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This article examines a 3rd ESO English class project that illustrates the impact of first 

and second-generation immigrants at school in terms of linguistic diversity and social 

cohesion. The ‘commonly unnoticed’ students from a single class narrated a tale 

demonstrating linguistic heterogeneity, visibility and recognition in action. Each student 

was responsible for a piece of text that they read in their first languages, which was later 

recorded and filmed. Along with their voices, English subtitles of what they narrated 

appear in the video. Hence, English became their lingua franca in order to understand 

each other. The admiration resulting from the film has made students’ self-esteem and 

motivation arise significantly. Finally, the project has become a book: Flying Voices, a 

multilingual testimony based on respect, tolerance and acceptance. 

 

Introduction 

The project here presented shows the process of visibility and recognition that students from a 

single class of 3rd ESO experienced and the effects it had. 

Two years ago I lived one of the most intense and enriching experiences of my life when I 

moved to a depressed suburb located 10 miles west of downtown Chicago. There I would teach 

English to 90 slang proficient Afro-American students every single day. They were not familiar 

with Standard English and I was not familiar with their slang. It was a matter of time, patience 

and acceptance. It was the beginning of a personal and professional change.   

It was in that journey when I learnt what culture shock meant and the different stages a person 

goes through when emigrating.  

At that point I made the following reflection: If I was an educated person, an adult, with 

resources to solve my problems, with the possibility of coming back and was going through this 

hard time, what about all the students we have coming from Morocco, Romania, Ecuador, 

China, Pakistan, Bolivia, Dominican Republic, Senegal who were not even asked if they wanted 

to emigrate? They go through the same process in silence and on their own. I realized I had to 

do something for them. I wanted to make them visible, recognized, admired, accepted and 

respected. 



 

 

Procedure 

Making use of the fact the World Day of Social Justice  and International Day of Mother 

Tongue  was coming, I proposed the students to talk about their own languages, how they 

sounded and how frequently they used them. I asked them if they knew any oral and popular 

story or tale they used to be told when they were little. We chose one from India that 

exemplified a social injustice itself: the abuse towards children and the invisibility of women. A 

reality some students were familiar with. 

 

First of all, I established my objectives for the project: Students would identify and discuss social 

injustices. By the end of the project, students would have to be able to evaluate social injustices 

and create their own version of the tale.  

 

Some students could possess content knowledge that they could not demonstrate in English 

yet, so it was necessary to activate their prior knowledge  looking for opportunities to make 

associations between students' experiences and new content. In the same way, I built 

background knowledge on these students with limited o interrupted schooling who did not have 

the same level of knowledge as their peers, especially when it came to historical or cultural 

topics.  

 

How did I do this activation?  I started naming some countries, most of them represented in 

the class, going through the same social injustice as the one in text. Most of the students knew 

what I was talking about due to their own experiences. I proposed myself to bring English to the 

class in a way in which they fancied using it, without limitations, taking risks and letting it flow. I 

wanted them to feel motivated and I knew that the only way was making the task relevant and 

meaningful for them. 

 

Teaching vocabulary 

Once students were engaged on the topic, teaching vocabulary was essential for the 

comprehension of the text we were going to read. It was done in context to make it more 

meaningful than just teaching with wordlists. Students have a better understanding of a word 

when they see and hear how the word is used in daily life or how its meaning is related to their 

own reality. We used realia to picture the context where the story of the text took place: we 

brought flowers, fragrances and objects. When it was not possible to represent it with something 

real, we used images; and for students with learning difficulties, graphic organizers.  

 

I also introduced new concepts  using educational, inspirational and motivational 

advertisements and short movies. Ads usually come with a short text, lots of visual input and a 

controversial topic, which may act as scaffolding for those who could lag behind. With all the 

material presented and the one I was going to introduce, the four skills were integrated: listening 

and reading at a level they could follow and nobody was left behind, and writing and speaking 



 

 

when it came to plan their ideas in order to discuss the topic of the video and carry out 

interaction. The reason for choosing advertisements was to help students develop their critical 

sense towards social issues. At this point students focused more on content than on form, 

making them being on-task. This fact diminished the risk of giving up because of feeling 

frustrated.  

 

After this, it was time to introduce the text and work directly with it . Students were going to 

apply reading strategies  previously taught. First, we made predictions  about what they were 

going to read in order to take profit of the background knowledge previously activated. We 

related social injustices with the new words, new concepts and the short films to predict the 

content of the text. Predicting involves thinking ahead while reading and anticipating information 

and events in the text. After making predictions, students can read through the text, revise, and 

verify them. By asking them what they think might occur in the story, this strategy actively 

engages students, connects them to the text and helps them relate new information with what 

they already know. Why are these connections with a text that important? Because when there 

is a connection for the reader with the text, then there is a greater interest and, so, chance at 

recall and understanding. Moreover, the greater an individual’s interest with the text, the greater 

their comprehension of that text (Smith & White, 1987).  

 

Second, students would use Visualization and Monitoring strategies . Some students often 

have problems mastering science, math, or social studies concepts because they cannot 

comprehend the textbooks for these subjects. These learners and specially ELLs at all levels of 

English proficiency, and literacy, benefit from explicit instruction of comprehension skills. 

Visualization  is creating pictures in our mind as we read in order to comprehend the reading 

material. When we visualize, we think about smells, sounds, tastes, sights, and even the 

feelings. It is as making a movie of the material as we read it. Visualization brings the reading to 

life. We are able to see the characters and their actions and feel as if we are a part of the 

scene. Finally, it creates a more personal experience and even links us with the story.  

 

The second strategy, monitoring and repairing comprehension , is the ability of a reader to 

detect whether a text is making sense or not. It teaches students to recognize when they do not 

understand parts of a text and to take necessary steps to restore meaning, thus, they can 

employ” fix-up" strategies to address a comprehension obstacle. Monitoring/Repairing helps 

students learn to be actively involved and monitor their comprehension as they read. Monitoring 

and repairing helps students to focus their attention on the fact that there may be reasons why 

the text is difficult to understand. Students can be taught to ask questions, reread, restate, and 

visualize making the text more comprehensible. This strategy allows the reader to regulate the 

level of understanding he needs in relation to the purpose of reading. At this final point, the 

reader can make a final check explicitly reflecting whether the problem is really solved, or just 



 

 

keep reading. If the information matches and new understanding is created, the problem is 

solved. 

 

By explicitly teaching lowering achieving students’ metacognitive strategies and skills, we can 

increase their chances at experiencing meaningful success. Once students have experienced 

success, they may lose their hopeless attitude toward schoolwork and have higher expectations 

of success in the future, and which is one of the best motivators for students? Experiencing 

success 

 

Short Film 

Once the text was read using the above-mentioned strategies, the text and Lalit’s life were 

discussed, and students exchanged opinions. In order to carry out this interaction, students 

could use writing outlines and sentence frames provided It was time now to act. Then, we were 

all ready to make our own video towards recognition. 

The story was divided into as many fragments  as people with a native language other than 

Catalan and/or Spanish from our geographical area. This made a total of 11 pieces. The 

students who had Catalan or Spanish as their L1 were in charge of the introduction  for the film; 

others were responsible for filming , they had to think of the stage, light, devices, attrezzo and 

music. Others edited  the video making sure that everything just mentioned was in the right 

place and, obviously, including and matching the English subtitles , which was the unifying 

element all along the process.   

 

It was time to rehearse and it was when we discovered each other for the first time. With the 

music sounding, students started telling the tale, one after the other, using their L1s. All of us 

were astonished after listening to this mixture of voices flying. When they were done, we were 

really excited about all the richness we had in front of us that we had never looked at and 

realized before. RECOGNITION and ADMIRATION  became our words. So far, we had learnt 

values, identities, cultures and lifestyles, and we had share excitement, stress, support and 

esteem. 

 

On the one hand, students participated direct and actively. They were learning what they really 

wanted to learn. On the other hand, cooperation and mutual support made a more successful 

learning possible. It allowed students to learn deeper and better.  

All along the project, English has been present, benefit from all these aspects, tinged with 

meaning, affection and acceptance because it was the element that provided sense to their 

words. This relevance students felt towards the work they made, affected directly their academic 

motivation . 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VL2lH1Pe3aU (Titled: Students’ First Languages) 



 

 

Academic Motivation 

In fact, academic motivation has great importance in the explanation, prediction and guidance of 

students’ conduct revealed in education. Where does this conduct come from? Part and parcel, 

from the image students have of themselves. And can we modify this image perception?  

Most experts say that the task determines, in a great way, the motivation, and that task 

performance is partially determined by individual’s self-esteem. It is necessary that students see 

the academic tasks as occasions for learning. So they will face them with the purpose for 

learning. Otherwise, students’ attention, effort and way of thinking will not be directed towards 

the understanding, development and integration of the information presented. How must these 

occasions be? They have to be meaningful, useful and doable. This will have an impact on 

students’ motivation towards the task and, consequently, the resulting school learning. 

Although learning is the result of both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, it is much more 

productive in terms of quantity and quality when learning is guided by intrinsic motivation, since 

it remains by itself, without external supports. And that was what happened in this group of 3rd of 

ESO: students worked intrinsically motivated, they remained absorbed in the work and, even, 

thought about learning as the achievement of a personal project .  

Some of the students involved in this project had not developed all the skills needed to be fully 

competent in our educational system yet. They were used to failing certain subjects. The feeling 

coming from failure could make them feel incompetent with respect to successful students. This 

was one of the reasons for this project: to bring the opportunity to be proud of themselves in a 

holistic sense, that is, proud of their origins their language, their identity and their role in this 

task. The result of their will, their actions and the experience originated from their work offered 

them a positive image of themselves and an increase of their self-esteem. All of them saw 

themselves as valuable and unique, so they could also recognize and accept these features in 

others. 

As their self-concept  had been positively modified, their way to approach ESL  also changed: 

they were confident, English was not the unattainable subject, they took risks when it came to 

approach reading; what is more, they were willing to do it because it was meaningful to them. 

English, music, their voices and their own stories made up one common goal. English has 

become the clue to decode the admiration students felt towards each other. They all were 

aware of this learning. They were just feeling it, going with the flow. They were learning 

because they made the choice. 

Along the creation of Flying Voices, instruction was tailored in order to help learners perceive 

competence as achievable and to enhance their sense of control over learning tasks. Students 

believed their power in making a difference by improving against their own past performance 

rather than against their classmates. It was possible thanks to work cooperatively.  



 

 

Cooperative Working 

Students were connected by a common goal ; they belonged to the same big team. In terms of 

inclusion, they realized that diversity became identity. Differences in interests, origins and, even 

abilities turn out to be beneficial for everybody in the team because they fed the ultimate result 

of our project. Each student felt valued. 

Once they accomplished their goal, it was valued, individually and as a team. It meant an 

individual and collective success  and, as such, we celebrated it spreading our work beyond 

our class. As we all know, positive student recognition is probably the best incentive and 

motivator of continued student progress and good behavior. First, the short film was uploaded to 

the school webpage and to the Departament d’Educació website. It was shown in the rest of 

classes as an example of respect. Second, students took part in La Marató  de Badalona, an 

internet radio broadcast throughout the morning, made from radio programs live that have 

prepared schools and high schools. Third, they were in charge of a two-hour workshop  in 

Saint George. They had to explain all the process followed. They talked about how the project 

was born and how they got involved just because they believed in what they were doing. They 

were able to explain why they did it, what they learnt, how it changed the class climate and why 

it was meaningful for them. Finally, last July, the town hall of Montcada i Reixac embraced an 

exhibition  consisting of objects, photographs and other audiovisual materials that showed 

people’s daily lives in countries around the world. The video we made as a group was played 

during 20 days, and also in Bilbao, where the exhibition was also held.  

 

Flying Voices. Our book 

However, it was not the end, as students believed in what they did, they felt recognized, valued 

and proud of themselves, intrinsic motivation shot up and, what is more important, remained. 

Students were experiencing success. As I had never seen my class so involved and motivated 

up to that point I decided to make the project grow even more and here is when the idea of 

making our own tale appeared. Students were asked to draw something that represented what 

they had read. What was the result? The project-book  Flying Voices. Multilingual Testimony: 

when diversity becomes identity. With it, the reader has the opportunity to travel along with 

countries, voices and languages. Students’ drawings became the illustrations for the covers and 

the inside. As one walks through the text, the tale comes up in the different languages 

represented in our class and with an ‘inspirational sentence’ in Catalan. The purpose of this 

sentence is to help less able readers build meaning of the text by inferring content and drawing 

conclusions. At the end of the book, the English version of the tale and the DVD with our 

students’ voices are provided.  

 



 

 

Conclusion 

Flying Voices is not just a book; it is a multilingual testimony full of diversity, excitement, trust 

and identity. It is a project of English fed with students’ L1s and with Catalan as inspiration and 

support. Beginning by their names and its full consideration, continuing with their origins, their 

work and the promotion of their efforts, students’ recognition has been the engine of this project. 

The perception they had of themselves and the ideals they would like to have, were closer than 

ever. Believing was AN option and in our class it WAS the option.  
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