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Coelho’s book on educational theory and practice in multilingual classrooms is 
an easily accessible resource for educators and administrators working with stu-
dents whose first language (L1) is not the language normally used for instruction 
in class. While the book mostly focuses on English as the new language, the au-
thor is careful to outline the general processes of acclimatization and adaptation 
necessary during immigration, the complexity of accelerated language learning, 
dual language learning, and the challenges of acquiring literacy and numeracy 
in a language that is different from one’s own — ensuring that the information is 
transferable to contexts, cultures and languages around the globe.

The main aim of chapter one is to ensure empathy for individuals who have 
undergone life-changing circumstances of moving to a new home, new life and 
new culture as well as helping educators understand the phases of the entire pro-
cess of adjusting to this new life. To do so, Coelho provides a general background 
of immigration movements, and then moves on to discuss the ‘immigrant experi-
ence’, underscoring the fact that children who move with their families are not 
usually involved in the choice to move to another country. The chapter ends with a 
call for all teachers to be prepared to help with this process — including recogniz-
ing the special needs of second generation children.

In chapter two Coelho goes into more detail about the adjustment process and 
what teachers and administrators can do to facilitate this process, basing her advice 
on past research and experiences of cultural miscommunications and challenges 
in this process. In line with the aim of the whole book, the author emphasizes the 
importance of paying special attention to measuring literacy skills in the child’s 
first language. Coelho highlights the need for gradual participation in mainstream 
classes and the need to get families involved as part of the school functioning — 
including practical advice on how this orientation can be accomplished.

Chapter three is devoted to deconstructing usual problems associated with 
parallel learning of curriculum content and a new language. Teachers who are 
not familiar with the different stages of language learning may not easily identify 
the challenges faced by newcomers when learning subject content. Conversational 
competence is often mistaken for higher levels of linguistic competences in all 
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areas (Cummins & Swain, 1986, Bilingualism in Education, Longman; Cummins, 
2000, Language, Power and Pedagogy, Multilingual Matters) when in fact research 
indicates that students may need up to six (or more) years of language support 
(this includes second generation students who are assumed to have linguistic com-
petences because they were born in the host country). The author argues for the 
continuance of L1 support and outlines different models of language immersion.

The next chapter looks at differentiated instruction and assessment. Due to 
the long process of language development, special assessment tools are required 
throughout the process. Coelho argues “assessment tools used to assess and track 
the language and literacy development of children who already speak the language 
of the school (…) are not valid for students who have not had the same opportuni-
ties to learn the language, at least until they are well along the continuum of sec-
ond-language acquisition” (p. 85). The chapter describes the difficulties of tracking 
students’ progress (especially in these circumstances) and provides detailed ac-
counts of different tools that have been developed for formative assessment.

Chapter five is based on the idea that social cohesion is a necessary quality in 
society and that this cohesion, in a large part, depends on successful integration 
of immigrants. Research results indicate the need to look at disaggregated statis-
tics from a longitudinal perspective in order to design and implement effective 
programmes that are appropriate to individual and group needs. Picking up on 
several of the proposals made in the previous chapter, this chapter then provides a 
10-point action plan that focuses on long-term learning.

Chapter six narrows the focus to the classroom and explains how to create 
an inclusive environment. This is one of the more illustrative and practical chap-
ters; examples from real projects are described (although data about project results 
are not provided). The chapter ranges from how to ensure that students are made 
comfortable from day one to outlining the design and implementation of cross-
cultural, multidisciplinary projects. The chapter underscores the need for teachers 
to take into account both cultural and individual learning styles (along with excel-
lent ideas on how this might be done).

In chapter seven, Coelho emphasizes that multilingualism is an asset for indi-
viduals, classes, schools and communities. These benefits must be fomented and, 
arguably, this begins in the classroom — the chapter gives everyday advice on how 
to support and respect the L1 of students in the classroom (reiterating the impor-
tance of L1 as the foundation for all learning which has been discussed in previous 
chapters), and draws from ideas taken from the ‘Multiliteracy Project’ carried out 
in Canada.

The next chapter highlights the importance of oral interaction (authentic 
classroom talk) for learning. Put simply, the notion is that learning of concepts and 
language occurs through meaningful experiences, in conjunction with scaffolding 
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by teachers and peers. Through interaction the pupils are exposed to the features 
of academic language (Walqui & van Lier, 2010, Scaffolding the Academic Success of 
Adolescent English Learners, WestEd). Based on the premise of cooperative, small 
group work, the author argues that learning both receptive and productive com-
petences are best acquired through non-threatening environments that encourage 
interaction and illustrative advice is delivered for organizing and managing these 
types of interventions.

Chapter nine considers the difference between oral and written text, detailing 
how teachers can promote and support literacy development at all ages and levels. 
This is achieved through “intensive reading” and “extensive reading” — the chap-
ter gives excellent advice on different ways to facilitate the learners’ development 
in these two areas. The author then turns to ways in which literacy knowledge can 
be used to produce writing, showing how the teacher can work with the learners 
towards increasingly more complex, cohesive texts.

The last chapter focuses on vocabulary acquisition — as a critical feature of 
language learning it is vital that teachers help newcomers catch up with their peers 
in vocabulary knowledge and development. Given that newcomers must undergo 
“accelerated vocabulary acquisition” (p. 313), they face a much steeper learning 
curve and the chapter gives advice on helping face this challenge by deconstruct-
ing vocabulary learning and proposing teaching strategies for each area [e.g. com-
prehension, meaning-making (gist), vocabulary development, etc.]. This is fol-
lowed by a short section on assessment of vocabulary knowledge and use.

Overall the book is an excellent source of ideas for effectively supporting all 
language learners. The author is careful to shun technical terminology, while en-
suring that the practical proposals are framed in current and relevant research. 
For general practitioners who are not trained in dealing with diverse linguistic and 
cultural backgrounds, this book can certainly help formulate effective pedagogy. 
This book is also recommendable for teaching methods courses, for both general 
educators and specialized teachers. At times, the book strays towards an ideal-
ized tenor; nonetheless the positive, respectful attitude of the author towards the 
groups under discussion is palpable, and the ideas are strongly supported in her 
own ample experience of work in the field.
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