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Abstract

Utilizing a complex theory of teacher learning and practice, this chapter ana-
lyzes ~120 empirical studies of content teacher development (both preservice
and in-service) for working with multilingual learners as well as research on
content teaching for multilingual students. Our analysis identified three di-
mensions of quality content teaching for multilingual learners that are com-
plex and intricately connected: context, orientations, and pedagogy. This chap-
ter explores the results of our literature analysis and argues for improving
content teaching for multilingual students through improved theoretically
grounded research that embraces, explores, and accounts for the expansive
complexities inherent in teacher learning and practice.
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The underpreparation of content teachers to work with multilingual
students' is a well-documented issue (Faltis & Valdés, 2016; Freeman &
Freeman, 2014). However, as Faltis and Valdés (2016) argue, there is little
consensus among teacher educators regarding what knowledge, skills,
and inclinations content teachers of multilingual students should have
to be “good” and “effective.” They also highlight the variety of research
that exists on the topic—some empirical, some informed by nonem-
pirical work—and suggest that “more and better research is needed if
teacher educators are to be better informed about how to most effec-
tively prepare preservice teachers for teaching in linguistically diverse
classrooms” (p. 551).

Building on this argument of needing more and better research, spe-
cifically regarding how it may affect content classroom teaching with
multilingual students, we examined existing research that might in-
form improved teacher learning and practice. From our review, we ar-
gue that future research needs to be strengthened through more the-
oretically guided, grounded, and reasoned research. Particularly, our
analysis of the current, mainly U.S.-based, English-medium literature
illustrates how understanding and reasoning through a contemporary
body of empirical research with an ontologically different theoretical
perspective of teacher learning and practice can offer forward directions
for developing a complex portrait of content teaching for multilingual
learners. We posit that such a complex portrait can positively affect con-
tent teaching practices in educational settings with multilingual stu-
dents via improved research and practice grounded in the reality of the
highly situated constellations of relationships and interconnections of
teaching, learning, and practice. Complexifying our understandings of
teacher learning, quality practice, and their relationships provides the
field with necessary tools to reconceptualize change in practice, as well
as how it is evidenced and analyzed, for content teachers of multilin-
gual learners and beyond.

1. We use the term multilingual students to refer to students whose daily lived realities include
the use of multiple languages across home, family, friends, and community. Most often these
students are labeled “English learners” at school. We reject that label for the deficit perspec-
tives it promotes regarding multilingualism as well as the way it participates in the hege-
mony of English.
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Theoretical Foundations

Despite the immense complexity of teacher development, dominant
research and policy perspectives in this area largely remain reduction-
ist and transactional, positioning the teacher as an autonomous actor/
empty vessel who takes her learning from her preservice instruction or
a professional development (PD) activity and merely transfers it into
classroom practice (Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Strom, 2015). However, an
emerging body of literature in teacher education reframes teacher learn-
ing and practice as emergent phenomena (Ell et al., 2017; Strom, Mar-
tin, & Villegas, 2018) that are jointly constructed from the negotiations
of multiple situated elements (Anderson & Stillman, 2010; Gatti, 2016),
which include not just the teacher and her students but also other class-
room-, school-, district-, and policy-level factors (Strom, 2015; Strom &
Martin, 2017). To frame and interpret this review of literature, we draw
on insights from rhizomatics (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987; Strom, 2015), a
critical theory of complexity that provides important conceptual tools
for developing a different ontological perspective of teaching and learn-
ing about teaching (and the relationship between the two). Rhizomat-
ics, which is based on the figuration of the rhizome, offers an alterna-
tive worldview that critiques linear, binary Western thinking patterns
and instead emphasizes heterogeneity, connection, multiplicity, and
flux (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987).

One of the key concepts of rhizomatics, assemblage, provides an ana-
lytic apparatus to examine teaching phenomena from a complex, critical
lens (Strom, 2015; Strom & Martin, 2017). An assemblage is a multiplic-
ity, or a constellation of elements that includes people, things, spaces,
ideas, sets of circumstances, histories, power relations, and so on. An
assemblage is both a substantive (a noun) and a process (a doing; De-
leuze & Guattari, 1987). It is the constellation of the things and forces
that comprise it, and it also refers to the ways that the components of a
particular assemblage work together to do something. Applied to teach-
ing, then, we could consider the teacher as part of a situated assemblage,
together with her students, the content and pedagogy, her classroom
space and materials, people and other elements in the larger school con-
text, sociocultural/historic conditions, current educational policies and
other political elements, and so on (Strom, 2015; Strom & Martin, 2017).
These elements, both human and nonhuman, all collectively shape the
functioning of a teaching assemblage (Strom, 2015).
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Overall, we argue that the concept of assemblage helps bridge mul-
tiple ontological shifts that we suggest better attend to the complexity
of teaching (Strom & Martin, 2017). Specifically, an assemblage view
moves the central referent in studying teaching from the teacher to the
teaching multiplicity. It also provides a collective or distributed view of
agency—that is, teaching is not done by an autonomous teacher but
is the joint product of the entire assemblage. Thus, the agency is dis-
tributed, though not always equally. Moreover, this agency is shared by
both human and material factors including the dimensions that we out-
line in the review of literature that follows. These teaching assemblages
are also mobile—teaching and all the elements that comprise it are not
static but are vital and dynamic. Furthermore, they not only morph from
moment to moment but are also interdependent and change in relation
to the rest of the assemblage. Thus, teaching is an emergent, situated,
temporal phenomenon in continual flux. Finally, assemblages are de-
fined by their heterogeneity (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987).

From an assemblage perspective, difference is the reigning charac-
teristic of educational activity. Because teaching activity is produced
by heterogeneous assemblages (specific sets of actors, materials, and
conditions/forces that, together, are continually differentiating in rela-
tion to each other), the teaching (and teacher) “becomes different” de-
pending on the situated functioning of that specific teaching-assem-
blage. The “products” (e.g., teaching practices and learning) are jointly
constructed by these continually differentiating elements, which means
that the teaching practices are always hybrid. Moreover, from a rhizom-
atic perspective, difference is a creative, generative force—more hetero-
geneity introduced into an assemblage means the possibilities for new
forms of teaching and learning are expanded (Strom & Martin, 2017).
This last shift concerning difference and hybridity is particularly signifi-
cant in the context of the education of multilingual learners, who bring
with them a profusion of difference in terms of linguistic resources,
background experiences, and cultural funds of knowledge. Thus, a rhi-
zomatic perspective and the concept of assemblage not only offers ways
to analyze the multiple dimensions of teaching of multilingual learn-
ers that we discuss in this chapter, but they also provide an ontologi-
cally different, and fundamentally assets-based, way to view multilin-
gual learners and their contributions to classrooms.
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A rhizomatic perspective is also compatible with, and expands on,
commonly accepted understandings regarding language learning, in-
cluding the sociomaterial and mediated nature of learning (Martin &
Strom, 2015; Vygotsky, 1978) and the importance of translanguaging
(Garcia, 2009). For example, translanguaging, a term that Orellana and
Garcia (2014) define as “the ways bilinguals draw on their full linguis-
tic toolkits in order to process information, make meaning, and con-
vey it to others” (p. 386), focuses on language as process (rather than a
fully formed object) that materializes in practice—thus aligning with
a rhizomatic emphasis on becoming over being (Deleuze & Guattari,
1987). Moreover, translanguaging is an assemblaging activity: It brings
together heterogeneous elements in a particular situation and produces
something new—not additive, but qualitatively different—as a result
of its interactions. Garcia and Leiva (2014) draw their understanding
of translanguaging from Maturana and Varela’s (1973) notion of “auto-
poiesis,” or creation within a self-organizing system. A rhizomatic per-
spective expands this notion to “sympoiesis,” or co-organizing (Har-
away, 2016). From a critically complex viewpoint, there is no such thing
as a self-organizing system; every assemblage or activity system is con-
nected to others. Instead, processes like translanguaging are sympoietic:
All the elements of language, context, and learner are being produced
in relation to each other—they are made collaboratively.

As a final note, while rhizomatics and the notion of teaching as an
assemblage have not yet intersected significantly with various bodies
of critical theory-informed literature in education research, we argue
that an understanding of a teaching assemblage is incomplete without
attending to the human and nonhuman factors that have been identi-
fied and researched within expansive and important bodies of research,
such as culturally sustaining/relevant/responsive pedagogies (e.g., Gay,
2002; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris, 2012), critical race/critical Whiteness
(e.g., Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Howard & Navarro, 2016; Matias,
2013), intersectional work with critical race and critical disability studies
(e.g., Annamma, Jackson, & Morrison, 2017), and so on. While it is not
within the scope of this chapter to describe, explore, and interact with
those important connections, the theoretical perspective we employ is
a critical one focused on equity and justice that attends to power and
privilege in ways that meaningfully connect with the important work
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already occurring in education research around race, gender, sexual ori-
entation, culture, language, ability, and other dimensions of justice. In
the sections that follow, we further discuss critically oriented rhizomatic
ideas alongside an analysis of literature regarding teacher development
and practices for teaching multilingual learners in mainstream settings.

Body of Literature Analyzed

We defined (and continually refined) the scope of the literature we an-
alyzed, which was broadly concerned with research on content teacher
development and content teaching for multilingual students in gen-
eral content classroom settings (thus excluding studies with a specific
focus on bilingual education or English as a second language [ESL] ef-
forts). We included only peer-reviewed, empirical academic journal arti-
cles published between 2008 and early 2018 on this topic. To maintain a
manageable number of studies, we did not include empirical work pub-
lished in books, though we acknowledge strong research is published in
such outlets as well. We bounded our review with the year 2008, which
is significant in our minds, as this was when Lucas and Grinberg (2008)
published a first-of-its-kind literature review on the preparation of con-
tent teachers of multilingual students.

To source articles for the chapter, we first conducted database
searches (e.g., ERIC, EBSCO, etc.) of English-language journals with var-
ious combinations of general key words and phrases, including “English
language learners,” “mainstream classes,” and “linguistically responsive.”’
We then proceeded with hand searches of relevant journals, for which
we sifted through each volume beginning in 2008, looking for studies
that met the aforementioned criteria. In total, we ended with 122 arti-
cles on which the following analysis is based. This literature was all pub-
lished in English and mostly conducted in the United States, but not
exclusively. However, the focus of this body of research was on multilin-
gual students attending English medium classrooms and learning Eng-
lish along with content in those classrooms, mostly in the United States.

As we read and analyzed the literature, we attended to main results
found, the questions asked, theories used, and assumptions made by
researchers. Via this iterative, collaborative process of reading, analy-
sis, discussion, and memoing, our team identified three major dimen-
sions of quality content teaching for multilingual students, which are
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supported by both the current empirical literature and our theoreti-
cal perspective: pedagogy, context, and orientations. These dimensions
are described below with our synthesis of current research results, fol-
lowed by an analysis of these results from our theoretical perspective
that then expands and complexifies the components and relationships
within each dimension, as well as provides forward thinking possibil-
ities for teacher learning and practice within and across these dimen-
sions. In the end, our work presents a complex portrait of content teach-
ing with multilingual students, a foundational tool for future research,
policy, and practice that can produce and co-construct improved teacher
learning and practice.

As we discuss these dimensions below, we focus particularly on the
phenomenon of teacher learning and practice as a complex assemblage
of teaching, learning, students, context, resources, policies, histories,
and so on. While the currently available research was not conducted
from the theoretical perspective we employ here, this body of literature
offers important insights to consider. This belief aligns with the onto-
logically different perspective we are seeking to employ, which shifts us
away from binaries like either/or. In other words, we do not seek to argue
that research done from our theoretical perspective is right and research
using from other perspectives is wrong. We both find value in the work
that has been done and we argue that there is room to grow and expand
from what we know and are currently doing into more complex ways
of conceptualizing, investigating, and understanding teacher learning
and practice. In particular, we argue for attention to process rather than
product (on becoming rather than being), for teaching to be understood
as an assemblage, and for recognizing, embracing, and working within
the reality of difference as both a constant and as productive (i.e., as a
creative force). The analysis below presents current research findings
with an interpretation attending to the possibilities of what a complex,
nonlinear perspective of teacher learning and practice offers.

A Complex Portrait: Quality Content Teaching for
Multilingual Students

Our analysis provided important insights into understanding quality
teaching for multilingual learners in content-area classrooms, espe-
cially when considered as an assemblage, or a set of complex, dynamic
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interactions, and interdependent relationships between teachers, stu-
dents, and available resources (e.g., teacher expertise, curricula, tech-
nology). The three dimensions of quality teaching identified via our in-
vestigation are described below: pedagogy, context, and orientations.

Pedagogy

The research results centered on pedagogy illustrate the value of socio-
cultural, inquiry-based, and culturally sustaining pedagogies; the con-
nections between content and language instruction; the complexity of
assessment; the value of home languages and bilingual supports; and a
variety of language development approaches. We provide a brief over-
view of these research findings corresponding to these identified topics
and then an analysis and critique of these studies from our theoretical
perspective to illustrate the multifaceted dimension of pedagogy in re-
lation to a complex portrait, or what we argue is a multifaceted assem-
blage, of content teaching for multilingual students.

Sociocultural, Inquiry-Based, and Culturally Sustaining
Pedagogies

Several identified studies examined sociocultural instructional prac-
tices and their positive impact on multilingual student learning (e.g.,
Shaw, Lyon, Stoddart, Mosqueda, & Menon, 2014; Swanson, Bianchini,
& Lee, 2014; Teemant & Hausman, 2013). Other research focused on
the ways specific aspects of sociocultural pedagogy, such as collabora-
tion, dialogue, and other forms of social interaction, affected learning
(Brooks & Thurston, 2010; Cole, 2013; Garrett & Hong, 2016; Moore &
Schleppegrell, 2014; Turner, Dominguez, Empson, & Maldonado, 2013).
A further subset of studies examined the types of interactions in the
classroom that supported multilingual student learning (Hoffman, Vil-
larreal, DeJulio, Taylor, & Shin, 2017; Im & Martin, 2015; Kibler, 2010)
and the types of inquiry-based pedagogies that also supported positive
learning gains for multilingual students (Jackson & Ash, 2012; John-
son, Bolshakova, & Waldron, 2016; Manzo, Cruz, Faltis, & de la Torre,
2011; Santau, Maerten-Rivera, & Huggins, 2011). Furthermore, the work
of Huerta (2011), Pawan (2008), Macleroy (2013), Carbone and Orel-
lana (2010), and Johnson et al. (2016) illustrated the value of what Paris
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(2012) calls culturally sustaining pedagogies that attend to culture and
community (both inside and outside the classroom) in complex ways.
Overall and in combination, these studies suggest the possibilities of a
quality teaching-assemblage via attention to pedagogy in complex, in-
terconnected ways. Specifically, together these studies offer a portrait of
a suggested pedagogy in content classrooms for multilingual students
that is complex and attends to inquiry, interaction, context, culture, dis-
course, and the tangible and intangible resources inside and outside of
the classroom. These studies suggest pedagogical approaches to sup-
port multilingual student learning in content classrooms is deeply ac-
tive, connected, engaging for students, and relevant to their lives outside
of school. Yet, individually, some of these studies employ methods that
a rhizomatics perspective calls into question, such as posing a teacher
learning research question and answering it with student standardized
test scores. This issue is taken up further below.

The Connections Between Content and Language

Multiple studies examined approaches to teaching content and language,
with many providing evidence of a strong relationship between the two,
as well as specific ways to combine them (Beal, Adams, & Cohen, 2010;
Brown, Ryoo, & Rodriguez, 2010; Carrejo & Reinhartz, 2012; Echevar-
ria, Richards-Tutor, Canges, & Francis, 2011; Echevarria, Richards-Tutor,
Chinn, & Ratleff, 2011; Jackson & Ash, 2012; Lara-Alecio et al., 2012; Lee,
Penfield, & Buxton, 2011). Moreover, the findings across these studies
show evidence for a strong relationship across content areas such as sci-
ence, mathematics, and literacy. For instance, Alt, Arizmendi, and Beal
(2014) found that math difficulties in multilingual students appear to be
related to the language demands of math tasks. In total, these studies il-
lustrate both the opportunity and challenges inherent in integrating lan-
guage and content teaching for multilingual students.

Pass and Mantero (2009) illustrate some of the challenges in inte-
grating language and content, specifically within the structural inequal-
ities and larger issues across a school. They suggest that quality peda-
gogy may occur when teachers make content comprehensible and work
flexibly with students to not only build on the linguistic and cultural
assets they bring to the classroom but also be limited by larger contex-
tual issues. This research illustrates also the interconnected nature of
the dimensions of quality teaching we identified in our analysis of the
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literature—pedagogy, context, and orientations. We do not suggest that
they exist as separate and distinct dimensions, rather, as suggested by
Pass and Mantero, in interconnected ways that affect and influence one
another. Similarly, as Brown et al. (2010) suggest, we offer that attending
to all of the dimensions is important, yet at times, we may focus more
on one or the other to improve teacher learning and practice or to sim-
ply discuss and clarify meaning (such as in this section). Overall, the
studies focusing on teaching content and language suggest an impor-
tant yet nonlinear relationship between the development of language
and content in content classrooms for multilingual students that are af-
fected by context.

The Complexity of Assessment

Assessment can be an incredibly complex act that is performed in overly
simplistic ways (e.g., assessing students only in English on tests created,
normed, and standardized for monolingual/highly proficient speakers
of English). The research we analyzed emphasized this issue attend-
ing to the necessary accommodations for students (Clark-Gareca, 2016)
and the opportunity for teachers, when given time and support, to learn
from student assessments in order to better understand their students’
strengths and struggles, which also resulted in changes in teaching prac-
tice (Buxton, Allexsaht-Snider, et al., 2013). Alt, Arizmendi, Beal, and
Hurtado (2013) investigated the complexity of multilingual assessments
by studying a Spanish-enhanced standardized mathematical test and
found that the Spanish enhancement was beneficial for Spanish-speak-
ing students learning English, although the amount of benefit students
received was predicted by the level of the child’s language dominance in
Spanish. While a smaller constellation of studies, together, they suggest
the importance of attending to the complexity of assessing multilingual
students as well as the possibilities and opportunities of thoughtful ac-
commodations, multilingual assessments, and an emphasis on teach-
ers learning from assessments about student strengths and abilities.

The Value of Home Languages and Bilingual Supports
The power of bilingualism and home language supports in the class-

rooms for multilingual students was illustrated by several studies. In a
value-added-model study examining features of teacher effectiveness,
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Loeb, Soland, and Fox (2014) found that teachers who were found ef-
fective with multilingual students were also found to be effective with
other students, or vice versa. However, researchers reported that teach-
ers who were fluent in the students’ home language and/or had a bi-
lingual teaching certificate were more effective with multilingual stu-
dents than non-multilingual students. Two studies looked at students’
language choices in instructional environments (Martinez, 2010; Van
Laere, Agirdag, & van Braak, 2016) and found complex choices and re-
lationships between content, pedagogy, and expansive student linguis-
tic repertoires. Kibler (2014) found that bilingual practices in an Eng-
lish-medium high school supported strong learning outcomes for the
student she followed. From this research, we suggest that part of the
complex portrait of quality content teaching for multilingual students
attends to languages other than English and their use by teachers and
students in classrooms.

Variety of Language Development Approaches

Specific language development strategies were the foci of a group of
studies. For instance, Ajayi (2015) documented benefit in explicit vo-
cabulary instruction. Kieffer and Lesaux (2012) examined an academic
language intervention intended to affect morphological awareness and
found a positive impact. Similarly, Lesaux, Kieffer, Kelley, and Harris
(2014) looked at the outcomes of an academic language intervention
focused on vocabulary, reading comprehension, and writing develop-
ment and instruction. They found the intervention had an impact,
but varied in significance and meaningfulness, and they did not find
an impact on reading comprehension based on the vocabulary work.
Vaughn et al. (2009) found value in instructional practices like struc-
tured pairing, vocabulary instruction, graphic organizers, and writ-
ten responses, connecting these practices to multilingual student test
scores. Two studies found positive benefit in teaching multilingual stu-
dents cognitive strategies (Kim et al., 2011; Olson et al., 2012). Finally,
Bunch (2009) suggests attending to the ways students modify their lan-
guage for audience and purpose in classroom speech events to disrupt
the unhelpful focus on either academic language or social language.
In combination, these studies illustrate a variety of potentially bene-
ficial approaches that likely could be integrated into varying teaching
assemblages in myriad ways across a variety of locations. Particularly,
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these studies illustrate the value of language development strategies,
but none of them alone or collectively suggest there is only one way to
do this work well.

Pedagogy as a Dimension in a Complex Teaching Assemblage

The research we analyzed provides valuable and interesting findings,
particularly when viewed as a whole body of research that illustrates the
varied complexities, relationships, and productivity of teacher learning
and practice in process, as well as in relation to the education of multi-
lingual students. However, there are some notable and important cri-
tiques as well as gaps to note that provide forward thinking possibilities
for changing teacher practice. We particularly emphasize the assump-
tions made across various studies that have implications for how teacher
learning and practice is understood, researched, and resourced.

A major issue that emerged from the literature we examined is the
use of student test scores in the studies. First, several studies assume
that student test scores are accurate representations of multilingual stu-
dent knowledge (e.g., Beal et al., 2010; Lesaux et al., 2014, Santau et al.,
2011). However, we know that, due to the complexity of bilingual lan-
guage development that includes varied student cultural and linguistic
experiences and repertoires, tests are often indicators of varied linguistic
and cultural knowledge rather than knowledge of mathematics, science,
and so on (Alt et al., 2013; Basterra, Trumbull, & Solano-Flores, 2011).

Second, multiple studies asked questions about teacher learning,
and then answered those questions with data drawn from student stan-
dardized test scores (e.g., Olson et al., 2012; Shaw et al., 2014). This is
something that occurred across the studies discussed in all three of
our dimensions (pedagogy, context, and orientations) but was espe-
cially prevalent in pedagogy. While we agree that student test scores
are part of a complex portrait of quality teaching, we question the linear
connections that are drawn quite extensively between teacher learning
and practice to student test scores. We suggest that the opportunity ex-
ists to disrupt a “representational” view of reality—that something like
student test scores can accurately reflect complex, relationship, mul-
tiplistic, highly mediated phenomena like teacher learning and prac-
tice. Instead, there are multiple processes of transformation impli-
cated on the nomadic path to those test scores, including negotiations
with/among/between teachers, learning, activity, resources, context,
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students, policies, curriculum, and other actors. Instead of focusing on
the product of test scores as indicators of teacher learning, we suggest
adopting a process-oriented view that attends to the complexities and
productivity of these complex, varied, and multifaceted negotiations.
Certainly test scores may tell us something, particularly when those
tests account for the complexity of multilingual and multicultural as-
sessment. However, the use of student test scores as the definitive an-
swer to questions of teacher learning is problematic.

Additional problematic assumptions about what student test scores
can do were also found throughout this body of literature. For exam-
ple, Loeb et al. (2014) assume student test scores are a valuable way to
measure teacher effectiveness using a value-added model, and Llosa et
al. (2016) assume that curriculum and PD effectiveness is possible to as-
certain with student test scores. Yet Llosa et al. (2016) do examine test
scores from a more complex perspective by disaggregating data along
English proficiency levels, something that is often overlooked in multi-
lingual student test score use and analyses. Similarly, Olson et al. (2012)
use tests in Spanish as well as English for a slightly more complex set
of data, but still assume that standardized test scores for students can
indicate teacher learning. Overall, the dominant role that student test
scores played in research regarding pedagogy illustrates an overly sim-
plistic sense of how quality pedagogy is constructed and enacted.

Similarly, studies made reductive assumptions by suggesting that
teacher learning is observable in teacher practices via a rubric (e.g.,
Hoffman et al., 2017; Manzo et al., 2011). We see two major theoretical
implications here. First, this assumes a linear, one-to-one correspon-
dence between learning and practice (similar to the issues described
above with the use of student test scores). Second, such an assump-
tion illustrates the desire to reproduce sameness (e.g., with an observa-
tion “checklist”). In the complexity of teaching and learning in content
classrooms with multilingual students, these simplistic assumptions are
problematic and further explored below.

In total, the research examining the dimension of pedagogy for mul-
tilingual students in content classrooms offers promising opportunities
via sociocultural instructional practices that are inquiry-based and di-
alogic, in integrating language and content, and in using assessment
in thoughtful ways, as well as in attending to bilingualism and home
languages in classroom practices. We also see the possibilities and op-
portunities for future research to move into more nonlinear spaces—to
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emphasize a process-oriented perspective of pedagogy that embraces
the varied components of the entire assemblage of quality teaching,
learning, and practice for both teachers and multilingual students in
content classrooms. Specifically, in moving away from a focus on overly
linear relationships between teacher learning and student test scores
and between teacher learning and teacher practice, pedagogy can be
conceived, researched, and enacted as a complex assemblage that var-
ies in time, space, location, and among the variety of actors, discourses,
and resources with which it is constructed. Thus, we also can embrace
the productive possibilities of difference across pedagogical approaches
and in the variety of contexts and with the variety of teachers, students,
and learning spaces where quality content teaching can occur. This is
not to say that a quality pedagogy for content teaching for multilin-
gual students is a pedagogy where anything goes. We do suggest, how-
ever, that, guided by the principles and findings from this research, an
approach that moves toward improving teaching and learning in con-
tent classrooms is one that embraces that complexity and shifts away
from a focus on linear relationships (e.g., teacher learning tied directly
to student learning) and toward understanding and embracing the en-
tire complex assemblage of teaching, learning, and practice. On the one
hand, we realize that the incredible complexity that characterizes teach-
ing, learning, and practice cannot be fully analyzed and researched in
every study and peer-reviewed journal article. On the other, however,
theoretical and methodological approaches that embrace, connect with,
and build on the inherent complexity in this work will move our under-
standings of quality pedagogy in content classrooms forward.

Context

From an assemblage perspective, and as demonstrated by multiple stud-
ies in this review, the dimension of context plays an important role in
quality teaching of multilingual learners, though it is not always the
explicit focus of study. While “context” might denote a range of ele-
ments, the literature we examined interpreted context almost solely
as educational policy, although elements of historical context and cul-
ture are implicated therein. Mainly, the studies we analyzed described
“top-down” or formal policies, which routinely focused on local, state,
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and/or national educational policies and how their enactment affected
achievement outcomes for multilingual learners (e.g., Battey et al., 2013;
Enright & Gilliland, 2011; Lopez, Scanlan, & Gundrum, 2013; Pease-Alva-
rez, Samway, & Cifka-Herrera, 2010). However, some studies also looked
at policies within the classroom or building level (e.g., Kanno & Kangas,
2014; Mitchell, 2012). As they highlight the power of educational policy
initiatives across varying levels, together these studies also underscore
the necessity of a cautious and thoughtful approach to policy develop-
ment and implementation.

In terms of the results of the research a variety of findings are impor-
tant to highlight. The majority of studies we identified as contributing
to the dimension of context described mandated, or top-down, poli-
cies and their impacts on students and/or teachers. Enright and Gilli-
land (2011) looked at the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act, finding that
students in content classrooms learned that the performance or dis-
play of their knowledge and skills was more important than their ac-
tual proficiencies. Lopez et al. (2013) examined course requirements for
U.S. teachers of multilingual learners and connected those to student
test scores, suggesting a complex relationship between policy require-
ments and outcomes on standardized tests. At the state level, Battey
et al. (2013) describe the relatively minor impact of Arizona’s HB 2064
(mandating tracking and separation of English language instruction
from content instruction for multilingual learners) on math teachers’
classroom practices. Pease-Alvarez et al. (2010) found that 63% of the
teachers in their study viewed the mandated literacy curriculum, open
court reading, negatively. While each of these studies looks at a differ-
ent policy from a different angle examining different kinds of impacts,
they all document and illustrate the inherent complexity of policy im-
plementation across contexts.

Further complexities were highlighted in studies examining de facto
outcomes for multilingual students of local policies, illustrating chal-
lenges such as exclusion from Advanced Placement courses (Kanno &
Kangas, 2014); insufficient levels of English proficiency being attained
and then multilingual students being treated as monolingual in the ed-
ucation system (Mitchell, 2012); limiting school-level discourses that af-
fect roles, responsibilities, and power for teachers and multilingual stu-
dents (English, 2009); and fewer opportunities to learn for multilingual
students who are associated with higher student performance (Abedi &
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Herman, 2010). Underscoring the gravity of these issues, Mosqueda and
Maldonado (2013) found that access to more rigorous coursework is a
key predictor of Latinx students’ academic achievement in mathemat-
ics. One study did illustrate policy successes in positive, context-spe-
cific, and locally developed PD that specialized staff support and pro-
vided access to appropriate instructional resources for teachers (Elfers,
Lucero, Stritikus, & Knapp, 2013).

In total, the research we analyzed related to the dimension of con-
text highlights the complexity of this dimension, yet largely focuses on
one aspect of that dimension: policy. While studies across our review
attended to context in myriad ways, the studies with a major focus on
context mainly emphasized policy. However, in terms of what we con-
sider the dimension of context to encompass, this attention to policy is
important, but only a small portion of a much more complex contex-
tual assemblage that we argue should also include attention to histori-
cal events and perspectives; local, national, and global contexts; the ma-
terial and immaterial within and across any given time and space; the
context of content (e.g., mathematics, science, social studies, etc.); so-
ciopolitical movements; and broader societal perspectives/narratives
(e.g., majoritarian stories; Love, 2004), as well as culture (e.g., in schools,
districts, families, communities, etc.). To date, this has not extensively
been the focus in our field (as evidenced by less than 10% of the stud-
ies in our review having an overt focus on context); however, we argue
that expanded, nuanced, centered, and complex investigations of con-
text are necessary.

Context as a Dimension in a Complex Teaching Assemblage

As the studies analyzed here show, policy is a major shaping force in
teaching assemblages. It acts as an agent in the teaching process, influ-
encing teachers, for example, to focus on content to be tested (Johnson
etal., 2016), to emphasize performance over learning (Enright & Gillil-
and, 2011), and to use materials that are out of step with research on lit-
eracy and language for multilingual learners (Pease-Alvarez et al., 2010).
Policies also construct students in particular ways, whether position-
ing them from a deficient lens as nonproficient English speakers rather
than multilingual learners (Mitchell, 2012) or by constructing multi-
lingual learners as a homogenous group rather than one rich in differ-
ence (English, 2009).
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From a rhizomatic perspective, which emphasizes the productivity of
relationality and the criticality of situatedness, policies that allow adap-
tation to local contexts and populations of learners are required (Elfers
et al., 2013; English, 2009). However, the majority of policies described
in the literature reviewed were disconnected from local contexts, as well
as local student needs and teacher knowledge. The studies, at times, po-
sitioned schools, students, and teachers in a passive role, with policy
to be “done to” them. This position is problematic, since it ignores the
agency of both teachers and students: Teachers are expected to imple-
ment the policy in their lessons, and students are expected to partici-
pate actively in them. That teachers typically have no voice in policy is
especially problematic and also contradictory, since educational policy
tends to position teachers as autonomous actors with complete control
over their own teaching and over students’ learning (as evidenced, e.g.,
by the use of student tests as proxies of teaching quality, a practice we
critiqued above; see also Strom, 2015).

It is also problematic that, when examining the body of literature
we amassed for this review, so few studies substantially investigated
contextual factors (less than 10% of the studies reviewed) and those
mostly focused on educational policy. Moreover, even this contextual
factor was discussed largely as a neutral force rather than as one con-
nected up to specific power relations. One of our key arguments in us-
ing a rhizomatic framework is to emphasize that the education of mul-
tilingual learners by no means occurs in isolation. It is entangled with,
and produced by, historic conditions (Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, &
Crenshaw, 1993), the current sociopolitical climate and specific related
events, culture, and so on. We would argue that sociopolitical dimen-
sions of multilingual learner education are particularly important (Lu-
cas & Villegas, 201m1). As such, researchers must take care not to treat
policies as neutral but to account for them as plugged into particular
flows of power that suffuse teaching-assemblages that constrain and en-
able teaching and learning while producing teachers and multilingual
students in specific ways. Furthermore, while the studies in this review
that researched dimensions attending to context that focused mainly
on policy, they did also attend to other contextual factors such as class-
room practices, and so on. In the end, we are seeking here to argue (and
the research reviewed here suggests) that contextual elements are both
complex and necessary to attend to. But we also seek to extend that ar-
gument to push research, teaching, and practice forward to pay more
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extensive, overt, and expansive attention to the dimension of context
in improving teaching for multilingual students by attending to the va-
riety of material and immaterial conditions across time and space that
affect teaching and learning in varying geographies and assemblages.
While no study can do all these things, we do suggest that more research
explicitly and overtly focused on the various facets of the dimension of
context in quality teaching for multilingual students in content class-
room would be a welcomed, necessary, and important expansion of the
research in our field.

Orientations

A substantial amount of research literature examines the attitudes, be-
liefs, and perspectives of teachers toward students, their practices, as
well as teacher preparedness to teach multilingual students. However,
based on our theoretical perspective, which emphasizes that the teacher
is a multiplicity that includes the experiences and knowledge from her
preparation (Strom, 2015), in this section we have also included research
regarding teacher learning. Not only is it clear that teacher beliefs, atti-
tudes, and ideologies matter in terms of their relationship to multilin-
gual students but they also work in co-construction with teacher learn-
ing opportunities as well as with practice. As Freire (2000) notes, the
relationship between teacher learning and practice is also recursive:
“The teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is
himself taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn while being
taught also teach” (p. 80). Therefore, to capture these ideas, we adopt
the term teacher-learner orientations, which, as the research reviewed
in this section shows, are of critical importance in the teaching of mul-
tilingual learners. Together, the research analyzed in this section exam-
ines teachers’ perceptions toward multilingual students, teachers’ per-
ceptions of preparedness to teach multilingual learners, teacher-learner
orientations, and teacher knowledge.

2. We use the term orientation interchangeably with attitudes, beliefs, and perspectives here, but
recognize that these terms are not always used interchangeably with agreed upon definitions.
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Teacher Perceptions Toward Multilingual Students

Several studies examined teacher perceptions regarding multilingual
students. One study documented prevailing negative perspectives to-
ward multilingual students (Vazquez-Montilla, Just, & Triscari, 2014),
while another study illustrated teacher belief in a myth that math is the
easiest subject for multilingual learners (Hansen-Thomas & Cavagnetto,
2010). In contrast, teachers with humanizing perspectives were found
to have a positive impact on student outcomes, as shown in Lewis et al.
(2012), who explored student perspectives of teachers’ attitudes of care.
These researchers found that caring teachers bolstered can-do attitudes
in multilingual students in math, which also positively affected math
test scores. There is also promising evidence that teachers can change
their deficit views of multilingual students (Catalano, Reeves, & Wes-
sels, 2017; Johnson et al., 2016; Mellom, Straubhaar, Balderas, Ariail, &
Portes, 2018). Furthermore, multiple studies showed that PD opportu-
nities regarding multilingual learners may be a powerful way to change
teachers’ beliefs (Kibler & Roman, 2013; Molle, 2013; Pettit, 2011). How-
ever, changes from PD do not necessarily occur in a linear manner nor
are they always sufficient (Kibler & Roman, 2013; Molle, 2013). Further
complicating the notion of changing beliefs, Catalano et al. (2017) found
preservice teachers’ changes in beliefs but also a lasting commitment to
ethnocentrism. Similarly, Tandon, Viesca, Hueston, and Milbourn (2017)
examined preservice teachers’ perspectives regarding linguistically re-
sponsive teaching and found little change overtime. Bustos-Flores and
Smith (2009) found that teachers’ attitudes are influenced by multiple
factors and to varying degrees. These researchers also found that teach-
ers with some degree of bilingualism themselves may have more positive
beliefs about multilingual students than those without. However, this
is not always the case, as Buxton, Salinas, Mahotiere, Lee, and Secada
(2013) demonstrate. They reported that even teachers from the same
cultural and linguistic background are capable of holding deficit ide-
ologies toward multilingual students, likely due to generational shifts
that make teachers perceive of students as less like them. Five studies
provide direct evidence for the complex relationship between teacher
beliefs and practice (Bacon, 2018; Gleeson & Davison, 2016; Huerta,
2011; Pass & Mantero, 2009; Pease-Alvarez et al., 2010). Pass and Man-
tero (2009), for example, found a disconnect between teachers’ stated
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beliefs and their actual classroom practices with multilingual students.
Bacon (2018) also found a complex relationship between teacher ideolo-
gies and practices, and suggests the benefit of contextualizing ideologies
broadly beyond individual dispositions and in relationship to practice.

Teachers’ Perceptions of Preparedness to Teach
Multilingual Learners

Multiple researchers found that teachers often feel underprepared to
teach multilingual learners in mainstream classrooms (Coady, Harper,
& de Jong, 2011; O’Neal, Ringler, & Rodriguez, 2008; Polat, 2010). Oth-
ers have reported that preservice preparation may increase the sense
that they are prepared, but not fully (Coady et al., 2011; Schall-Leckrone
& McQuillan, 2012; Turgut, Sahin, & Huerta, 2016). Ross (2014) found a
positive correlation between teachers’ engagement in PD and a height-
ened sense of effectiveness with multilingual students. Some studies
look at perceptions teachers have not just regarding students, but their
learning and their role in the classroom and the relationship between
beliefs and practice (Cheatham, Jimenez-Silva, Wodrich, & Kasai, 2014;
Garrett & Hong, 2016). Two other studies examined teachers’ percep-
tions of their own role in teaching multilingual learners (Ortega, Luft,
& Wong, 2013; Yoon, 2008). Yoon (2008) found that teachers positioned
themselves in a variety of ways: as a teacher for all students, as a teacher
for regular education students, or as a teacher for a single subject. Simi-
larly, Ortega et al. (2013) found that the focal teacher’s beliefs about her
role were affected by multiple student, contextual, and policy factors,
including the level of participation by multilingual learners in lessons,
changes in the teacher’s position, and her own perception of the power
and agency she had in her classroom.

Teacher-Learner Orientations

Learning formats (e.g., face-to-face, online, and/or hybrid courses) and
a variety of assignments were examined for their ability to help teach-
ers apply theory to practice as well as develop assets-based perspectives
(Choi & Morrison, 2014; Lavery, Nutta, & Youngblood, 2018; Walker,
Mahon, & Dray, 2017). Several studies discussed implementing specific
interventions in a course or PD session or series, such as immersing
participants in a foreign language (Zhang & Pelttari, 2014), modeling
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research-based strategies (Andrews & Weisenberg, 2013), engaging in
reflection and data analysis (Li & Peters, 2016), conducting narrative in-
quiry (Pu, 2012), science-specific interventions focused on literacy (Lee,
Adamson, et al., 2008; Lee, Maerten-Rivera, Penfield, LeRoy, & Secada,
2008), inquiry-based teaching (Adamson, Santau, & Lee, 2013), and
pedagogy (Heller, Daehler, Wong, Shinohara, & Miratrix, 2012). Many
of these interventions, even brief ones, affected teachers (and students)
positively. However, other studies point to the complexity of teacher
learning, even when in-depth opportunities are offered (Adamson et
al., 2013). The impacts and outcomes of particular PD models were ex-
plored (Aguirre-Mufioz, Park, Amabisca, & Boscardin, 2008; DaSilva Id-
dings & Rose, 2012; Lee et al., 2016; Lys, Ringler, & O’Neal, 2009; Short,
Echevarria, & Richards-Tutor, 2011) finding positive impacts on teacher
and student learning. However, as Short et al. (2011) found, contextual
elements also affected teachers’ ability to fully implement their model,
including accountability pressures and shifting teacher commitments.
Addressing the complexity and nonlinearity of teacher learning, Agu-
irre-Murfioz et al. (2008) explored the impact of a systemic functional
linguistics focused PD. Although teachers did shift in their approach
to evaluating and offering feedback on student papers, and providing
feedback, the authors found that teachers infused systemic functional
linguistics into their practices to varying degrees, providing further evi-
dence that what teachers learn in a PD does not necessarily transfer into
practice in a linear manner (e.g., Echevarria, Richards-Tutor, Chinn, &
Ratleff, 2011). As these teacher learning studies in combination illustrate,
teacher learning and its relationship to practice is a complex phenome-
non that may appear more or less successful in a variety of contexts and
situations depending on the work done with teachers and the learning
outcomes that are emphasized.

A variety of studies examined various forms of collaboration among
educators and the impacts of that on content teacher learning for work-
ing with multilingual students, suggesting the value of teacher learn-
ing-practice in connection with other educators. Studies conducted with
both preservice (Galguera, 2011; Jimenez-Silva & Olson, 2012) teach-
ers, as well as in-service teachers (Brancard & Quinnwilliams, 2012)
found that collaborative PD opportunities supported learning. A rela-
tively large subset of studies found that collaborative PD between main-
stream teachers and language specialists was productive in multiple
ways for teacher learning, practice, and the development of a shared
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sense of responsibility for teaching multilingual students (Babinski,
Amendum, Knotek, Sanchez, & Malone, 2018; DelliCarpini & Alonso,
2014; English, 2009; Martin-Beltran & Peercy, 2014; Peercy & Martin-
Beltran, 2012; Peercy, Martin-Beltran, Silverman, & Nunn, 2015; Russell,
2014, 2015; Vazquez, Lopez, Segador, & Mohedano, 2015). Other studies
highlighted the productivity of various configurations of difference and
heterogeneity in partnership (Collins & Liang, 2014; Estapa, Pinnow, &
Chval, 2016; Molle, 2013), illustrating the value of teachers learning to
talk across difference and engage with tools and perspectives that push
their thinking. Another set of studies demonstrated that teachers learn a
great deal from working with students, both in preservice (Daniel, 2014;
Fitts & Gross, 2012; Master, Loeb, Whitney, & Wyckoff, 2012; Mitchell,
Homza, & Ngo, 2012) and in-service experiences (Sowa, 2009). Beyond
working with individual teachers, students can also provide valuable in-
formation regarding frequently used pedagogical models, such as SIOP
(Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol). In a study conducted by
Braden, Wassell, Scantlebury, and Grover (2016), the researchers fo-
cused on student agency and voice in the science classroom, learning
that while SIOP can and does attend to some aspects of quality teach-
ing, it does not fully recognize students’ and families’ funds of knowl-
edge, nor fully develop a relationship between science and students’
lives outside of school.

Teacher Knowledge Orientations

The studies addressing teacher knowledge, collectively, suggest impor-
tant aspects of the knowledge base for teacher-learner orientations for
teaching multilingual learners. One important dimension of this knowl-
edge base includes knowing how to support literacy and language de-
velopment in the content areas (Cho & Reich, 2008; Chval, Pinnow,
& Thomas, 2015; Matuchniak, Olson, & Scarcella, 2014; Pawan, 2008;
Sangster, Anderson, & O’Hara, 2013). Other work, such as a study by
Schleppegrell, Greer, and Taylor (2008), suggests that metalinguistic
strategies are an important part of supporting language and content
development. However, knowledge of language also needs to go hand
in hand with knowledge of content and students, as Turgut et al. (2016)
demonstrate. Some studies examined teachers’ perspectives of the
knowledge required for teaching multilingual students. Interestingly,
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when teachers’ perspectives are taken into account, they do not always
agree with research literature. Faltis, Arias, and Ramirez-Marin (2010)
studied both what the literature suggests the knowledge base for con-
tent teachers of multilingual learners should be and secondary teach-
ers’ perspectives of those competencies, finding some differences and
tensions between the teachers’ perspectives and the literature. However,
Bowers, Fitts, Quirk, and Jung (2010), examining teacher perspectives
of the effectiveness of various approaches in working with multilingual
students, found that teachers preferred research-based instructional
strategies that combined cognitive and metacognitive comprehension
strategy instruction with direct instruction for academic language.

Across the studies analyzed as part of the dimension of orientation,
we see a great deal of complexity and opportunity that should be ac-
counted for. Specifically, these studies suggest the importance of teacher
orientations toward students, their practice, and their learning, partic-
ularly from a critical perspective that attends to issues of power, privi-
lege, and inequity. Furthermore, this research illustrates the value and
productivity of collaborating across difference, particularly when differ-
ent groups of educators work and learn together across a variety of dis-
ciplines. Finally, this research suggests that there is more work to do to
help teachers feel prepared to teach multilingual students well.

Orientations as a Dimension in a Complex Teaching Assemblage

From a rhizomatic perspective, the teacher is herself an assemblage
(Strom, 2015). The works we reviewed illuminated multiple possible di-
mensions of a teacher assemblage and the way those dimensions inter-
acted with other human and contextual elements. The teacher is not an
empty vessel—she brings with her a particular political location (Bus-
tos-Flores & Smith, 2009), background variables such as gender (Pettit,
2011), and previous knowledge and practices learned in preservice prep-
aration (Turgut et al., 2016) as well as PD (e.g., Bowers et al., 2010; Ch-
val et al., 2015). Teacher’s attitudes (Kibler & Roman, 2013), orientations
toward multilingual learners (Huerta, 2011; Tandon et al., 2017), and
beliefs (Coady et al., 2011; Pass & Mantero, 2009; Yoon, 2008) also are
dimensions of the teacher multiplicity that, when coming into compo-
sition with elements such as learning activities and teaching practices,
influence the teaching of multilingual learners. For instance, teachers’
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preexisting attitudes about multilingual students can affect whether PD
for multilingual learners results in changes in practice (Kibler & Roman,
2013), while orientations, such as having a humanizing approach, can af-
fect student learning (Huerta, 2011). Finally, beliefs can also be a power-
ful shaping force of the teacher multiplicity. For instance, Yoon (2008)
found that beliefs teachers held about themselves as either teachers of
content or teachers of all students affected student participation lev-
els and student perceptions of themselves as powerful or powerless.
Other studies found that deficit beliefs were an influential part of the
teacher multiplicity (e.g., Vazquez- Montilla et al., 2014). Multiple au-
thors suggested that, to truly teach multilingual students in ways that
would result in powerful learning, teachers must disrupt these defi-
cit perspectives and develop affirming attitudes (e.g., Choi & Morrison
2014; Mitchell, 2012; Pawan, 2008).

Teacher multiplicities, however, are not static; they are sympoietic,
or constantly changing in relation to the other elements to which they
are connected (Haraway, 2016). For instance, interactions between ele-
ments of the teacher multiplicity and learning activities, contextual fac-
tors, teacher racialization (Matias, 2016), and students can produce new
understandings about students and even change deficit mindsets over
time, as shown by researchers such as Mellom et al. (2018). The notion
of connection also corresponds to a shift away from binary thinking,
which has characterized more traditional notions of teaching multilin-
gual learners. However, as the literature reviewed here demonstrates,
there is an emerging knowledge base about teaching multilingual learn-
ers that pursues connections, rather than separations, embracing the
power of a “both/and” (rather than an “either/or”) perspective. For ex-
ample, studies emphasized the importance of teaching both content
and language simultaneously (Carrejo & Reinhartz, 2012; Chval et al.,
2015; Lara-Alecio et al., 2012; Lee & Maerten-Rivera, 2012) rather than
seeing them as two separate instructional areas. Other examples in-
cluded examining the entanglement of beliefs and practice (Huerta,
2011), bringing together language and pedagogy (Galguera, 2011), and
working across content areas (Lee, Adamson, et al., 2008; Vazquez et
al., 2015). Others worked across traditional teacher boundaries, bring-
ing together mixtures of mainstream and ESL teachers (DelliCarpini &
Alonso 2014; Martin-Beltran & Peercy, 2014; Russell, 2014, 2015).

As our theoretical approach suggests, introducing difference into
a multiplicity also produces conditions for growth and change. For
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example, Macleroy (2013) found that when teachers introduced a pro-
fusion of difference in terms of perspectives, texts, and media, as well as
the space to practice, multilingual students gained more sophisticated
literacy skills. This was also true for teacher learning, as Molle (2013) re-
ported that introducing a variety of different perspectives and ideas was
productive for building teacher knowledge. Furthermore, the introduc-
tion of difference into a multiplicity could also explain the productive-
ness of the various collaborations discussed in the studies reviewed, in-
cluding between preservice teachers and young people (Fitts & Gross,
2012), mainstream and ESL teachers (e.g., DelliCarpini & Alonso, 2014),
content areas (Lee, Adamson, et al., 2008), and different classrooms
(Brancard & Quinnwilliams, 2012; Jimenez-Silva & Olson, 2012). These
studies demonstrated that bringing different sets of knowledges, prac-
tices, and tools together produced emergent learning and practices that
were supportive for multilingual learners.

There were also examples of specific elements that served as pro-
ductive conditions. For instance, teachers who brought affirming ori-
entations toward multilingual learners as part of their own orientations
also were more likely to have higher student achievement (Master et al.,
2012). Two other studies (Li & Peters, 2016; Sowa, 2009) showed that
when teachers were active agents in their research, they co-constructed
learning more meaningfully. As an illustration, Sowa (2009) demon-
strated that teachers engaging in action research not only changed their
practices but also their beliefs. Unfortunately, many studies examined
one “slice” of the teacher multiplicity without acknowledging or con-
necting to other aspects of the teacher multiplicity. Some studies also
reported that interactions with elements of the teacher multiplicity and
target activities were shaped by contextual factors—rather than begin-
ning with this assumption. We take up this point in the discussion.

Implications for the Field: New Directions for
Research, Practice, and Policy

As our analysis of the literature illustrates, there are many fruitful op-
portunities to improve teaching and learning in content classrooms for
multilingual students and their teachers via complex understandings of
teaching as an assemblage and students and teachers as multiplicities.
This is not to argue that work done to date is without value. Rather, we
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argue that recognizing the complexities in teacher learning and prac-
tice is an ethical imperative, because binary, individualistic, reduction-
ist thinking is actively harmful (Molle, 2013). Furthermore, this imper-
ative provides a productive opportunity for theoretical work to move
forward by expanding understandings of these complexities and resul-
tant harm through interactions with strong, extant critical theoretical
work (e.g., critical race theory, critical whiteness, disability crit, etc.) in
more complex ways in collaboration with a rhizomatics/critical post-
human perspective. To avoid the harm of binary, individualistic and re-
ductionist thinking in content teaching for multilingual students, our
research, practice, and policies need to be informed, interact, and be
co-constructed with important bodies of critical theoretical work that
explore the complexities, intersectionalities, discourses, and historical
contexts of teaching, learning, and practice with attention to inequita-
ble flows of power and privilege along various axes such as race, gen-
der, class, language, sexual orientation, ability, and so forth. As such,
we suggest that another important future direction to improve content
teaching and learning for multilingual students and their teachers is in
accounting for the sociopolitical, cultural-historical elements of teach-
ing multilingual students. In the studies reviewed, these elements were
at times absent.

In addition to accounting for sociopolitical and cultural-historical in-
fluences, we also argue that future efforts in research, practice, and pol-
icy need to account for nonlinearity in teaching and learning. We need
more holistic studies that account for expansive complexity, yet also help
us understand detailed intricacies. For instance, many studies featured
in this review examined only one “slice” of the issue of teaching multi-
lingual learners—such as types of effective pedagogy for multilingual
learners, beliefs of teachers toward multilingual students, or specific
policies that affect teaching and learning in linguistically diverse class-
rooms. We argue that these are all working together, at the same time,
and are inextricable from each other. Moreover, many studies leapt over
the complex processes involved in teacher learning and teaching prac-
tice, attempting to draw a straight line between the learning activity or
“intervention” and student test scores (e.g., Santau et al., 2011; Shaw et
al., 2014). These studies ignore that, at any given time, there are multi-
ple assemblages concurrently shaping pedagogy: The teacher herself is a
multiplicity that shapes the practices that are enacted with multilingual



VIESCA ET AL. IN REVIEW OF RESEARCH IN EDUCATION 43 (2019) 27

learners, as shown by studies describing the impact of PD (e.g., Lee
et al., 2016) and the impact of beliefs (e.g., Pease-Alvarez et al., 2010)
on teachers’ practices with multilingual learners. Moreover, multilin-
gual students are also multiplicities who bring their background expe-
riences, funds of knowledge, and current proficiencies (Daniel, 2014;
Sowa, 2009), which shape their own learning, and in turn, influence
their performance on a test.

There were also studies that made claims about teaching practice
without any actual observations of teaching practice (e.g., Gleeson &
Davison, 2016). If teaching is a complex phenomenon that arises from
the interaction of multiple elements (Strom, 2015), researchers need to
observe this phenomenon at the level of emergence— in the classroom.
However, even in observations, researchers should practice caution with
the use of overly simplistic checklists and reductionist protocols, since
teaching and learning observed in classroom spaces is extremely dy-
namic and best understood with in-depth, longitudinal analyses. We
are not suggesting that ethnographic research is the only research that
matters for understanding teacher learning and practice, but we are
suggesting that, moving forward, research that is making claims or at-
tending to practice needs to actually observe and engage with the com-
plexity of practice via their research methodology and approaches. Such
holistic research can provide in-depth examinations of the disconnects
that were present in many of the studies we analyzed, such as Master et
al’s (2012) finding that teacher performance on tests regarding content
standards did not predict their ability to teach multilingual students, or
Sangster et al’s (2013) finding regarding the disconnect between teach-
ers’ beliefs about their linguistic knowledge and their actual linguistic
knowledge (as captured by a standardized test). Further exploration of
such complexities in a holistic, in-depth manner—such as the multi-
method, in-depth examinations employed in studies such as DaSilva
Iddings and Rose (2012) and Lesaux et al. (2014)—can help us move our
understandings of teacher learning and practice forward in complex,
comprehensive, and helpful ways for research, practice, and policy.

As we embrace complexity to improve teaching and learning for mul-
tilingual students in content classrooms, we also need to account for
agency more explicitly. Teacher agency has already been discussed and
identified as an important factor in our analysis, but one major gap
in our analysis is attending to student agency. We argue that seeing
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multilingual students through a complex lens as multiplicities with their
own agency is incredibly important for improving teaching and learn-
ing in content classrooms for multilingual students and their teachers.
Specifically, research, practice, and policy need to attend to student
agency, voice, and students’ own heterogeneity and varied life expe-
riences, as well as the various dimensions that interact when students
are understood as multiplicities (particularly in the context of under-
standing the assemblage of content teaching for multilingual students).
Furthermore, if the most powerful pedagogies for multilingual learners
are ones that are interactive and hinge on social activity, student par-
ticipation in teaching is necessary. How and whether students them-
selves choose to participate matters in both teacher and student success
(Strom & Martin, 2017). The agency and complexities students bring
to classroom learning are incredibly powerful facets of a complex as-
semblage that are woefully understudied, given their importance in the
teaching-learning experience.

Finally, we suggest that there is great opportunity in accounting for
teacher change from complex perspectives. We need studies that not
only feature holistic methodological designs but also offer the ability
to theorize the findings from complex perspectives. Certainly, multiple
studies, theories, and methodologies can productively come into con-
versation and co-construct understandings of quality content teaching
for multilingual learners. In fact, our analysis of the literature, where we
have brought together varying perspectives, methodologies, and find-
ings to explore and understand the dimensions of pedagogy, context,
and orientations in content teaching for multilingual students, is an ex-
ample of such opportunities. However, we contend that improved re-
search, policy, and practice may come from researchers attending more
expansively to these complexities within studies as well as across them.
Rhizomatics offers one possibility for doing so, but there are multiple
complex frameworks being taken up by teacher education researchers,
including complexity theory (Cochran-Smith, Ell, Ludlow, Grudnoff, &
Aitken, 2014; Ell et al., 2017) and cultural- historical activity theory (An-
derson & Stillman, 2010; Gatti, 2016; Valencia, Martin, Place, & Gross-
man, 2009). Complex studies without foci on teacher learning and prac-
tice offer further models of these possibilities, such as Cochran-Smith et
al’s (2018) complex investigation into teacher education accountability
and Dixon-Roman’s (2017) posthuman/materialism informed examina-
tion of social reproduction and quantification in education.
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Conclusion

Moving forward, we see expansive possibilities to draw from a more crit-
ical, complex perspective of teacher learning and practice as well as the
existing research literature to change and improve teaching of multi-
lingual learners. Several possibilities were explored above, but addi-
tional next steps include expanding our research review more expan-
sively outside of U.S. research. Many countries are working to prepare
content teachers to teach multilingual students and explicitly seeking
to learn from the international research literature is an opportunity for
this work to grow further. We also recommend that stakeholders in ef-
forts that affect teacher learning and practice (both in preservice and
in-service initiatives) take the time to either use existing theories of
teaching and learning (such as that forwarded here) or develop their
own to overtly guide their work in practice, research, and policy devel-
opment. We encourage all such stakeholders to also be overt regarding
those theories and to make their assumptions clear through strong the-
oretically grounded work. Finally, we suggest the power of embracing
difference. We have reviewed a wide variety of studies that have shown
impact from a variety of approaches in different content, grade-level,
and schooling contexts. There are overarching ideas related to context,
orientations, and pedagogy that provide consistent themes and overall
findings that can and should be applied to teacher learning and prac-
tice efforts in locally relevant ways. By embracing difference as produc-
tive, these locally meaningful approaches can also disrupt counterpro-
ductive efforts toward sameness or overt control over teachers’ practice
for the purposes of “fidelity.” Including the findings of this literature re-
view in work to promote teacher learning and practice is a positive way
to look at themes, trends, and complexities and then allow stakehold-
ers, including students, to participate in the co-construction of a locally
meaningful, relevant, and impactful learning.
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