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Negotiating Languages and Cultures: Enacting 
Translingualism through a Translation Assignment

Julia Kiernan, Joyce Meier, and Xiqiao Wang

This collaborative project explores the affordances of a translation assign-
ment in the context of a learner-centered pedagogy that places composition 
students’ movement among languages and cultures as both a site for inquiry 
and subject of analysis. The translation assignment asks students to translate 
scholarly articles or culture stories from their home languages into English, 
and then to compare their translations and reflect on these processes. In 
presenting a research study of students’ responses to this assignment, our 
goal is to highlight the important moves that students make as they examine 
their own linguistic attributes when translating. Our goal is to analyze these 
student responses within a collaborative pedagogical framework that centers 
on students’ home languages and cultures as well as on reflective practice. 
The curricular shift exemplified by the translation assignment reflects a pur-
poseful placement of value on translingual competences and mirrors a na-
tional shift toward asset-based, culturally sustaining pedagogical practices.

Introduction

This study on translation and the composing process of English Language 
Learners (ELLs) is a convergence of responses to two exigencies—the 

first local and institutional, the second theoretical and disciplinary. The first 
response speaks to a growing number of diverse learners, particularly inter-
national multilinguals who enroll in first-year writing courses in U.S. institu-
tions. The second response builds on the pedagogical innovations offered by 
scholar-teachers such as Suresh Canagarajah (“Negotiating” 2013). Towards 
these ends, this study considers how theoretical inquiry into the internation-
alization of composition has only begun to offer practical strategies to in-
corporate translingual and transnational perspectives into first-year writing 
courses. In order to respond to the current move to engage multilingual stu-
dents within U.S. composition classrooms, we offer versions of an assignment 
sequence that analyzes the implications of such an approach in the context 
of previous theoretical publications and the institutional setting of this study. 

A common complaint about the intersection of composition studies and 
multilingual education is that there are few initiatives that develop and imple-
ment multilingual frameworks within English-medium classrooms (Hornberger 
and Link). Bruce Horner, Samantha NeCamp, and Christine Donahue have 
called for writing teachers to consider how changes can be “made at the or-
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ganizational level to rethink the ways in which English is represented in U.S. 
composition teaching, the design of writing programs and curricula, and the 
preparations of (future) teachers of postsecondary writing” (“Toward” 271). In 
response to such calls, we devised a qualitative study, positioning us to better 
understand how students respond to a translation assignment. Specifically, we 
examined the following research questions with the aim of developing specific 
pedagogies informed by translingual and transnational perspectives:   

• How do assignments based in translation and the translating process 
develop and foster high-level analytical, metalinguistic skills in ELLs?  

• How does the translation of texts invite students to reflect on and 
explain their own writing processes and language negotiation within 
their lives?

• In what ways can writing about translingual and transnational ex-
periences position students as experts—as writers with agency and 
authority?

• What are the affordances of the translation assignment for teaching 
and learning? 

By positioning translation as entry to translingual and transnational writing 
practices, we aim to fill a pedagogical gap as we rethink and reimagine the 
intersections between languages. The pedagogical approaches offered in this 
article differ from previous work in this area, whereby translanguaging peda-
gogy is framed as instructors alternating their teaching from one language to 
another: in other words, students and instructor hear or read a lesson in one 
language but do their work in another (Creese and Blackledge; García and 
Wei; Hornberger and Link). Our practice, in contrast, introduces translation 
as an explicit invitation for students to use home languages and cultures as 
resources for learning and to incorporate these resources purposefully into 
their writing as students examine and reflect upon their own experiences, 
practices, and ideas related to crossing and/or melding multiple languages 
and cultures (see also Matsuda and Silva). In addition, our project builds on 
insights from literacy researchers, who have examined students’ out-of-school 
translation practices as leverageable skills mirrored in school-based literacy 
practices (Orellana and Reynolds; Orellana, Thorne, Chee, and Lam). Add-
ing to research accounts of how bilingual students draw on their cultural 
and linguistic knowledge to derive meaning and use information from trans-
lating and reading texts (Jiménez, David, Fagan, Risko, Pacheco, Pray, and 
Ganzáles; Medina), this study positions translation as an asset, resource, and 
advantageous skill for ELLs’ literacy development. This notion aligns with 
Claire Kramsch’s view that “[l]anguage competence should be measured not 
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as capacity to perform in one language in a specific domain, but rather as ‘the 
ability to translate, transpose and critically reflect on social, cultural and his-
torical meanings’” (103). We position translation assignments and exercises as 
“a critical resource for identifying global forces, their effects on individual and 
collective lives, and ways of responding to and even shaping these” (Lu and 
Horner 118). Ultimately, making space for overt language negotiation within 
English-medium classrooms—namely, writing centered in strategies of trans-
lation—allows for multilingual students to compose reflective writing that 
self-names their own ongoing processes of negotiation between languages and 
between cultures.

This approach to language negotiation reflects translingual shifts in the 
teaching of ELLs and speaks to the 2011 MLA Ad Hoc Committee on Foreign 
Languages report, “Foreign Languages and Higher Education,” as well as to 
scholars who maintain “the welcoming of translanguaging in classrooms is 
not only necessary, but desirable educational practice” (Hornberger and Link 
239).  In composition studies specifically, translingual theory and research 
position writing—principally English-medium writing—in constant relation 
to other languages, where the primary aims of translingual inquiry are the 
recognition of the fluidity of language and movement away from the domi-
nant ideologies of Standardized English (Canagarajah, “Toward a Rhetoric”; 
Horner, Lu, Trimbur, and Royster, “Language Difference”). Canagarajah further 
suggests that the act of translanguaging in writing is the ability to produce 
texts that demonstrate successful language negotiation across diverse discourse 
communities, which echoes Min-Zhan Lu’s earlier Living-English theories that 
posit the most useful language is that which works to communicate, rather 
than that which abides by standardized conventions. As such, assignment 
redesign is central to this study, particularly the implementation of useable 
translingual strategies that encourage students to move between, across, and 
within languages in their writing. 

The translation assignment discussed herein is grounded in research that 
views the ability to move between, across, and within languages as a cognitive 
benefit to students (Alsheikh; Canagarajah, “Multilingual Writers”; Canagara-
jah, “Toward a Writing”; Creese and Blackledge; Gentil; Hornberger and Link; 
Lu; Mokhtari and Reichard; Mokhtari and Sheorey). Such research contends 
that “as school populations become increasingly linguistically diverse, refusing 
to acknowledge the language resources of students . . . limits the possibilities 
for their educational achievement” (Hornberger and Link 240). We see the 
practice of translanguaging within the translation assignment as a pedagogical 
tool offering a “possibility for teachers and learners to access academic content 
through the communicative repertoires they bring to the classroom while 
simultaneously acquiring new ones” (Hornberger and Link 245). Students 
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also have the opportunity to reflect and learn from their ongoing processes of 
language negotiation and, thus, illuminate and name for themselves the nature 
of this process and its relationship to other literacy-based moments in their lives.

Situating the Local
The move to incorporate and negotiate between translingual and transnation-
al perspectives in the first-year writing classroom, as discussed in the opening 
paragraph, is a local and institutional response to population shifts. The cur-
ricular redesign occurred in a bridge writing course at a large public Midwest-
ern university. Like many institutions of higher education across the U.S., 
this university has witnessed a rapid increase of international students. As a 
result, most if not all of the students in the bridge course Preparation for Col-
lege Writing (PCW) are international, with the majority Chinese, and others 
from such countries as South Korea, Saudi Arabia, and Thailand, and still 
others who are first-generation U.S. citizens. In response to this shifting de-
mographic, a number of PCW instructors experimented with new approach-
es that paid heed to the recent call for translingual, transcultural pedagogies 
(Horner et al., “Toward”). Amid much departmental discussion—instructor 
monthly meetings, culturally sustaining pedagogy workshops, and a PCW 
retreat—assignments and classroom activities were redesigned to explicitly 
frame the students’ languages and cultures as assets and sites of inquiry. Im-
plicitly, the new course initiatives highlighted the students’ ongoing nego-
tiations of languages, cultures, and genres (Canagarajah, “Negotiating” and 
“Toward a Rhetoric”). The translation project outlined in this chapter repre-
sents one such assignment. 

Our interests, as three teacher-researchers, stem from some similarities 
among our experiences with the demographic shifts and changing pedagogi-
cal imperatives associated with our teaching of PCW. Informing and shaping 
such interests are our own linguistic, cultural, and institutional identities that 
are simultaneously similar and variant. Such positionalities provide us with 
unique insights into the translanguaging practices of our students. Like the 
students who enroll in PCW, we come from diverse linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds. One of us is a U.S. monolingual, and the other two are interna-
tionals (one monolingual and one multilingual). We will briefly explore these 
backgrounds because it is important to consider the multiple dimensions of 
and approaches to teaching via a translingual lens, particularly because many 
teachers have a limited set of strategies for supporting translingual learning. 
Nancy Hornberger and Holly Link explain that it is not necessary for teachers 
to master the many languages spoken by students in order for translingualism 
to function as a pedagogical benefit. In other words, monolingual teachers have 
the ability to create learning spaces that are open to the diverse social realities 
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of our students, and consequently to broaden the context of U.S. composition 
“to [that of ] a discipline directly confronting, investigating, and experiment-
ing” with language difference (Horner et al., “Toward” 291).

Researcher Backgrounds
Julia is a monolingual teacher-researcher who is a citizen of a multilingual 
country. While she teaches in a U.S. postsecondary institution, Julia self-
identifies as international. While her own linguistic background is mono-
lingual English, she had some grade school and undergraduate education in 
French. Julia currently lives in one of the most linguistically diverse cities in 
Canada, which has served to drive her professional interests in translingual-
ism, which she views as a living form of language used not only by interna-
tional multilinguals but also domestic multilinguals and monolinguals.

As Assistant Director of the First-Year Writing Program, Joyce added full 
administrative support to the translation assignment and other experimentation 
with a translingual, transcultural pedagogy in the PCW classroom. Though 
primarily monolingual and from the U.S., she grew up in a bilingual household 
hearing and speaking both Polish and English. Last summer, partly because so 
many of the ELLs in PCW are Chinese, Joyce taught at the Harbin Institute of 
Technology in China for the express purpose of learning more about Chinese 
culture and language.

Xiqiao came to the U.S. from China in her early twenties in pursuit of 
graduate degrees. She attended a public university in her early years of immi-
gration. Yet, Xiqiao came from a different generation of immigrants—a time 
prior to China’s economic boom, when students could only afford to study 
in America when one’s studies were funded by merit scholarships offered by 
a U.S. university. Nonetheless, she felt, and responded to, the pressure to 
add academic English to her linguistic repertoire to maximize her social and 
academic success in the U.S. 

Methodology
The translation assignment can be divided into three stages: individual trans-
lation, comparative analysis, and individual narratives reflecting on the trans-
lating process. In stage one, students who share a home language work in 
groups of three to four and choose a single text that is written in their home 
language.1 Excerpts of texts are then distributed to each member and trans-
lated into English by each group member in isolation from other members. 
In stage two, group members compare translations for similiarities and differ-
ences. Here, the student considers personal experiences and feelings towards 
the translation process, as well as the choices they made when translating 
and why. In stage three, students create a final narrative that incorporates the 
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reflective discussions of stage two. Moving between languages, the groups 
articulate and explain their translation process and the choices inherent in 
this process.

The point of the assignment is not to assess the students’ writing on the 
basis of grammatical correctness or adherence to a fixed standard of academic 
English, or to evaluate the “correctness” of the translation. Instead, we might 
ask: Does the student’s explanation of her translation process provide sufficient 
and compelling evidence, including examples from her home language? Did 
the student fully explain her process, so that it is clear to readers? Finally, did 
she think through the larger implications of their translation process, especially 
in terms of each member’s own learning? Again, the assignment’s emphasis, 
like our research, is on the student’s interpretation of her translation process.

In both enacting this assignment and evaluating its impact, we use action 
research. As a methodology, action research is defined as comparative research 
based within social action, leading to recommendations for change (Lewin; 
McLaren). Situated within a broader program-wide initiative on pedagogical 
innovation, our research focuses on critical reflection upon our own pedagogical 
practices, with particular emphasis placed upon how theory-informed strategies 
and assignments can engage multilingual students with intellectual work that 
treats their multilingual experiences as sites of inquiry and learning. 

Data for this study was collected from a broader, two-year study, where we 
worked to develop a research project to analyze students’ evolving understand-
ings of language differences as indicative of transnational genres, discourses, 
and cultures. Out of a total number of seventy-two student essays from the 
spring 2014 semester, nine essays—three from each section—were selected 
and coded, which helped us develop a coding scheme that allowed for the 
systematic coding of a larger corpus. The focal narratives were inductively 
analyzed to generate primary categories such as word equivalency, losses and 
gains in translation, sentence structure, and so on. We then worked to create 
secondary analytical constructs (e.g., audience, semantic, syntactic). The final 
analytical categories allowed us to describe the “invisible” translation strate-
gies students use and to recognize the complex, dialogic relationship between 
languages and cultures from the students’ perspectives. 

Here, we report on three findings from the data: how students negotiated 
audience awareness, viewed language as object, and developed cultural sensi-
tivities. These findings represent a typical sampling of student work. Audience 
awareness allows us to capture the moves students make when they appeal to 
the expectations and needs of their reader. Language as object encompasses 
both semantic (the meaning of words, phrases and other language structures) 
and syntactic concerns (matters of organization and cohesion at the word, 
sentence, and paragraph level). Cultural sensitivities capture instances when 
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the writer analyzes how cultural aspects of their home language affect their 
translation process. However, it is important to recognize that these analytical 
categories are not discrete or mutually exclusive. 

Discussion

Audience Awareness
In our analysis, audience awareness was reflected throughout the other cod-
ing categories: semantic, syntactical, and cultural sensitivities. Each category 
speaks to the writers’ awareness of their readers, as defined and labeled in 
their reflective narratives. Whether they saw their reader as U.S., or simply, 
in the words of one Chinese student, a “foreigner,” these student translators 
acknowledged how much audience awareness had affected their translation 
process—a fact perhaps reinforced by the multiple home languages repre-
sented by the writers in these classes. In writing for their readers, the students 
were essentially communicating with one another. Because attention to au-
dience was so pervasive and interconnected to the other categories, we have 
chosen to discuss audience as an overarching element.

As they described their translating processes, the ELL writers recognized 
the necessity of making specific home culture or language traits clearer to an 
English or U.S. foreign reader who otherwise might not understand. Yet the 
students also acknowledged occasional moments when translation seemed 
impossible: when there seemed to be no equivalent English word or phrase 
for the one that appeared in their home language. In the reflective essays, this 
led to moments of analysis when the writer included the original word in the 
home language to demonstrate the very challenges of moving between, across, 
or within languages. 

As outlined in the methodology, the assignment required students to 
look back at each group member’s translation processes to help them better 
understand their own translation choices. Often, the student’s own translation 
choices stood out most clearly when placed against the choices of their peers. 
Inevitably, differences in the translations emerged, and these differences invited 
rich small-group discussion, which led to the linguistic and cultural analyses 
incorporated in the students’ final reflective narratives. Written individually, 
these papers demonstrate and explain the translation choices the student writers 
had made, which is the point of the assignment. 

In fact, as the ELLs described their translation processes, their sharp aware-
ness of their readers informed each of the coding categories we describe below. 
The ELLs also recognized how greatly issues of language are intertwined with 
issues of culture. The writers regularly described personal language strategies 
and choices for the purpose of communicating their cultures to cultural and 
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linguistic outsiders. Rather than seeing such overlap among our categories as a 
concern, we view it as indicative of the complexity of the translation process itself. 

The translation assignment created an exigency, whereby the student writers 
felt the need to explain their linguistic and rhetorical choices to their readers. 
In so doing, they analyzed how their audience awareness, and the need to 
clarify words and concepts from their home languages for their readers, drove 
their translation processes. These moves map onto Canagarajah’s notion of 
how articulate and purposeful translanguaging can enable recontextualiza-
tion strategies, as writers focus on the rhetorical effect their translations have 
on their readers (“Negotiating” 50). The student reflections are informed by 
audience awareness and by an underlying philosophy that the very act of trans-
lation requires careful consideration of their readers’ differently constructed 
knowledge sets and expectations, both linguistic and cultural. Indeed, each 
student’s fairly sophisticated explanation of her translation processes and choices 
might be theorized as belonging somewhere along a continuum, as illustrated 
in figure 1, with one end representing the translator’s decision to stay as close 
as possible to the sense of the original, even if audience understanding might 
be compromised, and the other end being her choice to move away from the 
original, in an attempt to connect better with and move closer to an audience 
with different cultural and linguistic expectations.

Fig. 1. Text-to-Audience Spectrum.

The tension of negotiating across the arrow typifies the students’ processes of 
translating or translanguaging between their home and host languages. Figure 
1 represents the writer’s translating negotiations, wherein she positions herself 
along a spectrum between a more “precise” translation that is faithful to the 
original (indicated by the beginning point of the arrow) and one that more 
thoroughly adjusts to audience expectations (indicated by the arrow’s end 
point). Christine Tardy argues that such an act of translanguaging is an act 
of linguistic interpretation, definition, and understanding, which positions 
the individual on a continuum of self-inquiry. We saw writers taking various 
positions along this spectrum, often within the same translation act. That is 
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to say, at some points in their reflective essays they discussed how closely they 
had stuck to the literal meaning of the original while, in other sections, they 
analyzed how they had to “adjust”—for example, add in new language or 
words that were not in the original—in order to fully explain a cultural idea 
or word(s) from the original work. Thus, students’ reflections on translation 
processes demonstrate the complexity of the ongoing negotiations they con-
tinually make, both in and out of the classroom, moving from one language 
to another.

It is also important to note that even writers from the more literally minded 
side of figure 1 sometimes expressed audience consideration as an important 
factor in their decisions to “stick to the original.” An example of such a writer 
would be the one who chose to retain what she felt was an important aspect 
of the original, by carrying over the Chinese practice of putting the family 
name first rather than last, thus adhering to her own customs, rather than 
those preferred by English speakers. Such a practice, she argued, would give 
her readers a “flavor” of Chinese naming culture. Other examples of student 
writers whose consideration of audience led them to the other side of the 
spectrum—that is, to add in ancillary and explanatory information that was 
not in the original—appear below, as does an analysis of the writer who admit-
ted the utter impossibility of making the complicated cultural background of 
the original text totally clear to her “outsider” readers—or at least, without 
something being lost in the translation process.

Semantic Issues
As described above, some writers veered toward the right side of the spec-
trum, in terms of trying to choose English words and phrases that would be 
more identifiable to and thus friendlier for their readers, even if these might 
not be fully accurate or word for word to the original. One such ELL writer 
described the purpose of her addition of “slang” words and psychological 
descriptions as helping to make the sense, if not the exact wording, of the 
original clearer: 

To make my story more attractive and readable, I used more slang 
words and add a psychological description instead of academic vo-
cabulary. For example, “而” originally means rest or get off work; 
however, I used the word “knock off” instead to let me readers feel 
more casual. Moreover, I added a psychological thought to make my 
story more coherent which is “I don’t need to farming anymore if I 
could have a rabbit like this everyday.” 
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Still another student, who chose to entitle her paper “How to Translate a Sto-
ry to Foreign People,” wrote of the difficulty of translating Chinese words that 
had no precise equivalent in English. This student explains how “American[s] 
might never see them before:” that is, a Chinese measuring tool that had been 
mentioned in the Chinese story she translated may be unfamiliar to American 
readers. As she put it: 

“秤,” it’s a kind of tools for weighing something, but only Chinese 
people used it. So I used “scale” represents “秤” in the translation. . 
. . This is the point that really challenges me because of there are no 
corresponding words in English. If I translate more exactly, I should 
use many words even another story to explain it. But it would be 
complex and complicated to let reader to understand the original 
story. So I tried to use less words or another U.S. jargon that have 
close meaning to explain. 

This writer also supplied a second example: 

“三国时期” is a period of old Chinese ancient time. In that pe-
riod, there were three kingdoms existed, so I just translated the pe-
riod to “the Three Kingdoms Period.” The reason why I used “King-
dom” instead of “Dynasty” is the kingdoms in China are not strong 
enough like “French Kingdoms” or “British Kingdoms.”

This sense of choosing an English word appropriate to a U.S. readers’ audi-
ence (and presumed familiarity with the notion of “kings” from European 
tradition) was also reflected in a different student’s discussion of his choice of 
the word “buckaroo” rather than “shepherd,” when he translated the Chinese 
word “牧童” into English. His point, he said, was that “buckaroo” would 
appeal more to U.S. readers, whom he viewed as steeped in the Western tra-
dition of the cowboy. The exigency of adapting to their U.S. audience and 
readers, within this outsider’s imagined cultural context, shaped these Chi-
nese writers’ linguistic and rhetorical translation choices—something they 
then were able to thoroughly explain in their carefully reasoned reflections on 
their translation processes. In positioning multilingual writers as experts, the 
translation assignment by nature encourages these students to consider, re-
flect upon, name, and elucidate the kinds of ongoing translingual and trans-
national negotiations that they practice in daily life. 

Grammatical and Syntactic Meanings
Telling examples of translation lie in those moments when student translators 
cited how linguistic differences in grammar affected their translations. An 
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example of this would be where a missing subject reference would be clear to 
a Chinese reader reading Mandarin but not to an English one. One student 
describes her translating challenge in terms of the preponderance of pronouns 
in Chinese as opposed to English: “The word ‘it’ (as the character in the origi-
nal paragraph) is used so any time that usually makes the reference ambigu-
ous to foreign readers yet troubles no Chinese readers.” The student writer 
then showed how she had to adjust her translation beyond the literal, adding 
in the explanatory references that otherwise would not have been an issue for 
a Chinese reader: “(he’s) afraid of people will catch (him) when they hear it 
(the sound of him breaking the bell).” Her translation thus both mixed and 
separated (see the parentheses she added) English and Chinese grammatical 
structures—a translating choice she then acknowledged and explained in her 
narrative reflective essay. Her ingenious solution to the problem of translating 
from Mandarin to English was an attempt to have it both ways: to stay both 
true to the original and to provide clarity for her reader. Verbs and preposi-
tions provided a similar issue, since as one student writer said,     

In order to make sense to my English readers, I will added some 
English words that it actually not exist in original story. For ex-
ample, the sentence I mentioned in the above paragraph “日出而
作, 日落而息” don’t have a verb and preposition in its Chinese 
version. More specific, “日出” in Chinese means “sunrise” while “
日落” means “sunset”. Besides,“而作” means “working” while “而
息” means “knock off” or “rest”. Obviously, we can’t find a verb or 
connection word to connect those words in Chinese and audiences 
definitely won’t understand if I translate it literally. So I added some 
work so that readers can understand.

Once again, linguistic differences resulted in the translingual writer “adding 
in” English words to their translation, to make the meaning clearer to her 
audience and thus demonstrating a heightened sensitivity to linguistic and 
grammatical differences between home and second languages. 

Another example of adjusting a translation to suit English-speaking read-
ers was evident in sentence level translation. Often, students chose to change 
the structure of sentences in order to create texts that were viewed as more 
appealing to a U.S. audience. One student explained her choice of sentence 
structure in this way:

Chinese writings often use long and complex sentences to describe 
stuffs, and this leads me to have to consider how to cut a long sen-
tence to short sentences. . . . For instance, the first sentence of first 
paragraph:
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太阳物理学是运用现代物理学的技术，方法和理论研究太阳
和太阳活动现象的结构、化学组成、物理状态和演变过程，
以及各种现象的产生机制的一门学科。

It explains an academic term—[sic] solar physics, and the writer 
used a bunch of phrase to describe it, which increase the difficulty of 
translation . . . in Chinese, “恒星” means a specific kind of stars . . 
. if I directly translate this word to star, “star” can not represent the 
accurate means of “恒星.” In order to make the article more fluent 
. . . I must take into account the connection between sentences and 
causality.

This student’s reflection on and analysis of her process of translation explains 
why the very structure of her sentences and paragraphs changed during trans-
lation, as well as how linguistic differences in grammar and syntax are af-
fected by culture, language, subject matter, and personal choice. Her focus 
on specific words also points to the intricacy of translation and illustrates the 
multiplicity of our categories of analysis. 

Cultural Sensitivities
In addition to managing languages as objects of analysis and performance, 
students often engage with broader translanguaging concerns, most tellingly 
illustrated through the negotiation of common sense cultural sensitivities. In 
the context of this article, we use cultural sensitivities to capture how students 
focus on unpacking and articulating culturally specific aesthetics, rhetorical 
styles, and literary devices embodied by their texts, which then, in turn, in-
form their semantic, syntactical, and grammatical choices. Sometimes, stu-
dents admitted being somewhat “stuck” between the two ends of the spec-
trum, recognizing the challenge of negotiating between the original text and 
the English-speaking reader’s understanding. They often found themselves 
wondering whether it was even possible for a non-Chinese reader to under-
stand the rich cultural references that were embedded in their original texts. 
These students would also admit the difficulty of translating widely known 
and frequently referenced tropes, tales, and metaphors that informed much of 
the stories’ meanings. Because a reader’s knowledge of these literary devices is 
often assumed in their home culture, translating them meant decoding their 
“hidden meanings” and unpacking the rhetorical traditions that inform their 
meanings. 

For example, one student explains how she uses rhetorical strategies in 
Chinese literature to express emotions in her writing: 
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I was asked to write a sad love story once. I remember I described a 
scene in the beginning [of the essay], a man standing in a daze fac-
ing a loquat tree. This was a successful [strategy] to catch the reader’s 
attention. 

According to the student, her mention of the loquat tree invokes a shared 
cultural reference that originated in a classic essay written in Ancient Chi-
nese. In this original essay, a famous Chinese author personified a luscious 
loquat tree, which had been planted by his deceased wife, to suggest the dire 
contrast between life and death and to provide a subtle commentary on his 
sorrow. The loquat tree, as a literary device, has acquired stabilized meaning 
and entered the cultural consciousness as a symbol of sorrow for the Chi-
nese. This student’s ability to use this trope without referencing the source 
becomes evidence of her erudition as a reader and intellectual capacity as a 
writer. When translating the story, however, she needs to adjust her assump-
tions and approaches according to the rhetorical traditions of her audience 
and her presumably limited capacity with English. In this case, translating the 
text results in the loss of her writing style, which is marked by tested strate-
gies, such as using “massive adjective words to describe [one’s] inner feelings” 
and “careful and clever uses of tropes to show off my knowledge.” Operating 
from her assumption that U.S. academic essays are more logic-driven, she 
took what she called a “scientific” and “simplistic” style to make sure that she 
conveyed the basic facts of the story. In the meantime, she abandoned what 
she described as “unnecessary decorations” for fear of using the wrong words 
and creating entangled sentences. Also, her use of the trope without referenc-
ing its source needs to be reconsidered in light of academic expectations for 
citation. To the student, making herself clear and understood by an English-
speaking reader overrides her desire as a Chinese writer to create artistic and 
sophisticated texts.

Similar losses are present in other areas of the translation process, such as 
cultural subtexts, humor, aesthetics, and people’s way of thinking and behav-
ing. It is through such juxtapositions and reflections that students develop a 
translanguaging stance. To make texts from their culture comprehensible to 
cultural outsiders, students learn to recognize the affordances of genres and 
rhetorical styles across linguistic and cultural contexts, to articulate such cul-
turally specific expectations, and to name and strategize moves that they often 
already make in everyday conversations and communications. In particular, 
many reflect on the importance of supplying missing background information 
and inferential details, unpacking established assumptions and tropes (and 
citing them), and explaining differences among people’s ways of thinking 
and behaving. Practicing the very negotiating strategies they then named and 
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articulated for themselves in their analyses, the students came to recognize the 
kinds of translingual strategies they were using in their everyday practices of 
communicating with others. In other words, the process of translating, com-
paring, and reflecting engaged these students in metalinguistic analysis that 
heightened their explicit awareness of the communicative tools they needed 
to make their translation clear to others who did not share the same cultural 
or linguistic context.

Conclusion
In this article, we have drawn on our data analysis and experiences to make 
recommendations for reconfiguring and repurposing the act of translation as 
a valuable assignment across teaching contexts. We would like to stress that 
the translation assignment can be introduced in a number of ways. Con-
sequently, there are some definite differences between the execution of this 
assignment in each of our class sections, due to differences in inflection, as 
well as each teacher’s own perspective. For instance, in Julia’s class the focus is 
on close reading, library research writing, and academic language. In Joyce’s 
class, audience is primary, as students and teacher consider meaning making 
and knowledge sharing within and across languages, particularly in terms of 
fluency. And Xiqiao’s class is more multimodal in scope, focusing on how 
transnational experiences and their implications affect the translation process. 
However, despite these differences in perspective, each iteration of this as-
signment works to place value on translingual competencies, which mirrors a 
national shift toward asset-based, culturally sustaining pedagogical practices. 

We believe that each version of this assignment helps students to develop 
a repertoire of skills towards productive negotiation with linguistic codes, 
identities, and cultures, and moves towards research that recognizes enhanced 
awareness of audience and genre as central to translingual student writing. We 
see the primary translingual and transnational affordance of this assignment as 
positioning students as experts within their writing process. Specifically, this 
assignment features students’ own languages and cultures as assets, thereby 
positioning student writers as experts. Using their own translations as evidence, 
the students produce rich analyses and theories of their translation choices, 
often in the context of theorizing about the complex differences and similarities 
between the languages and cultures involved. Consequently, the translation 
assignment invites keen analysis of ongoing translating choices students are 
already making across contexts. 

Students described how the translating exercise drove their desire to aim 
for the accuracy of the translation itself, because as one student wrote, “during 
translation, we have to make sure what it really means in order to correctly 
translate it into English.” Eventually, this exercise led to nuanced conversa-
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tions for students, with both themselves and their translation partners, about 
the original meaning of a given word or phrase and the affordances of parallel 
English words and phrases, including connotation, grammatical structures, and 
cultural associations. In our analysis, this negotiation with classmates often ap-
peared as a kind of productive fretting over the affordances of various English 
words that are close in meaning, as the writer determined which would most 
accurately represent to readers the meaning of the original. 

Thus, the assignment also highlights the affordances of collaborative 
learning in supporting the development of student agency. The very act of 
sharing their respective translations with their classmates—a required part of 
the project, in between the translation and analysis parts—catalyzed them to 
make rich observations about how and why they had made their own transla-
tion choices, especially in the context of what the other students in their group 
had chosen by comparison. 

On another front, this assignment allows students to test their assump-
tions about and theories of language developed through prior experiences. 
For many, the difficulty of making semantic choices mirrors the frustrations 
they encounter in trying to communicate and negotiate over small mundane 
details, including ordering food from the cafeteria or having a conversation 
with a roommate. Driven by their need to articulate and rationalize the choices 
they make, students often venture to formulate informal theories of languages, 
such as English being logic-driven while Chinese follows a more indirect, 
inference-driven theme, or English as more precise and Chinese being more 
ornate. The validity of such theories aside, the intellectual work itself pivots 
around important issues of negotiating translingual relationships. 

While translation challenges remain, this writing assignment did not 
diminish either the students’ appreciation of their home languages or their 
understanding of the multiple ways to translate a given passage. If anything, 
it reinforced the integrity and appeal of the original texts by pinpointing how 
difficult translating can be. In fact, the project tended to heighten students’ 
appreciation for the daily challenges they face in negotiating between two or 
more languages, and for the translation enterprise all told. By placing the onus 
of the assignment on the reflection written afterwards, rather than the transla-
tion itself, the assignment allowed students to articulate their own rationales 
for the translation decisions they themselves made.

Pedagogical Recommendations
The research results position translingual and transnational practices as inher-
ent realities of writing classrooms, in the sense that multilinguals are always 
negotiating across languages and cultures. Teachers can leverage this reality 
when they teach, which helps students articulate their often invisible experi-
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ences. In other words, we have put theory into action. As an example of ac-
tion research, or research in practice, our research-informed teaching practices 
worked to develop a collaborative framework centered on students’ home lan-
guages and cultures while providing reflective practice for both students and 
teachers. For the students, rich reflection occurred in their narrative writing 
that rigorously analyzed their translanguaging choices, partly set against the 
choices of their peers. For the instructors, corresponding reflection took place 
in our ongoing pedagogical and research meetings, where we discussed both 
the students’ responses and our own differing responses to the assignment as 
teachers. From this collaborative reflective process, we have developed four 
recommendations in the teaching of translation in composition classrooms.

Recommendation One: Adapt to Contexts
Because the assignment has an inherent flexibility, which allows for adaptation 
across various instructional contexts, we recommend that instructors consider 
adapting the translation assignment for their own pedagogical use. In our case, 
for example, Xiqiao and Joyce had their students translate cultural stories, 
while Julia had her students work on scholarly articles. Because the assign-
ment emphasizes the reflective component rather than the actual translation, 
students could thus analyze translations of more than one kind of text. The 
fact that students can select texts of various genres and content as the objects 
of analysis and translation makes it possible for students to make many critical 
decisions as writers themselves. Moreover, as constructed, the assignment can 
be taught by either monolingual or multilingual instructors, as the students’ 
(rather than the teachers’) translingual abilities are at the project’s heart.

Recommendation Two: Collaborate with Other Instructors
Because the collaborative nature of this assignment can create a synergetic 
environment in which collective growth is enabled—that is, both instruc-
tors and students learn—we recommend that instructors experiment with 
the assignment in tandem with other instructors, if possible, so as to create 
the opportunity for cross-class and cross-teacher exploration and discussion. 
In the case of this project, our own learning and teaching of this specific as-
signment was fostered by collaborative discussions that allowed us to voice 
how the assignment was working and to compare and discuss assignment 
scaffolding and sequencing. These collaborative moves mirrored those of our 
students: just as they learned from sharing and comparing their respective 
translations, so too did we learn from sharing our teaching narratives. Finally, 
the interactions between instructors, monolingual and multilingual, allowed 
for a level of comfort when using translingual approaches in a classroom of 
diverse learners. Such collaboration recognized and supported linguistic di-
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versity as a pedagogical tool in a course where the lingua franca has tradition-
ally been U.S. English. 

Recommendation Three: Legitimize Translanguaging
Because the assignment legitimizes the usage of multiple languages within aca-
demic writing, and in fact, as key in any discussion of translanguaging, espe-
cially when coupled with class discussion of the writer’s credibility or “ethos,” 
we recommend the teaching of assignments that give students the opportunity 
to incorporate their home languages into written texts. In these situations, the 
very employment of their own languages, along with information about their 
cultures, encourages thoughtful and analytical writing on the part of the stu-
dents who are deeply invested in the reflective arguments they make.

Recommendation Four: Invite Connections
Because the assignment creates an exigency for students to interrogate and 
analyze the broad range of transnational experiences that inform their identi-
ties as translingual individuals, we recommend designing assignments that 
allow students to comment on the affective and emotional dimensions of 
their experiences with transnational migration and translingual practices. 
The narrative assignment brings into focus various points of contestation and 
reconciliation, compelling students to revise old assumptions and develop 
new strategies to ensure their own growth as efficient and critical readers and 
writers. In “venting” about how hard it is, celebrating small “aha” moments, 
and experiencing confusion and resolution, students revisit a wide array of 
emotional experiences with multilingualism. 

To close, even though the data collected for this study does not allow us 
to make universal conjectures about cross-disciplinary translingual writing 
practices, we do see implications for students using the insights garnered from 
this assignment for their language learning in formal and informal contexts. 
For instance, a Chinese student explained, 

I still remembered that at the beginning of this semester, after I took 
the first couple weeks classes in here, how I strongly desired to be 
an “American” person. Of course, I don’t really mean to change my 
nationality or identity, I just wanted to let myself to “forget” Chi-
nese language temporarily and only understand English while I was 
studying . . . I have changed my former idea completely. Right now, 
I feel pleasured that I am a multilingual user because being multilin-
gual is truly helpful in my studying. . . . To be honest, if I only knew 
one language, I would never make an improvement on my academic 
writing capacity.
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Based on this quote, this assignment has provided these ELLs with new per-
spectives about writing in terms of linguistic negotiation. And, while these 
findings do not point explicitly to how these students might use what they 
have learned from this assignment in other academic contexts, they do il-
lustrate that these students not only have a new appreciation for their own 
languages but also exemplify many intersecting dimensions of academic writ-
ing such as the development of analytical, meta-linguistic skills within texts 
grounded in student agency and authority.

Notes
1. There are often outlier students whose home language is not spoken by other 

members of the class. In these cases, students are provided with a number of options, 
such as translating high-level academic English texts into classroom English, translat-
ing stories written for a specific cultural audience into classroom English, etc.
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