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Research on translanguaging is expanding, yet student voices are still largely missing. This study focuses on the
voices of students in primary newcomer education. We interviewed twelve students (age 9-12), six from Syria
and six from Iraq, who spoke Arabic and Kurmanci at home respectively and had been attending a Dutch
reception class for less than a year. We asked them about their experiences with the use of home languages at
school. Using a lens of multivoicedness, we coded five to seven voices per student. This multivoicedness lens,
illustrated with the students’ quotes, emphasizes that each individual student has multiple voices on trans-
languaging which are rooted in different contexts, including the educational setting, social relations with others,
personal histories, and future wishes and intentions. Therefore, we recommend a contextualized approach to
newcomer translanguaging practices, sometimes explicitly encouraging the use of home languages, and some-
times encouraging use of the language of instruction. This respects both students’ desire and need to employ
home languages and their wish to learn the language of instruction. We suggest a developmental perspective in
which the balance between languages changes over time as students advance in both content knowledge and
proficiency in all of their languages.

1. Newcomer students’ voices on translanguaging in primary
school

Newcomer students, defined as recently arrived immigrant or
refugee children who are new to the host country’s school system, face a
double challenge of learning the language of schooling while at the same
time learning content in that new language. One way to help students
overcome this double challenge is by developing a translanguaging
classroom practice, which is a multilingual pedagogy with the central
mechanism of using the entire linguistic repertoire of multilingual stu-
dents for content learning and participation (e.g., Creese & Blackledge,
2010; DiNapoli & Morales, 2021). Translanguaging encompasses the use
of all language varieties acquired by the student across diverse settings
(e.g., home environment, school, neighborhood), expressed through oral
and written modalities. Research shows that translanguaging can
improve students’ sense of belonging, enhance their engagement in
classroom activities, and lead to improved comprehension of learning
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content (for a review, see Moraru et al., 2025). This pedagogy challenges
monolingual norms that are still prevalent in education, and aims to do
justice to the needs of all students by using students’ linguistic resources
as a scaffolding tool for content learning (Yilmaz, 2021).
Implementing a translanguaging approach is challenging, and mul-
tiple studies have, therefore, investigated teachers’ experiences with
translanguaging (e.g., Gallagher & Scrivner, 2024; Gorter & Arocena,
2020). However, teachers are not the only stakeholders, and limited
research has examined the experiences of students with translanguaging
(Moraru et al., 2025). In particular, there is hardly any research on the
experiences of students who are newcomers, and for whom a trans-
languaging approach is perhaps most relevant, if not inevitable.
Therefore, this study focuses on the identifying and interpreting of
voices of students in newcomer education concerning translanguaging.
In doing so, we draw on the research tradition of multivoicedness (for an
overview, see Aveling et al., 2015) with its cultural-historical back-
ground (e.g., Bakhtin, 1981). In line with this tradition, we interpret
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what students say — the “text” — in the broader “context” of what matters
in understanding the situational complexity of their learning (Damsa
et al., 2025). This implies that we do not just describe the setting of a
newcomer school, located next to a reception center for asylum seekers,
with its specific institutional norms and expectations about using lan-
guages for learning. When it comes to translanguaging, we aim to
interpret what students say about lived experiences and meaning mak-
ing in terms of their social relations (with each other, the teachers, and
their families), their personal histories, and future wishes and
intentions.

1.1. Why study students’ voices?

As students are stakeholders in translanguaging, it is important, or
even their right (e.g., Liebel, 2012) to include their voices in trans-
languaging research. Namely, students’ perspectives are key to under-
standing the situational complexity of learning (Damsa et al., 2025) and
they are capable persons with legitimate voices, which are worth
involving in determining their learning goals and choosing educational
approaches (Levin, 1994). A nuanced and rich perception of students’
voices on translanguaging in education is needed to inform more
responsive and inclusive educational policies and practices in newcomer
education.

Following Cook-Sather’s (2007) interpretation of student voice as “a
voice to talk about the experiences they have and would like to have in
school” (p. 344), we speak of newcomer students’ voices on trans-
languaging as a way to provide insights into their personal experiences
with translanguaging as well as insights into what they would wish to
experience. Based on Agee (2009) and Van Manen (2016), a focus on
experiences in the interviews enabled us to access the diverse subjective
accounts of translanguaging from the students’ perspectives. Inspired by
Moustakas (1994) we set out to describe both what is experienced, and
how one experienced it.

1.2. Multilingual student voices in different educational settings

In settings other than newcomer education, several studies have
investigated the experiences and attitudes of multilingual learners
regarding the use of minority languages (i.e., languages spoken by a
minority of the inhabitants of a country including the home languages of
migrants) in school. Among these are EFL settings (learning English as a
foreign language, e.g., Raja et al., 2022), trilingual schools (e.g., Leonet
& Saragueta, 2024, including Basque, Spanish, and English), and regular
education with clear language separation (e.g., Dekker et al., 2021; Van
Gorp & Verheyen, 2024).

In an EFL setting in Indonesia, it was shown that students can feel
guilt when practicing translanguaging strategies (Raja et al., 2022). In
fact, in this questionnaire study, 29 out of 40 students (age 13-14)
showed negative attitudes towards translanguaging. They said that
using a language other than English made them feel embarrassed,
inappropriate, inconvenient, not good, odd, and guilty. Possibly this
negative association with translanguaging is tied to the learning goals of
this setting: communication in English is the goal of EFL education, and
therefore can be seen by the students as more valuable and successful,
than communication in other languages. Indeed, 11 students in this
group ‘insisted that the EFL class should use English only’, perhaps
indicating that the use of languages other than English signaled insuf-
ficient skills in the English language instead of a view that other lan-
guages such as Indonesian or indigenous languages were a legitimate
source of knowledge which support learning of the target language,
English.

In the bilingual province of Fryslan, the Netherlands, students in
regular primary schools were found to favor the language of instruction
(Dutch) over both the regional minority language (Frisian) as well as
migrant languages (e.g., Moroccan Arabic). They were also found to
exhibit a bias against accents associated with migrant languages (Dekker
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et al.,, 2021). Here, students might have adopted language ideologies
that are prevalent in society as a whole, as Dutch had more societal
prestige.

In a trilingual school setting (Spanish as the majority language,
Basque as the minority language, and English as a foreign language),
seemingly in contrast, students (age 10 years) evaluated new trans-
languaging materials as “useful and enjoyable” (Leonet & Saragueta,
2024). Perhaps this positivity regarding translanguaging was a result of
language ideologies in Basque society, where the Basque language has
recently been revitalized (for an overview, see Leonet, Cenoz, & Gorter,
2017). Interestingly, in a monolingual Belgian school setting, students
(age 9-13 years) generally indicated that they felt happy, calm, and in
control when speaking minority languages (Van Gorp & Verheyen,
2024). Still, many students in that same study refrained from using
minority languages in practice during multilingual tasks that were
administered as part of the study. These tasks involved presenting in
front of a ‘multilingual camera’, using different languages. The authors
explained that here, again, the students might have been used to the
monolingual norm, showing linguistic insecurity, language anxiety, and
awareness of language norms and language status in a multilingual
context. The discrepancy between students’ positive reports, on the one
hand, and the observations which show that they refrained from trans-
languaging, on the other hand, might indicate a multiplicity of voices
within each student rather than a generally positive or negative voice.
Taking this perspective, every student might feel that in some cases it is
appropriate for them to voice happiness or pride with their minority
languages, while in other cases feelings of insecurity take the upper hand
as well as conformation to societal norms.

In combination, the findings from these various educational settings
shed light on how translanguaging experiences can differ. Societal lan-
guage norms and ideologies have been established to play a role in how
students talk about translanguaging, exposing how the setting may
determine students’ voices. Still, in order to make sense of students’
experiences, a more contextualized approach is needed in which diverse
student voices within a setting can be interpreted. Context then, in this
paper, is understood as students’ social relations with others, following
Bakhtin’s work on dialogicality (Bakhtin, 1981), students’ personal
history (including their past experiences, for example, with education),
as well as their future wishes and intentions. As such, it helps us to
interpret newcomer students’ voices on translanguaging.

To this end, we use a conceptual framework tailored to this purpose:
Rather than trying to find a single or unitary voice in the students’
stories, we see different voices as situated in and arisen through social
relations with others (Hermans & Gieser, 2011; Linell, 2009; Grossen &
Salazar-Orvig, 2011). Drawing on dialogical self theory (Hermans,
1999; Hermans & Dimaggio, 2007), which understands the students’
positions as dynamic and multiplex instead of unitary or monolithic, we
relied on the concept of multivoicedness (Aveling et al., 2015) to
interpret different voices that are present in individual students’ expe-
riences. Different voices become apparent, for example, when in-
dividuals repeat or paraphrase words of others (Gillespie & Cornish,
2010), showing that their voice constitutes not only their own thoughts,
but also of those others around them. A contextualization of different
voices that students express can help us to better understand the ways in
which these students value their languages for learning. Therefore, the
lens of multivoicedness can help to interpret different voices, identifying
particular themes that educators need to address if translanguaging is to
be developed and sustained as a pedagogy in newcomer education.

1.3. Newcomer education and the role of translanguaging

The goal of newcomer education is to prepare students for regular
education by familiarizing them with the language of instruction and the
educational system. Newcomers can be enrolled into reception classes in
regular schools or into schools specifically for newcomer students (Al
Battashi, 2022; Simopoulos & Magos, 2020). Newcomer classrooms are
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often characterized by a superdiverse student population in terms of
languages, cultures, and educational experience. Students have often
followed education in multiple countries, exposed to cultural differences
in what they learned and how they learned it. There could be gaps in
their education history and students may face trauma (Sarr & Mosselson,
2010). It is thus clear that newcomer education is a challenging setting.

One specific challenge relates to the fact that the language of in-
struction is new for all newcomer students. After some time, students’
fluency in the language of instruction will develop but it will take time
before they master the language of instruction enough to fully rely on it
for understanding and contributing to classroom discourse. For
newcomer students, a multilingual pedagogy — which enables students
to use all of their languages for learning — holds potential (Moraru et al.,
2025).

1.4. Multilingual student voices on translanguaging in newcomer
education

Little is known about newcomer experiences with translanguaging in
primary schools. This can partially be explained by the fact that
newcomer students are not always encouraged by their teachers to
translanguage, as shown in a study by Daniel and Zybina (2019), who
interviewed nine refugee teens in the United States, originally from
Myanmar and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Each teen
expressed that their school limited the use of their multiple languages.
Monolingual school language policies are common (Daniel & Zybina,
2019; Van Gorp & Verheyen, 2024; Bosch et al., 2025), which makes it
challenging to find and study classrooms where a translanguaging
pedagogy is enacted. In addition to this, research with newcomers is
methodologically complex because of language barriers between re-
searchers and participants, cultural differences, and ethical consider-
ations. It is, for example, challenging to inform parents well and gain
their trust.

In newcomer education settings, studies also report differing expe-
riences, especially regarding students’ reports on whether or not
switching between languages (which is at the core of translanguaging,
see Moraru et al., 2025) is confusing to them (Ticheloven et al., 2019;
Daryai-Hansen & Drachmann, 2024). In an interview study by
Ticheloven et al. (2019) most students (age 11-25) were positive about
the use of different languages in the classroom. For example, students
expected translanguaging to help them sustain their other language(s) or
it brought them joy as the language(s) helped them making friends and
making jokes. Such positive experiences were also found in an in-depth
multiple case study by Daryai-Hansen and Drachmann (2024). They
interviewed six students from grades 1, 5, and 7 (age 6-13) on attitudes
towards translanguaging and found that especially the éveil aux lan-
gues-approach, characterized by its emphasis on metalinguistic aware-
ness, was appreciated by the students.

Although the above observations may suggest mostly positive ex-
periences with translanguaging in newcomer education, the same
studies (Daryai-Hansen & Drachmann, 2024; Ticheloven et al., 2019)
also report more negative ones: students fearing linguistic isolation, and
feeling reluctant to use more languages because it made them feel
confused. Students also mentioned that it was sometimes good for them
to be “forced” to use the language of instruction, so that they could learn
the language of instruction more quickly. These results show that in a
school where all students are still learning the language of instruction,
language hierarchies and prejudices can co-exist with more positive
orientations to multilingualism (Daryai-Hansen & Drachmann, 2024).

To better understand students’ experiences, and to get insight into
why students switch between languages while working on content,
Clarkson (2007) tested four high-performing newcomer students (Aus-
tralian-Vietnamese) on their mathematics and language skills, and
asked them why they switched between languages while doing mathe-
matics. They found that students switched languages according to the
difficulty of the task, weighing which language’s way of problem solving
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was “easier.” They also found influence of respected others, such as
family members, having taught the students how to solve similar
problems in their home language. Both Ticheloven et al. (2019) and
Gorter (2017) mentioned that research could clarify when and where
translanguaging can “work best,” distinguishing between for example
certain subjects, specific ages, and learner group compositions. Simi-
larly, Uddling and Reath Warren (2023) noted that different students
might benefit from different translanguaging strategies, and that more
research is needed to establish what such relevant differences might be.

1.5. The present study

In newcomer education, the use of a translanguaging approach holds
potential for content learning (Moraru et al., 2025). However, few
studies have investigated newcomer students’ voices on trans-
languaging, and particularly studies focusing on students in primary
education are lacking. Yet, students are important stakeholders. There
are indications that their voices are mixed, suggesting both positive and
negative experiences (e.g., Daryai-Hansen & Drachmann, 2024;
Ticheloven et al., 2019). To engage with these seemingly contradictory
experiences, and voices, more deeply, we interpret them in their situated
sociocultural context. We approach this by viewing students’ voices as
linked to the educational setting, but also their personal history, social
relations with others, and future wishes and intentions.

The study took place in a primary newcomer classroom in the
Netherlands. Dutch legislation promotes Dutch as the language of in-
struction, but linguistic diversity may be employed to support the
learning of both content and the Dutch language (Onderwijsraad, 2025).
There is no national policy and authorities (e.g., a municipality or a
school board) can decide if and how home languages are incorporated in
education. On the school level, there is variation: while some schools
have formal, written guidelines, other schools rely on informal, verbal
agreements. In the classroom that we studied, one of the most prominent
educational goals for the students was to learn the language of in-
struction (Dutch). Yet, each student was multilingual and used their
home language on a daily basis for learning, both guided by the teachers
as well as on their own incentives. This school maintained an informal
language policy where teachers encouraged students to practice the
language of instruction (Dutch), and encouraged students to use other
languages for learning content. The students were allowed to use home
languages at all times — both in class and during breaks — as long as this
supported meaning making and communication. If home languages
were used to deliberately exclude people from a conversation, this was
not allowed. All teachers regularly engaged in open discussions with
students on why certain languages are used in certain moments.

The study aims to identify and interpret the multiple voices that
newcomer students use to talk about experiences they have and would
like to have with translanguaging. We address the following research
question: What are newcomer students’ voices when they share their
experiences with translanguaging in school?

2. Methods
2.1. School setting

This interview study took place in a newcomer school, geographi-
cally located next to a reception center for asylum seekers in the
Netherlands, where both the teachers and students initiated the use of
minority languages. The school’s student population regularly varies
between 40 and 60 students in total. At the time of interviewing, the
school counted 50 students ranging from age four to 12, which is the
typical age range for primary education in the Netherlands. The lan-
guages spoken in the school were Arabic and Kurmanci (in the classroom
that we studied) and Turkish, Spanish, and English (in the other
classrooms).

This classroom was unique in the sense that translanguaging had



L. Stolte et al.

been enacted there for years. The school had carefully developed their
translanguaging practice together with us researchers in a co-design
study for 3 years prior to the start of this study. This gave the oppor-
tunity to interview students on translanguaging as business-as-usual,
instead of as an intervention. Not being part of the same communities
as the interviewees, the interviewer (first author) undertook elaborate
preparation for the study. Over one school year, she worked as a
teaching assistant in the school under investigation to get acquainted
with the student population and teachers involved. She also read about
culture and politics of Syria and Iraq, including the Yazidi, and learned
some words in the students’ languages. During classroom observations
she saw practices similar to what has been characterized as trans-
languaging practices in other studies, including moments of free flow of
languages in a session (Yuzlu & Dikilitas, 2022), drawing attention to
cognate forms (Arteagoitia & Howard, 2015), use of glosses in a mi-
nority language in the margins of a text written in the majority language
(Van Viegen, 2020), teaching of phonological awareness (Hopp et al.,
2021), the use of multimodal cues (including gestures) to enhance un-
derstanding of content (Tai & Li, 2021), translation and interpreting
(Heugh et al., 2019), and linguistic landscaping (Ascenzi-Moreno et al.,
2016; Carbonara & Scibetta, 2022; Daniel, 2018). This teaching prac-
tice, which displayed a large variability of translanguaging strategies,
constituted an optimally rich case, which we hoped would bring forth
experiences or voices which have not been found in more conventional
settings where monolingual policy is the norm.

2.2. Participants

In total, 12 students between nine and 12 years old (six boys and six
girls) were interviewed. Together they constituted a class, taught in one
classroom by the same two teachers. All students had migrated to the
Netherlands less than one year before the interviews. They were
learning the language of instruction at the time. Table 1 shows an
overview of the students, their languages, and their grouping for the
language portrait interview and follow-up interview.

Participants were recruited through the school since a longstanding

Table 1
Participants, their languages, and interview grouping.
Name Home Other language(s) Focus Follow-up
language(s) group nr pairing
Aras Arabic (Syria) Turkish, Kurmanci, 1 Individual
Dutch, English, Spanish
Zerya Arabic (Syria) English, Dutch, 1 Pair with
Kurmanci Nina
Nasir Kurmanci Farsi, Arabic, English, 1 Pair with
Dutch, Greek, Turkish Zayn
Nina Kurmanci Dutch, Turkish, English, 1 Pair with
Greek, Arabic Zerya
Adam Arabic (Syria&  Turkish, Dutch, English, 2 Pair with
Palestine) Spanish, Chinese, Yusuf
Somali
Aelin Arabic (Syria) Turkish, Dutch, English, 2 Individual
Chinese
Yusuf Arabic (Syria), Kurmanci, Dutch 2 Pair with
Turkish Adam
Jaliyah ~ Kurmanci Dutch, English, Spanish 2 Pair with
Raha
Kayan Arabic (Syria) Dutch 3 Individual
Laniya Kurmanci Arabic, Dutch, Greek 3 Individual
Raha Kurmanci Arabic, Dutch, Greek 3 Pair with
Jaliyah
Zayn Kurmanci Turkish, Arabic, Dutch, 4? Pair with
Greek, Spanish, Chinese Nasir

Note. “Other languages” refers to languages they’ve had exposure to and still
spoke, or were learning at the time of measurement. Determined via language
portraits. Amount of exposure and fluency were not assessed.

@ Zayn was scheduled for focus group 3, but could not make it due to personal
circumstances and had a private language portrait session to catch up.
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partnership with the school was already in place. We interviewed all
students in this class, whose teachers we had been working with to
develop the translanguaging approach for three years prior to this study.
Before signing consent, the students’ caretakers were invited into the
classroom with the students to be informed orally about the study and
decide whether they wanted to participate. The first author presented
the study plans to the caretakers and students, joined by an interpreter
who spoke the caretakers’ languages (Syrian Arabic and Kurmanci) and
who was himself part of the community, also having lived in a reception
center for asylum seekers when he was 10 years old and attended a
Dutch newcomer classroom similar to the one under investigation. An
information letter was provided in Arabic, Kurmanci, English, and
Dutch, as well as a summary in each language. The presentation was
supported with a trilingual powerpoint, including Dutch, Kurmanci, and
Arabic. In presenting the study plans, in order to act ethically and
trustworthily, the researcher was transparent about the study’s goals.
She first explained to the caretakers and students that the use of home
languages could be beneficial for learning, explaining what we know
from the literature about multilingual learning, but that we know little
about students’ own experiences with multilingual pedagogies. The
researcher further explained that she was genuinely interested in the
students’ experiences and that there were no right or wrong answers.
She clarified the study’s ultimate goal: to involve students into shaping
their education and to share the lessons learned with other schools.
Caretakers’ and students’ clarification questions were answered by the
researcher, interpreter, and school staff.

2.3. Study design and procedure

With the same interpreter joining each interview, students were
encouraged to share their experiences in the language that they felt most
confident in. All students first attended a task-based focus group
(45 min), followed by an interview either in pairs or individually
(30-45 min) a few days later. In the focus groups, four students worked
on language portraits (e.g., Yoshida & Nichols, 2024) while the
researcher asked clarifying questions about their language backgrounds
and their experiences with multilingualism in school. These focus groups
promoted a sense of safety and empowerment among the students and
reduced power differentials between the researcher and participants,
creating a less threatening environment to share their views (following
Bagnoli & Clark, 2010). Because students could respond to peers’
statements, the focus groups helped exploring collective experiences as
well as individual ones (Smithson, 2000). We scheduled students into
smaller groups based on extensive consultation with the school leader
and teachers, taking into consideration the school’s planning, students’
wellbeing (friendships, quarrels), their languages, and gender.

For their second interviews, students were invited in pairs or indi-
vidually, depending on students’ comfort levels in the first sessions and
their teachers’ advice as to which approach would fit best for the specific
student. This interview went more in-depth regarding their experiences
with translanguaging in school, asking students to recall specific situa-
tions from the past as well as wishes for their future education. Satu-
ration was ascertained with three interviews still to go, and we finished
all interviews as planned. Doing two interviews with each student gave
them time to reflect on their language practices between interviews,
enriching the data quality, and helped confirm the accuracy and stability
of the students’ reports (Roulston, 2010).

2.4. Data collection instruments

2.4.1. Language portraits

A language portrait is a coloring task in which the participant is
asked to color a silhouette, choosing specific colors for each language
they speak. Thereby, they provide an overview of how they visualize
their languages as located in their own body. While doing the coloring
task, they talk about how well they speak these languages, with whom
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they speak them, and why they choose a specific body part related to this
language. For example, a student may choose the color red for Syrian
Arabic and green for Dutch, and subsequently color the head red and
hands green because a lot of their thinking is in Syrian Arabic, while in
school they write their texts in Dutch. The language portraits introduced
the students to the interview topic in a playful way and helped them
reflect on their language practices (DeBacker et al., 2020). At the same
time, the portraits provided visual information on the students’ lin-
guistic experiences in and out of school (Morali & Manoli, 2025) and
their relationships with the languages (e.g., Goksel & Elif, 2024; Morali
& Manoli, 2025; Soares et al., 2021; Yoshida & Nichols, 2024).

2.4.2. Interview guide

All interviews were conducted following an interview guide which
consisted of four question categories (Table 2 for a short overview;
Supplementary Material 1 for the complete interview guide). The first
two categories came from a phenomenological tradition which oper-
ationalizes experiences into two distinct aspects: what is experienced
(the students’ reports on when and how they use their different languages
for learning, in all modes, in school); and how it is experienced (the
students’ feelings connected to those experiences, to underline their
subjectivity). The third category, inquiring their experiences with the
school language policy, followed from discussion with one of the
teachers. By adding this category we aimed to contextualize the stu-
dents’ experiences without assuming students perceived the norms as
intended by the school staff. Finally, to solidify our interest in the stu-
dents’ voices, the fourth interview category requested students to
“dream” about the best possible education for multilingual children and
their advice based on their subjective experiences. The interview guide
was checked by one of the students’ teachers and an ambulatory support
worker in newcomer education to make sure that the interview ques-
tions suited the students’ ways of thinking and talking. In doing so, we
hoped to make it as easy as possible for the students to think about and
answer the questions.

2.5. Data analysis

The first author transcribed interviews with Amberscript voice-to-
text software and edited them to make them more legible and accu-
rate. After pseudonymization, the audio recordings were erased. We
conducted a systematic analysis of multivoicedness, as described by
Aveling et al. (2015). The analysis comprised of two steps aiming to
identify the voices that the students spoke from, even in cases where the
participants were not necessarily aware of all the voices with which they
spoke. First, we identified so-called I-positions from which the partici-
pants spoke. We did this in NVivo version 15 (Lumivero, 2023) by
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marking all first-person pronouns and the utterances pertaining to them.
When the pronouns referred to an experience relevant to the research
question, they were coded into distinct voices such as “I-as-newcomer”
or “I-as-student,” by answering the question “who is doing the talking?”
Each I-position was then characterized with its salient experiences.

The second step was identification of inner-Other voices. These are
discourses of other individuals or groups reflected in the students’ talk
(“the teacher says...”). Again we started by coding all uses of third-
person pronouns and their surrounding text to which the pronoun
referred. After completing step one and two, for each student, we con-
structed a table of all the voices that were heard within their reports,
with experiences related to each voice and excerpts to illustrate them
(see Table 3 for an example, or Supplementary Material 2 for the com-
plete analysis per student). In choosing excerpts from the transcripts, we
adhered to the following principles: the excerpts should be representa-
tive for their category, provide experiences of different students, and be
concise and coherent. Ideally, they revealed students’ reasoning or
emotions. Considered jointly, they should provide a representative and
complete image of the students’ voices. All coding was done in an iter-
ative manner to make sure that progressive insight was applied to all
interviews. Finally, a general table was made, sorted by voice, to inte-
grate all the students’ individual experiences into the final coding
scheme (see Supplementary Material 3). To validate the analysis,
doubtful cases were discussed in the team.

Table 3
Example of analysis which characterizes the voices coded for one student
(Aelin).

Voice and characterization Illustrative quotes

I-as-multilingual

Learning languages at home via
translation tool on phone. She wants to
show how much she knows in all her

‘Arabic is present in my whole body.’
‘Ireally enjoy speaking Dutch. (...) I also
enjoy English, but it is difficult.’

Table 2
Question categories in the interview guide, their descriptions, and example
questions.

Question category ~ Description Example question

What is The students’ reports on when I want to understand how the

experienced by
the student

How it is
experienced by
the student

Perception of
language norms

Dreams

and how they use their
different languages for
learning, in all modes, in
school.

The students’ feelings
connected to those
experiences, to underline
their subjectivity.

The students’ reports on rules
around language use.

The students’ expressed
desires for language use in
school, including the school
they would soon enroll, or
schools in general.

languages in your head work
together when you’re
learning. Can you tell me
about that?

What do you appreciate /
find difficult about using
your home language at
school?

In which moments does the
teacher tell you to only speak
Dutch?

When you go to another
school, which languages
would you want to speak
there?

languages. Proud to know so many
languages.

Emphasized love for learning new
languages. Practical approach to
language use and being understood:
using the language that makes most
sense in the given context.

I-as-newcomer
The Dutch language is more relevant for
Dutch society.

I-as-student

Accepting what is being decided for her.
She will speak in the language that is
asked of her. Learning by herself (in
and out of school), she uses Arabic and
Dutch.
She taught the teacher Arabic words.
She has translated between the teacher
and peers.

I-as-peer/friend

Using all languages to help each other
(helping peers, and being helped by
peers). Often speaks Arabic with
classmates.

The teacher(s) as Inner-Other

When the teacher needs to understand
what is said, the rule is to speak Dutch.
She discussed moments when teachers
wanted her to teach them Arabic
words.

Aelin: ‘I once responded to the teacher
in both Arabic and Dutch. Then he said
“I don’t speak Arabic.”

Researcher: ‘And what did you think
then? Or what did you feel?”

Aelin: ‘I didn’t feel anything? But I
simply stopped speaking Arabic,
because he couldn’t understand me
anyways.’

‘T am in the country ‘the Netherlands’.
And if I talk to Dutch people in Arabic,
then nobody will understand me. So if
learn Dutch more, then I can talk to
everyone here, about anything.’

‘If I should go to a school where they
talk to us in Arabic, then I will speak
Arabic. But if it’s Arabic AND Dutch, or
only Dutch, then I'll do so.”

‘Well, with mathematics. I do
calculations in Arabic. Or in Dutch. (...)
I have them in my head, in my brain,
Arabic and Dutch.’

‘I help other students a lot. When they
cannot speak Dutch, I help them.’
‘Sometimes I speak in Arabic with other
classmates.’.

‘I was speaking Arabic to a girl. Then the
teacher said: you have to speak Dutch so
I can understand you too. But the girl
just didn’t understand Dutch.’

‘But the teacher says: I want you to
speak in Dutch, so that I understand
what you are saying.’
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As suggested by Aveling et al. (2015), we deliberately tried to check
whether students were expressing “the interviewers’ voice” or what the
students might have expected this to be. However, we did not find in-
dications of an interviewer’s voice in the students’ reports.

3. Results

For each student, we distinguished between five and seven voices.
Four voices were found for every student: [-as-peer/friend, I-as-student,
I-as-multilingual, and the teacher(s) as Inner-Other (see Table 3 for an
example). In this section we illustrate these voices and what experiences
they entailed for each student as well as the voices coded for some but
not all of the students: I-as-newcomer, [-as-migrant, and the parent(s) as
Inner-Other. The student interviews revealed positive experiences
regarding the use of multiple languages in and out of school. Many
students shared aspirations to improve and expand their linguistic rep-
ertoires. How exactly the students envisioned their futures differed per
person: While one student had set the goal to eventually speak Dutch
with all their friends (Laniya) and a second student even with their
parents (Zerya), a third student emphasized their home languages as
part of who they were without the wish to fully transfer from one lan-
guage to another (Adam).

Although the interview and research questions were set up to
investigate experiences with translanguaging specifically, students also
reported experiences which we would classify in the periphery of
translanguaging, related to multilingualism in general. For example,
engaging in language learning outside of school might not be a trans-
languaging experience strictly following our definition, but it was
brought up by students, possibly because they deemed it relevant in light
of their experiences. Given our commitment to identifying the students’
authentic voices, we decided for a more liberal approach enabling us to
include not only the prototypical translanguaging examples or experi-
ences but also those at the periphery.

3.1. I-as-peer/friend

The voice I-as-peer/friend refers to translanguaging experiences in
relation to classmates both in and out of school. All students used the
word ‘friend’ to refer to a classmate, which is why we did not distinguish
between the two. All students reported experiences with the use of home
languages to help each other in class, that is, both helping others and
being helped by others, using home languages. When asked to explain
why helping each other in home languages is so important, four students
(Raha, Jaliya, Aras, Aelin) explained that they saw the use of home
languages as a necessity to communicate and get access to the
curriculum:

I would say that I have no choice and I am forced to. That the other
student can’t do it and doesn’t understand it. So I am forced to help
them in Kurdish. If they could speak Dutch well, then I wouldn’t need
to help. But just because I speak Dutch, doesn’t mean that another
student does, too. (Raha)

Students also reported that being able to help peers in home lan-
guages made them happy (Aras, Kayan), and Raha specified that it made
her feel capable: “I get really happy when I help someone. It makes me
see myself as their interpreter and then I think: hey, I did learn some-
thing.” Three other students (Adam, Nasir, Zayn) explained that they are
generally asked to speak Dutch with peers, but that they do not (always)
obey.

Five students reported mixing languages with friends, in and out of
school (Zerya, Raha, Laniya, Zayn), in oral and writing modes. Students
reported that speaking home languages with classmates also helped
them to learn new languages (Aras, Zayn), and study together at home
(Raha). Additionally, they reported encouraging each other to practice
the language of instruction together (Zerya), and using the language of
instruction as lingua franca with students who spoke different languages
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than them (Jaliyah).
3.2. [-as-student

We use the label I-as-student to refer to experiences with school
work, the school system, and the relation to the teacher. Pertaining to
this voice, every student explained that they used more than one lan-
guage for learning individually. For example, Aelin said: “Well, with
mathematics. I do calculations in Arabic. Or in Dutch. (...) I have them in
my head, in my brain, Arabic and Dutch.” Zerya reported that she re-
frains from speaking in class unless she is confident in her ability to
construct sentences accurately. Given that her proficiency in Dutch is
still developing, this results in reduced participation in contexts where
only Dutch is allowed. Consequently, a strictly monolingual language
policy may limit her engagement in classroom discussions.

Nasir and Laniya reported that even though they used multiple lan-
guages, they felt that their home languages were most suitable for
learning content. In line with this, Raha emphasized a gradual compo-
nent of her language use, where she covered the more basic content in
Dutch, while she preferred to use her home language when working on
more complex content. In contrast, Nina said that in school she used
Dutch more often than Kurmanci, because her Dutch was actually better
than her Kurmanci, at least for discussing content. Zerya and Nasir
explained that especially in the first weeks at this school, they used
English as a lingua franca with the teacher.

Three students (Zerya, Raha, Laniya) reported that for them, in many
cases, content was already familiar, and only translations were needed.
For example, Raha said: “We all practice mathematics in Dutch, because
in Kurdish, we can already do it. We already know how to do it in
Kurdish and we want to learn to do it in Dutch.” Three students (Laniya,
Jaliyah, Kayan) reported that school restricted the use of a phone for
translation, while this was their main translation resource out of school.
As aresult, Zerya and Raha reported that they regularly took unresolved
schoolwork home with them, where they have a phone, to look up
translations which they could not find at school. The students could ask
the teacher for translations in class, but the teacher did not always have
time to look those up for them.

Six students (Adam, Aelin, Aras, Zayn, Jaliyah, Yusuf) reported ex-
periences with translating for teachers and/or parents in the school
setting, often upon teachers’ request. This made them feel useful, as
Adam explained: “It is useful, for me and for other people, if I speak
Turkish and Arabic well. Because I can help people. Not only children,
also adults here at school.”

For Aelin and Laniya, the utterances coded as I-as-student were
characterized by compliance, feeling peace with whichever language
they were asked to speak in different settings. For example, Aelin did not
give a personal language preference: “If I should go to a school where
they talk to us in Arabic, then I will speak Arabic. But if it’s Arabic and
Dutch, or only Dutch, then I’ll do so.”

Adam reported that there have been moments where the teacher was
the only person he could practice the language of instruction with. Raha
said that she appreciated it when the teacher showed interest in her
home language and wanted to learn from her:

And back then, she (teacher) didn’t know the Arabic translations for
‘plus’ and ‘minus’. So she asked me to tell her, and then she wrote
that down in her book. (...) Yes, I liked that. Because I wanted to
learn something in Dutch, and she also wanted to learn something.
(Raha)

3.3. I-as-multilingual

For nine out of 12 students, the “I-as-multilingual” voice constituted
a positive outlook on languages/multilingualism, for example by voicing
their pride to speak many languages (Adam, Aelin, Aras, Nina, Zerya,
Yusuf) and/or claiming that language learning is fun, and “the more, the
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better” (Adam, Aelin, Nina, Zerya, Raha, Laniya, Jaliyah, Yusuf). This
voice also comprised more neutral outlooks on their multilingualism,
such as reporting that their languages “take turns” (Aelin, Zayn) and
referring to culture and politics linked to languages (Aras, Nasir). Four
students (Nina, Zerya, Laniya, Kayan) emphasized equality of languages,
for example, Nina: “And you should never say ‘this language is here
(gestures high above her head) and that language is here (gestures below
her chest).”

Another important characterizing experience of the I-as-multilingual
voice is the adaptation of language practices according to context. Seven
students (Aelin, Nina, Zerya, Nasir, Laniya, Jaliyah, Yusuf) reported
using the language that made most sense in context, referring to a person
(e.g., classmate) or country of residence. Laniya: “If they are Kurdish,
then I will talk to them in Kurdish. If they are Arabic, then I can also just
speak Arabic. And if it has to be Dutch, then I have to practice my Dutch
a lot, to be able to speak with them in Dutch.”

Adam described the use of home languages in school as a right,
linked to their identities: “If teachers said we could never speak Arabic
or Kurdish again, we would get angry. How would we then talk to each
other? These are also our countries. We need to speak in these
languages.”

3.4. Teacher(s) as Inner-Others

The teacher(s) as Inner-Other voice was coded most in interview
sections where students were asked about language rules in the school
(language policy). All students referred to one or more teachers and
often directly quoted teachers to illustrate their experiences. Interest-
ingly, the students seemed to have slightly different experiences of what
the school rules entailed, each emphasizing different aspects of the
policy, while they were in the same classroom everyday with the same
teachers.

Five students referred to a school rule to speak as much Dutch as
possible, while home languages were allowed for helping each other
only if a student cannot do it fully in Dutch (Adam, Nina, Nasir, Zayn,
Jaliyah). In Jaliyah’s words: “In that case, the teacher doesn’t mind that
we speak Kurmanci.” Aelin and Kayan emphasized that the rule was to
speak Dutch specifically when the teacher needs to understand what is
being said: “But the teacher says: I want you to speak in Dutch, so that I
know what you’re saying.”

Six students explained that the rules are focused on learning Dutch,
and because Dutch is a skill, one should practice it often in order to
progress (Aras, Nina, Zerya, Raha, Nasir, Laniya). According to Laniya:
“Look, there is a time for Kurdish. Then we can talk Kurdish too. But
sometimes, the teacher says: we will now only speak in Dutch, so that we
can learn Dutch.”

Zerya explained that if swear words were used in home languages,
the rule was to speak Dutch all day. Yusuf, on the other hand, explained
that all languages were allowed in general, but it depended on the goal
when which language was used. He said that he did not know the spe-
cifics and could not clarify further. Kayan and Raha emphasized that
speaking Dutch in class was a matter of respect:

He (teacher) says you have to speak Dutch. But he says talk in Dutch
so that you can learn. We are from all these different countries, and if
we would all start talking Kurdish or Arabic, then the teacher can’t
understand it and we also wouldn’t learn anything. He (teacher) also
puts in effort to try and teach us something. So I think we should
listen to him when he talks, and we should just talk Dutch so that we
can learn. (Kayan)

Interestingly, all interviewees found it challenging to talk about how
they felt about the language policy. They repeated the teachers’ rules,
but did not reflect on them further when invited to. Although we could
not check where this came from, we suspect there could be several
reasons: It could be lack of trust of the interviewer, or genuine agree-
ment with the school policy. It could also be the children not being used
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to an adult asking them about their opinions regarding the rules at
school, or not being used to talking about their feelings in general. When
discussing this finding with one of the teachers, she suggested that
perhaps the employment of home languages is so ordinary to the stu-
dents that they never gave it a second thought.

3.5. Voices coded for a subset of participants

3.5.1. I-as-newcomer

The voice ‘I-as-newcomer’ was coded for expressions of being new in
a space (the classroom or society). It is characterized by a focus on
learning Dutch because this is the majority language in the Netherlands
(coded for Aelin, Nina, Raha, Zerya, Nasir, Yusuf, Kayan). This voice
reinforces (or is a result of) power differences related to language status.
For example, it was coded for excerpts which emphasize the importance
of Dutch for being able to participate in the education system and society
as a whole. Zerya shared: “It’s not a choice for us to speak Dutch.
Because it’s their language, the Dutch language. So we have to learn
Dutch. (...) [ am learning a new language, so that’s it. I will speak the
new language as soon as I've learned it.”

Raha and Zayn spoke in detail about their first weeks as a newcomer
in the classroom. They experienced not being able to participate in class
due to too little knowledge of the language of instruction. Raha’s ex-
periences might be interpreted as anxiety, not being able to sleep, and
feeling like she was not good enough: “Back then, when the teacher
asked a question, everyone raised their hands, and I thought, yeah, I am
not good. But later, it improved. Later there were also tests and then I
wouldn’t sleep all night until I had studied.” Zayn’s experience high-
lights the feeling of anger related to not being able to communicate:
“When I had just arrived in Greece, I didn’t know any words (in Greek). I
punched everyone who would talk to me. (...) It was really difficult.”

After some time in the Netherlands, finally learning to speak Dutch
gave Raha a feeling of accomplishment. In order to learn Dutch as fast as
possible, students expressed the wish to only have Dutch speaking peers
in the classroom (Zerya, Kayan). They explained that it would be “one
year, or one and a half years” of having to learn Dutch, but then even-
tually, it would be good for them to have been immersed.

Under the I-as-newcomer voice, we also coded Adam’s experience
with racism and getting into fights specifically related to the languages
that he used. Due to such experiences, he would prefer for others not to
know which languages he spoke: “I don’t want a lot of people to know
how many languages I speak. Or which languages I speak. That is better,
because of discrimination.”

Some students expressed a preference for Dutch, German, and En-
glish, over their home languages. This preference was most salient when
the students positioned themselves as wanting to succeed later in life, in
this Dutch society, where these languages have high status (cf. Morali &
Manoli, 2025).

3.5.2. I-as-migrant

This voice was coded when interviewees talked about experiences
with living in other countries and how these experiences impacted their
current translanguaging experience. Adam, Aras, and Laniya explained
that the curricula of different schools did not line up for them, both
internationally as well as different schools within one country, leading
to unclarity and confusion. Aras said: “Well with multiplications... I've
been to various different schools and I've learned a lot about multipli-
cations. And at each school, they did it differently.”

3.5.3. Parent(s) as Inner-Others

Finally, the voices of parents as Inner-Others were coded. Aras said
that his parents held him responsible to teach them the majority lan-
guage (Dutch) because he was learning it at school. Aras now inserts
Dutch words into his communication with his parents:
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My parents said: since you’re learning Dutch, you should teach us
too. (...) So every now and then I tell them a Dutch word. For
example gang (hallway). When I want to say ‘hallway’ or I want to go
outside, I just say gang in Dutch. And now, they also know what gang
is.”

Zerya reported her mother’s efforts to prevent home language
attrition by practicing the home language more via translation requests:
“You know, because I am in the Netherlands, I forgot Arabic a little bit.
My mother says: ‘What is that?” And I understand what it is in Dutch. But
I couldn’t say. I don’t know it in Arabic.”

4. Discussion

This paper aimed to identify and interpret newcomer students’ voi-
ces on translanguaging, in a pedagogical climate in which students are
used to translanguaging being promoted most of the time. By illustrating
the students’ voices with quotes, we shed light on the students’ nuanced
experiences with multilingual practices. For each student, we coded five
to seven voices, which we summarize below.

4.1. Summary of the different voices

Sarr and Mosselson (2010) argued for recognition of the unique, but
also heterogeneous, natures of true refugee experiences. Our results
underscore their claim and revealed a variety of experiences in a group
of newcomers which seems at first glance rather homogeneous (asylum
seeker, 9-12 years old, born in Syria or Iraq, multilingual, currently in
the same classroom).

The voice I-as-peer/friend was characterized by the use of home
languages to help each other in class. Home languages were seen as
helpful or even necessary to access the curriculum. Students also
explained that they used home languages while studying together at
home.

The voice I-as-student emphasized how students used home language
for doing individual work, for example by alternating languages
depending on complexity of content. Students reported that they take
home their school work because there they can freely look up trans-
lations, showing that school sometimes limits their use of resources,
similar to findings in the U.S. context (Daniel & Zybina, 2019).

The I-as-multilingual voice was characterized by generally positive
feelings regarding multilingual identities, displaying pride and enjoy-
ment in the use of multiple languages and expressing that all languages
are, in principle, equal. Many students referred to the importance of
home language maintenance, and a risk of attrition due to a focus on the
language of instruction.

The teacher(s) as Inner-Other voice was characterized by reiterations
of rules about language use. Students brought up various specific situ-
ations, explaining how languages were allowed to be used in each sit-
uation. This shows that the teacher discussed with students why certain
languages were used, and that classroom language policy was not static
but instead flexible and situational.

In addition to these voices, for some students, we coded I-as-
newcomer, l-as-migrant, and parent(s) as Inner-Other voices. I-as-
newcomer was a voice characterized by acknowledgment of high-status
languages, contextualizing the student as being new to the classroom, or
society as a whole, and having to adapt. Students expressed feelings of
anxiety and anger related to not being able to communicate in the ma-
jority language, being unable to participate in class, and facing
discrimination. The I-as-migrant voice exposed feelings of confusion
because curricula of different schools did not line up. The voice of parent
(s) as Inner-Others highlighted that home language maintenance is
important. In the home, some parents purposefully intervened to pre-
vent home language attrition, for example via translation requests (cf.
Stoewer, 2018). Finally, children are sometimes given the task to teach
their parents Dutch, the majority language of society.
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We only coded voices when the transcript provided clear evidence
for them. It is therefore possible that voices that we identified for a few
students actually convey experiences shared by more, or even all
students.

4.2. Voices in context

We have analyzed the “text” of students’ voices in the “context” of
their social relations (with each other, the teachers, and their families),
their personal histories, and future wishes and intentions. For example,
newcomer students feel strongly that the use of home languages in
school is necessary for learning and participation in class. This is
explained through various voices which depend on social relations with
others. Namely, in relation to peers, using home languages is necessary
for helping each other in class (see also Carbonara & Scibetta, 2022).
Alternatively, in relation to teachers, discussing home languages fosters
a more equitable teacher-student relationship. Lastly, in relation to their
parents, students emphasized how translanguaging in school can help
them to maintain their home languages (Daniel & Zybina, 2019).

These different social relations are interwoven with various future
wishes and intentions. For example, linked to the relationship with
family members, a student might wish to maintain their home language,
because this improves communication with family. Indeed, studies have
shown that heritage language proficiency is linked to improvement of
family relationships (e.g., Jo et al., 2023) and emotional wellbeing (e.g.,
Ticheloven & Blom, 2025). Other wishes of students may be to get high
grades in school, and to learn the language of instruction as fast as
possible. Students explained that translanguaging helps them fulfill
these wishes because it provides access to learning content, helps with
solving complex problems, and supports the learning of the language of
instruction. Similar student experiences are reported in previous
research (Le Pichon et al., 2021; DiNapoli & Morales, 2021; Van Viegen,
2020).

Finally, the students’ voices depended on their personal histories in
terms of their language skills and prior experiences. This became most
apparent when a student who had experienced discrimination in the past
was less inclined to use his home language in class, even though he felt
that using his home language was a fundamental right. Another example
of how personal histories are linked to student voices is that some stu-
dents explained that their home language was most suitable for learning
complex content, but that this gradually shifted towards Dutch (lan-
guage of instruction) related to their skills in both languages.

A multivoicedness approach allows for multiple contradicting voices
not only between students, but also within students. This insight may
shed new light on previous study results, which did not analyze student
voices on an individual level (e.g., Ticheloven et al., 2019; Dar-
yai-Hansen & Drachmann, 2024). The insight that an individual can
have contradicting voices might also explain why the current study’s
results are different from Albaugh and Poarch’s (2025), whose survey
found that students’ opinions on translanguaging were “barely above
indifference” (p. 11) and advised this “ought to be seriously considered
before implementing (...) multilingual pedagogies” (p. 15). It might be
the case that this indifference was the result of averaging at group level,
which eliminates diversity between and within students. Adopting a
multivoicedness lens, we suspect that perhaps each student had various
voices which might not have come to the foreground in the survey.
Another explanation for the difference in results is that the research
contexts were different. Namely, Albaugh and Poarch (2025) identified
relatively low proficiency in the students’ home languages, while the
students in our study were more proficient in their home language than
in the language of instruction. Lower home language proficiency might
then explain the students’ indifference towards translanguaging in that
specific study.

The insight that a newcomer student may express conflicting views
on language use is relevant to the development of a responsive trans-
languaging practice. For example, when a student resists using their
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home language, a teacher may prefer to investigate the underlying
reasons rather than accepting the resistance at face value. This requires
knowledge of why students may sometimes contradict themselves, and
awareness that multiple voices can co-exist and be simultaneously
relevant to a student. With such knowledge and pedagogical sensitivity,
teachers can make informed decisions on language use, taking into ac-
count the complexity of newcomer students’ multivoicedness.

Furthermore, as students indicated that their language use and
preferences change over time, a developmental perspective on trans-
languaging (e.g., Axelrod & Cole, 2018) seems to be necessary. The
relative use of students’ languages may shift as they advance in content
knowledge and linguistic proficiency. For instance, a newcomer student
may initially rely on English, gradually integrate Arabic and Dutch, and
eventually use predominantly Dutch while drawing on Arabic to engage
with complex content. Hence, a school’s language policy should in our
view allow for supporting such shifts.

4.3. Limitations

Following Griffin (2022) we acknowledge the presence of power
differences between the interviewer and the students in our study in
several dimensions (most importantly ethnicity, age, and fluency in the
country’s majority language). Thereby, the interview setting in itself
may have foregrounded particular voices (Mertkan-Oziinlii, 2007).
While the researcher made substantial effort to minimize power differ-
ences by conducting focus groups, working with an interpreter, and
explaining explicitly that they were not a teacher, it is still probable that
the interviewees felt it was not appropriate to share all of their experi-
ences. We noticed in a few instances that the students addressed the
researcher as “teacher,” revealing that students felt a power difference.
In analyzing, too, we are aware that how we understand the students’
experiences can be shaped by our own. Finally, as the student sample
included only two home languages (Syrian Arabic and Kurmanci), the
findings cannot ascertain whether learners from other linguistic and
cultural backgrounds might articulate voices not represented in this
study.

5. Conclusions

Using a multivoicedness approach, this study shows that newcomer
students’ voices on translanguaging are nuanced and complex, that they
are situated in sociopolitical contexts, and that they are influenced by
voices of others around them as well as their personal histories and
future wishes and intentions. To do justice to newcomers’ diverse voices
regarding translanguaging, we advise to refrain from the dichotomy
between monolingual or multilingual approaches. Instead, trans-
languaging with newcomer students requires a responsive approach to
language choices situated in context. This means that teachers should
consider contextual factors, among which the relationships between
students, their prior experiences, and their future wishes, when deciding
on language use. We also recommend involving students in language
policies, recognizing their agency, and adapting these policies and lan-
guage use to their evolving needs and growing proficiency in the lan-
guage of instruction.
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