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Abstract1 
 

In this paper, I address the fact that sociolinguists often advocate heteroglossic policies in education (and 

other monolingually organised domains) without extending this heteroglossia to public debate about 

language policy. At least there are important trends in the discipline which argue that existing policies are 

not based on evidence, and propose that policy should adapt to the heteroglossic, fluid linguistic reality that 

their research describes. Facts are undeniably important in debate over language, but I argue that an 

evidence-based strategy often removes options from the debate without engaging in a discussion over 

values, that it confronts stakeholders with various types of academic pressure and control, and that this 

strategy may eventually diminish sociolinguists’ impact on policymaking. Using examples from 
sociolinguistic work on repertoires, linguistic citizenship and translanguaging, I try to underline the 

vulnerability of an evidence-based tactic for advocating heteroglossia, and suggest that sociolinguists may 

be more effective if they use their knowledge to expand the range of alternatives for relevant stakeholders, 

rather than trying to decide what is good for them. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Recently I found an old class photo when I was decluttering at home. Staring back at a 16-

year-old version of myself in uniform, wearing unfashionable glasses topped up with a 

fearful haircut because of a horrible misunderstanding at the hairdresser’s, I was faced with a 
dilemma: was I to keep this photo, or throw it away? Decluttering guru Marie Kondo advises 

that such decisions ultimately depend on one, life-changing, question: ‘does it spark joy?’ 
(2014: 55). If the object in question does, you keep it; if it doesn’t, you thank the object for 
its service in your life, and you let it go. ‘This is not only the simplest but also the most 

accurate yardstick by which to judge’, Kondo (2014: 58) suggests. But although joy was 

perhaps not the most suitable term for the feelings of fascination, a slight revulsion, and 

nostalgia that I experienced when I stumbled across the photo, I decided to ignore Kondo’s 

advice and to keep it. Not simply because her advice in one fell swoop collapses the various 

reasons why we keep or let go of things into one, presumably superior motivation, but also 

because our class (all boys, all white, all Dutch-speaking at home) starkly contrasted with the 

much more diverse class photos that are currently taken in inner-city Antwerp where I went 

to school. Indeed, it is not an exaggeration to say that since the early 1990s, the demographics 

in urban schools in Belgium have changed dramatically:  

 

• estimates are that 20% of pupils in Francophone schools do not speak French at home, 

and that this can go up to 50% in some Francophone schools in Brussels;2  

• for Dutch-medium schools the numbers indicate that in Antwerp, some 44% of pupils 

in primary schools and 31% in secondary schools were registered as not speaking 

Dutch at home; this number can go up to 70% in Brussels in nursery, primary and 

                                                         
1 This is an adapted version of a plenary presentation at the 7th Explorations in Ethnography, Language & 

Communication Colloquium (‘Linguistic ethnography in a changing world’) held on 20-21 September 2018 at 

the University of Edinburgh. I would very much like to thank the organisers for inviting me to act as plenary 

speaker. 
2 Estimations provided by the Francophone Education Minister in La Libre Belgique, 26 October 2016. 
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secondary schools, while in the 1990s the number of pupils with two Dutch-speaking 

parents in these schools was well up to 80%.3 

 

This evolution provides formidable pedagogical challenges to schools of both of Belgium’s 
largest linguistic communities, since more and more pupils have difficulty with the 

instruction language. But it also invites ideological anxieties, especially in Dutch-medium 

schools, because these schools are themselves the outcome of a political struggle in which 

Flemings sought to preserve Dutch in a country that long organised itself in French.  

 

 

Wavering between shared, contradictory values 

 

This anxiety can be seen in declarations of support for the Dutch language. In August 2016 

the current Flemish Education minister, Hilde Crevits, announced, much in line with her 

predecessors, that ‘Dutch is and remains the language of instruction. It is the key to 
integration. I am hardcore on this: you need to learn and know the language. […] We must 
not budge one inch from Dutch as instruction language.’ (De Tijd, 31 August 2016).4 This 

anxiety also transpires in the very negative attitudes that Flemish teachers tend to have 

towards other languages than Dutch. Based on a survey of almost 800 teachers in nearly 50 

Flemish secondary schools, Pulinx et al. (2017) for example reveal that one third of the 

teachers in their corpus approves of punishing pupils if they speak their heritage languages; 

that barely one out of eight supports the inclusion of books in these languages in the school 

library; that having more pupils with immigrant backgrounds correlates with teachers’ greater 
emphasis on Dutch; and that teachers’ beliefs in the benefits of a monolingual policy 
correlate with their lower confidence in pupils’ abilities. Such findings are not exceptional 

(Agirdag 2010; Agirdag et al. 2013; Blommaert et al. 2006; Rosiers et al. 2016; Strobbe et al. 

2017; Van der Wildt et al. 2017). At the same time, there is also a concern that emphatically 

imposing Dutch has negative effects on pupils’ well-being and learning, and that this is 

oblivious to the fact that Flemings themselves disputed the cultural domination of French in 

Belgium less than a century ago. 

 

These two concerns can be seen in a recent clash between Flemish education providers and 

politicians. In November 2017, the Council for Flemish Community Education (which 

excludes the large network of Catholic schools) announced on its website that pupils would 

not be punished anymore if they spoke their heritage languages in the playground or in class, 

and that schools were to approach those languages positively, because ‘an open attitude 
towards the home languages of pupils has a positive influence on their well-being’.5 These 

guidelines clearly show a concern with the feelings of shame or stigma that pupils might 

develop when schools have negative attitudes towards heritage languages. At the same time, 

we can see in another part of the same announcement that: 

 

‘On the other hand, Community Education expects parents to have a positive attitude 

towards Standard Dutch. If they also want to, and dare to, speak it themselves, this will be 

a step forward in children’s language learning process. Each Community Education 
school will therefore […] encourage [parents] to learn Standard Dutch. […] The increase 

                                                         
3 Flemish Community statistics, provided to Parliament by the Flemish Minister of Education on 29 January 

2015. 
4 My translation, as is the case for all other Dutch material in what follows. 
5 http://www.g-o.be/meertalenbeleid-op-school-10-veelgestelde-vragen/ [multilingual policy at school-10 

frequently asked questions] (last accessed 2 October 2018).  

http://www.g-o.be/meertalenbeleid-op-school-10-veelgestelde-vragen/
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in linguistic diversity in Flanders does not change anything about the language 

legislation. Standard Dutch remains the instruction language at school, the modern 

foreign language classes excepted.’ (ibid.) 

 

Thus, the Council’s new guidelines are not straightforwardly in favour of linguistic diversity 

nor of linguistic uniformity; they waver between both concerns.  

 

In response to this, Bart De Wever, the influential president of the conservative and 

nationalist New Flemish Alliance (Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie, N-VA),6 announced that he did 

not agree. He stated in a reaction on the Flemish Public Broadcaster’s website that ‘When I 
first heard about it, I thought it was an early April fool’s joke’, because:  
 

‘At the moment that we have so much trouble in Flanders integrating and teaching Dutch 
to the people who come here and who are allowed to stay, and also giving them a chance 

on the labour market and in our society, how can it be a good idea to allow people to 

speak their own language at school, where you can improve your Dutch’ (vrt.nws, 27 

November 2017)  

 

De Wever also added though that he:  

 

‘didn’t want to stigmatise any language […] that’s got nothing to do with it. At school 
people should learn Dutch, talk and practice as much as possible […] The objective 
should be to educate competent pupils, who speak the language that the labour market 

requires. We have to forge one society and then Dutch unites us all.’ (ibid.) 

 

These quotes are themselves telling about the state of Flemish nationalism, seeing as even the 

president of the New Flemish Alliance defends Dutch mostly on instrumental grounds (the 

economy, integration, if not security) rather than for its cultural value. But here, too, we can 

see vacillation between an attachment to Dutch and, nevertheless, a sensitivity about how this 

attachment might contribute to stigmatising others. Granted, for De Wever this sensitivity 

does not represent much more than an ideological pebble in his shoe, but that he wishes to 

avoid stigmatisation or flatly denies its relevance is a sign, I think, that it still needs to be 

addressed and neutralised in case questions arise about how Dutch used to be misrecognised 

in Belgium.  

 

Similar ingredients can be found in a quote from the (Christian-Democratic) Education 

Minister who was very hardcore about Dutch, when she said, in response to De Wever:  

 

‘Multilingualism is an asset and we need to see school by school how this asset can be 

used. And Dutch in class is not up for discussion. It is and stays the education and 

instruction language. But we have to stop stigmatising children who speak a different 

language at home, as if that would be bad per se. It can instead be helpful to use that 

[other language] in order to teach them better Dutch.’ (Crevits, vrt.nws, 29 November 

2017)  

 

The different parties in this debate thus seem to share the same, contrary concerns: they are 

all more or less concerned about stigmatisation and its effects, and they are all more or less 

                                                         
6 Currently the largest political formation in Belgium, and coalition partner in the regional Flemish government 

as well as the Belgian federal government. 
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attached to Dutch as a lever for learning and equal (labour) opportunities, or as a symbol of 

important legislation and unity. These different participants are, in Billig et al.’s (1988) 

terms, caught on the horns of an ‘ideological dilemma’ and are blowing hot and cold at the 

same time. They are faced with a dilemma because they all find that somehow, there is 

something to be said for both concerns, and this makes it difficult to make a simple choice 

between them. Billig et al. would call this dilemma ideological, moreover, not just because 

the concerns in question pertain to the organisation of a society rather than to whether to 

throw away a photo or not, but also because these concerns are not accidentally related: they 

are each other’s mirror image, and Billig et al. argue that this may well be the result of 

pursuing an ideological value that has created its own counter-value. Such contradictions are 

easily observable in the ideology of liberalism (Billig et al. 1988: 34-36): the value of 

individualism, for example, could be asserted with unrestrained passion in an absolutist state 

like prerevolutionary France, but as soon as a liberal state was founded, the pursuit of 

individualism evoked the counter-value of social responsibility as a limit to unbridled 

egoism, and this then invited dilemmas over individual freedom and legitimate constraint. A 

devotion to equality in liberal societies similarly raises concern about when it is acceptable to 

value authoritative knowledge and expertise; also the value of togetherness creates, certainly 

in this day and age in Europe, dilemmas over when it is legitimate to deny other people even 

temporary access to this togetherness. Billig et al. do not address language, but it is not far-

fetched to argue that the pursuit of universal communication and emancipation through a 

uniform, standard, variety in Western societies eventually provoked questions about the 

limits of this project, and increased the value of linguistic diversity and the protection of 

linguistic difference (cf. Bauman & Briggs 2003). Because values often evoke counter-

values, and because in the case of liberalism these twinned values have become deeply 

ingrained in Western political discourse and common sense, Billig et al. maintain that people 

in these societies usually value individualism and social responsibility, equality and 

authority, fraternité and Frontex, albeit to different degrees (compare the education providers 

mentioned earlier with De Wever’s statements). We can add linguistic uniformity and 

diversity to this list: that this very conference is monolingually in English (British Sign 

Language excepted) while we all value linguistic diversity is very much a case in point. This 

is not so much a sign of hypocrisy or of a collective lack of awareness, but a symptom that 

linguistic uniformity and diversity are both, to some extent, important to us. And because 

such opposing values are somehow important to everyone, Billig et al. say, they create 

‘endless debate and argument’ (1988: 3).  
 

It may not be a coincidence therefore that the clash I just mentioned is only one in a series of 

recent debates (June 2018, November 2017, March 2017, December 2016, April 2014) on 

language-at-school between Flemish politicians, education providers, and scientists. And if 

one takes a broader perspective, these recurrent debates about heritage language in Flanders 

only seem to reproduce on a lower scale the historical debates in Belgium between 

Francophones and Flemings over when linguistic diversity could take legitimate precedence 

over uniformity and vice versa, resulting in the complex institutional lasagna of the Belgian 

state.  

 

 

Depoliticising the debate 

 

What is striking about this debate in recent years, however, is that the advocates of heritage 

language use at school frequently represent it not as a debate between opponents who share 

contrary ideological values that they emphasise differently, but as an issue of truth or falsity, 
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in which it is problematic to be ideological. And quite frequently this representation is put 

forward by sociolinguists (broadly understood) and by the left-wing politicians who are glad 

to use sociolinguistic expertise to further their own interests. Representing it as a truth-falsity 

issue is done explicitly, for example by this (language) sociologist:  

 

‘Education is too important to leave it to ideology and politicians. Certainly in times of 

elections politicians use education to advance their ideology […] [T]he majority of 
linguists, neurologists, sociologists and educationalists agree that multilingualism is a 

better approach than imposed monolingualism. Mother tongue is as healthy as [mother 

milk]. Now we still have to convince politicians of that’ (Agirdag, Knack.be, 14 April 

2014)  

 

Or by this linguist:  

 

‘[T]o tackle the problem objectively it needs to be depoliticised and treated by 

knowledgeable people. Linguists are such people. It is not because you have a heart that 

you are a heart specialist. It is not because you have a tongue that you are a language 

specialist’ (Humblé,  De Standaard, 15 April 2014).  

 

Or by this alderwoman for education and youth in Ghent:  

 

‘If it helps to learn better [i.e., using home languages], why not use it? Either because of 

ideological stubbornness or because of stupidity. And fortunately we can work on the last 

[problem]. […] Against the gut feeling of the New Flemish Alliance I like to place 
scientific research’ (Elke Decruynaere, Green party, De Morgen, 11 April 14) 

 

The suggestion that the debate is actually about facts rather than ideology is implicitly 

reinforced by advancing technological arguments. The first of these arguments is of a: 

 

• social-psychological nature: it claims that pupils’ (linguistic) identity, self-image, and 

confidence will suffer to the extent that the curriculum, the teaching-learning process 

or teachers are biased. This negative self-image is then assumed to cause low 

attainment levels (Jones & Moore 1992; Moore 2007). In Jim Cummins’ terms, 
quoted in English in a Flemish newspaper: ‘to reject the child’s language in the school 
is to reject the child. When they feel this rejection, they are much less likely to 

participate actively and confidently in classroom instruction’ (Cummins 2001: 19-20). 

If, instead, pupils are allowed to use heritage languages in class, this will raise well-

being, improve learning results, and eventually boost equal opportunities;  

• a second argument pertains to language learning, and is again inspired by Jim 

Cummins, viz. by his interdependence hypothesis which claims that learning a second 

or a third language will be more efficient if learners have a high, well-developed first 

language competence so that they can transfer the skills from that first language into a 

second or a third or a fourth (Cummins 2000);  

• a third argument is what I call the ‘reality argument’: rather than claiming that a 

particular intervention at school will boost learning, or ‘really works’, it states 

something about ‘what is’, viz. that linguistic diversity is a reality, and that schools 

and policymakers ought to recognise that reality. A different formulation has it that 

linguistic diversity is the norm rather than the exception.  
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These arguments are not exclusively Belgian, of course, but can be found across the broader 

field of sociolinguistics when it comes to advocating multi- or plurilingualism at school and 

in other institutions. In this paper, however, I would like to raise some questions about the 

strategy behind these arguments. I will not say that facts are unimportant, nor that drawing on 

facts to advocate a change in policy, is wrong. But I do want to argue that a radical focus on 

facts is not without risks; that it can constrain, if not silence, other participants to the extent 

that technical knowledge over language is presented as the only acceptable input in the 

debate; that facts alone do not help to decide what is desirable; and that using facts to justify 

a predetermined goal may lead the public to think that scientists are not entirely honest in 

their strategy, and that this may diminish scientists’ credibility and impact on policy making.  
 

In what follows I want to add flesh to these abstract bones by showing how these problems 

occur in (some, not all) recent research on translanguaging, linguistic repertoires, and 

linguistic citizenship. I am aware, of course, that in doing so I will be critical of work that is 

found very commendable because it is dedicated to normalising fluid, non-standard, 

plurilingual language use against a back-drop where it is treated as a problem if not an object 

of hostility. Moreover, such research is innovative in showing that it is possible and exciting 

to teach through more than one ‘language’, that speakers have far more linguistic resources 

than we usually think, and that other types of linguistic citizenship are imaginable than the 

ones that have been institutionalised for a long time. Not to mention that this research is 

devoted to contesting linguistic inequality and the role of monolingual conceptions of 

language that this is linked to.  

 

I share the dedication of this work, I find it highly important, and I do not wish to cast doubt 

over its intentions. I believe, though, that it is also useful to reflect on the potential clouds in 

the silver lining and to explore how sociolinguists can enter into dialogue about language 

with non-experts in a different way than the one I evoke above. I am, of course, not the first 

to raise questions over the relation between research and practice/policy in sociolinguistics. 

One could argue that the raison d’être of the discipline has been to influence society and to 

find ways to make its impact most effective, in the belief that disseminating technical 

knowledge over language contributes to dispelling ignorance and prejudice especially in 

education, and eventually, to improving society (Bauman & Briggs 2003; Heller & 

McElhinny 2017; Jaspers 2016). But this belief itself, and the relations of authority it installs  

between experts and ‘misguided’ audiences, has been the object of ample internal debate in 

the past decades (see, among others, Cameron et al. 1992; Cameron 1995; Rampton 1997; see 

also the dialogue sections in Journal of Sociolinguistics initiated by Heller 1999 and Bell & 

Coupland 2001 and recently see Lewis 2018 and responses in Language in Society). Various 

sociolinguists have explored ways to engage with laypeople from a different starting point 

than a purely technical one, e.g. by collaborating on-site on a common goal (Bezemer 2015; 

Cooke et al. 2018; Heller et al. 2017; Jaffe 2012; Lefstein & Snell 2011; and many others). I 

should add too that it is not uncommon that scholars, when interacting with non-academic 

audiences, decide for practical purposes to condense the facts they discuss or at least 

temporarily ignore that some notions (for example, ‘youth language’) are seriously contested 

in the discipline. But practical considerations can hardly be invoked for the certainty with 

which particular concepts, out of a deep commitment to social change, are currently spread 

within the discipline as emancipatory per se, and this in itself requires closer attention. At the 

same time, the unilateral nature of the interaction with stakeholders that these accounts 

prefigure is indicative of a more conflictual context, where sociolinguists feel they cannot 

count on shared concerns and good personal relations, and this raises the question whether in 

such contexts we can enter into dialogue with others in a less unilateral way, and perhaps if 
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the outcomes of such a dialogue should necessarily suit sociolinguists. I also believe it can be 

interesting to examine on which terms this dialogue could be organised outside of the 

relatively small-scale or community-based settings in which it has been usefully developed, 

in order to discuss a regular school’s or even a nation-state’s curriculum.  
 

 

Translanguaging 

 

I want to start adding flesh to the bones of my argument by discussing research that has 

become highly popular in recent years: research on translanguaging. Initially translanguaging 

was the name of a bilingual pedagogy in which pupils use a better-known language to 

understand and produce a lesser-known one so that they become proficient in both (Baker 

2001; Williams 1994). But the term now also refers to:  

 

1. speakers’ natural linguistic instinct or cognitive capacity:  

• ‘human beings have a natural translanguaging instinct’ (García & Li 2014: 32); 

• translanguaging is ‘an innate capacity to draw on as many different cognitive and 
semiotic resources as available to them to interpret meaning intentions and to 

design actions accordingly’ (Li 2016: 541);  

 

2. the fluid or flexible use of linguistic resources by bilinguals:  

• ‘the multiple discursive practices in which bilinguals engage in order to make 

sense of their bilingual worlds’ (García & Li 2014: 65); 

• ‘the flexible use of linguistic resources by bilinguals in order to make sense of 
their world’ (García et al. 2015: 200); 

• the ‘fluid language practices of bilinguals’ (García & Lin 2016: 117); 

 

3. a theory of language and education that considers the practices of bilinguals as one 

linguistic repertoire:  

• ‘Translanguaging is an approach to the use of language, bilingualism and the 

education of bilinguals that considers the language practices of bilinguals […] as 
one linguistic repertoire with features that have been societally constructed as 

belonging to two separate languages’ (García & Li 2014: 2). 
 

A central tenet in a highly successful strand of this research is that applying fluid language 

use at school will be ‘transformative for the child, for the teacher and for education itself’ 
(García & Li 2014: 68) because it enables pupils to be creative and critical. If creativity is 

‘the ability to choose between following and flouting the rules and norms of behavior, 

including the use of language’ (ibid.: 67); and criticality ‘the ability to use available evidence 

appropriately, systematically and insightfully […] to question and problematize received 

wisdom’ (ibid.: 67), then translanguaging is not a mere pedagogical scaffold but something 

that allows pupils to be creative and critical at the same time:  

 

‘[t]ranslanguaging […] enables students to construct and constantly modify their 
sociocultural identities and values, as they respond to their historical and present 

conditions critically and creatively. It enables students to contest the ‘one language only’ 
or ‘one language at a time’ ideologies of monolingual and traditional bilingual 
classrooms’ (García & Li 2014: 67) 

 

Giving students this possibility is argued to be urgent, moreover, because:  
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‘the educational consequences of the sociopolitical inability to authenticate a multilingual 

and heteroglossic reality is responsible for educational failure of many language 

minorities around the world’ (García & Li 2014: 55–56) 

 

The promise of transformation and the price of ignoring a heteroglossic reality consequently 

leave few other options: ‘the incorporation of students’ full linguistic repertoire [is] simply 
the only way to go about developing language practices valued in school, as well as to 

educate’ (García & Li 2014: 74).  

 

Naturally it would be difficult to look away from consistent school failure trends, or to call 

for an education that does not foster pupils’ sense of criticality and creativity. A first concern 

I have, though, with these types of claims, is that fluid language here is not simply argued to 

play a useful role in fostering criticality or well-being, but is all but represented as the key 

causal factor for raising well-being, improving school success, and transforming society, 

while other types of language are seen to cause the opposite. It is certainly possible that 

applying fluid language at school has transformative effects (raises well-being, improves 

learning), but expecting this as an automatic outcome may be overstating the available 

evidence, for it is not difficult to find:  

 

• counterevidence which suggests that school success coincides with the stigmatisation 

of pupils’ home varieties (Erickson 1987; Gibson 1987; Ogbu 1978; cf. also Moore 

2007; Rampton 2006: 271-276), even though this work does not condone the 

stigmatisation;  

• counterevidence suggesting that translanguaging can silence pupils and make them 

feel quite uncomfortable: Charalambous et al. (2016) demonstrate that pupils with a 

Turkish-speaking background in a Greek-Cypriot primary classroom did not like the 

teacher’s well-intentioned organisation of translanguaging because of what it meant, 

in that specific context, to use Turkish, the language of the age-old enemy.  

 

There is, moreover, 

 

• evidence that authenticating a heteroglossic reality does not necessarily lead to better 

learning.  This comes from a four-year long experiment in the city of Ghent in a 

couple of primary schools where pupils were allowed to use their heritage language at 

school, and where the most spoken heritage language (Turkish) was taught after 

school hours to Turkish-speaking pupils (Ramaut et al. 2013). This experiment was 

set up precisely to prove that doing so would increase pupils’ overall learning and 

competence in Dutch. After four years it appeared, however, that learning outcomes 

had not increased among pupils who used heritage language resources in class, and 

that their competence in Dutch had not progressed more in comparison to the control 

group. The main outcomes were that pupils and teachers had more positive attitudes 

to multilingualism; that pupils felt well; and that allowing fluid language in class did 

not have any detrimental effects on learning. Such outcomes are valuable, but far 

more modest than expected, indicating at the same time that there is no automatic link 

between well-being and better learning; 

• many sociologists furthermore point out that while one can reduce inequality at 

school, this does not in any significant nor automatic way transform society outside 

school (see, among others, Freeman-Moir & Scott 2003; Moore 2007; Reay 2010); 
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• educational theorists argue that claims that a particular intervention at school will 

have a guaranteed effect are only plausible in a closed, deterministic system where all 

elements behave in a predictable way. Education, however, is an open system that 

operates at best probabilistically, because the ‘elements’ in the system (pupils and 
teachers) behave on the basis of how they interpret system-internal dynamics 

(themselves, each other) and external conditions (the local and more remote 

socioeconomic environment) (Biesta 2010: 496-497; cf. also D’Amato 1987). It is 
difficult, in this light, to predict that introducing fluid language at school certainly 

changes more than the instruction language, or to argue that school failure is uniquely 

linked to monolingual policies – although such policies can certainly play a role.  

 

This makes clear that fluid language does not necessarily ‘work’, or not always in the 

intended way, and that we are overstretching ourselves empirically when we promise 

otherwise. This is not without risks: policymakers may commission research to inquire if 

using heritage languages in class, or applying fluid language, actually improves attainment 

levels, and they may decide to end such provision when the evidence is less than convincing 

(as has happened in the Netherlands, cf. Spotti & de Ruiter 2002). It will be difficult in such a 

scenario to protest that heritage languages at school are worthwhile for other reasons if we 

have always been promoting them for their beneficial impact on outcomes.  

 

A second concern I have is that the facts that translanguaging research draws on tend to 

significantly reduce the scope of options for relevant stakeholders. This already transpired 

when I mentioned that, because of the presumed transformative effects of fluid language, and 

because monolingual policies are said to cause the failure of language minorities, 

translanguaging scholars see ‘the incorporation of students’ full linguistic repertoire as 

simply the only way to go about developing language practices valued in school, as well as to 

educate’ (García & Li 2014: 74). The same reduction of options can also be seen in the image 

of the ideal teacher that gets disseminated in the literature, which is an image of a teacher 

who must be aware and prepared to act on the basis of information:  

 

‘All teachers in the 21st century need to be prepared to be bilingual teachers [...] […] the 

development of the teachers’ understandings of bilingual students and their families, [is] 

most important […] Teachers need […] to be aware of language diversity and to see their 

students as people, not just numbers. But beyond linguistic and cultural information, 

teachers need to develop a critical sociopolitical consciousness about the linguistic 

diversity of the children […] Teachers then need to act on all this information by 

constructing curricula and pedagogies that build on the sociopolitical, sociohistorical and 

sociolinguistic profiles of the bilingual children in question.’ (García & Li 2014: 122–
123)  

 

It is not unreasonable to expect that teachers take account of the linguistic diversity of their 

students. Yet aligning this expectation with a call that has been part and parcel of even the 

most elementary kinds of teacher training in the last decades – that teachers need to ‘see their 
students as people, not just numbers’ – at once seems to intimate the authors’ impatience, if 

not their skepticism about teachers’ preparedness, and to suggest that compliance is less than 
voluntary, an impression that is supported by the sheer number of demands formulated here. 

One problem with this is that teachers will easily fail to meet these demands: they mostly 

work in institutions where other stakeholders (government, the school principal, colleagues, 

parents, even pupils) require that they use or teach a prestigious, often monolingual variety, 

besides other subject matter. Even in the most ideal circumstances – with highly prepared 
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teachers who are aware of linguistic diversity and prepared to act on it – this is bound to 

invite compromises between opposing interests, and ample occasions where teachers will not 

put linguistic diversity first. This is understandably frustrating, but advocates of linguistic 

diversity only seem to help teachers fall on the wrong side of history (uncritically living in 

the 20th century), with all the kinds of blame that can ensue from this, if they subsequently 

raise the stakes by representing their demands as self-evident (a matter of seeing students as 

people, or mother tongues as mother milk). Another problem pertains to the role of 

information that this ideal teacher image sketches, at least if the suggestion is that teachers 

can straightforwardly act on information or awareness, once it is obtained. For if, as we have 

just seen, teachers work in a field of contradictory expectations, where different types of 

information are at play, they will need to judge what an appropriate course of action is in a 

specific situation for particular students at a certain point in their trajectory (Biesta 2015). 

Rather than requiring the compliant facilitation of a particular stakeholder’s desires, such 

judgements require an interpretive teacher, an agentive actor who will prioritise or ignore 

information, of whatever nature, depending on purpose and context. 

 

In addition, the message to minority language activists tends to be that there is no alternative, 

and that their concerns are obsolete or an improper intervention on the nature of language that 

they insufficiently understand. To see why these activists do not seem to grasp the nature of 

language, I would like to recall that translanguaging, as a term, is used to make the 

ontological claim that all ‘humans have a natural translanguaging instinct’ (García & Li 
2014: 32), a cognitive capacity for drawing on all rather than just a socially defined subset of 

semiotic resources to make meaning, and that they have a unique, translingual, repertoire that 

is realised to the fullest if they ignore social boundaries for language:  

 

‘Once named languages have been properly allocated to the socio-historical realm of 

boundary-making efforts by actual or emerging nations (or by existing or aspiring states), 

and once idiolects are situated in the individual idiolectal realm of lexico-structural 

repertoires, we are able to define translanguaging as the full implementation of the latter 

without regard for the former; as the full use of idiolectal repertoires without regard for 

named-language boundaries.’ (Otheguy et al. 2015: 304). 
 

This ontology is not unproblematic. Linguistic anthropologists usually contend that all 

language use is mediated by the ‘socio-historical realm’ (cf. Silverstein 1985), and that the 

human capacity for language may well depend on cognitive abilities, but that the more it is 

represented as an ‘instinct, propelling us from the inside’, the more language seems like ‘a 

form of behaviour which is not subject to reflection’ and value-judgment, processes which 

are inevitably socio-cultural and which draw on all kinds of ‘boundary-making efforts’ (cf. 

Cameron 1995: viii). More important is that this ontological claim blends with a descriptive 

use of translanguaging and the political claim that is attached to it. Translanguaging after all 

also refers to the fluid practices of bilingual speakers, and it is these practices that, it is 

argued, should be authenticated at school. So the term refers to a universal instinct and at the 

same time, to a particular manifestation of that instinct. While at first glance this is merely a 

difficult ambiguity, upon closer consideration this meaning conflation seems to facilitate the 

formulation of a moral imperative, viz. that observable linguistic practices should closely 

correspond to what language ontologically is. Indeed, claims that translanguaging can be 

defined as ‘the full use of idiolectal repertoires without regard for named-language 

boundaries’ (Otheguy et al. 2015: 304), or as ‘the act of deploying all of the speakers’ lexical 
and structural resources freely’ (Otheguy et al. 2015: 297; emphasis in original) evoke an 

image of unfettered language use that, in light of the authors’ strong support for it at school, 
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suggests that people’s idiolects had better be left to develop unimpeded. Such an argument, 

as Cameron (1995: viii-ix) notes, constitutes an update of the ‘leave your language alone’ 
advice that she described in the contexts of protests against language change, when linguists 

asked people not to interfere and to let language run its natural, free course. And it is 

important to see that this contributes to a new dynamics of linguistic purification and 

hybridisation (cf. Bauman & Briggs 2003): while the fluid language use of some speakers is 

represented as the pure outcome of a human instinct, because it is ‘free’ or untouched by 

social ideas about language, the monolingual language use of others comes to stand for 

impure language, as language that is affected by ‘the socio-historical realm of boundary-

making efforts’. Moreover, like earlier juxtapositions of pure and impure language, the pure 

type of language is associated in this context with good qualities – which today are creativity, 

criticality, transformation, or disruption – and is promoted as emancipatory and liberating.  

 

All this may not be intentional, of course, but this view of natural, free, language does not 

seem to be accidental. It is a built-in feature of a popular translanguaging theory, and its 

effects transpire in quotes such as these: 

 

‘Minoritized languages must be protected and developed if that is the wish of people. But 
it is important to understand that the linguistic features that make up that minoritized 

language cannot be totally isolated from others because they are generally part of the 

linguistic competence of bilinguals. Bilingual education cannot maintain minoritized 

languages as if they were autonomous museum pieces’ (García & Lin 2016: 128; also see 

Otheguy et al. 2015: 283, 299) 

 

In this quote we see that minority language concerns are partly taken seriously (minority 

languages must be protected, if it is what people want) but partly also found naïve (natural 

language has no boundaries, hence the features of a minority language cannot be totally 

isolated from other languages), if not reactionary (‘museum pieces’). There is no doubt that 
efforts to protect minority languages can become overly puristic and museological, excluding 

many of the speakers in whose name they are saved (cf. Jaffe 1999; Hill & Hill 1980; 

Woolard 1989), and in such cases there are good reasons to break free from the imposed 

boundaries. But it may be premature to describe all such efforts as inherently repressive or 

indefensible knowing that, depending on the circumstances, minority language protection can 

equally function in a politics of voice and criticality.  

 

 

Linguistic repertoires and linguistic citizenship 

 

A similar focus on the facts of language as a decisive argument can also be found, I think, in 

some research on linguistic repertoires and linguistic citizenship. I will treat these two 

research strands more briefly. 

 

What students of linguistic repertoires generally insist is that all speakers have a dynamic 

inventory of semiotic (including linguistic) resources, that speakers’ know how of these 
resources can range from the very elaborate to the highly restricted, and that, because 

repertoires depend on tangible speaker experiences – and because we cannot experience 

everything – ‘there is no point in life in which anyone can claim to know all the resources of 

a language’ (Blommaert & Backus 2011: 9). This is solid knowledge (I teach it to my own 

students). But in an influential paper this knowledge is recruited to denounce: 
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‘dominant discourses [that] seem to increasingly turn to entirely obsolete and 

conclusively discredited models of language knowledge. The European Common 

Framework for Languages is naturally the most outspoken case, but language and literacy 

testing methods predicated on linear and uniform ‘levels’ of knowledge and 
developmental progression are back in force. Such practices and methods have met 

debilitating and crippling criticism from within the profession […] yet they remain 

unaffected and attract more and more support among national and supranational 

authorities in fields of immigration, labor and education. Something is seriously wrong 

there […]’ (Blommaert & Backus 2011: 4) 
 

Later in the paper we find that this Common Framework and the measuring instruments 

designed in its name must be considered ‘a form of science fiction’, because they: 

  

‘have only a tenuous connection with the real competences of people, the way they are 
organized in actual repertoires, and the real possibilities they offer for communication. 

This is because they measure only part of language knowledge’ (Blommaert & Backus 
2011: 24).  

 

I agree with Blommaert & Backus that tests which are based on the notion of separate 

languages will inaccurately reveal the complexity of individual linguistic repertoires, and that 

such tests often play an insidious role in denying particular groups access to residency or 

other welfare provisions. At the same time, very accurate tests can also be abused in the 

service of inequality, and the idea behind at least some tests is not to provide a picture of 

someone’s complete linguistic repertoire, but to verify quite specific competences that are 

found valuable or necessary. What is valuable or necessary is obviously debatable, or should 

be debatable, but precisely this debate seems to be avoided by suggesting that precision, or 

empirical completeness, is the litmus test for distinguishing between what is good and what is 

‘seriously wrong’. Linguistic facts are in other words recruited here not just to legitimately 

contest unreliable, unfair language testing, but also to problematise widespread – and 

certainly contestable – views of desirable language, without being explicit about desirability. 

We can surmise which up-to-date models of language the authors find more desirable, and 

which types of language more deserving of respect, but we are led to believe, it seems, that 

this is not so much a matter of preference, but a question of observing the facts. 

 

In research on linguistic citizenship, finally, the typical argument is that the paradigm of 

Linguistic Human Rights distorts or ‘invisibilises’ the complexity of sociolinguistic reality, 

working as it does within a ‘one language – one territory’ framework that neglects population 

mobility and presupposes membership of a single state. In response to this, scholars propose 

a view of linguistic citizenship that (1) emphasises individual voice rather than language; (2) 

draws on a broader idea of language, containing non-standard, fluid uses, different types of 

proficiency, multilingual and cross-border communication; and that (3) understands language 

as a site of political and economic struggle so that grassroots activity also enters the picture. 

A linguistic citizenship, in other words, that takes account of linguistic reality and the forces 

that shape it (Stroud 2001; Stroud & Heugh 2004).  

 

Yet while a ‘one language – one nation framework’ incontestably obscures a great deal about 

sociolinguistic reality, this reality itself does not tell us which choices we should make. 

Indeed, ‘what is factually true does not automatically render it desirable; we cannot simply 

induce what we should do by accurately observing what is currently being done’ (Cameron 

1995: 227). Like Stroud and his colleagues I believe that drawing on bottom-up, fluid 
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linguistic practices can be liberating and innovative. But this still does not help us to identify 

which of those fluid, bottom-up practices are more worthwhile or more deserving of support 

than others. So if the argument is that reality is more complex than existing policy and that 

policy is too top-down, such an argument obscures, rather than directly engages with, the fact 

that there exist conflicting ideas about linguistic citizenship that require a political discussion, 

not simply a search for facts (cf. Kompridis 2005: 325-326), and that such discussions need 

to determine the degree of top-down or bottom-up-ness of policy in the common interest. 

Such discussion is needed, because pursuing new types of linguistic citizenship will, if not 

invisibilise, then at least make less prominent those aspects of sociolinguistic reality that are 

deemed less meaningful or liberating. This may be defensible as the outcome of a political 

choice for a more valuable idea of linguistic citizenship. But if the main yardstick for 

evaluating policies is not political but empirical – a matter of how well they take reality into 

account – we can expect that others will be quick to apply that same yardstick for 

disqualifying innovative policy proposals. 

 

Across different strands of sociolinguistic research, then, it seems as if a relatively similar 

strategy emerges in order to engage in discussion over how we should approach language in a 

variety of contexts and particularly at school. Preferred practices are presented as more 

effective or ‘real’, current policies are denounced as based on junk science, there is a demand 
that policy adapt itself to the real facts of language, and there is also a certain hesitation to 

address matters of value directly. I believe this is more problematic than is usually assumed, 

and in the rest of this paper, I would like first to address why this recurrent strategy gives 

reason for concern, and then try to suggest how we might address matters of value as well as 

matters of fact.  

 

 

The relation between science and policy 

 

To address this recurrent strategy I want to draw on Roger Pielke’s (2007) insights on the 

relation between science and policy, in line with other recent work on how the language 

sciences understand the relation between knowledge and decision making (Salö 2017; Salö & 

Karlander 2018). Broadly speaking, the strategy adopted in the research strands I have 

mentioned falls largely within the scope of what Pielke calls a linear model of science: 

 

‘the linear model of science is often used to suggest that achieving agreement on 

scientific knowledge is a prerequisite for a political consensus to be reached and then 

policy action to occur […] In even stronger forms, some use the linear model to argue 
that specific knowledge or facts compel certain policy responses’ (Pielke 2007: 13; also 
see Bucchi 1998; Wynne 1993) 

 

The linear model is based in a view of the pure expert who is above the fray, in the proverbial 

ivory tower. Historically it has deep roots in the ideology of liberal Enlightenment, where it 

has been important to define a modern, acceptable type of authority that would put limits to 

the unbounded valorisation of equality of opinion and the intellectual anarchy this was seen 

to invite, notably by invoking a rational foundation for one’s opinion (Billig et al. 1988: 70-

74). Pielke argues however that this model, and the image of the pure scientist it evokes, 

easily leads to politicising science. After all, so long as experts are seen to remain above the 

fray, stakeholders will be tempted to recruit scientific evidence that lends credibility to their 

cause; while experts will be happy to provide such evidence in a world that expects them to 

valorise their research. Rather than political consensus this often leads to more dissensus, 
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Pielke argues, because science is usually diverse enough for everyone to find evidence that 

supports their cause. 

 

A greater risk is when scientists enter the fray and recruit the image of the pure scientist to 

advance their own agenda. This is what Pielke calls acting like a ‘stealth issue advocate’ 
(2007: 92ff.). Science then ‘becomes a convenient and necessary means for removing certain 

options from a debate without explicitly dealing with disputes over values’ (2007: 125). It 
becomes a ‘trump card in political debates. For who can argue against truth?’ (ibid.). Stealth 

advocacy contributes, in other words, to making public debate less heteroglossic and 

dialogical in the name of one über-value to which experts have special access: the truth. 

Pielke insists though that there is ‘nothing wrong with overt political advocacy among 
scientists. Indeed it is an honored role in democracies’ (2007: 134). But he warns that if the 

public and policymakers start believing that in the end, science is nothing more than an 

extension of experts’ political beliefs when they embed their advocacy in the purity of 

science, this may compromise experts’ credibility and effectively diminish their impact on 

policymaking. 

 

Faced with this challenge, Pielke argues that it does not offer much solace to separate science 

and politics more strictly, as this would only reproduce the conditions for recruiting science 

politically and overlook the epistemological problem of seeing science as a pure, a-political 

activity. He believes a more sustainable route lies in openly associating science with possible 

courses of action and that this is done effectively when scientists choose wisely what role to 

play when they engage with policy decisions. The crucial question for deciding what role to 

take is knowing what context one is operating in. 

 

Acting as a pure scientist can be effective, Pielke argues, but only in very specific decision 

contexts, viz. those where there is a consensus over what is important and little uncertainty 

over how actions lead to particular outcomes. Such contexts are what Pielke calls a situation 

of ‘tornado politics’, where everyone is agreed that the tornado must be avoided or that 

shelter must be taken and that, of these two options, the preferable course of action is the one 

that most reliably leads to safety. This is very different from situations that, in Pielke’s 
words, are more like ‘abortion politics’, that is, when there is high disagreement over values 

and goals, where there are a large number of alternatives, and uncertainty over how courses 

of action lead to desirable outcomes. Debates about language and education arguably fall 

within this last type of politics:  

 

• several courses of action can be pursued rather than just two or three (monolingual 

education, monolingual education with limited provision for additional language 

learners, transitional bilingual education, immersion, two-way dual language learning, 

and so on); 

• there is disagreement over whether these courses of action, and their outcomes, are 

desirable; 

• each of these outcomes is the subject of debate among and between policymakers, 

parents, educationalists, pupils, teachers, scientists; 

• it is unclear how courses of action lead to outcomes: we cannot reliably predict that 

introducing a particular type of language will have beneficial effects; 

• improving the information about how courses of action lead to outcomes is not soon 

going to diminish this uncertainty (since education is an open system) nor will it 

reconcile conflicting values. 
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In such a context Pielke proposes that it is more effective to act either as an ‘issue advocate’ 
– someone who openly militates for one particular outcome – or as ‘honest broker of policy 

alternatives’, that is, as someone who broadens rather than reduces the scope by offering a set 

of alternatives to decision makers that they can choose between on the basis of their own 

values. Pielke prefers the latter role because there are so many issue advocates today that we 

often forget that other roles are possible, and because issue advocates easily invite a 

politicisation of science. 

 

Against this backdrop, we can see that the scholars whose work I’ve mentioned earlier 

certainly act as explicit issue advocates when (a) they suggest that fluid language leads to 

particular outcomes, and that therefore, schools should become much more linguistically 

fluid; when (b) they suggest that the inability of existing language tests to reflect the 

complexity of linguistic repertoires means that these tests are unreliable, unfair, and should 

be abolished; or when (c) they claim that, because multilingual exchanges can foster 

alternative narratives of self and society, governments must develop a ‘new post-liberal 

understanding of citizenship’ (Stroud & Heugh 2004: 208). This is an honorable strategy, but 

it also has limitations because it reduces the scope of options; it is relatively ineffective 

against the presentation of contrary evidence (e.g. that fluid language does not lead to 

particular outcomes, or that tests can still be reliable even if they only reflect a part of one’s 
repertoire, or that plurilingual exchanges can also foster conventional narratives of self and 

society); and it may pave the way for a political debate couched in scientific arguments 

which, in the end, reduces the impact of science. 

 

In fact, this risk is aggravated because there are also traces of stealth issue advocacy in the 

work I have discussed, when scholars present themselves as pure scientists and suggest that 

what language is compels what language we ought to use (freely) at school; or that linguistic 

reality compels what models of language or types of citizenship we need to develop. Such a 

strategy uses science to justify a predetermined goal; it disguises a value preference as 

scientific evidence; and eventually this may threaten the credibility of the information. 

 

In Pielke’s view, it would therefore be more effective in this context to broker several policy 

alternatives than to propose one grand, totalising solution. This would mean that apart from 

providing intelligence on how teachers can apply fluid language in their classes, this 

intelligence might also have to be directed to: 

 

• teachers who wish to invest in monolingualism, but who are open to knowing how 

other linguistic resources can help reach that goal; 

• teachers who are open to fluid language in class, but who wish to know in which way 

they can help pupils acquire academically valued, ‘pure’, registers;  
• minority language activists who wish to invest in monolingualism, but who are 

willing to explore how fluid language can help raise the visibility of the minority 

language in spaces other than the one reserved for minority language use; 

• stakeholders who wish to find out how fluid language can contribute to reaching goals 

other than testable knowledge, such as creativity, performance, or the value of social 

inclusion; 

• policymakers who wish to know if and how fluid language can be a testable skill or 

subject matter; 

• scholars who wish to know to what extent fluid language is reconcilable with 

academic activity, or for what reasons, or in which contexts, it may be impractical. 
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Rather than deciding what is good for them, providing a range of options then allows 

stakeholders to select opportunities in line with their own values; it may allow sociolinguists 

to impact on policy more effectively than has been the case so far when it comes to the use of 

non-standard, non-monolingual, fluid language at school; and it is a way of making the policy 

options, rather than just the linguistic resources we use, more heteroglossic and diverse. 

 

 

From ‘what works’ and ‘what is’ to ‘what do we want (and why)’ 
 

Sceptical readers may retort that if context is crucial, this leaves few other options for 

sociolinguists than to act as a kind of Linguistic Intelligence Service and to accept current 

conditions as they are, given that debate over language will almost always constitute a 

situation of ‘abortion politics’. Am I not, in this way, and in mirror image of the research I’m 
criticising, reducing the scope of options for sociolinguists? 

 

A first answer to this question is that it is perfectly all right to openly militate for a specific 

course of action on the basis of evidence, and that this can be very persuasive, but that there 

are also costs and risks to bear in mind that may have to be taken more seriously. A second 

answer – and here I am following the Dutch educationalist Gert Biesta – is that besides 

evidence, there are also other yardsticks to consider in debates over language. Biesta argues 

in his work that evidence is not enough to make decisions about what must be done, and that 

this always needs to be complemented by views of what is desirable, of what is good 

education, or, in our case, of what we consider good language (education). Biesta argues that 

such questions have drifted somewhat out of the picture, first of all because of a widespread 

concern with effectiveness. This concern is itself a symptom of the common conviction that 

schools are vital motors for social mobility and should therefore be turned into a ‘perfectly 
controllable and perfectly predictable technology’ (Biesta & Osberg 2010: 1; Moore 2007). 

This concern has been useful, because it has allowed discussions to be based on ‘factual data 
rather than on assumptions or opinions about what might be the case’ (Biesta 2009: 35), but 
the problem is that the ‘abundance of information about educational outcomes has given the 
impression that decisions about the direction of educational practice can be based solely upon 

factual information’ (ibid.). A second reason why the question of good education has faded 

into the woodwork is because of a broader change in the way that we talk about education. In 

the recent decades, teaching has increasingly been redefined as the provision of learning 

opportunities and experiences, the idea of the ‘learner’ has gradually replaced the idea of the 
‘pupil’ or ‘student’, while ‘teachers’ have come to be seen as coaches, facilitators, and 

mentors of learning processes. This focus has been useful, Biesta claims, because it allows 

teachers to realise that learning doesn’t simply depend on providing input but also on their 
students’ activities. A focus on learning can moreover empower students to take control of 

their own educational agenda. But Biesta also believes that a focus on learning obscures the 

fact that: 

 

‘education is not simply about any learning or about any influence of teachers on 
students. Education is a teleological practice – a practice framed by a telos: an aim or 

purpose – which implies that decisions about educational actions and arrangements 

always have to be taken with an eye on the desirability of what such actions and 

arrangements are supposed to bring about’ (Biesta 2010: 500) 

 

Education, in this view, does not consist of reproducing the outside world within the school 

walls, nor of acknowledging the totality of skills that pupils may already have, but involves 
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the teaching of something specific, for a particular reason or purpose. As a result, it is 

reasonable that education, at least sometimes, is difficult, invites boredom, and does not 

always produce well-being (cf. Masschelein & Simons 2013).  

 

Since we have more or less forgotten to talk about education in this way, Biesta proposes that 

we reconnect again with the question of purpose and content by framing discussions about 

good education against the background of three different, but related, functions that education 

generally performs:  

 

• qualification (the transmission of knowledge and skills); 

• socialisation (both in its intended form, when the idea is to introduce students to 

particular traditions and values, and as an implicit effect of what happens at school: 

the so-called hidden curriculum); 

• subjectification (which refers to empowering individuals to develop autonomy as 

unique individuals, or seeing students as ‘subjects of action and responsibility, not 

objects of intervention and influence’ (Biesta 2012: 39)) 

 

The idea is not to choose between these purposes, but to see that education generally has an 

impact on all three, and that they have an impact on each other. There can be synergy 

between them, for example when obtaining knowledge and skills helps students to become 

more autonomous, independent from common-sense. But these purposes can also come into 

conflict: an excessive focus on qualification may lead pupils to experience too much pressure 

and a lack of self-initiative, and it may implicitly socialise them to compete rather than 

collaborate with one another. Teachers will thus experience dilemmas, and will have to make 

judgments about what a suitable course of action is, rather than basing themselves simply on 

‘information’, let alone on ‘what sparks joy’. Good teachers are those who deal with these 

simultaneous purposes virtuously without totally ignoring the different concerns that are at 

play (Biesta 2015).  

 

Looking at education in this way may nevertheless spark joy among promoters of 

translanguaging, linguistic repertoires, or new types of linguistic citizenship, because it 

provides interesting opportunities. If I base myself on a recent paper by Ben Rampton, 

Melanie Cooke & Sam Holmes (2018) on the problems and possibilities of promoting 

sociolinguistic citizenship, and if I pour their various proposals and concerns into Biesta’s 
mold, the result might look like this:  

 

• Qualification: developing a sociolinguistic understanding, broadening linguistic 

repertoires, teaching a persuasive rhetoric that includes named languages; 

• Socialisation: encouraging linguistic inclusivity, acknowledging complex individual 

repertoires; 

• Subjectification: elaborating individual linguistic creativity, pleasure, performance, 

and developing a critical voice. 

 

This representation shows that depending on whether one’s focus is on qualification, 

socialisation, or subjectification, the answer to what ‘good linguistic citizenship’ is, slightly 

differs (cf. Biesta 2009: 42). Its major quality, as Rampton et al. also argue, is that it shows 

that new types of linguistic citizenship are not necessarily an alternative in the margins, but 

can be put forward as a mainstream objective for education. Another quality is that it avoids 

the tendency to confine linguistic diversity to the domain of socialisation and subjectification 

and sees it as something that pupils can acquire knowledge of. There is room for synergy 
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moreover: developing a sociolinguistic understanding may lead students to acknowledge and 

appreciate their own repertoires and help them to expand those repertoires or to develop a 

critical voice. But there is also room for conflict and friction. Notice that the representation 

above reserves a place for named languages, because, as the authors claim:  

 

‘if someone’s viewpoint is to be heard elsewhere in unfamiliar situations, it needs to be 
represented in a repeatable form that, regardless of its eloquence, inevitably simplifies the 

first-hand experience that motivated it […] Named languages may form part of 
persuasive rhetorics that travel […] [Sociolinguists have to] accept the possibility that in 

certain circumstances […] named languages hel[p] to advance political causes that they 

deem progressive’ (2018: 6) 
 

Yet teaching named languages may limit the space, at least some of the time, for valorising 

creative language, or it may inadvertently make pupils acknowledge that some voices are less 

powerful or that these cannot always be included. This problem may not disappear when one 

decides to replace named languages with fluid language, because in that case, it will be 

necessary to distinguish worthwhile from less worthwhile fluid language, at least if we wish 

to evaluate pupils’ knowledge or skills. 

 

So while we can open up new opportunities and make room for other types of language at 

school, and while this is more than defensible, this will also, often simultaneously, limit or 

narrow down other ways of being and doing (cf. Biesta & Osberg 2010:1). But despite the 

chronic debate that this will cause over how justifiable these new opportunities and limits are, 

such a political discussion over good language (education) may be preferable over an 

approach that emphasises what linguistic reality is, or which types of language work best at 

school, because it:  

 

• avoids removing options from the debate on account of their lack of evidence; 

• urges participants to be explicit about what good language (education) is, and what 

purposes it can serve: if linguistic diversity – or, transformation – is important, what, 

precisely, does that mean in terms of qualification, socialisation and/or 

subjectification? Since we cannot teach any and all transformation, or all aspects of 

sociolinguistic reality, answering this question inevitably implies a certain reduction 

of linguistic complexity, and drawing boundaries between what is distinctive and 

what is less so; 

• it invites participants to be aware of the fact that there are multiple purposes for 

education, and thus multiple roles for language to play; that these purposes can 

reinforce but also contradict each other; and that this often requires finding a 

compromise between them. We can thus anticipate that teachers will waver between 

various concerns, and may have to revise our expectations about how 

straightforwardly they can ‘act on information’ (cf. Jaspers 2019);  
• a focus on the purposes of education, finally, may help avoid the risk that our 

evidence turns itself against us when it appears that linguistic diversity is not always 

effective, or does not always work better: it helps us to argue that language that does 

not improve test performance or well-being can still have a place in a vision of ‘good 

education’.  
 

 

--------------------------- 
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