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Celebrating Multilingual Learners with
Bilingual Children’s Literature

by Andrea Starr Karpf and Kathleen Hinman

Introduction
Children’s literature is a vital tool for afirming students’
linguistic and cultural backgrounds. We are especially
interested in using bilingual children’s literature in
classrooms to help foster academic growth, as well
as understanding about multilingual learners for all
students. In this article, we use the term “multilingual
learner” over English learner for a few reasons. The
term “English learner” brings a deficit perspective
because it subtly suggests what students cannot do
yet; it also centers English as the dominant language.
Alternatively, “multilingual learner” embraces students
of all languages from an asset-based perspective and
recognizes how additional languages add to the learning
environment. It is also important to note that the terms
“multilingual learner” and “English learner” are not
synonymous; a multilingual learner may not require
English as a Second Language (ESL) services. Therefore,
the two terms should not be interchanged.

We begin this article by sharing pieces of our own
stories to demonstrate our commitment to biliteracy
and the power biliteracy provides for all to share their
stories. Next, we will share the research that supports
the use of bilingual books in classrooms. Finally, we will
share 11 children’s literature books that align with the
research-based criteria, as well as ways to incorporate
them into lessons. We also want to note that bilingual
books are available in a variety of languages and a vari-
ety of languages should be showcased in all classrooms.
For this article, however, we have narrowed our focus to
books written in Spanish and English.

Who We Are
Andrea Starr Karpf
I am a former ESL teacher and when I was hired, I did
not have any formal ESL training. I loved every day
of my job and can say with certainty that the students
taught me just as much as I hope to have taught them.

Andrea Starr Karpf

Kathleen Hinman

In my first year as an ESL teacher, my biggest obstacle
was the realization that I did not instinctively know
how to connect with multilingual learners. I needed to
learn how to do this to grow meaningful relationships
with my students and facilitate a positive learning
environment. I had to find comfort in that uncomfort-
able space to learn, grow and change. I started to listen
before speaking, I asked students to share their stories,
and I asked students to teach me how to say, “How are
you?” in their home language. With this foundation, I
started to greet students every morning in their home
language, “Good morning! How are you?” and our
relationships continued to grow from there. I built on
this idea to grow multiliteracy in the classroom and
tried bilingual books. My students flourished. These
moments were some of the best ways to start getting to
know all students, and in turn it opened my eyes to the
beauty of a multilingual classroom.

Kathleen Hinman

My primary academic interest is “story” and how it
connects to content, how students learn to read and
write stories, and whose stories we tell. In fact, my
dissertation, titled “Tell Me a Story...,” explored Latinx
children who struggled with understanding content
presented in textbook format. I found that adding
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fictional stories related to the social studies material,
which provided character, plot, setting, conflict, and
resolution, appeared to give them touchpoints for
understanding the social studies test material (Hinman,
2015). Because I was teaching a predominantly Latinx
class, it immediately occurred to me that my students
needed stories in their home languages to progress even
further with their academic understanding of disci-
plinary content. The population in the building where
I was on staff was 87% Latinx. When presenting them
with dual language literature, I would read the English
and they would read the Spanish to me. Using books
that tell stories in Spanish, and having those texts be

as varied as their interests and lives are, gives a starting
point for telling the stories of multilingual learners, and
for experiencing the value of the elements of story.

We both hope that this article will help open the door
for more bilingual books in classrooms as an oppor-
tunity for all students to experience the richness of a
multilingual classroom. In the next section, we review
research to describe how bilingual books support all
learners in the classroom, frameworks to consider when
evaluating bilingual books, and a user-friendly process
to build a classroom library.

Research on Using

Bilingual Children’s Books
In this section, we define bilingual books, summarize
research on why bilingual books are beneficial for both
multilingual learners and monolingual students, and
provide a step-by-step process for selecting bilingual
children’s literature. Herrell & Jordan (2020) define
bilingual books as “books written in two or more lan-
guages, including English” (p.114). These researchers
encourage the use of bilingual books in the classroom,
because they validate the home languages represented in

a classroom and foster linguistic and cultural awareness.

Bishop (1990) famously described books as mirrors,
windows, and sliding glass doors for children. Bilingual
books can offer our Latinx students mirrors for seeing
their lives and languages featured in books in school,
giving a sense of the importance of their own culture
and language. Snyder & Stachr Fenner (2021) describe

the importance of multicultural resources, such as bilin-
gual books, to “provide students with an opportunity
to reflect on their own experiences through the content
provided (a mirror) and give students an opportunity to
learn about and reflect on the experiences of others (a
window)” (p. 208). Bilingual books offer an opportu-
nity for Latinx students to be seen.

Cultural identity supersedes all, but it is also relevant to
acknowledge the academic advantage of incorporating
bilingual books in the classroom. Daniel (2017) argues
that “Incorporating the students’ first languages creates
an authentic platform where relevance and personal
engagement increase the likelihood of students improv-
ing their written and oral expression” (p. 32). Once
students connect to the literature, they will engage in

conversation and have a desire to write.

Incorporating bilingual books also supports student
motivation to read. Robertson (2021) explains that as a
Latinx child herself, she was not particularly interested
in reading, because what she was reading did not mirror
her world, “I was surrounded by windows ... My world
was surrounded by windows.” (p. 34). It is difficult to
relate to a reading without having personal connection
to the content.

For the multilingual learner in the classroom, bilin-
gual books can be used to scaffold content and invite
students to see the relationship between language and
culture (Snyder & Stachr Fenner, 2021). This relation-
ship between culture and language helps with student
engagement in the classroom because they are forming
context and meaning. Cummins (2007) ascertains
that the use of bilingual instructional strategies helps
language learners stay engaged in literacy tasks and
other content area tasks in both languages represented.
We posit that, beyond lasting engagement, bilingual
books also help to reinforce a sense of self, which helps
students to be seen through an assets-based lens.

Bilingual books have many benefits for English speak-
ing students, too (Lopez-Robertson, 2021). Bishop
(1990) suggests that bilingual books offer English

speakers a window to see a different perspective, to walk
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through to a different cultural world in their imagi-
nation, and to see the world presented on the page as

it is reflected on our own. Opening the windows for
primarily English-speaking students creates experiences
for building cultural knowledge. The storytelling in
these works will help develop new perspectives, ideas,
and “ways to be in the world” (Lopez-Robertson, 2021,
p. 43). This exposure helps all students grow toward

cultural competence.

All students should recognize that they live in a pluralist
society with many cultures and languages represented.
Children benefit from literature that represents the lan-
guages and customs of all peoples living in the United
States and beyond. Naidoo (2010) says “Children’s liter-
ature should represent this mosaic, providing mirrors of
our own cultures and windows into those cross-cultures
of the others.” (p. 34). This exposure helps students
recognize the different viewpoints in a pluralistic society.
Lopez-Robertson (2021) ascertains that valuing bilin-
gual books as an integral part of the classroom helps

to ensure each student can experience windows and
mirrors at an equitable level. To further emphasize the
importance of mirrors and windows in the grade level
classroom, Snyder & Stachr Fenner (2021) recommend
incorporating an anchor chart with student-friendly
definitions for all students to recognize and value.

Herrell & Jordyn (2020) offer critical steps toward
incorporating bilingual books into the classroom:

1) identify the languages that are represented in the
classroom, 2) build a bilingual library, 3) read them in
the classroom frequently, 4) provide engaging activi-
ties to help students recognize and appreciate different
cultural beliefs and customs, and 5) continue to update
and evaluate your bilingual books. With these steps in
mind, teachers need to consider this an ongoing process
to thoughtfully update their classroom library. Accord-
ing to Daniel (2017), the use of bilingual literature
might be “...as simple as talking about languages other
than English and reading a bilingual book” (p. 32).
Embracing this interpretation, a multilingual classroom
is attainable.

In addition to using bilingual children’s literature,

Must Read Texts

other engaging ways to facilitate linguistic and cultural
learning in the classroom is to include student story-
telling and sharing experiences through art (Snyder &
Stachr Fenner, 2021). Art and storytelling reinforce
how to attainably support a multilingual classroom.
Rodriguez-Arroyo & Danielson (2013) ask “...how
can teachers include quality books featuring Latino
children’s images and voices in their lessons to not only
motivate Latino students to read, but also to encourage
them to write about their experiences?” (p. 23). We
believe a multilingual classroom library and incorporat-
ing storytelling helps motivate Latinx students to share

their experiences.

When it is time to start building a classroom library,
Herrell & Jordyn (2020) recommend following their
“Teacher Self-Evaluation Rubric” (p.116). The rubric

aSSEesses:

*  how often non-English words are used

* if students are encouraged to write in both
their home language and in English

*  how the bilingual books are displayed around
the classroom

*  whether all students are encouraged to use
them.

A key feature of this rubric notes, “native English
speakers are encouraged to learn expressions, numbers,
colors, etc. in several languages...English-only students
are encouraged to learn another language and add to
their new vocabularies just as non-English speakers are
acquiring new English vocabulary” (Herrell & Jordan,
2020, p. 116). This further demonstrates that we need
to see bilingual books as an asset for both multilingual
students and monolingual students.

Domke (2018) describes another framework for
selecting texts and points out many factors to consider
when deciding whether to include a specific book in
your bilingual library. For example, 1) is English or
Spanish featured on the cover first, 2) does one title
appear to be more important than the other, 3) are
different fonts used for the different languages, and if
s0, does the change in font make one language appear
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more prominent, 4) how are colors used within the text
to highlight the two languages, and 5) how the texts
are spaced such as one language weighted more heavily
than the other. Following this framework serves as an
additional way to evaluate bilingual books.

Another element to consider is the method of trans-
lation feature in the book. Some bilingual texts use
Spanish phrasing followed by the English translation
on each page. Other texts feature “translanguaging.”
Translanguaging refers to the use of both languages
entwined and embedded, throughout the text. More
specifically, Otheguy, Garcia & Reid (2015) describe
translanguaging as using one’s whole linguistic rep-
ertoire. Embracing translanguaging helps so students
do not have to separate languages. Hammann-Ortiz
(2019) describes “that this [language] ‘mixing’ is an
authentic practice, the everyday way that bilingual
individuals communicate with their families, friends,
and communities” (p. 65). When students must sep-
arate languages, it lacks real world authenticity. In the
classroom, “Reading and writing translanguaged texts
show the potential of a bilingual repertoire for both
academic and home functions. It also enables a student
to write using his or her own voice” (Garcia, Johnson
& Seltzer, 2016, p. 206). We sought out some examples
with translanguaging embedded to further support all
students being seen in literature.

Annotated Bibliography
Here you will find a summary of the children’s liter-
ature texts with ideas of how they could be included
in your required classroom curriculum. Appendix A
includes a Table for easy reference.

Agra Deedy,
C. (2007).
Martina the
beautiful
cockroach: A
Cuban folk-
tale. Peachtree
Publishing
Company Inc.

arling
the g:uulilul Cockroach

(Grades 3 -6)

Martina is a beautiful cockroach, and it is time for her
to marry a suitor. Her abuela (grandmother) asks her
to follow her guidance and spill coffee on each suitor’s
shoes. This was a test to see how they react prior to
Martina deciding to wed the suitor. Read this book to
see the many suitors who want to marry Martina and
how they respond to her abuela’s test.

This book could be used in a folktale unit. Once
students identify the meaning of a folktale, they can
determine the moral of the story. Students could also
take the opportunity to learn more about Cuba, how
this folktale originated, then compare and contrast

it to other folktales from other origin countries. This
book includes translanguaging and is available in both
English and Spanish. The English version can be read
aloud in the whole group and then emphasize the Span-
ish version to encourage students to explore this version
independently or during small group time.

{EL Agra Deedy, C. (2017). El
gello sﬁ:"' gallo que no se callaba: The
Caﬁoaba' rooster who would not be
N ©  quiet! Scholastic Press.
l;‘ ‘?\"\ v{\'\ y‘ec’s‘t‘:w“c
N Would Not Be

Quiet! (Grades PK-3)

The village of La Paz is a
very noisy place - until a

© new mayor puts an end to
CAR}\;IEN AGRADEEDY + EUGENE YELCHIN noise, especially smgmg‘
One feisty gallito (rooster)
helps remind the town that singing belongs to everyone
and that peace and quiet is of less value than personal
expression. The rooster reminds all that a song will not
die “...so long as there is someone to sing it.” (Agra

Greedy, 2017, n.p.).

This is a delightful, fairy-tale quality book that empha-
sizes Spanish over English. The Spanish font is larger
and brighter throughout. This can be used as a mentor
text for intermediate grades to showcase the result of
people’s rights being taken away. For primary grades,
the delightful sound effects and story will be an
enchanting read aloud.
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Binford, W.
(2021).
Hear my

The Testimonies of Children
Detained at the Southern Border
of the United States

voice: Escu-
cha mi voz.
Workman

Publishing.

(Grades 1-6)

Subtitled 7he Testimonies of Children Detained at the
Southern Border of the United States / Los testimonios de
los jovenes detenidos en la frontera surenia de los Estados
Unidos, this text is written for and by children. Binford,
an international children’s rights specialist, visited the
Border Patrol station in Clint, Texas. Over a period of
time, this book was created from actual statements of
children who were detained there. The book is revers-
ible—you turn it over for either the Spanish or English
version. All aspects of the book are in both languages
and equal in font, artwork, and print style. The author
and other authorities have collected a history and sum-
mary of their investigations in both languages located
in the center of the book.

Many ages will find this text interesting. The quoted
words of the children provide for ease of reading. The
historical background pages would work best for inter-
mediate grades, specifically in social studies contexts.
This book reminds students that words matter and
could be used as a free write activity to explore a variety
of themes introduced in this text.

Brown, M. (2011).
Marisol McDonald
doesn’t match: Marison

McDonald no combina.
Children’s Book Press.

(Grades K-3)
As her teacher describes
her, Marisol McDonald

is a “creative, unique,

Must Read Texts

bilingual, Peruvian-Scottish-American, soccer-playing
artist and simply marvelous” (Brown, 2011, p. 24).
Marisol is told by her peers that she does not match
when they describe her clothes, the food she eats, how
she likes to write her name and even how she likes to
play on the playground. Marisol begins to doubt herself
and wonders if she should change, but she gets positive
support at the right time from her teacher and family,
which helps her strengthen her identity.

In a classroom students can practice some Spanish
words introduced in this text as well as participate in

a summarizing comprehension strategy to help them
derive the moral of the story. This is the first of a series
for Marisol McDonald; enjoy all the books with your
students in your classroom. The entire series is written
in a translanguaging framework.

Blum, I. (2021).
Fly, little bird:
Veula, pajarito!
PlanetO Concepts.

Ingo Blum ¢ lllustralions by Liubov Gorbova

Little
Bird .

iVuela, pajarito!

(Grades K-3)

A little bird is
afraid of heights
and afraid to fly.
Other birds make
fun of him. He
looks for a friend among other animals who live on

the ground, but all of them reject him. Then, he finds
someone who needs help, and in his determination to
save his new friend, he forgets his fears.

The book’s title in English is in a larger red font than
the Spanish title that is underneath and in black.
Throughout the book the Spanish and English fonts

are the same size, with the Spanish text in red. The
English version is on the first page and the Spanish

on the second. One special feature of the book is the
availability of black line masters in the back of the book
for coloring.

This book is most appropriate for primary grades as
a read aloud and could be used as a mentor text for
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structure. With the addition of copyable black line
masters in the back of the book, children could use
these as encouragement or illustrations for their own
stories about determination.

Garcia, G.
(2018). I can do
hard things, Yo
puedo hacer cosas
dificiles: Mindful
affirmations for
kids, Aftrmaciones
conscientes para

0 CA® Do HARD THINGS

o Putbo HACER CosAs DUnCILES

Mindful Affirmations for Kids
AFIRMACIONES CONSCIENTES PARA NINOS

ninios. Skinned
Knee Publishing.

(Grades 1-4)

In this book of affirmations, Gabi Garcia shares why it is
important for children to have mindfulness and defines
affirmations in a student friendly way. Garcia (2018)
encourages every child to think about how they can

love and support themselves as well as think about how
they can positively interact with their community. From
choosing kindness to listening to other points of view,
there are a variety of strategies for students to consider.

The final page of the book includes some classroom
application ideas such as picking one affirmation and
describing why it is significant (Garcia, 2018). This
application and other strategies can be modified based
on the grade level classroom. This is also a textbook
that is available in English only, Spanish only, or with
a bilingual option available. All three can be embraced
and utilized in the grade level classroom.

Gonzalez, M.C.
(2007). My colors, my
world: Mis colores, mi
mundo. Children’s
Book Press.

9 (Oi;"; My wo",v

Mis colores,

M fundo ) (Grades PreK-1)

Take a glimpse into
desert life and the
beautiful colors that

go with it. Maya Christina Gonzalez is the author
and illustrator of this text where she describes the
colors that represent her world. From flowers to
desert sand to hot pink sunsets, explore all the colors
in this beautiful desert world all the while having the
opportunity to see this story in both Spanish and
English on each page.

In a primary grade level classroom, students can
identify the different colors listed and then brain-
storm other items in their world that are the same
color. Students can practice the colors in Spanish
and English while they build their word vocabulary.
The Spanish language is written first with the English
language second. Both are of equal size and then the
names of the colors are in bold with the matching

color represented.

Medina, M. (2015).
Mango, abuela and me.
Candlewick Press.

(Grades 3-5)

Mia’s abuela has moved
in and family life must
adjust. Mia immedi-
ately discovers that it

is difficult to commu-
nicate with her abuela
because they speak different languages. Although
starting as a challenge, Mia very quickly discovers the
amazing learning opportunity in front of her when
she has the opportunity to both help her abuela learn
English and for her to also practice Spanish with her.
Check out this book to learn more about the various
ways that Mia and her abuela practiced communicat-
ing with one another and how Mango the parrot is
introduced.

This is a great book to have intermediate grade level
students practice a synthesizing comprehension
strategy to demonstrate how their thinking grows and
changes as they continue to read the book. This text
is another example of translanguaging throughout the
story.

Michigan Reading Journal



Mills, D., & Alva, A.
(2018) La frontera:
El viaje con papa, My
Journey with papa.
Barefoot Books.

RONTJ

My Journey with Papg

(Grades 2-5)

La Frontera (the
border) is the bilin-
gual story of Alfredo

Alva’s journey to the
United States in the 1980s. They risked their lives cross-
ing the Rio Grande and spent harrowing days hiking
through the desert. The story is told in both English
and Spanish, with Spanish text being first throughout
all aspects of the book. Eventually Alfredo and his
family were able to become United States citizens. It
has a happy ending yet provides a profound impact
when describing the sacrifices and hardships faced by

immigrants during this time frame.

The title is only expressed in Spanish and uses the
largest type font of the book. Deborah Mills wrote the
English translation to help share the story of immigra-

tion with so many who live the experience.

La Frontera would make an excellent mentor text in
both primary and intermediate grades for personal
narratives, and to encourage children to learn and
write about their own stories. Specifically, students
might want to ask family members about their own

<« »
journeys.

Reynoso, N. (2021) Cou-

COURAGEOUS rageous history makers: Vali-

RLSITElST s entes creadoras de la historia.

Con Todo Press.

/%~ VALIENTES CREADORAS DE LA HISTORIA

11 Women FRom LATIN AMERICA 10 CHANGED The WORLD.

(Grades K-4)

With the subtitle of 71
Women for Latin America
Who Changed the World /11

Mugeres de Latinoamerica

que Cambiaron el mundo
Reynoso introduces her readers to international Latina

Must Read Texts

women who have conquered obstacles and excelled in
many ways. Athletic, art, poetry, aviation, and politics
are represented in this rhyming portrayal of histo-

ry-making women.

The English version takes more prominence in this
book than the Spanish texts. In fact, the Spanish text,
written in white font against colored backgrounds,

is often more difficult to read. However, the content
and artwork are outstanding. The author encourages
the readers to reach for their own full potential. Short
biographies of each woman mentioned are listed at the
end of the book but are only available in English. This
author has also published Fear Trailblazers / Pioneros
Audaces (2020) about Latino men who made history in
the United States and Be Bold! Be Brave! / Se Audaz, Se
Valiente! (2019) listing Latina women who contributed
to American history.

These short biographies could be used in many ways
including goal setting (the author encourages this),
social studies, and writing short biographies. Further,
intermediate grades might want to peruse the book
to find a Latina woman to study further, for a more
advanced biography assignment.

Sala, L. (2021). M;
casa is my home.
Candlewick Press.

(Grades K-2)

Lucia welcomes us
into her home where
we get to experi-
ence a day with her
ENNE § “big, loud, beauti-
ful familia” (Sala,

2021, unpaged). Lucia walks us through every room

LAVRENNE SAL

of her house and describes the different activities that
occur in each spot. Each room is filled with exciting
experiences such as cooking with Mam4 and watching
movies with her tias. She shares her strong connections
with all her family members and the different activities
she enjoys with each of them. Throughout the book we
can feel the emotional connection Lucia shares with
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her family members and her emotional connection to

her home.

As another translanguaging text, this book provides an
opportunity for students to learn how to use context
clues to determine the meaning of different names of
household rooms and names of family members in
Spanish. A lesson idea to build on context clues would
be for students to share what kind of events and expe-
riences happen in these rooms in their own homes to
foster text-to-self connections.

Conclusion
Giving students every opportunity to grow, believe in
themselves, and understand their world begins with
language, literacy, and biliteracy. Helping children
recognize their literary and linguistic strengths is just
one way that bilingual books can increase confidence
in multilingual students. They can provide mirrors and
windows to all the diverse students served in today’s
classrooms. Beyond the benefits for multilingual
learners, bilingual books provide rich experiences for
primarily English-speaking students to be exposed to
multiple languages and world views. All of our students
must know that #heir story is one that needs to be told
and one that we want to hear.
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Must Read Texts

Appendix
Table of Annotated Bibliography Books
Author Title of Book Publisher Grade Range

Agra Deedy, C. Martina the beautiful Peachtree Publishing 3-6
cockroach: A Cuban
Jolktale

Agra Deedy, C. El gallo que no se callaba: | Scholastic PreK - 3
The rooster who would not
be quiet!

Binford, W. Hear my voice: Escucha Workman Publishing 1-6
mi v0z

Brown, M. Marisol McDonal doesn’t Children’s Book Press K-3
match: Marison McDon-
ald no combina

Bloom, 1. Fly, little bird: Veula, PlanetO Concepts K-3
pajarito!

Garcia, G. 1 can do hard things: Yo Skinned Knee Publishing | 1-4
puedo hacer cosas dificile

Gonzalez, M.C. My colors my world: Mis Children’s Book Press PreK - 1
colores, mi mundo

Medina, M. Mango, abuela and me Candlewick Press 3-5

Mills, D. & Alva, A. La frontera: El viaje con Barefoot Books 2-5
papa, my journey with
papa

Raymoso, N. Courageous history makers: | Contodo Press K-4
Valientes creadoras de la
historia

Sala, L. M;i casa is my home Candlewick Press K-2
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