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Project

Bringing the outside in: Merging local language and literacy practices to enhance 
classroom learning and achievement

Global Challenges Research Fund project 
May 2019-Aug 2021

AIM: To examine the ways in which multilingual practices can be harnessed to 
enhance experiences of education
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Need for the principles

Linguistic ethnography is a useful tool for investigating language use

“the study of multilingualism in institutional settings needs to be 
carried out from an ethnographic perspective” (Unamuno 2014, p413)



Need for the principles

“One of the most unfortunate effects of the current ‘silence’ about language-related 
matters in ethnographic research is to leave intending multilingual fieldworkers with little 
guidance specifically towards their needs” (Gibb, Tremlett & Danero Iglesias 2019, p65). 

“heightened methodological reflexivity as the only way of responding to the inevitably very 
diverse ways in which linguistic ethnography gets appropriated” (Rampton, Maybin and 
Roberts 2014)



Need for the principles

Multilingualism is often the object of study 

There has to be increased engagement with how multilingualism 
affects the process of doing linguistic ethnography



Principles for linguistic ethnography 



Principles for linguistic ethnography 

1) Researching multilingually

• By researching multilingually we are not restricting ourselves to using 
particular languages when we are collecting data, analysing data, 
discussing and sharing data.

• We are actively encouraging the use of languages other than English and, 
where appropriate, putting English last.

• When researching multilingually we will not always understand everything 
that is happening within the research. This can be uncomfortable and may 
sometimes be strange but it is okay.



Principles for linguistic ethnography 

2)  Researching collaboratively

• By researching collaboratively we recognise that ethnographic work 

is not individual but is a group effort.

• Our collaborators include other members of our research team, our 

participants and the community more broadly.

• Through working collaboratively we are able to obtain a deeper 

understanding of the contexts we are researching.



Principles for linguistic ethnography 

3)  Researching responsively

• By researching responsively we are not restrained by a strict set of 
research practices. 

• We can be flexible and adapt to the context that we are working in. We 
can explore topics which arise during the research and which are of 
interest to us and to our collaborators. 

• We are also be aware that our research might not always go to plan and 
we are able to be flexible in our approach.



Guiding questions for realising the principles 
in practice
• Who is involved in this research and how will they be invited/encouraged to contribute to the research

process?

• How will collaborators navigate the complex power dynamics within the research? Who has access to (and
controls access to) resources, knowledge?

• Practically, how will collaborators communicate (at different levels) throughout the research?

• What is the range of language that is likely to be needed in the research context? How will these needs be
met, with whom?

• What does data look like – what is the most beneficial data for everyone involved?

• What will the outputs be? Who will they be for?



The principles in practice for us

• Provide guiding principles that everyone on the team adopts

• Underlies how we conduct our research and work together

• Consistency across the team

• Allow tensions to be discussed 





Research Assistant Induction

• Collaboratively designed

• Facilitated by Colin and Country Lead (Joseph, Gastor, Mompoloki)

• Multilingual 

• Flexible

















Reflections

Keeping the whole team connected and collaborating

Different institutional processes 

Working ethnographically is challenging and takes practice

Positions of language within academia 

Communication is central



The decolonisation of linguistic ethnography

De-centering the positions of those involved in linguistic ethnography 
work mean beginning to critically question how all collaborators fit into 
the whole research process. 



The decolonisation of linguistic ethnography

Collaboration as first step

Epistemological challenges



Twatotela nganshi

Taboka

Ke a lebonga

Asanteni sana

Zikomo kwambili
Litumezi

Twalumba

Msengwili
Bhabheja

Malo ‘aupito

Nasanta mwane

Kuusa munumunu
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