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ABSTRACT. This paper documents English teachers’ and advanced English students’ perspectives 
on the use of Spanish in the English classroom in Puerto Rico. Using qualitative data collection 
methods such as interviews and focus group data, the researchers document the ways that many 
English teachers on the island justify their use of Spanish in the English classroom as they work to 
make their teaching more comprehensible. Nevertheless, the advanced students from both public 
and private schools who participated in this study offer a note of caution regarding the use of too 
much Spanish in the English classroom. Ultimately, findings suggest that many English teachers 
consciously or unconsciously adopt a translanguaging approach that needs to be assessed critically 
depending on the language proficiency and confidence of the students in their classrooms.

Keywords (Source: Unesco Thesaurus): Translanguaging; teaching English; Spanish; codeswitch; teacher per-

ception; motivation.

RESUMEN. Este artículo documenta las perspectivas de los profesores de inglés y de los estudian-
tes de inglés avanzado sobre el uso del español en el aula de inglés en Puerto Rico. Mediante el uso 
de métodos de recopilación de datos cualitativos, tales como entrevistas y datos de grupos focales, 
los investigadores documentan las formas en que muchos profesores de inglés en la isla justifican 
su uso del español en el aula de inglés, a la vez que trabajan para hacer que su enseñanza sea 
más comprensible. Sin embargo, los estudiantes avanzados de escuelas públicas y privadas que 
participaron en este estudio observan que debe haber precaución con respecto al uso de demasiado 
español en el aula de inglés. En última instancia, los hallazgos sugieren que muchos profesores 
de inglés adoptan, consciente o inconscientemente, un enfoque de translenguaje que debe ser 
evaluado críticamente según el dominio del idioma y la confianza de los estudiantes en sus clases.

Palavras-chave (Fonte: tesauro da Unesco): translenguaje; enseñanza del inglés; español; alternancia de 

código; percepción del profesor; motivación.

RESUMO. Este artigo documenta as perspectivas dos professores de inglês e dos alunos de inglês 
avançado sobre o uso do espanhol na sala de aula de inglês em Porto Rico. Usando métodos de co-
leta de dados qualitativos, como entrevistas e dados de grupos focais, os pesquisadores documen-
tam as maneiras pelas quais muitos professores de inglês na ilha justificam o uso do espanhol na 
sala de aula de inglês enquanto trabalham para tornar seu ensino mais compreensível. Porém, os 
alunos avançados de escolas públicas e privadas que participaram deste estudo observam que deve 
haver cautela quanto ao uso excessivo de espanhol na sala de aula de inglês. Finalmente, os re-
sultados sugerem que muitos professores de inglês adotam, de forma consciente ou inconsciente, 
uma abordagem de translinguagem que precisa ser avaliada criticamente com base na proficiência 
no idioma e na confiança dos alunos em suas aulas.

Palavras-chave (Fonte: tesauro da Unesco): translinguagem; ensino de inglês; espanhol; alternância de códi-

go linguístico; percepção do professor; motivação.
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Introduction 

English education on the Spanish-speaking island of Puerto Rico has 

been a controversial endeavor since the island nation became part of 

the United States in 1898 (Algren de Gutiérrez, 1987; Schmidt, 2014). 

With Spanish and English holding co-official status on the island, both 

languages play an important role in formal education from the pri-

mary level, all the way through tertiary institutions. Despite holding 

two official languages, Puerto Ricans largely use Spanish among one 

 another and throughout society. However, increased technology, as 

well as years of English courses in both public and private schools, 

have resulted in a Puerto Rican population that is more bilingual today 

than at any other point in its history (Pousada, 2017). Despite what 

seems to be an increased acceptance of bilingualism among islanders, 

there is much more that needs to be known about how bilingualism is 

fostered, particularly by English teachers, on the island. 

Since 1949, the medium of instruction in Puerto Rico’s public 

schools has been Spanish, with English being taught for one hour 

every school day. The transition to Spanish-medium schools in the 

mid-1900s coincided with a boom in public school enrollment, which 

prompted wealthier families, who until 1949 had taken advantage 

of public schools, to move their children into private schools (Tor-

res-González, 2002). Thus, unlike the US, where approximately 9% of 

students study in private schools, in Puerto Rico, private school en-

rollment is closer to 22% (Ladd & Rivera-Batiz, 2006). The two speak-

ing communities represented by public (have not) and private (have) 

schools was the subject of Hermina (2014), who documented the 

different resources and experiences students of private and public 

schools have with regards to the English language. 

With an understanding of the importance and differences be-

tween public and private English education on the island, this study 

seeks to better understand both teachers’ and students’ perspec-

tives on how Spanish and English are used in the English classroom. 

Through conversations with English teachers around the island, we, 

as researchers and teacher educators, have noted concerns regarding 

how much is too much when it comes to native language support in 
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the English classroom. On one hand, teachers seem to be concerned 

about the pedagogical practices of using Spanish in the classroom and 

whether such practices were backed by educational research. On the 

other hand, they describe real anxieties about not meeting the needs 

of their students, as well as being seen as inadequate by their students 

and colleagues for using students’ dominant language in their for-

mal teaching. Despite the limitation that this current study includes 

only teachers and advanced English students from public and private 

schools in western Puerto Rico, we are hopeful that the research will 

prompt additional studies, looking at the ways in which English can be 

taught effectively. 

How English Instruction Has Evolved in Puerto Rico

Historically, the language of instruction in public schools has been the 

battleground of colonization, and there have been a variety of different 

language policies that have impacted the medium of instruction. Ac-

cording to Schmidt (2014), since the invasion of the island by the United 

States, language education on the island has experienced three different 

periods: the Americanization era (1898–1948), the Puertoricanization era  

(1949–1968), and the Bilingualization era (1969–present). Over time, En-

glish instruction in schools has changed from mostly or entirely English 

medium (during the Americanization period) to one hour of English in-

struction every school day during the Puertoricanization era. The Bilin-

gualization era has seen continued Spanish-medium education in the 

island’s public schools, but the era is characterized by increased bilin-

gual private schools and more willingness on the part of islanders to 

use both Spanish and English. According to Puerto Rico’s Department 

of Education, teachers are expected to promote bilingualism for “stu-

dents’ intellectual enrichment and growth” (Puerto Rico Department 

of Education, 2016, p. 32). While Spanish and English bilingualism is on 

the rise in Puerto Rico, the majority of islanders use Spanish through-

out their daily lives (Pousada, 2017).

Today, most public schools in Puerto Rico teach all courses in Span-

ish with the exception of a daily English course. With very few excep-

tions, public schools on the island do not offer other language courses 

as part of their curriculum. The majority of bilingual schools are, thus, 



293

V
anessa M

ari, K
evin S

. C
arroll

LA
C

LI
L 

 I
S

S
N

: 2
01

1-
67

21
 

 e
-I

S
S

N
: 2

32
2-

97
21

 
 V

O
L.

 1
3,

 N
o.

 2
, J

U
LY

-D
E

C
E

M
B

E
R

 2
02

0 
 D

O
I: 

10
.5

29
4/

la
cl

il.
20

20
.1

3.
2.

6 
 P

P.
 2

89
-3

11
offered in the private sector, where parents assume their children will 

receive a better education than in traditional public schools (Pérez- 

Casas, 2016; Ladd & Rivera-Batiz, 2006). 

Despite daily exposure to English in schools, a large number of 

Puerto Ricans do not consider themselves to be fluent English speak-

ers. According to census data, only 19% of the population self-identifies 

as speaking English “very well” (US Census Bureau, 2020). Despite the 

limitations of self-reported data on the census, these responses pro-

vide us with an overarching view that the majority of Puerto Ricans 

do not feel confident speaking English. Although islanders believe that 

their English proficiency is not as adequate as they would hope, Puerto 

Ricans are exposed to English in ways that residents of other Span-

ish-speaking countries are not. For example, a daily English course 

throughout primary and secondary education is not the norm in Span-

ish-speaking countries around the world. Furthermore, the colonial 

relationship with the US has made English ubiquitous in a number of 

different domains of language use, such as the internet, signage, and 

textbooks at the university level. Such language use on the island, as 

well as in formal education contexts, speaks to the fluidity of language 

on the island. 

Review of the Literature

The linguistic fluidity described above is best explained by translan-

guaging, a relatively new term that has gained in popularity, partic-

ularly among US and European researchers. These researchers have 

worked to document how language is used in formal learning environ-

ments, as well as society at large. The focus of those who have adopted 

a translanguaging lens is not on defining language boundaries and the 

domains in which one language is spoken over another. For these re-

searchers, the locus of attention should be on how students, teachers, 

and people within society “language” (Garcia & Wei, 2014).

The term translanguaging was first coined in Welsh by Cen Williams 

in the 1990s to describe a pedagogical approach that allows students 

to read content in one language and discuss it in another (Beres, 2015). 

As the first person to use the term translanguaging, Williams was the 

first to document the deliberate use of reading in one language and 
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discussing the content of that reading in another language. Those orig-

inal ideas of using translanguaging for purely pedagogical means have 

been expanded in recent years by Ofelia García, who argues for most 

post-structuralist approaches to linguistics where the very notion of 

languages constructs is called into question (García & Wei, 2014; Othe-

guy et al., 2019). For instance, Garcia and Wei (2014) describe translan-

guaging as “extend[ing] our traditional definitions of language and bi-

lingualism. It refers to the ways in which bilinguals use their complex 

semiotic repertoire to act, to know, and to be” (p. 137). When teachers 

work to incorporate and build on their students’ linguistic and cultural 

repertoires, the results can be transformational in that minority stu-

dents whose language and culture has long been absent in school cur-

ricula are now able to relate on linguistic and cultural levels (Mazak, 

2017; Palmer et al., 2014; Wei, 2011; Zuniga et al., 2018). Such use of 

language in formal educational contexts can work to have an empow-

ering impact on both teachers and students because they can work 

together to complement and improve their use of multiple languages.

Despite great popularity of the term translanguaging, over the 

past decade there have still been varying points of view from which 

translanguaging can be understood, particularly because researchers 

around the world have adapted the term to meet the linguistic and 

cultural idiosyncrasies of their particular contexts. While definitions 

abound (for slightly different takes on the term, see Beres, 2015; García 

& Baetens Beardsmore, 2009; García & Lin, 2016; García & Wei, 2014; 

Mazak, 2017), one constant question remains: In language courses, 

how much is too much when it comes to using students’ dominant 

language(s)? That is to say, while there is less controversy about the 

use of students’ multiple linguistic repertoires in mathematics, sci-

ence, or other content-area courses, personnel tasked with teaching 

languages have often stuck to one language in classroom policies 

(Cummins, 1992, 2008). Even when language teachers find themselves 

using a language other than the official medium of the course, there  

is often a feeling of resentment, insecurity, or even self-loathing for 

not meeting (sometimes imagined) societal or institutional expecta-

tions (Zuniga et al., 2018). 

Though few studies evaluate the idea of translanguaging and 

motivation, some researchers have used Norton’s (2013) notion of 
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 investment to make a connection with translanguaging. The notion  

of investment acknowledges how L2 learners’ complex social identi-

ties and political contexts can affect a student’s investment in learning  

in an L2 course. For example, Palmer et al. (2014) observed teachers and 

found that when they allowed, valued, and mirrored students’ ways of 

speaking and their linguistic choices, it changed the dynamic of the 

classroom. As they explained, “translanguaging pedagogies appeared 

to open up spaces for students to engage in sensitive and important 

topics (e.g., immigration, identity) and take risks to express themselves 

in developing languages (e.g., attempting to translate)” (p. 769). Thus, 

this research teaches us that, when teachers incorporate multiple fac-

ets of their students’ linguistic repertoires in the classroom, they can 

create a positive classroom environment where students are engaged 

and motivated. As such, we recommend that future researchers inter-

ested in translanguaging examine how translanguaging impacts stu-

dents’ motivation and investment in the classroom.

One of the issues in the first wave of translanguaging research 

has been that the majority of contexts that have documented its use 

have been content-area classrooms or bilingual education programs, 

with particular interest in how language plays out at the elementary 

school level (Poza, 2018; Sayer, 2013). More recently, researchers have 

documented translanguaging and biliteracy practices in higher edu-

cation (Palfreyman & van der Walt, 2017), yet with the  exception of 

Carroll’s (2016) article about the use of translanguaging and  literature 

circles in a basic English course at the university level in Puerto Rico, 

little is known about high school students and their perceptions of 

translanguaging in English courses, particularly within the context 

of Puerto Rico.

Since the beginning of the field of teaching English to speakers 

of other languages (TESOL), researchers, professors, teachers, and stu-

dents have grappled with the issue of using students’ more dominant 

language in the English classroom (May, 2013). While the multilingual 

turn in TESOL has opened many researchers to better understand the 

benefits of bringing in students’ linguistic repertoires to the English 

classroom (May, 2013), Puerto Rican teacher preparation programs, as 

well as hiring tendencies of the Puerto Rico Department of Education, 

privilege teachers who present themselves as able to teach entirely 
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in English. As such, the strict division of English and Spanish in En-

glish courses on the island is the idealized norm (Carroll & Sambolín, 

2016). Furthermore, a recent study published by Eisenstein Ebsworth, 

et al. (2018) highlights Puerto Rican English teachers’ insights regard-

ing a host of different education and language-acquisition-related top-

ics. Their findings echo the experiences that English teachers on the  

island struggle with low remuneration and lack of adequate resources, 

and some report having English-teaching colleagues whose language 

proficiency in English is weak. Thus, for the remainder of this paper, 

we will lay out the research methods employed to better understand 

how teachers in both public and private schools report using language  

in their English classrooms. Furthermore, we look to bring into the con-

versation the voices of students who have their own expectations on 

what an English class should look like.

Method

The research presented herein was part of a larger, mixed methods 

study1 (Creswell, 2014) that used both quantitative and qualitative data 

to examine motivation and its role in the acquisition of English from  

the perspective of teachers and students (see Mari, [2017] for details on the  

larger study). For this particular publication, we use the qualitative 

sub-set of the larger study, which implemented an interview protocol 

used in other studies with second language learners to understand 

their thoughts, feelings and anxieties about learning a second language 

(Dörnyei & Hadfield, 2014). Such data collection methods are described 

in detail in how to conduct individual interviews as well as focus groups 

by Creswell (2014). Ultimately, two participant groups were created: 

teachers and students. The teacher participants were interviewed indi-

vidually, whereas the students participated in two focus groups. For this 

study, we focus on two salient themes that emerged from an adapted 

interview protocol originally developed by Dörnyei and Hadfield (2014) 

that impact students’ motivation: the use of Spanish in the English 

classroom and students’ anxieties related to the use of English.

1 Mari, V. (2017). “Motivation to Learn and Teach English in Puerto Rico’s Public and 

Private Schools.” University of Texas, San Antonio.
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There was a total of ten participants in the teacher group, who 

worked at seven different schools (four private and three public). These 

interviews were conducted primarily in Spanish, with three of the  

teachers preferring to conduct most of the interview in English.  

The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Of the ten 

teacher participants, there was an even divide between public and pri-

vate teacher participants. Similar to the distribution of bilingual cur-

riculum in Puerto Rican public and private schools where few schools 

offer an immersion curriculum, only three of the ten teachers hailed 

from schools that offered an English immersion. The interview ques-

tions for the teachers were developed by the first author, in consul-

tation with a group of experts familiar with issues related to English 

education in Puerto Rico. These questions looked to better understand 

how teachers described their students’ motivation to learn English. 

In addition to the interviews with the teachers, this paper includes 

fourteen twelfth-grade high school student participants. These stu-

dents participated in two different focus groups based on their school 

membership (private or public school). Using a convenience sampling 

method in order to attract the largest number of participants, the first 

author interviewed two groups of students who were both character-

ized as being in the advanced section of English at their respective 

schools. While we acknowledge that this is an obvious limitation to this 

study, so little is known about students’ perspectives on English edu-

cation in Puerto Rico that we felt it prudent to document their unique 

takes on English.

The students were evenly distributed between private and pub-

lic-school students. The interview was conducted by the first author and 

was done mostly in Spanish with some instances where the students 

chose to speak in English. The interviews were audio-recorded and tran-

scribed. The average focus group lasted an hour and a half. Both groups 

received the same amount of English instruction: one hour a day, five 

days a week in an advanced English classroom. The rationale behind 

selecting students in twelfth grade stemmed from wanting to interview 

students who had been in the Puerto Rican school system the longest 

and could offer insight into their entire English schooling experience.

The interviewer employed a structured interview protocol for the 

teachers and students. The questions administered to the students 
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were adapted from Dörnyei and Hadfield (2014), who provide a list of 

questions for teachers to ask students in order to understand what 

motivates them to learn a language and use this information to in-

form their teaching practices. These questions were framed using 

Dörnyei’s (2005) L2 motivation self-system framework, which explores 

the ideal self, the ought-to self, and the students’ L2 learning experi-

ences. Dörnyei (2009) defines ideal self as the L2 learners’ motivation 

to close the gap between their actual and ideal selves. The ought-to 

self explores the L2 learners’ beliefs about the attributes they ought 

to possess to meet learning expectations. The L2 learning experience 

is concerned with the learning environment and experiences that the 

student experiences in the classroom, such as the use of Spanish when 

learning English. When we take all of these three ideas of motivation 

and the role it has with the self (ideal, ought and the L2 learning expe-

rience) we can further explore the connections that teachers and stu-

dents make with Spanish use in the classroom. All of these encompass 

what Dörnyei frames as L2 learning motivation.

Findings

With the larger study focusing on teacher and student motivation and 

how it impacts their teaching and learning respectively, the two most 

salient themes that emerged had to do with how using Spanish in the 

English classroom could negatively impact students’ motivation to 

learn English. The second theme that emerged across the data sets 

had to do with language anxiety and how both teachers and students 

expressed their fears and anxieties related to using English. 

Esto es una clase de inglés… No de español
“This Is an English Class… Not a Spanish One” (Focus group, Pub-

lic school student, August 20, 2016) reads the quote above, which was 

emblematic of some of the voices of student participants and their 

frustration with having a large amount of Spanish being used in the 

English classroom. Despite the co-official status of Spanish and  English 

at the nation-state level, schools and teachers have been provided the 

space to create and re-create their local-level language policies  (Carroll, 

2016). All of our participants agreed that it is common for a great deal 
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of Spanish to be used in the English class. This Spanish may come from 

a teacher who predominantly uses Spanish to teach the English class, 

or it may come in the form of discussions between students as they try 

to make sense of a course assignment or reading that was required in 

English. According to our teacher participants, they all reported  making 

conscious decisions on the targeted nature of when they were going to 

use Spanish in their English classroom. However, our advanced English 

student participants described their twelve years of English learning 

experiences as being largely laced with Spanish at just about every 

turn, as was described in the quote that started this section. 

Public School Teacher 2 mentioned in her interview that she her-

self uses English exclusively in her classroom and was surprised when 

one of her eleventh-grade sections was excited to take class with her 

because they said that for them it was the first time they would take an 

English class that was completely in English. Such experiences high-

light the fact that some, but definitely not all, English teachers on the 

island teach their courses predominantly in Spanish. This concern was 

echoed throughout both of the student focus groups. Public School 

Student 5 made this point clear when he said, “Me molesta cuando la 

clase de inglés es enseñada en español. Casi siempre la maestra habla 

en español y eso es frustrante para nosotros que queremos aprender” 

(“It bothers me when English class is taught in Spanish. Most of the 

time the teacher talks in Spanish and that is frustrating for those of 

us that want to learn.”). All the students in the focus group agreed by 

either nodding or verbally expressing their support. Throughout the 

focus groups with the student participants, it was made clear that they 

overwhelmingly felt it was not appropriate for teachers to use Spanish 

in their English class. They repeatedly stated that they wanted an En-

glish class that was taught exclusively in English. For example, one stu-

dent from public school complained that the teachers “honestly talk 

more in Spanish than in English” (Public School Student 5). While the 

students did not elaborate on under what circumstances some Span-

ish would be acceptable, they did uniformly believe that English class 

should be taught in English. 

As the interviews show, teachers and students attested to the fact 

that some English teachers in Puerto Rico use a great deal of Spanish 

in their English classroom. While the teacher participants denied using 
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such teaching practices themselves, they all attested to knowing col-

leagues or friends who taught their classes largely in Spanish. When 

asked if they themselves used Spanish, all of the participants noted 

that they did so sparingly, and when they chose to do so, it was done 

in a targeted manner. Such was exemplified by Public School Teacher 3 

when she said, “Sometimes the students look at you with blank stares. 

I have to use Spanish so that they can complete the work.”

Despite the teachers’ acknowledgment of their use of Spanish in 

targeted ways, students demonstrated apprehension toward the use of 

Spanish in the classroom. Below is an exchange between Public School 

Students 1, 3, and 5 in their focus group.

Excerpt 1.

S1. Yo estudié en escuela privada toda mi vida y el inglés es muy difer-

ente. El que se da en la escuela privada es muy diferente al que se da 

en la [esta] escuela pública. 

 I studied in private school all my life and English was very 

different. The one [English] they teach in private school is very 

different to the one in [this] public school.

S5. Sí, eso es cierto. 

 Yes, that is correct.

S3. Cuando yo entré a décimo, a mí me empezaron a dar cosas que yo 

aprendí en quinto grado. 

 When I entered tenth grade, they started teaching me things I 

had learned in fifth grade.

S5. Es verdad. 

 Yes, it’s true.

S3 Yo también estuve en la escuela privada y tuve esa misma experien-

cia cuando vine a la escuela pública. 

 I was also in private school and had that same experience 

when I came to public school.

S5. Yo también viví un año allá afuera en California y era bien diferente. 

Enseñaban en inglés como se supone que sea. 

 I also lived for a year in California and it was very different 

there. They taught in English like it is supposed to be. (Public 

school student 1, 3, 5, August 23, 2016).
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Their apprehension regarding the use of Spanish in the English 

classroom seems to stem from years of negative experiences with 

teachers who predominantly used Spanish or allowed students to ex-

clusively use Spanish. Furthermore, the conversation above between 

Students 1, 3, and 5 demonstrates what most participants believed, 

which was that private schools were more rigorous when it came to 

English education. Student 5’s comment at the end is also noteworthy 

in that her experience in California gave her perspective on how En-

glish is “supposed to be” taught. A follow-up question confirmed that, 

while she was in California, the teachers did not use Spanish at all.  

Thus, while it seems to be a positive thing that teachers feel that they 

can use Spanish to help students who need native language support, 

according to our student participants, such language use is often 

abused or used so liberally that they do not challenge those with more 

advanced proficiency. 

Language anxiety

As described in the previous section, student participants’ discon-

tent with excessive use of Spanish in the English classroom, was coun-

tered by our teacher participants’ concerns with their students’ lan-

guage anxiety. A teacher from private school said in her interview: “Les 

da mucho miedo hablar en inglés.” (They are afraid to speak in English). 

Because of this perceived language anxiety, our teacher  participants 

harped on the importance for them to create and provide a comfortable 

learning environment in order to help students overcome their fear of 

speaking English. The word “fear” was used often in the interviews, as 

the teachers described how many of the students were afraid of speak-

ing in English. It is observed in the student data that they acknowl-

edged this fear but distanced themselves from it by assigning the fear 

of speaking English to a peer who was not present in the focus group. 

Some of the examples of this fear were noted above when discussing 

the reasons participants described for wanting to learn English.

The most common words used by the student participants to de-

scribe their peers’ fear of speaking English were miedo (fear), vergüen-

za, (shame), and cohibido/a (self-conscious). Regardless of the students’ 

self-reported proficiency in English, all the students expressed these con-

cerns, and the teachers reinforced that students generally have them.  
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To help students overcome their apprehension, the teachers said they  

strived to create a comfortable learning environment. One way that 

they tried to do this was by permitting the use of Spanish in the English 

class as a way of merging both literacies. For example, Public School 

Teacher 7 reported accepting work written in Spanish: 

They turn in the Spanish version but also turn in the semi-translated 
version into English. But that’s something I have to ask them con-
stantly, to produce in English. And I know it is because they compare 
themselves to the teacher and are worried about accents.

To justify such a practice, Public School Teacher 7 explained that 

her priority was for students to produce, regardless of their language 

proficiency. She also suggested that some students are hesitant to pro-

duce work in English because of their accent; she believed that students 

thought they should model the language proficiency of the teacher. 

Tarnopolsky (2008) argues that a nonnative speaker of the language 

being taught has the advantage of “using the students’ mother tongue 

to facilitate and accelerate the learning process” (p. 5). The teacher who 

is a native speaker of Spanish recognizes that having such language 

flexibility in her written assignments will help students develop their 

writing in both languages. 

Another private school teacher shared her strategies for address-

ing students’ anxiety about how they speak English: 

Sometimes I show them videos of people who have accents because 
I want them to know that having a thick accent doesn’t mean you 
don’t know the language. So, by showing them these videos, they can 
see that it is not only them that have an accent. It is important for 
them to understand that everybody has an accent. (Private School 
Teacher 2)

Private School Teacher 2 acknowledges students’ fear of commu-

nicating in English and approaches it by showing them videos of di-

verse language varieties in the US. Furthermore, to demonstrate anoth-

er way she helped lower students’ anxiety, this teacher described how 

students use Spanish in her classroom when they write essays and at 

times when they have questions and do not feel comfortable asking in 

English. Similar to Private School Teacher 2, all of the teachers inter-

viewed reported using Spanish as a resource. This was exemplified by 
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Public School Teacher 5’s explanation of how she allowed students to 

use what she referred to as “Spanglish,” or a mixture of Spanish and 

English, to complete a written task: “I always encourage them to work. 

If you don’t know English, then just do it in Spanglish; they will learn 

eventually, and they do. So, I just tell them to write about what’s in 

their heads and they like that.”

Thus, Public School Teacher 5 was affording students the opportu-

nity to use a linguistic repertoire that includes both Spanish and En-

glish in order to complete a task. She reported that, in her experience, 

giving them the opportunity to do so helps their progress in English 

because it takes away the pressure of having to use one language “per-

fectly.” Teachers from both private and public schools expressed similar 

ways of using the students’ first language to build upon their second.

Another participant, Public School Teacher 3, shared how she in-

corporated Spanish into her lesson: “Ellos le tienen terror al escribir. Yo 

les digo que escriban en Spanish, solamente escriban.” (They are terri-

fied of writing. I tell them to write in Spanish, just write.)

Again, for Public School Teacher 3, the approach to combat stu-

dent anxiety toward English was to allow them to use Spanish to at 

least get them to participate actively in the class and start to think 

about the given task. 

Another way in which teachers reported helping students with 

their anxiety was by explaining certain terms in Spanish for their les-

sons. According to Public School Teacher 3, this was particularly the 

case when teachers were covering challenging texts like Shakespeare. 

Public School Teacher 7 added that she had to use Spanish because she 

knew some of the students had very basic proficiency in English and 

could not understand her when she spoke exclusively in English. While 

student participants admitted experiencing anxiety in their use of En-

glish, teachers identified student anxiety as one of the most important 

factors impacting the success of their students. 

Discussion

Through interviews with English teachers and focus groups with stu-

dents, the debate about why, how, and when Spanish should be used 

in the classroom becomes clearer. The advanced English students who 
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participated in this study had very clear expectations about their En-

glish classes in that they felt that Spanish should play little to no role 

in them. However, while the English teacher participants could attest 

to the fact that many teachers use Spanish in the English classroom, 

their own particular use was seen as being done to benefit students, 

particularly in order to lower their anxiety. 

Thus, within the context of Puerto Rico, English teachers are con-

sistently forced to decide whether they should use Spanish to facilitate 

the learning of English. While the use of multiple languages in content 

classrooms has shown many benefits in the process of learning con-

tent and language (Gort & Sembiante, 2015; Hornberger & Link, 2012; 

Sayer, 2013; Zuniga et al. 2018), such practices are often highlighted in 

bilingual education settings where elementary school teachers have 

more than just fifty minutes a day with students. Unfortunately, while 

studies documenting translanguaging in content courses or bilingual 

education programs abound, far less attention has been paid to what 

translanguaging looks like in classrooms where the content is a lan-

guage itself (Menken & Sánchez, 2019). This is particularly the case in 

the context of Puerto Rico, where the focus of the only published study 

looking at translanguaging in an English classroom was at the tertia-

ry level, where students select their own courses and generally have 

passed a standardized test for admission (Carroll & Sambolín, 2016). 

As they argued and we argue here, using translanguaging in English 

classrooms in Puerto Rico is not inherently negative; however, the over-

use of Spanish in the English classroom can have a negative impact on 

students’ motivation. 

Our student participants had very particular expectations when 

it came to how English should be taught, as they reported very clear 

separationist language ideologies (Cummins, 1992, 2008). While we 

acknowledge that our participants were students in advanced En-

glish classrooms and thus excelled in the subject area more than the 

 majority of their peers, they were unanimous in the disapproval of so 

much Spanish being used in the English classroom. The teacher partic-

ipants, however, highlight that these advanced students who partici-

pated in the focus group were representative of a small cross-section of 

English students in Puerto Rico and that the vast majority of tradition-

al English students really need first-language support in the English 
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classroom. As such, the teacher participants attest to the fact that they 

often need to use Spanish in order to make their teaching more com-

prehensible to their less proficient students. 

Given that teachers generally have a great deal of flexibility to use 

Spanish in targeted ways in the English classroom and that doing so can  

potentially help in decreasing the anxiety that so many students men-

tioned in their focus groups, we recommend that English teachers 

self-reflect about their own use of Spanish and English, as well as the 

linguistic needs and resources of their students. For many students 

enrolled in K-12 schools in Puerto Rico, the English teacher can be the 

only source of comprehensible input in English; thus, teachers are ad-

vised to heed our student participants’ suggestions to teach as much 

as possible in English. With that said, there are a number of other ways 

in which the English teacher can build on their students’ linguistic 

repertoires to reduce anxiety and increase purpose in their English 

classroom. Below, we outline two potential areas for English teachers 

in Puerto Rico to incorporate translanguaging in the ESL classroom in 

a targeted and more effective manner, which could result in more En-

glish being used in the classroom but, at the same time, lowering stu-

dents’ anxiety. 

Using Bilingual and Culturally Relevant Texts 
Getting students interested in reading in their second or even their 

first language can be a challenging task for any teacher,  particularly 

when textbooks provided by schools and districts often include liter-

ature that is difficult for minority students to connect with (Young & 

Hadaway, 2006). Within the context of Puerto Rico, while Puerto  Rican 

students are the majority, they were not the target audience of the 

texts used in English classrooms, as they are largely published by 

non-Puerto Ricans or authors who do not write about topics that relate 

to life on the island. Thus, teachers who want to create a love of read-

ing need to select texts that their students can engage with and where 

they have the background knowledge to make connections. Therefore, 

bringing in texts written by Puerto Rican authors in English where 

Spanish is often sprinkled into the texts can potentially make reading 

inside and outside the classroom a more meaningful event. Another 

option for English teachers who are tied to a specific text published 
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in the  assigned textbook is to have students re-create bilingual texts 

or rewrite or translate portions of the text from English into different 

varieties of Spanish. Using such translation activities brings back Cen 

Williams’s original pedagogical approach to translanguaging, where, 

through the process of translation, students must internalize and com-

prehend what they are reading before they are able to write in their 

first language (Beres, 2015). 

Another possibility related to using bilingual or culturally relevant 

texts is organizing students into literature circles. In literature circles, 

students are divided into groups where each student is given a particu-

lar role. The group works together to make connections to the required 

text, and often the group co-constructs something in writing or pres-

ents their findings to the class. Carroll (2016) documents this strategy 

in a university-level basic English course, which could easily be adapt-

ed to a primary or secondary educational context. 

Writing activities 

Incorporating writing activities that have an authentic purpose is 

important for second-language learners and also makes them more 

meaningful. Thus, in a high school English class such as the one that 

the student participants were enrolled in, having them write college 

admission essays makes a lot of sense. After the teacher has modeled 

what is expected, prewriting and even portions of the drafting process 

might occur in Spanish and English, with the final product being com-

pleted totally in English. This allows students to potentially work with 

their classmates in brainstorming and identifying the best approach to 

writing the college admission essay, but it also provides an authentic 

and real-life exercise that can potentially motivate the student. 

Another thing that needs to be taken into consideration when im-

plementing translanguaging into the writing curriculum is knowing 

who is enrolled in your class, what their needs are, and what charac-

terizes their linguistic repertoires. The Espinosa et al. (2016) handbook 

on translanguaging pedagogy for writing is an excellent resource for 

teachers hoping to systematically build on their students’ linguistic 

resources while, at the same time, decreasing some of the anxiety as-

sociated with learning a second language. 
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Additional considerations

Throughout the interviews with the teachers, they expressed 

knowledge of the benefits of having flexible bilingual practices in their 

classroom. However, given that so many of the student participants re-

ported taking courses taught in Spanish, English teachers seem to need  

increased training on how they can rethink their classroom to be one 

where students feel challenged but, at the same time, supported. Thus, 

an important next step is to provide in-service professional develop-

ment to teachers, as well as revisit preservice teaching preparation 

programs, where it is often taught that Spanish has no place in the 

English classroom. Instead, we need to use resources like García et al. 

(2017) to equip English teachers with the tools they need to under-

stand their role as one of the primary providers of oral English to their 

students and work with them to innovate and create assignments and 

classroom experiences that bring in linguistic realities, both Spanish 

and English, into the classroom.

Normalizing translanguaging in formal educational environments 

and preparing English teachers to challenge English-only language 

policies in schools, particularly when the lived reality of students out-

side of school is not monolingual, is a great start. By challenging and 

pushing back on the separation of language in the English classroom, 

students and teachers alike can work to push back on the myth that 

an “English only” classroom is the best pedagogical practice and way to 

learn a language.

When discussing translanguaging, teachers talked about its ped-

agogical implementation in the classroom, while students focused on 

what they perceived as negative experiences with Spanish use in the 

classroom. According to the students, Spanish is used consistently 

during instruction but should be used less often, if at all. Teachers, 

however, encouraged their students to also use Spanish in their writing 

if they did not know how to write a word or phrase in English. However, 

students who are already proficient in the language might not need to 

rely on these practices in order to make meaning of the task. Thus, for 

advanced students of English, teachers’ use of Spanish in the class-

room can be demotivating and frustrating.
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Concluding Remarks

Throughout this study, we sought to document the voices of public 

and private school students and teachers of English hailing from the 

western region of Puerto Rico. Using individual interviews with teach-

ers and focus groups with advanced English students, our participants 

voiced real concerns about the use of Spanish in the English classroom 

as well as the importance of motivation in the learning of a second lan-

guage. Our participants also described how the schools represented by 

the participants had relatively flexible language policies that permitted 

teachers to bring Spanish into their English classrooms. Unfortunately, 

from the educational experiences of our student participants, this was 

done too often. Despite our support of translanguaging and the doors 

that it can open in terms of motivating students, we recognize that, 

in order to successfully learn any second language, one needs to be 

challenged. As such, teachers can challenge their students in many 

different ways, which does not necessarily preclude the use of targeted 

Spanish in the English classroom in Puerto Rico, but which does re-

quire teachers to rethink and potentially retrain on how they can use 

English and students’ multiple linguistic repertoires more strategically. 
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