and question

This study draws on data from a larger comparative case study investigating the practices and cog-
nition of eight expert teachers of English working in Indian government-funded secondary schools
(Anderson 2021). It addresses the following open exploratory research question:

How do expert Indian teachers of English and their learners use language in the classroom?

Participant recruitment

Appropriate criteria for recruiting participants for teacher expertise studies were identified based on
a reading of available literature (e.g. Bucci 2003; Palmer et al. 2005; Tsui 2005). These potential cri-
teria were then critically evaluated with consideration of the context in question (Indian secondary
ELT). Following Palmer et al.’s (2005) recommendations, a multiple criteria approach (considered
more robust; p. 21) was adopted, allowing for indicators of expertise such as teacher educator roles,
student performance evidence, receipt of teacher awards, professional group membership, higher
qualification and evidence of active CPD in addition to two sine qua non prerequisites: experience
and basic qualification (Berliner 2004; Palmer et al. 2005).

Participants were recruited from one of India’s largest EFL networks through a two-stage
recruitment process, as recommended by Palmer et al. (2005). In the first stage, to ensure equity
of access, an online ‘Expression of Interest’ form was distributed to members of the network
through both mailing lists and social media channels. The form provided a list of potential expertise
criteria, inviting teachers to self-assess these initially. Sixteen respondents met both inclusion cri-
teria (experience and basic qualification) and at least one indicator of expertise and were invited
to video-interview. Of these, 11 responded and underwent video interviews. Two of these could
not guarantee full-time classes during the study period, and one dropped out subsequent to inter-
view due to promotion. The remaining eight participants met at least five potential or likely indi-
cators of expertise (some were confirmed during the interviews, others later in situ) and agreed to
participate in the study. The individual indicators of expertise that each participant teacher (PT)
met are provided in Table 1, which also documents aspects of their specific contexts (discussed
further below). While there is a bias towards one state in the sample (five PTs were from Mahar-
ashtra), a useful balance of both urban and rural contexts, and range of student backgrounds is pre-
sent within the sample.

Data collection and analysis

Based on recommendations for comparative case studies (Bartlett and Vavrus 2017; Stake 2006),
data collection tools included video-recorded lesson observations (21–38 per PT), field notes and
interviews (8–10 per PT) over periods of 13–25 working days each. Learner collaborative dialogue
was recorded during pair and groupwork using audio data recorders when opportunity allowed
(care was taken to collect data only when learners were willing). Interviews invited teachers to
reflect both on their decisions and reflections regarding specific lessons, as well as their personal
theories regarding learning and teaching. In all contexts, relevant permissions were obtained
from local authorities. Informed consent of PTs, learners, parents and headteachers was also
obtained, in line with ethical approval provided by the University of Warwick.
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Individual case analysis involved transcription, translation (when required) and inductive cod-
ing of lessons, interviews and field notes. This process began with initial ‘jottings’ (Miles, Huber-
man, and Saldana 2014, 93) during data collection and moved gradually ‘towards more abstract
categories’ (Atkinson and Hammersley 2007, 153) during the process. Thematic coding of the
wider dataset involved several iterations, from initial topic codes (e.g. building schemata) to
more detailed descriptive ones (e.g. drawing on learners’ lives and experiences). Detailed case
descriptions were written for each PT to facilitate cross-case analysis, which drew on both Bartlett
and Vavrus’s (2017) horizontal comparison and Stake’s (2006) recommendations for the use of case
summaries and case comparison matrices.

For this study, analysis of video, audio and transcribed lesson data facilitated ‘progressive focus-
ing’ (Miles and Huberman 1994, 261) on the languaging practices of both teachers and learners.
Qualitative analysis included drawing upon data that had been thematically coded within the

Table 1. Participants’ experience, markers of expertise and teaching contexts.

Namea
Years

teaching Potential expertise markers
Grades
taught Context; school typeb

Learner
SESc MELd

Vinay 16 MA in English; international scholarship
award; state teacher educator; active
CPD; TA participant; presenter at
national conferences.

7–10 Telangana, rural; small
government school

99%
disadv.

Telugu

Dipika 24 MA in English; state teacher educator;
active CPD; TA participant; presenter at
national conferences.

8–10 Maharashtra, urban;
large government-
aided school

64%
disadv.

Hindi

Raju 13 MA in English; state teacher educator;
above average student achievement;
active CPD; TA participant.

6–10 Telangana, rural; small
government school

99%
disadv.

Telugu

Manjusha 25 MA in English; above average student
achievement; state teacher educator;
curriculum advisor; active CPD; TA
participant; presenter at national
conferences.

8–12 Maharashtra, semi-
urban; large
government-aided
school

84%
disadv.

Hindi

Shekhar 11 MA in English; state teacher educator;
receipt of teacher awards; active CPD;
TA participant; presenter at national
conferences.

9–10 Maharashtra, rural;
large government-
aided school

99%
disadv.

Marathi

Kuheli 25 MA in English; above average student
achievement; state teacher educator;
international scholarship award; active
CPD; TA participant; presenter at
international conferences; multiple
academic publications.

7–11 West Bengal, urban;
large government
school

25%
disadv.

Bangla

Nurjahan 7 MA in English; state teacher educator;
active CPD; TA participant; presenter at
national conferences.

5–10 Maharashtra, semi-
urban; large
government-aided
school

35%
disadv.

Marathi

Gajanan 20 MA in English; district teacher educator;
active CPD; TA participant; presenter at
national conferences.

8–10 Maharashtra, rural;
small government-
aided school

78%
disadv.

Marathi

Note: aReal names are used; after participant validation, participants chose unanimously not to be anonymized (all other names in
the study are pseudonyms). bBoth government and government-aided schools are free for students and non-selective in intake
(Anderson and Lightfoot 2019). cSocio-economic status: disadv. = disadvantaged, based on official government designations
for ‘reservation’ (Government of India 2020). dMore enabled language.

Table 2. Comparison of Teachers’ overall balance of languages used.

Kuh. Vin. Nur. Gaj. Raj. She. Dip. Man. Mean

Average % of MEL 11% 12% 24% 25% 30% 47% 72% 85% 38%
Average % of LEL 89% 88% 76% 75% 70% 53% 28% 15% 62%

Note: Language use percentages were calculated as a proportion of total words uttered by the teacher in transcribed lessons
(Shin, Dixon, and Choi 2020).
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wider dataset for specific pedagogic functions (examples include scaffolding learning, error correc-
tion, language play), which were then analysed in terms of their linguistic content (e.g. translating
text, explaining lexis, translingual discussion) to shed light onto how these functions were achieved.
Quantitative analysis included assessment of overall proportions of different languages used by each
PT (see Table 2) and frequency assessments of specific pedagogic practices to enable links between
language choice and activities to be drawn. This enabled comparison of participants’ and their lear-
ners’ specific languaging practices to identify both similarities and differences, illustrated below
through representative lesson extracts. While PT audio data was complete for each lesson (captured
through a clip-on microphone), learner data collection was more opportunistic, taking place most
often during longer pair and groupwork activities, thus no attempt was made to assess overall MEL/
LEL balance of language use or frequency of functions for learners.

To ensure sufficient rigour and transparency during data collection and analysis, both Maxwell’s
(2012) and Tracy’s (2010) recommendations were followed. This included the collection of rich data
(detailed field notes and photographs alongside audio and video recordings), the provision of thick
descriptions (detailed case descriptions were over 14,000 words for each participant), long-term
involvement (averaging 3–4 weeks in each location), searches for discrepant evidence during
data analysis, and two stages of participant validation (see Anderson 2021).

Findings

Contextual observations

In all contexts the MEL (see Table 1) was the official medium of instruction for some or all subjects
in the school section in which the teacher taught, and in all cases it was also their choice of alterna-
tive language to the LEL (English), with only occasional exceptions, such as in private conversations
with individuals. Some learners also opted to draw upon other languages during pair and group-
work (e.g. Marathi in Manjusha’s classes). Consistent with their experience and qualifications
(see Table 1), all PTs were found to be expert users (Rampton 1990) of both the MEL and the
LEL of their learners.

All PTs, except Kuheli and Nurjahan, had a majority of officially disadvantaged learners (up to
99%; see Table 1). For all but one PT, the English curriculum was observed to be overambitious for
the majority of learners, some of whom were still challenged by basic literacy in English. The excep-
tion to this was Kuheli, the majority of whose learners were from middle-class backgrounds in cen-
tral and suburban Kolkata, and had, on balance, more access to English outside the classroom and
extra-curricular support in their studies. In all contexts, end of year exams assessed English solely as
a written language, including reading comprehension, literature studies and writing tasks alongside
exercises that checked explicit knowledge of aspects of grammar, lexis and basic literacy.

Teachers’ language use practices

All eight PTs made use of both languages (MEL and LEL) in their lessons; occasionally in isolation,
but more often integrated through translanguaging, which was observed in all lessons. However,
there was noticeable variation concerning exactly how they balanced their use of resources from
the two languages (see Figure 1 and Table 2). For five, their languaging was usually LEL-dominant,
with English more often offering the majority of resources used. For two, this was reversed; their
languaging was typically MEL-dominant, with English resources integrated into the MEL. One
PT (Shekhar) used the two languages fairly evenly. Within each PT’s languaging, this balance varied
depending on both activity type and interaction modality (e.g. whole class teaching or tutoring).
Table 2 provides a quantitative summary of each PT’s overall balance between the two languages,
and Figure 1 provides a matrix depiction of how activity type influenced this language blend, reveal-
ing several broad tendencies, but much variation within these.
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LEL-dominant languaging among PTs

Most PTs provided regular exposure to spoken English through their own classroom languaging,
what Raju called ‘creating an English atmosphere’. This was observed during both classroom man-
agement (e.g. giving instructions for activities, which Vinay and Kuheli sometimes did wholly in
English) and informal communication (chit-chat), often at the start of lessons. Topics for
chit-chat included the weather, weekend activities and pastoral concerns. In Extract 1, as Raju is
conducting the roll call, he draws upon a specific affordance (the absence of a regular attender)
to negotiate meaning translingually and enjoy a joke with the learners:

Extract 1:Raju/Obs.19(Gr.7)/04:40(English/Telugu)

T: Eighteen?
S1: Absent.
T: Entra, Shashi Vardhan regular, vachhe
vaadu vastalledu?

S2: Go to village.
T: Ah, he went to village? For, for what?
S2: His grandmother.
T: His grandmother?
S3: Marriage. Marriage!
T: His grandmother’s marriage? (students
laugh)

S2: No, no!
S3: Marriage.
T: Whose marriage?
S2: Chuttalu.
S4: Sodari.
S1: Emantaaru?
T: Ah, his sister’s marriage.

T: Eighteen?
S1: Absent.
T: What, Shashi Vardhan, the one who comes
regularly is not coming?

S2: Go to village.
T: Ah, he went to village? For, for what?
S2: His grandmother.
T: His grandmother?
S3: Marriage. Marriage!
T: His grandmother’s marriage? (students
laugh)

S2: No, no!
S3: Marriage.
T: Whose marriage?
S2: Relatives.
S4: Sister.
S1: How do we say that?
T: Ah, his sister’s marriage.

LEL-dominant languaging was also used by most PTs to provide simple spoken feedback to lear-
ners (e.g. time reminders, praise; see Extract 2), and by one (Gajanan) to convey text content
through simple stories. Three made regular use of the LEL to build schemata (e.g. eliciting prior
knowledge on a topic) and to conduct formative assessment of learning (e.g. checking understand-
ing through questioning strategies), although other teachers made more use of the MEL at such
times.

Figure 1. Teacher language balance by activity type.
Note: The choice of shades of grey in Figure 1 is symbolic, conveying the reality that almost no activity was conducted using one language only.
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Extract 2: Gajanan/Obs.28(Gr.9)/28:30(English/Marathi)

S1: (reading out her answer) Students,
playground, principal, book, education,
teacher, study, library, classes,
homework activities.

T: Activities. Activities in the? (rising
intonation)

S1: [inaudible]
T: Ha, activities. Kute aheta te?
S1: Class, classroom.
T: Classroom madhye. Fine, ha? You have done
a very fantastic job! (smiles)

S1: (reading out her answer) Students,
playground, principal, book, education,
teacher, study, library, classes,
homework activities.

T: Activities. Activities in the? (rising
intonation)

S1: [inaudible]
T: Yes, activities. Where are they?
S1: Class, classroom.
T: In the classroom. Fine, yes? You have done
a very fantastic job! (smiles)

It was notable that the only activity type for which English was usually used monolingually was
the more ‘normative’ (Canagarajah 2013, 108) practice of writing, both on the chalkboard and on
resources, reflecting language use both in exams and official materials (e.g. textbooks), which were
typically English only. Although, even here, one PT (Gajanan), whose learners had among the low-
est levels of LEL-literacy observed, sometimes included MEL annotations to his boardwork (see
Figure 2); others did so only occasionally.

Uses of MEL-dominant languaging among PTs

The most common use of MEL-dominant languaging among PTs was to clarify difficult English
lexis. This included the pre-teaching of specific items before reading tasks and offering translations
in response to learner questions. In Extract 3, Nurjahan is clarifying two related meanings of
‘spring’ in English, which leads to a humorous moment caused by two similarly sounding words
in Marathi ( jhara [spring] and jhaara [spatula]):

Figure 2. Multilingual boardwork.
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Extract 3: Nurjahan/Obs.19(Gr.8)/35:00(English/Marathi)

T: Spring mhanaje jhara. Spring, cha ek artha
jhara? OK here, what does it mean? (pauses,
no response) It springs, it comes out.
Jhara, jhaara nahi, apan tya bhaji talayala
vaparato to jhaara nahi! (students and
teacher all laugh)

T: Spring means (fresh water) spring.
Spring, what does a spring do? OK here, what
does it mean? (pauses, no response) It
springs, it comes out. Spring [झरा], not
spatula [झारा], which you use to fry bhaji!
(students and teacher all laugh)

The MEL was also dominant when teachers were providing explanation of complex concepts,
such as literary devices (e.g. rhyme schemes, simile, alliteration), or aspects of grammar (e.g.
verb tense or article choice). In Extract 4, Dipika is checking learners’ understanding of an exam
letter writing task, using mainly Hindi, although both she and her learners integrate LEL resources
as subject-specific metalanguage (letter, formal, informal) and example terminology (request,
kindly):

Extract 4: Dipika/Obs.28(Gr.10)/29:50(Hindi/English)

T: Ab ham letter likhte, class me. Kitne
tarah ke letter likhte?

SS: Do.
T: Do. Kaunse hota hai?
SS: Formal aur informal.
T: Formal aur informal. Dono ki language ek
jaisi hoti hai kya?

SS: Nahi.
T: Nahi hoti. Formal me ham request, kindly
words use karte, hai na?

T: Now we write the letter, in class. How many
types of letter do you write?

SS: Two.
T: Two. Which ones?
SS: Formal and informal.
T: Formal and informal. Do both have the same
language?

SS: No.
T: No they don’t. In formal ones we use the words
request, kindly, don’t we?

Almost as common was a type of cross-linguistic mediation (Council of Europe 2018), in which
PTs helped learners gain a basic understanding of core curriculum texts that were often too com-
plex (lexically and/or schematically) for learners to read and understand independently in English.
Extract 5 comes from a lesson in which Shekhar mediated a text entitled ‘Be SMART’. He initially
boarded and pre-taught key English lexical items through contextualised explanation. As the lesson
progressed, he integrated these items (e.g. ‘goal’, ‘specific’, ‘area’, ‘improvement’) into MEL-domi-
nant co-text to facilitate understanding and recall while reviewing the five features of the SMART
acronym:

Extract 5: Shekhar/Obs.21(Gr.10)/22:00(English/Marathi)

T: Pahila goal aahe, specific asla pahije
goal. Pahili gosht, specific. Dusara aahe,
area mhnje kshetra. Specific kshetrasathi
asla pahije ani te tharavaycha ka bara?
Improvement aaplyamadhye.

T: The first goal is to be specific. First
thing specific. There is a second area,
meaning area. The area should be specific
and decide whether to make what? An
improvement in yourself.

Also common was the use of MEL-dominant languaging to provide individual support to lear-
ners while monitoring learner-independent work, although this was often found to be differen-
tiated, with PTs using more or less English depending on learner proficiency. In Extract 6,
Nurjahan is monitoring pairwork during a reading comprehension exercise; Gautam is less Eng-
lish-proficient, and Aish more English-proficient:

Extract 6: Nurjahan/Obs.21(Gr.9)/21:50(English/Marathi)

T: Aish done? OK. Show me. Yes.(then to his
neighbour) Gautam, tithe nahi shodhaych.
Shevatche tin paragraph mhanelela.
Sevatacya paragraph madhye uttar aahe ani

T: Aish done? OK. Show me. Yes.(then to his
neighbour) Gautam, it’s not to be found
there. I said the last three paragraphs. The
answer is in the last paragraph, you were

10 J. ANDERSON



ata tu laksa nahi dila apan bolatana. Aish,
help him please. Don’t give your answers.
Try, show him where to find. Kuthe shodhaych
te dakhav tyala.

not paying attention while we were talking.
Aish, help him please. Don’t give your
answers. Try, show him where to find. Show
him where to find.

Learners’ languaging practices

All eight PTs shared a belief in the importance of involving learners’ languages in classroom dis-
course for a number of reasons, including the need to develop learner understanding of complex
content, to build confidence, to increase engagement and to reduce learners’ ‘fear’ of English.
Even Vinay and Kuheli, who sometimes exerted light pressure on their learners to make more
use of English during groupwork interaction, voiced this opinion, as Kuheli reflected on one
occasion after a groupwork lesson:

… I was observing what they were doing in the group. And when I saw that, yes, groups were talking about
points that really matter I would go close to that group and asked them, ‘OK, now, yes, your thinking is right,
and think how you will say that to me in English’.

As such, it is notable that PTs were willing to sacrifice LEL-use opportunities to ensure inclusivity
and engagement, as in Extract 7, when Gajanan invited one eager, but less LEL-proficient learner to
the front of the class to retell a story from a previous lesson:

Extract 7: Gajanan/Obs.12/09:40(English/Marathi)

T: Haa Sandhya, come. (inviting S1 to front of
class)

S1: Sir, Marathi?
T: OK, Marathi, you can try in Marathi first of
all. But briefly, Haa, thodkyat, thodkyat.

T: Yes Sandhya, come. (inviting S1 to front
of class)

S1: Sir, Marathi?
T: OK, Marathi, you can try in Marathi first
of all. But briefly. Yes, briefly, briefly.

The student goes on to recall the story well and in detail, also including a small number of LEL
resources in her MEL-dominant languaging (e.g. ‘officer ca club’ [officer’s club]), demonstrating her
understanding of the story and boosting her confidence in the process. These inclusive attitudes
sometimes contrasted with PTs’ colleagues, several of whom were observed to maintain an Eng-
lish-only rule in their classrooms, reprimanding learners for using the MEL: ‘Who is talking?
Speak English in class’ (field notes).

Notably, the languaging practices of the learners typically mirrored those of their teachers. In
contexts where the teacher’s languaging was LEL-dominant (e.g. Kuheli, Vinay, Gajanan), learners
also used more English, particularly during presentations and whole-class interaction with the tea-
cher (see Extract 2). In classes where the teacher made more use of the MEL, learners were more
likely to address her in MEL-dominant languaging, as S2 does in Extract 8, when protesting to
the teacher that another group had copied their idea to write a cake recipe during a groupwork task:

Extract 8: Manjusha/Obs.11(Gr.9)/14:10(English/Hindi)

S1: (dictating to peer) Ingredients, likho
re. (to another group) Eh! Cake ki mat karo!

S2: (to teacher) Eh, madam, cake ki ham kar
rahe, he na?

T: (reassuring) Eh nahi na. Unki alag hai,
tumhari alag hai.

S1: (dictating to peer) Ingredients, write
it. (to another group) Hey! Don’t write
about cake!

S2: (to teacher) Hey, madam, we’re doing
cake, aren’t we?

T: (reassuring) No it isn’t. Theirs is
different, yours is different.

Collaborative dialogue among learners (e.g. during pairwork and groupwork) was usually
MEL-dominant but meaning focused across all contexts, with varying amounts of LEL resources

JOURNAL OF MULTILINGUAL AND MULTICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT 11



integrated communicatively into discussions. In Extract 9, two of Vinay’s less proficient Grade 7
learners integrate several English lexical units (e.g. place, back, food, there was bread) meaningfully
into their discussion of the answer to a text comprehension question that they are working on,
gradually building their LEL competence within a MEL framework. As in Extract 8, nouns consti-
tute the majority of LEL lexemes that they make use of:

Extract 9: Vinay/Obs.20(Gr.7)/26:30(English/Telugu)

S1: (reading question) ‘Why did the country
mouse go back to his house in the country?’

S2: Akkada place nachaka back poyindi.

S1: Geedane.
S2: Enduku enakku poyindi? Food gitla
nachaka pothey back poyindi.

S1: Food kade gide ade. There was bread, gidi
kadu idi kadu.

S1: (reading question) ‘Why did the country
mouse go back to his house in the country?’

S2: It doesn’t like that place so it went
back.

S1: Here only.
S2: Why did it go back? Food is also not good,
that’s why it went back.

S1: Not food, not this one. There was bread,
not that one.

In Extract 10, two of Kuheli’s more LEL-proficient learners are composing a story together. It
offers evidence of collaborative thought, predominantly in the LEL, as they scaffold each other’s
ideas and share linguistic resources. At this higher level of LEL proficiency compared to the pre-
vious two extracts, these learners seem to be integrating a wider range of LEL resources (e.g. longer
verb and noun phrases) into their discussion:

Extract 10: Kuheli/Obs.25(Gr.8)/24:30(English/Bangla)

S1: Na, tui ar likhisni ota.
S2: Ki? Ami? So at last
S2: last month
S1: we decided
S2: so last month. Dur baba! we have
S1: decided
S2: started
S1: to go, decided to
S2: last month we went
S1: Na, we start korlam, we started to
S2: to go for sea voyage in Indian Ocean.
(writing) Tui onyo kichu lekh.

S1: No, you don’t write that.
S2: What? Me? So at last
S2: last month
S1: we decided
S2: so last month. Oh come on! we have
S1: decided
S2: started
S1: to go, decided to
S2: last month we went
S1: No, we start start, we started to
S2: to go for sea voyage in Indian Ocean.
(writing) You write something else.

Figure 3 shows the composition of S1 from Extract 10, revealing several interesting features of
these two learners’ developing linguistic proficiency: their ability to write in English only to meet the
monolingual writing requirements of their curricular context; their ability to write slightly different
texts (in line with their intention), with both making use of many of the linguistic elements they
discussed; and an emerging LEL competence that, despite rarely manifesting itself monolingually
in their spoken interactions, is nonetheless developing well, beyond the ability of a typical Grade
8 learner in India. This includes, for example, the effective narrative use of two past tense verb
forms and adverbial discourse markers, and an impressive range of low-frequency lexical elements,
appropriate to the nautical theme (port, waves, heavy storm) and drama (worried and scared, get-
ting stronger, crying and calling) of their story.

Learners’ more formal written work (e.g. compositions, exercises, exam practice activities),
usually involved only English, as Figure 3 shows, consistent with the monolingual expectations
of their curriculum. However, informal written work, particularly personal notes or annotations
in textbooks, also included the MEL, most often to record translations of lexical items they were
learning (see Figure 4).
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Discussion

The findings presented here document the languaging practices of eight expert Indian teachers of
English and their learners. As predicted by prior research in India (e.g. Durairajan 2017; Toraskar
2015), all are, to varying degrees, translingual practitioners, making regular, flexible, integrated use
of English and their learners’ more enabled language in the classroom. Certain specific obser-
vations, for example, that the MEL became more dominant during more cognitively challenging
lesson activities, are both logical and consistent with prior research (e.g. Chimirala 2017; Rahman
2013). Less evident in research in Indian contexts, the findings reveal that the expert teachers in this
study are also ‘L1-inclusive’ teachers – in all cases permitting, and often actively encouraging their
learners to contribute in any language, thereby boosting their confidence in their own abilities,
something that these expert teachers did regularly and through multiple means. Importantly, all
reject the ‘English-only’ mantra of earlier approaches (see Rao 2013) and some of their colleagues.

The findings also reveal a wide variation in PTs’ use of resources from the two languages, from
LEL-dominant to MEL-dominant approaches to language teaching. This variation supports prior
findings that there is no optimum quantity of ‘L1 use’, even among expert teachers in the same
national contexts, and that what constitutes an appropriate balance seems to be heavily dependent
on a complex combination of local context, personal beliefs and intended outcomes (Shin, Dixon,
and Choi 2020). Two example vignettes may illustrate this point:

Vinay, as a highly-respected teacher educator at state level, was given comparatively free reign in his small
rural school to engage in the process-oriented approach to teaching that he believed strongly in, enabling
him to develop learners’ LEL proficiency directly, both through his own LEL-dominant interaction with
them and through the extra-curricular project-work activities he gave them. His practices often differed
greatly from his more traditionally-minded colleagues, and were strongly influenced by the international
and teacher research communities he participated in.

In contrast to this, Dipika worked in one of several institutions managed by an educational society with a good
reputation for exam success in an otherwise disadvantaged environment on the edge of a very large urban
slum. It achieved this success through top-down control of curriculum and pedagogy; official materials
were replaced with bilingual exam-focused workbooks, and all teachers were expected to teach English
through the MEL, conduct regular progress tests and meet bi-monthly syllabus completion points. Despite

Figure 3. Student composition extract (monolingual).
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Figure 4. Student multilingual annotations to English text.
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having somewhat different personal beliefs about language learning herself, Dipika recognised and prioritised
these exam-oriented goals for the sake of her learners’ future and her own job security.

Given the multiple differences, particularly in context of work, between Dipika and Vinay, the
wide differences in how and when they translanguaged should not be surprising. Yet, the fact that
both achieved near universal exam pass rates (96% and 100% respectively during the three years
prior to data collection) offers clear evidence that both LEL-dominant and MEL-dominant
approaches can be effective, and that within the complex educational ecosystem found in India,
there can be no one best method when there is such a diversity of starting points and goals.

Translingual socialisation in the classroom

While, in written form, English is often used monolingually in India, in spoken interaction it is
rarely used in isolation from other languages. Its translingual appropriation in varying amounts
into everyday discourse is widespread and authentic social practice (Agnihotri 2014; Sailaja
2011). As such, the diglossic combination of spoken translanguaging and mainly monolingual writ-
ing of most PTs can be seen as equally authentic and reflective of wider social behaviour. Consistent
with Anderson’s vision of ‘translingual teachers’ (2018, 34), the PTs both modelled such practices
and encouraged similar behaviour among their learners, who largely mirrored their teachers’
languaging conventions. In this sense their classrooms constituted ‘site[s] for translingual socializa-
tion’ (Canagarajah 2013, 184), preparing learners for the integrated spoken use of English within
other languages in the wider community, while still enabling them to ‘monolanguage’ (Anderson
2018) in English when required – primarily in their use of written English for examinations. Simi-
larities can also be found to Zheng’s (2017) vision of the translingual teacher, who ‘has the potential
to draw on his/her translingual identities to adopt a translingual pedagogy, but may not necessarily
do so’ (32). Choices of when, how, why and how much to translanguage seem to be influenced by
multiple factors, including institutional (e.g. Dipika’s school policies), personal (Vinay’s beliefs) and
social (norms in wider society), although in many of the instances described above, the choice seems
to have been primarily a pragmatic one, with teachers attempting to balance between strengthening
learners’ LEL resources and ensuring understanding through use of the MEL, a common dilemma
for many foreign and second language teachers (see Rabbidge 2019).

When viewed through a translanguaging lens, several of the practices documented in this study
are of potential interest and worthy of further research in India, including cross-linguistic
mediation (Extract 5), translingual negotiation for meaning (Extract 1), and evidence of MEL-
dominant discourse scaffolding a gradual, meaningful emergence and strengthening of LEL
resources (Extracts 9 and 10). It may be that certain strategies within such practices are either
more or less facilitative of appropriate learning. Unfortunately, as translingual practices are often
frowned upon in language teaching communities in India (Anderson and Lightfoot 2021; Rao
2013), to date there is little discussion of them, even in national policy documents that recognise
multilingual competence as the intended outcome of language education (e.g. Government of
India 2020). While an earlier, forward-thinking position paper offers more useful guidance, it refers
to the need for ‘linguistic purism [to] yield to a tolerance of code-switching and code-mixing if
necessary’ (NCERT 2006, 12, italics added), unwittingly framing as compromise something that
is a natural and authentic practice in wider Indian society.

Considering the findings of this study and others before it (e.g. Durairajan 2017), it can be argued
that India’s heritage of translingual practice deserves to be encouraged and celebrated – rather than
simply tolerated – both in wider society (as is starting to happen in popular art and advertising; Sailaja
2011) and in the classroom. This may require an overhaul of current, essentially colonial, monolingual
norms, and a move towards more multilingual approaches to both learning and assessment. The
‘Languages for Learning Framework’ proposed by Mahapatra and Anderson (2022) offers one vision
for how this may be achieved in India; others may be more appropriate for other contexts.
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Conclusion

I have endeavoured to situate this study of translanguaging in its national (Indian) and pedagogic
(secondary ELT) contexts, where it happens not so much as a political act of self-determination
(Flores 2014), but a socio-pragmatic one, albeit subversive to the monolingual norms of national
curricula. While I present this as the first detailed study of multilingual practices in the classrooms
of any teachers identified as experts, readers should recognise these contextual factors, especially
given how much variation was observed, even within the cohort. Several limitations must also be
acknowledged:

1. While large for a comparative case study, a sample size of eight offers, at best, opportunities for
only tentative generalisations to be made.

2. The fact that data was collected and analysed by one researcher only may have allowed subjec-
tivity to impact on reliability.

3. Despite the long acclimatisation periods involved, the possibility that reactivity (the Observer
effect) has influenced the findings cannot be discounted; both teachers and learners may have
changed their practices either consciously or unconsciously.

4. Due to the challenges of data collection, it was not possible to analyse the overall balance of
MEL/LEL resources in learner language use; this remains a task for future studies.

Nonetheless, the findings of this study are likely to be of interest, not only to policy makers, cur-
riculum designers and teacher educators in India, but also to practitioners working in complex mul-
tilingual environments, particularly across the Global South, where similar constraints and
challenges to those experienced by the participant teachers in this study are often found. Any rec-
ommendations emerging from a single study with only a small sample must be made tentatively at
best. However, given that all eight participants, as expert practitioners, exhibited several important
similarities that had evolved independently of each other in diverse contexts, two recommendations
can be offered with regard to language-use practices in language teaching:

1. In contexts where school learners and teachers share prior, more-enabled languages – as is often
(but not always) found in India – monolingual (e.g. ‘English-only’) policies for language teach-
ing should be eschewed as outdated and counterproductive.

2. Wherever possible, teachers should be encouraged to prioritise learner inclusion in classroom
discourse and activities over maximal target language use, at least in early stages of primary
and secondary foreign language education, both to increase the participation, and to boost
the confidence, of those that might otherwise be alienated from their studies.

A final, methodological recommendation is that studies such as this one, which seek to docu-
ment and disseminate the situated practices of indigenous expert teachers in any realm of edu-
cation, may be more useful in helping to build context-specific models of appropriate good
practice than attempts to ‘import’ approaches from other contexts. This is of particular importance
in the low-income, low-resource environments often found across the Global South, where con-
ditions and challenges may differ radically from those of the invariably privileged, high-income
contexts from which exogenous approaches are often imported; teacher expertise can be found
in any context, it just has to be valued.
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Appendix

Transcription conventions

Lesson extracts are formatted in two columns, with original utterance on left (using Romanized text) and English
only equivalent on right. Lexicogrammatical units from languages other than English are italicised. Extracts use as
few data transcription conventions as possible to prioritise inclusivity for non-specialist readers. Accompanying
actions and paralinguistic/non-verbal features are indicated in round brackets. Symbols used:

T Teacher
S1 Student 1
S2 Student 2
SS Students (two or more)
[झरा] Non-Romanized text (e.g. Devanagari).
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