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Abstract
This systematic review aims to take stock of the cur-
rent knowledge regarding the possible processes, 
challenges, favourable conditions, and potential 
for change involved in translanguaging within and 
across learning settings in the case of multilingual 
children with a migration background engaged in 
disciplinary content learning. This study includes 
94 publications identified and selected following the 
PRISMA guidelines. The results point towards seven 
constitutive and leveraging processes involved in 
translanguaging. Constitutive processes refer to pro-
cesses through which translanguaging practices can 
be enacted (i.e., combining linguistic features attrib-
uted to different named languages; employing semi-
otic features multimodally; translating; comparing). 
Leveraging processes are processes through which 
such practices can be promoted (i.e., collaborating; 
brokering; designing a multilingual linguistic land-
scape). Furthermore, both challenges to and favour-
able conditions for translanguaging in in-school and 
out-of-school settings are linked to efforts to maintain 
and challenge the prevalent monolingual norm at the 
level of policies, institutions, educators, children, and 
caregivers. Finally, building on a boundary-work lens, 
we show that translanguaging involves significant 
potential for change, establishing continuity across 
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INTRODUCTION

The voices, experiences, and worldviews of multilingual children with a migration back-
ground1 are often marginalised during their learning trajectories (e.g., Blackledge,  2001; 
Mallinson, 2024; Rojo, 2010). Moreover, this group of children may face the ‘double chal-
lenge’ of acquiring disciplinary content in a mainstream language2 which they are also si-
multaneously learning (Karlsson et al., 2019; Nygård Larsson & Jakobsson, 2017). Such 
inequality is partly brought forth by the monolingual norm which often characterises main-
stream education, despite the multilingual reality of many people and societies across the 
world (e.g., Asfaha et al., 2023; Jonsson, 2017). Involving a strict separation between the 
language of instruction and children's home languages,3 this norm is usually linked to a 
deficit perspective on children's abilities and to a decapitalisation of home languages in 
institutional spaces (e.g., Cummins, 2000; Gogolin, 2021; Martin-Jones, 2007). In contrast, 
translanguaging emphasises home languages as potential resources in children's learning 
trajectories (e.g., Cenoz & Gorter, 2014; García, 2009). This systematic review aims to take 
stock of the current knowledge regarding the possible processes, challenges, favourable 
conditions, and potential for change involved in translanguaging within and across learning 
settings in the case of multilingual children with a migration background engaged in disci-
plinary content learning.

learning settings for multilingual children with a mi-
gration background; however, this continuity emerges 
in a dynamic interplay with discontinuities for institu-
tional settings and even children themselves.

K E Y W O R D S
boundary work, migration, multilingualism, translanguaging

Context and implications

Rationale for this study: Translanguaging has been proposed as a solution to 
the challenges encountered by multilingual children with a migration background in 
education, but a systematic exploration of this approach is lacking.
Why the new findings matter: The identification of processes, challenges, 
favourable conditions, and potential for change involved in translanguaging provides 
key insights for its further operationalisation.
Implications for policy makers, practitioners and researchers: This review offers 
a systematised and nuanced mapping of the potential involved in translanguaging for 
multilingual children with a migration background. It does so by highlighting the need 
to consider all agents' perspectives as well as the socio-historical embeddedness 
of language practices and choices in (institutional) learning settings. Furthermore, 
this study provides a detailed account of the processes, challenges, and favourable 
conditions involved in translanguaging with home languages and the language(s) 
of instruction, serving as a potential guide for operationalising such a pedagogical 
approach, particularly in formal, mainstream educational settings. The review also 
highlights directions for future research.
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Translanguaging: Origins and overview

The notion of translanguaging emerged in the midst of Welsh revitalisation efforts as a 
pedagogical strategy involving the use of two named languages in input and output 
(Baker,  2011; Lewis et  al.,  2012a, 2012b; Williams,  1994). This construct was expanded 
following the ‘multilingual turn’ in sociolinguistics, an attempt to move beyond an understanding 
of language as a natural, fixed, bound object (Conteh & Meier, 2014; May, 2014). Although 
numerous notions emerged concurrently (e.g., codemeshing, polylingual languaging, 
metrolingualism, transglossia), translanguaging has developed most substantially (Straszer 
et  al.,  2022). Work carried out in the USA and UK led to a broader understanding of 
translanguaging as a linguistic practice, a pedagogical approach, a theoretical construct, and 
a civil rights stance promoting social justice (e.g., Creese & Blackledge, 2015; García, 2009). 
Questioning the boundaries between named languages, translanguaging builds on the idea 
that speakers draw on a single linguistic repertoire (e.g., Creese & Blackledge, 2015; García 
& Kleifgen, 2020). As a linguistic practice, it involves primarily linguistic alternation between 
named languages at the level of orality and literacy, but it also ‘build[s] upon interdependence 
across modalities’ (Poza, 2017, p. 117). As a pedagogy, translanguaging promotes the use 
of linguistic practices involving all learners' linguistic resources to support learning (García & 
Li, 2014a). It is considered to have transformative potential, reducing inequities in education 
for minoritised groups (e.g., García, 2009; Heugh, 2021).

The notion of translanguaging has been criticised for various reasons. While a com-
plete and in-depth account of such critiques is beyond the remit of this article, here we 
pinpoint two key aspects. First, some authors question the polysemic use of the term (e.g., 
Jaspers, 2018; Jaspers & Madsen, 2019), highlighting that there is currently little consensus 
over the conceptualisation of translanguaging and the processes through which it is enacted 
(Bonacina-Pugh et al., 2021). Second, there are also doubts regarding the transformation 
claims involved in translanguaging as a pedagogy. Some authors argue that while translan-
guaging might be experienced as transformative by some learners, it ‘can no longer be 
understood as “a universally empowering educational practice”’ (Mendoza et al., 2023, pp. 
2–3); additionally, empirical doubts over causal relations have also been expressed (e.g., 
Block, 2018; Bonacina-Pugh et al., 2021; Jaspers, 2018).

Despite these critiques, the pedagogy of translanguaging has been operationalised 
across the world in a variety of educational programmes: mainstream classrooms; higher 
education; foreign language education; immersion education; heritage and minority educa-
tion; and content and language integrated learning (Bonacina-Pugh et al., 2021). However, 
such linguistic and pedagogical practices are embedded in different dynamics of linguistic 
diversity which depend to a certain degree on the political and economic division between 
the Global South and the Global North (Asfaha et al., 2023; Bonacina-Pugh et al., 2021; 
Heugh, 2021). In southern schools, long characterised by multiple forms of societal, local, 
and individual multilingualism, translanguaging is partly shaped by colonial and postcolo-
nial histories and hierarchies (Heugh, 2021). In contrast, the linguistic diversity present in 
northern schools, primarily in mainstream classrooms, stems largely from transnational mi-
gration (Bonacina-Pugh et al.,  2021; Heugh, 2021); translanguaging in the latter settings 
thus involves languages with radically different statuses: the usually national, mainstream 
languages of instruction and the often minoritised home languages linked to migration.

While sharing some commonalities, the operationalisation of translanguaging in these edu-
cational programmes and geo-political settings can involve significantly different processes, 
challenges, favourable conditions, and outcomes depending on the ‘contextual differences 
regarding the medium of instruction, language, societal and educational aims’ (Cenoz, 2017, 
p. 193). Consequently, it is fundamental ‘to be wary of lumping all forms of translanguaging 
together’ (Block,  2018, p. 16); instead, we need to consider the socio-historical context, 
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the status of the named languages, and the type of educational settings when exploring 
the dynamics of translanguaging (Canagarajah, 2011a; Cenoz, 2017; Mendoza et al., 2023; 
Prilutskaya, 2021; Zavala, 2019).

Here we focus specifically on translanguaging that involves the home languages of mul-
tilingual children with a migration background as they navigate monolingual mainstream 
schools and out-of-school learning settings. We understand this case as a sub-field of 
inquiry in light of the specific language hierarchies that emerge between home languages 
and the languages of instruction in institutional settings, as well as the consequent struc-
tural disadvantages that these children may experience across their learning trajectory. 
As transnational migration is on the rise, researchers, policy makers, and practitioners are 
considering translanguaging as a potential pedagogical approach in superdiverse class-
rooms. However, given the history of translanguaging, most claims are made based on the 
enactment of such practices and pedagogical approach in learning settings characterised 
either by the presence of regional minority languages (e.g., Wales, the Basque country) or 
officially bilingual learning settings (e.g., the USA). Research conducted in these settings 
is not necessarily generalisable to the case of multilingual children with a migration back-
ground in mainstream education. Although this approach is discursively believed to hold 
a lot of promise for this group, there is currently a lack of systematic synthetisation of the 
relevant available research. Some key questions that emerge are: What forms and shapes 
does translanguaging have in such contexts? What prevents and levers it in these learning 
settings? How can it help this specific group? Carrying out a systematic review is a way 
of proposing answers to these questions based on a synthesis of the currently available 
literature.

Linguistic diversity and migration: educational tensions between a 
monolingual norm and translanguaging

Gogolin (1997, 2011, 2021) suggests that, despite the multilingual reality of learners, some 
of today's education systems can still be characterised by a so-called ‘monolingual habitus’, 
defined as ‘the deep-seated habit of assuming monolingualism as the norm in a nation’ 
(Gogolin, 1997, p. 41). When encountering multilingualism due to migration, many schools, 
especially those in the Global North, reproduce a monolingual norm characterised by strict 
language separation: the mainstream language is legitimised for both learning and social 
integration while home languages are relegated to the private realm (e.g., Duarte,  2019; 
Martini & Torregrossa, 2023).

A monolingual norm may place multilingual children with a migration background at a 
disadvantage, albeit not deliberately (Gogolin, 2011). These children are often formally 
and informally assessed through a deficit lens: perceived as ‘lacking’ language (e.g., 
Menken,  2013; Rosa,  2019), they are at a higher risk of being tracked at lower levels 
of education, placed in repeat classes, or special education (Cataldo-Schwarzl, 2022). 
Furthermore, they may face the double challenge of learning (new) content through a 
language they are still acquiring (e.g., Nygård Larsson & Jakobsson, 2017; Seilstad & 
Kim, 2020). Consequently, they may experience difficulties in following instructions, mak-
ing sense of new concepts, acquiring subject-specific registers, or demonstrating pre-
viously or newly acquired (subject-specific) knowledge (e.g., Bonomi, 2020; Le Pichon 
et al., 2021). Additionally, in this context home languages often hold a lower status than 
the language of instruction, particularly when intersected with aspects such as socioeco-
nomic status, nationality, race, or religion (e.g., Blommaert et al., 2006; Van Der Wildt 
et al., 2015). Children often internalise this linguistic hierarchy (Moraru, 2019), perceiv-
ing their home languages as ‘lacking any didactic capital’ (Van Der Wildt et al.,  2015, 
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p. 171), or their literacy practices as inferior (Daniel & Pacheco, 2016). Simultaneously, 
culturally and linguistically embedded forms of knowing disciplinary content can become 
delegitimised against the mainstream ones, silencing children whose home language is 
not the language of instruction (Chronaki et al., 2022). This may lead to feelings of exclu-
sion and demotivation (Cunningham & Little, 2022; Dávila & Bunar, 2020). Consequently, 
while the dynamics of inequality faced by this group are embedded in an intersection of 
multiple aspects, a monolingual norm may play a significant role in a potentially lower 
academic achievement and emotional well-being of multilingual children with a migration 
background (e.g., Fry, 2007; Yilmaz, 2021).

Challenging the monolingual norm and a subtractive approach to bilingualism, 
translanguaging represents an additive orientation (Cummins, 2019) which encourages 
the use of home languages alongside mainstream ones. For multilingual children with a 
migration background, the transformative potential of translanguaging refers to it acting 
as a bridge between home, school and out-of-school learning settings, closing the gap 
between their ‘different life-worlds’ (Ticheloven et al., 2021, p. 3). As such, bringing home 
languages in institutional settings is claimed to change the negative consequences of 
the monolingual norm mentioned above. In disciplinary content classrooms,4 such prac-
tices are held to substantially enhance access and engagement with subject-specific 
content, while challenging unequal social structures and shaping learners' bilingual sub-
jectivities (e.g., Afitska, 2020; García & Leiva, 2014; Le Pichon et al., 2021). Although 
less researched, translanguaging practices in out-of-school settings, such as museums 
or library science programmes, are also linked to similar benefits (e.g., Kwon,  2022; 
Ryu, 2019).

However, many questions arise regarding translanguaging within and across learning 
settings in the case of multilingual children with a migration background. Such linguistic 
practices and pedagogical approaches pose specific complexities which still need to be 
systematically mapped out (e.g., French, 2016; Kim & Choi, 2021; Pierson et al., 2021).

Translanguaging: Previous reviews

The existing reviews of translanguaging focus on: synthesising how this notion has 
been defined and exemplified (Bonacina-Pugh et  al.,  2021; Chaka,  2020; Conteh,  2018; 
Poza, 2017); outlining the learning contexts in which it has been operationalised (Bonacina-
Pugh et al., 2021; Özkaynak, 2023; Prilutskaya, 2021); or describing general research trends 
(Xin et al., 2021). A more specific cluster of reviews are linked to English teaching and learn-
ing. Prilutskaya (2021) focuses on the affordances of translanguaging pedagogies in relation 
to English teaching and learning in general, and Huang and Chalmers (2023) explore the 
effects of translanguaging interventions for learning English as a foreign language (EFL). Lu 
et al. (2023) analyse translanguaging in educational programmes which employ English as 
a medium of instruction (EMI) and content and language integrated learning (CLIL), while 
Hopkyns and Hillman (2024) focus on translanguaging in EMI in higher education in six Gulf 
Cooperation Council countries. Another cluster of reviews pays attention to the relationships 
between translanguaging and literacy development. Machado (2017) examines how teach-
ers may foster diverse literacy practices in early childhood education through translanguag-
ing, biliteracy and culturally sustaining pedagogies. Similarly, Salmerón (2022) focuses on 
the potential of translanguaging for developing the writing practices of elementary multilin-
gual children. Shank Lauwo (2021) examines the implications of multiliteracies and trans-
languaging in language and literacy education in Africa. An emerging cluster focuses on 
different geo-political settings: Asfaha et al. (2023) explore translanguaging pedagogies in 
the Global South, while Fuster and Bardel (2024) provide a critical review of translanguaging 
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in Sweden. Finally, Bosma et al. (2023) focus on how translanguaging may support the de-
velopment of the bilingual lexicon.

These reviews provide a rich overview of how translanguaging has been conceptual-
ised, defined and operationalised in different learning settings, with different groups and 
in different geographical locations. However, what is currently lacking is a synthesis of 
studies that examine translanguaging involving the home languages of multilingual chil-
dren with a migration background in mainstream education, particularly as they engage in 
learning content in and across different learning settings. As argued above, we consider 
this case a sub-field of inquiry due to the consequences of specific languages dynamics 
on the learning trajectory of this group. Previous reviews do not offer answers to the most 
pressing questions regarding this group and settings, such as: the forms translanguaging 
can take in such settings, the obstacles and the levers to implementing such an approach, 
or its potential for these children. Furthermore, the vast majority of the current reviews 
focus more or less directly on different facets of language learning. Given the ‘double 
challenge’ experienced by this group in education (learning content through a language 
that they are also simultaneously learning), it is necessary to systematise the available 
information regarding the use of translanguaging for content learning involving the home 
languages of children with a migration background.

The present study

Aim and research questions

This systematic review aims to identify, synthesise and analyse the possible processes, 
challenges, favourable conditions, and potential for change involved in translanguaging 
within and across learning settings in the case of multilingual children with a migration 
background engaged in content learning. The study has three focal points.

First, it concentrates on translanguaging involving home languages linked to transna-
tional migration. Given the importance of considering the status of the named languages 
when exploring translanguaging (Canagarajah, 2011a; Cenoz, 2017; Mendoza et al., 2023; 
Zavala,  2019), we highlight that such languages enter specific dynamics with the main-
stream languages in institutional settings, leading to their (partial) minoritisation. Although 
admittedly broad and complex, this category represents a fruitful common denominator 
when attempting to throw light on the particularities of translanguaging in the case of multi-
lingual children with a migration background.

Second, the review focuses on translanguaging connected to disciplinary content learning 
and teaching, therefore excluding studies centred solely on language learning and teaching. 
For multilingual children with a migration background this has become a key area of interest 
due to the ‘double challenge’ of simultaneously learning a new language and subject matter 
through that language (Cummins,  2008; Nygård Larsson & Jakobsson, 2017) as well as 
dealing with epistemological differences (Chronaki & Planas, 2018; Ryan et al., 2021).

Third, the review synthetises studies focused on translanguaging within and across differ-
ent learning settings. While translanguaging is historically linked to schooling (Conteh, 2018; 
Duarte,  2019), this review responds to the call for expanding the research to out-of-
school learning settings, such as the home or community contexts (Axelrod & Cole, 2018; 
Back, 2020; McCarthey et al., 2020; Prilutskaya, 2021).

Focusing on translanguaging within and across learning settings in the case of multi-
lingual children with a migration background engaged in content learning, we address the 
following research questions:
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	 (i)	 What processes are involved in translanguaging?
	 (ii)	 What challenges may hinder translanguaging?
	(iii)	 What are favourable conditions for translanguaging?
	(iv)	 What potential for change does translanguaging hold?

A boundary-work lens

To better comprehend the potential for change that translanguaging holds, which 
is relevant for our fourth research question, we use a boundary-work lens building 
primarily on Akkerman and Bakker  (2011). These authors suggest that boundaries 
imply discontinuities in action and interaction across different settings and practices. 
For multilingual children with a migration background a monolingual norm in institutional 
settings can represent a boundary. When schools and other learning settings establish 
the mainstream language in society as the only legitimate one, these children may 
experience discontinuities in language practices and learning. For example, as seen 
above, they may not have the opportunity to express previous knowledge learned in the 
home language at school. Such discontinuities put them at a disadvantage compared to 
peers whose home language matches the school language.

In this context, translanguaging has been directly and indirectly interpreted as a form of 
boundary crossing. Boundary crossing refers to ways of ‘(re-)establishing continuity’ in ac-
tion and interaction (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011, p. 152). Having been characterised as soft-
ening, challenging, pushing or breaking linguistic boundaries (e.g., Charamba, 2022; Creese 
& Blackledge, 2015; García & Lin, 2017), translanguaging is held to have the potential to 
change or transform the lived realities of multilingual children by establishing continuity in 
language practices in and across learning settings, enhancing their academic achievement 
and emotional well-being. However, this focus on continuity is often rooted in an understand-
ing of translanguaging practices as ‘released … from social external conventions’ (García 
& Li, 2014b, p. 23), and not subject to language hierarchies (García, 2009, p. 78). Various 
authors advocate instead an examination of translanguaging as emerging in contexts char-
acterised by specific socio-historical conditions (Canagarajah, 2011b; Lee, 2015; Mendoza 
et al., 2023).

When examining the potential for change held by translanguaging, it is important to 
look beyond a mere process of (re-)establishing continuity. Building on Gieryn  (1983, 
1999), Fisher  (1989), Thompson Klein (1996, 2021), and Akkerman and Bakker  (2011), 
we understand boundary work as encompassing the ongoing efforts involved in boundary 
creation, maintenance, and crossing. By focusing on boundary work more broadly, we 
argue that discontinuities in one direction may simultaneously imply continuities in other 
directions (and vice versa) and that boundaries are neither given nor fixed (Akkerman & 
Bakker, 2011). This lens invites considering whether the potential continuity involved in 
translanguaging might also lead to or even require the potential creation of new bound-
aries and discontinuities given that such practices are embedded in particular socio-
historical conditions. This allows a more nuanced understanding of the potential for 
change involved in translanguaging.

METHOD

This systematic review followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews 
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines for identifying and selecting publications (Page 
et al., 2021).

 20496613, 2025, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/rev3.70069 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [09/06/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



8 of 46  |      MORARU et al.

Databases and search strategy

The search was conducted in February 2023 in six databases: Scopus, WoS, ERIC, APA 
PsycInfo, SciELO, EBSCO Sweden. In the first four databases, the search terms employed 
were “(translang*) AND (pedagog* OR educat* OR learn* OR teach*)”. Given the limited 
scope of the last two databases, we focused only on the notion of translanguaging, also 
using translated versions of the root word in the corresponding languages: “translang* OR 
transleng* OR transling*” (SciELO) and “transspråk*” (EBSCO Sweden). Three filters were 
applied across all databases when possible: (1) search terms to be found in the title, abstract 
or keywords; (2) peer reviewed articles and chapters; (3) languages of publications: English, 
Spanish, Portuguese, French, Romanian, German, Swedish (see Supporting Information 
File 1 for all search strings). We chose to include only peer-reviewed publications with the aim 
to ensure a core level of quality, given that such publications are usually (blindly) reviewed 
by at least two researchers as well as the editorial teams involved in the publishing process. 
We did not limit the year of publication in our search in an attempt to include the broadest 
possible array of relevant literature. The total number of records was first deduplicated 
using Endnote; subsequently, the first author marked and removed the rest of the duplicates 
manually employing an Excel spreadsheet.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

A screening protocol with ten inclusion and exclusion criteria was designed (see Table 1).

Screening

The screening consisted of two phases and was carried out using an Excel spreadsheet. 
First, all publications included after deduplication were manually screened based on their title, 
abstract and keywords. The main author reviewed all publications, while the fourth author 
reviewed a part of the publications (n = 100) independently for inter-rater reliability purposes. 
The two reviewers then compared their results and resolved the disagreements together. 
Cohen's kappa was 0.82 which demonstrates excellent inter-rater reliability. Throughout the 
entire process, the first author also discussed specific cases with the second and third 
author.

Second, all publications retrieved were screened for eligibility based on the entire text. 
The first author reviewed the total number of studies. This was done in collaboration with the 
second author when there was a lack of clarity over one or various inclusion criteria.

Quality assessment

Initially, the main criterion that was employed to ensure a base level of quality was that the 
included publications should have appeared in peer-reviewed journals or books indexed in 
one or more of the six databases mentioned above. Additionally, we carried out a quality 
assessment check for all included publications. For this process, five key criteria were 
employed:

	 (i)	 there is congruity between the research methodology and the research question/
objectives;

	 (ii)	 there is congruity between the research methodology and the data collection methods;
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	(iii)	 there is congruity between the research methodology and data analysis;
	(iv)	 there is congruity between the research methodology and the interpretation of results;
	 (v)	 the conclusions drawn in the research report flow from the analysis/interpretation of the 

data.

These criteria correspond to a selection of the elements included in the JBI Critical 
Appraisal Checklist for Qualitative Research (Aromataris et al., 2024). We selected these 
five criteria as they can account for congruity across the entire research sequence. This pro-
cess was carried out by the first and fourth author: each author independently assessed half 
of the publications. Cases of uncertainty expressed by the fourth author were also assessed 
by the first author, who made the final decision. A table with the final results is available on 
Open Science Framework (OSF).

Coding and analysis

The full text of the publications was qualitatively examined using NVivo 14 and guided by 
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke,  2006). Two types of data were extracted from each 
publication: (i) identifying information (e.g., country); and (ii) details that could serve answer-
ing the research questions. For the latter, a two-cycle coding process was chosen (Miles 
et al., 2013; Saldaña, 2013), which roughly corresponds to the six phases of thematic analy-
sis suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006).

The first cycle consisted of familiarising ourselves with the data and generating initial 
codes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This involved combining both deductive and inductive cod-
ing. Deductive coding, generated following the research questions, led to four key codes: 
(1) processes; (2) challenges; (3) favourable conditions; and (4) potential for change. Each 
code was then divided in two configurations of learning settings: school and out-of-school. 
Afterwards, inductive coding and sub-coding was carried out with a focus on the results, 
discussion, and conclusion of each publication. The second cycle involved searching for 
themes, reviewing themes, defining, and naming themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 87). The 
coding scheme can be accessed on OSF.

RESULTS

The search generated 2983 records. After deduplication, there was a total number of 1569 
records which were screened in the first phase. Following this screening, 152 publications 
entered the second phase. Given that 7 publications were not retrieved, 145 were screened 
in the second phase. A total of 94 publications were included in this systematic review (see 
Table 2). Figure 1 provides the PRISMA flow diagram which accounts for the search and 
screening results.

All publications were deemed of sufficient quality to be included. Out of 94 studies, 87 
fulfilled all five key criteria. The other seven studies were not fully transparent about at least 
one key criterion—for example, how the data was analysed (1, 13, 32, 36, 57)—or were less 
conventional in terms of academic style and reporting (9, 52). These seven studies did bring 
forward relevant and insightful information, but we did not draw any major conclusions solely 
based on any of them.

Most studies were conducted in schools (86 out of 94) with mainstream monolingual pro-
grammes and characterised by linguistic heterogeneity at classroom level (79 out of 86). Out-
of-school studies (8) and across school and out-of-school studies (4) included after-school 
programmes, libraries, museums, faith schools, and homes. Most were geographically 
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located either in North America (47) or Europe (41) and a minority in Australia (6). All studies 
were written in English, with two exceptions (Swedish). The vast majority of publications 
declared having employed ethnographic-oriented research methods (80). Fewer studies 
employed mixed methods (12), while strictly quantitative methods, such as questionnaires, 
were the ones used least (2). The majority of the studies employing ethnographic-oriented 
research methods as well as mixed methods often triangulate a wide variety of data, such as 
interviews, classroom observations, classroom audio- and video-recordings, and artefacts. 
As such, they also capture a wide range of perspectives, often combining children's and 
teachers' perspectives. Many of these studies involve intensive and prolonged fieldwork: a 
period or one or more years (25 studies), six or more months (14 studies), or three or more 
months (7 studies). See Table 2 for a full overview of the publications included.

F I G U R E  1   PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for new systematic reviews which included searches of databases 
and registers only.
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The rest of the results section follows the four research questions regarding the possible 
processes, challenges, favourable conditions, and potential for change involved in translan-
guaging. The second and third subsections (challenges and favourable conditions) are di-
vided in two parts, corresponding to school and out-of-school settings. The first and the 
last two subsections (processes and potential for change) focus on translanguaging across 
learning settings, which means they no longer follow the same structure. We refer to the 
publications in the set with numbers rather than names as a compromise between ensuring 
readability and providing an informed overview of the extent of literature: 15 or fewer refer-
ences are included to indicate completeness, while 3 examples of references indicate that 
more than 15 publications refer to the same point. Authors' names are included for direct 
quotes or specific cases.

RQ 1: Processes involved in translanguaging

Translanguaging, understood here as both a type of linguistic practice and a pedagogical 
approach, is depicted in the reviewed literature as involving a variety of complex, dynamic 
and interlinked processes that seem to defy categorisation. We distinguished seven key 
processes. Here we offer a description of these processes and a proposal for unpacking the 
links between them.

We divided the seven processes into constitutive processes and leveraging processes. 
Constitutive processes refer to the processes through which translanguaging practices can 
be enacted: (i) combining linguistic features attributed to different named languages; (ii) 
employing semiotic features multimodally; (iii) translating; (iv) comparing. Leveraging pro-
cesses are processes through which such practices can be promoted: (v) collaborating; (vi) 
brokering; (vii) designing a multilingual linguistic landscape.

Translanguaging is seen here as a dynamic practice whose core is the first constitutive 
process: combining linguistic features attributed to different named languages. This first pro-
cess can emerge either on its own or in successive or simultaneous combinations with one 
or more of the three other constitutive processes (e.g., 17, 31, 55). Leveraging processes can 
be additionally combined to further enhance the enactment of the translanguaging practices 
(e.g., 27, 43, 16). However, if any of the six processes emerges without the first constitutive 
process, we do not consider the resulting practices as translanguaging.

Translanguaging practices thus involve either solely the first process or combinations of 
the first process with one or various other processes. Such combinations depend on myriad 
conditions, such as language competence, classroom composition or access to specific re-
sources. Consequently, countless combinations of the seven processes can emerge, each 
combination yielding new linguistic practices that are different from the practices involved in 
each individual process. As such, we acknowledge that the seven processes may overlap 
and emphasise that our categorisation represents one way of unpacking them.

Constitutive processes

Four constitutive processes involved in translanguaging were identified: combining linguistic 
features attributed to named languages, employing semiotic features multimodally, translat-
ing, and comparing. These processes refer to how translanguaging practices are enacted.

Combining linguistic features attributed to different named languages
The core constitutive process involved in translanguaging is combining linguistic features 
attributed to different named languages from a person's entire linguistic repertoire. This 
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combination can emerge at multiple levels, such as: employing home languages in a setting 
characterised by a mainstream language; drawing on different named languages at the level 
of reception and production; across different linguistic modalities; within the same modality 
among different interlocutors; or within the same modality through what is also known as 
inter-sentential, intra-sentential or intra-word-level code-switching.

Despite this complexity, several key elements were identified. In all settings, the most 
common practice is producing oral practices either combining linguistic features from the 
home and mainstream languages (e.g., 14, 67, 81) or only using the home language in con-
texts characterised by the prevalence of a different mainstream language (e.g., 13, 61, 78). 
An equally common practice is writing employing both the home and mainstream language, 
or using the home language only (e.g., 6, 50, 66). The next most common practice is reading 
either multilingual materials or materials written in the home language (e.g., 8, 19, 46). The 
combination of linguistic features attributed to different named languages usually happens 
simultaneously at various levels and across different linguistic modalities—the exact config-
uration depending on specific circumstances.

Employing semiotic features multimodally
While translanguaging can involve only combining linguistic features attributed to different 
named languages in one linguistic modality (e.g., oral), or across different linguistic modali-
ties (e.g. oral and written), these practices can also emerge in complementarity with various 
non-linguistic semiotic features (9, 12, 22, 25, 30, 43, 45, 48, 60, 65). Such elements can be 
gestures, gaze, or other body movements (e.g., 23, 37, 91). Other combinations of linguistic 
and non-linguistic semiotic features can be linked to: drawings, images, and general visual 
support (e.g., 26, 40, 87); dictionaries and online translations tools (e.g., 91); bilingual glos-
saries, children-created dictionaries, anchor charts, organisers, dual-language flashcards 
(e.g., 38, 89, 90); videos, audio recordings, webpages, or language kiosks in museums (e.g., 
22, 45, 78); or online content-specific platforms (48). Translanguaging practices are thus 
multimodal practices; they can involve simultaneously combining a wide range of linguistic 
and non-linguistic semiotic features in a vast number of ways that build on each other.

Translating
Translating is one of the most reported processes across the surveyed literature. At school, 
children are the main agents who translate from the mainstream language(s) to home lan-
guages; such translations concern mainly key notions employed in content classrooms, as 
well as instructions and even whole texts (e.g., 37, 55, 88). Children can also translate their 
work conducted in the home language for the rest of the class (e.g., 60, 78, 85). In fewer 
cases, teachers engage in producing and offering translations of key notions and material in 
the children's home languages (e.g., 10, 42, 45). However, teachers and children often work 
together to identify the need for translations, to provide the necessary tools and to employ 
them in the undergoing tasks. Such collaboration also emerges in out-of-school learning 
settings, such as at home or museums between children, caregivers and siblings (5, 44, 46) 
or in after-school programmes among children or facilitators (74).

Comparing
Making cross-language comparisons is a widely employed process (18, 33, 35, 58, 61, 66, 
78). Such comparisons allow highlighting similarities and differences at the level of vocabu-
lary, grammar rules and syntactic structures (25) and are useful for drawing connections 
across linguistic repertoires and modalities (26). Attention is given primarily to vocabulary 
and, in particular, to cognate instruction and discussion (18, 25, 33, 36, 58, 78, 94). Apart 
from oral comparisons, other options are multilingual word walls, anchor charts and (false) 
cognate walls (20, 45, 55, 61, 90). Additionally, epistemic and cultural comparisons can 
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also be drawn upon. Christensen (2022) and Nap et al. (2023) refer to comparisons of nu-
meral systems across languages in terms of writing, pronunciation, and formation. Prediger 
et al. (2019) and Christensen (2022) highlight how similarities and differences in mathemati-
cal discourses and conceptualisations can be traced across languages and cultures.

Leveraging processes

Three leveraging processes were identified: collaborating, brokering, and designing a mul-
tilingual linguistic landscape. These processes refer to how translanguaging practices, en-
acted through the constitutive processes outlined above, may be promoted and facilitated.

Collaborating
Collaborating with people who share a similar linguistic repertoire is one of the most common 
processes through which translanguaging practices can be leveraged. Especially at school, 
this process can materialise through peer-collaboration, often in the form of planned 
teacher-initiated language pairs or groups (e.g., 10, 60, 74). Additionally, peer collaboration 
can be child-initiated, as a result of children's needs. Such interactions often emerge when 
translanguaging is not actively encouraged, but there is certain flexibility regarding language 
use; in other cases, such interactions directly defy the language norms in the classroom 
and are often silenced (2, 5, 19, 27, 31, 41, 51, 56, 63, 89, 91, 94). In out-of-school settings, 
particularly after-school programmes, peer collaboration in language groups is also a 
common form of leveraging translanguaging practices (18, 74). Collaboration among siblings 
at home (44) and collaboration between children and caregivers during museum visits (11, 
46) have also been shown to foster translanguaging practices.

Brokering
Brokering refers to people—brokers—acting as a bridge between worlds by introducing ele-
ments from one practice into the other (Wenger, 1998). At school, professional staff such as 
bi-/multilingual teaching/classroom assistants can function as brokers (1, 16, 21, 28, 29, 36, 
38, 40, 41, 72, 78, 79, 80, 91). They establish continuity between the home and the school 
(38) by enabling children to navigate schooling by translating between languages, curricu-
lum, school systems (38, 41) and cultures (72). They legitimise children's prior knowledge, 
experiences and linguistic practices with their home languages (21, 29, 38).

When multilingual classroom assistants are not available, children act as brokers (e.g., 
16, 40, 73). Children with a higher competence in the mainstream language are usually 
enlisted as brokers to help their peers and teachers understand each other by interpreting 
and translating (e.g., 8, 23, 80). While this process is often employed as a first step towards 
basic access to instructions and content, brokers can also engage in higher-order meaning-
making with their peers (23, 41, 91). At home, older siblings can act as brokers for younger 
siblings by using and building knowledge in two named languages when helping with home-
work (44).

Designing a multilingual linguistic landscape
This process generally involves visibly displaying children's home languages through 
posters, signs, flags or authentic materials, such as dual language books (8, 24, 39, 43, 45, 
52, 55, 80). Multilingual linguistic landscapes are often created by educators, but they can 
also be (co-)created with/by children. Often, these signs have a symbolic function, affirming 
children's multilingual identities and enhancing their sense of belonging. They can also 
have a pedagogical purpose, particularly when children translate and display key lesson 
vocabulary (4, 18) or their multilingual work (24, 93).
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RQ 2: Challenges to translanguaging

This section presents the potential challenges that may hinder the promotion and production 
of translanguaging practices in different learning settings. While there are multiple interlinked 
challenges to translanguaging, a common denominator is the prevalence of a monolingual 
approach reproduced at the level of policy, institutions, teachers, children, and caregivers.

Challenges to translanguaging at school

Policy level
Language policies at national or regional level can reproduce a deficit model of multilin-
gualism and a monoglossic ideology by implementing a monolingual curriculum and test-
ing regime (1, 15, 19, 24, 25, 29, 31, 47, 53, 62, 66). This usually involves a focus on what 
children must learn in content classrooms and an invisibilisation of their previously acquired 
knowledge and skills (47). Furthermore, policies are sometimes informed by misconceptions 
surrounding language and content matter, such as the idea that certain disciplines (e.g., sci-
ence) are relatively language-free, building the expectation that children with lower skills in 
the language of instruction should navigate content with ease (47). Conversely, the lack of 
explicit policies (7, 54) can form a challenge to translanguaging.

Institutional level
At the institutional level, the most salient challenges to translanguaging are traditional 
monolingual language ideologies, policies, and practices (4, 6, 20, 25, 51, 61, 62, 66, 76, 
85, 91, 93). When the mainstream language is recognised as the only legitimate one at 
school, children with a migration background are perceived by some school leaders as 
being ‘in need of language’ and possessing ‘an illegitimate form of language’ (Ascenzi-
Moreno et al., 2016, p. 207). As such, schools frame home languages as barriers to learning 
both academic content and the target language (6, 20, 51), which is why it is thought that 
children with a migration background need to be separated from their home languages to 
achieve academic success (4). This represents one of the most significant challenges to 
translanguaging in content classrooms.

When a translanguaging approach is considered at an institutional level, the most com-
mon challenge is lacking financial resources for materials, staff, or training (15, 32, 43, 
71). Other challenges can be school leaders' lack of knowledge of how to implement this 
approach; seeking generic and external solutions; adopting a top-down approach (4); and 
placing the responsibility on few people, making it potentially unsustainable (32). Another 
potential challenge is a mismatch between a declared institutional support for translanguag-
ing and the actual monolingual teaching and assessment practices expected of teachers 
and children (1, 15, 20).

Teacher level
Most challenges to translanguaging are reported among teachers. The strongest challenges 
to translanguaging in content classrooms seem to be teachers' monolingual ideologies 
materialised through different attitudes and practices (7, 35, 54, 80). First, teachers often 
place a strong focus on children's need to learn the mainstream language(s) through an 
immersion approach that promotes strict language separation (2, 6, 7, 15, 31, 62, 68, 
80). Consequently, home languages are sometimes framed as barriers to acquiring the 
mainstream language in the content classroom (1, 2, 61, 83, 84); this can entail a normative 
perspective on language mixing understood as an illegitimate form of expression, or ‘broken’ 
language (31), which might lead to children getting confused (84). Second, home languages 
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are sometimes portrayed as leading to the potential exclusion of speakers who do not share 
the same linguistic repertoire (31, 61, 68) and to disruption or misuse of a ‘secret’ language 
to annoy others or to swear (31, 68). Often, teachers in content classrooms report feelings 
of losing control, discomfort, and distrust associated with home languages (2, 18, 25, 32, 
35, 80, 84). Third, there is also some reported scepticism among teachers regarding the 
benefits of translanguaging for learning (7, 84).

Even when translanguaging is considered a desired practice in the content classroom by 
teachers, there are still challenges to overcome. Lack of training is one of the most signifi-
cant challenges that hinders implementing translanguaging and accepting it as legitimate (1, 
2, 3, 7, 15, 30, 43, 47, 48, 60, 61, 83, 86, 91). This can lead to discrepancies between positive 
attitudes to translanguaging and actual monolingual practices (2, 7, 15, 30, 31) and a super-
ficial implementation of translanguaging through: passive acceptance of home languages 
rather than active encouragement (26, 31, 32, 74, 80, 91); the use of home languages only 
for symbolic purposes, very low stakes, or only as a scaffold for the mainstream language 
in content classrooms (1, 31, 58, 80); or a lack of connection between translanguaging and 
content through relevant task design and meaningful activities (35, 47, 80, 86, 87, 93).

Finally, teachers in content classrooms also encounter practical challenges: time con-
straints often related to the pressure to comply with the curriculum (1, 9, 13, 15, 20, 31, 45, 
48, 80); lack of financial resources (76, 80); lack of language competences to fully support 
and assess children when making sense of content using home languages (1, 30, 40, 81, 
53); and a lack of collaboration with other teachers (45, 71, 83, 90).

Child level
The first and most salient challenge to translanguaging at child level is connected to an 
internalisation of monolingual institutional norms. Particularly at the beginning of trans-
languaging interventions, children may be reluctant to use their home languages in insti-
tutional settings, feeling shame or fear (1, 6, 8, 18, 31, 63, 75, 77, 83). Children may also 
fear that using their home languages may exclude others (29), or they may fail to see how 
translanguaging can help them learn (86). In one study children declared a fear of confu-
sion, perceiving home languages as barriers for learning the mainstream language, or 
as an additional effort leading to tiredness (84). Second, numerous studies highlight that 
high linguistic diversity in the content classroom can represent a significant challenge 
for translanguaging (1, 10, 18, 20, 24, 81, 51, 66, 78, 87, 93). Third, additional challenges 
can be: (il)literacy in the home language (1, 6, 20, 78, 79); a general low competence in 
the home language (84) paired with a lack of subject-specific vocabulary or academic 
register (1, 40, 78); or a range of diverse competences in the home languages in the 
classroom (20). However, there may be stark differences between teachers' and chil-
dren's perceptions of language competences and actual competences. Exemplary is the 
case highlighted by Cataldo-Schwarzl (2022), where a teacher in a German mainstream 
classroom expressed scepticism regarding a child's language competences in Turkish, 
but when translanguaging was implemented, the child was able to carry out all tasks in 
Turkish.

Caregiver level
Three studies show that caregivers' attitudes may also represent a challenge to 
translanguaging at school. At the beginning of translanguaging interventions, families 
expressed concern that such an approach might prevent their children's acquisition of 
the mainstream language or lead to social exclusion (52, 84). Another study highlights a 
teacher's concern that caregivers might not be in favour of translanguaging (83). The first 
and most detailed study mentions that caregivers' attitudes quickly changed in favour of 
translanguaging due to children's enthusiasm and educational progress fostered by this 
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approach (52), the second study does not provide any further information (84), and the third 
study does not mention any actual opposition on the caregivers' side (83).

Challenges to translanguaging in out-of-school settings

The studies on out-of-school settings provide scarce information regarding potential 
challenges to translanguaging. In a library-based science learning programme, two 
challenges were reported: (high) linguistic diversity and the instructor not sharing the 
linguistic repertoire of the participants (82). Another study indicates that family members may 
sometimes reproduce separatist language ideologies or lack subject-specific vocabulary in 
the home language, making it difficult to engage in translanguaging for content learning (44).

RQ 3: Favourable conditions for translanguaging

This section introduces the key favourable conditions for translanguaging in and out-of-
school. However, this section should not be read as a ‘recipe’ for how to implement this 
approach in the future. A shift from a monolingual to a translanguaging approach is usually 
a long process that requires efforts at different levels and the consequences of adopting 
translanguaging will always remain dependent on specific contextual factors.

Favourable conditions for translanguaging at school

Policy level
Some studies show that local policies can represent favourable conditions for valuing home 
languages in education (80); regional policies can support curricular changes in teacher 
education programmes (43); and national policies can enhance the availability of digital 
multilingual resources (12). However, one study highlights that even if policies at national 
level may encourage multilingual practices at school, they are not always applied in practice 
if teachers' ideologies are not aligned with such policies (2).

Institutional level
At the institutional level, there are several, interlinked favourable conditions for 
translanguaging. A flexibilisation of school language policies (4, 20, 33, 55, 80, 83) coupled 
with changes in the school leaders' attitudes towards multilingualism and translanguaging 
(4, 21, 25, 55, 89) through training (4, 20, 52, 71, 81) represent some of the most significant 
favourable conditions. It may also be useful to: collect information on multilingual children's 
linguistic needs (52); ensure that teachers get enough time both inside and outside the 
classroom for implementing this approach (1, 4, 20); and offer access to resources, such as 
multilingual staff or technology (1, 21, 32).

Furthermore, collaborative leadership (4, 81) and collaborative teaching (4, 32) may be 
propitious for promoting translanguaging. Rather than imposing a top-down policy, provid-
ing teachers autonomy and support to enact leadership in language policy changes is key 
(4, 33, 52). As such, teachers should be positioned by the school as the main experts and 
‘creative forces in forging new practices’ (Ascenzi-Moreno et al., 2016, p. 209) starting from 
their own contexts (10, 20, 28, 52, 80).

A final favourable condition refers to schools involving caregivers and the wider com-
munity in children's formal learning process. First, schools can offer caregivers institutional 
access through: multilingual orientation materials; discussions regarding their linguistic 
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backgrounds and needs; or even support learning the mainstream language (4, 6, 21, 32, 
43). Second, the most significant way of involving caregivers is by positioning them as fun-
damental agents supporting children's content learning (12, 16, 20, 25, 75, 83, 86, 93). This 
can mean designing tasks tapping into the experiential, linguistic, and content knowledge of 
the caregivers and wider community. Involving caregivers can represent a favourable condi-
tion for translanguaging at school; simultaneously, translanguaging can also be a favourable 
condition for fostering a strong connection between the school and the home.

Teacher level
Most favourable conditions are reported among teachers in content classrooms. Key elements 
are teachers' existing or emerging positive attitudes to multilingualism, home language, and 
translanguaging (5, 7, 10, 16, 26, 60, 81, 83); active efforts to shift from a monolingual to 
a language-inclusive approach (24, 49, 63, 77, 86, 89); and a critical perspective towards 
educational inequalities (5). These three elements can be activated through training (3, 4, 
15, 16, 25, 30, 54, 55), but they can also develop in time, while a translanguaging approach 
is implemented.

Having access to information about children's linguistic repertoires, competences, and 
literacies (8, 16, 18, 20, 65, 66, 86, 89, 90) is a key favourable condition. Teachers in content 
classrooms knowing what children can do with their languages is significant considering the 
translanguaging tenet to base instruction on ‘students' actual language practices, or from 
the bottom up’ (Daniel & Pacheco, 2016, p. 661).

The explicit introduction of classroom norms that legitimise translanguaging practices (17, 
36, 55, 80) is also a favourable condition. Studies show that teachers in content classrooms 
need to actively encourage children to engage in translanguaging practices (75, 78, 85) 
by: helping children identify their language and literacy practices as valid (17); scaffolding 
translanguaging (17); explicitly and systematically inviting and reminding children of the pos-
sibility to translanguage (36, 47, 76); as well as modelling translanguaging (23, 47, 89, 93).

Teachers having a common linguistic repertoire with children can be a favourable con-
dition for translanguaging at school (5, 35, 50, 70, 71, 78, 91, 93). However, several studies 
show that it is not necessary for teachers to speak children's home languages to implement 
translanguaging in content classrooms (16, 36, 40, 55). In such cases, teachers need to be 
willing to ease control, learn to be comfortable with their lack of understanding, and trust 
children (2, 9, 30, 61, 83). Additionally, teachers can also position themselves as language 
learners or decoders of children's home languages, for symbolic, modelling, and/or peda-
gogic purposes (24, 30, 34, 65, 89, 93).

A final favourable condition refers to designing translanguaging tasks starting from a 
disciplinary content perspective (66) and helping children ‘identify disciplinary reasons for 
translanguaging’ (Pierson et al., 2021, p. 789). This condition emerges in light of translan-
guaging often being used mainly either for symbolic purposes or as a scaffold for (non-
content-related) mainstream language learning even in content classrooms (36, 79, 89), and 
not as a means to build conceptual knowledge.

Child level
The first and most important favorable condition is that children are positioned as experts 
in their linguistic repertoire, as well as active agents in their learning and decisions over 
language practices (9, 12, 20, 31, 32, 34, 42, 45, 55, 61, 83). Second, children's existing or 
emerging positive attitudes towards multilingualism are also important favourable condi-
tions (8, 31, 77, 85). Third, while some studies contend that it is important for children to be 
literate in their home languages (1, 79), Duarte (2019) highlights that children do not neces-
sarily need an overall high proficiency in their home languages ‘to engage in cognitively 
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demanding talk, as even receptive skills or youth jargon were shown to be useful resources 
for interthinking’ (p. 163).

Favourable conditions for translanguaging in out-of-school settings

Some studies contend that out-of-school learning settings offer more flexibility regarding 
language use, which is why translanguaging sometimes emerges with more ease there 
than at school (19, 64). The information identified in the out-of-school studies partially 
mirrors the favourable conditions pertinent at school: literacy in the home language (19); 
translanguaging tasks designed from a disciplinary content perspective (74); the instructor 
setting linguistic expectations (82); availability of multimodal resources (46); caregivers' 
efforts (46); children's agency (46); and the presence of other people sharing the linguistic 
repertoire of the child (44, 82).

RQ 4: Potential for change held by translanguaging

The reviewed literature illustrates that translanguaging holds significant potential for 
change associated with advancing equitable educational opportunities for multilingual chil-
dren with a migration background. To provide a nuanced examination of this potential for 
change we adopt a boundary-work lens: while stressing the boundary crossing potential in 
translanguaging, and the continuity such practices can establish for multilingual children 
with a migration background, this lens also highlights that such practices might simultane-
ously trigger and require new boundaries and, therefore, certain discontinuity for some 
agents.

Continuity across home and school

Translanguaging can involve boundary crossing, leading to continuity in language practices 
and learning across home and school for multilingual children with a migration background. 
Approximatively two-thirds of the reviewed publications suggest that drawing on the linguistic 
resources and experiences that children bring from home and other out-of-school settings 
can support in-school learning in general and disciplinary content in particular (e.g., 21, 40, 
80).

A large number of studies give insights into how translanguaging can grant children ac-
cess to curriculum and instruction, affording (basic) comprehension of subject-specific con-
tent, particularly for children with a low proficiency in the mainstream language (5, 26, 31, 
33, 48, 50, 52, 55, 69, 72, 73, 83, 90, 94). Also, translanguaging can enable children to 
express themselves, demonstrating their understanding and content knowledge in formative 
and summative tasks or assessments (1, 6, 23, 25, 30, 36, 45, 53, 55, 61, 65, 71, 89).

Furthermore, translanguaging is strongly linked to disciplinary meaning making (3, 19, 
23, 36, 55, 66, 70, 71, 87). The literature shows that drawing on home languages in the 
classroom has the potential to facilitate and enrich children's conceptual understanding of 
subject-specific content (27, 67, 40), and not only scaffold mainstream language learning 
and teaching as a transitional strategy (89). Translanguaging may support the development 
of disciplinary concepts and skills through four key ways: (i) processing subject-specific con-
tent and deep thinking (31, 45, 56, 60, 65, 71, 79, 87, 94); (ii) comparing different languages 
and conceptualisations, helping build links between languages and content matter (1, 24, 
41, 66, 67, 72, 73); (iii) contributing to bringing forth previous knowledge, experiences and 
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perspectives from different learning settings; and (iv) supporting the development of multi-
lingual disciplinary literacies (3, 26, 31, 36, 60, 61, 85, 89). Wu et al. (2018) exemplify how 
translanguaging can support disciplinary meaning-making in a science class: starting from a 
written task in English, three children discuss the meaning of the words ‘photoreceptor’ and 
‘receptor’ in English and Spanish, some claiming they are different notions, while others ar-
guing they are the same. Translanguaging allows them to ‘discuss the validity of a scientific 
idea’, a key feature of making sense of scientific knowledge (Wu et al., 2018, p. 120).

Additionally, translanguaging has been linked to increasing children's participation and 
engagement in learning (10, 12, 13, 20, 38, 80); their confidence as (multilingual) content 
learners (3, 16, 16, 33, 36, 41, 55, 60, 90); and their motivation for learning (52, 75, 81). 
It can also support peer collaboration and community building (e.g., 22, 35, 77). For ex-
ample, Morales and DiNapoli  (2018) show how translanguaging helps a group of Latinx 
12th-graders develop mathematical understandings of a complex exponential function by 
collectively persevering through a series of failed attempts.

Translanguaging can also have a powerful socio-emotional role, bridging children's 
worlds (8, 73, 84, 89). It can show difference is accepted (47) and support a sense of inclu-
sion and belonging (21, 55, 71). Furthermore, translanguaging can support the maintenance 
and development of both home languages and mainstream languages (1, 6, 19, 36, 41, 42, 
60, 72, 84), playing a role in the empowerment of bilingual speakers (e.g., 6, 10, 21) and their 
identity construction, marking, and negotiation (42, 47, 51, 73, 77, 81). Focusing on a science 
teacher who promotes translanguaging to create a fun and caring relationship with and 
among children, Qin and Beauchemin (2022) show that ‘the emotional, relationally engaging 
classroom talk’ enabled by translanguaging can create ‘ways of being together’ (p. 9) that 
sustain children's learning of disciplinary content.

Continuity across home and other out-of-school settings

Translanguaging can also establish continuity across home and other out-of-school settings 
for multilingual children. Translanguaging in after-school programmes, science programmes, 
museums, or faith schools can support (collaborative) disciplinary meaning making (14, 19, 
46, 64, 74, 82), mirroring the results from in-school settings. Focused on after-school science 
learning programmes, Ryu (2019) shows that translanguaging can represent a key factor in 
thinking, processing, and forming ideas about scientific phenomena, while Suárez (2020) 
shows how translanguaging aids children when problematising and sharing ideas about 
electrical phenomena. Ryu  (2019) also suggests that translanguaging allows participants 
to negotiate multifaceted positions, fostering bonds through which playfulness or frustration 
can be enacted. This can promote children's participation and engagement, as well as 
validate their ‘rightful presence’ as central, rather than marginal agents in science activities. 
Similarly, translanguaging can facilitate building bonds and equalising positions between 
children and caregivers when making sense of disciplinary content (14, 46).

Interplay between continuity and discontinuity

From a broad standpoint, translanguaging challenges oppressive, monolingual language 
ideologies, disrupting to a certain extent the prevalent linguistic hierarchies (e.g., 23, 
50, 85). As such, the continuity established for multilingual children as discussed above 
simultaneously requires and triggers a change materialised through redrawing the 
boundaries around monolingual norms and practices. This change may be experienced as 
a form of discontinuity, particularly by institutional agents. However, this interplay between 
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continuity and discontinuity is highly dynamic: several studies show that after implementing 
a translanguaging pedagogy, the language ideologies and practices of educators, children, 
and caregivers change towards a more comprehensive view of the child and less resistance 
to the use of home languages in the classroom (8, 52, 55, 77, 83, 85, 90). Consequently, the 
experience of discontinuity is not static, but can change over time, in close connection to the 
change in practices. Particularly when a translanguaging pedagogy is accompanied by its 
political dimension of promoting social justice, it can help the struggle against the linguistic, 
social, and educational inequalities multilingual children with a migration background 
encounter (1, 43, 48, 57).

At a more granular level, translanguaging may also involve the creation of potentially new 
boundaries, generating certain forms of discontinuity. It is particularly challenging to differ-
entiate between the reproduction of the challenges to translanguaging resulting from the 
dominance of the monolingual norm, as shown above, and the emergence of entirely new 
boundaries as a consequence of translanguaging. Acknowledging this complexity, here we 
suggest three potential discontinuities generated by translanguaging.

First, translanguaging can involve some discontinuity in interaction among people who 
do not share similar linguistic repertoires. For example, Ünsal et al. (2018a) focus on how 
four children with a Turkish background made sense of electric phenomena in a Swedish 
class. The children encounter significant challenges expressing themselves using longer 
utterances in Swedish but face almost no limitations when working in language groups and 
translanguaging in Turkish and Swedish. However, during the group activity the children 
seldom interact with other peers and, when using Turkish, the teacher does not follow their 
interactions. Nevertheless, the children draw on different linguistic features attributed to 
named languages depending on their interlocutors, being able to fluidly and rapidly move 
from a conversation in Swedish with the teacher, to a Turkish-Swedish conversation in the 
language group, and then to a class discussion in Swedish. We consider that the study 
showcases a complex interplay between continuity and discontinuity: the children face dis-
continuity trying to express themselves in Swedish and they experience continuity when 
translanguaging in Turkish and Swedish. The continuity enabled by translanguaging for the 
children also involves a simultaneous discontinuity between these children, the rest of the 
class, and the teacher. However, this discontinuity is only partial and temporary, the interplay 
between continuity and discontinuity being swift and having no negative consequences. Yet, 
experiences of exclusion or conflict can happen (2, 10, 51, 65, 83). Cataldo-Schwarzl (2022) 
shows that particularly children with unique home languages in the classroom can feel 
excluded and frustrated when they cannot translanguage using their home language with 
peers. At the same time, teachers in content classrooms across various studies feel that 
their inability to understand what the children say or write in their home languages may pre-
vent them from having control over the teaching and learning process (2, 18, 25, 32, 35, 80, 
84), from providing children the necessary support when engaging with content (1, 30, 40, 
81, 53), and from designing and interpreting translanguaging in assessments (30).

Second, a translanguaging pedagogy requires time. Translanguaging may, at times, mean 
covering content at a slower speed, leading to potential tensions with the curriculum (1, 13, 
53, 84). It may also require more time for planning and preparation for educators (1, 61, 83, 
90). When institutional expectations and working conditions are not adjusted to the reality of 
multilingual children, translanguaging can simultaneously lead to certain forms of continuity 
for children, enabling them to make sense of content, and to certain forms of discontinuity for 
teachers, who may not be able to comply with top-down expectations and practices.

Third, linked to the previous point, one study suggests that translanguaging may some-
times involve missed opportunities to practise subject-specific content in the mainstream 
language to gain mastery (49). As such, while continuity for multilingual children may be 
established through translanguaging enabling access and disciplinary sense making, it may 
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also simultaneously involve a potential discontinuity materialised through the shorter amount 
of time spent mastering that content in the mainstream language. We highlight that this find-
ing is not supported by similar claims in other studies. Furthermore, one study indicates that 
translanguaging may not always support children in passing standardised, monolingual tests 
(47). While this is not a discontinuity caused by translanguaging per se, but rather by policies 
functioning as boundaries for children with a migration background, attention must be paid 
to the alignment between classroom practices and standardised assessment realities.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The aim of the present review was to take stock of the current knowledge regarding the 
possible processes, challenges, favourable conditions, and potential for change involved in 
translanguaging within and across learning settings in the case of children with a migration 
background engaged in disciplinary content learning.

The review distinguished seven interlinked processes which we further divided into: con-
stitutive processes (combining linguistic features attributed to different named languages; 
employing semiotic features multimodally; translating; comparing); and leveraging processes 
(collaborating; brokering; designing a multilingual linguistic landscape). Translanguaging 
practices may involve either the first process, or combinations of the first process with one or 
various other processes, the resulting constellations depending on specific contextual con-
ditions. Distinguishing these processes across the publications included and our proposal 
of unpacking the links between them can contribute to better understanding which linguistic 
practices can be considered translanguaging and which cannot. It can also facilitate further 
operationalising this approach in different learning settings. This responds to calls for more 
clearly defining the term for pedagogical purposes (e.g., Treffers-Daller, 2023, 2024).

Furthermore, this review highlighted that the challenges and favourable conditions 
for translanguaging in schools can be found at the level of policies, institutions, edu-
cators, children, and caregivers. The most significant challenge is the prevalence of a 
monolingual norm across all these levels, influencing people's ideologies, attitudes, and 
practices. Consequently, most favourable conditions refer to ways in which a monolin-
gual norm can be overcome. Although most research was carried out in schools, out-
of-school settings tend to mirror these results. Apart from confirming the findings of 
previous research which highlights the existence of a monolingual norm in mainstream 
education and its consequences (e.g., Gogolin, 2021; Martin-Jones, 2007; Rojo, 2010), 
this study also provides deeper insights into the levers involved in the implementation of 
translanguaging.

Finally, we examined the potential for change involved in translanguaging through a 
boundary-work conceptual lens. While transformative claims have been previously ques-
tioned (e.g., Jaspers,  2018; Jaspers & Madsen,  2019), this review found that translan-
guaging does hold significant potential for change for multilingual children with a migration 
background by generating continuity in language practices and content learning across 
home and institutional settings. Perhaps the most compelling finding in this regard is that 
translanguaging may not only support basic access, but also facilitate and enrich conceptual 
understanding of content. However, simultaneously, translanguaging also involves certain 
forms of discontinuity, especially for institutional learning settings, and, to a smaller degree, 
for children. Consequently, the emergence and promotion of translanguaging involves an 
ongoing, dynamic interplay between discontinuity and continuity, whose characteristics are 
socio-historically situated. These findings are in line with other researchers' claims that the 
opportunities provided by translanguaging experienced as transformative by some agents 
may lead to and even require the emergence of new social walls for other agents (e.g., 
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Jaspers & Madsen, 2019). The proposed interplay can serve as a guiding tool for research-
ers in making sense of translanguaging practices and for practitioners when deciding how 
to shape interactions in different learning settings.

The findings of this review are strictly based on studies focused on translanguaging in-
volving the home languages of multilingual children with a migration background engaged in 
content learning within and across different learning settings. Consequently, they respond 
to specific language dynamics and socio-historical conditions which involve processes of 
linguistic minoritisation due to migration (Bonacina-Pugh et al., 2021). A consequence of 
this focus was that all reviewed studies were conducted in the Global North, despite not 
employing a country-specific criterion. Consequently, although the review is intended for 
a global readership, not all its findings can be easily extrapolated to different educational 
settings (e.g., complementary language education, foreign language education) or to socio-
political educational contexts where the dynamics between named languages are signifi-
cantly different (e.g., South Africa, Hong Kong). Nevertheless, the proposal of unpacking 
the processes involved in translanguaging can represent a springboard for analysing such 
practices in other settings as well. Additionally, the insight that translanguaging involves an 
interplay between continuity and discontinuity for different agents is expected to be rele-
vant for other contexts, although it would entail different particularities embedded in specific 
socio-historical conditions.

Limitations

One limitation refers to the use of contested categories to discuss translanguaging, such as 
‘languages’. While we agree with Turner and Lin (2020) who suggest that the significance 
of named languages in social practices and learning settings needs to be considered, 
translanguaging still resorts to the categories of a structuralist understanding of language 
as a fixed code in spite of its attempts to go beyond it (Orman, 2013). Although beyond 
the remit of this article, we acknowledge that this study also employs the same categories 
and, therefore, reproduces an examination of translanguaging based on languages as fixed 
codes.

Another potential limitation refers to the search strategy employed, having decided to in-
clude only articles and book chapters. While this decision was taken with the aim of ensuring 
a base level of quality in light of the peer review process, the results of the present study 
may have been enriched had we decided to also employ other publications, particularly MA 
and PhD theses.

An additional limitation could be the chosen databases. Although in this study we em-
ployed six key databases, an even more comprehensive option would have been to access 
more country- or language-specific databases. This may have led to more search results in 
different languages. It is important to note, however, that attempts were made with several 
databases, such as Dialnet (focused Hispanic scientific literature); however, at the time of 
carrying out the search, access to this database was not an option for our team.

Future research directions

A fruitful area for further work is examining translanguaging in out-of-school settings 
and across different learning settings (Axelrod & Cole,  2018; Back,  2020; McCarthey 
et al., 2020). Although the existing literature sheds light on some aspects involved in such 
learning settings, this area is still underdeveloped. Both institutional learning settings—
such as after-school programmes, museums, libraries, or complementary schools—and 
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non-institutional settings—such as the home or the neighbourhood—need to be recog-
nised as key elements in the (content) learning trajectory of multilingual children with 
a migration background. Adopting a ‘life-wide perspective’ (Akkerman & Bakker,  2019) 
may explain how language practices are negotiated across multiple learning settings. 
Additionally, across all learning settings there is a need to pay closer attention to the 
voices of children and caregivers.

Furthermore, following Pierson and Grapin (2021) we suggest a closer focus on the re-
lationship between disciplinary meaning making and translanguaging. More research is 
needed to determine what tools, strategies, routines, or design principles would ensure that 
translanguaging practices involving home languages are best aligned with learning and 
teaching disciplinary content. As such, while the processes identified here do not seem to 
be linked to specific disciplines, additional research is needed to better understand whether 
certain processes or sequence of processes are more appropriate for certain age groups, 
disciplines, content learning goals, languages, or linguistic competences among learners. 
This is particularly important for advancing towards a pedagogical approach whose purpose 
is not just offering basic access to content but focuses instead on how such language prac-
tices facilitate deep thinking and higher-order meaning making.

Methodologically, the vast majority of the reviewed studies employ a qualitative approach 
which often involves a triangulation of ethnographic research methods. Future research that 
draws on qualitative approaches is recommended due to its potential to offer rich interpreta-
tions of complex phenomena, considering multiple layers and perspectives, as well as peo-
ple's linguistic practices, beliefs, and values (Bonacina-Pugh et al., 2021). This is particularly 
significant given the embeddedness of translanguaging practices in the wider language 
dynamics and social processes which characterise particular learning settings as well as 
the fact that many mainstream classrooms are linguistically superdiverse. Furthermore, we 
propose that an additional avenue is to conduct design-based or (explorative/critical) action 
research in local collaborative partnerships in combination with ethnographic or mixed meth-
ods research. Such research can provide further insights into how and when the leveraging 
processes work. Finally, if measuring effectiveness is the sought-after aim, future research 
could involve longitudinal cohort studies or experimental studies; in particular, experimental 
studies can also have the potential to examine the underlying mechanisms and the potential 
challenges for the individual when engaging in translanguaging. Our position in the debate 
regarding the methodological underpinnings of future studies focused on translanguaging 
(e.g., Anderson,  2023; Bonacina-Pugh et  al.,  2021; Li,  2022; Prilutskaya,  2021; Treffers-
Daller, 2023) is that each approach can contribute significant empirical evidence and can 
help inform a comprehensive understanding of the topic.

Finally, more attention needs to be paid to the specific socio-historical conditions and 
power relations involved in the emergence and promotion of translanguaging practices. 
Following Jaspers (2018), we highlight that a sole attention to language risks invisibilising 
other structural elements that may mark the dynamics of social (in)equality. Similar to au-
thors such as Ortiz et al. (2020) and Al Battashi (2022), we advocate a broader perspec-
tive that focuses on how the intersection between categories such as language(s), race, 
class, and gender marks the learning trajectory of multilingual children with a migration 
background.

Implications for policy and practice

First, the findings show that the challenges to and favourable conditions for translanguag-
ing in school settings respond to broader dynamics involving ideological stances as well as 
national or institutional policies, rather than (only) classroom and discipline-specific aspects. 
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An implication for practice is that efforts towards translanguaging in content classrooms 
need to consider the entire linguistic ecology of an institution and prioritise the agency 
of the children, families, and educators, rather than providing (only) top-down technical, 
discipline-based solutions. It is also important to note the asymmetry between efforts to 
maintain a monolingual norm and efforts to implement a translanguaging approach in light 
of the socio-historical prevalence of the former. Consequently, policy makers and educators 
should consider that the shift from a monolingual to a translanguaging approach cannot take 
place automatically once (classroom) norms are established, may need time and effort to 
be successfully implemented and, therefore, requires investment from all agents involved. 
In turn, careful attention should be paid to the expectations around and evaluation of such 
interventions; in some cases, the outcomes of translanguaging may be identifiable when 
a more comprehensive approach towards learners is employed, rather than standardised 
measurements aiming to show effectiveness in a short amount of time.

Second, engaging in professional development seems to be a key beneficial endeavour 
for all educators interested in promoting translanguaging. Professional development can 
focus on elements such as examining the role of language in reproducing social asym-
metries; reflecting on the potential benefits of reframing home languages as resources in 
children's learning trajectories; and learning how to design disciplinary content classes, 
tasks, and assessments that take into consideration children's entire linguistic and cultural 
repertoire.

Third, a recommendation is for educators to trust that children will engage with content, 
to allow themselves to not have the control at all times, and to adopt a comprehensive view 
of the child by legitimising their knowledge, skills, and voice, even if it is in a language not 
shared by everybody in the classroom.

Fourth, at the policy and institutional levels it may be significant to reflect on how the 
curriculum impacts social (in)equality and the role that language plays in such dynamics. 
Strongly linked, it is recommended for policy makers and educators to critically engage with 
the consequences of monolingual assessment policies, particularly for newcomer children. 
If a translanguaging pedagogical approach is desired, schools should also consider how 
time is allocated, both inside and outside the classroom, and the fact that a collaboration 
between school leaders, educators, children, and families can represent a potentially rich 
line of action.

Fifth, a sole focus on translanguaging might not be sufficient to profoundly modify so-
cial asymmetries and solve all challenges that multilingual children face within institutional 
settings. Consequently, it is worth considering how translanguaging can complement other 
critical and social justice approaches in education, such as culturally responsive teaching 
(Moody & Matthews, 2020), dialogic teaching (Planas & Chronaki, 2021), funds of knowl-
edge (Wilson-Lopez & Acosta-Feliz, 2022), pedagogies of care (Qin & Llosa, 2023), or de-
colonial pedagogies (Li & García, 2022).

In conclusion, this systematic review contributes to the key debates around translan-
guaging involving the home languages of multilingual children with a migration back-
ground within and across multiple learning settings engaged in disciplinary content 
learning. We hope that this study will be of interest to scholars, educators, and families 
who are trying to visibilise and valorise linguistic minoritised children's voices as a way 
towards social equality.
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Endnotes
	1	This group is understood here from a broad perspective, including children and youth who have at least emerging 
competence in two named languages, a home language and a mainstream language, and count with a family 
history of migration, regardless of generation.

	2	Here, the dominant language in society and, most often, the language of instruction at school.
	3	Here, an often minoritised named language linked to migration which is learned and employed mainly at home.
	4	Here, classrooms where the focus is on language as a medium of instruction and not as a subject of instruction. 
Henceforth ‘content classrooms’.
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