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BACKGROUND 
The tools and resources shared in this document are developed in 
preparation for faculty workshops focused on multilingual and multimodal 
writing pedagogies. These resources are starting points and ideas for 
incorporating digital writing assignments in writing classrooms that 
intentionally seek to honor the skills and backgrounds of multilingual 
students. These resources are always under development and non-
exhaustive. Please contact Laura Gonzales (gonzalur@gmail.com) with any 
questions or feedback.  
 
WHY DIGITAL WRITING IN MULTILINGUAL CLASSROOMS? 
Research shows that linguistically and ethnically diverse students (Herrera, 
2015) and communities have extensive skills, practice, and interest in 
digital composing (Banks, 2006; 2011; Canagarajah, 2016; Fraiberg, 2010; 
Kynard, 2007; Ríos, 2015; Sánchez-Martín et al., 2019). However, as 
Sánchez-Martín et al. (2019) explain, “college writing classes designed for 
linguistically and ethnically diverse students do not always fully engage the 
language, writing, and digital composing practices and lived experiences of 
our students,” particularly because “pedagogical decisions are situated 
(and sometimes constrained) by a wide range of institutional ideologies 
and practices that influence writing programs and pedagogies, which may 
be at odds with translingual orientations to writing pedagogies (Horner & 
Tetreault, 2017) (p. 2).” In short, bilingual and multilingual students in U.S. 
writing classrooms are often positioned as needing “remedial” help in 
writing and as “unprepared” to engage in the complexities of digital 
composition without having full confidence and acknowledged expertise in 
writing standardized English.  
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In my own research, I have found that linguistically diverse students who 
have been socialized to identify or have been institutionally categorized as 
Second Language Learners or L2 writers sometimes experience a hesitance 
toward writing traditional alphabetic texts because of the pressures these 
students have historically faced when writing in standardized written 
English (see Gonzales, 2015). In their everyday lives outside of the 
classroom, multilingual students may leverage a wide range of modalities 
to convey their ideas, drawing pictures, gesturing, and/or using sounds to 
convey their thoughts when words in standardized English are neither 
available nor necessary (Kynard, 2010). These students may also 
manipulate (i.e., localize) and work with a wide range of technologies as 
they communicate with various audiences using different linguistic 
practices (e.g., languages, emojis, memes) throughout their day (Barton & 
Lee, 2013). 
 
When developing pedagogies geared specifically for multilingual students, 
we should leverage the creativity and rhetorical potential that multilingual 
students already practice in their linguistic transitions, specifically as they 
communicate with people from various linguistic and cultural backgrounds 
in non-standardized, yet rhetorically effective ways. Thus, the assignments 
and tips I share in this document are intended to position language 
diversity as an asset to writing pedagogy, and to blend (rather than 
separate) multilingual and digital writing in ways that are already being 
enacted in bilingual and multilingual communities across the world (see 
Alvarez, 2017; Canagarajah, 2013; Kynard, 2010; Pennycook, 2008).  
 
ASSIGNMENT: RHETORICAL TOOL REVIEW 
I learn about new technologies from my students in each one of my 
classes. This is particularly the case with multilingual students who are in 
the regular practice of connecting with family and friends across 
geopolitical borders. For example, in the courses I teach at The University 
of Texas at El Paso, a University located on the Mexico/U.S. border, 
students typically use apps like Whatsapp to communicate in many 
variations of Spanishes and Englishes throughout their day. In our class 
conversations, students will comment that they use Whatsapp instead of 
other messaging apps because of the flexibility that this interface offers 
international users. Whatsapp is often included in cell services in non-U.S. 
countries, thus allowing for faster connectivity that doesn’t require Wi-Fi.  
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Furthermore, Whatsapp was one of the first messaging apps to allow users 
to create group messages, allowing users to stay in touch with specified 
groups and to establish language practices that correlate with each group 
(e.g., cousins’ group, high school friends group, college friends group). 
 
Drawing on stories and feedback like this, I incorporate a rhetorical tool 
review project in my classes with multilingual students as a way to bridge 
multilingual and digital pedagogies. In this assignment, I ask students to 
identify a digital platform that they use in their own lives, and to analyze 
the rhetorical affordances and constraints of these platforms. I also ask 
students to think of themselves as technology designers rather than only 
as critics of technology. Thus, instead of having students critique things 
that a specific platform doesn’t allow them to do, I ask them to think about 
ways in which they would alter an interface to be more conducive to 
students’ desired activities. This is when we get into interesting 
conversations about how digital platforms and language practices overlap, 
as we share information with audiences in multiple languages or 
discourses that make use of multiple modalities. For this assignment, I like 
to draw on Huatong Sun’s (2012) useful discussions of user localization and 
her helpful examples of messaging practices in China, helping students see 
how people already alter technologies to better suit their own linguistic 
practices, and how these alterations encompass rhetorical navigation.  
 
I encourage students to leverage their digital composition skills to share 
their analyses of their chosen digital platforms. This means that rather 
than submitting alphabetic written analyses of digital platforms, students 
are encouraged to create a digital project that will illustrate this analysis 
for a specific audience. Often, students will create online video tutorials 
(posted on YouTube or Vimeo), visual infographics, or perhaps a really 
useful Twitter thread that shares some of their feedback or insights into 
their chosen interface. Students then also have to choose the linguistic 
practices that they will use to share their rhetorical tool reviews. Students 
may choose to share these reviews with audiences who prefer languages 
other than English, with technical audiences who may prefer a specific 
type of discourse, or with specific communities or populations that use 
various linguistic practices to communicate. Thus, in presenting their 
rhetorical tool reviews, students are encouraged to think about language 
and digital writing collectively, making rhetorical decisions about the 
presentation of their work based on intended audiences that typically 
extend outside our particular classroom. 
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TIPS 
Encouraging students to analyze, design, and publicly share their 
perspectives on a digital platform can be overwhelming, particularly if we 
as teachers are new to the technologies our students are using (Takayoshi 
& Selfe, 2007). Here are some things I like to keep in mind with this 
assignment and with digital assignments writing classes more broadly: 
 

• Failing does not mean failure: Creating digital projects is hard, 
particularly if we want these projects to be rhetorically effective. 
Often, students may have a great idea for a digital project, like 
creating a video tutorial, and they might think that this project will 
entail less effort than writing a traditional alphabetic paper. Next 
thing you know, students are spending countless hours editing 
three seconds of video to make sure the clip is effective. Perhaps, 
even after spending all this time editing, the video is still unclear 
and unpolished. If we are going to create pedagogical spaces that 
value digital composing, we have to incorporate opportunities for 
productive failure, encouraging students to try new forms of 
composing and communicating. These are opportunities to think 
about the labor embedded in digital writing and to make 
connections between written and digital compositions. 

• Try (and fail) with your students: As I encourage my students to try 
working with new digital platforms for this project, I also try to 
push myself to create with a new digital tool along with my 
students. I ask students with specific expertise in a technology to 
lead in-class workshops on particular tools that they like as we are 
completing this assignment, and I then try to create a project using 
a new platform introduced by students on workshop days. This 
leads to funny and insightful discussions about the fact that there 
are always new tools to learn, and, as Angela Haas (2012) shows us, 
even perceivably “new” technologies are always grounded in long-
standing cultural-rhetorical practices.  
 

ACTIVITY: TRANSLATING ASSIGNMENT SHEETS 
Through research conducted with Rebecca Zantjer and Howard Fooksman 
(2015), we learned that students often have a difficult time understanding 
the disciplinary language that writing teachers use on assignment sheets. 
Words like “analyze,” “synthesize,” and “explain” have various meanings 
and mean different things to teachers than they might to students. For this 
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reason, drawing on research in translation, I find it useful to ask my 
students to deconstruct or translate my own assignment sheets into terms 
that might be more accessible. We first read and watch videos about the 
untranslatability of language. I especially like the video titled 
“Untranslatable” by Anne von Petersdorff and Rebecca Zantjer, where 
participants describe words and terms in their heritage languages that 
they deem untranslatable into English (see Gonzales and Zantjer, 2015).  
 
After discussing the fact that language is fluid and always changing, 
students are then asked to mark up and translate my assignment sheets. 
To do this, I upload my assignment sheet to a Google doc, give students 
editing and commenting access, and then ask students to identify specific 
words that might be confusing or hard to understand. I ask students to 
provide sample definitions of the terms they identify, and then we have a 
conversation about how these terms should be understood in our 
particular class context. For example, students might translate the term 
“analyze” into something like “read between the lines.” Rather than asking 
them to “analyze” in the assignment, I will then revise and ask students to 
“read between the lines” as they look at a particular text or artifact. This 
simple notion of making my assignment sheets editable and leveraging 
digital technologies to both understand and practice translation helps 
students and teachers to recognize the rhetorical nature of language and 
to work toward common objectives together.  
 
ASSIGNMENT: TRACING TRANSLATION MOMENTS 
In my book, I introduce the concept of “translation moments” as an 
analytical framework that can help researchers trace the rhetorical 
activities that multilingual communicators engage in as they translate 
information. For example, during the process of translating information 
from one named language (e.g., Spanish, English) to another, translators 
might pause to ask themselves questions such as: How should I translate 
this word in a way that will be most accessible to audiences who speak a 
specific variation of Spanish? Is a word most useful in this translation, or 
would a picture work better? Am I translating for audiences from science 
background, or from backgrounds in the arts (or both)? In short, 
translation moments are instances in time when multilingual 
communicators pause to make a rhetorical decision about how to best 
translate a specific word or phrase from one language to another (see 
Gonzales, 2018). 
 

https://vimeo.com/89578309
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In my writing courses, I share the concept of translation moments as a way 
to situate conversations about rhetoric in the expertise of multilingual 
communicators.  
 
I then explain that everyone, regardless and inclusive of their linguistic 
backgrounds, experiences translation moments. These moments can take 
place when we communicate with individuals who speak multiple 
languages and language varieties that differ from our own, or simply when 
we try to explain to our families what we “mean by the word rhetoric.” 
Stemming from these conversations, I ask students to trace their own 
translation moments throughout the course of a week, logging the 
translation moments they experience as well as the strategies they use to 
navigate these moments.  
 
For instance, if students explained a word in a particular language to 
someone who doesn’t speak that language, what did they do? Did they 
come up with an example? Google a translation or definition? Draw a 
picture or make a sound? All of these strategies are evidence of the 
rhetorical nature of translation. I then ask students to compile their 
translation moments and navigation strategies into a multimodal and/or 
digital text to share with their classmates. This allows us to put translation 
moments in sequenced conversations not only with students’ broader 
communicative and material contexts, but also with each other.  
 
TIPS 
When I assign or talk about the tracing translation moments assignment 
(or about the concept of translation moments more broadly), I frequently 
get several questions, including: 

• Isn’t all communication “translation” or a “translation moment? 
Yes and no. Just like with any research project, students working on 
this assignment have to identify the parameters of what they 
define as a translation moment. It’s easy enough to say that all 
language requires translation, but identifying the rhetorical choices 
embedded in the process of translation has helped my students 
and I to better understand the risks, skills, and decisions embedded 
in language transformation.  

• Why the term “translation?” I use the term translation in this 
assignment and in my work more broadly because I want the 
concept to be accessible to both academic and non-academic 
audiences. Scholars in rhetoric and composition and related fields 
have developed many useful frameworks for analyzing language 
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fluidity. I use the word translation to make intentional connections 
to the professionals who do this work, as well as to connect with 
audiences who may be unfamiliar with other disciplinary 
terminology. 

  
CONCLUSIONS 
My suggestions for intentionally threading multilingual and digital 
pedagogies are not necessarily innovative or new, and they draw on 
longstanding research in both cultural and digital rhetorics. The overall 
purpose of this work is to make and sustain spaces for students to employ 
the communicative practices that they are already familiar with in writing 
classrooms, and to continuously (re)assess what we as writing teachers 
value as effective communication. My hope is that these activities, tips, 
and assignments will continue to encourage writing teachers to practice 
and teach composition through approaches that leverage the strengths 
and affordances already present in our classrooms and communities. 
 
REFERENCES 
 
Alvarez, S. (2017). Brokering Tareas: Mexican Immigrant Families  

Translanguaging Homework Literacies. SUNY Press. 
Banks, A. J. (2006). Race, rhetoric, and technology: Searching for higher  

ground. Routledge. 
Banks, A. J. (2011). Digital griots: African American rhetoric in a multimedia  

age. SIU Press. 
Barton, D., & Lee, C. (2013). Language online: Investigating digital texts  

and practices. Routledge. 
Canagarajah, A. S. (Ed.). (2013). Literacy as translingual practice: Between  

communities and classrooms. Routledge. 
Fraiberg, S. (2010). Composition 2.0: Toward a multilingual and multimodal  

framework. College Composition and Communication, 100-126. 
Fraiberg, S., & Cui, X. (2016). Weaving relationship Webs: Tracing how  

IMing practices mediate the trajectories of Chinese international 
students. Computers and Composition, 39, 83-103. 

Gonzales, L. (2015). Multimodality, Translingualism, and Rhetorical Genre  
Studies. In Composition Forum (Vol. 31). Association of Teachers of  
Advanced Composition. 

Gonzales, L. (2018). Sites of translation: What multilinguals can teach us  
about digital writing and rhetoric. University of Michigan Press. 

Gonzales, L., & Zantjer, R. (2015). Translation as a user-localization  
practice. Technical Communication, 62(4), 271-284. 



 

8 

Haas, A. M. (2012). Race, rhetoric, and technology: A case study of  
decolonial technical communication theory, methodology, and  
pedagogy. Journal of Business and Technical Communication, 26(3), 
277-310. 

Herrera, S. G. (2015). Biography-driven culturally responsive teaching.  
Teachers College Press. 

Horner, B., & Tetreault, L. (Eds.). (2017). Crossing divides: Exploring  
translingual writing pedagogies and programs. University Press of  
Colorado. 

Kynard, C. (2007). “Wanted: Some Black Long Distance [Writers]”:  
Blackboard Flava-Flavin and other AfroDigital experiences in the 
classroom. Computers and Composition, 24(3), 329-345. 

Kynard, C. (2010). From candy girls to cyber sista-cipher: Narrating Black  
females' color-consciousness and counterstories in and out of 
school. Harvard Educational Review, 80(1), 30-53. 

Martín, C. S., Hirsu, L., Gonzales, L., & Alvarez, S. P. (2019). Pedagogies of  
Digital Composing through a Translingual Approach. Computers and  
Composition, 52, 142-157. 

Pennycook, A. (2008). English as a language always in  
translation. European Journal of English Studies, 12(1), 33-47. 

Rìos, G. (2015). Cultivating land-based literacies and rhetorics. Literacy in  
Composition Studies, 3(1), 60-70. 

Sun, H. (2012). Cross-cultural technology design: Creating culture-sensitive  
technology for local users. OUP USA. 

Takayoshi, P., & Selfe, C. L. (2007). Thinking about multimodality. In  
Multimodal composition: Resources for teachers. Ed. C.L. Selfe.  
Cresskill, NJ:Hampton Press.  

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


	BACKGROUND
	Why digital writing in multilingual classrooms?
	Assignment: Rhetorical tool review
	TIPS
	Activity: Translating assignment sheets
	Assignment: Tracing translation moments
	TIPS
	conclusions
	references

