
 

 

 

 

Working Papers in 

 

Translanguaging and Translation 
 

Paper 28 

 

 

 

 

Translanguaging engagement: Dynamic multilingualism and 

university language engagement programmes 

 
Jessica Bradley 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Please reference as: 

Bradley, J. (2017). Translanguaging engagement: Dynamic multilingualism and university language 

engagement programmes (WP. 28). (http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/generic/tlang/index.aspx)  

http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/generic/tlang/index.aspx


 2 

Key words 

 

Translanguaging, engagement, modern languages and cultures, multilingualism, 

education 

 

Introduction 

 

This article takes the form of a thought piece (cf. Ding, 2016). Its purpose is to 

consider the possibilities of my current doctoral research, which focuses on dynamic 

multilingualism and multimodality in community arts, when applied to the broad area 

of university language engagement with children and young people in schools and 

colleges. I write this article towards the end of my doctoral study: after three years of 

research I am due to submit my thesis at the beginning of the next academic year 

(October 2017). Writing a thought piece of this kind, therefore, has a number of 

purposes. It aims to develop and articulate an evolving dialogue between my current 

research and my previous practice in educational engagement for languages and arts. 

In so doing I start to sketch out the implications of my research within the broader 

arena of languages and cultures, and particularly in terms of engagement with these 

subjects in schools and colleges. It brings into contact translanguaging (e.g. García 

and Li Wei, 2014; Otheguy et al., 2015; MacSwan, 2017) as one particular lens for 

understanding dynamic multilingualism, empirical evidence drawn from an 

ethnographic research project with multilingual street artists, and university languages 

engagement work with schools and colleges. I consider a current example of research-

led engagement work, LangScape Curators (Atkinson and Bradley, 2017; Bradley et 

al., 2018), to sketch out possible directions for research and practice in this area.  

 

As a thought piece it is also unfinished. It is a starting point. It sets out a number of 

questions, ones which I will continue to ask and to find answers to over the course of 

the next few years. Questions that will also – I know – lead to more questions. But it 

is also an attempt to draw together threads from a series of projects – research and 

practice-based - and articulate the commonalities between them. The anthropologist 

Tim Ingold has developed a taxonomy of lines, in which he writes about threads and 

traces. A thread, he explains, is ‘a filament of some kind, which may be entangled 

with other threads or suspended between points in three-dimensional space’ 

(2016[2007]:42). A trace is ‘any enduring mark left in or on a solid surface by a 

continuous movement’ (p.44)
1
.  Writing, and in this case, bringing together multiple, 

diverse, often conflicting, threads of research and practice, is a deliberate act of 

meaning making. As Ingold explains, these threads can also become traces and traces 

can become threads. In doing so, I hope that some of these threads will become traces, 

or, ‘enduring marks’. And some of the traces will become threads, entangled together 

into new ideas. 

 

The meshwork is a concept Ingold borrows from Henri Lefebvre (Lefebvre, 

1991:117-18; Ingold, 2016:84) to describe the ‘entanglement of lines’ (ibid). For 

Ingold, these lines are ‘the trails along which life is lived’ (ibid). The meshwork 

                                                        
1 There are also two more categories of lines according to Ingold’s taxonomy. These are ‘the 
cut, the crack and the crease’ which form by ‘ruptures in the surfaces themselves’ (2016:46) 
and ‘ghostly lines’ which he uses to describe lines which are ‘visionary or metaphysical’ 
(p.50).  
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provides a useful metaphor for a doctoral research project and the thesis writing 

process as a deliberate articulation of the meshwork. I start by describing my current 

research project, as one entanglement or meshwork of threads. Here I am situating 

this research within the broader context of my previous professional practice in 

languages and arts engagement, setting out the traces of my previous practice and my 

current research. These are put into dialogue, giving examples from my research and 

from my practice. I draw out research findings which illustrate the elements which 

link both the research and languages engagement practice. The purpose of sketching 

out a number of ideas for continuing this work and establishing a research agenda, in 

turn, aims to mark out a trace (an enduring trace, I hope (p.75)).  

 

Research Context: Translanguaging in Superdiverse City Wards 
 

As doctoral researcher I am attached to the Arts and Humanities Research Council-

funded project ‘Translation and Translanguaging: Investigating Linguistic and 

Cultural Transformations in Superdiverse Wards in Four UK Cities’ (TLANG, PI 

Angela Creese, University of Birmingham)
2
. This is a four-year project which 

investigates communication across four cities (Birmingham, Cardiff, Leeds and 

London) in four areas (Business, Heritage, Sport and Law). Broadly this project seeks 

to understand how people draw from multilingual repertoires in non-educational 

contexts. As it draws to a close, we can take stock of what we have done and start to 

map out the directions (or threads) in which the research has taken us and our 

developing understandings of translanguaging (as traces).  

 

At a local level, the Leeds case study has focused on the Gipton and Harehills ward, 

and the neighbourhoods of Chapeltown and Burley. The team have worked across 

different contexts including advocacy and advice drop-in sessions for recently arrived 

people from EU accession countries, an emergent community interest company 

providing heritage activities for the Czech and Slovak communities, an amateur 

basketball team, a capoeira group, and an immigration advice service. The research 

across these diverse spaces and places has extended the initial understandings of 

translanguaging we had at the start of the project in 2014.  

 

The project itself is a meshwork made of multiple interwoven threads and traces. 

Over the course of the research, we have considered translanguaging spaces (Li Wei, 

2011; García and Li Wei, 2014; Blackledge and Creese, 2017; Zhu Hua et al., 2017) 

as positive and negative in the context of a start-up community interest company and 

how spaces for dynamic multilingualism are opened up and closed down (Bradley and 

Simpson, 2018). This has been extended to ESOL (Simpson and Bradley, 2017) with 

James Simpson and Mel Cooke developing translanguaging as pedagogy for English 

language classrooms (Cooke and Simpson, 2017), asking what a multilingual 

                                                        
2 Arts and Humanities Research Council (1/4/2014–31/3/2018) ‘Translation and 
Translanguaging. Investigating Linguistic and Cultural Transformations in Superdiverse 
Wards in Four UK Cities’ ((AH/L007096/1), £1,973,527), Principal Investigator:  Angela 
Creese, with Mike Baynham, Adrian Blackledge, Jessica Bradley, John Callaghan, Lisa 
Goodson, Ian Grosvenor, Amal Hallak, Jolana Hanusova, Rachel Hu, Daria Jankowicz-Pytel, 
Agnieszka Lyons , Bharat Malkani, Sarah Martin, Emilee Moore, Li Wei, Jenny Phillimore, 
Mike Robinson, Frances Rock, James Simpson, Jaspreet Kaur Takhi, Caroline Tagg, Janice 
Thompson, Kiran Trehan, Piotr Wegorowski, and Zhu Hua. 
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approach to English learning for adult migrants might look like. We have conducted 

detailed multimodal analyses of translanguaging and embodiment in the context of 

sports clubs in terms of distributed cognition in basketball training (Callaghan et al., 

2018). We have broadened our scope to encompass the visual, using arts-based 

methods and collage as a way of considering how visual arts and literacy might be 

used to open up translanguaging spaces for creativity and criticality in language and 

in transdisciplinary pedagogy (Atkinson and Bradley, 2017; Bradley et al, 2018). The 

materiality of translanguaging, and the objects and props created by artists for street 

arts production has been explored alongside and in connection with the transmodality 

of spoken word poetry and musical adaptation. Threads have been drawn, connecting 

these discrete projects (Bradley and Moore, 2018). Continuing in the arts-based arena, 

translanguaging was analysed visually in the silk paintings created by refugees in a 

co-produced project stemming from the TLANG work for the Connected 

Communities Utopias 2016 festival (McKay and Bradley, 2016). Building on the 

translation classifications used by Roman Jakobson as intralingual, interlingual and 

intersemiotic (Baynham et al., 2015:19) we developed the concept of interdiscursive 

translanguaging (2015:53) as a way of framing the negotiation of unfamiliar 

discourses (Baynham and Hanusova, 2017). 

 

The purpose of setting out these multiple and divergent directions in the paragraph 

above is to demonstrate how a concept of this kind, a fairly recent concept, is taken up 

in different and multiple ways, even within a small, interdisciplinary research team 

working at a local level. Ricardo Otheguy and colleagues describe translanguaging as:  

 

the deployment of a speaker’s full linguistic repertoire without regard for 

watchful adherence to the socially and politically defined boundaries of 

named (and usually national and state) languages.   

(Otheguy et al., 2015:281, original emphases)  

 

Translanguaging was originally coined by Cen Williams in 1994 to describe language 

alternating practices in bilingual schools in Wales (García and Li Wei, 2014). It was 

taken up by linguists (e.g. Blackledge and Creese, 2010; García, 2009; García and Li 

Wei, 2014) seeking to develop ways of understanding flexible and fluid 

multilingualism and its application in education. Translanguaging is one of multiple 

approaches to dynamic multilingual practice – a ‘school’ Alastair Pennycook 

describes as the ‘trans-super-poly-metro movement’ (2016). Alternative approaches 

include polylanguaging (Jorgenson, 2003); code-meshing (Canagarajah, 2011); 

translingual practice (Canagarajah, 2013), metrolingualism (Pennycook and Otsuji, 

2010; 2015) and plurilingualism (Lüdi and Py, 2009). Translanguaging is also a 

creative lens. It has been a catalyst for thinking more broadly about communication, 

both in terms of the individual idiolect (Otheguy et al., 2015) and what Sandrine 

Eschenauer describes as translangageance, or the development of a shared language 

(2014), following Joëlle Aden who describes translanguaging as ‘l’acte dynamique de 

reliance à soi, aux autres et à l’environnement par lequel emergent en permanence 

des sens partagés entre les humains’ (Aden, 2013:115, in Eschenauer, 2014:7)  For 

Aden’s definition, the concept of shared space is central.  
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Translation and Translanguaging in Production and Performance in 

Community Arts 
 

For my own doctoral research I investigate how people make meaning across space 

and place in multilingual street arts projects (see Bradley, 2017, in press; Bradley and 

Moore, 2018, forthcoming). I draw from a range of approaches, including linguistic 

and visual ethnography (Blommaert and Jie, 2010; Copland and Creese, 2015; Pink, 

2014) and from multimodality (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996; 2001; Rowsell, 2013; 

Jewitt et al., 2016). In this sense I am developing links between quite different 

paradigms. Multimodal approaches to communication developed from Hallidayan 

systemic function linguistics (1978), with linguistic ethnography having developed 

from the ethnography of communication and interactional sociolinguistics (Gumperz, 

1982; Hymes, 1972; 1974). These are not easily reconciled (Pink, 2011) with 

anthropological and multimodal approaches having quite different theoretical and 

methodological frameworks. Yet, as Sarah Pink states, scholars are engaging with 

media, and combining methods to address key anthropological questions and 

therefore innovative approaches which draw coherently from across disciplines are 

necessary and possible (2011:275). Put simply, communication in social life is 

complex. So any approach to researching and understanding communication must 

account for this complexity. For my research I have, therefore, assembled a 

contingent (Kress, 2011: 240) meshwork of theories and methodologies as the 

‘toolkit’ for my research (see also Adami, 2017, who sets out an innovative agenda 

for multimodality and superdiversity). In this way I demonstrate not what different 

theories can do for the same data as different lenses. Instead, I seek to articulate that 

ethnographic approaches to my research and attention to multimodality in my 

research were necessary to answer the research questions, and that obtaining 

complementary materials for analysis (Kress, 2011:240), for example photographs 

and visual data, was a core methodological and epistemological consideration.  

 

My doctoral research asked how people communicate across languages and cultures 

in collaborative processes of production and performance in community arts. I 

worked with a UK-based arts organisation and a Slovenia-based arts organisation as 

they collaborated to devise and produce a street theatre production, ‘How Much Is 

Enough’ based on the traditional folk story of the Zlatorog, or golden-horned goat 

(Copeland, 1933). During the five-month period in which I worked with the group, I 

spent time observing the workshops and processes and participating in them at 

various points. I frame this within what Sarah Pink and Jennie Morgan describe as 

short-term ethnography (2013). Five months is a short time in which to conduct 

ethnographic research and this core data collection period took place within a broader 

commitment to working with the group for a longer time and to developing 

collaborative projects linking from the TLANG project and from our shared research 

questions
3
. 

 

I use the concept of translanguaging as a starting point for my research into 

multilingual and multimodal communication. My research builds on the current 

                                                        
3 Simpson, J. and Bradley, J. (2016). Migration and Home: Welcome in Utopia. Funded by the 
Arts and Humanities Research Council for the Connected Communities Utopias Festival. 
2016. Simpson, J. and Bradley, J. (2017). Migration and Settlement: Extending the Welcome. 
Funded by the Leeds Social Sciences Institute.  
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scholarship developing around translanguaging’s multimodal affordances, including 

by Adrian Blackledge and Angela Creese (2017) who focus on the ‘corporeal 

dimension of translanguaging (p.250) and develop the concept of semiotic repertoires 

(see also, Kusters et al., 2017; Pennycook, 2017). In adopting a multimodal approach, 

I decentre ‘language’ as a central concern for my research (MacClure, 2013) and 

incorporate the visual and the material, including the props and the puppets that are 

found and made during the production process, extending its scope to the objects and, 

in particular, the puppets. In doing so, I establish translanguaging as both the focus for 

the research (how do people translanguage during processes of production and 

performance?) but also as epistemology (Moore et al., 2018 forthcoming) (how is 

translanguaging also a new way of understanding knowledge production, drawing 

from across research approaches and paradigms?). I also question where the limits of 

a particular concept might lie.  What happens when the boundaries of a particular 

theoretical concept are extended? What is lost and what is gained?  

 

My doctoral research findings are centred round four main stages f the production of a 

piece of street theatre. I have called these stages conceptualisation, making, devising 

and performing. The folk story on which the production is based travels across these 

stages and undergoes a series of multiple resemiotisations (Iedema 2001; 2003) until 

it is performed in the street as part of an international street arts festival. The four 

stages are sketched out here. Firstly, the introduction of the story and the basis for the 

street arts production takes place during puppetry training workshops which I frame 

as ‘conceptualisation’ and for which narrative is the central analytical focus. 

Secondly, the text becomes a synopsis, a ‘promo’, objects, puppets, costumes and 

props. In this ‘making’ stage the analysis shifts to foreground the objects as they are 

created and the historical bodies (Scollon and Scollon, 2004) imbued within them. 

Each object, each puppet, each choice of prop, of costume, of accessory, affects the 

development of the production. As Catherine Kell puts it, ‘things make people 

happen’ (2015:423). Thirdly, in the ‘devising’ stage, the actors work together to 

develop a performance. The focus here is on interactional data and decisions made 

across the workshops in which the production was worked and reworked into its final 

version. Fourthly, during the ‘performance’ stage, the production itself forms the 

focus of analysis. The performance is brought into being across the streets and 

squares of Slovenia for an international street arts festival, pulled out of suitcases and 

then hidden away in back alleys. As an interactional piece, it represents and embodies 

the actions, objects, people, histories and conflicts that have built it. It is, in itself, a 

contact zone (Pratt, 1991).   

 

My main research findings focus on the concept of the translanguaging space and the 

ways in which these spaces develop and recede in unexpected ways. Zhu Hua and 

colleagues define the translanguaging space as one in which:  

 

various semiotic resources and repertoires, from multilingual to multisensory 

and multimodal ones, interact and co-produce new meanings.  

(Zhu Hua et al., 2017:412) 

 

Drawing on this broad definition, spaces of production and performance, as sites of 

interaction and co-production leading to new meanings, could be framed as 

translanguaging spaces. The semiotic resources and repertoires of the actors are 

brought together and drawn upon with the aim of producing a piece of street theatre: a 
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new meaning, to use the words of Zhu Hua and colleagues. But the data demonstrate 

that even in these spaces of creativity and criticality, boundaries and restrictions are 

imposed. Actors are invited to draw on their full communicative repertoire as ideas 

are gathered together and explored. But at certain moments and for certain periods of 

time the language spoken must be English. For example, during the sharing of stories 

in the conceptualisation stage, the workshop leader asks that these stories be told in 

English, therefore removing the possibilities for multilingual story telling. Yet, 

translanguaging spaces continue to emerge and the actors creatively play with words 

from multiple ‘named languages’ (or Languages). At the same time, the actors do not 

display ‘watchful adherence’ to what Otheguy and colleagues describe as ‘the socially 

and politically defined boundaries of named (and usually national and state) 

languages’ (2015:281) during the workshops, instead disrupting and playing with 

these norms.  

 

During the making stage, language is decentred as the props and objects that are 

created by the group disrupt the initial plan for the performance.  Metacommentary 

(Rymes, 2014; Creese et al., 2014) on language takes place in spaces betwixt and 

between the main activity. The devising stage requires negotiation across practices. 

Languages, or named and bounded ‘Languages’ (Blommaert, 2013) become less 

important during the production process. Instead, the focus is on how the text – the 

story – can be made into a performance in the street, to be communicated to a wide 

audience with as little verbal communication within it as possible.  

 

Therefore, throughout the development of the street arts production, language is both 

centred and decentred. Scripts are drafted and redrafted. Objects are adapted. The 

script is returned to continuously, and the new objects being created are considered in 

its redrafting, in its editing, and in its application.  

 

The street arts performance itself is the final resemiotisation of the text, the resultant 

meshwork of threads. However, discussion of named Languages is part of the final 

devising process for the performance: which Language(s) should the performers use 

for the play’s dialogue? Translanguaging is evident within the performance, which is 

a multilingual piece, however it strictly adheres to named Languages: English, 

Slovene and Italian, leading to questions of to what extent named and bounded 

languages can be bypassed. To what extent can a performance, in the street, represent 

the nuances and playfulness of the processes of production and of communication in 

social settings, in translanguaging spaces?  

 

In summary, my research sets out an analysis of the possibilities and impossibilities of 

translanguaging spaces. It also establishes how language, and the concept of 

‘Language’, are used in community arts contexts: as a creative tool, as a marker of 

sameness and difference, as an object of play. But also how, even within a space 

which ostensibly encourages the deployment of an individual’s full communicative 

repertoire, and its extension, ‘Language’ continues to constrain and restrict.  

 

Languages Engagement  

 

The previous sections set out a short description of the translanguaging research 

stemming from the Leeds-based TLANG project and my doctoral research. There are 

a number of directions for its possible application across multiple contexts. Here I 



 8 

want to consider here the broad arena of university languages engagement 

programmes with schools and colleges. Prior to starting my research I worked for 

almost a decade in the area of languages (and arts) engagement in higher education. I 

developed multiple projects and initiatives working with schools and colleges to 

address the continuing decline in language take-up at Key Stage 4, Key Stage 5 and in 

higher education, including for the HEFCE-funded national project ‘Routes into 

Languages’
4
. At the time that I started the role (2005) the decline in numbers taking 

languages such as French and Spanish was continuing sharply following the 

implementation of curriculum reforms in 2004 that led to languages being made 

optional in many schools at Key Stage 4 (Lanvers, 2011). Subsequent annual 

Language Trends surveys by the British Council
5
 map out the changes each year to 

the numbers of children and young people taking languages at each stage. Subsequent 

annual press coverage of GCSE and A Level results invariably includes articles 

decrying the UK’s lack of linguistic skills and the ‘language learning crisis’ (see 

Lanvers and Coleman, 2017 for a critical analysis). 

 

Language learning in schools and universities has, in terms of numbers, been in 

decline for the past two decades. Ursula Lanvers and James Coleman state that the 

UK’s language skills are considered the lowest in Europe (2017:3). Programmes of 

activities in languages engagement are developed to address both this drop in 

numbers actually taking qualifications in languages across educational stages and the 

social inequalities within this system. According to Lanvers and Coleman, statistics 

demonstrate that schools with higher percentages of pupils eligible for free school 

meals have a reduced take-up of languages (p.3). In this way, university language 

schools and departments have faced and continue to face challenges in terms of 

recruitment to language courses and in terms of widening participation and social 

justice. As a practitioner working in this area, I found myself questioning evaluative 

processes for this work, which, at times mainly focused on questionnaire-based 

responses and quantitative data. It was challenging to track what kinds of effects the 

engagement programmes were having, both on a short-term basis and longitudinally. 

‘Attainment-raising’ activities were arguably easier to track than those which aimed 

to be ‘aspiration-raising’. I wondered how research into language take-up at school 

and university could be brought into closer dialogue with engagement practice. In this 

sense, to what extent could we, as practitioners and researchers in languages, consider 

engagement work to be theory-generating research and develop methodologies and 

epistemologies that would both encompass the practice itself as engagement and 

develop empirical evidence for what works and why it works? Interestingly, similar 

arguments about developing a robust evidence base for widening participation 

activities are being set out by Higher Education Funding Council for England 

(HEFCE), for example for its National Collaborative Outreach Partnership (NCOP) 

programme
6
.   

 

There are, of course, wider and very current reasons for ‘saving languages’. In 

October 2016 the All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Modern Languages 

                                                        
4 www.routesintolanguages.ac.uk. (accessed 4 August 2017).  
5 https://www.britishcouncil.org/education/schools/support-for-languages/thought-
leadership/research-report/language-trends-2016-17 (accessed 4 August 2017).  
6 http://blog.hefce.ac.uk/2017/04/03/an-experimental-approach-to-evaluate-the-impact-of-
outreach/ 

http://www.routesintolanguages.ac.uk/
https://www.britishcouncil.org/education/schools/support-for-languages/thought-leadership/research-report/language-trends-2016-17
https://www.britishcouncil.org/education/schools/support-for-languages/thought-leadership/research-report/language-trends-2016-17
http://blog.hefce.ac.uk/2017/04/03/an-experimental-approach-to-evaluate-the-impact-of-outreach/
http://blog.hefce.ac.uk/2017/04/03/an-experimental-approach-to-evaluate-the-impact-of-outreach/
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published a checklist for the UK Government on ‘Languages and Brexit’, which 

highlighted the need for languages strategy during the government’s preparations to 

leave the EU (https://www.britishcouncil.org/education/schools/support-for-

languages/thought-leadership/appg/news/brexit-languages), the fear being that the UK 

will have insufficient linguists for the processes and negotiations themselves and for 

the post-EU future of the country. ‘Brexit’, of course, is a broad and highly complex 

issue which I do not intend address here. Needless to say however, those active in 

languages engagement are considering to what extent attitudes to languages and 

multilingualism and the country’s decision to leave the EU are co-implicated. The 

possibilities and affordances of languages at this time, however, are wide open. As 

Charles Forsdick states: 

  

Research in modern languages is increasingly proving itself to be 

intellectually vibrant, positioned at the forefront of the arts and humanities, 

and – perhaps most significant – capable of playing a crucial role in society at 

a time of national uncertainty.’  

(2017)   

 

The question is therefore how pathways can be developed for intellectually vibrant 

modern languages research to develop towards programmes of languages engagement 

with children and young people.  

 

Translanguaging Approaches in Languages Engagement Programmes  
 

In June 2017, Stephen Hutchings and Yaron Matras at the University of Manchester 

described the current situation for languages in higher education as being 

‘incrementally run down’ (2017). In what could be taken as a translanguaging 

approach to research and teaching in languages departments in the UK, they suggest:  

 

Any reform programme should begin with a rejection of the prevailing 

compartmentalised, nation-state approach to the organisations of Modern 

Languages units and curricula. It must recognise that established national 

boundaries and identities are being eroded and reconfigured by new 

communications technologies, migration trends, the increasingly multilingual 

nature of urban environments, and the transnational flows of culture, finance 

and ideology, generated by a globalised world.  

(Hutchings and Matras, 2017, emphases added) 

 

It is not within the scope of this article (or indeed my broader intention) to make 

recommendations for mass restructuring of language departments across the UK to 

follow the erosion and reconfiguration of national boundaries and identities that 

these authors describe. In both working in and researching this area over the past 

thirteen years, I have experienced the ways in which higher education schools and 

departments of modern languages can respond ably and quickly to changing 

landscapes (see, for example, the developing dialogue with languages teachers around 

the new A Level syllabi taking place at the University of Leeds
7
) as well as the 

                                                        
7 
https://www.leeds.ac.uk/arts/info/20043/school_of_languages_cultures_and_societies/283
8/resources_for_school_languages_teachers  

https://www.britishcouncil.org/education/schools/support-for-languages/thought-leadership/appg/news/brexit-languages
https://www.britishcouncil.org/education/schools/support-for-languages/thought-leadership/appg/news/brexit-languages
https://www.leeds.ac.uk/arts/info/20043/school_of_languages_cultures_and_societies/2838/resources_for_school_languages_teachers
https://www.leeds.ac.uk/arts/info/20043/school_of_languages_cultures_and_societies/2838/resources_for_school_languages_teachers
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commitment of university colleagues to programmes of educational engagement. 

However, what is becoming increasingly interesting to me from the perspective of 

translanguaging - from the findings from my doctoral research, as well as from the 

broader findings of the TLANG project - is how new understandings around dynamic 

multilingualism (Pennycook’s aforementioned‘trans-super-poly-metro movement’ 

which includes translanguaging) are developing in modern languages departments and 

schools, across from applied linguistics and sociolinguistics (which are often housed 

institutionally within schools of Education). And, importantly and excitingly, 

dialogue is taking place about how these understandings might continue to develop 

across contexts. The Arts and Humanities Research Council’s Open World Research 

Initiative (OWRI) projects has invested strongly (to the tune of £16 million) in 

projects which seek to demonstrate the role of languages in today’s increasingly 

globalised world
8
. These include the ‘Creative Multilingualism’ project, the 

‘Multilingualism: Empowering Individuals, Transforming Societies (MEITS) project, 

the ‘Cross-Language Dynamics: Reshaping Community’ Project and the ‘Language 

Acts and World Making’ project. Interestingly, all seek to develop inter-, multi- and 

trans-disciplinary approaches to language. The MEITS project, as an example, is 

designed across six strands, ranging from the arts, foreign language learning and 

cognition. The Multilingual Manchester project, led by Yaron Matras, is another 

example of a project embedding transdisciplinary approaches to language. These 

large-scale projects demonstrate the growing dialogue between and among ‘linguists’ 

(applied, socio, modern, inter alia) that mirrors the kinds of questions my research has 

raised (for me) in terms of my previous practice. Hutchings and Matras refer to the 

dialectic between the intellectualisation of these challenges (similarly to the ongoing 

discussions of international/home student categories as ‘borders’, cf. Badwan, 2015; 

Harvey, 2016; Collins, 2017) and the institutional structures within which these 

discussions take place. We can, following Sinfree Makoni and Alastair Pennycook 

(2007) challenge the very notion of a ‘language’ through our research. But, as Chris 

Perriam points out, we still conduct our research and are positioned with departments, 

schools and faculties whose names reflect nation-states and national boundaries 

(2017). Likewise in schools and colleges, with these operating in an even less flexible 

environment than higher education institutions. Are we equipped, as Hutchings and 

Matras suggest, to develop ways of engaging with children and young people in 

languages that reflect their realities? For example, these ways might include 

considering and responding to the languages of the migrant and diaspora communities 

in the UK. How can we, in university modern languages schools and departments and 

in schools of Education, work with schools and colleges to co-produce and co-create 

language curricula in a way which might revitalise languages at all levels in the UK 

education system?  How does shifting focus from ‘bounded languages’ actually work 

in the context of languages engagement? How do we avoid ‘throwing the baby out 

with the bath water’? How might translanguaging, as a conceptual framework but also 

as a way of understanding how engagement might work, be a central consideration for 

languages engagement? To the extent that we can do this at a project level (the 

TLANG project is multi-disciplinary and this has been one of its strengths, see 

Blackledge and Creese et al., 2017), is it also possible to do this at departmental, 

school and faculty level? Or do we continuously create meshworks, the threads of 

which intersect high above our own day-to-day work in our institutions?  

 

                                                        
8 http://www.ucml.ac.uk/news/302  

http://www.ucml.ac.uk/news/302
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Translanguaging Arts and Languages Engagement: LangScape Curators 
 

The focus for this article is languages engagement and I want to now sketch out a few 

ideas (traces) for a research and practice agenda around translanguaging and 

languages engagement. These ideas draw from a small-scale educational engagement 

project, LangScape Curators
9
 which uses the linguistic landscape (Blommaert, 2013; 

Gorter and Cenoz, 2015; Pennycook, 2017), alongside developing methodologies 

used by researchers to investigate it, as a lens for children and young people to 

develop critical and analytical skills and to understand more about language and 

communication. The landscape is considered following Gorter and Cenoz, as a 

‘multilingual and multimodal repertoire’ (2015:17, in Pennycook, 2017:270) and the 

approach which is adopted seeks to develop ‘a holistic view that goes beyond the 

analysis of individual signs as monolingual or multilingual’ (Gorter and Cenoz, 

2015:63). 

 

Earlier in 2017 I was invited to deliver two lectures for Level One undergraduate 

students in the School of Education at my institution (the University of Leeds) as part 

of the ‘Education in a Multilingual World’ module. For the first of these I focused on 

the concept of translanguaging and theories of dynamic multilingualism. I drew on 

research by Brigitta Busch on biographical approaches to understanding the linguistic 

repertoire (2016) and students were asked to draw a portrait which showed the 

languages within their repertoire and position these on the portrait. It is an exercise 

that we have developed and used in engagement activities from the TLANG project 

when working with children and young people in the Harehills and Beeston areas of 

Leeds (Atkinson and Bradley, 2017). The aim of this exercise was to ask students to 

question the idea of the ‘monolingual speaker’ and to consider their own 

communicative repertoires (or idiolects) and the shared aspects of these. The kinds of 

conversations which arose from this activity included some students articulating their 

concern over not being multilingual ‘enough’, some critique of the language 

experiences of some of the students in school, discussion over the role of ‘English’ 

and language ideologies and nation states. It was a simple exercise requiring a pen, a 

piece of paper, and drawing. The act of drawing, rather than listing the languages 

spoken, required the students to think differently, as well as to reflect on where they 

might position these languages on their bodies and why.  

 

During the school half term holidays in 2016-2017, young people from the 

educational charity IntoUniversity local centres, Leeds East and Leeds South, carried 

out a similar exercise but with larger, life-sized portraits which worked to demonstrate 

the shared elements of our communicative repertoires (for a fuller analysis, see 

Atkinson and Bradley, 2017 and Bradley et al., 2018). This was part of a three-day 

programme of language and arts engagement work for LangScape Curators supported 

by the university’s educational engagement social sciences cluster, based on TLANG 

research into the linguistic landscape. The young people talked about emoji, about the 

language of different subjects at school, about text speak, instagram, social media, 

Facebook messenger. What was particularly striking was the unproblematic way that 

these (complex, as we researchers thought) ideas about multimodality were 

considered by the young people, for example in the case of emoji (is emoji a 

language, we asked – of course!, was the reply). The linguistic landscape forms the 

                                                        
9 www.langscapecurators.tumblr.com  

http://www.langscapecurators.tumblr.com/
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central focus for this programme of activity which has extended to work with 

undergraduate students and postgraduate researchers through a student education 

enhancement project (The Out There Challenge, Faculty of Arts and Humanities, 

2017) and to a linguistic landscape themed exhibition for the Annual Meeting of the 

British Association for Applied Linguistics (August-September 2017, University of 

Leeds).  

 

Translanguaging Approaches to Engagement?  
 

The overarching aim here is to see dynamic multilingualism as normal and 

unremarkable (García, 2009). By considering the broad, multilingual, multisemiotic 

repertoires from an individual and from a shared perspective, we then created 

translanguaging spaces in which all participants could draw from their full 

communicative repertoires and talk about ‘language’ across contexts. These 

translanguaging spaces were spaces of creativity and of criticality in which the young 

people were able to share their linguistic repertoires and in which we all became co-

learners. Over the course of the three days, the young people researched the linguistic 

landscapes of their communities and synthesised and analysed their findings using a 

range of arts-based methods, working with artists and researchers. At the end of the 

three days the participants presented their findings at an exhibition to which their 

parents, carers were invited, alongside representatives of the University of Leeds.   

 

But equally, the LangScape Curators project is designed to intersect with the 

emergent research carried out as part of the TLANG project. It aims to situate 

educational and public engagement with research as central to research processes, not 

as a post-project activity or an add-on. The research findings and the artistic products 

created by the young people are data in themselves, alongside the processes, which 

are also considered research. How can engagement work mirror the research itself and 

how can we find innovative ways to ‘bring the outside in’, when it comes to our 

research? This concept is of particular relevance when we conduct ethnographic 

research, seeking to engage with people outside our institution.  

 

The example given above is a snapshot of the some of the educational and public 

engagement activity which has developed from the TLANG Project. It demonstrates 

how theoretical and methodological research frameworks can be developed within the 

context of languages engagement work. The activities developed for LangScape 

Curators are transdisciplinary and respond to key areas of the school curriculum: 

literacy, geography, history, art and, of course, languages. They encourage children 

and young people to become researchers themselves and to respond in an engaged and 

critical way to their environments. To go back to Ingold’s metaphor, the traces of the 

research project lead to further meshworks within the engagement spaces. Although 

the focus is on the linguistic landscape, language (and certainly Language) is both 

centred and decentred. In using arts-based methods we also disrupt traditionally 

bounded ways of ‘seeing’ language (Berger, 1971) and ways of doing language 

research (Law, 2004; MacClure, 2013) and language engagement. 

 

Conclusion 
 

This thought piece sought to bring research findings around translanguaging into 

dialogue with language engagement in higher education. I articulate some of the 
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findings emerging from my research into translanguaging and dynamic 

multilingualism in community arts and street theatre and from the research into 

translanguaging across space and place in superdiverse cities. In describing some of 

the multiple and different ways in which translanguaging is being critiqued and 

extended, it aimed to set out the threads and traces of this work within the context of 

higher education languages engagement with children and young people. It was 

written in response to a range of questions emerging across the broader modern 

languages area which, following Michael Gratzke’s statement for the University 

Council for Modern Languages (UCML) (4 August 2017), is understood as ‘a 

continuum of disciplines which cover Linguistics, Language Acquisition, Translation 

Studies, (language-based) area studies, and (language-based) Humanities’. Gratzke 

raises a number of important questions for the field as a whole, based around 

understandings of ‘culture’ and its centrality within languages teaching and research. 

Like Gratzke’s short piece, this article does not seek to answer all the questions it 

raises. But it does seek to make connections between the threads and traces which 

have not previously been articulated, namely how a dynamic multilingualism 

approach (from Linguistics) might inform languages-focused engagement (in modern 

languages). It uses a brief example from a current transdisciplinary arts and language 

engagement project, LangScape Curators, to illustrate the possibilities and to make 

these connections, and as a translanguaging approach to engagement.  

 

What might a translanguaging approach to language engagement look like? And how 

could translanguaging be adopted as epistemology in cross-sector, transdisciplinary 

languages engagement projects? Translanguaging offers a lens to consider the ways in 

which we draw from our communicative repertoires in daily life. A translanguaging 

approach to modern languages engagement would have the following ontological 

core: 

  

1)  we all draw from our communicative repertoires in different ways and across 

spaces and places;  

2) we all bring multiple skills and experiences to interaction;  

3) in working together we seek to develop and share our communicative 

resources, continually building on our own repertoires;  

4) there are different ways of seeing (following John Berger): we make meaning 

in different ways and approaching from the perspective of different disciplines 

and fields strengthens our understandings;  

5) commitment to collaboration and co-production (Facer and Enright, 2016) in 

engagement work, starting from within universities themselves, and therefore 

drawing from across a wide range of disciplinary repertoires;  

6) commitment to developing a repertoire of innovative research-based 

approaches to evaluation of such initiatives, building on but not limited to 

research methodologies in linguistic and visual ethnography.  

 

There are significant methodological, epistemological and theoretical challenges to 

bringing together the diversity of approaches to language within the context of 

language engagement. But, by seeking to work in a way which considers everyday 

multilingualism as normal and unremarkable (García and Li Wei, 2014), with 

languages engagement programmes seeking to develop what Suresh Canagarajah 

describes as a translingual orientation (2013:188), we can start to sketch out 
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innovative approaches to languages engagement which foreground dynamic 

multilingualism.  

 

This kind of approach aligns with what feminist economists Katherine Gibson and 

Julie Graham describe as a performative ontological project (Gibson-Graham, 2008) 

and which Anna Stetsenko calls a transformative activist stance (2015). Drawing from 

Law and Urry (2004:391), Gibson-Graham state that ‘to change our understanding is 

to change the world’. In this way, this paper seeks to consider understandings of what 

languages engagement is and therefore what languages engagement might be. Now, 

with the uncertainty of Brexit, with the UK’s decline in language take-up in schools 

and our increasingly tense relationship with Europe, new approaches to languages 

engagement are of vital importance.   
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