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" THE CRISIS in the
Refugee Learning Environment

A translanguaging instructional lens in multilingual classrooms

By George Andima

HE CHALLENGES OF poor literacy outcomes among learners in refuges contexts calls

for teachers to be mnovative and develop new Instructional s pproaches to scoommaodate
language diversity in thelr classrooms. Often, learmers in refugee contexts have poor
learning outcomes caused by, among other factors, having to cope with new environments
away from their original homes and the fact that they must learnand attend school in new

spaces. Thess new spaces come with many challenges, Including adapting to the language of
Instruction in the host country.
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Thereflections in thisarticls
are based ona pilot study sponsored
by the Canadian Organization for
Development through Education
(CODE) carried out in the Kakuma
Refugee Camp between September
2024 to September 2025, The
study sought to pllot the use of &
translanguaging instructional
approach in developing grade
thres lesrners” compreahension
gkills In a multilingual context.

The translangusging instructional
approach involves lesrners using their
home languages tomake meaning of
texts written in English. The approach
also allows learners to draw on thelr
full inguistic and cultural experiences
inunderstanding textswritten ina
language that is different from thelir
home langusges. The language of
instruction in schools inthe Kakuma
Befugee Camp and in host schools

iz English, which hasrepercussions
on the refuges children’s ability to
comprehend academic content in
different learning areas.

Asa mitigating messure, we
developed an Instructional guide
to support teachers in facilitating
lear ners” Interactions during reading
comprehension lessons. Using this
gulde, learners were asked toutilize
their shared home languages while
trying to comprehend English
language texts. They were a llowad
to draw on their thoughts from thelr
past experiences and then use their
shared home language to demonstrate
thelr comprehension of the English
language texts.

Whilereading an article in English
about a fictionel story, the teacher
invited thelr class tomake connections
using thelr home languages. By sharing
persona lexperiences that were similar
to those In the story, students first
reflected in their home language befora
working onadapting thelr responses in
English. Learners were encouraged to
code switch or usemultiple languages
to help them understand the storyline,
characters’ actions, and recurrent
themes. Allowing learners touse their
home langusges with the teacher’s
support helps them to comprehend
academlc content and overall
learning outcomes. This can enhance
classroom interaction s, improve
learners” confidence, and createa
sense of entity especially for learners
experiencing displacement. In this
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approach, the tescher and learners’
roles were clearly distinct.

Teacher's instructional role
Lesson introduction and activation
of learners” prior knowledge.
Group learners acoording to thelr
shared home languages.

Guide learners to resd and
comprehend a text in English,
elther silently or out loud.
Provide discusston questions

targeting specific compreahenston
competancles.

Monitor learner discussions in
their shared home languages.
Organize lesrners to share their
responses in mixed home language
groups for oross language sharing.
Organize learners to share thelr
responses with the whole group.
Conclude the lesson by
summarizing the responses from
the group discusstons.

Learners role
Bead the story in small groups.
Shareresponses in shared home
language groups.
Shareresponses acrossshared
home language groups.
Present responses to the whole
group in English.

Key reflections

A translanguaging Instructional
approach not only offered students
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the freedom touse thelr home
languages, butalsounlocked their
comprehension of complex content.
The comfort and famillarity this
learning process provided made
understanding an English text more
accessible, which can be difficult
when first explored ina foreign
language. Teachers can facilitate

a translanguaging lesson without
necessarily having tomaster all the
languages In a multilingual classroom.
Student Interaction s in shared home
languages were liveller as learners
engagad In co-creating meaning of
the reading comprehension text.
Becognition of each language ina
classroom environment doas not just
help In comprehension—it develops
learners’ soclal skills and improves
their confidence. Use of home
languages eases learners’ concept

of exclusion, too, which comes with
displacement. This facilitates a feeling
of inclusion and equity during the
teaching and learning process.

Policy implication

The translanguaging instructional
approach can unlock students’
learning potential in multilingual
classroom settings. It does, however,
require deliberate policy on the
language of instruetion In multilingual
classrooms, as 1s the case Inmany
refuges contexts. This s vita ] for early
grade education to reduce the trauma
of exclusion and acecommeodate all
learners regardless of what their home
language happens to be.
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